HENRY DAVID THOREAU
Civil Disobedience

HENRY DAVID THOREAU (1817-1862) began keeping a
journal when he graduated from Harvard in 1837. The journal was
preserved and published, and it shows us the seriousness, determi-
nation, and elevation of moral values characteristic of all his work.
He is best known for Walden (1854), a record of his departure from
the warm congeniality of Concord, Massachusetts, and the home of
his close friend Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803 —1882), for the com-
parative “wilds” of Walden Pond, where he built a cabin, planted a
garden, and lived simply. In Walden Thoreau describes the deaden-
ing influence of ownership and extols the vitality and spiritual
uplift that comes from living close to nature. He also argues that
civilization’s comforts sometimes rob a person of independence, in-
tegrity, and even conscience.

Thoreau and Emerson were prominent among the group of
writers and thinkers who were referred to as the Transcendental-
ists. They believed in something that transcended the limits of sen-
sory experience — in other words, something that transcended ma-
terialism. Their philosophy was based on the works of Immanuel
Kant (1724 - 1804), the German idealist philosopher; Samuel Tay-
lor Coleridge (1772 -1834), the English poet; and johann Woll-
gang von Goethe (1749 —1832), the German dramatist and thinker.
These writers praised human intuition and the capacity to see be-
yond the limits of common experience.

Their philosophical idealism carried over into the social con-
cerns of the day, expressing itself in works such as Walden and
«Civil Disobedience,” which was published with the title “Resis-
tance to Civil Government,” in 1849, a year after the publication of
The Communist Manifesto. Although Thoreau all but denies his ide-
alism in “Civil Disobedience,” it is obvious that after spending a
night in the Concord jail, he realizes he cannot quietly accept his
government’s behavior in regard to slavery. He begins to feel that it
is not only appropriate but imperative to disobey unjust laws.
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In Thoreaw's time the most flagrantly unjust laws were those
that supported slavery. The Transcendentalists strongly opposed
slavery and spoke out against it. Abolitionists in Massachusetts
harbored escaped slaves and helped them move to Canada and free-
dom. The Fugitive Slave Act, enacted in 1850, the year after “Civil
Disobedience™ was published, made Thorcau a criminal because he
refused to comply with Massachusetts civil authorities when in
1851 they began returning escaped slaves to the South as the law
required.

“Civil Disobedience™ has been much more influential in the
twenticth century than it was in the nineteenth. Mohandas Gandhi
(1869 -1948) claimed that while he was editor of an Indian news-
paper in South Africa, it helped o inspire his theories of non-
violent resistance. Gandhi eventually implemented these theories
against the British empire and helped win independence for India.
In the 1960s, Martin Luther King, Jr., applied the same theories in
the fight for racial equality in the United States. Thorcau’s essay
once again found widespread adherents among the many young
men who resisted being drafted into the military to fight in Viet-
nam because they believed that the war was unjust.

““Civil Disobedience” was written after the Walden experience
(which began on July 4, 1845, and ended September 6, 1847).
Thoreau quictly returned to Emerson’s home and “civilization.”
His refusal to pay the Massachusetts po!l tax — a “per head” tax
imposed on all citizens (o help support what he considered an un-
just war against Mexico— landed him in the Concord jail. Mc
spent just one day and one night there — his aunt paid the tax for
him —but the experience was so extraordinary that he began ex-
amining it in his journal,

THOREAU'S RHETORIC

Thoreauw maintained his journal throughout his life and eventu-
ally became convinced that writing was onc of the few prolessions
by which he could earn a living. He made more money, however,
from lecturing on the lyceum circuit: The lyceum, a New England
institution, was a town adult education program, featuring impor-
tant speakers such as the very successful Fmerson and forcign lec-
turers. Admission fees were very reasonable, and in the absence ol
other popular entertainment, the lyceum was a popular proving
ground for speakers interested in promoting their ideas.

“Civil Disobedience™” was first outlined in rough-hewn form in
the journal, where the main ideas appear and where experiments in
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phrasing began. (Thoreau was a constant 1‘0\»/15("(3) "l‘hcn iAn Fcliru—
ary 1848, Thoreau delivered a lecture on “Civil l)xsobc.dlcnce at
the Concord Lyceum urging people of conscience to actively resist
a government that acted badly. Finally, the picce.was prepa’red for
publication in Aesthetic Papers, an intellectual journal edued~by
Elizabeth Peabody (1804 —1894), the sister-in-law of another im-
portant New England writer, Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804‘—— 1864).
There it was refined again, and certain important details were
added. ‘

«Civil Disobedience” bears many of the hallmarks of the spo-
ken lecture. For one thing, it is written in the first person zmd~ ad-
dresses an audience that Thoreau expects will share many ol‘ his
sentiments but certainly not all his conclusions. His message 15 10
some extent anarchistic, virtually denying an unjust government
any authority or respect. . .

Modern political conservatives generally take his opening
quote — “That government is best which governs least” —as a 1jal~
lying cry against governmental interference in cvcrydaY. a[fax‘rsl
Such conservatives usually propose reducing government m‘tcrier-
ence by reducing the government's capacity to tax .W(‘éllth for un-
popular causes. In fact, what Thoreau opposes is simply any gov-
ernment that is not totally just, totally moral, and totally respectful
of the individual. ‘ N

The easiness of the pace of the essay also derives from its origi-
nal form as a speech. Even such locutions as “But to spg\k p’ra.cll-
cally and as a citizen” (para. 3) connect the essay with its ongm&
Although Thoreau was not an overwhelming orator — he was short
and somewhat homely, an unprepossessing figure — he ensured
that his writing achieved what some speakers might have accom-
plished by means of gesture and theatrics. »

Thoreaw’s language is marked by clarity. He spcak‘s directly to
every issue, stating his own position and recommending the posi-
tion he feels his audience, as reasonable and moral people, sh()ul’d
accept. One impressive achievement in this satlc?li(m is Thorcauw’s
capacity to shape memorable, virtually aphonsu.c statements that
remain “quotable” generations later, beginning with his own quolg—
tion from the words of John L. O'Sullivan: “That government is
best which governs least.” Thoreau calls it a motto, as if it bclo.ngcd
on the great seal of a government or on a coin. It contains an inter-
esting and impressive rhetorical Qourish - the (l(‘»\"l(‘(' of repeating
“govern” and the near rhyme of “best™ with “I(rus(‘, 4

His most memorable statements show considerable attention
to the rhetorical qualities of balance, repetition, and pattern. “The
only obligation which 1 have a right to assume is to do at any time
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v.vhat I think right” (para. 4) uses’the word “right” in two senses:
flrst‘ as a matter of personal volition; second, as a matter of morai
rectitude. One’s right, in other words, becomes the opportunity to
do right. “For it matters not how small the beginning may seen); to
be: what is once well done is done forever” (para. 21) also relies on
repetition for its effect and balances the concept of a beginnin

with its capacity to reach out into the future. The use of the 'rhclm%
ical device of chiasmus, a criss-cross relationship between ke

words, marks “Under a government which imprisons any unjustlyy,

the true place for a just man is also a prison” (para. 22). Here is the
pattern:

imprisons ... unjustly

justman ... prison

Such attention to phrasing is typical of speakers whose expressions
must catch and retain the attention of listeners. Audiences (i;) not
have the advantage of referring to a text, so the words ‘ll~ 'y hez
must be forceful. ’ B

‘ Thoreau relies also on analogy — comparing men with ma-
chines people with plants, even the citizen with states considering
secession from the Union. His analogies are effective and thus
worth examining in some detail. He draws on the analysis of Cil:—
cumstance throughout the essay, carefully examining government
actions to determine their qualities and their results. His questions
i'.]duAdC comments on politics (para. 1), on the Bible (pz.lm, 2A3) m.l
Conlucius (para. 24), and finally on his contemporary, Danicel th-
ster (1782 - 1852) (para. 42), demonstrating a wide rlmgc ol influ-
ence but avoiding the pedantic tone that can come from using quo-
tations too liberally or from citing obscure sources. This\ cq‘;q‘ is
simple, direct, and uncluttered. Its enduring influence 1s vi‘l;tz‘ll:l
due to the clarity and grace that characterize Thoreau’s Qri(inl ‘ql
its best. Its power derives from Thorcauw's demand that cilizcn&;g'lz‘l
on the basis of conscience. o

