Thomas Paine, Common Sense (1776)

As the instruments of protest became sticks, stones, and muskets in addition to words, American reformers and radicals had
to decide if they were indeed rebels (as King George had declared them) and, even more importantly, revolutionaries. Thomas
Paine (1737-1809) played a major role in effecting their transformation. Paine arrived in Philadelphia in November 1774 with
a history of misfortune both in work and marriage. The New World, however, offered him a fresh start, and he soon
established himself as a political revolutionary. In January 1776, he published Common Sense, which immediately became,
using today's term, a best-seller. Hundreds of thousands of copies were sold. Americans read and debated the pamphlet: some
denounced the sentiments it expressed while others embraced and acted upon them. In Common Sense, Paine not only
provided clear, material arguments for separation, he articulated the revolutionaries' sense of mission: to be free at home and

to serve as an example to the world.

From Merrill Jensen, ed., Tracts of the American Revolution, 1763-1776 (New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1967), pp. 418-427, 431-438, 441-446.

Thoughts, on the present State of American Affairs

* ¥ %

Volumes have been written on the subject of the struggle
between England and America. Men of all ranks have
embarked in the controversy, from different motives, and
with various designs; but all have been ineffectual, and the
period of debate is closed. Arms as the last resource decide
the contest; the appeal was the choice of the King, and the
Continent has accepted the challenge.

* % k
The Sun never shined on a cause of greater worth. 'Tis not
the affair of a City, a County, a Province or a Kingdom; but
of a Continent—of at least one eighth part of the habitable
Globe. 'Tis not the concern of a day, a year, or an age;
posterity are virtually involved in the contest, and will be
more or less affected even to the end of time by the
proceedings now. Now is the seed time of Continental
union, faith, and honour. The least fracture now, will be
like a name engraved with the point of a pin on the tender
rind of a young oak; the wound will enlarge with the tree,
and posterity read it in full grown characters.

By referring the matter from argument to arms, a new
era for politics is struck—a new method of thinking hath
arisen. All plans, proposals, &c. prior to the 19th of April,
i.e. to the commencement of hostilities, are like the
almanacks of the last year; which tho' proper then, are
superceded and useless now. Whatever was advanced by
the advocates on either side of the question then,
terminated in one and the same point, viz. a union with
Great-Britain; the only difference between the parties, was
the method of effecting it; the one proposing force, the
other friendship; but it hath so far happened that the first
hath failed, and the second hath withdrawn her influence.

As much hath been said of the advantages of
reconciliation, which like an agreeable dream, hath passed
away and left us as we were, it is but right, that we should
examine the contrary side of the argument, and enquire
into some of the many material injuries which these
Colonies sustain, and always will sustain, by being
connected with and dependant on Great-Britain. To
examine that connection and dependance on the principles
of nature and common sense, to see what we have to trust
to if separated, and what we are to expect if dependant.

| have heard it asserted by some, that as America hath
flourished under her former connection with Great-Britain,
that the same connection is necessary towards her future
happiness and will always have the same effect—Nothing
can be more fallacious than this kind of argument: . ..
America would have flourished as much, and probably
much more had no European power taken any notice of
her. The commerce by which she hath enriched herself are
the necessaries of life, and will always have a market while
eating is the custom of Europe.

But she has protected us say some. That she hath
engrossed us is true, and defended the Continent at our
expence as well as her own is admitted; and she would
have defended Turkey from the same motive viz. the sake
of trade and dominion.

Alas! we have been long led away by ancient prejudices
and made large sacrifices to superstition. We have boasted
the protection of Great Britain, without considering, that
her motive was interest not attachment; that she did not
protect us from our enemies on our account, but from her
enemies on her own account, from those who had no
quarrel with us on any other account, and who will always
be our enemies on the same account. Let Britain wave her
pretensions to the Continent, or the Continent throw off
the dependance, and we should be at peace with France
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and Spain were they at war with Britain. The miseries of
Hanover last war ought to warn us against connections.

