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“Civil Disobedience” 
STUDY SUPPLEMENT 

HIS 110 and HIS 125

Dr. Wesley J. Mills
*Beginning:

Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862) was a New England poet, author, surveyor, and naturalist, known for his support of abolitionism, transcendentalism, and conscientious objection.  His well known writings Walden and In the Maine Woods established him as a respected author exploring themes of nature, spirituality, and society.

The essay “Civil Disobedience” is his landmark argument for the citizenry to oppose, and even break, laws of the government when the laws are seen as unjust and the cause of justice demands action against them.  His views are rooted in long standing traditions regarding the duty of people to stand by conscience even against governmental authorities, such as evidenced even in biblical stories concerning, for instance, Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego.  Thoreau’s work, however, makes the argument specific to the American governmental situation, and hence his work becomes a reference point for other later assertions of the need for civil disobedience, such as the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “Letter from Birmingham City Jail,” written in 1963.  His arguments for conscientious objection and civil disobedience also influenced, in addition to King, such public figures as Leo Tolstoy and Mohandas Gandhi, as evidenced in their writings and actions.
*Interacting:

1849

“Civil Disobedience”
by Henry David Thoreau
· Printed text:
http://xroads.virginia.edu/~HYPER/WALDEN/Essays/civil.html
· In reading the essay, reflect and comment on the following questions:
1) What does Thoreau mean by “an undue respect for law”?  What does he emphasize instead?

2) According to Thoreau, should government be based on majority rule or the rule of justice?

3) What issues most prompted Thoreau to oppose government policy and to encourage others to do the same?
4) What should the “wise minority,” according to Thoreau, do regarding issues like war and slavery?
5) What’s one biblical reference that Thoreau uses to support his argument?

6) Identify and summarize any point with which you agree or disagree.

