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OVERVIEW
No other argument for American independence had as much influence as Thomas Paine’s
pamphlet, Common Sense. Appearing early in 1776, within months 150,000 copies were
sold. The pamphlet—excerpted here—stirred the colonists to action.
GUIDED READING As you read, consider the following questions:
• Who does Paine contend is the parent of colonial America?
• What is Paine’s main argument in favor of independence?

V

olumes 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 a last resource decide the contest; the
appeal was the choice of the king, and the continent has accepted the
challenge. . . .
As much has been said of the advantages of reconciliation, which, like an
agreeable dream, has 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
them any 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 hath 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. . . . 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
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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 . . .
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 a 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. . . .
I challenge the warmest advocate for reconciliation to show a single
advantage that this continent can reap, by being connected with Great Britain.
I 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,
instructs us to renounce the alliance: because any submission to, or
dependence on, Great Britain, tends directly to involve this continent in
European wars and quarrels, and sets us at variance with nations who would
otherwise seek our friendship, and against whom we have neither anger nor
complaint. . . .
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. . . .
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 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
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 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. . . .
Every quiet method for peace hath been ineffectual. Our prayers have been
rejected with disdain; and have tended to convince us that nothing flatters
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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. Wherefore, 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. . . .
As to government matters, it is 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. . . .
But admitting that matters were now made up, what would be the event? I
answer, the ruin of the continent. And that for several reasons.
First. The powers of governing still remaining in the hands of the king, he
will have a negative over the whole legislation of the continent. And as he hath
shown himself such an inveterate enemy to liberty, and discovered such a
thirst for arbitrary power, is he, or is he not, a proper person to say to these
colonies, You shall make no laws but what I please! And is there any inhabitant
in America so ignorant as not to know, that according to what is called the
present constitution, this continent can make no laws but what the King gives
leave to; and is there any man so unwise as not to see, that (considering what
has happened) he will suffer no law to be made here but such as suits his
purpose? We may be as effectually enslaved by the want of laws in America, as
by submitting to laws made for us in England. After matters are made up (as it
is called), can there be any doubt but the whole power of the Crown will be
exerted to keep this continent as low and humble as possible? Instead of going
forward we shall go backward, or be perpetually quarreling, or ridiculously
petitioning. We are already greater than the King wishes us to be, and will he
not hereafter endeavor to make us less? To bring the matter to one point, Is
the power who is jealous of our prosperity, a proper power to govern us?
Whoever says No to this question is an independent, for independency means
no more than this, whether we shall make our own laws, or whether the king,
the greatest enemy which this continent hath, or can have, shall tell us, There
shall be no laws but such as I like. . . .
Secondly. That as even the best terms which we can expect to obtain can
amount to no more than a temporary expedient, or a kind of government by
guardianship, which can last no longer than till the colonies come of age, so
the general face and state of things in the interim will be unsettled and
unpromising. Emigrants of property will not choose to come to a country
whose form of government hangs but by a thread, and who is every day
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tottering on the brink of commotion and disturbance; and numbers of the
present inhabitants would lay hold of the interval to dispose of their effects,
and quit the continent.
But the most powerful of all arguments is, that nothing but independence,
i.e. a continental form of government, can keep the peace of the continent and
preserve it inviolate from civil wars. I dread the event of a reconciliation with
Britain now, as it is more than probable that it will be followed by a revolt
somewhere or other, the consequences of which may be far more fatal than all
the malice of Britain. . . .
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 honors, let
a day be solemnly set apart for proclaiming the charter; let it be brought forth
placed on the divine law, the Word of 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 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. . . .
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.
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