It hath lately been asserted in parliament, that the
Colonies have no relation to each other but through the
Parent Country, i.e. that Pennsylvania and the Jerseys and
so on for the rest, are sister Colonies by the way of
England; this is certainly a very roundabout way of proving
relationship, but it is the nearest and only true way of
proving enmity (or enemyship, if | may so call it.) France
and Spain never were, nor perhaps ever will be our
enemies as Americans but as our being the subjects of
Great Britain.

But Britain is the parent country say some. Then the
more shame upon her conduct. Even brutes do not devour
their young, nor savages make war upon their families;
wherefore the assertion if true, turns to her reproach; but
it happens not to be true, or only partly so, and the phrase,
parent or mother country, hath been jesuitically adopted
by the King and his parasites, with a low papistical design
of gaining an unfair bias on the credulous weakness of our
minds. Europe and not England is the parent country of
America. This new World hath been the asylum for the
persecuted lovers of civil and religious liberty from every
part of Europe. Hither have they fled, not from the tender
embraces of the mother, but from the cruelty of the
monster; and it is so far true of England, that the same
tyranny which drove the first emigrants from home,
pursues their descendants still.

* % k
Much hath been said of the united strength of Britain and
the Colonies, that in conjunction they might bid defiance to
the world: But this is mere presumption, the fate of war is
uncertain, neither do the expressions mean any thing, for
this Continent would never suffer itself to be drained of
inhabitants, to support the British Arms in either Asia,
Africa, or Europe.

Besides, what have we to do with setting the world at
defiance? Our plan is commerce, and that well attended to,
will secure us the peace and friendship of all Europe,
because it is the interest of all Europe to have America a
free port. Her trade will always be a protection, and her
barrenness of gold and silver will secure her from invaders.

| challenge the warmest advocate for reconciliation, to
shew, a single advantage that this Continent can reap, by
being connected with Great Britain. | repeat the challenge,
not a single advantage is derived. Our corn will fetch its
price in any market in Europe and our imported goods
must be paid for buy them where we will.

But the injuries and disadvantages we sustain by that
connection, are without number, and our duty to mankind
at large, as well as to ourselves, instruct us to renounce the

alliance: because any submission to, or dependance on
Great Britain, tends directly to involve this Continent in
European wars and quarrels. As Europe is our market for
trade, we ought to form no political connection with any
part of it.' Tis the true interest of America, to steer clear of
European contentions, which she never can do, while by
her dependance on Britain, she is made the make-weight in
the scale of British politics.

Europe is too thickly planted with Kingdoms, to be long
at peace, and whenever a war breaks out between England
and any foreign power, the trade of America goes to ruin,
because of her connection with Britain. The next war may
not turn out like the last, and should it not, the advocates
for reconciliation now, will be wishing for separation then,
because neutrality in that case, would be a safer convoy
than a man of war. Every thing that is right or reasonable
pleads for separation. The blood of the slain, the weeping
voice of nature cries. 'Tis TIME TO PART. Even the distance
at which the Almighty hath placed England and America, is
a strong and natural proof, that the authority of the one
over the other, was never the design of Heaven. The time
likewise at which the Continent was discovered, adds
weight to the argument, and the manner in which it was
peopled encreases the force of it. The Reformation was
preceded by the discovery of America as if the AlImighty
graciously meant to open a sanctuary to the persecuted in
future years, when home should afford neither friendship
nor safety.

The authority of Great Britain over this Continent is a
form of Government which sooner or later must have an
end....

Though | would carefully avoid giving unnecessary
offence, yet | am inclined to believe, that all those who
espouse the doctrine of reconciliation, may be included
within the following descriptions. Interested men who are
not to be trusted, weak men who cannot see, prejudiced
men who will not see, and a certain set of moderate men
who think better of the European world than it deserves;
and this last class, by an ill-judged deliberation, will be the
cause of more calamities to this Continent, than all the
other three.

