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Lesson 9: Civil Disobedience

 Getting Started

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was influenced by a 19th-century American philosopher 
named Henry David Thoreau. Thoreau was born almost 100 years before King was. 
Thoreau lived during the time of slavery, and he was disgusted by it. He was also 
vehemently anti-war and was morally opposed to American expansion into the West 
and South. For these reasons, and because he was broadly opposed to violence of 
any kind, he passionately objected to the Mexican-American War, which began 
when he was 29 years old. 

Thoreau is credited with coining the term "civil disobedience;" it is the title of one of 
his two most famous works. In the essay "Civil Disobedience," Thoreau calls on all 
Americans to engage in a nonviolent revolution with the aim of overthrowing the 
government. He implores all public employees to quit their jobs and all citizens to 
stop voting and paying taxes. When someone, in an open and public way, refuses 
to comply with a law that they believe is unjust, that person is participating in the 
form of political protest called civil disobedience. 

Though King did not advocate all of Thoreau's tactics, he was moved and inspired 
by the notion of passionate resistance without the use of violence. For this reason, 
King used the term "civil disobedience" to describe the nonviolent resistance of the 
1960s movement in Birmingham.

Stuff You Need

"MLK and "Civil Disobedience" (Page 1)"
"MLK and "Civil Disobedience" (Page 2)"
"Opposing Quotes (Page 1)"
"Opposing Quotes (Page 2)"
""Civil Disobedience" Excerpts - Page 1"
""Civil Disobedience" Excerpts - Page 2"

highlighter* (Activity 1 - optional)P

Ideas to Think About

l Who gets to decide what is "law" in this country?

l When injustice is supported or enforced by laws, should you abide by 
those laws?

Things to Know
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l Henry David Thoreau was an author and social commentator who lived 
during the time of slavery and American westward expansion, both of 
which he hated.

l Henry David Thoreau wrote a political essay called "Civil Disobedience" 
describing the potential for a nonviolent overthrow of the American 
government.

l Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. did not agree with all of Henry David Thoreau's 
views, but King was inspired by Thoreau's commitment to seek societal 
change through nonviolent protest.

l When people, in an open and public way, refuse to comply with a law 
that they believe is unjust, they are participating in a form of political 
protest called civil disobedience.

Activities

Activity 1: MLK and Civil Disobedience

Many parallels can be found between the ideas in "Civil Disobedience" and the 
speeches of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Use the "MLK and Civil Disobedience" activity 
pages to analyze the similarities in the text from Thoreau's writing and King's 
speeches. You may want to use a highlighter to mark the phrases on both sides 
that discuss similar ideas.

Activity 2: Opposing Quotes

Thoreau and King agreed on several important points: the injustice of race-based 
social inequity, the immorality and cowardice of following laws one knows to be 
unjust, and the equally important moral imperative of nonviolence in one's own 
pursuits. However, they had very different perspectives on several critical points: 
the importance of voting, the values of the Constitution, and the need for an 
inclusive, democratic American government. 

Find the "Opposing Quotes" activity page. Read the quotes from each of the men 
on these three topics: views on America, the role of government, and voting. 
Decide which of the two men you agree with more, and explain the ways that your 
views and his align. You don't need to agree with everything the man you choose 
says; choose the one who you are more closely aligned with.

Wrapping Up

In this lesson, you explored important ideas and some opinions about them from 
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two famous figures in American history. You identified areas of agreement and 
disagreement in the assertions of philosophers and political activists using original 
texts. For homework, you will read excerpts from Thoreau's "Civil Disobedience" 
essay.

 Homework

Read the passages found on the "'Civil Disobedience' Excerpts" activity pages and 
answer the question about each one.
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Lesson 9: Civil Disobedience

 Getting Started

? Big Ideas

Who gets to decide what is "law" in this country?l

When injustice is supported or enforced by laws, should you abide by those laws?l

Facts and Definitions&

Henry David Thoreau was an author and social commentator who lived during the time of slavery and 
American westward expansion, both of which he hated.

l

Henry David Thoreau wrote a political essay called "Civil Disobedience" describing the potential for a 
nonviolent overthrow of the American government.

l

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. did not agree with all of Henry David Thoreau's views, but King was inspired by 
Thoreau's commitment to seek societal change through nonviolent protest.

