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“Common Sense”

by Thomas Paine


Following are excerpts:


OF THE ORIGIN AND DESIGN OF GOVERNMENT IN GENERAL…


Some  writers have so confounded society with government, as to leave little or no 

distinction between them; whereas they are not only different, but have different origins. 

Society is produced by our wants, and government by our wickedness; the former 

promotes our happiness  positively  by uniting our affections, the latter  negatively  by 

restraining our vices. The one encourages intercourse, the other creates distinctions. The 

first 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 government, 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 irresistibly obeyed, man would need no other 

lawgiver; but that not being the case, he finds it necessary to surrender 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.
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APPENDIX….


I shall conclude these remarks, with the following timely and well intended hints. We 

ought to reflect, that there are three different ways, by which an independancy may 

hereafter be effected; and that  one  of those  three, will one day or other, be the fate of 

America, viz. By the legal voice of the people in Congress; by a military power; or by a 

mob: It may not always happen that our soldiers are citizens, and the multitude a body of 

reasonable men; virtue, as I have already remarked, is not hereditary, neither is it 

perpetual. Should an independancy be brought about by the first of those means, we have 

every opportunity and every encouragement before us, to form the noblest purest 

constitution on the face of the earth. We have it in our power to begin the world over again. 

A situation, similar to the present, hath not happened since the days of Noah until now. 

The birthday of a new world is at hand, and a race of men, perhaps as numerous as all 

Europe contains, are to receive their portion of freedom from the event of a few months. 

The Reflexion is awful—and in this point of view, How trifling, how ridiculous, do the little, 

paltry cavellings, of a few weak or interested men appear, when weighed against the 

business of a world.


Should we neglect the present favorable and inviting period, and an Independance be 

hereafter effected by any other means, we must charge the consequence to ourselves, or to 

those rather, whose narrow and prejudiced souls, are habitually opposing the measure, 

without either inquiring or reflecting. There are reasons to be given in support of 

Independance, which men should rather privately think of, than be publicly told of. We 

ought not now to be debating whether we shall be independant or not, but, anxious to 
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accomplish it on a firm, secure, and honorable basis, and uneasy rather that it is not yet 

began upon. Every day convinces us of its necessity. Even the Tories (if such beings yet 

remain among us) should, of all men, be the most solicitous to promote it; for, as the 

appointment of committees at first, protected them from popular rage, so, a wise and well 

established form of government, will be the only certain means of continuing it securely to 

them. Wherefore, if they have not virtue enough to be Whigs, they ought to have prudence 

enough to wish for Independance.


In short, Independance is the only Bond that can tye and keep us together. We shall then 

see our object, and our ears will be legally shut against the schemes of an intriguing, as 

well, as a cruel enemy. We shall then too, be on a proper footing, to treat with Britain; for 

there is reason to conclude, that the pride of that court, will be less hurt by treating with 

the American states for terms of peace, than with those, whom she denominates, 

“rebellious subjects,” for terms of accommodation. It is our delaying it that encourages her 

to hope for conquest, and our backwardness tends only to prolong the war. As we have, 

without any good effect therefrom, withheld our trade to obtain a redress of our 

grievances, let us now try the alternative, by independantly redressing them ourselves, and 

then offering to open the trade. The mercantile and reasonable part in England, will be 

still with us; because, peace with trade, is preferable to war without it. And if this offer be 

not accepted, other courts may be applied to.


On these grounds I rest the matter. And as no offer hath yet been made to refute the 

doctrine contained in the former editions of this pamphlet, it is a negative proof, that 

either the doctrine cannot be refuted, or, that the party in favour of it are too numerous to 
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be opposed.  Wherefore, instead of gazing at each other with suspicious or doubtful 

curiosity; let each of us, hold out to his neighbour the hearty hand of friendship, and unite 

in drawing a line, which, like an act of oblivion shall bury in forgetfulness every former 

dissension. Let the names of Whig and Tory be extinct; and let none other be heard 

among us, than those of  a good citizen, an open and resolute friend, and a virtuous 

supporter of the  rights  of  mankind  and of the  FREE AND INDEPENDANT STATES OF 

AMERICA.
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