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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 appearance of being right, and raises at first a formidable outcry in defence 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
enquire 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 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
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Thoughts on the Present State of American Affairs (excerpt)

. ... Though I would carefully avoid giving unnecessary offence, 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;
prejudiced 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 wretchedness will teach us wisdom, and instruct us for ever 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 condition 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 offences of 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 ruin upon
posterity. Your future connection with Britain, whom you can neither 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.

Citation: Excerpt from Common Sense in The Writings of Thomas Paine, Secretary for Foreign Affairs to the
Congress of the United States of America (Albany, NY: 1792), Special Collections, Library of Virginia.

Education & Outreach Department edu.lva.virginia.gov/dbva/




|
|

':::-J
LIBRARY OF VIRGINIA

Thomas Paine, Common Sense, Introduction & excerpt, 1776
Transcription (page 3 of 3)

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 felicities of it. | 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. It is not in the power of Britain or of Europe to
conquer America, if she does 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 punishment which that man will not deserve, be he who, or
what, or where he will, that may be the means of sacrificing a season so precious and useful.

It is repugnant to reason, to the universal order of things, to all examples from former ages,
to suppose that this continent can longer remain subject to any external power. The most
sanguine in Britain does 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. Reconciliation is now a falacious 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.”

Every quiet method for peace hath been ineffectual. Our prayers have been rejected with
disdain; and only tended to convince us that nothing flatters 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. . . .
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