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enlightenment and order. When he protested the execution of Louis XVI, he was
accused of sympathy with the Crown and imprisoned. He was saved from trial by
the American ambassador, the future president James Monroe, who offered him
renewed American citizenship and safe passage back to New York.

Paine spent the last years of his life in New York City and in New Rochelle, New
York. During these years of unhappiness and impoverishment, his reputation suf-
fered enormously as a result of his public rejection of organized religion in The Age
of Reason (1794). Paine’s attempt to define his beliefs was viewed as an attack on
Christianity and, by extension, on conventional society. He was ridiculed and
despised. Even George Washington, who had supported Paine’s early writing,
thought English criticism of him was “not a bad thing.” Paine was buried on his
farm at New Rochelle after his request for a Quaker gravesite was refused. Ten
years later, an admirer exhumed his bones with the intention of having him rebur-
ied in England, but this plan came to nothing, and Paine’s remains have never been
found.

Paine’s role in shaping American literature took numerous forms. He began his
writing career in Philadelphia as the contributing editor of a magazine—then a
new publication format—where he learned to address a wide audience, a skill that
he turned to advantage in his polemical pamphlets. He made important contribu-
tions to the development of copyright and to the professionalization of authorship.
But it was as a stylist of “plainness” that Paine made his greatest gift to American
literature. Reflecting on his prose style, he said he needed no “ceremonious expres-
sions.” He wrote: “It is my design to make those who can scarcely read under-
stand,” to put arguments in a language “as plain as the alphabet,” and to shape
everything “to fit the powers of thinking and the turn of language to the subject, so
as to bring out a clear conclusion that shall hit the point in question and nothing
else.”

Like Franklin, Thomas Jefferson admired Paine’s use of the new populist rhe-
torical style then emerging to challenge the classical rhetoric associated with politi-
cal elites. Having cut a controversial path through the age of democratic revolution,
Paine inspired later radicals, such as the journalist and poet Walt Whitman (in
Volume B of this anthology), who eulogized his hero in 1877: “That he labor'd well
and wisely for the States in the trying period of their parturition, and in the seeds
of their character, there seems to me no question. I dare not say how much of what
our Union is owning and enjoying to day—its independence—its ardent belief in,
and substantial practice of, radical human rights—and the severance of its govern-
ment from all ecclesiastical and superstitious dominion—I dare not say how much

of all this is owing to Thomas Paine, but I am inclined to think a good portion of it
decidedly is.”

From Common Sense'
Introduction
Perhaps the sentiments contained in the following pages are not yet suffi-

ciently fashionable to procure them general favor; a long habit of not think-

1. The full title is Common Sense: Addressed to sion. III. Thoughts on the Present State of

the Inhabitants of America, on the Following
Interesting Subjects: viz. [i.e., namely]: I. Of the
Origin and Design of Government in General;
with Concise Remarks on the English Constitu-
tion. II. Of Monarchy and Hereditary Succes-

American Affairs. IV. Of the Present Ability of
America; with some Miscellaneous Reflections.
The text is from The Writings of Thomas Paine
(1894-96), vol. 1, edited by M. D. Conway.
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ing a thing wrong gives it a superficial appearance of being right, and raises
at first a formidable outcry in defence of custom. But the tumult soon sub-
sides. Time makes more converts than reason.

As a long and violent abuse of power is generally the means of calling the
right of it in question (and in matters too which might never have been
thought of, had not the sufferers been aggravated into the inquiry), and as the
King of England? hath undertaken in his own right, to support the Parliament
in what he calls theirs, and as the good people of this country are grievously
oppressed by the combination, they have an undoubted privilege to inquire
into the pretensions of both, and equally to reject the usurpation of either.

In the following sheets, the author hath studiously avoided everything
which is personal among ourselves. Compliments as well as censure to indi-
viduals make no part thereof. The wise and the worthy need not the triumph
of a pamphlet; and those whose sentiments are injudicious or unfriendly will
cease of themselves, unless too much pains is bestowed upon their conver-
sions.

