
Civil Disobedience 
Henry David Thoreau 

Week 1 



Early American Timeline 

u  Can anyone recite the first twenty-six? 



Early American Timeline Review 

u  1607 – Jamestown, 1st permanent English settlement 

u  1620-1621 – Pilgrims sail on the Mayflower, found Plymouth Colony 

u  1630 – Massachusetts Bay Colony 

u  1636 – Harvard University 

u  1647 – New England Passes Law 

u  1692 – Salem Witch Trials 



Early American Timeline Review 

u  1750 – Industrial Revolution Begins 

u  Mid 18th century – The Great Awakening 

u  1754-1763 – French and Indian War 

u  1764 – The Sugar Act 

u  1765 – The Stamp Act 

u  1767 – Townshend Acts 



Early American Timeline Review 

u  March 5, 1770 – The Boston Massacre 

u  December 16, 1773 – Boston Tea Party 

u  1775-1783 – The American Revolution 

u  1775 – Second Continental Congress 

u  July 4, 1776 – Declaration of Independence 

u  December, 1777-June, 1778 – Continental Army at Valley Forge 



Early American Timeline Review 

u  1781 – Articles of Confederation 

u  September 3, 1783 – Treaty of Paris 

u  1787 – Constitutional Convention 

u  1789-1799 – The French Revolution 

u  1791 – Bill of Rights 

u  1800 – The Federal Government Moves to Washington D.C. 



Early American Timeline Review 

u  1803-1806 – Lewis and Clark Expedition 

u  1803 – Louisiana Purchase 

u  1812-1815 – War of 1812 

u  June 18, 1815 – Battle of Waterloo 



Henry David Thoreau 

u  1817-1862 

u  Concord, Massachusettes 



Henry David Thoreau 

u  Ralph Waldo Emerson was one of his closest friends 

u  Townspeople thought highly of Emerson 

u  Townspeople thought Thoreau a crank, an eccentric, a lay-about, and a bit of 
a recluse 



Henry David Thoreau 

u  It was a bad day for Thoreau when he did not spend at least four hours 
tramping about alone in the woods  



Henry David Thoreau 

u  Wrote “Walden” as an account of his two years living in a tiny, makeshift 
cabin on Walden Pond 

u  He is best known for his nature writing 

u  He didn’t make much money as a writer, but that was the way he wanted it 

u  He had no wife or family to care for 

u  He either lived with family members or existed very simply with little or no 
means of income 



Henry David Thoreau 

u  His topics include: 

u  The war with Mexico 

u  Slavery, he was an abolitionist, but didn’t join any organization 

u  Opposition to Manifest Destiny 



Civil Disobedience 

u  1859:  John Brown, an abolitionist, attacked the munitions depot at Harpers 
Ferry, West Virginia 

u  Thoreau was the first to defend Brown as a hero for justice and a martyr of 
conscience 

u  This even popularized Thoreau’s views, and his writings, especially Civil 
Disobedience 



Henry David Thoreau 

u  Thoreau has been called an individual anarchist 

u  He was ambiguous in this essay 

u  Accordingly, the essay has been called on to support divergent points of view 

u  Libertarians 

u  Anti-war militants 

u  Civil rights activists 

u  Social justice advocates 



Transcendentalism 

u  Thoreau was a Transcendentalist 

u  Transcendentalism began as a reaction to the Enlightenment belief that all 
knowledge comes by the senses 

u  Transcendentalists get their name be insisting that truth must transcend the 
senses 



Christianity 

u  Christians believe the same thing 

u  Our senses don’t tell us about God, or sin, or judgment, or salvation, or 
eternal life 

u  More is needed 

u  Only God can reliably tell us about these things 

u  He does so in the Bible 



Transcendentalism 

u  Transcendentalists correctly identified an important problem with 
Enlightenment rationalism, but they had the wrong solution 

u  They insisted that truth could only be found by looking inward 

u  “It is not the invitation which I hear, but which I feel, that I obey” 

u  “My genius makes distinctions which my understanding cannot and which my 
senses do not report” 

u  Thoreau 



Transcendentalism 

u  Thoreau’s essay chastises those who “stand by the Bible and drink there with 
reverence and humility” 

u  He insists that instead men “gird up their loins once more, and continue their 
pilgrimage toward the fountainhead” 

u  The fountainhead of truth is found only by getting in touch with the inner self 



Transcendentalism 

u  “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.” 

u  Thoreau knows some things are good and other things are bad by the way his 
inner soul responds 

u  He is obligated only by what he thinks is right, not by laws given by God or by 
rules set by the magistrates 



Transcendentalism 

u  If laws conflict with the “higher laws” of the conscience, it is the conscience, 
not the laws, that must be obeyed 

u  This obedience establishes what Thoreau calls the “duty of civil 
disobedience” 

u  His teaching in this essay subsequently became a manual of arms for many 
who want to revolt against God and His laws 



Transcendentalism 

u  Ultimately, the conflict is about authority 

u  Everyone requires a final authority beyond which there is not appeal 

u  “Who makes your laws?” 

u  If we know that, we know the name of your god 

u  Self is a god because the “higher law” within each individual functions as the 
ultimate authority 



Transcendentalism 

u  Thoreau considered it his duty to “be himself” 

u  The ancient Greeks believed it was crucial to “know thyself,” a proverb that 
Plato put into the mouth of his teacher, Socrates 

u  The Bible instructs us to “know God” 

u  Paul’s great desire is “that I may know Him (Christ) and the power of His 
resurrection 

u  Philippians 3:10 



Transcendentalism and Christianity 

u  Transcendentalism and the Christian faith are incompatible 

u  Thoreau contended that the Bible could not be trusted to reveal ultimate 
truth because it was outside of himself 

u  Christians dare not trust their own conscience because it is part of man’s 
fallen nature 

u  Christians trust God’s written Word precisely because it is outside of 
themselves 



