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      COMMON SENSE

      
        THOMAS PAINE was born in Thetford, England, in 1737, the son of a staymaker. He had little schooling and worked at a number of jobs, including tax collector, a position he lost for agitating for an increase in excisemen's pay. Persuaded by Benjamin Franklin, he emigrated to America in 1774. In 1776 he began his American Crisis series of thirteen pamphlets, and also published the incalculably influential Common Sense, which established Paine not only as a truly revolutionary thinker, but as the American Revolution's fiercest political theorist. In 1787 Paine returned to Europe, where he became involved in revolutionary politics. In England his books were burned by the public hangman. Escaping to France, Paine took part in drafting the French constitution and voted against the king's execution. He was imprisoned for a year and narrowly missed execution himself. In 1802 he returned to America and lived in New York State, poor, ill and largely despised for his extremism and so-called atheism (he was in fact a deist). Thomas Paine died in 1809. His body was exhumed by William Cobbett, and the remains were taken to England for a memorial burial. Unfortunately the remains were subsequently lost.
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          EDITOR'S INTRODUCTION

      
      
        
          BACKGROUND TO THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION, 1776

        AMERICANS fought Englishmen on the battlefields of the new world in January 1776, even as, among themselves, they debated the nature and purpose of those battles. Nine months earlier, on 19 April 1775, General Gage, the military Governor of Massachusetts, had tried to destroy military supplies which militant colonists had been collecting at Concord, Massachusetts. Paul Revere's ride through the night warned the Middlesex farmers that Gage's troops were moving from Boston. The colonial ‘minutemen’ summoned from their farms battled with the English regulars at Lexington and Concord. Two months later, a bloody battle took place on a hillside outside Boston. The colonists were defeated, but it was a costly victory for the English, who suffered 1,054 casualties. The summer of 1775 had also seen a makeshift American army invade Canada and capture Montreal. By December, two American divisions had surrounded and attacked Quebec, though they failed to capture it.

        However, the colonists were far from clear about what they were fighting for. Some, like John and Sam Adams of Massachusetts, and Benjamin Franklin, recently returned from England, saw the hostilities as a war of independence, an attempt by the colonies to rip themselves completely from the British Empire and to establish a free and independent nation of the thirteen colonies. Others, like John Dickinson of Philadelphia, wanted to stay within the Empire. The purpose of the war as far as he was concerned was to force Parliament to acknowledge the justice of colonial claims and to redress the long litany of grievances that had led to the present confrontation. Dickinson had, in fact, persuaded the Pennsylvania legislature to instruct its delegation to the Second Continental Congress in the fall of 1775 to vote against independence if the issue were raised. Despite the influence of militants in the colonial legislatures Dickinson's was the dominant view in January 1776. Four other middle colonies followed Pennsylvania's lead in giving specific instructions to oppose any move to independence. On the other hand, not one colony had given specific instructions that its delegates vote for a definite break with England. The best estimates are that no more than a third of the members of the Congress assembled at Philadelphia through the winter of late 1775 and early 1776 were in favor of independence.

        The publication of Paine's Common Sense could not have been better timed. The delegates who read it on the January day it appeared in Philadelphia were, like most Americans at the time, confused and ambivalent. Tied by kinship, culture, commerce and decades of loyalty to England, they found themselves suddenly at war with His Majesty's troops. But Paine, the Englishman, had no doubt about the right course. Boldly he announced that America's purpose in these battles was to achieve complete independence, to break all ties with corrupt and tyrannical Britain.

        The success of Common Sense was phenomenal. Benjamin Rush, whose idea it had been that Paine write it, recalled that ‘it burst from the press with an effect which has rarely been produced by types and papers in any age or country’. Franklin described its effect as ‘prodigious’. Americans devoured the pamphlet in the early months of 1776. According to Paine, it sold some 120,000 copies in its first three months. One biographer estimates that 500,000 copies were published that year alone.

        No one will ever know the exact role of Common Sense in changing American opinion in favor of independence in 1776. There were, certainly, other factors at work which help account for the pronounced shift of public opinion which developed as the year wore on. News of the hiring of German troops against his own people by George III helped accelerate the movement for freedom. The very day Paine's Common Sense was published a copy reached Philadelphia of the King's speech to Parliament several months earlier which constituted a severe setback for the American opponents of independence. In that speech, George III had declared that ‘the rebellious war’ in the colonies was ‘manifestly carried on for the purpose of establishing an independent empire’. Militants could now refer to this clear threat from their dreaded opponent. In the South, opinion seemed to shift dramatically toward independence when the Royal Governor of Virginia frightened the planters by calling for Negro slaves to revolt against their owners. These factors played their part, as did the intensification of suffering and war. But no single event seems to have had the catalytic effect of Paine's Common Sense. It captured the imagination of the colonists as had no previous pamphlet. No learned treatise, no lawyer's brief, no philosophical discourse, Common Sense was a blunt and direct argument written in a language that could be understood by any literate colonist, whether simple farmer or plain mechanic. Not only was it widely read, it was equally widely applauded. When, for example, a pamphlet attacking Common Sense was published in New York, a ‘committee of mechanics’ destroyed all the copies before they could be sold. Paine's piece of January 1776 was, in the assessment of the distinguished American historian Bernard Bailyn, ‘the most brilliant pamphlet written during the American Revolution, and one of the most brilliant pamphlets ever written in the English language’.1

        The balance of forces was changing. First Massachusetts informed its delegates in Philadelphia that it favored independence. April 1776 found North Carolina following suit. In May, Virginia instructed its representatives in the Continental Congress actively to propose independence. By the end of June all the colonial assemblies were in favor. Richard Henry Lee rose on behalf of Virginia on 7 June 1776 to move that ‘these united colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and independent states’. John Adams seconded the motion. Opponents arguing that they ‘were not yet ripe for bidding adieu to the British connection’, were able to delay action for three weeks. The motion was brought up before the Congress again on 1 July. Nine colonies voted for it, Pennsylvania and South Carolina against. The Delaware delegation was tied and New York excused from voting. The following day when the final vote was taken all the delegates except New York voted for independence. Two days later, on 4 July 1776, the final draft of the Declaration of Independence was adopted.

        Only ten years earlier, Benjamin Franklin had been asked by the House of Commons about ‘the temper of America towards Great Britain before the year 1763’. He answered that it was the ‘best in the world’. The colonists, he told the Commons,

        submitted willingly to the government of the Crown, and paid, in all their courts, obedience to acts of Parliament. Numerous as the people are in the several old provinces, they cost you nothing in forts, citadels, garrisons or armies, to keep them in subjection. They were governed by this country at the expense only of a little pen, ink, and paper. They were led by a thread. They had not only a respect, but an affection, for Great Britain, for its laws, its customs and manners, and even a fondness for its fashions, that greatly increased the commerce. Natives of England were always treated with particular regard; to be an Old-England man was, of itself, a character of some respect, and gave a kind of rank among us.2

        Few dispute Franklin's assessment. Before 1763 the relationship between America and England appears to have been satisfactory to both parties. Why, then, did this relationship so degenerate that in a mere twelve years the colonies were at war with Britain and one year later declaring their independence? What happened to the respect, affection and fondness ?

        Most historians begin answering these questions by citing England's new economic policies of 1763 as the beginning of the estrangement between England and the thirteen colonies. The assumption is that had the English government not in 1763 abandoned its traditional policies toward America the cosy and convenient relationship described by Franklin in 1766 would have persisted. But before turning to these policies and the diplomatic controversies they generated in the critical period between 1763 and 1775, it is important to note, Franklin's assessment notwithstanding, that all was not so harmonious in the decades before 1763. Long-term factors were at work which made the connection a less than perfect one.

        Despite the surface calm there were, as Professor Jack Greene of Johns Hopkins has persuasively argued, important structural changes taking place both in the colonies and in Britain during the century from 1660 to 1760 which contributed to the uneasiness of their relationship and which provided the preconditions for the American Revolution.3 By 1750, for example, most of the colonies had virtually all the requisites of self-governing states. In each colony an effective local élite dominated political and social life. In addition, each of the colonies possessed autonomous local centers of administration and political authority. Particularly important in this sphere were the popularly elected lower houses of assembly in each colony. Indeed, in the century before the Revolution colonial Americans participated in the political process much more extensively than did their British cousins.

