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; its better-known title 9f “Civil Disobedience,” substituted
hen the €553 was collected in book form after Thoreau’s death,
eaistance’ has become by far the' most famous and influential of all
Transceﬂden‘ah“ social ref(?rm writings. Her<? Thoreau describes and
justifies his refusal to pay l'ns poll tax, f9r which he was arrested and
priefly jailed during the' time he was living at Walden (1846), as a
protest against the injustice of the U.S. war against Mexico (1845-47),
which Thoreau and many other New Englanders saw as having been
imposed upon the country as a whole by supporters of the expansion
of slaveholding territory. The essay is especially memorable for its
renacious and pithy defense of the legitimacy and the potential power
of individual acts of principled refusal to obey unjust laws. Thoreau
here applies the principles of Emersonian Self-Reliance with a literal-
ness and moral intensity that went beyond what even his mentor could
then accept. Thoreau’s actual experience of one-night incarceration,
also described here in bemusingly pastoral terms, led to nothing in the
short run except local anecdote. In the long run, however, it bore out
the truth of Emerson’s adage that “an institution is the lengthened
shadow of one man.” “Civil Disobedience” supplied Mohandas Gandhi
with the name and a good deal of the rationale for his nonviolent resis-
tance movement against the British raj in India; and the essay also
helped inspire Martin Luther King's civil rights campaign in the 1950s
and 1960s.
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a sort of wooden gun to the people themselves; and, if ever they should
use it in earnest as a real one against each other, it will surely split. But
itis not the less necessary for this; for the people must have some com-
plicated machinery or other, and hear its din, to satisfy that idea of
government which they have. Governments show thus how success-
fully men can be imposed on, even impose on themselves, for their
own adva}ntage. It is excellent, we must all allow; yet this government
never of ltse!f furthered any enterprise, but by the alacrity with which
z;g(;vzgtt‘ (I)If(;f)se‘:i};tli 3?16; tIleOtFI!(heep the country free, It does not se'ttle
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Is pysically the strongest. But a government in which the majority rule

i all cases cannot be based on jusFice, even as far as men understand it.

Can there not be a government in which majorities do not virtually
Jecide right and wrong, but' conscience’—in which majorities decide
only those questions to which the rule of expediency is applicable
Maust the citizen ever for a moment, or in the least degree, resign his
conscience to the legislator? Why has every man a conscience, then? |
think that we should be men first, and subjects afterward. It is not
desirable to cultivate a respect for the law, so much as for the right.
The only obligation which I have a right to assume, is to do at any time
what I think right. It 1s truly enough said, that a corporation has no
conscience; but a corporation of conscientious men is a corporation

COI' hecause this seems fairest to the minority, but because they are

with a conscience. 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 natural result of an undue respect
for law is, that you may see a file of soldiers, colonel, gaptain, corporal,
privates, powder-monkeys and all, marching in adanable f)fder over
hill and dale to the wars, against their wills, aye, against their common
sense and consciences, which makes it very steep marching in(,lefed’
and produces a palpitation of the heart. They have no doubt thatitis a
damnable business in which they are concerned; they are all peaceably
inclined. Now, what are they? Men at all? or small mov.eable forts and
magazines, at the service of some unscrupulous man in power? Visit
the Navy Yard, and behold a marine, such a man as an {\mencan gov-
ernment can make, of such as it can make a man with its black arts, a
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liticians, lawyers, ministers, and office-holders, serve the State chiefy

with their heads; and, as they rarely make any mgral distinctions, they gt ™
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any longer: In other words, when a sixth of the popul such a machine
which has undgrtak;n to be the refuge of 1ibertl; :rt lof; of a nation
whole country 1S u'n].ustly overrun and conquered b : ; aves, and a
and subjected tO military law, I think that it is not toz,) s Oreflgn army,
men to rebel and revolutionize. What makes this duty di)on or honest
is the fact, that the country so overrun is not our own Cur?ofe urgent
nvading army. , but ours is the
Ppaley, a common authority with many on moral questions, in hi
chapter on the “Duty of Submission to Civil Government,” ;’esolvess
4ll civil obligation into expediency; and he proceeds to sa’y, “that so
Jong as the interest of the whole society 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 govern-
ment be obeyed, and no longer.”—*“This principle being admitted, the
justice of every particular case of resistance is reduced to a computa-
tion of the quantity of the danger and grievance on the one side, and

