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Civil Disobedience
) Henry David Thoreau
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I heartily accept the motto,—*“That gbvernment is best
whic_h 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 I believe—*“That government is best which gov-
erns 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 deserv prévail , may also at last be
brought against a \_tgndm? g":e ment. The standing army is
only an army of the standing government. The government 34

itself, which is only the mode which the people have chasen to \é@
| T hiabi s be dbus ,_zetm\g.
e

execute their will, is equally llable to be #bused and

before the people can act throug'i) it. W tzless the ["r’efw laem- ’3; st

can war’, the work of comparatively a few individuals using the ,M .
standing government as their tool; for, in the outset, the people
would not have consented to this measure.

This American government—what is it but a tradition, -

gh a ;_gent t one, e’(ndeavormg to transmit itself urtn’ﬁ’)anred to
t 1ty, 3-“3910}‘ insta )/t losing o‘{ne of it ﬁ?r}tegr y? It has no

> L:w} ?
Fh! ality and fcf"&',r of a smgﬁe 1v1n4 nl',xr ord sm n can l«o

© befid it to his will. It is a sort of wooden gun to the peoplelag ;_1
\ ventty or Vl'jcalr tt‘b\&b\‘\.“l—n 4 Qﬂm o Con-ihbe .
@(Qj' nentutions  e+c) h,\,{\,cﬁ‘ s (wn@D

o dormide



. 4 Civil Disobedience

' themselves. But it is not the less necessary for this; for the peo-
ple must have some complicated machinery or other, and hear its
din, to satisfy that idea of government which they have. Govern
ments show thus how successfully men can be imposed on, even

s impose on themselves, for their own advantage. It is excellent,
we mus all allow, yet thi gEvzmment never of ts elf furthe ed

aj y en P‘lse, bf t by wl:fe cnt W ot out of lé 3

way otpﬁeéM? Me It doéé’%%i?l t
West. It does not edu a?e a%ﬁ ?:-h;JraﬁF t 'in t e

American people has done all that has been gccélhplls'gm a(’n S
would have done somewhat more, if the government had not
sometimes got in its way. For government is an expedient by
whlch men would fain succeed in letting one another alone; and,
as has been said, when it is most expednent, the governed are
most let alone by it. Trade and commerce, if they were not made
of Indla rubber*, would never manage to bounce OW
"fw‘"ﬂﬁcle wlﬁﬁeg"@ors jre%n?waallg p\?ttmg in their way; and,
e were to judge these men wholly by the effects of their
actions and not.partly by their intentions, they would deserve to
be classed and punijshed with those mischievous persons .who put
obstructlons on the railroads.

" But, to speak practically and as a citizen, unlike those who
call themselves no-government men, I ask for, not at once no
government, but at once a better government. Let every man

make known what kind of government would command his
respect, and that will be one step toward obtainir_xg"it.; L
“After all, the practical reason why, when the power is once
in the hands of the people, a majority are permitted, and for a

*

. - LT TR
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long period continue, to rule is ndt because they are mﬁ?asg\'l)i;l):gg?

to be in the right, nor because this seems fairest to,the mi (Zrity, %&

. - sraabl s
but because they are physically the stronges{ “But a government

in which the majority rule in all cases cannot be based on justice,
even as far as men understand it. Can there not be a government
in which majorities do not virtually decide right and wrong, but

conscience? —in whic r(nfjorities decige lonly{,those questions to
. ] v Y. ne, r pLrpose
which the rule o? utp{‘e ie‘;r‘lcg lsagpp icdble? M(u;rc the cmﬁn ever

)

n O g l
for a moment, or in feheadt egree, réssﬁr?& d)?xégengg tme‘;-?;é? E@é
7

legislator? Why has every man a conscience, then? I think that
w;e Should be men first, and subjec.ts afterward. It is not
desirable to cultivate a respect for the law, so much as for the
right. The only obligation which T have a right to assume is to do
at any time what 1 think right. It is truly enough said, that a
VLT B R b G e
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 natural result of an undue respect for law is, that you may
see a file of soldiers, colonel, captain, corporal, privates,
powder-monkeys®, and all, marching in admirable, order over
hill and dale to the wars, against their wills, indeed, against
their common sense and consciences, which makes it very steep
marching indeed, and produces a palpitatign of the heart. They
have no doubt that it is a damna{gﬁin it which they are
concerned; they are all peaceably inclined. Now, what are they?
Men at all? or small moveable forts and magazines, at the service

of some uf(gcrupu,loug man in power? Visit the Na‘t,y Yard, and
extrome  (ereful ond FhoTee