        During this same period the size and wealth of the colonies increased tremendously, in terms of population as well as the amount of productive and settled land. By 1760 not only were the colonies capable of governing themselves but to a great extent they were in fact doing so, keeping order and providing the security within which merchants and planters prospered. British authority in the colonies before 1760 was weak and ineffective. Not the least of the problems was communication. It was not until 1755 that a scheduled run of packet-boats between Britain and the colonies was organized, and before the French and Indian War, which began in the mid-1750s, there was but a handful of regular English troops in the colonies.

        While the British presence in the colonies was weak throughout the eighteenth century, and while its power and influence over the Americans was by no means dominant and certainly not oppressive, the colonies, on the other hand, had become of vital importance to the British economy. In 1700 their population was 257,060, rising dramatically in sixty years to 1,593,625. This fast-growing population bought large amounts of British manufactured products while in turn supplying the mother country with inexpensive raw materials. The colonies thus played a critical part in English trade, accounting in 1772–3 for 36 per cent of the total volume of English imports and 37 per cent of the total volume of English exports. Far from the colonies being weak and dependent subsidiaries of Britain, it would appear that the British economy was fast becoming dependent on the colonies.

        
        It is this above all else which accounts for the decisive political events of the 1760s. English officials saw on the one hand the rapid growth and development of colonial economic and political institutions and on the other the importance of these colonies for the prosperity and power of England. Fearful of the disastrous consequences to Britain of a loss of control over the colonies, the British government sought not only to maintain but to intensify its economic and political hegemony.

        In 1763 George Grenville became George III's first minister. Now the urge to solidify imperial authority in the colonies was matched by the desire to make America pay for the vast expenses of the recently concluded French and Indian War (the Seven Years’ War in its European face). England had spent some £82,000,000 in the war and acquired as a result of it all of French Canada and the territory east of the Mississippi except Louisiana. It reckoned on a standing army of 10,000 men as necessary to protect this American empire, at a cost of £300,000 annually. Grenville turned to the colonies for revenue. This was only fair, his government assumed. The war and the standing army were both part of a policy to protect the colonies, after all. It was this conjunction of objectives that made 1763 so important. The short-range need to reform the financial structure of the colonial empire, victorious but impoverished by war, produced a program which at the same time answered the more deeply felt need for increased and more rigid control by Britain over the economy and politics of the colonies.

        Grenville's program involved posting British naval vessels off North America and stationing a regular British army on the frontiers, as well as providing troops in support of British officials in the coastal colonies, if this proved necessary. The British government also forbade settlement west of the Appalachian Mountains, which closed off vast areas from pioneers, land speculators and fur traders. Even more onerous were three other measures taken by Grenville's ministry in 1764 and 1765. The Sugar Act imposed new duties and elaborate regulations on trade in and out of colonial ports. Many of the old provisions of the Navigation Acts, evaded for decades, were revived. Heavy taxes were imposed on goods imported to the colonies unless they were shipped by way of England. The Stamp Act levied a direct tax in the form of stamp duties on all legal documents, newspapers and advertisements, while the Quartering Act obliged colonial government to provide free supplies whenever British troops were stationed in colonial barracks.

        For the colonists Grenville's policies represented a sharp break with traditional assumptions about the imperial relationship. Britain, it had long been assumed, would do nothing to hamper the free pursuit of colonial social and economic interests. Now it was interfering in a blatant and novel manner. The interests most affected – merchants by the trade restrictions, and lawyers and newspapermen by the Stamp Act – led the angry response of the colonists, triggering off the chain of events that culminated in Philadelphia in 1776. James Otis of Massachusetts, Stephen Hopkins of Rhode Island and Patrick Henry of Virginia argued that Parliament had no right to tax the colonies without their own consent. A Stamp Act Congress with delegates from nine colonies met in New York in October 1765 and issued a declaration attacking taxation without representation. This was deemed preposterous in British government circles. Lord Mansfield, Chief Justice of the King's Bench, told the House of Lords in 1766:

        There can be no doubt, my Lords, but that the inhabitants of the colonies are as much represented in Parliament as the greatest part of the people of England are represented: among nine millions of whom there are eight which have no vote in electing members of Parliament… A member of Parliament chosen for any borough represents not only the constituents and inhabitants of that particular place, but he represents… all the other commons of this land, and the inhabitants of all the colonies and dominions of Great Britain.4

        But the colonists did more than just issue declarations and draft petitions to King and Parliament. They boycotted English goods and they used direct action. Popular demonstrations were held, stamp tax collectors intimidated and British government property destroyed. The merchants were soon heard in London. In 1766 George III replaced Grenville with Rockingham and the great Whig magnate in turn pushed through the repeal of the Stamp Act. Public protest had seemingly turned the tide, a fact not lost on more militant forces in America. The victory was short-lived, however. Rockingham was out of office in the summer of 1766 and in the new government the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Charles Townshend, returned to Grenville's position that America was essentially subordinate to Britain and obliged to pay its keep in the Empire. In a series of acts that bear his name Townshend got Parliament to impose duties on glass, lead, tea and paper. The duties were to be collected by British officers stationed in American ports, and smugglers were to be tried without juries. Another act in 1767 suspended the New York Assembly for refusing to comply completely with provisions of the Quartering Act.

        Once again the colonists reacted in anger. They feared not only what they considered to be English efforts to ruin the colonial economy but attacks on what they considered their traditional rights of self-government. Colonial assemblies, juries – nothing seemed safe any more. Pamphlets and petitions came rapidly from colonial presses. The most famous of these was John Dickinson's Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania to the Inhabitants of the British Colonies. The Townshend duties were unjust, un-English and a grave threat to the future of the colonies.

        Let us consider ourselves as… freemen… firmly bound together by the same rights, interests, and dangers… What have these colonies to ask, while they continue free; or what have they to dread, but insidious attempts to subvert their freedom?… They form one political body, of which each colony is a member.5

        Parliament had no right to tax for revenue, the colonial legislatures, Dickinson and others argued. Resolutions were passed in defense of the natural and constitutional rights of the colonies. In Massachusetts and Virginia the royal governors dissolved the legislatures which protested so loudly.

        Direct action again supplemented protesting pens. Commercial boycotts of English goods spread throughout the coastal cities, often with more militant patriots policing those who failed to live up to non-importation agreements. Violence against English officials and property, sometimes by mob action, also increased. Customs boats were sunk, Officers tarred and feathered, English houses burned or destroyed. It was in response to incidents like these that the British took a step that proved catastrophic in exacerbating colonial rage. They introduced troops to compel, by force if necessary, the colonists to accept whatever laws the British deigned to hand down for their recalcitrant empire.

        Garrisons had been maintained for some time in America, but primarily on the frontiers. The troops who arrived in Boston in the fall of 1768 were something new and unsettling. Their presence was grist for the militant mill of Sam Adams, who here saw proof positive of the English plot to impose tyranny on the innocent citizens of Boston. The constant tension between the English troops and the Boston mob came to a head in the events of March 1770, rather insignificant in any objective sense but destined to be of considerable symbolic importance. On 5 March 1770 an English sentry was pelted with snowballs. He called for assistance, and a crowd gathered. The soldiers were taunted; sticks, stones and epithets were thrown. Confusion ensued. Someone shouted ‘fire’. The soldiers started shooting and three Americans in the crowd fell dead. The English troops were tried by a civilian jury and acquitted. But the indomitable Sam Adams still branded them ‘murderers’ and named the incident ‘The Boston Massacre’. It was, he insisted, the first stage of the British plan to snuff out the light of liberty in the new world.

        Colonial opinion was by no means solidly behind Sam Adams and his politics of radical agitation. Moderate merchant leaders of protest were, in fact, appalled and frightened by his tactics. For many of the well-to-do, Sam Adams and his mob of mechanics and debtors had become a veritable monster. It had been called into being to impress the British with the depths of public opposition to the new imperial policies. But the mob took on a life of its own and sought its own interests which were threatening to the substantial wealth and power of the ruling élite in the colonies. Parallel to the conflict with England, then, Americans were themselves divided in social conflict. All the talk of justice, equity and natural rights directed against the English was as easily directed against the domestic tyranny imposed on backwoods farmers and urban artisans by the powerful merchants and large landowners who dominated colonial life.

