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		Abstract

		As recent questions about the legality of several American military activities make clear, most disputes about the legality of high-level official action take place not in courts of law, but in the court of public opinion.  But in the court of public opinion, the various parties to the disputes turn out to be relying on vastly different conceptions of law itself, and of just what is to count as law in the first place. Although the central figures in the civil disobedience tradition â€“ Thoreau, Gandhi, and King, among others â€“ freely acknowledged that they were violating the positive law then in force, such acknowledgments, especially for public officials, are now quite rare.  Instead, those who charge official illegality rely on a particular and typically unspoken (albeit narrow) conception of what is law, and officials defend their actions as legal by relying on a different and also typically unspoken (but substantially broader) conception of law.  But if the debates about public legality and illegality are ones in which the various sides are relying on fundamentally different understandings of what law is and what the components of law are, the possibility of meaningful public discussion of official legality evaporates. This Essay does not seek to answer the question of what â€œreallyâ€� counts as law, but aims instead to expose the jurisprudential underpinnings of typical charges that officials have violated the law, and of typical defenses by officials to such charges, defenses that understand the components of law in a different and ordinarily much more capacious way.  Thoreau, Gandhi, and King recognized that positive law may at times conflict with morality or wise policy, but nowadays officials defending their actions against charges of illegality often adopt reconciliation strategies that dissolve any alleged conflicts between what the law requires and what the law-independent best course of action would be.  These reconciliation strategies may play well in public discussion, but have the unfortunate effect of making it almost impossible to hold officials to public or political account for their unlawful policies 


	

	

	
		
		


	

	
	

		
		

	
	


	

	
	
	
		
	
	
	

	
	
		
		
			
				
			
		
		Keywords: obedience to law, compliance, legality, jurisprudence

	
	

	
    

    
	

	
	
	

	
	

























    	
	
	
	
   	
	
	
	
	
	            
	















	











    
    










    
    
    
    
















	



    




	
		Suggested Citation:
		Suggested Citation
	

	
		
			Schauer,  Frederick, Official Obedience and the Politics of Defining 'Law' (February 15, 2013). Virginia Public Law and Legal Theory Research Paper No. 2013-11,  Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2220923 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2220923 
		
	

	

	
	
	

	
		
	

	

	
	
		

	










    
    










    
    
    
    





















	


	























	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Frederick Schauer (Contact Author)

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
						
					
					[image: University of Virginia School of Law]
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				University of Virginia School of Law  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					580 Massie Road
Charlottesville, VA  22903
United States
434-924-6777 (Phone)

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	





	

	

	
	
		
	

	

	
	




				
				
				









	
	    












    
    






    
    







    









    
        
        
        
            
            

            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    [image: PDF icon]Download This Paper
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

            
            
                

                

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Open PDF in Browser
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
            
        

    




















	














	
	    







 



	




	







	







































				

				

				
					
						

						
						

						

						
						

					
				

			


			
				
					
						
						
	










	
	    














	
	    














	
	    







	
		Do you have negative results from your research youâ€™d like to share?

		
			

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit Negative Results
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
		

	



					

				
				
					
					


	












	
	
	








	
		
			Paper statistics

		

	


	
		
		 
			
				Downloads

				      293

			

		
		
		
			Abstract Views

			    2,018

		

		
		 
		
			Rank

			  190,569

		

		
	


	
		
            
            	        1 Citations
		

	

	
		
			
				       30 References
		

	



	
		PlumX Metrics

		
			
		

		
			
		

	





				


				
				
				
					

    
        
            Related eJournals

        	
                    University of Virginia Public Law & Legal Theory Research Paper Series

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                University of Virginia Public Law & Legal Theory Research Paper Series

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            3,491

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            1,355

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Michael D. Gilbert at University of Virginia School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Jurisprudence & Legal Philosophy eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Jurisprudence & Legal Philosophy eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,633

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           13,491

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Brian Bix at University of Minnesota Law School, Matthew D. Adler at Duke University School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                


            

            
                
                

                	
                    Social & Political Philosophy eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Social & Political Philosophy eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              863

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           19,533

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Philosophy of Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Philosophy of Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              751

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           13,542

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Politics eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Politics eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              727

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           10,564

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Timothy R. Johnson at University of Minnesota

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Courts eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Courts eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              558

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           15,323

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Rhetoric eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Rhetoric eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              297

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            3,698

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Suzianne D. Painter-Thorne at Mercer University School of Law, Jeanne Frazier Price at University of Nevada, Las Vegas, William S. Boyd School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law, Politics & the Media eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law, Politics & the Media eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              288

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            3,112

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Keith J. Bybee at Syracuse University - College of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                



                
            

            
        
        
        
                 
        
        

    


				


				
					
					

















				

			

		


		
				
					Feedback
					
				

			

			


	
		
		Feedback to SSRN

		
			
				
					Feedback
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				
					Email
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				Submit
				
			
		

		

		If you need immediate assistance, call 877-SSRNHelp (877 777 6435) in the United States, or +1 212 448 2500 outside of the United States, 8:30AM to 6:00PM U.S. Eastern, Monday - Friday.

	







	

	
	
		
		

	




	
	





  
  

	
	
		
	


	
	
		
			
			
		
	
		
	


	
	
	






		
		














	
		
			
				
                    

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit a Paper
                    
                        
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
					Section 508 Text Only Pages
				

			
			
				SSRN Quick Links 

					SSRN Solutions
	Research Paper Series
	Conference Papers
	Partners in Publishing
	Jobs & Announcements
	Special Topic Hubs


			

			
				SSRN Rankings 

					Top Papers
	Top Authors
	Top Organizations


			

			
				About SSRN 

					Network Directors
	Announcements
	Contact us
	FAQs


			

			
		

			
	
	


		
			
				
			

			
				
					Copyright
					Terms and Conditions
					Privacy Policy
				

				
					All content on this site: Copyright Â© 2023 Elsevier Inc., its licensors, and contributors. All rights are reserved, including those for text and data mining, AI training, and similar technologies. For all open access content, the Creative Commons licensing terms apply.

					We use cookies to help provide and enhance our service and tailor content.

					To learn more, visit
					Cookie Settings.
					
						
							
							This page was processed by aws-apollo-l100 in   0.078 seconds 
						
					
					

				

			

			
				
			

		

	









	
		
		
		
		


    
        
        
        

        
        
                
                
                    
                
            
    

    

    


		






    























    




    








	


		[image:  ]

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
