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Document: Thomas Paine, Common Sense (1776)

Historical Context

Ocessionally a book is published that shifts public opinion concerning an important event
Cammon Sense by Thomas Paine was such a book. Many Patriots argued that Britain should
stop its unfair taxation. Paine went further. He wrote that common sense determined that
nothing less than full independence should be the American colonies’ goal Painc's book
was published during the colonies' crisis with Britain. Many historians believe that this
book shaped public support for independence,

‘The fest edition of Commaon Sense was published in January 1776. This was after the
war had begun but before many Americans were willing to take the final step of separation
from their mother country. A second larger edition came out a month later. Common Sense
s0ld 120,000 copies in the first three months. In a country of 1.5 million people, 500,000
copies were sold by the end of the year. It had become America's first best seller.

‘The Second Continental Congress continued its meeting in Philadelphia in 1776, It
contained representatives whose colonies had denied permission for them to vote for
independence. Did Common Sense alone change public opinion? Events rarcly have  single
cause. But historians credit Comman Sense with having the single greatest influence on
public opinion. Paine had a way of expressing the ideals of the Revolution in an
understandable manner. Soon Patriot conventions were being held throughout the colonies
urging independence. In July independence was declared.

‘Thomas Paine, son of a corset maker, met Benjamin Franklin in London. Following
Franklin's advice, Paine came to the American colonies in 1774, Once in the colonics, Paine
wrote for Pennsylvania Magaczine. After writing Common Sense he joined the Continental
Army in 1776, In 1776 and 1777, he published The Crisis, designed to inspire support for
the war among average American colonists. Afigr the war he traveled to Burope. He
continued his revolutionary work there by supporting the French Revolution.

Importance * -

Paine understood the American Revolution’s importance 1o the world. No colonial people
had won their independence before, Paine wrote that independence was America’s natusal
right. Not only did he argue for independence, but also he urged that a republican
‘government be formed. This, Paine believed, could instruct the world. In Common Sense
Paine uses the technique of first raising the opposition's argument, then explaining why it
is wrong. He also makes comparisons everyone can understand, such as the mother-child
relationship compared with the colonial relationship. Although logical, Paine’s language can
be emotional also.
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‘Thomas Paine, Common Sense, 1776

Thave heard it asserted by some, that as America has flourished under
her former connection with Great Britain, 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. 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 ives s to
become a precedent for the next twenty. But cven this is admitting more
than s true; for T answer roundly, that America would have lourished as
much, and probably much more, had no European power taken any
natice of her. The commerce by which she hath enriched herself are the
necessaries of Iife, and will always have a market while eating is the
custom of Furope.

But she has protected us, say some. That she hath engrossed us is true,
and defended the contincnt at our expense as well as her own, is
admitted; and she would have defended Turkey from the same m
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;
and 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
| onany other account, and who will always be our enemics on the same
continent throw off the dependance, and we should be at peace with
France and Spain, were they at war with Britain. . .

But Bitain s the parnt county, say som. Then the more shame upon |

her conduct. Even brtes do not devour their young, nor savages make

war upon their familics; wherefore the assertion, if true, turns to her

[ reproach; but it happens not to be truc, o only partly so, and the phrase
parent ox 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. Furope, and not England, is the
parent country of America. This new world hath been the asylum fo the.
persccuted lovers of civil and religious liberty from every part of Furope
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, pursties their

(eantinued)
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Gescendants still. . .. T challenge the warmest advocate for reconciliation to
show a single advantage tht this continent can reap by being connected
with Great Britain. T repeat the challenge: not a single advantage is

derived. Our com will fetch its price in any market in Europe, and our
imported goods must be paid for buy them where we will

But the injurics and disadvantages which 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
10, or dependance on Great Britain, tends dircetly to involve this
Continent in European wars and quarrels, and sets us at variance with
nations who would otherwise scck our friendship, and against whom we
have neither anger nor complaint. As Europe s our market for trade, we
ought to form no partial connection with any part of t. It is 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

{ Furope s toothickly planted with Kingdoms o be lon a pesce, 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 scparation then, because

neutrality in that case would be a safer convoy than a man of war. Every

thing that is right or natural 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 |

Vocabulary
asserted—stated positively
hath—has
flourished—prospered
fallacious—wrong
thrived—grew well
precedent —an carlie happening that should be a model for later happenings

roundly-in a forceful manner
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commerce—trade, business
enriched—made rich

engrossed—occupied

dominion—sbsolute ownecship
motive—something that causes a person (0 act
pretensions —gosl that may not be reached

devour—eat

Jesuitcally —done in s secrt manncr
parsites—things dependent on something cls for support
P
bias—prejudice

ical —relating to the Catholic Church

credulous—ready to beleve based on e evidence
asylum—a place of sheter and securicy

persecuted—bothered by attempts to hurt

cil-—relting o citizns

hither—to this place

tyranny—harsh power

emigrants—people who leave a place

advocate-person who argues for something

reconciliation—the act of restoring frendship

fetch bring

sustain—suffer

renounce—to give up

submission—the condiion of giving in to others

Variance —stace of being in dissgrecment

contentions —scguments

make-weight—something of lile independent value thrown In to i a gap
pleads—argues

sl killed

design—plan
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