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Note

FEW DOCUMENTS have so well served the needs of a nation in birth as
did Thomas Paine’s vibrant, eye-opening pamphlet Common Sense/
Addressed to the Inhabitants of America. Its message sought out the
heart of what was politically, ethically, morally and practically wrong
with English control of and interference with the American colonies.

Poorly educated, unskilled, beset by marital and job failures and by
bankruptcy, English-born Thomas Paine, then 37 years old, seemed the
least likely candidate for the role he was to take in the destiny of the
American colonies of the 1770s. But urged by Ben Franklin to seek a
new life in the colonies, Paine arrived in a young America already
rebellious under the weight of England’s autocratic rule, dissent and
anger in the air, and a sense of unavoidable conflict. Paine entered this
crucible, soon to serve the cause at hand as the stirring spiritual voice
of the American rebellion from English domination.

To preserve the spirit, flavor and impact of his remarkable pamphlet,
the Dover edition of Common Sense retains the overall typographical
characteristics of the expanded edition prepared by Paine and original-
ly published by William and Thomas Bradford, Philadelphia, 14
February 1776. This includes the author’s use of italics, capitalization,
large and small capital letters and all oddities of spelling.



Common Sense

Addressed to the
Inhabitants of America
Man knows no Master save creating HEAVEN,

Or those whom Choice and common Good ordain.
THOMSON.!

February 14, 1776

INTRODUCTION.

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 appear-
ance of being right, and raises at first a formidable outcry in de-
fence of custom. But the 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 usurpation
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
these whose sentiments are injudicious, or unfriendly, will cease

James Thomson, from Liberty: A Poem, 1736]
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2 Thomas Paine

of themselves unless too much pains are bestowed upon their
conversion.

The cause of America is in a great measure the cause of all man-
kind. Many circumstances hath, and will arise, which are not lo-
cal, but universal, and through which the principles of all Lovers
of Mankind are affected, and in the Event of which, their Affec-
tions 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

AUTHOR

P. S. The Publication of this new Edition hath been delayed,
with a View of taking notice (had it been necessary) of any At-
tempt to refute the Doctrine of Independance: As no Answer
hath yet appeared, it is now presumed that none will, the Time
needful for getting such a Performance ready for the Public being
considerably past.

Who the Author of this Production is, is wholly unnecessary to
the Public, as the Object for Attention is the Doctrine itself, not
the Man. Yet it may not be unnecessary to say, That he is uncon-
nected with any Party, and under no sort of Influence public or
private, but the influence of reason and principle.

Philadelphia, February 14, 1776.

COMMON SENSE.

OF THE ORIGIN AND DESIGN OF
GOVERNMENT IN GENERAL. WITH CONCISE
REMARKS ON THE ENGLISH CONSTITUTION.

SOME writers have so confounded society with government, as to
leave little or no distinction between them; whereas they are not
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only different, but have different origins. Society is produced by
our wants, and government by our wickedness; the former pro-
motes our happiness positively by uniting our affections, the latter
negatively by restraining our vices. The one encourages inter-
course, the other creates distinctions. The first is a patron, the last
a punisher.

Society in every state is a blessing, but government even in its
best state is but a necessary evil; in its worst state an intolerable
one; for when we suffer, or are exposed to the same miseries by a
government, which we might expect in a country without govern-
ment, our calamity is heightened by reflecting that we furnish the
means by which we suffer. Government, like dress, is the badge
of lost innocence; the palaces of kings are built on the ruins of
the bowers of paradise. For were the impulses of conscience clear,
uniform, and irresistably obeyed, man would need no other law-
giver; but that not being the case, he finds it necessary to surren-
der up a part of his property to furnish means for the protection
of the rest; and this he is induced to do by the same prudence
which in every other case advises him out of two evils to choose
the least. Wherefore, security being the true design and end of
government, it unanswerably follows that whatever form thereof
appears most likely to ensure it to us, with the least expence and
greatest benefit, is preferable to all others.

In order to gain a clear and just idea of the design and end of
government, let us suppose a small number of persons settled in
some sequestered part of the earth, unconnected with the rest,
they will then represent the first peopling of any country, or of
the world. In this state of natural liberty, society will be their
first thought. A thousand motives will excite them thereto, the
strength of one man is so unequal to his wants, and his mind so
unfitted for perpetual solitude, that he is soon obliged to seek as-
sistance and relief of another, who in his turn requires the same.
Four or five united would be able to raise a tolerable dwelling in
the midst of a wilderness, but one man might labour out the com-
mon period of life without accomplishing any thing; when he
had felled his timber he could not remove it, nor erect it after it
was removed; hunger in the mean time would urge him from his
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work, and every different want call him a different way. Disease,
nay even misfortune would be death, for though neither might be
mortal, yet either would disable him from living, and reduce him
to a state in which he might rather be said to perish than to die.

