Name ___________________________

Civil Disobedience (Henry David Thoreau) Study Questions

Transcendentalism itself was barely a blip on the radar of literature, but its influence was great. Mohandas Ghandi and Martin Luther King, Jr., were both influenced by Thoreau's ideas of Civil Disobedience and Emerson has been very influential in philosophy.

Answer the following questions after reading the Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” on pages 212-228 of the LA3 textbook:
1. What was Thoreau's primary act of civil disobedience in his own life?
a. Public rallies and protests
b. Refusal to pay taxes
c. Destruction of public property
d. All of the above
2. What was Thoreau's opinion on the "right" to rebel against one's government? 
a. There is never a right of revolution because the government's power is sovereign and absolute.
b. There is a right to revolution against injustice, and this revolution would be acceptable against the contemporary United States.
c. There is a right to revolution when facing extreme injustice, but the United States does not fit this description.
d. Since government is always an evil, there is a constant obligation to revolt against the state and society.
3. What are a person's duties regarding injustice, according to Thoreau?
a. One must work to eliminate all wrongs.
b. One must start a political campaign to reform society.
c. One must refuse to support something that is wrong.
d. One has no duties.
4. In Thoreau's opinion, what is the appropriate way to respond to unjust laws?
a. One must be content to obey them.
b. One must try to change the laws but obey them until they're changed.
c. One must obey them as long as it is politically expedient.
d. One must disobey the laws at once.
5. Which does Thoreau say is more important: the need to be an honest individual or the need to be a responsible citizen?
a. Neither the need to be an individual nor the need to be a citizen is very important.
b. The need to be an individual and the need to be a citizen are equally vital and must be balanced according to circumstance.
c. A person should be a citizen first and an individual second.
d. A person should be an individual first and a citizen second.
6. What does Thoreau use as a metaphor for government?
a. A ship
b. A machine
c. A train

d. A lighthouse
7. What kind of a state does Thoreau imagine at the end of his essay?
a. One that enforces conformity to Thoreau's values

b. One that respects the individual and will even allow people to live independently of the state

c. One that will increase the power of government in order to promote social justice

d. One that will expand the United State's territory as part of its Manifest Destiny

8. (INFERENCE) Why does Thoreau say it costs him less to disobey the law than to obey it?
a. He would feel ashamed if he became rich under an unjust state.

b. With the revenue from writing Civil Disobedience, he will make a lot of money.

c. Disobeying the law doesn't have a very serious impact on his quality of life.

d. He saves a lot of money by not paying taxes.

9. (INFERENCE) Why doesn't Thoreau value voting?
a. Most elections are corrupt.

b. The country would be better off with an absolute ruler.

c. Voting leaves justice to the chance of a majority vote.

d. None of the above

Critical Thinking Questions

Using complete sentences, answer the following questions:

1. What is the best reason (or what are the best reasons) for obeying the law? Why?

2. What should the consequences be for someone who breaks the law because of moral convictions? Why?

3. Can you see yourself breaking a law in order to obey a higher principle?  Explain.

4. Are there leaders today that Thoreau would admire? Explain.


