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Common Sense is a pamphlet written by Thomas Paine in 1776 that played a
crucial role in inspiring the American colonies to seek independence from
British rule. The pamphlet, which was published anonymously, quickly became
one of the most influential documents of the American Revolutionary period.
Its clear, persuasive writing and powerful arguments resonated with the
colonial populace, making it a catalyst for revolutionary thought. In this
article, we will explore the content, historical context, impact, and legacy
of Common Sense.

Historical Context

The Road to Revolution

By the mid-18th century, tensions between the American colonies and Great
Britain had reached a breaking point. Key events leading up to the
publication of Common Sense included:

1. The Stamp Act (1765): This act imposed a direct tax on the colonies,
leading to widespread protests and the formation of groups such as the Sons
of Liberty.
2. The Boston Tea Party (1773): A direct action protest against British
taxation, this event further inflamed colonial anger and resistance.
3. The Intolerable Acts (1774): These punitive measures by the British
government aimed to suppress dissent, but they only intensified the desire
for independence among the colonists.

These events created a fertile ground for revolutionary ideas, and Thomas
Paine emerged as a formidable voice advocating for independence.

Who Was Thomas Paine?

Thomas Paine was an English-American political activist, philosopher, and
revolutionary. Born on January 29, 1737, in Thetford, England, he immigrated
to America in 1774. His background as a writer and his experiences in England
influenced his views on government, freedom, and human rights. Paine's
ability to articulate complex ideas in a straightforward manner made him an
ideal advocate for the revolutionary cause.



Overview of Common Sense

Common Sense is divided into several sections, each addressing different
aspects of the case for independence. Paine's writing style is direct and
forceful, aiming to engage readers emotionally and intellectually. The
pamphlet is notable for its use of clear language that made complex political
concepts accessible to the average citizen.

The Content of Common Sense

1. Introduction: Paine opens with the assertion that the time has come for
America to break away from British rule. He argues that the colonies have a
unique opportunity to forge their own identity and future.

2. Monarchy and Hereditary Succession: Paine criticizes the concept of
monarchy, arguing that it is an illegitimate form of government based on the
arbitrary rule of a single individual. He contends that hereditary succession
is an illogical practice, as it places power in the hands of those who may
not be qualified to lead.

3. The Case for Independence: Paine systematically dismantles arguments
supporting continued loyalty to Britain. He highlights the economic and
social disadvantages of remaining a colony, emphasizing that independence
would allow for trade with other nations and the establishment of a fairer,
more representative government.

4. The Importance of a Democratic Government: Paine advocates for a republic,
where the government is accountable to the people rather than a monarch. He
argues that a government should be founded on the principles of equality,
justice, and the common good.

5. The Role of Religion: Paine addresses the relationship between government
and religion, arguing that they should remain separate. He asserts that true
religion is based on reason and that the government should not interfere with
individual beliefs.

6. A Call to Action: The pamphlet concludes with a passionate appeal for
unity among the colonies. Paine urges readers to rise against tyranny and
embrace the opportunity for self-governance.

Impact of Common Sense

Immediate Effects



Common Sense was published on January 10, 1776, and quickly gained traction
among the American populace. Here are some immediate effects of the pamphlet:

- Widespread Popularity: Within a few months, it sold over 100,000 copies,
making it one of the best-selling works in American history at the time.
- Mobilization of Public Opinion: Paine's arguments resonated with the common
people, leading to increased support for the revolutionary cause. The
pamphlet helped to shift public opinion in favor of independence.
- Influence on Leaders: Key figures in the Continental Congress, such as John
Adams and Benjamin Franklin, acknowledged the impact of Common Sense on their
views regarding independence.

Long-term Effects

The legacy of Common Sense extends far beyond its immediate impact. Some
long-term effects include:

- Foundation for American Ideals: The principles articulated in Common Sense
laid the groundwork for the values embedded in the Declaration of
Independence and the Constitution, including democracy, equality, and
individual rights.
- Inspiration for Future Movements: Paine's ideas have influenced various
social and political movements throughout history, including abolition,
women's suffrage, and civil rights. His advocacy for universal rights
continues to resonate with activists today.
- Cultural Memory: Common Sense remains a symbol of the American
Revolutionary spirit. Its themes of liberty, self-governance, and justice are
celebrated as core American values.

Criticism and Controversies

Despite its popularity, Common Sense was not without its critics. Some of the
criticisms include:

- Oversimplification of Complex Issues: Critics argued that Paine's arguments
oversimplified the complexities of governance and the challenges of
independence.
- Religious Controversy: Paine's views on religion sparked debate,
particularly among those who believed in the divine right of kings or who
were wary of secularism in government.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Common Sense by Thomas Paine stands as a monumental work in
the history of political thought and American independence. Through its



compelling arguments and passionate rhetoric, the pamphlet not only
galvanized the colonies to pursue independence but also helped shape the
democratic ideals that would define the United States. Paine's vision of a
society governed by the will of the people continues to inspire individuals
and movements across the globe, making Common Sense a timeless piece of
literature. Its enduring legacy serves as a reminder of the power of words in
the pursuit of justice and freedom.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main argument of Thomas Paine's 'Common
Sense'?
The main argument of 'Common Sense' is that the American colonies should seek
independence from British rule and establish a democratic republic.

When was 'Common Sense' published?
'Common Sense' was published on January 10, 1776.

How did 'Common Sense' influence the American
Revolution?
'Common Sense' galvanized public opinion in favor of independence, making the
case for self-governance and encouraging colonists to support the
revolutionary cause.

What writing style does Paine use in 'Common Sense'?
Paine uses clear, straightforward language in 'Common Sense' to make complex
ideas accessible to the average reader, employing persuasive rhetoric.

What are some key themes discussed in 'Common
Sense'?
Key themes include the critique of monarchy, the importance of individual
rights, the idea of government as a necessary evil, and the benefits of
independence.

Who was the intended audience for 'Common Sense'?
The intended audience for 'Common Sense' was the general American public,
including both educated elites and ordinary colonists.



What impact did 'Common Sense' have on the
Declaration of Independence?
'Common Sense' laid the ideological groundwork for the Declaration of
Independence by articulating the need for a break from British rule and the
principles of democratic governance.

How did Paine address the issue of loyalty to
Britain in 'Common Sense'?
Paine argued that loyalty to Britain was misguided, asserting that continued
allegiance to a tyrannical government would only lead to more oppression.

What was the public's reaction to 'Common Sense'
upon its release?
The reaction to 'Common Sense' was overwhelmingly positive, with it selling
hundreds of thousands of copies and significantly swaying public opinion
toward independence.

In what ways does Paine argue for a democratic
government in 'Common Sense'?
Paine argues for a democratic government by emphasizing the importance of
popular sovereignty, the right to vote, and the need for a government that
reflects the will of the people.
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