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Prompt 
From the patriots at the Boston Tea Party to the activists 
marching for civil rights, the United States has a long tradition 
of civil disobedience (the act of breaking laws one finds to be 
unjust). Despite this long tradition, civil disobedience is a 
complex issue.  While it has undeniably successful in bringing 
about profound social change, civil disobedience runs the risk of 
creating more divisiveness in a society and can threaten 
necessary rule of law.  
 
Abraham Lincoln, writing in 1838, said this: 
 

The question recurs “how shall we fortify against it?” The answer is simple. Let every 
American, every lover of liberty, every well wisher to his posterity, swear by the blood of the 
Revolution, never to violate in the least particular, the 
laws of the country; and never to tolerate their violation 
by others... 
When I so pressingly urge a strict observance of all the laws, let me not be understood as saying 
there are no bad laws, nor that grievances may not arise, for the redress of which, no legal 
provisions have been made. I mean to say no such thing. But I do mean to say, that, although 
bad laws, if they exist, should be repealed as soon as possible, still while they continue in force, 
for the sake of example, they should be religiously observed. 

 
In 1849, Henry David Thoreau argued the counterview, writing in his On Resistance to Civil 
Government: 
 

Unjust laws exist: shall we be content to obey them, or shall we endeavor to amend them, and 
obey them until we have succeeded, or shall we transgress them at once? But it is the fault of 
the government itself that the remedy is worse than the evil. It makes it worse. Why is it not 
more apt to anticipate and provide for reform? Why does it not cherish its wise minority? Why 
does it cry and resist before it is hurt? Why does it not encourage its citizens to be on the alert 
to point out its faults, and do better than it would have them? Why does it always crucify 
Christ, and excommunicate Copernicus and Luther, and pronounce Washington and Franklin 
rebels? 
If the injustice is part of the necessary friction of the machine of government, let it go, let it go: 
perchance it will wear smooth- certainly the machine will wear out. If the injustice has a spring, 
or a pulley, or a rope, or a crank, exclusively for itself, then perhaps you may consider whether 
the remedy will not be worse than the evil; but if it is of such a nature that it requires you to be 
the agent of injustice to another, then, I say, break the law. Let your life be a counter-friction to 
stop the machine. 

 
 
In a well-developed essay, take a clear position on whether people have the right to break unjust laws 
in the United States. 
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Requirements 
• Please submit a typed response that uses a legible 10-12 point font, 1” margins, a double spaced 

body, and a simple single spaced header. 
• Your response should include both an introduction and conclusion, both of which should be 

short and direct. 
• The minimum response is 800 words and the maximum should be 1500. 

 
Tips 

• Don’t do any outside research, either about Lincoln/Thoreau or the general concept of civil 
disobedience. Stick to examples you know from history, culture, literature, and other sources. 

• Have a well-developed thesis that you stick with. Organization is paramount. 
• Don’t be afraid to break the five paragraph mold. Use an organic structure that suits your 

argument, not some antiquated idea of what an essay looks like. 
• Make sure that your thesis and topic sentences are precise and preview what follows them. 
• Have a specific, STAMPY introduction and don’t forget your OATMEAL in the body of the 

essay. 
• Use sparing, brief quotes from Lincoln and Thoreau in your response as evidence and 

naysayers. 
	

	