Civil Disobedience

I heartily accept the motto — “That government is best which 1
governs least,” and I should like to see it acted up to more rapidly
and systematically. Carried out, it finally amounts to this, which also
| helieve — “That government is best which governs not at all”; and
when men are prepared for it, that will be the kind of government
which they will have. Government is at best but an expedient; but
most governments are usually, and all governments are sometimes,
inexpedient. The objections which have been brought against a
standing army, and they are many and weighty, and deserve to pre-
vail, may also at last be brought against a standing government. The
standing army is only an arm of the standing government. The gov-
ernment itsell, which is only the mode which the people have cho-
sen to execute their will, is equally liable to be abused and perverted
before the people can act through it. Witness the present Mexican
war,2 the work of comparatively a few individuals using the standing
government as their tool; for in the outset the people would not
have consented o this measure.

This American government — what is it but a tradition, a recent
one, endeavoring to transmit itsell unimpaired 1o posterity but each
instant losing some of its integrity? It has not the vitality and force of
a single living man; for a single man can hend it to his will. Tt is a
sort of wooden gun to the people themselves. But it is not the less
necessary for this; for the people must have some complicated ma-
chinery or other, and hear its din. to satisfy that idea of government
which they have. Governments show thus how successlully men can
he imposed on, even impose on themselves, for their own advan-
tage. 1t is excellent, we must all allow. Yet this government never of
itself furthered any enterprise but by the alacrity with which it got
out of its way. It does not keep the country free. It does not settle the
West. Il does not educate. The character inherent in the American
people has done all that has been accomplished; and it would have

... governs least John L. O'Sullivan (1813 - 1893) wrote in the United
States Magazine and Democratic Review (1837 that “all government is evil, and the
parents of evil. . .. The best government is that which governs least.” Thomas Jeffer-
son wrote, “That government is best which governs the feast, because its people dis-
cipline themselves,” Both comments echo the Tao-te Ching.

“the present Mexican war (1846 = 1848) The war wis extremely unpopular
in New England because it was an act of a bullying government anxious to grab land
from a weaker nation. The United States had annexed Texas in 1845, precipilating a
welcome retaliation from Mexico
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done somewhat more il the government had not sometimes gol in
its way. For government is an expedient by which men would fain
succeed in letting one another alone; and, as has heen said, when it
is most expedient the governed are most let alone by it. Trade and
commerce, i they were not made of India-rubber, would never
manage Lo bounce over the obstacles which legislators are continu-
ally putting in their way; and, if one were (o judge these men wholly
by the effects of their actions and not partly by their intentions, they
would deserve to be classed and punished with those mischievous
persons who put obstructions on the railroads.

Bul to speak practically and as a citizen, unlike those who call
themselves no-government men, | ask for, not at once no govern-
ment, but at once w better government. | el cvery man make known
what kind of government would command his respect, and that will
be one step toward obtaining it.

After all, the practical reason why, when the power is once in
the hands of the people, a majority are permitted, and for a long pe-
riod continue, to rule is not because they are most likely (o be in the
right, nor becatse this seems firest 1o the minority hut becanse they
are physically the strongest. But a government in which the majority
rule in all cases cannot be based on justice, even as far as men un-
derstand it. Can there not be a government in which majorities do
not virtually decide right and wrong but conscience? — in which
majorities decide only those questions to which the rule of expedi-
ency is applicable? Must the citizen ever for a moment, or in the
least degree, resign his conscience Lo the legislaior? Why has every
man a conscience then? | think that we should be men first and sub-
jects afterward. 1t is not desirable to cultivate a respect for the law,
so much as for the right. The only obligation which 1 have a right to
assume is to do at any time what'I think right. It is truly enough said
that a corporation has no conscience; but a corporation of conscien-
tious men is a corporation with a conscicnce. Law never made men a
whit more just; and, by means of their respect for it, even the well-
disposed are daily made the agents of injustice. A common and nat-
ural result of an undue respect for law is that you may sce a file of
soldiers, colonel, captain, corporal, privines, powder monkeys,*and
all, marching in admirable order over hill and dale o the wars,
against their wills, ay, against their common sense and consciences,
which makes it very steep marching indeed and produces a palpita-
tion of the heart. They have no doubt that it is a damnable business
in which they are concerned; they are all peaceably inclined. Now.

"powder-monkeys The bovs who dehivered stnpowder to cannons
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what are they? Men at all? or small movable forts zmq magazmcs at
the service of some unscrupulous man in power?‘Vmu the Navy-
Yard,* and behold a marine, such a man as zm’Amencan govcrmm‘m\
can make, or such as it can make a man with its black arts — a mere

shadow and reminiscence of humanity, a man laid out ahyc apd
standing, and already, as one may say, buried under arms with fu-
neral accompaniments, though it may be —

Not a drum was heard, not a funeral note,
As his corse o the rampart we hurried;

Not a soldier discharged his farewell shot
O'er the grave where our hero we buried.”

The mass of men serve the state thus, not as men mainly, buLAa‘s
machines, with their bodies. They are the standing army, and the Tr}dv
tia, jailers, constables, posse comitatus,” &CJ In most cases(there is n‘o
free exercise whatever of the judgment or of the moral sense; but they
put themselves on a level with wood and earth ‘zmd stones; zmq
wooden men can perhaps be manufactured that will serve the |m‘| -
pose as well. Such command no more respect than men ol straw o1 {
lump of dirt. They have the same sort ol worth only as horfes an%
dogs. Yet such as these even are commonly esteemed g‘oqc.l L‘lgze’mi
Others —as most legislators, politicians, lawyers, ministers, anc
office-holders — serve the state chicfly with their heads; and, as thcy:
rarely make any moral distinctions, they are as likely to‘ serve m‘t
Devil, without intending it, as God. A very few, as heroes, pamo.nsl,
martyrs, reformers in the great sense, andln’nfn, serve LhcAslaLC .v?/njl
their consciences also and so necessarily resist it fQT the most part; dl;(\

they are commonly treated as enemies by it. A wise mlfn, will oan/ be
useful as a man and will not submit to be “clay” and “stop a hole to
keep the wind away,” but leave that office to his dust at least:

[ am too high-born to be propertied,

To be a secondary at control,

Or uselul serving-man and instrument v
To any sovereign state throughout the workd

“Navy-Yard This is apparently the United States Naval yard at‘BosLon: k
S These lines are from “Burial of Sir John Moore at Corunna” (1817) by the
Irish poet Charles Wolle (1791 - 1823). ‘
e posse comitatus Literally, the power of the county; it means a law-
' ‘ X ade rdinary citizens
enforcement group made up of ordinary ¢ ‘ N
7«clay,” “stop a hole ... wind away,” I am too high-born. ... These lines
' ! i 927 The verse i e ‘ing
are [rom Shakespeare; the first is [rom Hamlet, V.i.226 - 227, The verse is from King
John, V.ii.79 - 82

c
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He who gives himself entirely 1o his fellow-men appears to them
useless and selfish; but he who gives himself
nounced a benelactor and philanthropist.

How does it become a man to behave toward this American
government today? 1 answer, that he cannot without disgrace he as-
sociated with it. T cannot for an instant recognize that political orga-
nization as my government which is the slave’s government also.

