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The film is based on a graphic novel with the same title written by Alan Moore and 
David Lloyd. It was directed by James McTeigue, starring Hugo Weaving and 
Natalie Portman. It portrays a different version of Britain which is governed by a 
totalitarian government. A ‘Guy Fawkes – masked’ vigilante identifying himself as 
V initiates a revolution to end the rule of the existing totalitarian government. After 
V demolishes the Old Bailey (the Court), he encourages the people to rise up 
against the government and impliedly informs the destroying of Parliament one 
year from that date. Meanwhile they try to realize all the wrongdoings of the 
authority and gain confidence to fight against the same. While getting closer to this 
period, the Chancellor commands to create chaos in the state in order to make the 
people realize the importance of having the government. The population further 
questions the Party rule as the state slowly descends into anarchy. Thousands of 
the unarmed population march towards the Parliament on the night of the 
destruction. With the death of the Chancellor, the military guarding the streets 
received no orders and the unobstructed State watched the Parliament explode in 
freedom.  

In general terms, an essential effect of a successful revolution against a political 
regime will result in a change in the legal order. The basic norm governing the state 
and its legal system experiences a change either expressly or in an implied manner. 
This change can be made in express terms by explicitly announcing invalidation of 
the earlier laws. An implied way can be through formation of a new basic norm 
which would thereafter be the source of laws. The validity of a legal norm is limited 
in time and is determined by the order to which they belong. They remain valid as 
long as they have not been invalidated in a way determined by the legal order, also 
when the total order ceases to be efficacious.1 Though the laws implemented post 
revolution might be of a similar nature, the source of their validity which gives 

                                                             
1 KELSEN, H., WEDBERG, A., KRAUS, W. H., & KELSEN, H. (1945). General theory 
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them the legal standing shall vary with the formulated basic norm. The act of 
revolution will be deemed to be legal only if the revolutionaries succeed to 
overthrow the existing authority, which further would lead to an establishment of 
a new legal order in the state. These acts attain validity as legal acts from the 
established basic norm which is presupposed, which in turn forms a new legal 
system. On the other hand, in the case of a failure, the acts which constituted the 
uprising shall be considered illegal, as a crime of treason, with respect to the 
existing legal order and the insurgents involved shall be punished accordingly.  

With this, it can be observed from the plot that the existing Government was 
brought down at the end of the revolution. The people of the state can then form 
a new legal system for themselves with a new governing body and lay down new 
rules. The demolition of the Court and the Parliament are no more punishable 
under the old law since it has lost its efficacy and a new legal order is to be 
established for the further governance of the state. Here exists the choice and will 
of the public in formulation of laws and public acceptance of the government 
(which is to be formed).  

The film clearly portrays a totalitarian government with the Chancellor at the head, 
similar to a dictator, where the people are forced to obey his commands as laws. 
Especially, particular sects of the society are treated to be undesirables. These 
include Jews, Muslims, atheists, homosexuals and dissidents. They are put to 
imprisonment and executed in concentration camps. The public had no other 
choice but to obey the government orders in the fear of being punished and 
thereby executed. In the view of Austin’s theories, these are valid laws and thus 
have to be complied with. His command theory states that the “Law is a command 
of the sovereign, backed by sanctions”. The sovereign in the theory is depicted as 
an ultimate unchecked constituent authority, which/who is habitually obeyed by 
everyone. However, it is criticized with respect to the absence of public acceptance 
in the theory. The Government as portrayed in the film is the sovereign imposing 
the laws and despite of the absence of public’s acceptance to the same, they are 
forced to be obeyed. Failing to which, they would be treated as undesirables and 
shall be executed which constitutes the ‘sanction’. This shows that the command 
of sovereign is obeyed with the fear of sanctions being imposed.  

Can a law without a moral standing be considered legal and valid? If it’s imposed 
by a mere authoritative and oppressive body and without public will, can it really 
be considered a law? In the words of natural law thinkers, ‘an unjust law is no law 
at all’. Accordingly, a human law has to be judged and evaluated based on the 
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principles of natural law being just, fair and reasonable. In the absence of public 
will in the formulation of laws it is morally unfair and unjust to be governed by 
these laws. However, the criterion of being ‘just’ is not specifically defined and 
hence can be subjective. It is further given that the essential objective of law is to 
preserve well-being of the community, for the common good of the community in 
whole. Illustrating the will of the Prince, it is said to have the power of law only if 
it is guided by reason, otherwise it becomes evil.2 Therefore it is considered to be 
important for a law to be non-violative of principles of natural law and shall be for 
the common good. The legal system of the portrayed government is thus not to 
be considered valid according to the natural law thinkers as it fails to preserve the 
moral standard of the laws which has to aim for the greater good.    

While qualifying or determining the nature of a law, separation of law and morality 
is to be questioned. If law and morality are to be treated as separate entities, then 
a law shall not require a moral standing in order to be termed as valid. While on 
the other side, it requires to be morally valid to have a binding status. The former 
is adopted by the legal positivists whereas the latter is supported by the natural law 
theorists. The core ideology of Lon L. Fuller is that law has an internal morality. 
He believes that a legal system is the “purposive human enterprise of subjecting human 
conduct to the guidance and control of general rules” 3. No matter what the essential purpose 
is, a legal system has to comply with certain procedural standards. In the absence 
of which, it will merely be an exercise of state coercion instead of a legal system. 
Fuller adopted a procedural natural law approach laying down a set of principles 
to determine the legality, which would serve moral ends.  

