Civil Disobedience
Guided Reading Questions

On a separate sheet of paper, answer the following questions as you read through “Civil Disobedience” by Thoreau.
1. What does Thoreau mean when he says, “That government is best which governs least?” 

2. After reading lines 1-7, what do you think will be one focus of Thoreau’s essay?

3. Read lines 11-16 carefully. What does he say the government is SUPPOSED to do? What does Thoreau believe about the situation the country was in while he was writing this?
4. Look at lines 19-20: What does Thoreau encourage Americans to do?
5. Why does Thoreau say that the majority often rule? Will this government be a fair government? 
6. What does he say SHOULD determine right and wrong in government?

7. For what should we have respect? What should be our only obligation in life? Think about this: what is he possibly trying to criticize about Americans?

8. Read lines 38-62. Explain in your own words how Thoreau feels about the armed forces and the way the government uses them?
9. Using lines 55-69 as your evidence, what two ways of serving the government does Thoreau criticize and condemn? What is the only way he says you can justly serve your government?
10. Why does Thoreau say people are often afraid of trying to reform unjust laws?
11. Look at the historical names listed in lines 78-81. Do research if necessary to answer this question: what do these men have in common that Thoreau is praising? How did much of the world view these men at the time of their actions?
12. Look at lines 86-90: What is Thoreau telling you to do if you feel a law is unjust?
13. With whom does Thoreau have to battle one on one over his disagreements and disappointments with the government?
14. Look at lines 106-110. What does Thoreau believe would end slavery? If this is all it takes, why do you think it doesn’t just happen?

15. Lines 114-123: Where is the only place for a man to live in an unjust country?
16. What does Thoreau say is the least bloody way to a revolution in this country?

17. What metaphor does Thoreau make to explain what denying your conscience would be like?

18. How did Thoreau feel the night he was locked in jail? What makes him feel this way?

19. What does the final anecdote of the acorn and the chestnut illustrate for Thoreau?