The cause of America is in a great measure the cause of all mankind.
Many circumstances have, and will, arise which are not local, but univer-
sal, and through which the principles of all lovers of mankind are affected,
and in the event of which their affections are interested. The laying a coun-
try desolate with fire and sword, declaring war against the natural rights of
all mankind, and extirpating the defenders thereof from the face of the earth,
is the concern of every man to whom nature hath given the power of feel-
ing; of which class, regardless of party censure, is

THE AUTHOR

From III. Thoughts on the Present State of American Affairs

In the following pages 1 offer nothing more than simple facts, plain argu-
ments, and common sense: and have no other preliminaries to settle with
the reader, than that he will divest himself of prejudice and prepossession,
and suffer his reason and his feelings to determine for themselves: that he
will put on, or rather that he will not put off, the true character of a man,
and generously enlarge his views beyond the present day.

Volumes have been written on the subject of the struggle between England
and America. Men of all ranks have embarked in the controversy, from dif-
ferent 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.

It hath been reported of the late Mr. Pelham? (who though an able min-
ister was not without his faults) that on his being attacked in the House of
Commons on the score that his measures were only of a temporary kind,
replied, “they will last my time.” Should a thought so fatal and unmanly pos-
sess the colonies in the present contest, the name of ancestors will be
remembered by future generations with detestation.

2. George III (1738-1820; reigned 1760-1820). 3. Henry Pelham (1696-1754; prime minister of
Britain 1743-54).



684 | THOMAS PAINE

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 honor. 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 would 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, etc.,
prior to the nineteenth of April, i.e., to the commencement of hostilities,*
are like the almanacs of the last year; which though proper then, are super-
seded 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 inquire into
some of the many material injuries which these colonies sustain, and always
will sustain, by being connected with and dependent on Great Britain. To
examine that connection and dependence, 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 dependent.

I have heard it asserted by some, that as America has flourished under
her former connection with Great Britain, the same connection is neces-
sary towards her future happiness, and will always have the same effect.
Nothing can be more fallacious than this kind of argument. We may as well
assert that because a child has thrived upon milk, that it is never to have
meat, or that the first twenty years of our lives is to become a precedent for
the next twenty. But even this is admitting more than is true; for I answer
roundly, that 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 expense as well as her own, is admitted;
and she would have defended Turkey from the same motive, viz., for 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; and that
she did not protect us from our enemies on our account; but from her enemies

4. On April 19, 1775, in the first armed conflict nition stores against the British.
of the American Revolution, the Minutemen of 5. Dominated.
Lexington, Massachusetts, defended their ammu-
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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 waive her pretensions to the continent, or the continent throw off
the dependence, and we should be at peace with France and Spain, were
they at war with Britain. The miseries of Hanover’s last war® ought to warn
us against connections.

It hath lately been asserted in Parliament, that the colonies have no rela-
tion 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 I may
so call it). France and Spain never were, nor perhaps ever will be, our ene-
mies 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 para-
sites, 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 mon-
ster; and it is so far true of England, that the same tyranny which drove the
first emigrants from home, pursues their descendants still.

In this extensive quarter of the globe, we forget the narrow limits of three
hundred and sixty miles (the extent of England) and carry our friendship
on a larger scale; we claim brotherhood with every European Christian, and
triumph in the generosity of the sentiment.

It is pleasant to observe by what regular gradations we surmount the force
of local prejudices, as we enlarge our acquaintance with the world. A man
born in any town in England divided into parishes, will naturally associate
most with his fellow parishioners (because their interests in many cases will
be common) and distinguish him by the name of neighbor; if he meet him
but a few miles from home, he drops the narrow idea of a street, and salutes
him by the name of townsman; if he travel out of the county and meet him
in any other, he forgets the minor divisions of street and town, and calls him
countryman, i.e., countyman: but if in their foreign excursions they should
associate in France, or any other part of Europe, their local remembrance
would be enlarged into that of Englishmen. And by a just parity of reason-
ing, all Europeans meeting in America, or any other quarter of the globe,
are countrymen; for England, Holland, Germany, or Sweden, when com-
pared with the whole, stand in the same places on the larger scale, which

6. King George III was a descendant of the Ger-
man House of Hanover. Paine is referring to the
Seven Years’ War (1756—63), which originally
involved Prussia and Austria and grew to include
all the major European powers. The war was set-
tled in Britain's favor, but the North American
component, the French and Indian War (1754—

63), resulted in heavy colonial losses.