        Recognizing the politicization of what they called the ‘mob’ and its threat to their dominance, many merchants softened in their opposition to the innovations of British policy. Better, many felt, to live with the new trade regulations than produce majority rule in the colonies at the hands of artisans and farmers. It was not at all certain, however, that the merchants could turn off their mob's protest as easily as they could mute their own. For some two years the moderate merchants seemed successful in treading the thin line between too much pressure and too much reliance on the mob. Calm prevailed from 1770 to 1772. Moderates had gained the upper hand both in England and the colonies. The Townshend duties were repealed with the exception of the duty on tea, partly as a result of the colonial boycott and partly because they increased the cost of the military establishment in America without generating much revenue. In America men of property were wary of fanning the fires of discontent. Cadwallader Colden, Lieutenant Governor of New York, noted that

        all men of property are so sensible of their danger from riots and turncoats that they will not rashly be induced to enter into combinations which may promote disorder for the future, but will endeavor to promote due subordination to legal authority.6

        Militants like Sam Adams still insisted that the only alternative to British opposition was complete independence and that, once free, America would not be governed by one particular class of men. In late 1772 and early 1773 Adams set up a network of committees of correspondence, first in Massachusetts and then in colony after colony. These committees became a powerful tool for militant action in the next few years.

        If the militants were to succeed, however, they needed further repressive action on the part of the British government, and this they suffered in 1773. Facing bankruptcy, the East India Company was granted a monopoly of the tea trade in America. Tea could be purchased only from the Company; colonial importers were excluded. Fearful at the precedent and the prospect of other articles of trade being monopolized by British interests, the colonial merchants were thrown back into the arms of the militants, even though they expected to dominate the alliance as they had in the past. The merchants advocated commercial boycott, the militants direct action, violence, tarring and feathering. In Boston Sam Adams summoned a great meeting in which it was decided that East India tea should not be landed. On the night of 16 December 1773 a group of men disguised as Indians boarded the Company's ships in Boston Harbor and threw 342 chests of tea into the water to the great delight of a large crowd looking on from the shore.

        It was not the Boston Tea Party itself but British reaction to it which made the event so critical in accelerating the rush of events to war and independence. The British government over-reacted. In seeking to punish the colonists it used repressive force so unexpected and so intense that it served only to produce new recruits for the militant cause. These measures were embodied in what the colonists immediately labeled the ‘Intolerable Acts’. The port of Boston was closed until the tea was paid for and assurances were given that His Majesty's customs would be paid. The Charter of Massachusetts was revoked, giving the royal governor more power. Trials for capital offenses in Massachusetts were moved to England and the Quartering Act was made more onerous, requiring local authorities to find quarters for English troops within twenty-four hours.

        While few Americans spoke of Independence, division persisted on the proper response to what most considered the tyrannical implication of the ‘Intolerable Acts’. Suggestions were made in the spring and summer of 1774 in colony after colony that an intercolonial congress be convened to discuss the new situation. In September delegates from all thirteen colonies except Georgia (the royal governor prevented the selection of delegates from that colony) met in Philadelphia at the First Continental Congress. For ten years each colony had made its own decisions about how to respond to British policy; now for the first time in American history the colonies had with their illegal congress a central policy making body. But what to do with it, was the question. The militants called on the congress to take a strong stand in defense of America's violated rights and to declare a complete boycott of English goods. The moderate delegates led by Joseph Galloway of Pennsylvania sought conciliation with England and proposed a redefinition of the imperial structure: some authority should be given an American legislature under the presidency of a crown-appointed official. In a close vote a slim majority of the fifty-six delegates defeated the conciliatory approach of the moderates. In its stead the congress adopted a manifesto of rights insisting that the colonists were ‘entitled to life, liberty, and property and… had never ceded to any foreign power whatever, a right to dispose of either without their consent’.

        The militants in the First Continental Congress seldom spoke directly of independence but they did succeed in pushing through an extreme measure of resistance known as the Association – an agreement that after 1 December 1774 no goods of any kind were to be imported from Britain. If this failed to bring a change of heart to His Majesty's government it was further agreed that after 10 September 1775 all exports to Britain would cease. Militants saw to the enforcement of the Association and in one colony after another the proceedings of the congress were ratified by the legislative assembly. The import trade from England dropped a spectacular 97 per cent throughout the colonies in 1775 from the levels of the preceding year.

        Lord North and his government would not budge, however. They turned a deaf ear to American manifestos as well as to petitions from angry English businessmen with interests in America. By refusing to obey Parliamentary law and by setting up agencies like the Association, the colonists were in open rebellion, and rebellions had to be suppressed. ‘An enemy in the bowels of a Kingdom’, Solicitor General Wedderburn told the House of Commons, ‘is surely to be resisted, opposed, and conquered; notwithstanding the trade that may suffer, and the fabrics that may be ruined.’7 On 30 March 1775 Parliament responded with the Restraining Act designed to destroy the commerce of New England. Her trade was confined to Great Britain, Ireland and the British West Indies until ‘the trade and commerce of His Majesty's subjects may be carried on without interruption’. While colonial militants drilled troops and gathered military supplies, Lord North, Parliament and George III were closing all avenues to conciliation.

        Not all Englishmen urged repression, however. Pitt, for example, argued for the repeal of the Intolerable Acts. He warned the House of Lords:

        Every motive of justice and of policy, of dignity and of prudence urges you to allay the ferment in America; by the removal of your troops from Boston, by a repeal of your Acts of Parliament, and by a display of amicable disposition towards your colonies. On the other hand, every danger and every hazard impend to deter you from perseverence in your present ruinous course.8

        Edmund Burke urged conciliation with America in a famous speech to the House of Commons on 22 March 1775. His colleagues did not understand Americans, he insisted.

        In this character of the Americans a love of freedom is the predominating feature, which marks and distinguishes the whole; and as an ardent is always a jealous affection, your colonies become suspicious, restive, and untractable, whenever they see the least attempt to wrest from them by force, or shuffle them by chicane, what they think the only advantage worth living for. This fierce spirit of liberty is stronger in the English colonies, probably, than in any people of the earth.

        Less than a month before Concord and Lexington and the shots ‘heard round the world’, Burke argued that conciliation by North's government would probably bring the Americans back to the imperial fold.

        My hold of the colonies is in the close affection which grows from common names, from kindred blood, from similar privileges, and equal protection. These are the ties which, though light as air, are as strong as links of iron. Let the colonies always keep the idea of their civil rights associated with your government; they will cling and grapple to you, and no force under heaven will be of power to tear them from their allegiance. But let it be once understood that your government may be one thing and their privileges another; that these two things may exist without any mutual relations; the cement is gone; the cohesion is loosened; and everything hastens to decay and dissolution.9

        Impressive and useful as the support of statesmen like Pitt and Burke was to the Americans, it was to English radical circles that patriots in the colonies really looked for support. Mansfield's speech of 1766 noted with disdain the similarity in their causes. English radicals like the Reverends Price and Priestley and politicians like John Wilkes sought the reform of Parliament and the English constitution in the name of the same natural and historical rights as those to which the Americans appealed. They, too, demanded representation in Parliament for those taxed by Parliament. It came as no surprise then that in 1775 John Wilkes, by then Lord Mayor of London, strongly defended the colonists in Parliament and was soon involved with the French playwright Beaumarchais (The Marriage of Figaro) in a clandestine arrangement by which French aid was sent to the colonies.

        Radicals in England stressed the unity between American and English grievances and predicted that should revolution occur in America they would not be far behind in the mother country. Efforts seemed afoot to set up provincial associations of English radicals to send aid to the Americans as well as to bring down the wicked tyranny that oppressed Americans and Englishmen alike. In October 1775 some colonists in Middletown, Connecticut, were speaking of ‘committees of association… forming throughout the Kingdom of Ireland and England’, committees that would bring down George III. The King, meanwhile, was well aware of the existence of what he called ‘traitorous correspondence, counsels and comfort of divers wicked and desperate persons within this realm’. He called upon his subjects ‘to use their utmost endeavours to withstand and suppress… rebellion, and to disclose… all treasons and traitorous conspiracies which they shall know to be against us, our crown and dignity’.10 The citizens of Middletown, Connecticut, notwithstanding, no supportive insurrections materialized in England. The Americans had to proceed on their own.