It is the good fortune of many to live distant from the
scene of present sorrow; the evil is not sufficiently brought
to their doors to make them feel the precariousness with
which all American property is possessed. But let our
imaginations transport us for a few moments to Boston;
that seat of wretchedness will teach us wisdom, and
instruct us for ever to renounce a power in whom we can
have no trust. The inhabitants of that unfortunate city who
but a few months ago were in ease and affluence, have
now no other alternative than to stay and starve, or turn



out to beg. Endangered by the fire of their friends if they
continue within the city, and plundered by government if
they leave it. In their present condition they are prisoners
without the hope of redemption, and in a general attack
for their relief, they would be exposed to the fury of both
armies.

Men of passive tempers look somewhat lightly over the
offences of Britain, and still hoping for the best, are apt to
call out: Come, come, we shall he friends again for all this.
But examine the passions and feelings of mankind: bring
the doctrine of reconciliation to the touchstone of nature,
and then tell me, whether you can hereafter love, honour,
and faithfully serve the power that hath carried fire and
sword into your land? . ..

... Tis not in the power of England or of Europe to
conquer America, if she doth not conquer herself by delay
and timidity. The present winter is worth an age if rightly
employed, but if lost or neglected, the whole Continent will
partake of the misfortune; and there is no punishment
which that man doth not deserve, be he who, or what, or
where he will, that may be the means of sacrificing a
season so precious and useful.

* * k
Every quiet method for peace hath been ineffectual. Our
prayers have been rejected with disdain; and hath tended
to convince us that nothing flatters vanity or confirms
obstinacy in Kings more than repeated petitioning—and
nothing hath contributed more, than that very measure, to
make the Kings of Europe absolute. Witness Denmark and
Sweden. Wherfore, since nothing but blows will do, for
God's sake let us come to a final separation, and not leave
the next generation to be cutting throats under the
violated unmeaning names of parent and child.

To say they will never attempt it again is idle and
visionary, we thought so at the repeal of the stamp-act, yet
a year or two undeceived us; as well may we suppose that
nations which have been once defeated will never renew
the quarrel.

As to government matters 'tis not in the power of Britain
to do this Continent justice: the business of it will soon be
too weighty and intricate to be managed with any tolerable
degree of convenience, by a power so distant from us, and
so very ignorant of us; for if they cannot conquer us, they
cannot govern us. To be always running three or four
thousand miles with a tale or a petition, waiting four or five
months for an answer, which when obtained requires five
or six more to explain it in, will in a few years be looked
upon as folly and childishness—There was a time when it
was proper, and there is a proper time for it to cease.

Small islands not capable of protecting themselves are
the proper objects for government to take under their

care: but there is something very absurd, in suppossing a
Continent to be perpetually governed by an island. In no
instance hath nature made the satellite larger than its
primary planet, and as England and America with respect
to each other reverse the common order of nature, it is
evident they belong to different systems. England to
Europe: America to itself.

k ok ok
If there is any true cause of fear respecting independance,
it is because no plan is yet laid down....

...Let a Continental Conference be held in the following
manner, and for the following purpose.

A Committee of twenty six members of Congress, viz.
Two for each Colony. Two Members from each House of
Assembly, or Provincial Convention; and five
Representatives of the people at large, to be chosen in the
capital city or town of each Province, for, and in behalf of
the whole Province, by as many qualified voters as shall
think proper to attend from all parts of the Province for
that purpose: or if more convenient, the Representatives
may be chosen in two or three of the most populous parts
thereof. In this conference thus assembled, will be united
the two grand principles of business, knowledge and
power. The Members of Congress, Assemblies, or
Conventions, by having had experience in national
concerns, will be able and useful counsellors, and the
whole, by being impowered by the people, will have a truly
legal authority.