7. The province of New Jersey was divided into
East and West Jersey.

8. Le., cunningly (from the historical intrigues
of the Jesuits, a Roman Catholic order of priests
and brothers).
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the divisions of street, town, and county do on the smaller ones; distinctions
too limited for continental minds. Not one third of the inhabitants, even of
this province,” are of English descent. Wherefore, I reprobate the phrase of
parent or mother country applied to England only, as being false, selfish,
narrow and ungenerous.

But, admitting that we were all of English descent, what does it amount
to? Nothing. Britain, being now an open enemy, extinguishes every other
name and title: and to say that reconciliation is our duty is truly farcical.
The first King of England of the present line (William the Conqueror)! was
a Frenchman, and half the peers of England are descendants from the same
country; wherefore, by the same method of reasoning, England ought to be
governed by France.

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
anything; for this continent would never suffer itself to be drained of inhab-
itants 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 friend-
ship 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 secure her from invaders.

I challenge the warmest advocate for reconciliation to show a single advan-
tage 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 which we sustain by that connection,
are without number; and our duty to mankind at large, as well as to our-
selves, instruct us to renounce the alliance: because, any submission to, or
dependence on, Great Britain tends directly to involve this continent in Euro-
pean wars and quarrels, and set us at variance with nations who would
otherwise seek our friendship, and against whom we have neither anger nor
complaint. As Europe is our market for trade, we ought to form no partial
connection with any part of it. It is the true interest of America to steer clear
of European contentions, which she never can do, while, by her dependence
on Britain, she is made the makeweight in the scale of British politics.

Europe is too thickly planted with kingdoms to be long at peace, and when-
ever 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 recon-
ciliation now will be wishing for separation then, because neutrality in that
case would be a safer convoy than a man of war.? Everything 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

9. Le., Pennsylvania. 2. l.e., wheat, not what Americans now call
1. William I (c. 1028—1087; reigned 1066—87) corn.
conquered England when he was duke of the 3. A naval warship. “Like the last” the Seven

French region of Normandy, his homeland. Years’ War ended in Britain’s favor.
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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 increases the force of it. The Ref-
ormation was preceded by the discovery of America: as if the Almighty gra-
ciously 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: and a serious mind can draw no
true pleasure by looking forward, under the painful and positive conviction
that what he calls “the present constitution” is merely temporary. As par-
ents, we can have no joy, knowing that this government is not sufficiently
lasting to insure anything which we may bequeath to posterity: and by a plain
method of argument, as we are running the next generation into debt, we
ought to do the work of it, otherwise we use them meanly and pitifully. In
order to discover the line of our duty rightly, we should take our children
in our hand, and fix our station a few years farther into life; that eminence
will present a prospect which a few present fears and prejudices conceal
from our sight.

Though I would carefully avoid giving unnecessary offense, yet I 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, prej-
udiced 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 a few moments to Boston;* that seat of wretch-
edness will teach us wisdom, and instruct us forever 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 alter-
native 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 the soldiery
if they leave it, in their present situation 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 offenses of Great
Britain, and, still hoping for the best, are apt to call out, “Come, come, we
shall be 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, honor, and faithfully serve
the power that hath carried fire and sword into your land? If you cannot do
all these, then are you only deceiving yourselves, and by your delay bringing

4. Boston was under British military occupation 5. Le., liable to be caught in “friendly fire” from
and was blockaded for six months. colonial rebels.
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ruin upon posterity. Your future connection with Britain, whom you can nei-
ther love nor honor, will be forced and unnatural, and, being formed only
on the plan of present convenience, will in a little time fall into a relapse
more wretched than the first. But if you say, you can still pass the violations
over, then I ask, hath your house been burnt? Hath your property been
destroyed before your face? Are your wife and children destitute of a bed to
lie on, or bread to live on? Have you lost a parent or a child by their hands,
and yourself the ruined and wretched survivor? If you have not, then are
you not a judge of those who have. But if you have, and can still shake hands
with the murderers, then are you unworthy the name of husband, father,
friend, or lover, and whatever may be your rank or title in life, you have the
heart of a coward, and the spirit of a sycophant.

