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Henry David Thoreau
Civil Disobedience

The Portable Thoreau

New York: Penguin, 1975, pp. 109-137.

- I think that we should be men first, and subjects afterward.111

- Law never made men a white more just; and by means of their re-

spect for it, even the well-disposed are daily made the agents of injustice.

111

- The mass of men serve the state thus, not as men mainly, but as

machines, with their bodies. 112

- There are nine hundred and ninety-nine patrons of virtue to one vir-

tuous man. But it is easier to deal with the real possessor of a thing than

with the temporary guardian of it. 115

- There is but little virtue in the action of masses of men. 116

- It is not a man’s duty, as a matter of course, to devote himself to the

eradication of any, even the most enormous, wrong; he may still properly

have other concerns to engage him. 117
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- If the injustice has a spring, or a pulley, or a rope, or a crank, exclu-

sively for itself, then perhaps you may consider whether the remedy will

not be worse than the evil; but if it is of such a nature that it requires you to

be the agent of injustice to another, then, I say, break the law. 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.120

- A minority is powerless while it conforms to the majority; it is not

even a minority then; but it is irresistible when it clogs by its whole weight.

If the alternative is to keep all just men in prison, or give up war and slavery,

the State will not hesitate which to choose. 122

- The best thing a man can do for his culture when he is rich is to en-

deavor to carry out those schemes which he entertained when he was poor.

126