Thus necessity, like a gravitating power, would soon form our
newly arrived emigrants into society, the reciprocal blessings of
which, would supersede, and render the obligations of law and
government unnecessary while they remained perfectly just to
each other; but as nothing but heaven is impregnable to vice, it
will unavoidably happen, that in proportion as they surmount the
first difficulties of emigration, which bound them together in a
common cause, they will begin to relax in their duty and attach-
ment to each other; and this remissness, will point out the neces-
sity, of establishing some form of government to supply the defect
of moral virtue.

Some convenient tree will afford them a State-House, under
the branches of which, the whole colony may assemble to deliber-
ate on public matters. It is more than probable that their first laws
will have the title only of REGULATIONS, and be enforced by no
other penalty than public disesteem. In this first parliament every
man, by natural right, will have a seat.

But as the colony increases, the public concerns will increase
likewise, and the distance at which the members may be sepa-
rated, will render it too inconvenient for all of them to meet on
every occasion as at first, when their number was small, their habi-
tations near, and the public concerns few and trifling. This will
point out the convenience of their consenting to leave the leg-
islative part to be managed by a select number chosen from the
whole body, who are supposed to have the same concerns at stake
which those have who appointed them, and who will act in the
same manner as the whole body would act were they present. If
the colony continue increasing, it will become necessary to aug-
ment the number of the representatives, and that the interest of
every part of the colony may be attended to, it will be found best
to divide the whole into convenient parts, each part sending its
proper number; and that the elected might never form to them-
selves an interest separate from the electors, prudence will point
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out the propriety of having elections often; because as the elected
might by that means return and mix again with the general body
of the electors in a few months, their fidelity to the public will be
secured by the prudent reflexion of not making a rod for them-
selves. And as this frequent interchange will establish a common
interest with every part of the community, they will mutually and
naturally support each other, and on this (not on the unmeaning
name of king) depends the strength of government, and the hap-
piness of the governed.

Here then 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 show,
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 over run with tyranny the
least remove therefrom was a glorious rescue. But that it is imper-
fect, subject to convulsions, and incapable of producing what it
seems to promise, is easily demonstrated.

Absolute governments (tho’ the disgrace of human nature) have
this advantage with them, that they are simple; if the people suf-
fer, they know the head from which their suffering springs, know
likewise the remedy, and are not bewildered by a variety of causes
and cures. But the constitution of England is so exceedingly com-
plex, that the nation may suffer for years together without being
able to discover in which part the fault lies, some will say in one
and some in another, and every political physnc1an will advise a
different medicine.

I know it is difficult to get over local or long standing preju-
dices, yet if we will suffer ourselves to examine the component
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parts of the English constitution, we shall find them to be the base
remains of two ancient tyrannies, compounded with some new
republican materials.

First. — The remains of monarchical tyranny in the person of
the king.

Secondly. — The remains of aristocratical tyranny in the per-
sons of the peers.

Thirdly. — The new republican materials, in the persons of the
commons, on whose virtue depends the freedom of England.

The two first, by being hereditary, are independent of the peo-
ple; wherefore in a constitutional sense they contribute nothing
towards the freedom of the state.

To say that the constitution of England is a union of three pow-
ers reciprocally checking each other, is farcical, either the words
have no meaning, or they are flat contradictions.

To say that the commons is a check upon the king, presupposes
two things.

First. — That the king is not to be trusted without being looked
after, or in other words, that a thirst for absolute power is the
natural disease of monarchy.

Secondly. — That the commons, by being appointed for that
purpose, are either wiser or more worthy of confidence than the
crown.

But as the same constitution which gives the commons a power
to check the king by withholding the supplies, gives afterwards
the king a power to check the commons, by empowering him to
reject their other bills; it again supposes that the king is wiser than
those whom it has already supposed to be wiser than him. A mere
absurdity!

