English III: “Civil Disobedience”
Rhetoric and Analysis

Directions: Download and save this document to your computer. After using the links on the assignment page to review the information on the on the website The Victorian Web, compose your answers in the space provided. The boxes will expand as you type. 

Your answers should be in the form of one or more paragraphs. Be sure to address all the facets of each question.
When you are finished, save your work and submit to your instructor.

1. Thoreau’s Nonchalance in “On the Duty of Civil Disobedience”

Thoreau presents prison in a relatively positive light. Is this representation convincing? Why might he have chosen to emphasize the good qualities of prison? 

	His presentation is convincing, I think that Thoreau inverted the traditional depiction of prison in a variety of ways.  He identify an area that is so frowned upon in society as a realm of complete detachment and solitude These were profound themes in the work of Thoreau, who suggested that the individual who is able to move themselves away from society and achieve a sense of introspection through solitude is farther down.


Why Thoreau might have wanted to take on this unaffected and naïve persona that comes though in his writing? What does it do for his overall argument in the essay? 

	He says that he has to obey his own laws and try to flourish in this way. The night in prison, he recounts, was "novel and interesting enough." Thoreau intended his writing to be a fit expression of a life lived according to high ideals and aspirations, guided by integrity and morality, spent in pursuit of spiritual development, of the universal truth that lay behind the particular and the persona


2. Rhetorical Questions in “Civil Disobedience”

How does the use of the device of the rhetorical question differ in these two instances? Do the questions motivate different responses in the reader?

	By contrasting 'good government' and a lack of a governing power, he places more emphasis on the concept of individualism as opposed to the sentences around it. This rhythm is utilized to enhance the contrast between individualism and powerful government.

With the use of the rhetorical question Thoreau is able to set up an argument for individualism, and an argument against government controlling morals and values. This balances the rhythm, almost like weighing the pro's and con's of a decision.



Is this an effective device? Would Thoreau's argument have been better served, especially in the second passage, by replacing the questions with statements of fact? What is gained, rhythmically and tonally, by grouping questions together in this manner?

	Thoreau asks a question then immediately answers it, which may be a rhetorical device (Hypophora), but the sentence length impacts the rhythm significantly more. The quick snappy two word retort to the question speeds up the tempo of the rhythm. The faster tempo is used because Thoreau is expressing the excitement of closing in on the key points in his essay


3. Thoreau’s Wordplay in “Civil Disobedience” 

Does Thoreau's manipulation of language work to his advantage? If so, how? Does his wordplay establish tighter links in his argument or does it actually convolute it and make it more confusing?

	The standing army is only an arm of the standing government.” This sentence is a good example of Thoreau’s deliberate approach to writing. He was able to repeat and reverse the order of the words “standing” and “arm/army.” Doing so had the added benefit of describing the army as an arm of the government, which it certainly is. It compares the government with a human body that has arms; and one of them is the army. On the other hand, Thoreau uses the word “standing” in two different ways. A “standing army” is one that is maintained by a government on an ongoing basis. The “standing government” is the one that is currently in place. The first one is permanent, the second one is temporary. This is an amusing twist of meaning in one word. Thoreau crafts words with purpose and chose his words carefully. His writing is full of these intricate, creative examples.




4. The Machine of Government

Rather than demonizing the American government, Thoreau strips it of agency (“It has not the vitality and force of a single living man” and “It does not keep the country free. It does not settle the West. It does not educate.”) How does the way he portrays the government affect what he sees as a citizen’s duty in stopping injustice? What is the function of comparing the government to a machine? Is the metaphor effective? What are the implications of the metaphor? 

	Thoreau turns to how citizens should respond to their government's injustices. He says that he does not believe that voting is the proper solution. Voting for justice is not really acting for it. Rather, it is "feebly" expressing your desire that the right prevail. A wise man will not leave justice to the chance of a majority vote. The majority will end up voting their interest, voting for what will benefit them. A principled person must follow his conscience. Furthermore, nowadays, there are no people who vote independently of what their political parties tell them to do. There are almost no men in America, according to Thoreau. He complains of people's lack of intellect and self-reliance, as well as their complacency.
He says that if an injustice is part of the "necessary friction" of the "machine of government," then it should be left alone. Perhaps the machine will wear smooth; in any case, it will eventually wear out. The metaphor is effective in the sense that if the injustice has its own spring, rope or pulley, then one must consider whether the remedy is worse than the injustice. However, if the government requires one to be an agent of injustice toward another, then Thoreau says one must break the law. He urges the reader to be a "counter-friction" to the machine and not to participate in the wrong.


Throughout the essay, Thoreau employs a technique common to sage-writers, alternating between first and second person. A clear example of this is when he abruptly switches from a series of commands (“Let it go,” “break the law,” “let your life be a counter-friction”) to a first-person statement: “What I have to do is to see, at any rate, that I do not lend myself to the wrong which I condemn.” Specifically, do you see this move as an example where Thoreau places himself above his reader in a position of moral authority? 

	I believe that by allowing our ideologies to become sacrosanct, we’ve fragilized our minds. Not allowing our memes (societal ideas, not the silly cat pictures) to be challenged has made us intolerant of any ideas we disagree with. So intolerant that we have to purge our family members on social media. We each have an obligation to try to respond positively to other people who have different ideas from us, but we also have a responsibility to un-fragilize the minds of others. To break the dinner party rule and try to find something you disagree with people on.




5. Thoreau in Prison

In this passage, Thoreau not only distances himself spatially from the town, but temporally as well, comparing his contemporary society as he sees it from the jail cell to a Medieval shire town. Why does he make this comparison?

