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THOMAS PAINE: Common Sense

No rational person would have predicted a brilliant future for Thomas Pain when he artived in America at the age of
thirty -seven. His entire career up to that point had been a succession of failures and frustrations. Every enterprise to
which he had set his hand had come to a dismal conclusion. What reason was there to suppose that within a period
of a few years the recently arrived immigrant to the New World would emerge as one of the greatest pamphleteers in
the English language, one of the most controversial figures in American history, a political agitator and
revolutionist whose name was known, feared and hated, or applauded and extolied, throughout the British American
colonies, Great Britain, and Western Europe? It appeared as though the ocean voyage had affected a startling
metamorphosis in his personality and character, changing him almost overnight from mediocrity to genius.

And yet an examination of Paine's earlier years would give evidence that they had not been lost and, in fact, were a
kind of preparation for his new life. Born at Thetford, county of Norfolk, in castern England, on January 29, 1737,
son of a Quaker father and an Anglican mother, he had from the beginning experienced extreme poverty, privation,
and drudgery. Until he reached thirteen, he attended grammar school, where, in his own words, he acquired "an
exceedingly good moral education and a tolerable stock of useful learning." His flair for science and invention-for the
practical as opposed to the theoretical---came to the surface even then and remained with him throughout a busy life.

After this brief formal education, Paine was apprenticed to learn his father's trade of corset-maker. Three years of
this work, and then the glamour of the sea and boredom with a monotonous job caused him to run away from home
to enlist on the privateer Terrible, under a captain bearing the formidable name of Death. Rescued by his father, he
resumed stay-making until age nineteen, when be again had a brief fling at privateering, on the King of Prussia.
Now cured of hi,. Romantic conception of a sailor's life, he settled down once again to his trade, but in London
rather than Thetford, laboring in a staymaker's shop near Drury Lane. His leisure was spent attending lectures on
astronomy.

There followed years of troubled and indecisive wandering. At Sandwich, he married an orphan servant girt, who
died within a year. Her father had been an exciseman (tax-collector); and drawn to the profession because it promised
to give him leisure for other interests, Paine obtained an appointment as an excise officer. No surer way could have
been found to lose friends and alienate people, for his job was to catch smugglers, and the hands of rich and poor
were against him. Discharged from his post for lack of conscientiousness in enforcing the rules, Paine returned
briefly to staymaking, then starved as a teacher on 25 pounds a year at Kensington. Reinstated in the excise service,
he remarried in 1771, and joined his wife and her mother at Lewes in operating a tobacco and grocery shop, to
supplement his income.

During these latter years, Paine spent much of his time in the White Hart Tavern, in meetings of a social club
which he had joined. For the edification of the members, he composed humorous verses and patriotic songs, as well
as occasional papers on more serious subjects, and frequently engaged in warm arguments on issues of the day. His
proficiency in debate led his fellow-excisemen to select him to act as their spokesman in a plea for higher wages and
improved working conditions. Many weeks were subsequently spent by Paine in the preparation of a paper entitled
“The Case of the Salary of the Officers of Excise and Thoughts on the Corruption Arising from the Poverty of
Excise Officers." In the winter of 1772-73, he went to London to present his appeal to members of Parliament and
other officials.

Not only was Paine's petition for the excisemen rejected, but he was discharged for neglect of duties, the tobacco
shop went into bankruptcy, Paine's furniture and personal belongings had to be sold to save him from debtor's
prison, and he was separated from his wife. Thus, approaching middle age, he was left alone and penniless.

Fortunately, during his London sojourn, Paine had met Benjamin Franklin, sent there as commissioner of the
colonies, and Franklin, perhaps perceiving his genius, persuaded Paine to try his luck in America. A letter of
introduction from Franklin to his son-in-law, Richard Bache, in Philadelphia, characterized Paine as "an ingenious,
worthy young man," and recommended his employment as a clerk, assistant tutor in a school, or assistant surveyor.
The Franklin letter was Paine's chief asset when he landed in Philadelphia in early December 1774.