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

Some writers have explained the English constitution thus; the
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king, say they, is one, the people another; the peers are an house
in behalf of the king; the commons in behalf of the people;
but this hath all the distinctions of an house divided against it-
self; and though the expressions be pleasantly arranged, yet when
examined they appear idle and ambiguous; and it will always
happen, that the nicest construction that words are capable of,
when applied to the description of some thing which either can-
not exist, or is too incomprehensible to be within the compass of
description, will be words of sound only, and though they may
amuse the ear, they cannot inform the mind, for this explanation
includes a previous question, viz. How came the king by a power
which the people are afraid to trust, and always obliged to check?
Such a power could not be the gift of a wise people, neither can
any power, which needs checking, be from God; yet the provision,
which the constitution makes, supposes such a power to exist.

But the provision is unequal to the task; the means either can-
not or will not accomplish the end, and the whole affair is a felo
de se;2 for as the greater weight will always carry up the less, and
as all the wheels of a machine are put in motion by one, it only
remains to know which power in the constitution has the most
weight, for that will govern; and though the others, or a part of
them, may clog, or, as the phrase is, check the rapidity of its mo-
tion, yet so long as they cannot stop it, their endeavors will be in-
effectual; the first moving power will at last have its way, and what
it wants in speed is supplied by time.

That the crown is this overbearing part in the English con-
stitution needs not be mentioned, and that it derives its whole
consequence merely from being the giver of places and pensions
is self-evident, wherefore, though we have been wise enough to
shut and lock a door against absolute monarchy, we at the same
time have been foolish enough to put the crown in possession of
the key.

The prejudice of Englishmen, in favour of their own govern-
ment by king, lords and commons, arises as much or more from
national pride than reason. Individuals are undoubtedly safer in

2[An act of deliberate self-destruction]
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England than in some other countries, but the will of the king is
as much the law of the land in Britain as in France, with this dif-
ference, that instead of proceeding directly from his mouth, it is
handed to the people under the more 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 fa-
vour 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
favour of a rotten constitution of government will disable us from
discerning a good one.

OF MONARCHY AND HEREDITARY SUCCESSION.

MANKIND being originally equals in the order of creation, the
equality could only be destroyed by some subsequent circum-
stance; 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 distinc-
tion 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
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rest, and distinguished like some new species, is worth enquiring
into, and whether they are the means of happiness or of misery to
mankind.

In the early ages of the world, according to the scripture chro-
nology, there were no kings; the consequence of which was there
were no wars; it is the pride of kings which throw mankind into
confusion. Holland without a king hath enjoyed more peace for
this last century than any of the monarchical governments in Eu-
rope. Antiquity favors the same remark; for the quiet and rural
lives of the first patriarchs hath a happy something in them, which
vanishes away when we come to the history of Jewish royalty.

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. The Heathens paid divine honors
to their deceased kings, and the christian world hath improved on
the plan by doing the same to their living ones. How impious is
the title of sacred majesty applied to a worm, who in the midst of
his splendor is crumbling into dust!

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

Near three thousand years passed away from the Mosaic ac-
count of the creation, till the Jews under a national delusion
requested a king. Till then their form of government (except in
extraordinary cases, where the Almighty interposed) was a kind of
republic administred by a judge and the elders of the tribes. Kings
they had none, and it was held sinful to acknowledge any being
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under that title but the Lord of Hosts. And when a man seriously
reflects on the idolatrous homage which is paid to the persons
of Kings, he need not wonder, that the Almighty ever jealous of
his honor, should disapprove of a form of government which so
impiously invades the prerogative of heaven.

Monarchy is ranked in scripture as one of the sins of the Jews,
for which a curse in reserve is denounced against them. The
history of that transaction is worth attending to.

The children of Israel being oppressed by the Midianites,
Gideon marched against them with a small army, and victory,
thro’ the divine interposition, decided in his favour. The Jews
elate with success, and attributing it to the generalship of Gideon,
proposed making him a king, saying, Rule thou over us, thou and
thy son and thy son’s son. Here was temptation in its fullest extent;
not a kingdom only, but an hereditary one, but Gideon in the pi-
ety of his soul replied, I will not rule over you, neither shall my son
rule over you. THE LORD SHALL RULE OVER YOU. Words need not
be more explicit; Gideon doth not decline the honor, but denieth
their right to give it; neither doth he compliment them with
invented declarations of his thanks, but in the positive stile of a
prophet charges them with disaffection to their proper Sovereign,
the King of heaven.