The conferring members being met, let their business be
to frame a Continental Charter, or Charter of the United
Colonies; (answering, to what is called the Magna Charta of
England) fixing the number and manner of choosing
Members of Congress, Members of Assembly, with their
date of sitting, and drawing the line of business and
jurisdiction between them: Always remembering, that our
strength is Continental not Provincial. Securing freedom
and property to all men, and above all things, the free
exercise of religion, according to the dictates of conscience;
with such other matters as is necessary for a charter to
contain. Immediately after which, the said conference to
dissolve, and the bodies which shall be chosen
conformable to the said charter, to be the Legislators and
Governors of this Continent, for the time being: Whose
peace and happiness, may GOD preserve. AMEN.

* * %
But where say some is the King of America? I'll tell you
friend, he reigns above; and doth not make havoc of
mankind like the Royal Brute of Great Britain. Yet that we
may not appear to be defective even in earthly honours, let
a day be solemnly set a part for proclaiming the Charter; let
it be brought forth placed on the Divine Law, the Word of
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God; let a crown be placed thereon, by which the world
may know, that so far as we approve of monarchy, that in
America THE LAW IS KING. For as in absolute governments
the King is law, so in free countries the law ought to be
king; and there ought to be no other. But lest any ill use
should afterwards arise, let the Crown at the conclusion of
the ceremony be demolished, and scattered among the
people whose right it is.

A government of our own is our natural right: and when
a man seriously reflects on the pre-cariousness of human
affairs, he will become convinced, that it is infinitely wiser
and safer, to form a constitution of our own, in a cool
deliberate manner, while we have it in our power, than to
trust such an interesting event to time and chance. . ..

k* 3k %k

O ye that love mankind! Ye that dare oppose not only the
tyranny but the tyrant, stand forth! Every spot of the old
world is over-run with oppression. Freedom hath been
hunted round the Globe. Asia and Africa have long expelled
her. Europe regards her like a stranger, and England hath
given her warning to depart. O! receive the fugitive, and
prepare in time an asylum for mankind.

Of the Present Ability of America, With Some
Miscellaneous Reflections.

'Tis not in numbers but in unity that our great strength lies:
yet our present numbers are sufficient to repel the force of
all the world. The Continent hath at this time the largest
disciplined army of any power under Heaven: and is just
arrived at that pitch of strength, in which no single Colony
is able to support itself, and the whole, when united, is
able to do any thing... .

* % k
The debt we may contract doth not deserve our regard if
the work be but accomplished. No nation ought to be
without a debt. A national debt is a national bond: and
when it bears no interest is in no case a grievance. Britain is
oppressed with a debt of upwards of one hundred and
forty millions sterling, for which she pays upwards of four
millions interest. And as a compensation for her debt, she
has a large navy; America is without debt, and without a
navy; but for the twentieth part of the English national
debt, could have a navy as large again. ...

No country on the globe is so happily situated, or so
internally capable of raising a fleet as America. Tar, timber,
iron, and cordage are her natural produce. We need go
abroad for nothing. Whereas the Dutch, who make large
profits by hiring out their ships of war to the Spaniards and
Portuguese, are obliged to import most of the materials
they use. We ought to view the building a fleet as an article

of commerce, it being the natural manufactory of this
country.' Tis the best money we can lay out. A navy when
finished is worth more than it cost: And is that nice pointin
national policy, in which commerce and protection are
united. Let us build; if we want them not, we can sell; and
by that means replace our paper currency with ready gold
and silver.

k ok ok
In point of safety, ought we to be without a fleet? We are
not the little people now, which we were sixty years ago, at
that time we might have trusted our property in the
streets, or fields rather, and slept securely without locks or
bolts to our doors and windows. The case now is altered,
and our methods of defence, ought to improve with our
en-crease of property. . ..

Another reason why the present time is preferable to all
others is, that the fewer our numbers are, the more land
there is yet unoccupied, which instead of being lavished by
the king on his worthless dependants, may be hereafter
applied, not only to the discharge of the present debt, but
to the constant support of government. No nation under
Heaven hath such an advantage as this.