However, Paine brought with him an invaluable asset of another kind---his background of experience, He had
observed the primitive brutality with which justice was administered in England, he had known abject poverty, he
had heard and read much about man's natural rights, he had seen the vast chasm separating the millions of ordinary
folk from the few thousand members of the royalty and nobility in Britain, and he knew of the rotien-borough
scheme of choosing the House of Commons, and of the corruption and stupidity of the royal family. Having
thought deeply on these matters, Paine was possessed with a profound compassion for humanity, a love of
democracy, and an urge for universal social and political reform.

Soon after his arrival in Philadelphia, Paine was employed as editor of the Pennsylvania Magazine, a newly
established journal, and he continued in that position for most of the eighteen months of its existence. Almost
immediately his long career as a crusader began, with publication of an essay condemning Negro slavery and
strongly advocating emancipation, Five weeks later, the first American antislavery society was formed in
Philadelphia. There followed contributions advocating equal rights for women, proposing international copyright
laws, denouncing cruelty to animals, ridiculing the custom of dueling, and asking for the abolition of war for the
settlement of disputes between nations.

Even as he wrote, however, an international war, in which Paine himself was to play a major role, was rapidly
developing. In the spring of 1775 came the battles of Concord, Lexington, and Bunker Hill. After "the massacre at
Lexington" in April, Paine wrote to Benjamin Franklin, "I thought it very hard to have the country set on fire about
my ears almost the moment I got into it."

Sentiment in the colonies was seriously divided on the proper course to be followed, ranging from such extremists
as Samuel Adams and John Hancock, who were strong for war, to the Tories, ever loyal to the King. George
Washington, Benjamin Franklin, and Thomas Jefferson were among the leaders who proclaimed their loyalty to
Britain and viewed askance the thought of separation and independence. Both the first and second Continental
Congresses adopted resolutions affirming their allegiance to the Crown, petitioning only for a just settlement of
their grievances.

In the midst of the confused thinking, the conflicting opinions and impulses, the pulling and hauling, one man
saw the trend of events and their probable outcome. From the beginning Thomas Paine viewed separation from
England as inevitable. He spent the entire fall of 1775 setting down his ideas. Before publication, the work was
shown to several friends, one of whom, Dr. Benjamin Rush, suggested the title Common Sense and helped Paine to
find a publisher, Robert Bell, a Scotch bookseller and printer in Philadelphia.

Common Sense made its appearance on January 10, 1776, "Written by an Englishman," a pamphlet of forty-seven
pages, priced at two shillings. In three months, 120,000 copies had been bought, and estimates of total sales have
ranged up to half a million, the equivalent in proportion to population of a sale of 30,000,000 copies in the United
States today. Virtually every literate person in the thirteen colonies is believed to have read it. Despite the enormous
sales, Paine elected to receive not a penny of royalties.

Nothing comparable to Common Sense in its immediate impact is to be found in the history of literature. It was a
clarion call to the American colonists to fight for their independence-without compromise or vacillation. Revolution
was pointed out to them as the only solution of their conflict with Great Britain and George 111. "Since nothing but
blows will do," declared Paine, "for God's sake let us come to a final separation. Dearly, dearly do we pray for the
repeal of the acts, if that is all we fight for. . . it is as great a folly to pay a Bunker-hill price for law as for land.. . .
"Tis (it is) not the affair of a city, a county, a province or a kingdom, but of a continent. . . . 'Tis not the concern of
a day, a year or an age; posterity are involved in the contest. . . . Now is the seed-time of continental union, faith
and honor. . . . The Continental Belt is too loosely buckled . . . independence is the only bond that tie and keep us
together."

A relatively mild and disarming paragraph introduces Common Sense.

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 defense of custom. But the
tumult soon subsides. Time makes more converts than reason.


















