
	 1 

Henry David Thoreau, Civil Disobedience 

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. 

… 

After all, the practical reason why, when the power is once in the hands of the people, a majority 
are permitted, and for a long period continue, to rule is not because they are most likely to be in 
the right, nor because this seems fairest to the minority, but because they are physically the 
strongest. 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 which majorities decide only those 
questions to which the rule of expediency is applicable? Must the citizen ever for a moment, or 
in the least degree, resign his conscience to the legislation? Why has every man a conscience, 
then? I 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.  

… 

How does it become a man to behave toward this American government today? I 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.  

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 
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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.  

… 

This people must cease to hold slaves, and to make war on Mexico, though it cost them their 
existence as a people.  

… 

All voting is a sort of gaming, like checkers or backgammon, with a slight moral tinge to it, a 
playing with right and wrong, with moral questions; and betting naturally accompanies it. The 
character of the voters is not staked. I cast my vote, perchance, as I think right; but I am not 
vitally concerned that that right should prevail. I am willing to leave it to the majority. Its 
obligation, therefore, never exceeds that of expediency. Even voting for the right is doing 
nothing for it. It is only expressing to men feebly your desire that it should prevail. A wise man 
will not leave the right to the mercy of chance, nor wish it to prevail through the power of the 
majority.  

… 

It is not a man's duty, as a matter of course, to devote himself to the eradication of any, even the 
most enormous, 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 no thought longer, not to give it 
practically his support. If I devote myself to other pursuits and contemplations, I must first see, at 
least, that I do not pursue them sitting upon another man's shoulders. I must get off him first, that 
he may pursue his contemplations too. See what gross inconsistency is tolerated. I 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 indirectly, at least, by their money, furnished a 
substitute. 

… 

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.  

… 

If the injustice is part of the necessary friction of the machine of government, let it go, let it go: 
perchance it will wear smooth- certainly the machine will wear out. If the injustice has a spring, 
or a pulley, or a rope, or a 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 a nature that it requires you to be 
the agent of injustice to another, then, I say, break the law. Let your life be a counter-friction to 
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stop the machine. What I have to do is to see, at any rate, that I do not lend myself to the wrong 
which I condemn. 

… 

Under a government which imprisons any unjustly, the true place for a just man is also a prison. 
The proper place today, the only place which Massachusetts has provided for her freer and less 
desponding spirits, is in her prisons, to be put out and locked out of the State by her own act, as 
they have already put themselves out by their principles. It is there that the fugitive slave, and the 
Mexican prisoner on parole, and the Indian come to plead the wrongs of his race should find 
them; on that separate, but more free and honorable, ground, where the State places those who 
are not with her, but against her- the only house in a slave State in which a free man can abide 
with honor.  

… 

Some years ago, the State met me in behalf of the Church, and commanded me to pay a certain 
sum toward the support of a clergyman whose preaching my father attended, but never I myself. 
"Pay," it said, "or be locked up in the jail." I declined to pay. But, unfortunately, another man 
saw fit to pay it. I did not see why the schoolmaster should be taxed to support the priest, and not 
the priest the schoolmaster; for I was not the State's schoolmaster, but I supported myself by 
voluntary subscription. I did not see why the lyceum should not present its tax-bill, and have the 
State to back its demand, as well as the Church. However, at the request of the selectmen, I 
condescended to make some such statement as this in writing:- "Know all men by these presents, 
that I, Henry Thoreau, do not wish to be regarded as a member of any incorporated society which 
I have not joined." This I gave to the town clerk; and he has it. The State, having thus learned 
that I did not wish to be regarded as a member of that church, has never made a like demand on 
me since; though it said that it must adhere to its original presumption that time. If I had known 
how to name them, I should then have signed off in detail from all the societies which I never 
signed on to; but I did not know where to find a complete list. 

I have paid no poll-tax for six years. I was put into a jail once on this account, for one night; and, 
as I stood considering the walls of solid stone, two or three feet thick, the door of wood and iron, 
a foot thick, and the iron grating which strained the light, I could not help being struck with the 
foolishness of that institution which treated me as if I were mere flesh and blood and bones, to be 
locked up. I wondered that it should have concluded at length that this was the best use it could 
put me to, and had never thought to avail itself of my services in some way. I saw that, if there 
was a wall of stone between me and my townsmen, there was a still more difficult one to climb 
or break through before they could get to be as free as I was. I did not for a moment feel 
confined, and the walls seemed a great waste of stone and mortar. I felt as if I alone of all my 
townsmen had paid my tax. They plainly did not know how to treat me, but behaved like persons 
who are underbred. In every threat and in every compliment there was a blunder; for they 
thought that my chief desire was to stand the other side of that stone wall. I could not but smile 
to see how industriously they locked the door on my meditations, which followed them out again 
without let or hindrance, and they were really all that was dangerous. As they could not reach 
me, they had resolved to punish my body 
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… 

I have never declined paying the highway tax, because I am as desirous of being a good neighbor 
as I am of being a bad subject; and as for supporting schools, I am doing my part to educate my 
fellow-countrymen now. It is for no particular item in the tax-bill that I refuse to pay it. I simply 
wish to refuse allegiance to the State, to withdraw and stand aloof from it effectually. I do not 
care to trace the course of my dollar, if I could, till it buys a man or a musket to shoot one with- 
the dollar is innocent- but I am concerned to trace the effects of my allegiance. In fact, I quietly 
declare war with the State, after my fashion, though I will still make what use and get what 
advantage of her I can, as is usual in such cases. 

… 

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. 