A men recopnize the ripht of revolution: that is, the ripht 1o
tehie allegrance 1o, and 1o resist the government when its tyranny
orits inefficiency are great and unendurable. But almost all say tha
such is not the case now. But such was the case, they think, in the
Revolution of 7511 one were 1o tell me thay
ment becanse it taxed certain forcipn commoditics brought 1o i1y
potts, it s most probable that 1 should not make an ado alout i, for
I'can do without them. All machines have their friction; and possi-
bly this does enough good to counterbalance the evil. At any rate, it
s a great evil to make a stir about it. But when the friction comes to
have its machine, and oppression and robbery are organized, | say
let us not have such a machine any longer. In other words, when 2
sixtheol the population of a nation which has undertaken to he the
refuge ol liberty are slaves, and a whole country is unjustly overrun
and conquered by a foreign army and subjected to military law, 1
think that it is not 100 soon for honest men to rebel and revolution-

ize. What makes this duty the more urgent is the fact that the coun-
WY 50 overrun is not our own. hut ou

“partially to them is pro-

this was a bad govern-

rs s the invading army.

Paley,™ a common authority with many on moral questions, in
his chapter on the “Duty of Submission (o Civil Government,” re-
solves all civil obligation into expediency; and he proceeds 1o say,
“that so long as the interest of the whole sociely requires it, that is,
so long as the established government cannot be resisted or charged
without public inconveniency, it is the will of God that the estah-
lished government be obeyed, and no longer. ...

This principle
being admitted, the justice ol

every particular case of resistance is re-
duced toa computation of the quantity ol the danger and gricvance
on the one side and of the probability and expense of redressing it
on the other™ Of this, he Siys,

Su

every man shall judee for hinsell
tPaley appears never o have contemplated those cases 1o which
the rule of expediency does not apply, in which a people, as well as
an individual, must do justice, cost what it may. If' 1 have unjustly

“William Paley (1743 - 1803) An Enghsh theologinn who lectured widely on
moral philosophy. Paley is famous for A View of the Bvidences of Christianine (1704
“Duty of subnssion o Civil Government Explauned”is Chapter 3 of Book 6 of The
Principles of Moral and Political Philosophy (1783)

o]
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wrested a plank [rom a drowning man, I must rcsLorT lL u? l}w\ntn
though 1 drown mysell. This, accorclmgm Paley, \/\io%ild‘x: ;‘nlm‘x).‘
nient. But he that would save his lile, in such a case, bhf'\ Uf ~u‘
This people must cease to hold slaves and to make war on Mexico,
though it cost them their existence as a peoplo | N

In their practice, nations agree with Pu.ley,. but does Qu?}\,‘n‘
think that Massachusetts docs exactly what is right at the present
Crisis?

A drab ol stale, a cloth-o'-silver shut, ‘ .
To have her train borne up, and her soul trail in the dirt.

Practically speaking, the opponents to a reform in \\/1;155;}(.'ht,xs‘]c‘l‘t7
are not a hundred thousand politicians ar the South |)l,‘ll a ‘n%nf [u‘c
thousand merchants and larmers here, who are more 1[1Lc1051ﬁc in
commerce and agriculture than they are in ljumanu/\g ;,u/wdu ‘Ztlt‘ H,OE
prepared to do justice to the slave and to Mexico, cost whag it ma>~.)
quarrel not with far-off foes but with those w_ho, near at IOH}‘G{ u[
operate with, and do the bidding of, those far away, and V\:uui)%\[
whom the latter would be harmless. We are z\c'wgloﬁml o 5‘1}/”1?(»1‘
the mass of men are unprepared; but improvement is siuw"l\x CAUSC
the few are not materially wiser or better than the many. It is \nfﬂ, SLZ
important that many should be as good as you as Lh,a,[ ‘L he&rg 1}33@!501?\:
absolute goodness somewhere; for that will leaven lhé} W m‘ Lf L.ul D.
There are thousands who are in opinion opposed to \slavevly lanc leO
the war who yet in elfect do nothing to putan m(l‘m IIE(‘,m' w ulx, Ln
teeming themselves children of Washington and Franklin, sil ;'ow
with their hands in their pockets and say that they know-n‘olv Wi at LQ
do, and do nothing; who even postpone the question QI [‘re\edgrln an
the question of free trade, and quiet,lx read. the pmcesj(,ulrc,m} c} ofnﬁ
with the latest advices from Mexico alter dinner ancﬁl, it may % a
asleep over them both. What is the price-current of an ]’1\0‘11851‘ 1{1}1211
and patriot today? They hesitate and they regret gnd Sﬁ]‘lé(: !'IQTC.S, \ 4?]
petition; but they do nothing in carnest and \\‘1.1[1 elfect. ! u?f !\f )
wail, well disposed, for others 1o x'cmcdy the evil, tim/l lh'L),f fnf;(;uq
longer have it Lo regret. Al most, they give Qniy a gbmp \YO[M: LL}
leeble countenance and. God-speed, o the right, as it goes by l,,“,} n'.
There are nine hundred and ninety-nine patrons of virtue (o ‘Oml vir-
tuous man. But it is easier to deal with the real possessor of a thing
than with the temporary guardian of it.

5752 = 1626), Revengers Tragedy (1607),

"Adrab. ... Trom Cyril Tourneur (15757 - lh,Z(»))”R( venger's /»r{g(iy\(‘ ! l?)
IViv. 70 =72, “Drah” is an obsolete term for a prostitute. Thoreau quotes the lines

imply that Massachusetts is a “painted lady™ with a defiled soul

QO
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Al voting s asort of gaming, like checkers or backpammon
with a slight moral tinge to it, a playing with right and wrong, an;
moral questions; and betting naturally accompanies it. The character
of the voters is not staked. 1 cast my vote, perchance, as | think
right; but I am not vitally concerned that that right should prevail. |
am willing to leave it to the majority. Its obligation, therefore, never
exceeds that of expediency. Even voting for the right is doing nothing
for it. It is only expressing to men feebly your desire that it should
prevail. A wise man will not leave the right to the merey of chance,
nor wish it to prevail through the power of the majority. There is
but little virtue in the action of masses of men. When the majority
shall at length vote for the abolition of slavery, it will be because
Ihgy are indiflerent to slavery, or because there is but litde slavery
left to be abolished by their vote. They will then be the only slaves.
Only his vote can hasten the abolition of slavery who asserts his own
freedom by his vote.

I hear of acconvention 1o be held ar Baliimore ™ or elsewhere

- o the selection of acandidate for the Presidency, made up cl’ncH):
of editors, and men who are politicians by profession; but | think,
what is it to any independent, intelligent, and respectable man what
decision they may come 10? Shall we not have the advantage of his
wisdom and honesty nevertheless? Can we not count upon some in-
dependent votes? Are there not many individuals in the country
who do not attend conventions? But no: 1 find that the responsible
man, so catled, has immediately drifted rom his position, and de-
spairs of his country when his country has more reason to despair of
him. He forthwith adopts one of the candidates thus selected as the
only available once, thus proving that he is himsell available for any
purposes ol the demagogue. His vote is of no more worth than that
of any unprincipled foreigner or hireling native who may have been
bought. O for a man who is a man and, as my neighbor says has a
bone in his back which you cannot pass your hand through! Our
statistics are at fault: the population has heen returned too large.
How mary men are there to o square thousand miles in this umm;‘y?
Hardly one. Does not America offer any inducement for men to
settle -here? The American has dwindled into an Odd Fellow!! —
one who may be known by the deve.opment of his organ of gregari-

u

Baltimore In 1848 the pohtical environment was particalarly miense, i was
a scedbed for theoreticians of the Confederacy. which was only I)cgu;mnw 1o be mn;
templated scriously. ’ ;

1Odd Fellow The tndependent Order of Odd Fellows, a fraternal and benes -
olent secret socicty, founded in England in the eighteenth contury and first estah-
lished in the United States in 1819 in Baltimore, )

I

TroriEAu: Civil Disobedience 133

ousness and 4 manifest Tack of intellect and cheerful self-reliance;
whose first and chiel concern, on coming into the world, is 1o see
that the Almshouses are in good repair; and, before yet he has law-
fully donned the virile garb, to collect a fund for the support of the
widows and orphans that may be; who, in short, ventures to live
only by the aid of the Mutual Insurance Company, which has
promised to bury him decently.

