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Selections from Civil Disobedience,
by Henry David Thoreau

1. “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.”

2. “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.”

3. “The mass of men serve the State thus, not as men mainly, but as machines, with their bodies. They are the standing army, 
and the militia, jailers, constables, posse comitatus, etc.”

4. “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.”

5. “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 that fact, that the country so overrun 
is not our own, but ours is the invading army.”

6. “If I have unjustly wrested a plank from a drowning man, I must restore it to him though I drown myself … He that 
would save his life, in such a case, shall lose it. This people must cease to hold slaves, and to make war on Mexico, though 
it cost them their existence as a people.”

7. “Practically speaking, the opponents to a reform in Massachusetts are not a hundred thousand politicians at the South, but 
a hundred thousand merchants and farmers here, who are more interested in commerce and agriculture than they are in 
humanity, and are not prepared to do justice to the slave and to Mexico, cost what it may.”

8. “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 ... Even voting for the right is doing nothing for it. It is only expressing to men feebly your desire 
that it should prevail.”

9. “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.”

10. “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.”

11. “Action from principle, the perception and the performance of right, changes things and relations; it is essentially 
revolutionary, and does not consist wholly with anything which was. It not only divided States and churches, it divides 
families; ay, it divides the individual, separating the diabolical in him from the divine.”
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12. “Let your life be a counter-friction to 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.”

13. “Under a government which imprisons any unjustly, the true place for a just man is also a prison.”

14. “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 did nor for a moment feel confined, and the walls seemed a great waste of stone and 
mortar.”

15. “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.”


