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He nry David Thoreau wrot e Civil J is obed ie n c e in 18 47 about 

the slavery is s ue. We think it a pp lies to the p r es ent situa ti on. 

Selec t ed excerp ts follow. 

"Let every man make known wha t k i nd of governm ent would command

his res pect, a nd that will be one step toward obtaining it. " 

"A common and na tural re s u lt of an u ndue res pect for l aw is , 

t hat y ou may see a f il e of sold i ers, colone l, capt a i n, c o r pora l , 

priva t es , p owder - monke y s and al 1, rnarching in admirable ord e r over 

hill a nd d a le to the wars, aga inst their wills, a y e, aga inst thei r 

common se n se a n d co nsciences, which ma k es it very steep marc h i ng 

indeed, a nd p roduces a palp it a tion of t he he a rt. They ha ve n o doubt 

tha t it is a damnable business in which they are concerned; t hey 

a re all p e a ce ably inclined Now, what are they? Men a t all '. Or 

some move a bl ejf orts and magazines, at t h e s e r vice of s om e unsc r upu l ous 

r "man in power?....

" How d oes it become a man to behave towards th i s American

g overnm en t t od ay? I answer tha t he ca nnot withou disgrace be as 

soci ated wi th it."

"All men recognize t he right of revoll.1 tion; t ha t is, the right 

to re f u se a l legiance to and to res is t t he governmentt, when it s ty r anny 

or its i nefficiency are great a nd u nendu r able. Almost all s ay that 

such i s not the c a s e n ow . But s u ch wa s t he c as e, they t h ink , i n 

t he Revo l u tion of '75

" ... a ll machines ha ve t heir f riction ; and possi bly t hi s does 

enou3h g ood to c oun terba lanc e the evi 1. .• But ..-rhen t he fric t i on c orn es 

t o have i t s mac hine, and oppression and rob bei!S'y a r e organ ize d , I 

s ay , l et u s n ot h s.ve such a machi n e a.ny long.er. In o the r ".10r ds, 

wheh a sixth of the population of a n a tion which h~ s und er t aken to 

be the re f ug e of li berty ~re slave s, a n d a who le country is unjust l y 
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overrun and conquered by a f ore ign an~y, I thinlc that it i s not 

too soon for honest men to rebel and revolutionize. . .Jha t makes this 

duty the more urgent is the f act that t h e country so overrun is not 

. th . d. " our own, but ours i s e inva ins arrny •.. 

"Under a governemt which imprisons any unjustly, the true place 

for a just man is also a prison. The proper place today, the only 

place which ~assachus e tts has provi ded for her freer and desponding 

s pi rits, is in h e r prisons, to be put a.nd and locked out of the 

.State by her own ac t, as the y h9.ve e, lrea.dy pu t themselves out by 

their pr inci p les." 

II • . t f • ~ minori y is powerless while it con_orms to the majority; 

it is not even a ~inority then; but it i s irresi s tible when it 

c 1 o gs by its whole we i g ht . I f t he a 1 t e :t" n at iv e is to k e e p a 11 ju s t 

men in pr ison, or 3 ive g ive up wa r and sl avery, the State will not 

hesitate which to choose. If a thousand men were n o t to pay their 

tax-bills t t is year, that would not be a violent and blcody measure, 

as it wou ld be to pay them, and enable the 3tate to com~it violence 

and shed innocent blood. This is, in f act , the definition of a 

peaceable revolution, if any such is possible. If the t :1x - gatherer 

or any other public officer, a sks me , as one has dor:e, "But what 

shall I do't'' r.ny ans ,,_r er is, "::f you reall y wish to do anything , resign 

you r office." .</hen the sub ject ha s r efused a1.le:;iance, and th':: officer 

has resigned his off ~ce, then the r evo l ution is accomplis bed . 3ut 

even suppose blood should f l ow. Is there not a sort of blood shed 

when c onsc ienc e is wounded? Through th is wou nd a 1-:ig, n' s real manhood 

and immortality flow out, and he ble eds to an everlasting death. 

I see this b lood flowing now .•• 11 
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111 know t t at mo s t men thin~ differently fro 'YJ rry self; but t hose 

whose lives are by profession devoted to t he study of t h e s e or 

kindred subjects, content me as little a.s any. Statesmen and leg is

lators, standing so completely within the institution, never di st i nc l y 

and nake d l y b ehold it. They speak of movin; society, but h ave no 

resting -place withou it. They may be men of a certe.in e xperience and 

discrimina tion, and have no dou bt invented ingenious a~d ev e n u s efu l 

syst ems, for which we sincerely thank the m; but all their wit and 

usefullness lie within certain not very wide li r!' its." 

"The authority of governrne nt, even such as I am willing to 

subrr it to, - for I will cheerfully obey those who know a nd C9.n do 

better t han I, and in m9.ny things even t hose who neither know nor 

can do so well, - is still an impure one: to be strttly just, i t 

must h ave the sanction a n d cons ent of t he gove rned. It c a n h ave no 

pure rig ht over my pers on an~ property but what I con c e de to i t . 

fhe p r os ress from an absolute to a limited mona r chy, from a limi ted 

mona r chy to a democracy, is a p rog re s s towa rd a true r e s pec t f or the 

individua l. Is a democra cy, such as ·1Je kno w it, the last improvement 

possible in government? ••. " 