It is not a man’s duty, as a matter ol course, 1o devote himsell o
the eradication of any, even the most enormous wrong; he may still
properly have other concerns Lo engage him; but it is his duty, at
least, to wash his hands of it and, il he gives it no thought longer,
not Lo give it practically his support. Il T devote myself to other pur-
suits and contemplations, I must first see, at least, that 1 do not pur-
suc them sitting upon another man’s shoulders. 1 must get ofl him
first, that he may pursue his contemplations too. Sec whal gross in-
consistency is tolerated. | have heard some ol my townsmen say, “l
should like to have them order me out to help put down an insur-
rection of the slaves, or to march to Mexico —see il I would go™
and yet these very men have each directly by their allegiance and so
indirectly, at least, by their money, furnished a substitute. The sol-
dier is applauded who refuses to serve in an unjust war hy those
who do not refuse to sustain the unjust government which makes
the war; is applauded by those whose own act and authority he dis-
regards and sets at naught; as if the State were penitent to that de-
gree that it hired one to scourge it while it sinned, but not o that
degree that it left off sinning for a moment. Thus, under the name of
Order and Civil Government, we arc all made at last to pay homage
to and support our own meanness. After the first blush ol sin comes
its indifference; and [rom immoral it becomes, as it were, unmoral,
and not quite unnecessary to that life which we have made.

The broadest and most prevalent error requires the most disin-
terested virtue to sustain it. The slight reproach to which the virtue
of patriotism is commonly lable, the noble are most likely to incur
Those who, while they disapprove of the character and measures ol
a government, yield to it their allegiance and support, are undoubt-
edly its most conscientious supporters, and so frequently the most
serious obstacles to reform. Some are petitioning the State 1o dis-
solve the Union, to disregard the requisitions of the President. Why
do they not dissolve it themselves — the union between themselves
and the State — and reflusc to pay their quota into its treasury? Do
not they stand in the same relation Lo the State that the State does to
the Union? And have not the same reasons prevented the State [rom
resisting the Union which have prevented them [rom resisting the
State?

¥

€



134 JUSTICE

How can a man be satisficd to entertain an opinion merely, and
enjoy it? Is there any enjoyment in it il his opinion is that he is ag-
grieved? I you are cheated out of a single dollar by your neighbor,
you do not rest satisfied with knowing that you are cheated, or with
saying that you are cheated, or even with petitioning him to pay you
your due; but you take effectual steps at once to obtain the full
amount and see that you are never cheated again. Action from prin-
ciple, the perception and the performance of right, changes things
and relations: it is essentially revolwtionary and does not consist
wholly with anything which was. 1t not only divides states and
churches, it divides families; ay, it divides the individual, separating
the diabolical in him from the divine.

Unjust laws exist: shall we be content to obey them, or shall we
endeavor to amend them and obey them until we have succeeded.
or shall we transgress them at once? Men generally, under such a
government as this, think that they ought to wait until they have
persuaded the majority to alter them. They think that if they should
resist the remedy would be worse than the evil. It makes it worse.
Why is it not more apt to anticipate and provide for reform? Why
does it not cherish its wise minority? Why does it cry and resist be-
fore it is hur? Why does ic not encourage its citizens to he on the
alert to point out its faults and do better than it would have them?
Why does it always crucify Christ and excommunicate Copernicus
and Luther'? and pronounce Washington and Franklin rebels?

One would think that a deliberate and practical denial of its au-
thority was the only offence never contemplated by government:
else why has it not assigned its definite, its suitable and proportion-
ate penalty? If a man who has no property refuses but once to earn
nine shillings for the State, he is put in prison for a period unlimited
by any law that I know, and determined only by the discretion of
those who placed him there; but if he should steal ninety times nine
shillings from the State, he is soon permitied 1o go at large again.

I the injustice is part of the necessary Iriction of the machine of
government, let it go, let it go: perchance it will wear smooth — cer-
tainly the machine will wear out. If the injustice has a spring or a
pulley or a rope or a crank exclusively for itsell, then perhaps you
may consider whether the remedy will not be worse than the evil:
but il it is of such a nature that it requires you to be the agent of in-
justice to another, then I say break the law. Let your life be a counter

" Nicolaus Copernicus (1473 -1543) and Martin Luther (1483 - 1546)
Copernicus revolutionized astronomy and the way humankind perceives the uni-
verse; Luther was a religious revolutionary who began the Reformation and created
the first Protestant faith.
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friction to stop the machine. What I have to do is to see, atany rate,
that I do not lend myself to the wrong which I condemn,

As for adopting the ways which the State has provided for reme-
dying the evil, 1 know not of such ways. They take too much time,
and a man’s life will be gone. | have other alfairs to attend Lo, Teame
into this world, not chieflly to make this a good place 1o live in, but
to live in it, be it good or bad. A man has not everything to do. but
something; and because he cannot do everything, it is not necessary
that he should do something wrong. It is not my business to be peti-
tioning the Governor or the Legislature any more than it is theirs to
petition me; and if they should not hear my petition what should |
do then? But in this case the State has provided no way: its very
Constitution is the evil. This may scem 1o be harsh and stubborn
and unconciliatory; but it is to treat with the utmost kindness and
consideration the only spirit that can appreciate or deserves it. S0 s
all change for the better, like birth and death, which convulse the
body.

1 do not hesitate to say that those who call themselves Abolition-
ists should at once elfectually withdraw their support, both in per-
son and property, {rom the government of Massachusetts, and not
wait till they constitute a majority ol one before they suller the right
to prevail through them. I think that it is enough il they have God
on their side, without waiting for that other one. Moreover, any man
more right than his neighbors constitutes a majority ol one already.

I meet this American government or its representalive, the State
government, directly and face Lo face once a year —no more —in
the person of its tax-gatherer; this is the only mode in which a man
situated as 1 am necessarily meets it; and it then says distinctly, Rec-
ognize me; and the simplest, the most effectual and, in the present
posture of affairs, the indispensablest mode of treating with it on
this head, of expressing your little satisfaction with and love for it is
to deny it then. My civil neighbor, the tax-gatherer s the very man |
have to deal with — for it is, alter all, with men and not with parch-
ment that 1 quarrel — and he has voluntarily chosen to be an agent
of the government. How shall he ever know well what he is and
does as an officer ol the government, or as a man, until he is obliged
to consider whether he shall treat me, his neighbor, for whom he
has respect, as a neighbor and well-disposed man, or as a maniac
and disturber of the peace, and see if he can get over this obstruc-
tion to his neighbortliness without a ruder and more impetuous
thought or speech corresponding with his action. [ know this well,
that if one thousand, if one hundred, if ten men whom 1 could name
—if ten honest men only — ay, il one HONEST man in this State of
Massachusetts, ceasing to hold slaves, were actually (o withdraw from
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this copartnership and be locked up in the county jail therelor, it
would be the abolition of slavery in America. For it matiers not how
small the beginning may seem to be: what is once well done is done
lorever. But we love better to talk about it: that we say is our mis-
sion. Reform keeps many scores of newspapers in its service but not
one man. If my esteemed neighbor,'” the State’s ambassador, who
will devote his days to the settlement of the question of human
rights in the Council Chamber, instead of being threatened with the
prisons of Carolina, were (o sit down the prisoner of Massachusetts,
that State which is so anxious to foist the sin of slavery upon her sis-
ter — though at present she can discover only an act of inhospitality
to be the ground of a quarrel with her — the ILegislature would not
wholly waive the subject the following winter.

