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Thoreau and MLK on Higher Law and Civil Disobedience





Introduction





	Transcendentalism was a movement which began, largely, in the 1830s and marked the emergence of a combination of both theological and rational thought.  It sought a radical individualism and increased personal spirituality whose end was a cultivated consciousness to the point of perfection.  In this sense it argued that the whole being should be celebrated - not just the social or political, but also the spiritual.  By combining the two (spiritual and rational thought) it was a reaction to the Calvinists who believed in a vengeful God and sought increased spirituality and the rational thinkers like Hamilton and Madison who claimed man as unable to use freedom properly and were largely pessimistic in their view of the nature of man.  Additionally, the transcendentalists sought a movement away from much of societal norms.  A movement from the homogeneity of ideology, as it were.  Industrialization and urbanization was seen as the bane of society - threats to the moral potential of people.  Commercialism, also, was seen as a blinding force - it blinds the people from seeing the truth and thinking about those things which they should be concerned.  This idea that popular culture and industrialization degrades people was later echoed by Marxist thinkers who condemned pop culture and industrialization as taking away the very things that make a person himself - a sense of individualism and a sense of accomplishment (previously obtained through working for oneself).  


Transcendentalists like Thoreau and, later, Martin Luther King, Jr. saw one’s true self as a reflection of your soul and sought, in vastly different ways, to combine rationality and spirituality towards individual perfection.  Additionally, both had two separate ideas on what comprised the “higher” good which justified their participation in civil disobedience.  Again they had differing ideas on what civil disobedience meant, what its end was, and on the role of politics in helping their search for inner perfection.





What comprises the “higher” good?





	Prior to Thoreau and the transcendentalists American thought was dominated by questions of balancing order and freedom and protecting the rights of the people - usually seen as the right to pursue happiness and securing property; or some variation thereof.  Transcendentalists sought what can be termed a “higher good.”  For Thoreau this higher good is marked by a romantic individualism.  Thoreau felt that the cultivation of one’s self was the most dignified approach to life.  To live life in the most dignified way you find suitable is the way to lead your life.  To this end he felt that “that government is best, which governs the least,” alluding to his claims that in order to be fiercely independent individuals must answer to their own highest good - the cultivation of themselves.  This link between a higher moral good and politics makes shaky (again) the social contract.  Whereas Hobbes and Locke justify revolution on the grounds of personal rights and property, Thoreau justifies it on the grounds of personal moral interests.  His view of this highest good is what shaped his views on, and justified, civil disobedience.


	Martin Luther King, Jr., too, made the claim that personal morality is reason enough to seek change through the political sphere.  Like Thoreau, MLK makes theological claims of a higher good and this makes the social contract theory a shaky prospect.  MLK differs most drastically with Thoreau on the point of what makes up a higher good in the sense that MLK sees it as universally applicable - not just on the individual level.  As he states “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.”  This statement of community is echoed throughout MLK’s work and is at the crux of one major difference between him and Thoreau.  This difference will be discussed later under “What does civil disobedience do for each? (pt. 3)”  MLK also sums up his view on his moral obligation in his autobiography: “I became convinced that non-cooperation with evil is as much a moral obligation as is cooperation with good.”�





How do MLK and Thoreau carry out their vision of civil disobedience?





	We all no the story of Thoreau’s run-in with the law as a result of civil disobedience.  This story of staying home and refusing to pay taxes to support war against Mexico sums up Thoreau’s use of civil disobedience as well as any other.  Thoreau’s vision of civil disobedience is extremely passive, especially when contrasted with MLK’s.  The reason for Thoreau’s passive stance on civil disobedience will be covered further under “Thoreau and MLK: Visions of politics in our lives (pt. 4),” but can be summed up like this - Thoreau felt that any participation in politics implicates the participator in the injustices.  Simply put, participation in government on any level - even in a counter-status quo function - is still participation and just incriminates you.  This view begs the question - is it enough to overcome evil and moral injustice on the individual level by simply withdrawing or disengaging from society? 


	Thoreau’s withdraw from society for self-reflection is a contrast to MLK’s ardent injection into the public sphere.  MLK alludes to Thoreau’s vision of civil disobedience by stating that “injustice is injustice whether it knocks at your door or not (sic).”  This stems from their differing ideas on humanity - MLK views man as a deeply social being whereas Thoreau sees individuals as autonomous.  This difference in views comes up later in their views regarding the end of civil disobedience [“What does civil disobedience do for each? (pt. 3)”].  MLK’s active participation in the political sphere is also a result of his view on humanity and society, which again contrasts with Thoreau.  MLK feels that “we are all caught in an inescapable network of mutuality,” which is to say that community, to MLK, is of the utmost importance.  This assertion that “critical distance” is a myth, that in fact public and private life are intertwined and without difference, differs vastly from Thoreau’s view that humans only hold in common the existence of a consciousness.  Thoreau does agree that the ills of society end up to the detriment of all, but does not insist that one’s neighbor is anything more than another individual.  MLK is much more insistent on an understanding of brotherhood and commonality between all people - “I am cognizant of the inter-relatedness of all communities.”





What does civil disobedience do for each?





	To Thoreau civil disobedience is a silent, passive, non-violent way to disengage himself from a regime whose actions he does not agree.  Because Thoreau believes in “romantic individualism” - that humans have nothing in common except the existence of a consciousness  - and believes that participation in politics implicates us in the its injustices, civil disobedience removes him from this.  That is, civil disobedience for Thoreau is the means by which he can live life the way he feels is dignified.  Remember that living a dignified, self-reflected, and spiritual life is of supreme importance in Thoreau’s mind.  Because he had established that removal from the political sphere is justified on moral grounds and because he feels that morality is so important he employs civil disobedience to seek that end.


	MLK also feels that moral justice is the higher law which must be sought and answered to throughout life.  However, he feels that this higher law includes moral justice for all.  Further, MLK sees the goals of civil disobedience as social/political in nature, as opposed to Thoreau who sees it more as an individual end.  Because his morality compels him, MLK goes to Birmingham and speaks out against the injustices there.  Later he spoke out against wider ranging issues, such as Vietnam and economic inequalities outside of his race, which all are linked to his vision for moral justice for all.  Because communities are connected and justice is a collective matter (not just a matter of individual cleansing) he felt compelled to do something about it.  This came in the form of civil disobedience.  





Thoreau and MLK: Visions of politics in our lives





	Thoreau was very weary of government.  He felt that politics degraded the human spir
