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? 

	


Why might Thoreau 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? 

	


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?

	


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?

	


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?

	


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? 

	


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? 

	


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?

	


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?

	


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? 

	


	
	WorkSheet : Civil Disobedience worksheet


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

	

	

	

	

	

	

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

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

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Hint: No Hint

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

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Hint: No Hint

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

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Hint: No Hint

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

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Hint: No Hint

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

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Hint: No Hint

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

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Hint: No Hint

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

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Hint: No Hint

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

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Hint: Answer the following questions in complete sentences.

	Question #10) Why does he feel this way?

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Hint: include short quotations from the text if possible.

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

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Hint: No Hint

	Question #12) List examples

	

	

	

	

	

	

	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?

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Hint: No Hint

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

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Hint: No Hint

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

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Hint: No Hint

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

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Hint: No Hint

	Question #17) Why was Thoreau jailed?

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Hint: No Hint

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

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Hint: No Hint

	Question #19) How did Thoreau view his punishment?

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Hint: No Hint

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

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Hint: No Hint