Under a government which imprisons any unjustly, the true
place for a just man is also a prison. The proper place today, the
only place which Massachusctts has provided for her freer and less
desponding spirits is in her prisons, to be put out and locked out of
the State by her own act, as they have already put themselves out by
their principles. It is there that the fugitive slave and the Mexican
prisoner on parole and the Indian come to plead the wrongs of his
race should find them; on that separate but more [ree and honorable
ground where the State places those who are not with her but against
her — the only house in a slave State in which a ree man can abide
with honor. If any think that their influence would be lost there, and
their voices no longer afflict the ear of the State, that they would not
be as an enemy within its walls, they do not know by how much
truth is stronger than crror, nor how much more cloquently and ef-
lectively he can combat injustice who has experienced a little in his
own person. Cast your whole vote, not a strip of paper merely, but
your whole influence. A minority is powerless while it conforms to
the majority; it is not even a minority then; but it is irresistible when
it clogs by its whole weight. I the alternative is o keep all just men
I prison or give up war and slavery, the State will not hesitate
which to choose. If a thousand men were not (o pay their tax-hills
this year, that would not be a violent bloody measure, as it would e
to pay them, and enable the State to commit violence and shed in-
nocent blood. This is, in fact, the definition of a peaceable revolu-
tion, if any such is possible. I the tax-gatherer or any other public

Mesteemed neighbor Thoreau refers 1o Samuel Hoar (1778 — 1856). 1 Massa-
chusetis congressman, who went to South Caroling (o protest that state’s practice of
seizing black scamen from Massachusetts ships and enslaving them. South Carolina
threatened Hoar and drove him owt of the state. He did not secure the justice he de-
manded. :
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officer asks me, as one has done, “But what shall I do?” my answer
is, “Il you really wish to do anything, resign your office.” When the
subject has refused allegiance and the officer has resigned his office,
then the revolution is accomplished. But even suppose blood should
flow. Is there not a sort of blood shed when the conscience is
wounded? Through this wound a man’s real manhood and immor-
tality flow out, and he bleeds to an everlasting death. I sce this blood
flowing now. »

1 have contemplated the imprisonment of the olfender rather
than the seizure of his goods— though both will serve the same
purpose — because they who assert the purest right, and conse-
quently are most dangerous Lo a corrupt State, commonly‘]mvc not
spent much time in accumulating property. To such the State ren-
ders comparatively small service, and a slight tax is wont to appear
exorbitant, particularly il they are obliged to earn it by special labor
with their hands. If there were one who lived wholly without the use
of money, the State itsell would hesitate to demand it of him. Bul
the rich man —not to make any invidious comparison — is always
sold to the institution which makes him rich. Absolutely speaking,
the more money, the less virtue; for money comes between a man
and his objects and obtains them for him; and it was certainly no
great virtue to obtain it. It puts to rest many questions whichAhe
would otherwise be taxed o answer; while the only new question
which it puts is the hard but superfluous one, how to spend it. Thus
his moral ground is taken from under his feet. The opportunities of
living are diminished in proportion as what are called the “means”
are increased. The best thing a man can do for his culture when he
is rich is to endeavor to carry out those schemes which he enter-
tained when he was poor. Christ answered the Herodians'™ accord-
ing to their condition. “Show me the tribute-money,” said he — and
one took a penny out of his pocket — if you use money which has
the image of Caesar on it, and which he has made current and valu-
able, that is, il you are men of the State and gladly enjoy the advan-
tages of Cacsar’'s government, then pay him back some of his own
when he demands it “Render therefore to Caesar that which is Cace-
sar's, and to God those things which are God's” — leaving them no
wiser than before as to which was which; for they did not wish to
know.

When I converse with the freest of imy neighbors, | pereeive that
whatever they may say about the magnitude and seriousness of the

" Herodians Followers of King Herod who were opposed 1o Jesus Christ (see
Matthew 22:10).
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guestion, and their regard for the public tranquillity, the long and
the short of the matter is that they cannot spare the protection of the

existing government, and they dread the consequences 1o their

property and families of disobedience 1o it. For my own part, |
should not like to think that 1 ever rely on the protection of the
State. But if I deny the authority of the State when it presents its lax-
bill, it will soon take and waste all my property and so harass me
and my children without end. This is hard. This makes it impossihle
for a man to live honestly, and at the same time comfortably, in out-
ward respects. It will not be worth the while to accumulate prop-
erty; that would be sure to go again. You must hire or squat some-
where and raise but a small crop and cat that soon. You must live
within yoursell and depend upon yoursell always tucked up and
ready for a start, and not have many affairs. A man may grow rich in
Turkey even, if he will be in all respects a good subject of the Turk-
ish government. Confucius'® said: “1f a siate is governed by the prin-
ciples of reason, poverty and misery are subjects of shame: if a state
is not governed by the principles of reason, riches and honors are
the subjects of shame.” No: until T want the protection of Massachu-
setts to be extended to me in some distant Southern port, where ny
liberty is endangered, or until 1 am bent solely on building up an es-
tate at home by peacelul enterprise, 1 can alford to refuse allegiance
to Massachusetts and her right to my property and life. It costs me
less in every sense to incur the penalty of disobedience to the State
than it would 10 obey. I should feel as il | were worth less in that
case.

Some years ago the State met me in behalfl of the Church and
commanded me to pay a certain sum toward the support of aclergy-
man whose preaching my father attended. but never | myscll. “Pay,”
it said, “or be locked up in the jail." I declined 10 pay. But, unfortu-
nately, another man saw fit (o pay it. I did not see why the school-
master should be taxed 1o support the pricst,and not the priest the
schoolmaster: for I was not the Stare's schoolmaster, but | supported
myscll by voluntary subscription. | did not see why the lyceum
should not present its tax-bill and have the State (o back its demand,
as well as the Church. However, at the request of the selectmen, |
condescended to make some such statement as this in writing: —
“Know all men by these presents, that I Henry Thoreau, do not
wish to be regarded as a member of any incorporated society which
I'have not joined.” This | gave to the town clerk; and he has it. The

15 i Sy ; .
Conlucius (551 =479 .c.) The mos mportant Chinese religious leader. s
Analects (collection) treated not only rehigrous but morad and polineal matiers as well
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State, having thus learned that 1 did not wish 1o be regarded as a
member of that church, has never made a like demand on me since;
though it said that it must adhere 1o its original presumption that
time. If I had known how to name them, I should then have signed
off in detail from all the societies which I never signed on to; but |
did not know where to find a complete list.

I have paid no poll-tax'® for six years. | was put into a jail once
on this account, for one night; and, as | stood considering the walls
of solid stone, two or three feet thick, the door of wood and iron, a
foot thick, and the iron grating which strained the light, I could not
help being struck with the foolishness of that institwion which
treated me as il [ were mere flesh and blood and bones, 1o be locked
up. I wondered that it should have concluded at length that this was
the best use it could put me to and had never thought 1o avail itself
of my services in some way. | saw that il there was a wall of stone
between me and my townsmen, there was a still more difficult one
to climb or break through before they could get 10 be as free as |
was. | did not for a moment feel conflined, and the walls seemed a
great waste of stone and mortar. I felt as il I alone of all my towns-
men had paid my tax. They plainly did not know how to treal me
but behaved like persons who are underbred. In every threat and in
every compliment there was a blunder; for they thought that my
chief desire was to stand the other side ol that stone wall. 1 could
not but smile to see how industriously they locked the door on my
meditations, which followed them oul again without let or hin-
drance, and they were really all that was dangerous, As they could
not reach me, they had resolved to punish my body just as boys, if
they cannot come at some person against whom they have a spite,
will abuse his dog. | saw that the State was hall-witted, that it was
timid as a lone woman with her silver spoons, and that it did not
know its friends from its foes, and I lost all my remaining respect for
it and pitied i

Thus the State never intentionally conlronts a man's sense, intel-
lectual or moral, but only his body, his senses. It is not armed with su-
perior wit or honesty but with superior physical strength. [ was not
born to be forced. | will breathe after my own [ashion. Let us see who
is the strongest. What force has a multitude? They only can force me
who obey a higher law than 1. They force me to become like them-
selves. 1 do not hear of men being forced to live this way or that by
masses of men. What sort of life were that to live? When | meet a gov-