        With the failure of radical Englishmen to come to the support of the colonists and with the failure of Parliament and King to work for an accommodation within the framework of the old Empire, more and more Americans overcame the instinctive respect and affection for Great Britain that Franklin had earlier discerned, and independence became conceivable. Americans could now speak of Britain as ‘a vile imposter – an old abandoned prostitute – a robber, a murderer … a Jezebel’.11 The outbreak of hostilities in 1775 heightened the mood of alienation. Paine's Common Sense appeared in January 1776. Opinion shifted decisively to independence and the Continental Congress acted in June and July. The thirteen colonies had become a free and independent nation. But war, as it always does, lingered on for what seemed an interminable period. Britain refused to recognize the independence of her colonies until the Peace Treaty of 1783. Two years earlier Cornwallis already knew as he surrendered to Washington at Yorktown that all was lost. As his troops laid down their arms the British general ordered melancholy tunes played by his band, according to the military etiquette of the day. Among them he asked that one particular old English nursery rhyme be played:

        
                      If buttercups buzz

            after the bee;

            If boats were on land,

            churches on sea;

            If ponies rode men,

            and grass ate the cow;

            If cats should be chased

            into holes by the mouse;

            If mammas sold their babies

            to gypsies for half a crown;

            If summer were spring

            and the other way round

            Then all the world would be upside down.12

          
        

        That the Americans had defeated the English, that the child had rejected the parent, was a violation of all that seemed natural; it was the world turned upside down. For Tom Paine it was an even more dramatic rupture; it was literally a new beginning. Writing to a Frenchman about the American Revolution, the Englishman Paine talked of himself and the Americans as one. ‘Our style and manner of thinking have undergone a revolution,’ he wrote. ‘We see with other eyes; we hear with other ears; and we think with other thoughts, than those we formerly used.’13


        
          
          
            FROM STAYMAKER TO REVOLUTIONARY:
THE LIFE AND CAREER OF TOM PAINE
          

          In 1778 Paine wrote The Crisis, an essay addressed to ‘the People of England’. He described his feelings on arriving in America four years earlier. An unknown Englishman of thirty-seven undistinguished years, he was plunged suddenly into tumultuous Philadelphia.

          I happened to come to America a few months before the breaking out of hostilities. I found the disposition of the people such, that they might have been led by a thread and governed by a reed. Their suspicion was quick and penetrating, but their attachment to Britain was obstinate, and it was at that time a kind of treason to speak against it. They disliked the ministry, but they esteemed the nation. Their idea of grievance operated without resentment, and their single object was reconciliation… I viewed the dispute as a kind of lawsuit, in which I supposed the parties would find a way either to decide or settle it. I had no thoughts of independence or of arms. The world could not then have persuaded me that I should be either a soldier or an author… But when the country, into which I had just set my foot, was set on fire about my ears, it was time to stir. It was time for every man to stir. Those who had been long settled had something to defend, those who had just come had something to pursue; and the call and the concern was equal and universal.14

          Who was Tom Paine, how had he come to set foot in America, and what had he come to pursue?

          He was born Tom Pain in the country town of Thetford, Norfolk, on 29 January 1737. His father, Joseph Pain, was a respected Quaker staymaker, his mother the daughter of an attorney. Tom was raised a Quaker and schooled in the village from his sixth to his thirteenth year. In 1750 he was apprenticed to his father's shop where he learned the trade of making women's corsets and inserting their steel or whalebone ribs. He ran away from home at the age of sixteen and went to sea on a merchant ship only to be brought back by his father. Three years later he left Thetford for good.

          Staymaking was his trade. In 1757 he turned up in London as a journeyman staymaker and a year later in Dover. He then moved on to the small village of Sandwich on the coast where he opened a shop of his own. There he met and married, in 1759, Mary Lambert, a maid in service to the local woolen draper's wife. It was a short-lived marriage for she died the next year. Two years later Pain abandoned staymaking and started a new career as exciseman, a customs official assigned to collect the internal duties levied on beverages, tobacco and other household items. For the next few years he was assigned to Lincolnshire. In 1765 he lost his job because he had stamped goods that he had not, in fact, examined. A one-year return to staymaking in the village of Diss in Norfolk was followed by some months teaching English in London and several more as tutor and itinerant preacher. Pain was reinstated in the Excise Service in 1768 and assigned to Lewes in Sussex where he remained for the next six years.

          Having settled down in Lewes at the age of thirty-one, Pain turned to politics, business and family. He became a regular at the White Hart social club where national and parish politics were the constant topics of conversation. Contemporaries later noted what a joy it was to hear young Tom Pain take on the town officers in debate after a few beers. It was a reputation that would haunt Pain all his life. In addition to politics and drink Pain devoted a good deal of the time left over from his official excise duties to a snuff, tobacco and grocery business. He had little head for business and the shop fared poorly. He also remarried in Lewes, the daughter, ten years his junior, of the former owner of his shop. In April 1774 the business failed. The marriage did no better; he and his second wife were permanently separated.

          There was one important and enduring achievement in those six years in Lewes, however. Pain found his first cause and he threw himself into it with the same zeal that he would later bring to the American and French Revolutions. Excise officers throughout Britain were seeking higher salaries in the 1770s and in 1772 Pain drafted a pamphlet, The Case of the Officers of Excise, to make their case. He went so far as to spend a winter in London distributing copies to Members of Parliament. The cause failed, too, but Pain was in print and his appetite for social reform had been whetted. The six months in London lost him his job in the excise service, however; he was dismissed in 1774 for having left his post.

          Bankrupt, separated and jobless, Pain left Lewes in 1774 and headed for London. He had not done much with his life in his thirty-seven years. He had failed in business, in marriage and in vocation. America tempted him. It offered a fresh start far from the drudgery of collecting taxes or making ladies' stays. Through connections made in the unsuccessful excise campaign Pain was introduced in London to Benjamin Franklin, then acting as agent for Pennsylvania. Franklin agreed to give Pain some letters of introduction to take to America. Franklin's note indicates how little he or any one expected from Pain. He wrote his son-in-law, a Philadelphia merchant:

          The bearer Mr Thomas Pain is very well recommended to me, as an ingenious, worthy young man. He goes to Pennsylvania with a view of settling there. I request you give to him your best advice and countenance, as he is quite a stranger there. If you can put him in a way of obtaining employment as a clerk, or assistant tutor in a school, or assistant surveyor, (of all which I think him very capable) so that he may procure a subsistence at least, till he can make acquaintance and obtain a knowledge of the country, you will do well, and much oblige your affectionate father.15

          In Philadelphia Pain tried his hand first at teaching. But he was soon persuaded to write by the printer of the Pennsylvania Magazine, himself a recently arrived Scotsman. Throughout 1775 Pain wrote short miscellaneous pieces for Philadelphia newspapers and magazines. One was an important and outspoken attack on slavery. In the Pennsylvania Magazine, which Pain edited, he wrote scientific articles as well as political ones. His interests were wide-ranging and instinctively progressive. In August 1775, for example, he published a plea for women's rights:

          Even in countries where they may be esteemed the most happy [women are] constrained in their desires in the disposal of their goods; robbed of freedom and will by the laws; slaves of opinion which rules them with absolute sway and construes the slightest appearances into guilt; surrounded on all sides by judges who are at once tyrants and their seducers … for even with changes in attitudes and laws, deeply engrained and oppressing social prejudices remain which confront women minute by minute, day by day.16

          Pain left the Pennsylvania Magazine and in November 1775 began writing his anonymous essay Common Sense. The pamphlet appeared for sale on 10 January 1776. The author line simply read ‘written by an Englishman’. Pain was angry at his publisher, who reacted to the pamphlet's immediate success by rushing out a second edition. Pain himself put out his own second edition on 14 February 1776, enlarging the pamphlet by a third. He dropped ‘written by an Englishman’ and told his readers to stop worrying about the author's identity and to read him instead. At the same time, Pain started adding an ‘e’ to his name. He was no longer an Englishman. He was a new man, a successful American; he was Tom Paine.

          
          The plea for independence boldly urged in Common Sense caught the public imagination. The pamphlet ‘struck a string which required but a touch to make it vibrate’, a contemporary noted. ‘The country was ripe for independence, and only needed somebody to tell the people so, with decision, boldness and plausibility.’ Edmund Randolph of Virginia later noted that ‘the public sentiment which a few weeks before [the publication of Common Sense] had shuddered at the tremendous obstacles, with which independence was environed, overleaped every barrier.’ General Washington commented that increased hostilities, ‘added to the sound doctrine and unanswerable reasoning contained in the pamphlet Common Sense, will not leave numbers at a loss to decide upon the propriety of a separation’. In Massachusetts a citizen noted that he believed ‘no pages was ever more eagerly read, nor more generally approved. People speak of it in rapturous praise.’ In Philadelphia the book made numerous converts. In sending the pamphlet to a friend in London a contemporary of Paine's noted that ‘Common Sense which I herewith send you is read to all ranks; and as many as read, so many became converted; though perhaps the hour before were most violent against the least idea of independence’.17 George Trevelyan in his History of the American Revolution has summarized the impact of this pamphlet, which by February everyone knew was from the pen of Tom Paine.