W
oy g wtt o tiore T dekeis

- @A
V%3
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~ behold a ma\fme, uch a man as an American government can
make, or such as. Jts

can make a man with its black arts*— a mere
" shadow and reminiscence of humanity, a man laid out alive and
standing, and already, as one may say, buried under arms. ...
The mass of men serve the state thus, not as men mainly,
but as xgachmes » with their bodies. They are the standing army,
and t ?a, jaxlors ,\ccynsta es, and so on. In most cases
there is no free exercise whatever of the Judgmem or of the moral
. sense; but they put. themselves on a level ‘with wood and earth
and stones; and wooden men can perhaps be manufactured that
will serve the purpose as well. Such command no more respect
than men of straw or a lump of dirt. ? They have the same sort of
worth only as horses and dogs. Yet such as these even are
commonly esteemed good citizens. Others——as most legislators,
' politicians, lawyers, ministers, and office-holders—serve the ,
" state chiefly with their heads; and, as they rarely pnake any
moral distinctions, they are as likely to sexiwe the Dﬁ? ithout
intending it, as God. A very few, as heroes patrlots,
reformers in the great sense, and men, seer @C sta nblﬁj"
consciences also, and so necessarily resist it for the most part;
‘and they are commonly treated as enemies by it. A wise' man will
only be useful as a man, and will not submit to be “clay”, and
“stop a hole to keep the wind away, ”®

r “I am too high-born to' be propertied,
To be a secondary at control,
Or useful serving-man and instrument

To any. sgvereign state throughout the world. ™
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He who gives himself entirely, to his fellowmen appears to
them useless and selfish; but he who gives himself partially to _
them is pronounced ;ggﬁeﬁ%nd philagthr?ist. , %né'gé
How does it become a man to {e:fa/:/e( 't)ggarg- 51@' ls(rérican
government today? 1 answer, that he cannot without disgrace be
associated with it. I cannot for an instant recognize that political

organization as my government which is the slave’s government

also.
A

All men r co)%\niﬁgtgi iig‘}ﬁltt zf re g%(_x } s(l}a bi,s‘, the riE%me '

ml‘{ g . .
to reﬂf!! allegjhnce toy/ andVto resist, the government’, when its

}t rann /o‘?i el ency are great an%mﬁr‘lgur ble. But alm}gst ‘4?(
sy - o
HIETINGT M X X S ]

as the case,
they think, in the Revolution of 1775". If one were to tell me
that this was a bad government becguse it taxed certain fqreign
(k). auticle , prod or mm‘»?. thedf s %cw N e
N ities” byought to its pqrts, it is most probable that I
[ ‘ fonal

tnNernec
sho’url?l not make an ado a?v'e(t/_,’}, for1 can do w}ithout them. All
y e

or Lon: beﬁ.dﬁr, > v F&M‘( ot
n; and possibly tﬁgpdoes? e ough‘e?ood

133{4 im ave their fricti
g peie i 1 b it o
ounterbalance the evil. At any rate, it is a great evil to make

to
a stir about it. But when the friction comes to have its machine,
and oppression and robbery are organized, I say, let us not have
such a machine any longer. In other words, when a ?ixt of t
population of a na?m.ﬁ’ch%ﬁg en’?jp nes '51‘3 r{?t;g(e of )
liberty are slaves, and g whale cti&ntry is ’;:\njustly overrun and

. nn WiTl ot or 4 27
conquered by a forelgnﬁ’rmyl, _gn S ectedu{d m(;ﬁ’tary law( 1 D

. .. e ira
think that it is not too soon f(‘)’rrgonest men to rebel and revolu-

tionize. What makes this duty the more urgent is the fact that

the country so overrun is not our own, but ours is the invading
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army'.

Paley', a co#non at“ rity with many on &ral auest;ons,
[ =

acc
in his chap r og uty o St%’mlssmn 0 'ﬁl Gov I ent,

al cnvnl o h lO r/té; to
5 a% so long asz{éﬁ’nterest 0 e whor:5))c1ety requires it,

that is, so long as the established government cannot be resisted
or changed without public inconveniency, it is the will of God
that the established government be obeyed, and no longer....
This principle being admitted, the justice of every particular case
of resistance is reduced to.a computation of the quantity of the
dangeriand grievﬁnce on the one side; and of the probﬁ‘)ﬂi(y and
expense of redressmg it on the other.” Of thxs, he- says. every -
man shall ]udge ‘for himself. But Paley appears néver to. have
contemplated those cases to which the rule of expedleney does
not apply, in which a people, as well as an indmdual, must do
justice, cost what it may. If T have unjustly wrested a ‘plank
from a drowning man, I must restore it to him though fdrown
myself. This, according to Paley , would be i mconvement. But he
that would save his life, in such a case, shall lose it. Thxs people
must cease to hold slaves, and to make war on Mexlco, though it
cost them their existence as a people. .. . .

