
Excerpts from Common Sense by Thomas Paine 

Published in 1776, Common Sense challenged the authority of the British government and the 
royal monarchy. The plain language that Paine used spoke to the common people of America and 
was the first work to openly ask for independence from Great Britain. 

Thoughts on the Present State of American Affairs 

Volumes 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 the last resource decide the contest; the appeal was the choice of the 
King, and the Continent has accepted the challenge. 

1. According to Paine, why must the colonies go to war? 

As much hath been said of the advantages of reconciliation, which, like an agreeable dream, hath passed away 
and left us as we were, it is but right that we should examine the contrary side of the argument, and enquire into 
some of the many material injuries which these Colonies sustain, and always will sustain, by being connected 
with and dependant on Great Britain… 

I have heard it asserted by some, that as America has flourished under her former connection with Great Britain, 
the same connection is necessary towards her future happiness . . . Nothing can be more fallacious than this kind 
of argument. We may as well assert that because a child has thrived upon milk, that it is never to have meat, or 
that the first twenty years of our lives is to become a precedent for the next twenty. But even this is admitting 
more than is true; 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. 

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 . . 
. 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 the 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 . . . we claim 
brotherhood with every European Christian, and triumph in the generosity of the sentiment. 

But, admitting that we were all of English descent, what does it amount to? Nothing. Britain, being now an open 
enemy, extinguishes every other name and title: and to say that reconciliation is our duty, is truly farcical. The 
first king of England, of the present line (William the Conqueror) was a Frenchman, and half the peers of 
England are descendants from the same country; wherefore, by the same method of reasoning, England ought to 
be governed by France.  

2. What does Paine say to those people who are loyalists?  How does he respond to their arguments for 
remaining loyal to England?  Provide examples.   

But the injuries and disadvantages which we sustain by that connection, are without number; and our duty to 
mankind at large, as well as to ourselves, instruct us to renounce the alliance: because, any submission to, or 
dependance on, Great Britain, tends directly to involve this Continent in European wars and quarrels, and set 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. The next war may not turn out like the last, and should it not, the advocates for reconciliation now 
will be wishing for separation then, because neutrality in that case would be a safer convoy than a man of war. 
Every thing that is right or reasonable pleads for separation. The blood of the slain, the weeping voice of nature 
cries, 'TIS TIME TO PART. Even the distance at which the Almighty hath placed England and America is a 
strong and natural proof that the authority of the one over the other, was never the design of Heaven.  

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 situation they are prisoners without the hope of redemption . . .  

3. What arguments does he make in support of separation from England?  What examples do you find of 
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, honour, 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 honour, 
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. 

4. In the excerpt above, how does Paine appeal to those who are still Loyalists?  Provide examples. 

 


