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Summary

The Nature and Motto of Government: Thoreau begins his essay with a famous statement:
“That government is best which governs least.” In other words, the best government is the one
that interferes the least. He says that government is merely an “expedient,” meaning a kind of
instrument or mechanism. But this mechanism often becomes unjust and harmful. Instead of
protecting people’s freedom, it frequently suppresses it. Thoreau believes that progress is
made by individuals, not by the government. He says that the true progress of a nation
depends on the character and actions of its people, not on the commands of rulers. Honesty,

courage, and morality—these are the real forces that move society forward.

He gives the example of the Mexican-American War. This war, according to Thoreau, was an
unjust one started for the selfish interests of a few leaders. Ordinary citizens did not want it,
but the government forced them into it. Through this example, Thoreau shows how the
government turns its citizens into instruments of its own will. Thoreau says he does not want
“no government” but rather “a better government.” That is, a government that stands for
justice, not for oppression. In this section, Thoreau teaches that the government should be

beneath the people, not above them. Its duty is to serve humanity, not to rule over it.

Conscience vs. Law - The Duty of the Individual: In this part, Thoreau says that truth and
justice are never determined by numbers. The opinion of the majority is not always right. He
attacks majority rule, stating that moral truth depends not on how many people agree but on
the voice of one’s own conscience. Therefore, he declares, “We should be men first, and
subjects afterward.” In other words, our first duty is to be moral human beings, not obedient

citizens. The duty to justice is greater than obedience to the government.

Thoreau gives the example of soldiers who blindly follow orders. He says these soldiers are not
truly men but “machines” who do not listen to their conscience. They even fight in unjust wars
simply because they are commanded to do so. By doing this, they lose their humanity and

become tools of the state. Thoreau then divides society into three classes:

e Body-servers - Those who serve with their bodies, like soldiers and jailers. They obey orders

without thinking.



e Head-servers - Those who use their minds but not their hearts, like politicians and lawyers.

They know tactics but not morality.

e Conscience-servers - Those who follow the path of truth and conscience, like reformers,
martyrs, and heroes. According to Thoreau, this third group is the one that truly transforms

society, because they sacrifice themselves for what is right.

In this section, Thoreau teaches that people should not follow laws blindly but follow their own
conscience. If a law is unjust, obeying it is a sin. A righteous person must stand with justice,
even if it brings punishment. Thoreau believes that conscience, not law, is the highest

authority. One honest person guided by truth is stronger than thousands of unjust laws.

Criticism of Slavery and War: In this part, Thoreau strongly condemns slavery and the
Mexican-American War. According to him, through these two events, the government openly
supported injustice. Slavery is the chain of man over man, and the Mexican War is an attack on
another nation’s freedom. He asks, “What is a man’s duty when his government is unjust?” His

answer is that a man should refuse to cooperate with such a government.

Thoreau says many peaceful citizens think they are not involved in injustice, but they pay
taxes, obey laws, and remain silent. Their silence and tax payment give strength to the
government to continue its wrongdoing. He declares that to remain silent is to permit injustice.

Therefore, an honest man must cut off all ties with an unjust state.

He also criticizes moral philosophers such as Paley, whose theory says, “Endure evil until it
becomes unbearable.” Thoreau calls this hypocrisy. He argues that if there is even an inch of
injustice, it must be resisted immediately. There can be no compromise in matters of justice. In
this section, Thoreau calls upon citizens to be brave, saying that to bow before injustice is to

enslave one’s own soul. Hence, he writes, “It is not too soon for honest men to rebel.”

According to Thoreau, the true patriot is one who protests against the wrongs of his
government through peaceful means. He dreams of a silent revolution, where people act
according to their conscience, not from fear or blind duty. Thoreau teaches that when a
government commits injustice, it is the moral duty of citizens not to remain silent but to resist

peacefully.

The Hypocrisy of Society and Political Inaction: In this part, Thoreau harshly criticizes
those people in society who condemn injustice in words but take no action against it. They say
slavery is wrong, but do nothing to end it. Thoreau says, “They talk much, but act not.” Their
protest is only verbal, not moral. He calls such people hypocrites, those who consider

themselves moral and educated but stay silent before injustice.



They believe that voting or making arguments can reform society. But Thoreau disagrees,
saying that voting is not a moral act; it is a kind of game or gamble. Voting, he explains, means
transferring one’s responsibility to others. People think they have voted, now whatever

happens, happens. But such thinking never brings real change.

Thoreau asserts that true reform begins in the conscience of an honest man. Justice cannot be
achieved through parties, politics, or the opinion of the majority. A single man’s moral courage
can awaken the whole society. He also says that such moral conflict divides not only nations
but also families. Some side with justice, others with injustice, and even a person’s inner self
becomes divided. He writes, “It divides families; aye, it divides the individual.” In this section,
Thoreau teaches that real change does not come from words but from action. To reform
society, people must act according to their conscience, not by following the crowd. True reform

begins not in the ballot box but in the human heart.