This is not inflaming or exaggerating matters, but trying them by those
feelings and affections which nature justifies, and without which we should
be incapable of discharging the social duties of life, or enjoying the felici-
ties of it. I mean not to exhibit horror for the purpose of provoking revenge,
but to awaken us from fatal and unmanly slumbers, that we may pursue
determinately some fixed object. "Tis not in the power of Britain 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 punish-
ment 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.

"Tis repugnant to reason, to the universal order of things, to all examples
from former ages, to suppose that this continent can long remain subject to
any external power. The most sanguine in Britain doth not think so. The
utmost stretch of human wisdom cannot, at this time, compass a plan, short
of separation, which can promise the continent even a year’s security. Rec-
onciliation is now a fallacious dream. Nature hath deserted the connection,
and art cannot supply her place. For, as Milton wisely expresses, “never can
true reconcilement grow where wounds of deadly hate have pierced so deep.”

* %%

A government of our own is our natural right: and when a man seriously
reflects on the precariousness 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. If we omit it now, some Massanello’
may hereafter arise, who, laying hold of popular disquietudes, may collect
together the desperate and the discontented, and by assuming to themselves
the powers of government, finally sweep away the liberties of the continent
like a deluge. Should the government of America return again into the hands
of Britain, the tottering situation of things will be a temptation for some des-
perate adventurer to try his fortune; and in such a case, what relief can

6. Paradise Lost 4.98-99, by the English poet up his countrymen in the public market place,
John Milton (1608-1674). against the oppression of the Spaniards, to whom
7. Thomas Anello, otherwise Massanello [i.e., the place was then subject, prompted them to
Tommaso Aniello (1622—1647), known as Masan- revolt, and in the space of a day became King

iello], a fisherman of Naples, who after spiriting [Paine’s note].
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Britain give? Ere she could hear the news, the fatal business might be done;
and ourselves suffering like the wretched Britons under the oppression of
the conqueror. Ye that oppose independence now, ye know not what ye do:
ye are opening a door to eternal tyranny by keeping vacant the seat of gov-
ernment. There are thousands and tens of thousands, who would think it
glorious to expel from the continent that barbarous and hellish power, which
hath stirred up the Indians and the Negroes to destroy us; the cruelty hath
a double guilt: it is dealing brutally by us, and treacherously by them.

To talk of friendship with those in whom our reason forbids us to have
faith, and our affections wounded through a thousand pores instruct us to
detest, is madness and folly. Every day wears out the little remains of kin-
dred between us and them; and can there be any reason to hope, that as the
relationship expires, the affection will increase, or that we shall agree bet-
ter when we have ten times more and greater concerns to quarrel over than
ever?

Ye that tell us of harmony and reconciliation, can ye restore to us the time
that is past? Can ye give to prostitution its former innocence? Neither can
ye reconcile Britain and America. The last cord now is broken, the people
of England are presenting addresses against us. There are injuries which
nature cannot forgive; she would cease to be nature if she did. As well can
the lover forgive the ravisher of his mistress, as the continent forgive the
murders of Britain. The Almighty hath implanted in us these unextinguish-
able feelings for good and wise purposes. They are the guardians of His
image in our hearts. They distinguish us from the herd of common animals.
The social compact would dissolve, and justice be extirpated from the earth,
or have only a casual existence were we callous to the touches of affection.
The robber and the murderer would often escape unpunished, did not the
injuries which our tempers sustain provoke us into justice.

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 overrun 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.

1776

The Crisis, No. 1°

These are the times that try men’s souls. The summer soldier and the sun-
shine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but
he that stands it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman. Tyr-
anny, like hell, is not easily conquered; yet we have this consolation with us,

8. Refuge. December 19, and the one reprinted here, dated
9. Paine sometimes referred to this essay, the December 23. The text is from The Writings of
first of the sixteen Crisis pamphlets, as The Thomas Paine (1894-96), vol. 1, edited by M. D.
American Crisis. In one week in 1776, he pub- Conway.

lished three editions: one undated, one dated