          It would be difficult to name any human composition which has had an effect at once so instant, so extended and so lasting … It was pirated, parodied and imitated, and translated into the language of every country where the new republic had well-wishers. It worked nothing short of miracles and turned Tories into Whigs.

          Some Tories, however, refused to budge. One such stalwart was James Chalmers, who answered Paine's Common Sense in a pamphlet entitled Plain Truth. Paine's ideas, Chalmers wrote, were ‘really an insult to our understanding’. The British Constitution ‘with all its imperfections’, he wrote, ‘is, and ever will be, the pride and envy of mankind’. Without a King and aristocracy, he warned, ‘our constitution would immediately degenerate into democracy’.18 Paine's pamphlet had more influential opponents as well. John Adams, for example, who shared Paine's views on independence, feared the radicalism of the pamphlet and the effect ‘so popular a pamphlet might have among the people’. He replied to Paine in the draft of his Thoughts on Government which he circulated among influential patriots in the spring of 1776. Adams, a much more conservative thinker than Paine, agreed with his call for separation, but he trembled at its popular tone and its prescription of a simple political system for independent America without the complex balancing and separation of powers inherent in the older British model. Paine's ideal sketched in Common Sense, Adams wrote, was ‘so democratical, without any restraint or even an attempt at any equilibrium or counter poise, that it must produce confusion and every evil work.19

          Chalmers and John Adams notwithstanding, far fewer criticized Paine's pamphlet than praised it. Instant fame came to Paine when it became known that he was the author of Common Sense. But he was not a man to sit idly in his newly acquired literary and political glory. In July 1776 he enlisted in the American army. For the next seven years, while the war with Britain dragged on, Paine combined his military role with journalism and produced a series of remarkable pamphlets designed to maintain American morale as well as to make the case for America in England and Europe. The first of these papers, later to be published together as The Crisis, appeared on 23 December 1776. Addressed to all Americans as much as to Washington and his troops huddled in the New Jersey cold, its opening lines have remained to this day the most frequently quoted of all that Paine wrote. All America must persevere, must suffer, he wrote, for all history awaited the battle's outcome.

          These are the times that try men's souls: The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of his country; but he that stands it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman. Tyranny, like hell, is not easily conquered; yet we have this consolation with us, that the harder the conflict, the more glorious the triumph. What we obtain too cheap, we esteem too lightly.

          Paine played an active role in the politics of the war period, in Pennsylvania helping to shape the new state constitution and in the nation itself carrying out important foreign assignments. After the war, however, he turned his energy primarily to scientific concerns. Like many of his contemporaries in England and America – Priestley, Price, Jefferson and Franklin among others – Paine combined political liberalism with the dream of technological and scientific progress. The ease with which political arguments could, in fact, use scientific and technical principles is illustrated beautifully in Common Sense with its discussions of weights and forces. In terms of his career, the project to which Paine devoted most of his energy in the 1780s was the construction of an iron bridge. Efforts to develop and finance his bridge brought Paine to France and England several times in the last years of the decade. It was this quest which innocently enough brought about the third development of Paine's meteoric career. First a failure, then an American revolutionary, Paine was destined next to emerge not as a great inventor but an English revolutionary.

          English radicalism had persisted from its first explosion with Wilkes in the 1760s, gathering momentum with the American revolution in the 1770s and the growth of the County Association movement in the 1780s. The French Revolution brought to a head middle-class discontent with the archaic and unreformed constitution. A new and progressive order had come with such apparent ease to the French that English reformers assumed that change in English institutions would follow quickly and painlessly. A heady faith in progress and the dawning of a new era swept through English intellectual and radical circles. Paine himself had been in France furthering his bridge-building interests in the winter of 1789. The hero of America, Paine was toasted in the circles of Lafayette and Jefferson, then serving as American ambassador to France. From Lafayette Paine received the key to the Bastille to bring back to Washington. He was present during the early stages of the French Revolution and was pleased by what he saw.

          One Englishman much less pleased than Paine was Edmund Burke, whose Reflections on the Revolution in France appeared in 1790 while Paine was in England ostensibly still en route to America.20 Burke's was a vicious attack on the French Jacobins and their English sympathizers. They had no reverence for the past, no respect for institutions like the Church and the aristocracy, he insisted. They tore down their entire political and social edifice and built completely anew with no effort to repair the damage. Government and society, Burke wrote, were fragile and complex entities, the product of generations of slow and imperceptible growth. No reformer's plans or blueprints could substitute for the experience of the ages. Burke's message was clear. English radicals should not copy their French counterparts; the aristocratic and hierarchical English past and present must be defended from its bourgeois enemies. The intellectual spokesmen and women for that subversive enemy replied in legions to Burke. Godwin rose to the occasion with his Inquiry Concerning Political Justice, Wollstonecraft with her Vindication of the Rights of Woman; but none would be so powerful and so popular an answer as Tom Paine's Rights of Man which appeared in 1791.21

          Once again the uncomplicated, unscholarly and unsophisticated rhetoric of Paine brought him unprecedented popular success. Paine was an instant hero in England, not only to the intellectual radicals among whom he moved, such as Blake, Holcroft, Horne Tooke, Godwin and Wollstonecraft, but to hundreds of thousands of artisans and journeymen who bought Rights of Man for sixpence or read it reprinted by their provincial radical association. Paine's book was more than a simple defense of the French from the obloquy heaped upon them by Burke; it was also a call to the British to replace the aristocratic institutions so praised by Burke with new liberal institutions, to replace the principle of privilege and heredity with the new ideals of talent and merit. The monarchy and the aristocracy were relics of a feudal past. Republican government rested with the people and was designed to serve their interests alone. Far from the past and its institutions weighing heavy on modern man, Paine's message was that every age and every generation acted for itself, set up its own political and social order to meet its own needs. ‘The vanity and presumption of governing beyond the grave,’ he wrote, ‘is the most ridiculous and insolent of all tyrannies. Man has no property in man; neither has any generation a property in the generations which are to follow.’22 It is the rights of the living that he champions, not the hoary rights of privileged classes from time immemorial.

          Paine was no hero to George III's Prime Minister, William Pitt the younger. Burke wrote to dissuade people from entering the radical camp, Reeves and his mob in the Church and King Society literally burned down the insurgents’ camps, while the role of Pitt and his agents in the repressive atmosphere of the early and middle 1790s was to arrest radicals, try them and throw them in jail. In 1792 charges of seditious writings were lodged against Paine and a trial scheduled. Pitt would not allow a writer, especially one so widely read, to state freely as Paine had done in the introduction to Rights of Man: ‘If universal peace, civilization, and commerce, are ever to be the happy lot of man, it cannot be accomplished but by a revolution in the system of governments.’23 The mood of England had shifted dramatically in the two years since Wordsworth felt such bliss to be alive in the reflected glory of the French Revolution. On the night of 22 November 1792 a patriotic mob burned Paine's effigy at Chelmsford, Essex. According to a newspaper account:

          On Wednesday last, the Effigy of that Infamous Incendiary, Tom Paine, was exhibited in this town, seated in a chair, and borne on four men's shoulders; – in one hand he held the ‘Rights of Man’ and under the other arm he bore a pair of stays; upon his head a mock resemblance of the Cap of Liberty, and a halter round his neck.

          On a banner carried before him, was written,

          ‘Behold a Traitor!

          Who, for the base purposes of Envy, Interest and Ambition, Would have deluged this Happy Country in BLOOD!’24

          All they had was Paine's effigy, for, sensing the justice he would receive in an England enflamed by Pitt, Burke and Reeves, Paine had fled to France two months earlier. The trial nevertheless took place in December. Paine was found guilty in absentia of seditious libel, and outlawed from ever returning to Britain.

          Paine remained in France for the next ten years, now entering the historical stage as French revolutionary. He was chosen delegate to the National Convention by a constituency in the department of the Oise (Versailles) and threw himself into the chaotic politics of the revolution in the critical year of internecine fighting between Girondin and Jacobin. Once again Paine was no mere bystander. In October 1792 he was appointed to the Committee of Nine to frame the new French constitution. But all was not easy for Paine in the suspicious atmosphere of Paris. He became entangled in the labyrinth of revolutionary personalities and politics. He alienated Robespierre and Marat by pleading in the convention that Louis XVI's life be spared. No one was criminal enough, he argued, for the barbarity of the death penalty. In addition, he pleaded, whatever were Louis Capet's manifest faults he had after all ‘aided my much-loved America to break its chains’. The English-speaking Paine became further suspect when war broke out in 1793 between France and England. In October his allies the Girondins were tried and condemned. In December foreigners in the Convention were denounced. Paine was arrested and imprisoned.

