
Henry David Thoreau ~   Civil Disobedience 

Excerpt One: 

I heartily accept the motto, "That government is best which 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 
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 prevail, may also at last be brought against a standing 
government. The standing army is only an arm of the standing government. The 
government itself, which is only the mode which the people have chosen to execute 
their will, is equally liable to be abused and perverted before the people can act 
through it. Witness the present Mexican war, the work of comparatively a few 
individuals using the standing government as their tool; for, in the outset, the 
people would not have consented to this measure. 

 

Excerpt Two: 

The authority of government, even such as I am willing to submit to- for I will 
cheerfully obey those who know and can do better than I, 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. It can have no pure right 
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 individual as the basis 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 rights of man?  

There will never be a really free and enlightened State until the State comes to 
recognize the individual as a higher and independent power, from which all its own 
power and authority are derived, and treats him accordingly. I please myself with 
imagining a State at least which can afford to be just to all men, and to treat the 
individual with respect as a neighbor; which even would not think it inconsistent 
with its own repose if a few were to live aloof from it, not meddling 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 way for a still more perfect and glorious State, which also I have 
imagined, but not yet anywhere seen. 



Excerpt Three: 

All men recognize the right of revolution; that is, the right to refuse allegiance to, 
and to resist, the government, when its tyranny or its inefficiency are great and 
unendurable. But almost all say that such is not the case now. But such was the 
case, they think, in the Revolution of '75. If one were to tell me that this was a bad 
government because it taxed certain foreign commodities brought to its ports, it is 
most probable that I should not make an ado about it, for I can do without them. All 
machines have their friction; and possibly this does enough good to counterbalance 
the evil. At any rate, it is a great evil to make 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 sixth of the population 
of a nation which has undertaken to be the refuge of liberty are slaves, and a whole 
country is unjustly overrun and conquered by a foreign army, and subjected to 
military law, I think that it is not too soon for honest men to rebel and 
revolutionize. What makes this duty the more urgent is the fact that the country so 
overrun is not our own, but ours is the invading army. 

 


