Excerpts from “Civil Disobedience” by Henry David Thoreau

| Henry David Thoreau

(1) | HEARTILY ACCEPT the motto, — "That government is best which governs least”;(1) and |
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 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,(2) 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...

(2) 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, captain, corporal, privates,
powder-monkeys,(5) and all, marching in admirable order over hill and dale to the wars, against
their wills, ay, against their common sense and consciences, which makes it very steep
marching indeed, and produces a palpitation of the heart...

(3) How does it become a man to behave toward this American government to-day? | answer,
that he cannot without disgrace be associated with it. | cannot for an instant recognize that
political organization as my government which is the slave's government also...

(4) There are thousands who are in opinion opposed to slavery and to the war, who yet in effect
do nothing to put an end to them; who, esteaming themselves children of Washington and
Franklin, sit down with their hands in their pockets, and say that they know not what to do, and
do nothing; who even postpone the question of freedom to the question of free-trade, and
quietly read the prices-current along with the latest advices from Mexico, after dinner, and, it
may be, fall asleep over them both...

(5) 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...