According to positivists, a legal rule is legal “not owing to its content but only 
because it has been constituted in a particular fashion, born of a definite procedure and a definite 
rule of law” 4. The oppressive laws formulated by a dictator can be treated as a bad 
law and may be revolted against, also may be tested with morality by the Courts 
while rendering justice. Nevertheless, it has to be considered as a law with respect 
to its legal standing and enforcement by a competent authority. For such 
recognition, it has to be proved that there is a competent authority governing the 
legal system. The authority in the film is the Chancellor leading his government 
who has taken control over the state by forming own laws. With the formation of 
a new governing body and no old laws which would illegalize its formation being 

                                                             
2 THOMAS, A. SUMMA THEOLOGICA OF ST. THOMAS AQUINAS. 
3 Meyerson, D. (2015). Understanding jurisprudence. Routledge-Cavendish. 
4Ratnapala, S. (2009). Jurisprudence. Port Melbourne, Vic.: Cambridge University Press. 
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no more applicable, it is to be presumed that the new body is the sovereign of the 
state and is thus competent to formulate a new legal order.  

While providing with the theories of HLA Hart, text of ‘The Concept of Law’ also 
referred to the Nazi regime. The same can be used as an illustration in the present 
context with a similarity in the rule of the authority and its legal system. It was 
observed that even the worst of the Nazi laws cannot be avoided from being 
considered as laws as they may differ only in their ‘iniquitous moral content’ from 
those laws which are morally accepted, while sharing various distinctive features of 
law with them like forms of law creation, forms of adjudication and enforcement. 
This flows from the idea that “legal systems however evil are law in a pre-interpretive sense” 

5 . In relation to the same it can be observed that the laws imposed by the 
Chancellor will remain to be considered legally binding on the society as they are 
formulated by the sovereign and further processed and implemented accordingly.  

Is the Chancellor, along with his government, a competent authority to be called a 
sovereign and formulate laws? Well, Hart criticized the idea of command theory 
where a law is obeyed only because of the fear of sanctions which misses the 
‘reflective acceptance of law as binding’ by the people. He regards this as an 
important quality of law. He depicts such authoritative sovereign as a robber 
demanding money by threatening to shoot. Though the robber here is not making 
laws, if the people obey laws solely due to fear of sanction, such sovereign is no 
different from a robber. However, he doesn’t discard the idea of such authority to 
be called a sovereign. His version of soft positivism gives a slight moral context 
where the rules of recognition in the legal system allow accounting for morality in 
creating and identifying law. 6  The public is forced to obey to the dictatorial 
government officials with the fear of the oppressive rules and sanctions. Though 
it cannot be said that it is not a sovereign body, it can be questioned and revolted 
against in order to get a favorable legal system.    

The idea of justice, which runs a legal system, is subjective and is different in the 
internal perspective of every individual. In the film, V has not believed in the legal 
order imposed by the sovereign which made him revolt against it in order to bring 
out his sense of justice. He encouraged the people to believe in him but has not 
obligated them to follow his commands. They felt obliged and have internally 
accepted the idea which led them to come together in order to bring down the 

                                                             
5 Hart, H. (n.d.). The concept of law. 2nd ed. 
6 Supra note 4.  
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authority and its oppressive rules. In the words of Hart, the nature of a rule is only 
partly revealed by observation of its external objective existence. He believed that 
the ‘rules’ are used by individuals “to justify their actions, to make claims of their rights and 
to criticize the conduct of others” 7. Moral rules impose moral obligations where there is 
social pressure generated by common hostility giving rise to emotions. These 
obligation rules arise out of the common belief that they are essential to maintain 
social life. The common feeling of hostility arose within the people due to the 
unfair oppressive legal order affecting the society. This led the people to internally 
believe in revolting against the government and bring a change in the legal system.  

Hart’s theory also expresses that there are internal and external factors to the rules 
and that the mere existence of rules does not make them obligatory for compliance. 
The internal factor in an individual plays a major role to decide the sense of 
obligation towards observing the rules. In the case of the vigilante, V, the internal 
aspect is not satisfied, as he felt that the existing legal system is not only inefficient 
but also cruel while executing numerous innocent people which led to injustice. 
With the absence of his internal acceptance of the sovereign who framed these 
laws, he never felt obligated to follow them. This led to the rise of a revolution 
from his part against the sovereign.   

“Defend the children of the poor and punish the wrongdoer”. This was shown in the film 
sketched on the wall of the Old Bailey depicting the aim of the Court to render 
justice, in contrast with the existing authority. This was demolished portraying that 
the Judiciary no longer played its role in the justice system with the active 
totalitarian government in place. A law cannot exist in a society for longer without 
adhering to the moral standards of that society. Though established by a legally 
competent authority, it shall not have a longer life if it fails to have the support of 
the people being governed. Any law is acceptable in a society when it is just, fair 
and reasonable with respect to the whole community and promoting for the greater 
good. It may not be adequate in holding that the laws should totally be based on 
the natural law, but its principles shall be the foundation for the formulation of 
any law.  

                                                             
7 Ibid.  
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