l

When people, in an open and public way, refuse to comply with a law that they believe is unjust, they are 
participating in a form of political protest called civil disobedience.

l

8 Skills

Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to support analysis, reflection, and research. (LA)l

Develop the topic with well-chosen, relevant, and sufficient facts, extended definitions, concrete details, 
quotations, or other information and examples appropriate to the audience's knowledge of the topic. (LA)

l

Establish and maintain a formal style and objective tone while attending to the norms and conventions of the 
discipline in which they are writing. (LA)

l

Determine an author's point of view or purpose in a text and analyze how an author uses rhetoric to 
advance that point of view or purpose. (LA)

l

Analyze seminal U.S. documents of historical and literary significance (e.g., Washington's Farewell Address, 
the Gettysburg Address, Roosevelt's Four Freedoms speech, King's "Letter from Birmingham Jail"), including 
how they address related themes and concepts.

l

Introducing the Lesson

In this lesson, students will learn about the contribution to the tradition of nonviolent resistance made by one of the earliest 
American philosophers, Henry David Thoreau. Thoreau lived during the time of slavery and American westward expansion, 
both of which he strongly opposed. He believed in opposing the government, but did not favor violence as a means to an 
end. 

Thoreau described nonviolent tactics for resisting the government in an essay called "Civil Disobedience." "Civil 
Disobedience" remains one of the most widely read pieces of social philosophy in the modern era. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
read it, and in this lesson, students will analyze the similarities and differences between the views of the two men.

 Outline of Activities and Answer Keys

Activity 1: MLK and Civil Disobedience

Students can use a highlighter to mark the phrases on both sides that discuss similar ideas. Students will then explain the 
overlapping ideas they identified. They may notice that Thoreau and King both discuss the following overlapping ideas 
(although answers may vary): 

Passages Set A:
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 What makes a law just? 
What makes a law unjust? 
How laws affect people's dignity and quality of life 

Passages Set B: 
The conditions when it is acceptable to break the law 
A just man should accept prison under an unjust government rather than go against his conscience 

Passages Set C: 
People care more about order than justice, about commerce (money) than people 
Law and order should establish justice 
Silence of good people contributes to injustice by allowing it to exist

Activity 2: Opposing Quotes

Students read two sets of assertions on three topics: America, the role of government, and voting. One set was from 
Henry David Thoreau and the other set was from Martin Luther King, Jr. The quotes present different, and even opposing, 
views. Students are asked to analyze each set, decide who they agree with more, and explain why in the space provided. 
Answers will vary.

 Wrapping Up

Questions to Discuss

In Activity 2, you chose one of the two men you agreed with more. Are there ideas from the man you did 
not choose that you also respect or find value in? (Answers will vary.)

l

If Henry David Thoreau had lived in the 1960s, do you think his views would have been different? If so, how? 
(Answers will vary.)

l

Does Henry David Thoreau advocate for the eventual overthrow of the American government? What 
evidence from the text supports your answer? (Answers may vary but should acknowledge the fact that 
Thoreau used phrases including "then the revolution is accomplished.")

l

Things to Review

Review the fact that although Martin Luther King Jr. did not agree with all of Henry David Thoreau's views, King was 
inspired by Thoreau's nonviolent ideas and tactics to resist unjust laws. 
Review the definition of civil disobedience — when someone, in an open and public way, refuses to comply with a law that 
they believe is unjust, that person is participating in the form of political protest called civil disobedience.

Homework

Students will read excerpts from "Civil Disobedience" and answer some questions. Answers may vary somewhat, but 
should be similar to these:

1. Why does Thoreau lack confidence in government? (Thoreau believes that government is unlikely to act 
on the will of the people; that government is, "equally liable to be abused and perverted before the 
people can act through it.")

2. How does Thoreau think people should respond to unfair taxes on imports? (If Thoreau thought the 
government was unfairly taxing imports, he probably would, "not make an ado about it," he would simply 
not buy them.)

3. How do we know slaves did, at the time, try to fight for their own freedom? (Thoreau talks about people 
in society who say they would refuse to "help put down an insurrection of the slaves.")

4. According to Thoreau, when people are denied the right to vote, they shouldn't be expected to respect the 
law. Why? (When people are denied the right to vote they have "no part in enacting or devising the law.")
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