of the probability and expense of redressing it on the other” Of this,
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tice, cost what it may. If T have unjustly wrested a plank from a drown-
ing man, I must restore ¢ to him though I drown myself. Th;,'s’
according to Paley, would be inconvenient. But he that would cslav\e is
life, in such a caseé, shall lose it. This people must cease to hold slaves,
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Jaw that
jaced him there; but if he should steal ninety times nine shillings
from the State, he is soon permitted to go at large again.
If the injustice is part of the necessary friction of the machine of gov-
ernment, let it £0, et it go: perchance it will wear smooth,—certainly
the machine will wear out. If the injustice has a spring, or 2 pulley, ora
rope, Or 2 crank, exclusively for itself, then perhaps you may consider
whether the remedy will not be worse than the evil; but if it is of such
2 nature that it requires you to be the agent of injustice t0 another,
then, I say, break the law. Let your life be a counter friction to stop the
at any Tate, that I do not lend

machine. What I have to do is tO S€&
myself to the wrong which I condemn.

As for adopting the Ways which the State has provided for remedy-
ing the evil, I know not of such ways. They cake too much Gme, and a
man’s life will be gone- I have other affairs t© attend to. 1 came i.nto.th'ls
world, not chiefly to make this 2 good place t© live in, but O hye init,
be it good or bad. A man has not every thi but something; and

because he cannot do every thing,
something wrong: It is not my busin
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I meet this American government, ot 1ts Tepresentative
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€ pe
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neighbor, the tax-gatherer, 15 the: very man a‘;f to deal with—g; . ot S :
is, after all, with men and not with parchment that I quarrel;—apq werles
has voluntarily chosen to be an agent of the government. How sha)) he then; b\‘lt 1
ever know well what he is and does as an officer of the governmeng, o srive 18 ©
as 2 man, until he is obliged to consider whther he shall treat me, b Srate Wx.\
neighbor, for whom he has respect, as a neighbor and well-disposeq |  pay theF
man, or as a maniac and disturber of the peace, and see if he can get measure,
over this obstruction to his neighborliness without a ruder and more yiolence
impetuous thought or speech corresponding with his action? I know peaceab1
this well, that if one thousand, if one hundred, if ten men whom other pt
could name,—if ten honest men only,—aye, if one HONEST man, in this answer
State of Massachusetts, ceasing to hold slaves, were actually to withduav the sal
office,

from this copartnership, and be locked up in the county jail therefort
would be the abolition of slavery in America. For it matters not hov
small the beginning may seem to be: what is once well done is done for
ever. But we love better to talk about it: that we say 1s our mission.

Reform keeps many scores of newspapers in its service, but not oné
man. If my esteemed neighbor, the State’s ambassador, who will devoe
his days to the settlement of the question of human rights in the Cou
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€I on parole, and
$ race, should fing them; on

!)le ground, where the State
inst her—the only house in a
e with honor. If any think that
d their voices no longer afflict
not be as an enemy within its

[ndian come to plead the wrongs of hi
the separate, but more free and honora
d]]azes those who are not with her but aga
l:i;e-state in which a free man can abid
Sheir influence would be lost there, an
:hC ear of the State, that they would
walls, they do not know by how much truth is stronger than error, nor
how much more eloqueptly .and. effectively he can combar injustice
who has experienced a little in his own person. Cast your whole vore,
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. If the alter-
native is to keep all just men in prison, or give up war and slavery, the
State will not hesitate which to choose. If a thousangl men were not to
pay their tax-bills this year, that would not be a violent and bloody
measure, as it would be to pay them, and el}able the State to commit
violence and shed innocent blood. This is, in fact, the definition of a
peaceable revolution, if any such is possible. If the tax-gatherer, of any
other public officer, asks me, as one has dgne, “B1.1t what shall 1 c}’oéwr\ny
answer is, “If you really wish to do any thing, resign your ofﬁcg. ¥ }el?s
the subject has refused allegiance, an.d the officer has res:)gsz grém
office, then the revolution is accomplished. Buth ever}x1 suc;:}:l g
should flow. Is there not a sort of bloo,d shed w ;n tdeand RIS
wounded? Through this wound a man’s real manhoo