          For the ten months of his imprisonment Paine busied himself working on the first part of The Age of Reason, a penetrating attack on theistic Christianity and defense of a natural deistic religion free from supernatural trappings. In it he examined the Bible and regaled his readers with its contradictions, its false chronology and its tales of barbarism, slaughter and inhumanity. This was not, he argued, the work of the God who presided over the natural universe. In an age of reason, he insisted, men and women would replace such superstition with science and nature. In place of a mysterious and brutal God, they would have God the first cause, the Supreme Being. While he wrote on religion, Paine also worked on his release from prison through the good offices of the American minister, James Monroe. After some confusion about his status as American or British, Paine was released in the fall of 1794.

          
          The Jacobins had fallen in the meantime and Robespierre himself had been guillotined. Paine was re-elected to the Assembly in December 1794 and sat through the following year, but he had contracted a malignant fever in prison and for the most part could only summon energy enough to write. His last years in Paris, therefore, were less political than polemical. He produced a second and third part of The Age of Reason, a long political essay, Dissertations on the First Principles of Government, and an important piece of social and economic criticism, Agrarian Justice (1797).

          In 1802 Paine returned to America for the final and most tragic chapter in his career. The America he found was very different from the Philadelphia he had known in 1774 or even in 1783. The social ferment of those years had been stilled by a federal constitution and a federalist ideology which threw the balance of political and social power into the hands of the powerful and well-to-do. Common Sense was a thing of the distant past. Paine was no longer the celebrated author of the pamphlet so influential in its day. He was now the notorious author of the godless Age of Reason with its assault on Christianity. Jefferson was man enough to renew his old ties with Paine, but by most Americans the great patriot found himself forgotten or ignored.

          The aging Paine, with no family and few close friends, became cantankerous and argumentative, turning more and more to the solace of drink. His last years were spent in New York City, in what is now Greenwich Village, or on his farm in New Rochelle outside the city. He died on 8 June 1809. Few people saw the coffin from the city to the farm in New Rochelle. At the burial site there were even fewer present, merely a handful of New Rochelle neighbors and friends. There were no dignitaries, no eulogies, no official notices of his death. The staymaker from Thetford who had shaped the world as few have ever done, who had known and been known by many great men of America, France and England, was laid to rest in a quiet pasture with no ceremony, no fanfare, no appreciation. The irony of such a funeral for such a man was too much for Madame de Bonneville, who had acted for several years as Paine's housekeeper, and who was one of the few present. She later wrote:

          This interment was a scene to affect and to wound any sensible heart. Contemplating who it was, what man it was, that we were committing to an obscure grave on an open and disregarded bit of land, I could not help feeling most acutely. Before the earth was thrown down upon the coffin, I, placing myself at the east end of the grave, said to my son Benjamin, ‘stand you there, at the other end, as a witness for grateful America’. Looking round me, and beholding the small group of spectators, I exclaimed, as the earth was tumbled into the grave, ‘Oh! Mr Paine! My son stands here as testimony of the gratitude of America, and I, for France!’ This was the funeral ceremony of this great politician and philosopher!25

          The irony of eclipse had not yet run its course. Ten years after his unnoticed interment, William Cobbett, an enthusiastic convert to Paine's radicalism, decided on a whim to dig up Paine's bones and return them to England, intending to erect over this new resting-place some memorial to Paine's achievement. Paine's body reached Liverpool, and it may have reached London. No one knows for sure, however, for the final indignity to Tom Paine was that Cobbett lost the bones. Such was the gratitude of America and England.

        


        
          
            THE ARGUMENT OF
            Common Sense
          

          The United States of America may in part owe its birth to Common Sense, but with the exception of a brief line in the introduction, neither America nor independence is mentioned until well into the pamphlet. Why should it be otherwise? Paine had been in the colonies for only fourteen months when he published Common Sense. He was English, after all, and it is this which breathes through every page of his remarkable work. He brings to the burning issues of Philadelphia in 1776 the theoretical mind and raging anger of English radicalism.

          The pamphlet begins with an exposition of general liberal theory, and gathers momentum with an attack on the English constitution in particular and on aristocratic institutions in general. Only then does it make sense to talk of the messianic mission of America, when it can be seen in its broadest theoretical context. An independent America and a chastened England represent the triumph of radical Republican principles and as close an approximation to the theoretical ideal sketched at the beginning of the pamphlet as is humanly possible.

          The intellectual roots of Paine's first section are the late-seventeenth-century liberal ideals of John Locke and the radical critique of English society found in the writings of English dissenting ministers like Priestley, Price and Burch in the late eighteenth century. The principal assumption is, as Paine puts it, that men originally lived as isolated, free and solitary individuals in a ‘state of natural liberty’. A thousand reasons draw men together; in society they provide each other with essential mutual assistance. But society and government are entirely different: ‘The one encourages intercourse, the other creates distinctions.’ How then does government come about; what is ‘the design and end of government’? Men voluntarily set up government, according to Paine, because it ‘will unavoidably happen’ that these free and autonomous individuals have divergent interests which endanger one another's natural rights to life, liberty or property. Like James Madison, Paine insists that it is because men are not angels that they submit themselves to government. Government, then, is a product of human wickedness and its sole end is to ensure ‘freedom and security’. It should do no more than this minimal chore, protect natural rights. It has no positive function, as classical and Christian theorists had argued, no mandate to promote virtue, the good life or the true faith. It is a necessary evil and should be involved in nothing more than what it is unfortunately required to do.

          Government's role, then, should be strictly limited. It should be simple and cheap. ‘Securing freedom and property to all men, and, above all things, the free exercise of religion’, he writes, requires neither great expense nor complicated bureaucratic apparatus. That liberal Republican government was simple was a persistent theme in eighteenth-century literature. Monarchic and aristocratic government was pictured as interfering government, an overblown taxing machine that intruded too much into the private world of free individuals, preventing the realization of rights and achievements.

          Paine's ideal was shared, for example, by Adam Smith who in that same year (1776) published The Wealth of Nations in which he drew the economic conclusion implicit in their common notions. Government, Smith wrote, was to refrain from interfering ‘with that natural liberty, which it is the proper business of law not to infringe’.26 Smith's and Paine's is the basic liberal vision. The social order and the economy are spontaneous and self-regulating mechanisms, peopled by rational, self-seeking individuals. It is a harmonious society, as Smith put it, where without

          any intervention of law, the private interests and passions of men naturally lead them to divide and distribute the stock of every society among all the different employments carried on in it, as nearly as possible in proportion which is most agreeable to the interest of the whole society.27

          Government, according to both Paine and Smith, merely presides passively over this self-regulating economy and spontaneously harmonious polity. At most, it is the umpire that enforces the rules, the most important of which is the ‘secure enjoyment of the fruits of his own labour’. It is, Smith wrote, ‘only under the shelter of the civil magistrate that the owner of that valuable property which is acquired by the labour of many years or perhaps of many successive generations can sleep a single night in security’.28 Both Paine and Smith had read their Locke.

          But Paine brought more than Lockean liberalism to Common Sense, he also brought the rage of English radicalism. British government is attacked in this pamphlet with all the savagery that one finds in the London defenders of John Wilkes and all the fiery passion that one finds among the Unitarian and Calvinist opponents of the Test and Corporation Acts which excluded dissenting Protestants from government and municipal positions and from Oxford and Cambridge. Nowhere in the pamphlet does Paine itemize the grievances of the colonies. It is simply taken for granted that their treatment by the English government violates universal reason and natural rights. It is an ‘exceedingly complex’ and exceptionally corrupt engine of oppression that hangs as a weight upon the energetic Americans as it does upon the virtuous English.

          One particular group of Englishmen that sensed themselves oppressed was the talented middle class. And it is their grievances that Paine and his radical colleagues in England articulated in the assault on the monarchic and aristocratic principle. Traditional society assumed certain natural distinctions which, as Paine noted, exalted certain ranks above others. Society was conceived of as divided into natural gradations of status and power descending from the monarchy through the aristocratic ranks down to the commoners. Where one fit into this hierarchical order was determined by birth. In turn prestige, power and privilege were also accorded individuals by dint of rank and distinction. Against this aristocratic ideal the bourgeoisie, whose articulate ranks were being swelled by the successful entrepreneurs of the industrial revolution, offered a new ideal: that of careers and rewards open to the talented. Armed with a vision of ‘mankind being originally equal in the order of creation’, as Paine put it, the middle class attacked the dominance of idle monarchs and useless aristocrats in society and politics and demanded in turn an end to all elements of traditional privileges which froze individuals into permanent inequality. What mattered was not lineage but talent and merit. Here, too, the British were sinful violators of God's natural equality as they set up luxurious and foolish men of no skills to rule over the industrious, hardworking and unenfranchised middle class.

