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Henry David Throreau was born in 1817 and died in 1862. He was an abolitionist, tax resister, environmentalist, opposer of the Mexican War, an advocate of simple living and a promoter of nonviolence through civil disobedience. His ideas are as fresh today as they were when he published Civil Disobedience in 1849. I first read Civil Disobedience when I was in college in the mid to late 60s. It certainly was an inspiring book that fit in perfectly with the revolutionary tenor of that period of American history. It is still an inspiring book that provides vision to all people in the world who seek to overcome oppression without resorting to violence. Mahatma Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, Bishop Desmond Tutu and Martin Luther King Jr. were all influenced by it, and it is required reading in my Building A Civil Society course.  
Thoreau stated that “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”.
Thoreau knew the dangers of a bloated military, and the Iraq War could easily replace the Mexican War when applying his words to our times. Thoreau would seem to have preferred no government at all. However, what he sought was “at once a better government. Let every man make known what kind of government would command his respect, and that will be one step toward obtaining it”. In this statement, he is asking people to speak out and not to be passive. He would be appalled at the fact that more people vote in American Idol than they do in national elections. In this case, we get the kind of government we deserve.  
 Thoreau also noted that governments themselves don’t have consciences – only people do. For example, basing the abolition of slavery in his day or the rights of homosexual rights in our own time on majority rule would bring about neither.  
In his most poignant statements, Thoreau said that 

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. It is truly enough said that a corporation 
has no conscience; but a corporation of conscientious men is a corporation with a 
conscience. 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 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. They 
have no doubt that it is a damnable business in which they are concerned; they are all 
peaceably inclined. Now, what are they? Men at all? or small movable forts and 
magazines, at the service of some unscrupulous man in power? Visit the Navy Yard, and 
behold a marine, such a man as an American government can make, or such as it can 
make a man with its black arts — a mere shadow and reminiscence of humanity, a man 
laid out alive and standing, and already, as one may say, buried under arms with funeral 
accompaniments…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… etc. In most cases there is no free exercise whatever of the judgment or of 
the moral sense; but they put themselves on a level with wood and earth and stones; and 
wooden men can perhaps be manufactured that will serve the purpose as well. Such 
command no more respect than men of straw or a lump of dirt. They have the same sort 
of worth only as horses and dogs. Yet such as these even are commonly esteemed good 
citizens. Others, as most legislators, politicians, lawyers, ministers, and office-holders, 
serve the state chiefly with their heads; and, as they rarely make any moral distinctions, 
they are as likely to serve the devil, without intending it, as God. A very few, as heroes, 
patriots, martyrs, reformers in the great sense, and men, serve the state with their 
consciences also, and so necessarily resist it for the most part; and they are commonly 
treated as enemies by it. 

Other excerpts include the following:


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…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. 


 I quarrel not with far-off foes, but with those who, near at home, co-operate with, and do 
the bidding of those far away, and without whom the latter would be harmless. There are 
thousands who are in opinion opposed… to the war, who yet in effect do nothing to put 
an end to them; who, esteeming 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... They 
hesitate, and they regret, and sometimes they petition; but they do nothing in earnest and 
with effect. They will wait, well disposed, for others to remedy the evil, that they may no 
longer have it to regret. At most, they give only a cheap vote, and a feeble 
countenance…There are nine hundred and ninety-nine patrons of virtue to one virtuous 
man; but it is easier to deal with the real possessor of a thing than with the temporary.

     
 If a thousand men were not to pay their tax-bills this year, that would not be a violent 
and bloody measure, as it would be to pay them, and enable the State to commit violence 
and shed innocent blood. This is, in fact, the definition of a peaceable revolution, if any 
such is possible. 
          . 


 We still have much to learn from Thoreau as the issues he raised are still with us. We seem to learn little from history. To make this learning happen, we need to have students in high school and college seriously contemplate his wisdom and then apply it to contemporary society. 