The Moral Duty to Resist Unjust Laws: In this part, Thoreau explains that many unjust laws
exist in society. But the question is—what should a righteous man do? He says there are three
possible ways to respond to unjust laws. First, one may obey them and remain silent. Second,
one may try to change them. Third, one may disobey them immediately. Thoreau clearly
declares that if any law makes a person a partner in injustice, it becomes a moral duty to break
that law. He writes, “Let your life be a counter-friction to stop the machine,” meaning one’s life
should become a force that stops the machinery of injustice. Just as the government’s machine

runs on the power of evil, so the protest of honest men can stop that machine.

He believes that obeying the law is right only when it walks hand in hand with justice. But when
the law protects injustice, breaking it becomes a moral act. The purpose of law is to save
human beings, not to oppress them. A true man is not a blind servant of the state; he is the
protector of truth and justice. Thoreau supports peaceful protest—not violence, but resistance
guided by conscience. He says that real moral power comes from calm courage, not from war
or hatred. To remain silent before an unjust law is, for him, to assist evil. Thoreau teaches that
it is @ man’s moral duty to rebel peacefully against any law that violates justice. A righteous
man must disobey unjust laws and stand on the side of truth, because obedience to truth is the

essence of true humanity.

Thoreau’s Personal Example: Refusal to Pay Poll Tax: In this section, Thoreau tells the
true story of his own life. He once refused to pay the poll tax, or voting tax, because he
believed that the money collected was being used to support slavery and the unjust Mexican
War. Therefore, paying that tax would mean supporting evil. For this protest, he was

imprisoned for one night. Thoreau says that even in jail, he remained calm and firm in his



conscience. He realized that a righteous man can be free even in prison, while those who serve
an unjust government are prisoners even outside. In his words, the man who stands for truth is

truly free.

Through his prison experience, Thoreau saw the moral blindness of society. People around him
worked, obeyed laws, and paid taxes, but never questioned whether those laws were just or
moral. To them, duty was everything, but justice meant nothing. Thoreau says such a society is

morally blind; its people have become tools of an unjust state.

He further observes that the government, though appearing strong, is actually weak and
foolish. A government that acts against truth and justice has no real moral strength. Thoreau
calls such a government “weak, foolish, and without conscience.” In this part, Thoreau shows
that individual moral protest is the real strength of society. A person must listen to his own
soul, not to the majority. He proves that even the silent protest of one honest and brave man
can be more powerful than the entire government. Through this personal example, the central
message of Civil Disobedience becomes clear: peaceful and moral resistance is the strongest

weapon against injustice.

The Power of Individual Action: In this part, Thoreau explains that true change begins with
the courageous decision of a single individual. He says that to transform government and
society, large armies or violent revolutions are not needed; what is needed is the moral
strength of one honest man. Using his own example, Thoreau says that he never refused to pay
the highway tax because it was for public welfare. But he refused to pay the poll tax, because
that tax supported an unjust government. Through this, Thoreau shows that there is a great
difference between peaceful refusal and violent rebellion. Violence brings destruction, but

peaceful resistance guided by conscience spreads the light of truth in society.

Thoreau believes that the firm stand of one honest man can end slavery and injustice. He
writes that if even one person fully stands for justice, slavery would vanish forever. Once truth
awakens, it can never be silenced. He calls upon people to live a simple, honest, and
independent life. Thoreau says that the fear of state punishment weakens human courage, but

the person who lives fearlessly for truth can never be crushed by any government.

In this section, Thoreau teaches that the truthful action of one man can create a moral
revolution in society. Courage, honesty, and the power of conscience, not law or authority, are

what truly change the world.

The Ideal State and the Role of the Individual: In the final part, Thoreau presents his

vision of an ideal state. He says he does not wish to quarrel with any man or nation; he only



desires a just and free state where every person can live according to their conscience. Such a
government will not suppress people’s freedom but will protect it. Thoreau criticizes politicians
like Daniel Webster, who value policy more than truth. For them, politics means convenience
and compromise, but for Thoreau, politics means morality and responsibility of conscience. He

says that those who protect only the law but not the truth do no real good to society.

He dreams of a state where every individual will be respected as “a higher and independent
power.” It will be a government that trusts its citizens instead of ruling them. In that state, the
human soul and conscience will be the highest law. Thoreau hopes that one day such a
government will arise, a government that will relate to its people as a neighbor, based on
justice, sympathy, and love. There will be no oppression or fear, but a bond of respect and

truth.

In this part, Thoreau teaches that an ideal government can never act against the human
conscience. Rather, the government that allows people to use their moral strength freely is the
truly just state. Thoreau ends his essay with a light of eternal hope, that one day, the state will

stand firmly upon truth, justice, and conscience.