          One is reminded that dissenting Protestantism was a critical component of the ideology of the talented bourgeoisie by the importance Paine gives to scriptural, primarily Old Testament, injunctions against monarchy and aristocratic distinctions in general. It provides a link with the leveling radicalism of the seventeenth-century civil-war sects, many of whose descendants had emigrated to the more egalitarian shores of America and to the many religious entrepreneurs of the late eighteenth century who threatened to leave for America if the religious exclusiveness of the Anglican establishment were not modified. The Quaker Tom Paine knew his audience well and knew that Biblical arguments against the British and even an occasional anti-Catholic note would move them. He also knew that hard-working, self-reliant Americans had no love for the hereditary principle by which a man has ‘a right to set up his own family in perpetual preference to all others forever’. Not only can few titles bear close inspection without being revealed as founded in plunder and conquest, but more critically the whole system of frozen ranks and ascribed status was ‘unwise’, ‘unjust’ and ‘unnatural’.

          After his assault on aristocratic and hereditary principles Paine turns finally to ‘the present state of American affairs’. His interest is that of an English radical convinced that America's destiny transcends the mere livelihood of the people of the thirteen colonies in January 1776. America stands as the living repudiation of the old aristocratic and monarchic order. Her independence strikes the first blow in the battle to overthrow the ancien régime, it will help undermine the dominant position of the crown in public life, it will subvert the corrupt system of George III and the burdensome taxes of his ministers. But Paine's vision is more grandiose still. America's independence had metahistorical significance – it will usher in a new era in world history.

          Paine's rhetoric in Common Sense reminds his readers, indeed flatters his fundamentalist readers, that the independence of the thirteen colonies is an event of momentous importance, not unlike the dramatic events told of in the scriptures. Like the Hebrews, the Americans are invested with a messianic mission. ‘The cause of America is in a great measure the cause of all mankind,’ Paine points out in the introduction. The scriptural tone is repeated when later in the pamphlet he notes that ‘posterity are virtually involved in the contest, and will be more or less affected, even to the end of time, by the proceedings now’. American independence is a flood which will wipe clean the slate of history. America has it in her power, Paine writes, ‘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.’ Paine's flight of fancy, his sense of the American mission, reads on occasion like pure poetry. There is no more stirring passage in Common Sense than the evocation of America's destiny which to this day expresses an aspect of American idealism:

          O ye that love mankind! Ye that dare oppose, not only the tyranny, but the tyrant, stand forth! Every spot of the old world is over-run with oppression. Freedom hath been hunted round the globe. Asia, and Africa, have long expelled her. – Europe regards her like a stranger, and England hath given her warning to depart. O! receive the fugitive, and prepare in time an asylum for mankind.*

          Paine is seldom concerned with the petty details of colonial grievances. He had had little time to learn them in his fourteen months in Philadelphia. No recital here of confiscations or unjust taxation policy, massacres or reneged charter rights. What is important, he tells his readers, is that America dissociate itself from England. It is not a matter of grievances but of a world-historical mission. America's destiny is to usher in a new age, in which there would no longer be wrathful master staymakers chafing under stifling and oppressive aristocratic institutions.

          Paine's pamphlet was no mere recital of ministerial blunders, no learned disquisition on constitutional or imperial theory. His readers were summoned to greatness, recruited for a crusade against the old world and the values from which so many Americans had fled. America was crucial to Paine's vision of the new world order, and, not surprisingly, the passion and fervor of the pamphlet is to be found in the first part of the work and in the passages describing America's mission. In contrast, when Paine begins to argue in detail the case for separation and independence, his tone changes and he starts to talk the language of common sense.

          The practical case for independence is an impressive one. America has no need for commercial ties with England, Paine insists. There are enough markets for American corn ‘while eating is the custom of Europe’. Reconciliation with England will, on the other hand, involve America in all the quarrels and wars of Europe. An independent and thus peaceful America provides security for property. Under the English property is precarious. The mother country only cares for the good of America if it serves her own interests. When these interests conflict with colonial interests ‘her own interest leads her to suppress the growth of ours’. Prospective emigrants will think twice about coming to America if there is to be no security for property, if it is always to be at the mercy of England's interest. ‘The property of no man is secure in the present unbraced system of things.’ Nor can English rule ever really be effective, according to Paine. The thousands of miles, the months of delay make it impossible for England properly to manage the colonies.

          This is the commonsense case for independence. Occasionally, however, Paine lifts his pen from the commercial ledger and points to reasons for separation that transcend the mundane. It is, for example, historically decreed, ‘an event which sooner or later must arrive’. Elsewhere he notes that America's continued dependence on England is ‘repugnant to reason, to the universal order of things’. This is more than the effrontery to nature of an island ruling a continent; it is also a violation of the rights of humanity derived from God and nature.

          Should some of his readers be reluctant to separate from England for lack of any alternative system of government, Paine offers his own constitutional plan. A popular convention consisting of provincial delegates will produce a charter guaranteeing the freedom and free exercise of religion for all. The new government will be cheap, operating ‘with the least national expence’. Property will be secure. There will be no kings or ministerial taxes to interfere with property rights, nor will ‘the desperate and the discontented’ sweep away the liberties of the continent. In America ‘the law is King’.

          The argument turns next to America's ability to exist free of English influence and resist English rule. Paine is convinced that America can raise a fleet and equip an impressive army. There is some confusion on his part about national debts: on one page he delights that America is free of this burden, on another he boasts that to fight a long war America will incur a huge debt and that ‘no nation ought to be without a debt’. It is in the realm of common sense that the pamphlet bogs down. Paine moves few readers with his excursions into finance and commerce.

          Only in its final pages when Paine again leaves common sense for rhetorical exhortation does the pamphlet come to life once more. Paine's attack on the passivity and nonresistance of his fellow Quakers is a charge to all Americans not to be ‘the quiet and inoffensive subject of any and every government which is set over him’. He proclaims that ‘setting up and putting down Kings and governments’ is the natural right of citizens. There are no given ranks of authority and subordination and no one need fear appearing ‘to be busy bodies above our station’. This is the angry Paine that Americans read when they devoured his pamphlet. It was not Tom Paine's common sense but his rage that turned hundreds of thousands of Americans to thoughts of independence in the winter of 1776.

        


        
          
          
            BOURGEOIS RADICALISM – THE IDEOLOGY OF TOM PAINE
          

          In one of his novels, Robert Bage, a late-eighteenth-century English radical novelist, indicated the passing of the old order by describing a change in the reading habits of his hero. ‘In my youth I also read tragedies, epic poems, romances, and divinity. Now I read Common Sense.’29 Tom Paine's pamphlet became the symbol of the age, the passing of the traditional aristocratic order and its replacement by liberal bourgeois values. But the author of Common Sense was no ordinary radical. His was perhaps the most devastating assault on the old order that could be found in the bourgeois camp. Burke wrote of Paine that he sought to destroy ‘in six or seven days’ the feudal and chivalric world which ‘all the boasted wisdom of our ancestors has labored to bring to perfection for six or seven centuries’.30 Part of Paine's achievement was indeed to mock the past so venerated by Burke. For Paine it was ‘the Quixotic age of chivalric nonsense’.31 He ridiculed the ancient principles of British society, beginning in Common Sense with the useless and unproductive monarchy.

          In England a king hath little more to do than to make war and give away places; which in plain terms, is to impoverish the nation and set it together by the ears. A pretty business indeed for a man to be allowed eight hundred thousand sterling a year for, and worshipped into the bargain! Of more worth is one honest man to society and in the sight of God, than all the crowned ruffians that ever lived.*

          Is there anything more absurd than the hereditary principle, Paine asked in Rights of Man, ‘as absurd as an hereditary mathematician, or an hereditary wise man, and as ridiculous as an hereditary poet-laureate?’32 What mattered was not a man's pedigree but his productivity. This was the message of Adam Smith, and Paine berates his arch-opponent Burke in Rights of Man for his false reasoning which he would have recanted ‘had Mr Burke possessed talents similar to the author of On the Wealth of Nations’.33 Government required ‘talents and abilities’, yet its offices were filled by a nobility which, according to Paine, really meant ‘no-ability’.34 The aristocracy were unproductive idlers, parasites who lived off the work of the industrious classes. No one would miss them in a reconstructed rational society.

