
Nonfiction -> 9: Civil Disobedience

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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