Seminar Text #5:  
Henry David Thoreau

from Resistance to Civil Government,
or Civil Disobedience 1849

1                   I heartily accept the motto,—"That government is best which governs least"; and I  should like to see it acted up

2         to more rapidly and systematically. Carried out, it finally amounts to this, which also I believe—"That government is

3         best which governs not at all"; and when men are prepared for it,  that will be the kind of government which they will

4         have. Government is at best but an expedient; but most governments are usually, and all governments are

5         sometimes, inexpedient. The objections which have been brought against a standing army, and they are many and

6         weighty, and deserve to prevail, may also at last be brought against a standing government. The standing army is

7         only an arm of the standing government…

8                   This American government—what is it but a tradition,  though a recent one, endeavoring to transmit itself

9         unimpaired to posterity, but each instant losing some of its integrity? It has not the vitality and force of a single living

10     man; for a single man can bend it to his will. It is a sort of wooden gun to the people themselves.  But it is not the less

11     necessary for this; for the people must have some complicated machinery or other, and hear its din, to satisfy that

12     idea of government which they have. Governments show thus how successfully men can be imposed upon, even

13     impose on themselves, for their own advantage. It is excellent, we must all allow. Yet this government never of itself

14     furthered any enterprise, but by the alacrity with which it got out of its way. It does not keep the country free. It does

15     not settle the West. It does not educate. The character inherent in the American people has done all that has been

16     accomplished; and it would have done somewhat more, if the government had not sometimes got in its way. For
17     government is an expedient, by which men would fain succeed in letting one another alone;  and, as has been said,

18     when it is most expedient, the governed are most let alone by it... 

19               But, to speak practically and as a citizen, unlike those who call themselves no-government men, I ask for, not at

20     once no government, but at once a better government.  Let every man make known what kind of government would

21     command his respect,  and that will be one step toward obtaining it. 

22               After all, the practical reason why, when the power is once in the hands of the people, a majority are permitted,

23     and for a long period continue, to rule is not because they are most likely to be in the right, nor because this seems

24     fairest to the minority, but because they are physically the strongest. But government in which the majority rule in all

25     cases can not be based on justice, even as far as men understand it. Can there not be a government in which the

26     majorities do not virtually decide right and wrong, but conscience?—in which majorities decide only those questions to

27     which the rule of expediency is applicable? Must the citizen ever for a moment, or in the least degree, resign his

28     conscience to the legislator?  Why has every man a conscience then? I think that we should be men first, and

29     subjects afterward. It is not desirable to cultivate a respect for the law, so much as for the right.  The only obligation

30     which I 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

31     conscience;  but a corporation of conscientious men is a corporation with a conscience. Law never made men a whit

32     more just; and, by means of their respect for it, even the well-disposed are daily made the agents of injustice. …

33               How does it become a man to behave toward the American government today? I answer, that he cannot

34     without disgrace be associated with it. I cannot for an instant recognize that political organization as my government

35     which is the slave's government also.  

36               All men recognize the right of revolution; that is, the right to refuse allegiance to, and to resist, the government,

37     when its tyranny or its inefficiency are great and unendurable. But almost all say that such is not the case now. But

38     such was the case, they think, in the Revolution of ‘75.  If one were to tell me that this was a bad government because

39     it taxed certain foreign commodities brought to its ports, it is most probable that I should not make an ado about it, for 

40     I can do without them. All machines have their friction; and possibly this does enough good to counter-balance the 

41     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 

42     oppression and robbery are organized, I say, let us not have such a machine any longer. In other words, when a sixth 

43     of the population of a nation which has undertaken to be the refuge of liberty are slaves, and a whole country is 

44     unjustly overrun and conquered by a foreign army, and subjected to military law, I think that it is not too soon for 

45     honest men to rebel and revolutionize. What makes this duty the more urgent is that fact that the country so overrun is 

46     not our own, but ours is the invading army. 

47               It is not a man's duty, as a matter of course, to devote himself to the eradication of any, even to most 

48     enormous, wrong; he may still properly have other concerns to engage him; but it is his duty, at least, to wash his 

49     hands of it, and, if he gives it no thought longer, not to give it practically his support. If I devote myself to other pursuits

50     and contemplations, I must first see, at least, that I do not pursue them sitting upon another man's shoulders.  I must 

51     let off him first, that he may pursue his contemplations too. See what gross inconsistency is tolerated. … The soldier 

52     is applauded who refuses to serve in an unjust war by those who do not refuse to sustain the unjust government 

53     which makes the war; is applauded by those whose own act and authority he disregards and sets at naught; as if the 

54     state were penitent to that degree that it hired one to scourge it while it sinned, but not to that degree that it left off 

55     sinning for a moment. Thus, under the name of Order and Civil Government, we are all made at last to pay homage to 

56     and support our own meanness…

57               Unjust laws exist: shall we be content to obey them, or shall we endeavor to amend them, and obey them until 

58     we have succeeded, or shall we transgress them at once?  Men,  generally, under such a government as this, think 

59     that they ought to wait until they have persuaded the majority to alter them. They think that, if they should resist, the 

60     remedy would be worse than the evil. But it is the fault of the government itself that the remedy is worse than the evil. 

61     It makes it worse. Why is it not more apt to anticipate and provide for reform? Why does it not cherish its wise 

62     minority? Why does it cry and resist before it is hurt? Why does it not encourage its citizens to put out its faults, and 

63     do better than it would have them? Why does it always crucify Christ and excommunicate Copernicus and Luther, and 

64     pronounce Washington and Franklin rebels? … 

65              The authority of government, even such as I am willing to submit to—for I will cheerfully obey those who know 

66     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: 

67     to be strictly just, it must have the sanction and consent of the governed. It can have no pure right over my person and 

68     property but what I concede to it. The progress from an absolute to a limited monarchy, from a limited monarchy to a 

69     democracy, is a progress toward a true respect for the individual. Even the Chinese philosopher was wise enough to 

70     regard the individual as the basis of the empire. Is a democracy, such as we know it, the last improvement possible in 

71     government? Is it not possible to take a step further towards recognizing and organizing the rights of man? There will 

72     never be a really free and enlightened State until the State comes to recognize the individual as a higher and 

73     independent power, from which all its own power and authority are derived, and treats him accordingly.  I please 

74     myself with imagining a State at last which can afford to be just to all men, and to treat the individual with respect as a 

75     neighbor; which even would not think it inconsistent with its own repose if a few were to lie aloof from it, not meddling 

76     with it, nor embraced by it, who fulfilled all the duties of neighbors and fellow men. A State which bore this kind of fruit, 

77     and suffered it to drop off as fast as it ripened, would prepare the way for a still more perfect and glorious State, which 

78     I have also imagined, but not yet anywhere seen. 