	He sees his native village in the light of the middle ages and his Concord as Rhine stream with knights and castles before him. He mentions the middle ages as a lyrical and a satire of the medieval mentality that put him in jail and the community that he hadn’t noticed before.  



Thoreau romanticizes the prison, presenting it as a place of carefree contemplation that endows him with a superior clarity of vision. Is this representation of jail convincing, especially since Thoreau only spent one night there? Why does he choose to exaggerate the good qualities of what might be regarded as the lowest end of society?

	His contemplation of the prison walls leads him to reflect on the split between mind and body. Whereas the State considers physical confinement a form of punishment and assumes that the chief desire of the inmate is to "stand on the other side of that stone wall," Thoreau realizes that the punishment is woefully inadequate and useless in his case, since his thoughts are more threatening to the State than any possible action he could undertake outside of prison.



With its very figurative language of clocks that never seemed to strike before and visions of knights and castles, why is this travel narrative of Thoreau's trip to prison inserted into a treatise on government and the rights of man? 

	Thoreau declared that if the government required people to participate in injustice by obeying “unjust laws,” then people should “break the laws” even if they ended up in prison. “Under a government which imprisons any unjustly,” he asserted, “the true place for a just man is also a prison


	
	WorkSheet : Civil Disobedience worksheet


	Question #1) Define the word as used in the text: Expedient

	Helping you to deal with a problem quickly and effectively although sometimes in a way that is not morally right. For example in the passage For government is an expedient by which men would fain succeed in letting one another alone

	

	

	

	

	

	Hint: Find the sentence/sentences in the text when the word is used.

	Question #2) Define the word as used in the text: Alacrity

	

	

	

	

	

	

	It means quickness and eagerness for example in the passage Yet this government never of itself furthered any enterprise, but by the alacrity with which it got out of its way
Hint: No Hint

	Question #3) Define the word as used in the text: Conscience

	

	

	

	

	

	

	The part of your mind that tells you whether what you are doing is morally right or wrong. For example in the passage Must the citizen ever for a moment, or in the least degree, resign his conscience to the legislation?
Hint: No Hint

	Question #4) Define the word as used in the text: Pertinent

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Directly relating to something that is being considered
Hint: No Hint

	Question #5) Define the word as used in the text: Scourge

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Something that causes a lot of harm or suffering
Example in the passage as if the state were penitent to that degree that it differed one to scourge it while it sinned,


	Question #6) Define the word as used in the text: Homage

	

	

	

	

	

	

	something you do to show respect for someone or something you think is important
Example in the passage we are all made at last to pay homage to and support our own meanness.
Hint: No Hint

	Question #7) Define the word as used in the text: Abolitionist

	

	

	

	

	

	

	someone who wants to end a system or law
Example in the passage I do not hesitate to say, that those who call themselves Abolitionists should at once effectually withdraw their support.
Hint: No Hint

	Question #8) Define the word as used in the text: Parchment

	

	

	

	

	

	

	A material used in the past for writing on, made from the skin of a sheep or a goat
Example in  the passage My civil neighbor, the tax-gatherer, is the very man I have to deal with- for it is, after all, with men and not with parchment that I quarrel
Hint: No Hint

	Question #9) What was his position on the Mexican War?

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Thoreau's essay, "Civil Disobedience," emerged out of his experience opposing the Mexican-American War. 
Hint: Answer the following questions in complete sentences.

	Question #10) Why does he feel this way?

	

	

	

	

	

	

	He'd refused to pay a poll tax as a demonstration against what he felt to be an unjust, imperialistic war and a government waging it to expand slavery's domain.
Hint: include short quotations from the text if possible.

	Question #11) Who does Thoreau hold responsible for the accomplishments of America?

	

	

	

	

	

	

	The character inherent in the American people has done all that has been accomplished
Hint: No Hint

	Question #12) List examples

	

	

	

	

	

	

	He demonstrated against what he felt to be an unjust, imperialistic war and a government waging it to expand slavery's domain
Hint: this is a follow up to question 11

	Question #13) Thoreau states that, "no government would be best." However as a citizen what does he call for at once?

	

	

	

	

	

	

	He calls for a better government 

Hint: No Hint

	Question #14) What role should â€œmajority ruleâ€� play in government?

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Thoreau states that government in which the majority rule in all cases cannot be based on justice, even as far as men understand it.” By this, he means that it does not serve all people if it is only one group, no matter how large a group, who decides what is best for all.


	Question #15) If injustice is part of the necessary function of the machine of government, then what should one do before changing it?

	

	

	

	

	

	

	He says that if an injustice is part of the "necessary friction" of the "machine of government," then it should be left alone. Perhaps the machine will wear smooth; in any case, it will eventually wear out.
Hint: No Hint

	Question #16) If the law requires you to uphold an injustice to another, then what should you do?

	

	

	

	

	

	

	 If the government requires one to be an agent of injustice toward another, then Thoreau says one must break the law.
Hint: No Hint

	Question #17) Why was Thoreau jailed?

	Thoreau was jailed for refusing to pay a poll tax on the grounds that the money might be used to pay for the Mexican–American War, which he opposed

	

	

	

	

	

	Hint: No Hint

	Question #18) Why did he believe he was jailed?

	

	

	

	

	

	

	He believed he was jailed because he rebelled against the government. 
Hint: No Hint

	Question #19) How did Thoreau view his punishment?

	

	

	

	

	

	

	He views his punishment as pointless and wrong
Hint: No Hint

	Question #20) When does he believe that a free and enlightened state will exist?

	

	

	

	

	

	

	He claims that there will never be a really free and enlightened State until the State comes to recognize the individual as a higher and independent power, from which all its own power and authority are derived and treats him accordingly
Hint: No Hint


