
Henry David Thoreau once asked, “Must the citizen ever for a moment, or in the
least degree, resign his conscience to the legislator?” This question unfolds like a
Russian doll, revealing idea after idea nested within. Questions of moral agency,
civic passion, freedom of conscience, civic duty, and many others are embedded
within this inquiry posed by Thoreau. He asked this within the context of the
Mexican-American War, as he opposed the premises of it, but this question remains
timeless.

Exactly 250 years ago, on October 26th, 1775, King George III spoke before
Parliament and declared that the American colonies were formally in open
rebellion, rejecting their last-ditch effort for reconciliation through the Olive
Branch Petition. Exactly one year later, on October 26th, 1776, in the throes of
war, Benjamin Franklin departed Philadelphia for France on a diplomatic mission to
secure an alliance, another testament to trying to find common ground across
difference (and an ocean). 

Teaching civility and cultivating curiosity about others' perspectives are civic skills
that Civic Spirit works with educators across the United States to bring into their
communities. We also facilitate opportunities to encourage and ignite civic passion,
helping students think about what is important to them— what issues ignite their
civic passion?
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PART ONE
Source: Henry David Thoreau. “Civil Disobedience.” 1849.
Excerpt.

After all, the practical reason why, when the power is once in the hands of the
people, a majority are permitted, and for a long period continue, to rule is not
because they are most likely to be in the right, nor because this seems fairest
to the minority, but because they are physically the strongest. But a
government in which the majority rule in all cases cannot be based on justice,
even as far as men understand it. Can there not be a government in which
majorities do not virtually decide right and wrong, but conscience?- in which
majorities decide only those questions to which the rule of expediency is
applicable? Must the citizen ever for a moment, or in the least degree, resign
his conscience to the legislation? Why has every man a conscience, then? 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, powdermonkeys, 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?
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Discussion Questions:

1. Why does Henry David Thoreau consider the concept of “majority rule” not
necessarily just?

2. According to Thoreau, what gives the rule of law its integrity?
3. How does Thoreau believe a corporation or any collective group can act

with moral conscience?
4. How do you think citizens can navigate adhering to an internal compass of

right and wrong within a society of laws?
5. When, if ever, is it justified to break the law in the service of a higher

moral principle?

Activity 1:

1. Students (for upper grades, or for lower grades, the teacher provides the
examples) identify three historical moments that relate to Thoreau’s
question about personal conscience versus collective norms.

2. For each historical moment, students identify the norm, the challenge to
that norm, and the civic voices on each side.

3. Students then discuss the various perspectives represented.
4. Create a space in the room for five possible positions: side with the

majority, dissenter, idea for change, change maker, and diplomat.
5. Students choose the position that best represents their thinking. They

write a short reflection explaining their choice and the reasoning behind it.
They also reflect on historical figures who were aligned with their thinking. 
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PART TWO
Source continued: Henry David Thoreau. “Civil Disobedience.”
1849. Excerpt.

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. But almost all say that such is not the case now. But such
was the case, they think, in the Revolution Of '75. If one were to tell me that
this was a bad government because it taxed certain foreign commodities
brought to its ports, it is most probable that I should not make an ado about
it, for I can do without them. All machines have their friction; and possibly
this does enough good to counterbalance the evil. At any rate, it is a great evil
to make a stir about it. But when the friction comes to have its machine, and
oppression and robbery are organized, I say, let us not have such a machine
any longer. In other words, when a sixth of the population of a nation which
has undertaken to be the refuge of liberty are slaves, and a whole country is
unjustly overrun and conquered by a foreign army, and subjected to military
law, I think that it is not too soon for honest men to rebel and revolutionize.
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.
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Discussion Questions:

1. Does Thoreau strengthen or weaken his argument by invoking the American
Revolution?

2. Why does Thoreau believe the right to revolution is justified in the time
period he is writing about?

3. Do you agree with his sentiments? Why or why not?
4. Which idea from Enlightenment thinker John Locke supports Thoreau’s

position?
5. What civic avenues are available to citizens when they object to

government actions? What are the opportunities and limits of each?
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Identify a current issue that you believe needs reform. What is the best way,
in your view, to create substantive impact on this issue?

Students develop a plan that includes an idea, a strategy, and the desired
change. They then pitch their proposal to the “Board of Civic Reform,” which
selects the top three ideas to be funded by public money allocated to civic
progress initiatives.

As part of their pitch, students should name a historical figure who inspired
their work and reference a primary source text that provides the philosophical
foundation for their initiative.

The criteria for selection are:
Innovation of the initiative
Effectiveness of the strategy
Clarity and articulation of the pitch
Likelihood of achieving a meaningful solution
Connection to historical thought and civic philosophy
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Activity 2 - Ideating Civic Solutions:
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