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Students will read key passages from some of Thoreau’s most important works to gain a better 
understanding of his personal philosophy. 
 

I. Excerpt from Henry David Thoreau’s On Civil Disobedience (1849) 
 
I heartily accept the motto, "That government is best which governs least"; and I should like to 
see it acted up to more rapidly and systematically. Carried out, it finally amounts to this, which 
also I believe- "That government is best which governs not at all"; and when men are prepared 
for it, that will be the kind of government which they will have.  
Government is at best but an expedient; but most governments are usually, and all governments 
are sometimes, inexpedient. The objections which have been brought against a standing army, 
and they are many and weighty, and deserve to prevail may also at last be brought against a 
standing government. The standing army is only an arm of the standing government. The 
government itself, which is only the mode, which the people have chosen to execute their will, is 
equally liable to be abused and perverted before the people can act through it. Witness the 
present Mexican war, the work of comparatively a few individuals using the standing 
government as their tool; for, in the outset, the people would not have consented to this measure. 
 
 
Vocabulary: 
Expedient – practical convenience 
Standing – permanent  
Prevail – exists  
Mode – way  
Execute – carry out 
Liable – likely 
Perverted – misused 
Consented – agreed 
 
 

A. Thoreau argues that the ideal situation would be one in which there is no government at 
all. Do you agree with him? Why or why not? 

 
 

B. Thoreau objects to both a permanent army and a permanent government. Why does he 
think that neither the army nor the government are likely to carry out the will of the 
people? What is the example he gives to support his argument? 
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II. Excerpt from Henry David Thoreau’s Walden (1854) 
 

I find it wholesome to be alone the greater part of the time. To be in company, even with the 
best, is soon wearisome and dissipating. I love to be alone. I never found the companion that was 
so companionable as solitude. We are for the most part more lonely when we go abroad among 
men than when we stay in our chambers... 

Society is commonly too cheap. We meet at very short intervals, not having had time to 
acquire any new value for each other. We meet at meals three times a day, and give each other a 
new taste of that old musty cheese that we are. We have had to agree on a certain set of rules, 
called etiquette and politeness, to make this frequent meeting tolerable and that we need not 
come to open war. We meet at the post-office, and at the sociable, and about the fireside every 
night; we live thick and are in each other's way, and stumble over one another, and I think that 
we thus lose some respect for one another. Certainly less frequency would suffice for all 
important and hearty communications. Consider the girls in a factory—never alone, hardly in 
their dreams. It would be better if there were but one inhabitant to a square mile, as where I 
live…. 
 
Vocabulary: 
Dissipating – tiring 
Abroad – out 
Chambers – room 
Sociable – social gathering 
Suffice – be enough 
 
 

A. Why do you think Thoreau feels lonelier among people than he does when alone? Have 
you ever felt this way? 

 
 

B. What does Thoreau mean when he describes meeting at meal times as giving “each other 
a new taste of that old musty cheese that we are”? 

 
 

C. Which way would you rather live: working in an office or a factory always surrounded by 
people or alone in the woods like Thoreau? Explain your answer.  
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III. In On Civil Disobedience, Thoreau indicates that once people are “prepared for it,” they will 
not have a government at all. In Walden, however, he states that “We have had to agree on a 
certain set of rules, called etiquette and politeness, to make this frequent meeting tolerable and 
that we need not come to open war.” How can you explain the apparent contradiction between 
his view of people in On Civil Disobedience with what he wrote five years later in Walden? 
 