About one hundred and thirty years after this, they fell again
into the same error. The hankering which the Jews had for the
idolatrous customs of the Heathens, is something exceedingly un-
accountable; but so it was, that laying hold of the misconduct of
Samuel’s two sons, who were entrusted with some secular con-
cerns, they came in an abrupt and clamorous manner to Samuel,
saying, Behold thou art old, and thy sons walk not in thy ways,
now make us a king to judge us like all the other nations. And here
we cannot but observe that their motives were bad, viz. that they
might be like unto other nations, i.e. the Heathens, whereas their
true glory laid in being as much unlike them as possible. But the
thing displeased Samuel when they said, Give us a king to judge
us; and Samuel prayed unto the Lord, and the Lord said unto
Samuel, Hearken unto the voice of the people in all that they say
unto thee, for they have not rejected thee, but they have rejected
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me, THAT I SHOULD NOT REIGN OVER THEM. According to all the
works which they have done since the day that I brought them up
out of Egypt, even unto this day; wherewith they have forsaken me
and served other Gods; so do they also unto thee. Now therefore
hearken unto their voice, howbeit, protest solemnly unto them and
shew them the manner of the king that shall reign over them, i.e.
not of any particular king, but the general manner of the kings of
the earth, whom Israel was so eagerly copying after. And notwith-
standing the great distance of time and difference of manners, the
character is still in fashion. And Samuel told all the words of the
Lord unto the people, that asked of him a king. And he said, This
shall be the manner of the king that shall reign over you; he will
take your sons and appoint them for himself, for his chariots, and
to be his horsemen, and some shall run before his chariots (this de-
scription agrees with the present mode of impressing men) and he
will appoint him captains over thousands and captains over fifties,
and will set them to ear his ground and to reap his harvest, and to
make his instruments of war, and instruments of his chariots; and
he will take your daughters to be confectionaries, and to be cooks
and to be bakers (this describes the expence and luxury as well
as the oppression of kings) and he will take your fields and your
olive yards, even the best of them, and give them to his servants;
and he will take the tenth of your feed, and of your vineyards, and
give them to his officers and to his servants (by which we see that
bribery, corruption and favoritism are the standing vices of kings)
and he will take the tenth of your men servants, and your maid ser-
vants, and your goodliest young men and your asses, and put them
to his work; and he will take the tenth of your sheep, and ye shall
be his servants, and ye shall cry out in that day because of your
king which ye shall have chosen, AND THE LORD WILL NOT HEAR
YOU IN THAT DAY. This accounts for the continuation of monarchy;
neither do the characters of the few good kings which have lived
since, either sanctify the title, or blot out the sinfulness of the ori-
gin; the high encomium given of David takes no notice of him
officially as a king, but only as a man after God’s own heart. Never-
theless the People refused to obey the voice of Samuel, and they
said, Nay, but we will have a king over us, that we may be like all
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the nations, and that our king may judge us, and go out before us,
and fight our battles. Samuel continued to reason with them, but
to no purpose; he set before them their ingratitude, but all would
not avail; and seeing them fully bent on their folly, he cried out, I
will call unto the Lord, and he shall send thunder and rain (which
then was a punishment, being in the time of wheat harvest) that

< ye may perceive and see that your wickedness is great which ye have
done in the sight of the Lord, IN ASKING YOU A KING. So Samuel
called unto the Lord, and the Lord sent thunder and rain that day,
and all the people greatly feared the Lord and Samuel. And all the
people said unto Samuel, Pray for thy servants unto the Lord thy
God that we die not, for WE HAVE ADDED UNTO OUR SINS THIS EVIL,
TO ASKAKING. These portions of scripture are direct and positive.
They admit of no equivocal construction. That the Almighty hath
here entered his protest against monarchical government is true,
or the scripture is false. And a man hath good reason to believe
that there is as much of king-craft, as priest-craft, in withholding
the scripture from the public in Popish countries. For monarchy
in every instance is the Popery of government.

To the evil of monarchy we have added that of hereditary suc-
cession; and as the first is a degradation and lessening of ourselves,
so the second, claimed as a matter of right, is an insult and an
imposition on posterity. For all men being originally equals, no
one by birth could have a right to set up his own family in per-
petual preference to all others for ever, and though himself might
deserve some decent degree of honors of his cotemporaries, yet
his descendants might be far too unworthy to inherit them. One
of the strongest natural proofs of the folly of hereditary right in
kings, is, that nature disapproves it, otherwise she would not so
frequently turn it into ridicule by giving nankind an ass for a lion.

Secondly, as no man at first could possess any other public
honors than were bestowed upon him, so the givers of those
honors could have no power to give away the right of posterity,
and though they might say “We choose you for our head,” they
could not, without manifest injustice to their children, say “that
your children and your children’s children shall reign over ours for
ever.” Because such an unwise, unjust, unnatural compact might
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