The infant state of the Colonies, as it is called, so far from
being against, is an argument in favour of independance.
We are sufficiently numerous, and were we more so, we
might be less united.' Tis a matter worthy of observation,
that the more a country is peopled, the smaller their
armies are. In military numbers the ancients far exceeded
the moderns: and the reason is evident, for trade being the
consequence of population, men become too much
absorbed thereby to attend to any thing else. Commerce
diminishes the spirit both of Patriotism and military
defence. And history sufficiently informs us that the
bravest achievements were always accomplished in the
non-age of a nation. With the encrease in commerce,
England hath lost its spirit. .. .

Youth is the seed time of good habits as well in nations
as in individuals. It might be difficult, if not impossible to
form the Continent into one Government half a century
hence. The vast variety of interests occasioned by an
increase of trade and population would create confusion.
Colony would be against Colony. Each being able would
scorn each others assistance: and while the proud and
foolish gloried in their little distinctions, the wise would
lament that the union had not been formed before.
Wherefore, the present time is the true time for
establishing it. The intimacy which is contracted in infancy,
and the friendship which is formed in misfortune, are of all
others, the most lasting and unalterable. Our present union
is marked with both these characters: we are young and
we have been distressed; but our concord hath withstood
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our troubles, and fixes a memorable "Era for posterity to
glory in.

The present time likewise, is that peculiar time, which
never happens to a nation but once, viz. the time of
forming itself into a government. Most nations have let slip
the opportunity, and by that means have been compelled
to receive laws from their conquerors, instead of making
laws for themselves. . ..

k k¥
To CONCLUDE, however strange it may appear to some, or
however unwilling they may be to think so, matters not,
but many strong and striking reasons may be given to
shew, that nothing can settle our affairs so expeditiously as
an open and determined declaration for independance.
Some of which are,

First—It is the custom of Nations when any two are at
war, for some other powers not engaged in the quarrel, to
step in as mediators and bring about the preliminaries of a
peace: But while America calls herself the subject of Great
Britain, no power however well disposed she may be, can
offer her mediation. Wherefore in our present state we
may quarrel on for ever.

Secondly—I1t is unreasonable to suppose, that France or
Spain will give us any kind of assistance, if we mean only to
make use of that assistance, for the purpose of repairing
the breach, and strengthening the connection between
Britain and America; because, those powers would be
sufferers by the consequences.

Thirdly—While we profess ourselves the subjects of
Britain, we must in the eye of foreign nations be
considered as Rebels. The precedent is some-what
dangerous to their peace, for men to be in arms under the
name of subjects: we on the spot can solve the paradox;
but to unite resistance and subjection, requires an idea
much too refined for common understanding.

Fourthly—Were a manifesto to be published and
dispatched to foreign Courts, setting forth the miseries we
have endured, and the peaceable methods we have
ineffectually used for redress, declaring at the same time,
that not being able any longer to live happily or safely,
under the cruel disposition of the British Court, we had
been driven to the necessity of breaking off all connections
with her; at the same time, assuring all such Courts, of our
peaceable disposition towards them, and of our desire of
entering into trade with them: such a memorial would
produce more good effects to this Continent, than if a ship
were freighted with petitions to Britain.

Under our present denomination of British Subjects, we
can neither be received nor heard abroad: the custom of all
Courts is against us, and will be so, until by an
independance we take rank with other nations.

These proceedings may at first appear strange and
difficult, but like all other steps which we have already
passed over, will in a little time become familiar and
agreeable: and until an independance is declared, the
Continent will feel itself like a man who continues putting
off some unpleasant business from day to day, yet knows it
must be done, hates to set about it, wishes it over, and is
continually haunted with the thoughts of its necessity.

Review Questions

1. What does Paine say are some of the "material injuries" the
colonies had sustained due to their dependence on Great
Britain? What are the strengths and weaknesses in his
argument?

2. Was Paine right to say that "Europe and not England is the

parent country of America"? Why should that concept be

considered a factor for separation?

What interests could America better pursue if independent?

4. What does Paine say would guarantee American success?
Why?

5. Why did he argue for a declaration of independence and for
immediate action?
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