" poll-tax A tax levied on every citizen living ina piven area; pollmeans “head,”
s01Lis atax perhead. Itwas about $2 and was used o support the Mexican War.
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ernment which says to me, “Your moncey or your life,” why should 1 he
in haste 1o give it my money? It may be ina great strait and not know
what to do: I cannot help that. It must help itsell; do as | do. It is not
worth the while (o snivel about it. 1 am not responsible for the suc-
cessful working of the machinery of society. | am not the son of the
engineer. I perceive that, when an acorn and a chestiu fall side by
side, the one does not remain inerl o make way for the other, but
both obey their own laws and spring and grow and flourish as best
they can till one, perchance, overshadows and dest roys the other. I a
plant cannot live according 1o its nature, it dies; and so a man,

The night in prison was novel and interesting cnough. The pris-
oners in their shirt-slecves were cnjoying a chat and the evening air
in the doorway when 1 entered. But the jailer said, “Come, boys, it is
time to lock up”; and so they dispersed, and 1 heard the sound of
their steps returning into the hollow apartments. My room-mate was
mtroduced 1o me by the jailer as “a first-rate fellow and a clever
man.” When the door was locked, he showed me where 1o hang my
hat and how he managed matters there. The rooms were while-
washed once a month: and this one, at least, was the whitest, most
simply furnished, and probably the neatest apartment in the town,
He naturally wanted to know where 1 came from and what brought
me there; and when 1 had old him, 1 asked him in my twrn how he
came there, presuming him o be an honest man, of course; and, as
the world goes, 1 believe he was. “Why.” said he, “they accuse me of
burning a barn: but 1 never did ir.” As near as | could discover, he
had probably gone to bhed in o barn when drunk and smoked his
pipe there; and so a barn burnt. He had the reputation ol being a
clever man, had been there some three months waiting for his trial
to-come on, and would have 10 wail as much longer; but he was
quite domesticated and contented, since e got his hoard for noth-
tng and thought that he was well treated,

He occupied one window, and 1 the other: and | saw that if one
stayed there long, his principal business would be (o look out the
window. I had soon read all the tracts that were left there and exam-
ined where former prisoners had broken out and where a grate had
been sawed off and heard the history of the various oceupants of
that room; for I found that even here there was a history and a gos-
sip which never circulated beyond the walls of the jail. Probably this
is the only house in the town where verses are composed, which al-
terward printed in a circular form but not published. T was shown
quite along list of verses which were composed by some young men
who had been detected in an awempt to escape, who avenged them-
sclves by signing them,
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I pumped my fellow-prisoner as dry as b eould, IF>|' fear 1 should
never see him again; but at length he showed me which was my bed
and left me to blow out the lamp.

It was like travelling into a far country, such as 1 had never ex-
pected Lo behold, to lie there for one night. It seemed to me that |
never had heard the town-clock strike hefore, nor the evening smmds
ol the village; for we slept with the wimlow§ open, ‘whlch\wcrc H“tSI?}C
the grating, [t was to sce my native village in the light of thg Mldc c{
Ages, and our Concord was turned into ;Llihmc stream, ;ma‘\ \’lbl()[[‘lb I)d
kﬁights and castles passed before me. lhgy were the xftulge:s o‘ 0 |
burghers that I heard in the streets. I was an n‘wollumelry spectator ?{ﬂ(
auditor of whatever was done and said in the kitchen of the adjacent
village-inn — a wholly new and rare experience (o me. L was a (."h‘)f%m
view of my native town. I was fairly inside of llA‘l never hqd seen its in-
stitutions before. This is one of its peculiar institutions; [or it is a shire
town." 1 began to comprehend what its inhabitants were abouti

In the morning our breakfasts were put through the hole in the
door, in small oblong-square tin pans, made to fit, and holding a
pint of chocolate, with brown bread and an iron spoon. When they
called for the vessels again, | was green enough to return what bread
I had lelt; but my comrade seized it and said that I should lay that
up for lunch or dinner. Soon alter he was let out to work at hayT%
in a neighboring field, whither he went every day, and would not be
back till noon; so he bade me good-day, saying that he doubted il he
should see me again. » )

When | came out of prison — lor someone interfered and paid
that tax — Ldid not perecive that great chinges had taken place on the
common, such as he observed who wentin a youth and emerged atot-

tering and gray-headed man; and yet a change had 1o my cﬂyes gc)]ne
over the scene — the town and State and country —— preate ll?em any
that mere time could effect. | saw yet more distinetly the State in
which 1 lived. I saw 1o what extent the people among M'njm I hvgd
could be trusted as good neighbors and friends; that their [riendship
was for summer weather only; that they did not greatly propose to do
right; that they were a distinct race from me by thmvr ple;udlusfapd
superstitions, as the Chinamen and Malays arc; }hat\ in lljcn sacri I{LLS
to humanity, they ran no risks, not even to their property; Lhat: a Lc(;
all, they were not so noble but they treated the thief as hehad ['ICdIC

them and hoped, by a certain outward observance and a few ])Iaygrsj
and by walking in a particular straight though uscless path from time

Tshire town A county seat, which means the town would have a court,

county oflices, and jails,
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o time, to save their souls, This may be 1o judge my neighbors
harshly; for 1 believe thal many of them are not aware that they have
such an institution as the jail in their village.
It was formerly the custom in our village, when a poor debtor
came out of jail, for his acquaintances (o salute him, looking through
their fingers, which were crossed (o represent the grating of a jail win-
dow, “How do ye do?” My neighbors did not thus salute me but first
looked at me and then at one another as if | had returned from a long
journey. I'was put into jail as I was going to the shoemaker’s to get a
shoe which was mended. When [ was let out the next morning | pro-
ceeded to finish my errand, and having put on my mended shoe,
joined a huckleberry party who were impatient 1o put themselves
under my conduct; and in half an hour — for the horse was soon tack-
led — was in the midst of a huckleberry ficld on one of our highest
hills two miles off, and then the State was nowhere to be seen,
This is the whole history of "My Prisons.”

I'have never declined paying the highway tax, because | am as
desirous of being a good neighbor as Tam of being a bad subject;
and as for supporting schools I am doing my part to educate my fel-
low countrymen now. It is for no particular item in the tax-bill that |
refuse to pay it. 1 simply wish to refuse allegiance o the State, to
withdraw and stand aloof from it effectually. T do not care 10 (r
the course of my dollar, if | could, til] it buys a man or a musker (o
shoot one with — the dollar is innocent — but I am concerned 1o
trace the effects of my allegiance. In fact, | quictly declare war with
the State, after my fashion, though I will still make what use and get
what advantage of her I can, as is usual in such cases.

If others pay the tax which is demanded of me from
with the State, they do but what the
case, or rather they abel Mustice |

ace

asympathy
y have already done in their own
Ot gleater extent than the State
requires. I they pay the tax from aomistaken interest in (e

individ
wal taxed, to save his properiy, or p

revent his going (o jail, it is he-
cause they have not considcred wisely how far they let their private
feelings interfere with the public good.

This, then, is My position at present. But one cannot be Loo
much on his guard in such a case, lest his action he biassed by obsti-
nacy or an undue regard for the opinions of men. Let him see tha
he does only what helongs to himself and (o the hour.