: It‘ is not a man’s duty, as a matter of course, to devote him
self to the eradication of any, even the most ehormous wrong; he
may. still properly have other concerns to engage him;. but it is
his duty, at least, to wash his hands of it, and, if he gives it
thought no longer, not to give it practlcally his support. ‘If 1 de-
vote myself to other pursuits and contemplations, I must first
see, at least, that I do not pursue them sitting upon another
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man’s shoulders. 1 must get off him first, that he may pursue his
contemplations too. See what gross inconsistency is tolerated. |
have heard some of my townsmen say, “I should like to have
them order me out to help put down an insurrection of the
slaves, or to march to Mexico—see if I would go;” and yet these
very men have each, directly by their allegiance, and so indirect-
ly, at least, by their money, furnished a substitute!®. The sol-
dier is applauded who refuses to serve in an unjust war by those
who do not refuse to support the unjust government which makes
the war; he is applauded by those whose own act and authority
he disregards and sets at naught.... Thus, under the name of
Order and Civil government, we are all made at last to pay
homage to and support our own meanness. After the first blush
of si cﬁﬁa} its indifference, and from immoral it becomes, as it
were, unmoral, and not quite unnecessary to that life which we
have made....

How can a man be satisfied to entertain an opinion merely,
and enjoy it? Is there any enjoyment in it, if his opinion is that
he isf_gg'_i_g/_gg‘_z If 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 QLti-_
tioning him to pay you your due; but you take effectual steps at
once to obtain the full amount, and see that you arc never
cheated again. Action from principle, the perception and the per-
formance of right, changes things and relations; it is essentially
revolutionary.... It not only divides states and churches, it
divides families; yes, it divides the individual, separating the

diaholical in him from the divige.
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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. But it is the fault of the government itself that the remedy
is worse than the evil. It makes it worse. Why is it not more apt
to gaticipate and provide for reform? Why does it not cherish its
wise minority? Why does it cry and resist before it is hurt? Why
does it not encourage its citizens to be on the alert to point out its
faults, and do better than it would have them? Why does it al-
ways crucify Christ, and excommunicate Copernicus' and
Luther, and—;)ronounce Washington and Franklin rebels? ...

If the injustice is part of the necessary friction of the ma-
chine of government, let it go, let it go; Ee/rgllgﬁ it will wear
smooth—certainly the machine will wear out. If the injustice has
a spring, or a J_J'u!gy“, or a rope, or a crank, exclusively for it-
self, then perhaps you may consider whether the remedy will not
be worse than the evil; but if it is of such a nature that it re-
quires you to be the agent of injustice to another, then, I say,
break the law. Let your life be a counter friction to stop the ma-
chine. What I have to do is to see, at any rate, that I do not lend
myself to the wrong which I condemxq,

As for adopting the ways which the state has provided for
remedying the evil, T know not of such ways. They take too
much time, and a man’s life will be gone. 1 have other affairs to

attend to. I came into this world, not chiefly to make this a good
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place to 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 petitioning the Governor or
the Legislature any more than it is theirs to petition me; and, if
they should not hear my petition, what should I do then? But in
this case the state has provided no way: its very Constitution is
the evil. This may seem to be harsh and stubborn and uncgncilia-
tory; but it is to treat with the utmost kindnéss and considera-
tion the only spirit that can appreciate or deserves it. So is all
change for the better, like birth and death, which convulse the
body. ’

I do not hesitate to say, that those who call themselves
Abolitionists should at once withdraw their support, both in per-
son and property, from the government of Massachusetts, and
not wait till they constitute a majority of one. ... I think that it
is enough if they have God on their side, without waiting for that
other one. Moreover, any man more right than his neighbors
constitutes a majority of one already.

I meet this American government, or its representative, the
state government, directly, and face to face, once a year—no
more—in the person of its tax-gatherer. This is the only way in
which a man situated as I am necessarily meets it; and it then
says distinctly. Recognize me; and the simplest and most effec-
tive, and, in the present posture of affairs, the most indispens- .
able way of treating it is to deny it then. My civil neighbor, the
tax-gatherer, is the very man I have to deal with—for it is, after

all, with men and not with parchment that I quarrel—and he has