Transcendentalism and Christianity 

u  Transcendentalists concede that the Bible is a worthwhile book that can help 
us look into our own soul, but maintain that it is reliable only when it 
witnesses to our innermost being 

u  Christians understand that the Bible is objectively true whether or not it 
witnesses to the innermost being 



Transcendentalism and Christianity 

u  Transcendentalists of the nineteenth century believed that man is basically 
good 

u  They reject God’s assessment of the natural man as dead in trespasses and 
sins 

u  Ephesians 2:1 

u  If man is essentially good, he merely needs patient and competent education 
in order to be saved 



Transcendentalism and Christianity 

u  Thoreau’s philosophy of education 

u  The basis for his whole educational theory was that children are innately good 

u  He was convinced that paradise could be achieved on this earth through the 
full development of man’s potentialities 

u  He declared that schools existed in order to foster and to stimulate the child’s 
inner development toward perfection 



Thoreau and the State 

u  Thoreau’s relentless and often-expressed hostility to the civil state is one 
reason he is identified as an individual anarchist 

u  “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…In fact, I quietly declare war with the State after my fashion” 

u  Contrast this with the biblical command for Christians to be subject to the 
authorities, to submit to the ruler who has been given the authority to rule 

u  Romans 13:1-2 



Thoreau and the Authority 

u  As you read modern authors like Thoreau, you should watch for this kind of 
resentment of authority 

u  They demand a kind of freedom that is nothing more than a search for human 
autonomy 

u  Autonomy means “self-law” 

u  It is an attempt to renounce submission to anything outside of self 



Responsible Citizenship – Text Analysis 

u  According to Thoreau, the citizen must never surrender his conscience to the 
legislator, allowing the legislator to be the arbiter of what is right and wrong 

u  According to Thoreau, the only obligation the citizen has a right to assume “is 
to do at any time what [he] think[s] is right” 

u  However, Thoreau seems to contradict his extreme individualism when he 
asserts that it is important “that there be some absolute goodness 
somewhere; for that will leaven the whole lump” 



Responsible Citizenship – Text Analysis 

u  Thoreau says that for “eighteen hundred years…the New Testament has been 
written; yet where is the legislator who has wisdom and practical talent 
enough to avail himself of the light which it sheds on the science of 
legislation” 

u  Thoreau concludes that a “really free and enlightened State” cannot exist, 
“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” 

u  The state, according to Thoreau, can have no right over the individual’s 
person and property but what is granted by the individual 



Responsible Citizenship – Cultural 
Analysis 

u  What does our culture today generally consider to be the elements of good 
citizenship? 

u  Name two organized movements of civil disobedience that occurred in 
America in the 1960s. 



Responsible Citizenship – Biblical 
Analysis 

u  What is responsible citizenship according to the Bible? 

u  Romans 13:1-7 

u  1 Peter 2:13 

u  Matthew 17:24-27 

u  In the Bible, is there any role for civil disobedience on the part of Christian 
citizens? 

u  Acts 5:29 

u  1 Timothy 2:1-4 



























Civil Disobedience 

u  Read first 10 pages in class. 



Reading Homework 

Civil Disobedience 
u  First half, approximately 

Supplemental Readings 
(Optional) 
u  Western Civilization 

u  none 

u  Streams of Civilization 2 

u  C 8:  Evolutionary Optimism and Romanticism: The 
Rise of Theological Liberalism and Cults through 
The Witness and Works of Evangelical 
Christianity(188-196) 

u  Church History in Plain Language 

u  none 

u  A History of Christianity in the United States and 
Canada 

u  none 

u  Words of Delight 

u  none 



Engrade Homework 

u  none 



Written Homework 

u  Answer the following questions in complete sentences.  You have two weeks 
to complete the questions.  Due April 12, 2017. 

1.  What “motto” does Thoreau cite, and how does he amend it, in his opening 
paragraph of “Civil Disobedience”? 

2.  According to Thoreau, what is the shortcoming of following the law as a 
basis for men’s actions? 

3.  What is Thoreau’s problem with how the “mass of men” serve the state? 

4.  Thoreau says all men recognize the right of revolution in what 
circumstances? 



Written Homework 

5.  What are Thoreau’s criticisms of eighteenth-century English theologian 
William Paley’s “Duty of Submission to Civil Government”? 

6.  What is man’s least duty with respect to “enormous wrongs,” according to 
Thoreau? 

7.  To what does Thoreau liken the situation of those who applaud a soldier’s 
refusal to participate in an unjust war while continuing to sustain the unjust 
government that makes the war? 

8.  Thoreau considers acting against wrong on principle versus merely having an 
opinion against wrong as the dividing line between what things? 



Written Homework 

9.  When should you break the law, according to Thoreau? 

10.  Thoreau likens being satisfied with “men as they are” rather than reforming 
injustice to what types of persons? 

11.  Daniel Webster, according to Thoreau, is an example of the best of 
statesmen who still have what fundamental flaw? 

12.  What does Thoreau argue about the historical progress of governments from 
absolute monarchy to limited monarchy to democracy? 



Memory Homework 

u  You will be memorizing the Early American Timeline we discussed in class 
today.  This will be memorized over the entire year.  You will be tested on the 
events up to the Constitution on the Midterm.  You will be tested on all the 
dates on the Final. 

u  This week, continue to memorize the first 26 events, and begin memorizing 
the 27th event. 

  


