
COMMON SENSE by Thomas Paine 

PERHAPS the sentiments contained in the following pages, are 
not yet sufficiently fashionable to procure them general favor; 
a long habit of not thinking a thing wrong, gives it a superficial 
appearance of being right, and raises at first a formidable 
outcry in defence of custom. But tumult soon subsides. 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 usurpations of either.  

In the following sheets, the author hath studiously 
avoided every thing which is personal among ourselves. 
Compliments as well as censure to individuals 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 conversion.  

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 universal, 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 
country 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 feeling; of which 

class, regardless of party censure, is the origin and rise of 
government; namely, a mode rendered necessary by the 
inability of moral virtue to govern the world; here too is the 
design and end of government, viz., freedom and security. And 
however our eyes may be dazzled with snow, or our ears 
deceived by sound; however prejudice may warp our wills, or 
interest darken our understanding, the simple voice of nature 
and of reason will say, it is right.  

I draw my idea of the form of government from a 
principle in nature, which no art can overturn, viz., that the 
more simple any thing is, the less liable it is to be disordered, 
and the easier repaired when disordered; and with this maxim 
in view, I offer a few remarks on the so much boasted 
constitution of England. That it was noble for the dark and 
slavish times in which it was erected is granted. When the 
world was overrun with tyranny the least therefrom was a 
glorious rescue. But that it is imperfect, subject to convulsions, 
and incapable of producing what it seems to promise, is easily 
demonstrated.  

There is something exceedingly ridiculous in the 
composition of monarchy; it first excludes a man from the 
means of information, yet empowers him to act in cases where 
the highest judgment is required. The state of a king shuts him 
from the world, yet the business of a king requires him to know 
it thoroughly; wherefore the different parts, unnaturally 
opposing and destroying each other, prove the whole character 
to be absurd and useless. 

The prejudice of Englishmen, in favor of their own 
government by king, lords, and commons, arises as much or 
more from national pride than reason. Individuals are 
undoubtedly safer in England than in some other countries, but 
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the will of the king is as much the law of the land in Britain as 
in France, with this difference, that instead of proceeding 
directly from his mouth, it is handed to the people under the 
most formidable shape of an act of parliament. For the fate of 
Charles the First, hath only made kings more subtle not- more 
just.  

Wherefore, laying aside all national pride and prejudice 
in favor of modes and forms, the plain truth is, that it is wholly 
owing to the constitution of the people, and not to the 
constitution of the government that the crown is not as 
oppressive in England as in Turkey.  

An inquiry into the constitutional errors in the English 
form of government is at this time highly necessary; for as we 
are never in a proper condition of doing justice to others, while 
we continue under the influence of some leading partiality, so 
neither are we capable of doing it to ourselves while we remain 
fettered by any obstinate prejudice. And as a man, who is 
attached to a prostitute, is unfitted to choose or judge of a wife, 
so any prepossession in favor of a rotten constitution of 
government will disable us from discerning a good one.  

MANKIND being originally equals in the order of 
creation, the equality could only be destroyed by some 
subsequent circumstance; the distinctions of rich, and poor, 
may in a great measure be accounted for, and that without 
having recourse to the harsh, ill-sounding names of oppression 
and avarice. Oppression is often the consequence, but seldom 
or never the means of riches; and though avarice will preserve 
a man from being necessitously poor, it generally makes him 
too timorous to be wealthy. But there is another and greater 
distinction for which no truly natural or religious reason can be 
assigned, and that is, the distinction of men into KINGS and 

SUBJECTS. Male and female are the distinctions of nature, 
good and bad the distinctions of heaven; but how a race of men 
came into the world so exalted above the rest, and 
distinguished like some new species, is worth enquiring into, 
and whether they are the means of happiness or of misery to 
mankind.  

Government by kings was first introduced into the 
world by the Heathens, from whom the children of Israel 
copied the custom. It was the most prosperous invention the 
Devil ever set on foot for the promotion of idolatry. 

As the exalting one man so greatly above the rest 
cannot be justified on the equal rights of nature, so neither can 
it be defended on the authority of scripture; for the will of the 
Almighty, as declared by Gideon and the prophet Samuel, 
expressly disapproves of government by kings. All anti-
monarchial parts of scripture have been very smoothly glossed 
over in monarchial governments, but they undoubtedly merit 
the attention of countries which have their governments yet to 
form. Render unto Caesar the things which are Caesar's is the 
scriptural doctrine of courts, yet it is no support of monarchial 
government, for the Jews at that time were without a king, and 
in a state of vassalage to the Romans.  

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 dependents, 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 favor of independence. 
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We are sufficiently numerous, and were we more so, we might 
be less united. It is 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 anything 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 increase of 
commerce England hath lost its spirit. The city of London, 
notwithstanding its numbers, submits to continued insults with 
the patience of a coward. The more men have to lose, the less 
willing are they to venture. The rich are in general slaves to 
fear, and submit to courtly power with the trembling duplicity 
of a spaniel.  

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 might scorn each other's 
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 our troubles, 
and fixes a memorable area 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. First, they had a king, and then a form of 
government; whereas, the articles or charter of government, 
should be formed first, and men delegated to execute them 
afterwards: but from the errors of other nations, let us learn 
wisdom, and lay hold of the present opportunity- to begin 
government at the right end.  

As to religion, I hold it to be the indispensable duty of 
all government, to protect all conscientious professors thereof, 
and I know of no other business which government hath to do 
therewith. Let a man throw aside that narrowness of soul, that 
selfishness of principle, which the niggards of all professions 
are so unwilling to part with, and he will be at once delivered 
of his fears on that head. Suspicion is the companion of mean 
souls, and the bane of all good society. For myself I fully and 
conscientiously believe, that it is the will of the Almighty, that 
there should be diversity of religious opinions among us: It 
affords a larger field for our Christian kindness. Were we all of 
one way of thinking, our religious dispositions would want 
matter for probation; and on this liberal principle, I look on the 
various denominations among us. 

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 show, that 
nothing can settle our affairs so expeditiously as an open and 
determined declaration for independence. Some of which are:  
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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. It 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 somewhat 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 
despatched 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 connection 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 independence, 
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 independence 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.  
 
 
 
 
 
 