i his blood flow-
ity flow out, and he bleeds to an everlasting death. I see this

ing now. SR ¢ of the offender, rather than
h ! h?w co:ft}e{ri!nplmms ....;;hmthe lm;%r}tsg:g?m serve the same purpose,—
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that is, i ) hen pay him back some of his own when he

Casar’s government, t of h \
demands it; “Render therefore to Casar that which i1s Cesar’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. ve { did not
When I converse with the freest of my neighbors, I perceive that, that
whatever they may say about the magnitude and seriousness of the s
question, and their }‘egard for the public tranquillity, the long and the adbere 1O 1
short of the matter is, that they cannot spare the protection of the ex-
isting government, and they dread the consequences of disobedience
:g ;}tﬁtoktgf‘f FYOPCHY and families. For my own part, I should not like complete b
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@ by Ung g, goe 727 oo simply fornizhed, and probably the negtes spurpmenr 2
’r g u R an wrh: He nafurally wanted to now where I came P Partment ip the
" Nde % p Teq 0¥ . and, when I had told him, I asked him ; » and what brough,
)ly the Oft}] Op th’ pe e résuming him to be an honest man orfn N my turn how he Ca%ne
Rajp, W}" loczt St the™® believe he was. “Why,” said he, “they’ acmcl‘:“fse; and, as the worlq
o A ?'th%ted :1? : gjfsl’ﬂever e Ainear Y discover, he h:dxli:tf:é‘fmi“g a barn;
Use as }) they letoe i abar? when drunk, an;i bsrrlloked his pipe there; and so 5 b Y gone to bed
laya Oy¢ ‘cowdr o had thff {-eputatlo.n of being a clever man, had been th arn was burne,
i a spi; if U’ey nonths waiting for his 'trlal to come on, and would haye terc: some three
kn iy, tilne’ Wijj Jonget; but he‘ was quite domesticated and contented s'0 A0 S e
0 ity 1q ag poard for nothing, and thought that he was well e » since he got his
and Pig;, ﬁ'jeuda He occupied one window, and I the other; and I sa e
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a’;;’:)s a.re composed, hWhlch are afterward 'printed ina cir@lar form, but not pub-
of m lished. T was shown quite a long list of verses which were composed by
ent Whj h some young men who }’xad. been detected in an attempt to escape, who
aste - avenged themselves by singing them.
at 1 g, : I Pumpefi my fellow-prisoner as dry as I could, for fear I should never
Veheain see him again; but at length he showed me which was my bed, and left me
While to blow out the lamp.
un : otk
g Of the It was like travelling into a far country, such as I had never expected to
€1ve thy behold, to lie there for one night. It seemed to me that I never had heard
't remain the town-clock strike before, nor the evening sounds of the village; for we
1ws, and slept with the windows open, which were inside the grating. It was to see
‘e, over- my native village in the light of the middle ages, and our Concord was
g to its turned into a Rhine stream, and visions of knights and castles passed
before me. They were the voices of old burghers that I heard in the streets.

I was an involuntary spectator and audito
in the kitchen of the adjacent village-inn,—a wh

2ers in

door- ence to me. It was a closer view of my native town. I was fairly 'm'sidg, of it 1

kup” never had seen its institutions before. This is one of its pe.culoxar instiu-

r into tions; for it is a shire town. I began to comprehend what its inhabitants
{ were about. '

aler,

¢ of whatever was done and said
olly new and rare experi-
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This is the whole history of “My Prisons.”
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