I think sometimes, Why, this people mean well; they are only
ignorant; they would do better if they knew how: why give your
neighbors this pain to treat you as they are not inclined 10? Bui |
think again, this is no reason why 1 should do as they do or permil
others to sulfer much greater pain of a different kind. Again, 1 some-
times say 1o myself, When many millions ol men, withouwt heat,

)
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without ill will, without personal fccling oi any kf;}d{ L\?‘t‘i?lwi:iﬁ/i:i
a few shillings only, without the possibility, suu xl 1% UILWMOL;L "
tion, of retracting or ahlerm% their [FYLCSC:E;%:;;:;(A;;S;O,H Wh,v e
ssibility, on your side, ol appeal 1o any 5, why ex-
ggzzl};]él\z};éelf LZ) this overwhelm(‘;ngh brute forc;}cql:’c;% ﬁ;:l 11:31;@;:&
cold and hunger, the winds an. L. e wzw\e)s,‘ms\ YO;J d; m,l o
quietly submit to a thousapd »5.1m1h‘n ni;tj:qg [‘ o
your head into the fire. But just in propo F 1as regard s 29 ol
a brute force but partly a human force, an
gahvoellzfelations to those millions as to so many m1ly110r1}s’11()ifsrr;(;r;;£r\f
not of mere brute or inanimate things, I sce LhaE ~dp[P§1;¢m }q},d Scci
first and instantaneously, from them to the Maker L; N d@’ﬁb@mtely
ondly, from them to themselves. Bgt if 1 put {ny ' kea ehberacly
into the fire, there is no appeal to fire or to the M‘%th(czl | e o
have only mysell to blame. 1l T could convmc;mybn‘.qt Lthem ;wc,ord_
right to be satisfied with men as they are, %H Lo uct)c hem accores
ingly, and not according, in some respects‘, t(; Eny“rltc{ ' wUd.MUS—
expectations of what they and T ought to bL,\‘ljU‘l‘,[n 1 V;i{h R
sulman'® and fatalist, 1 shm;llld {egde{avxr éo ?};:zlfd;eihem  (hings 2
3 ¢ cay it is the will of God. And, above ail,
}:gni?gg&ee}rix resisting this and a purely ’bm‘tc oz"nzﬂgn?ilkfeog;:
that 1 can resist this with some.effectv; but 1 cam}())t U\WL]X(N%
pheus,'” 1o change the nature of the rocks and trees mcl et
1 do not wish to quarrel with any man or nzmon.H de " Beuer
to split hairs, to make fine disL‘mcmons,( or su rrysemcki&c(m e
than my neighbors. 1 seek rather, [ may say, L,\/Ln;ulw LO éonform "
forming to the laws of the land. 1 am but oo ru}lﬂ;yhmd, o 1
them. Indeed, [ have reason to suspec; n;ﬁfg 21 t,dy[; di:p(;%d each
ar, > tax-gatherer comes round, my: sposed to
2/:((1\1/ lt}:cl}\]:‘l; ;\n(gl; position of the general and 51;}1(5 m;\!f;?ﬂ“m|5‘ and
the spirit of the people, to discover a pretext for conformity.

We st alfect our country as ot parents,
And if at any time we alienate A

Our love or industry from doing it honor,
We must respeet effects and teach the soud
Matter of conscicnce and religion},ﬂ

And not desire of rule or henefit”

1 Mussulman Muslim; a follower of the religion of Islam e e

9 Orpheus [n Greek mythology Orpheus was a poel whose songs we
plaintive that they affected anitﬂmls,(t‘recs, al;)c{j:e(n] ;:ﬁ(iwis] o e et of Aleszar

20 \Wwe must affect. ... From George Pec ; 90), Th e of Alcazar
( 1 1588 — 1589, printed 1594), 1Lii. Thoreau added these lines m;A IAL’LI‘ ),Ww -
o i H;)f" emphasize the fact that one is disobedicnt to the stale as ¢ E

ol e Disobedience

ecti om a cause of conscience.
10 a parent — with love and alfection and from a cause ol conscle
a pa
is not taken lightly.
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I believe that the State will soon be able (o take all my work of this sort
out of my hands, and then 1 shall be no betier a patriot than my fellow-
countrymen. Seen from a lower point of view, the Constitution, with all
its faults, is very good; the law and the courts are very respectable; even
this State and this American government are, in many respects, very ad-
mirable and rare things, (0 be thankful for, such as a great many have
described them; but seen from a point of view a little higher, they are
what 1 have described them: seen from a higher still, and the highest,
who shall say what they are, or that they are worth looking at or think-
ing ol at all?

However, the government does not conce
shall bestow the fewest possible thoughts on it. It is not many mo-
ments that I'live under a government, even in this world. If a man is
thought-free, fancy-free, imagination-free, that which is not never for
along time appearing (o be
not fatally interrupt him.

I know that most men think differently from myself: but those
whose lives are by profession devoted 1o the study of these or kin-
dred subjects content me as little as any. Statesmen

standing so completely within the institution, neve
nakedly behold i

m me much, and |
to him, unwise rulers or relormers can-

and legislators,
rdistinetly and
Fhey apeak of moving society bt have no
resting-place without it. They may be men of a certain experience
and discrimination and have no douly mvented ingenious and even
wselul systems, for which we stncerely thank them: bur adl therr wi
and usclulness lie within certain not very wide limits, They are wont
to forget that the world is not governed by policy and expediency.
Webster?! never goes behind government and so cannot
authority about it. His words are wisdom (o those legislators who
contemplate no essential reform in the existing government; but for
thinkers, and those who legislate for all time, he never once glances

at the subject. | know of those whose serene and wise speculations
on this theme would soon revea

I 'the limits of his mind’s range and
hospitality. Yet, compared with the cheap professions of most re-
formers, and the still cheaper wisdom and eloquence of politicians
in general, his are almost the only sensible and valuabl

we thank Heaven for him. Comparatively, he is always strong, origi-
nal, and, above all, practical. Still his quality is not wisdom but pru-
dence. The lawyer’s truth is not Truth but consistency, or a consis-
tent expediency. Truth is always in harmony with hersell and is not
concerned chiefly to reveal the justice thai may consist with wrong-

- speak with

e words, and

U Danicl Webster (1782~1852) One of the
time. He was secretary of state from 1841 10 1843, w
cannot be a satisfactory critic of government.

most brilliant orators ol his
hich is why Thoreau thinks he

41

. -y L.
THOREAU: Civil Drsobcdmnfg L T

sen called, the De-
doing. He well deserves to be called, as he hasbblemﬂ ti)ng(ci)gtiven by
fend . { the Constitution. There are really no OWS 1 His leaders
< - e ones. He is not a leader but a follower. His La“ :
pim but defenSl\f€7 2 «] have never made an effort,” he says, “anc
arc the men of B7. ke .mceﬁ'on‘ | have never countenanced an ef-

never propose o ma listurb the

e an effort, to ¢
forl. and never mean to countenance (m}dfom t« de e
rranger ich the various States ¢
gine ade, by whic es e
sement as originally made, the varic e came
ammgﬁe Union.” Still thinking of the sanction which L{hah(,o -
ton sy I ' art ol the origine
“Because it was a par
i i s ays, ‘Because it ‘ e
ives to slavery, he says, : : part of the orig
com gact——let it stand.” Notwithstanding his spgualfm‘ut] e and
Cifﬁ{? he is unable to take a fact out of its merely lpo 11Ucc11 i
e : e intetlect —
and l?e’hold it as it lies absolutely 1o be d]bpt)SL,}:l of by i\mmm o
7 : ‘ ’ ore in a
inst it behooves a man to do he
t, for instance, it be to dof Amenca ey
Wkﬁw Vregard to slav’ery but ventures, or is dlwmlj LOAmA]fL :opcm !
e ‘ ing, while prolessing o speak ab-
or > {ollowing, while | ) :
lesperate answer as the g e professing s
dclbptcelb and as a private man — from which what mwﬂand hf ;n
o ‘ i ~d? “The manner,” says nhe,
code c%’social duties might be mfc—t\md? ]1hL~ mcllr:\nkc]ry C\iim e
vhi srnments of those States where sk Xists e
‘h the governments o : . Slavery exists 4 |
Whltjlate it %s [or their own consideration, under \h(,ll* ILSP;N mz;
el ) - : | C
ng\h(‘ir (‘o!ns*limcr\ts. 1o the general laws of propriety, mAmL’iwy an
" i md~ 10 God. Assocttions formed L‘M‘\«\'Su‘ngl«\plmi;“;‘VN "
stice, « . ASS G e
Jul‘ ling of humanity, or any other cause, have nothing w[ e
o v have i neotragement e ,
\l Ltzvh\iw'n They have never received any encouragemen
o . ‘ ¢
and they never will™ - | R
e Thcyy who know ol no purer sources ol Hut(ljy ‘wlulvl lnmh]C -
Y ’ jsely stand, by the Bib
its st r. stand, and wisely , and
its stream no higher, ‘ ly stand, by ke
ukll) Constitution, and drink at it there with xevuamlc vanldl " Lhzl
b ’ it ¢ s trickling into this lake or tha
| where it comes trickling ‘
hey who behold where ng into this fake oF 3t
oy 1t 7iryd up their loins once more and continue their pilgrimag,
pool g .
ard its fountain-head. o | e
Warleo man with a genius for legislation has appeared in /?mmm
Che world, There are orators, politicians,
] i istory of the world, There are
ey are rare in the history | orators, politicans
[héyelo uent men by the thousand; but the spuakgt ha N Vexyed
i > of settling the much-
2?)ened iis mouth to speak who is capable of settding t 1@ nmd e
‘ K squence for its own sake @ .
fons ¢ > love eloquence for its o . °
-stions of the day. We 1o for s own safee and oL Of
questt‘?th which it may utter or any heroism it may nspire, Qi anf{ "
?nY 1Lhave not yet learned the comparative value of hie—uac e neol
ol ' ali "hey have no ¢
famdom of union, and of rectitude, to a nation. 1 hcy; a j ﬁimce
ot 1 t‘for comparatively humble questions of taxation an ance,
or talen

y Litutnon 1787,

> ho Iy \lﬂl,(] he Cons

)lll( n of '87 ¢ men w « ) . .
These extracts nave been nserted stnee € Le W

notel

as read. [Thoreau’s
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commerce and manulacturers and agriculture. [ we were left solely to
the wordy wit of legislators in Congress for our guidance, uncorrected
by the seasonable experience and the eflectual comp’laimé of the
peoplp, America would not long retain her rank among the nations
Eor eighteen hundred years, though perchance [ have no right 1o sa);
it, the New Testament has been written; yet where is the legislator
who has wisdom and practical talen’ enough to avail himsell of the
light which it sheds on the science of legislation? ‘

‘ The apthority of government, even such as [ am willing to sub-
mit to— lor I will cheerlully obey those who know and can do~hc1‘
ter than 1, and in many things even those who neither know nor can
do so well —is still an impure one: to be strictly just, it must have
the sanction and consent of the governed. U can Imvc‘nu [)Llll(‘ I'i;ﬂll
over my person and property but what I concede to it, The progress
from an absolute to a limited monarchy, from a limited monarchy to
a democracy, is a progress toward a true respect for the individual
Even the Chinese philosopher?* was wise enough to regard the indi-
vidual as the hasis of the empire. Is a democracy such as we know it
the last improvement possible in government? Is it not possible to
take a step further towards recognizing and organizing the ntghm of
@an? There will never be a really free and enlightened State umil\lhc
State comes to recognize the individual as a higher and inclependenﬁ
power, from which all its own power and authority are derivﬁd and
treats him accordingly. 1 please mysell with imagining a State ;11 last
whlch can afford to be just to all men and to treat the incl'ividu;il
with respect as a neighbor; which even would not think it inconsis-
tent with its own repose if a few were to live alool from it, not med-
dhpg with it, nor embraced by it, who fulfilled all the) duties of
neighbors and fellow-men. A State which bore this kind of fruit and
suffered it to drop off as fast as it ripened would prepare the wayc [or
a still more perfect and glorious State, which also 1 have ima ined
but not yet anywhere seen. :

QUESTIONS FOR CRITICAL READING

1. Hhow‘vAvouldv you characterize the tone of Thoreau's address? Is he
chastising hls audience? Is he praising it? What opinion do you think
he has of his audience?

2. Eiplam what. Thoreau means when he says, “But a government in
which the majority rule in all cases cannot be based on justice, even as
far as men understand it” (para. 4). ‘

2 hi .
Chinese philosopher Thoreau probably means Confucius.
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3. How is injustice “part of the necessary [riction ol the machine of gov-
ernment” (para. 18)?

4. Why does Thoreau provide us with his “history of prisons” (paras.
28 -36)? Describe what being in jail taught Thoreau. Why do you
think Thoreau reacted so strongly to being in a local jail for a single
day?

5. Choose an example of Thoreau’s use of irony, and comment on ils ef-

fectiveness. (One example appears in para. 25.)
6. How might Thoreau view the responsibility of the majority to 2 mi-
nority within the sphere of government?
7 ow clear are Thoreaw’s concepts of justice? On what are they based?
Is it possible that when Thoreau mentions “the Chinese philosopher”
(para, 45) he means Lao-1zu? Would Lao-tzu agree that the individual

is “the basis of the empire™

x

SUGGESTIONS FOR WRITING

| Thoreaw insists, “Law never made men awhit more just” (para. 4). e
introduces the concept of conscience as a monitor of Taw and govern-
ment. Explain his views on conscience and Lhe conscientious persor.
How can conscience help create justice? Why is it sometimes difficult
for law to create justice?

2. Do you agree with Thoreau when he says, “All voting is a sort of gam-
ing” (para. 11)? Examine his attitude toward elections and the relation-
ship of elections 1o the kind of justice one can expect [rom a govern-
ment.

3 Answer Thoreau’s question: “Unjust laws exist: shall we be content to
obey them, or shall we endeavor to amend them and obey them until
we have succeeded, or shall we transgress them at once?” (para. 16).
Thoreau reminds us that the law has been created by the majority and
to disobey would put him in a minority —a “wise minority.” Why
should the wise minority have the right to disobey laws created by the
majority?

4 In what ways was the United States government of Thoreau’s time built
on the individual or on the individual’s best interests? In what way is
our current government based on the individual's best interests? How
can satisfying the individual's best interests he reconciled with satisfy-
ing the community’s interest? Which would produce more justice?

5. Examine guotations that focus on justice for the individual, and write
an essay that establishes the values of the government Thoreau de-
scribes. How might that government see s obligations to the gov-

erned? How would it treat matters of justice and moral issues? De-
<cribe Thoreaws view of the American government of his time in
enough detail to give a clear sense of the essay to someone who has not
read it.

6. Reread Thoreau’s question in 3 above. Answer it In an essay that fo-
cuses on issues that are significant to you. Be as practical and cautious
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as you feel you should be, and provide your own answer — not the
one you feel Thoreau might have given. Then describe the forms tha
Thoreau’s disobedience would he likely to take. What probably would
be the fimits of his actions?

CONNECTIONS  Analyze passages from Hannah Arendi's “ldeology
and Terror” in relation to what Thoreau says in “Civil Disobedience.”
Would Arendt have disobeyed a law that was perceived as immoral?
Would she have gone to jail 1o protest unjust laws? During the late
1930s German law would have required Arendt 1o turn herself in as a
Jew, although to do so would have been (o face almost certain death.
Should she have broken the law?

CONNECTIONS  Thorcau ac'mits (para. 41) that he is not very con-
cerned with government because he does not have (o pay much atten-
tion to it. His life goes on regardless of government. He also says that
“the authority of government . . is still an impure one: o be strictly
Just, it must have the sanction and consent of the governed” (para. 45).
How would Jefferson have reacted to Thoreau’s attitudes toward gov-
ernment? Would he have agreed with Thoreau’s view that it is essen-
tially unimportant to the individual? Does Thoreau derive [rom Jelfer-
son his view that the success of a government depends on the sanction
of the governed? Or did Jefferson have a different ideaabowt the rela-
tionship between the government and the governed?

CONNECTIONS - Thoreau was especially sympathetic to the plight of
Alrican-American slaves and would likely have shared the views of
Frederick Douglass and Martin Luther King, Jr. What advice might he
have given them? Write an essay that applies the basic ideas of “Civil
Disobedience” to the circumstances in which Douglass and King found
themselves.