          Why then does Mr Burke talk of his house of peers, as the pillar of the landed interest? Were that pillar to sink into the earth, the same landed property would continue, and the same ploughing, sowing, and reaping would go on. The aristocracy are not the farmers who work the land, and raise the produce, but are the mere consumers of the rent; and when compared with the active world are the drones… who neither collect the honey nor form the hive, but exist only for lazy enjoyment.35

          This fierce egalitarianism endeared Paine to the working man. It was applauded in the 1790s by the artisans of the London Corresponding Society and by factory workers who in droves purchased his Rights of Man for sixpence. But reading Paine around the ‘liberty tree’ does not in itself make him a working-class ideologue. His merciless indictment and repudiation of an aristocratic polity and society did serve the interests of the workers and touched their souls. But at this juncture of history their cause lay with the bourgeois destruction of aristocratic England, and it was that cause that consumed Paine in his Rights of Man as it did throughout his entire career. There is really little contradiction between Paine's radical egalitarian views and his defense of property and business enterprise. Paine, even in America, was an English radical, nurtured in an aristocratic society. Bourgeois ideals were in his mind inextricably linked with an egalitarian vision of society. The stratified society of privilege and rank perpetuated by the hereditary principle would be leveled in a bourgeois world where political and social place would be determined by talent, merit and hard work. To be a fierce egalitarian, to be acutely sensitive to injustice, was by no means incompatible in this era with being bourgeois; indeed, for some time in England the two would be by no means contradictory. Only in America and other societies which lacked an oppressive and hierarchical past was there a problem in being both a bourgeois ideologue and an egalitarian. But even here the two were by no means always mutually exclusive, for liberal egalitarianism does not insist on equality of conditions, but only equality of opportunity.

          It detracts in no way from the progressive and humanitarian quality of Paine's scathing indictment of the old order to note its bourgeois dimensions. These, indeed, were the terms such an attack necessarily took at this juncture of history. He was no less a radical for writing in his essay defending the Bank of Pennsylvania that the foundation of the Republic is ‘the security to the rich and the consolation to the poor… that what each man has is his own, that no despotic government can take it from him,’36 nor for his fears that the majority of unpropertied, ‘the despotism of numbers’, might invade the property and contractual rights of the few. Nevertheless, it should not be forgotten that Paine's most radical social proposals, his suggestion, for example, in Agrarian Justice that fifteen pounds be paid to every person at the age of twenty-one and that ten pounds per year be paid to all over fifty years of age, were much more anti-aristocratic in intent than anti-bourgeois. He wrote in Agrarian Justice of the original commonality of land, but so had Locke. What really infuriated Paine was that a yeoman republic of independent landed owners did not exist and that instead there evolved an aristocratic society based fundamentally on huge territorial holdings. His remedy for the injustice involved in this usurpation of the people's ‘natural inheritance’ was certainly advanced for his day, and would later become the basis for important radical and socialist demands. But his proposed 10 per cent inheritance tax and his direct grants of money were offered primarily as salvos against the pernicious aristocractic order. Their ultimate purpose was to underwrite a redistribution of wealth and power which would be based on equality of opportunity and which would thus enable talented and industrious men of real ability to replace those of ‘no-ability’. His equally celebrated proposals in Part II of Rights of Man for the redistribution to the poor of money saved by dismantling the war machinery and eliminating excess public offices would, he insisted over and over again, have an objective even more useful. It would relieve the overburdened middle class of its taxes and especially of its most onerous burden, the poor rates.

          Paine was one of the purest ideological spokesmen for the bourgeoisie, exhorting them to take over the state. The demand was expressed in the language of economic determinism; the political order, he insisted, must mirror the realities of economic power.

          Whether the forms and maxims of Governments which are still in practice, were adapted to the condition of the world at the period they were established, is not in this case the question. The older they are, the less correspondence can they have with the present state of things. Time, and change of circumstances and opinions, have the same progressive effect in rendering modes of Government obsolete, as they have upon customs and manners. Agriculture, commerce, manufactures, and the tranquil arts, by which the prosperity of Nations is best promoted, require a different system of Government, and a different species of knowledge to direct its operations, than what might have been required in the former condition of the world.37

          Once in control of the state the bourgeoisie would proceed to simplify and streamline its institutional apparatus. The size of government would be reduced dramatically and it would be made inexpensive.

          Government is nothing more than a national association; and the object of this association is the good of all, as well individually as collectively. Every man wishes to pursue his occupation, and to enjoy the fruits of his labours, and the produce of his property in peace and safety, and with it the least possible expense. When these things are accomplished, all the objects for which government ought to be established are answered.38

          Liberal society, according to Paine, has no unity, no consensus. Cooperation and fellowship are not characteristic of it. Like Smith and Madison, and like liberal apologists to this day, Paine gloried in the conflict and competition that was at the heart of liberalism. It was not a twentieth-century pluralist defending liberal democracy who wrote:

          A nation is composed of distinct, unconnected individuals, following various trades, employments and pursuits; continually meeting, crossing, uniting, opposing and separating from each other, as accident, interest, and circumstance shall direct.39

          Government was not a positive agent laying the foundation for a just or good society, let alone a welfare state. Its only role was to provide a stable and secure setting for the operations of a commercial society.

          What would happen, Paine asked in Common Sense, if England continued her rule in America? Chaos and uncertainty, disastrously unsettling to the economic foundations of society, would inevitably follow.

          
          Emigrants of property will not choose to come to a country whose form of government hangs but by a thread, and who is every day tottering on the brink of commotion and disturbance; and numbers of the present inhabitants would lay hold of the interval, to dispose of their effects, and quit the continent.*

          Along with its other defects government in the old order not only failed to provide the security essential for man to enjoy the fruits of his labor; it was also itself the major factor upsetting his peace and safety and stealing from him his very produce and property through taxation.

          When we survey the wretched condition of man under the monarchical and hereditary systems of Government, dragged from his home by one power, or driven by another, and impoverished by taxes more than by enemies, it becomes evident that those systems are bad, and that a general revolution in the principle and construction of Governments is necessary.40

          Tyranny, for Paine, was taxation. He constantly returned to this theme. In his Prospects on the Rubicon (1787) he described himself defending ‘the cause of the poor, of the manufacturers, of the tradesmen, of the farmer, and of all those on whom the real burden of taxes fall …’41 Monarchy, aristocracy and taxes were all of a piece in Paine's mind. In his Anti-Monarchical Essay (1792) he insisted that ‘in a word, whoever demands a king, demands an aristocracy, and thirty millions of taxes’. Royalty, he was sure, ‘has been invented only to obtain from men excessive taxes …’42 The turmoil of the revolutionary age was, in fact, produced by angry taxpayers who had had enough. He wrote in 1792:

          There are two distinct classes of men in the Nation [England], those who pay taxes and those who receive and live upon the taxes … When taxation is carried to excess, it cannot fail to disunite those two, and something of this is now beginning to appear.43

          
          Revolution was necessary to bring about governments ‘less expensive, and more productive of general happiness’, and the reign of ‘peace, civilization, and commerce’.44 The customary and traditional attachment to older forms would evaporate before ‘the test of reason’. ‘Prejudices are nothing,’ Paine wrote; ‘reason, like time, will make its own way, and prejudice will fall in a combat with interest.’45 ‘Reason’ here meant the bourgeois reason of calculated and material utility. Progress had been made in England, Paine suggested, by enterprising and calculating individuals in spite of and in disregard of government:

          It is from the enterprise and industry of the individuals, and their numerous associations, in which, tritely speaking, government is neither pillow nor bolster, that these improvements have proceeded. No man thought about the government, or who was in, or who was out, when he was planning or executing those things; and all he had to hope, with respect to government, was, that it would let him alone.46

          Enterprising individuals left alone by government would not produce a completely egalitarian social structure, however. Good bourgeois liberal that he was, Paine saw the post-revolutionary order free of the aristocracy but still characterized by economic differentiation. ‘That property will ever be unequal is certain,’ he wrote in 1795. This was not unjust, but simply a result of ‘industry, superiority of talents, dexterity of management, extreme frugality, and fortunate opportunities’.47

          The revolutionary Paine had seen the future in America. It was the spark that set off the flame of bourgeois revolution in Europe. It was a new Athens, ‘the admiration and model for the present’. America ushered in a new era in human history, the ‘birth day of a new world’, a world dominated by republican principles and bourgeois ideals. This millenarian mission could even be rendered in mechanical terms. Paine, the engineer, likened America's destiny to Archimedes’ famous quest. “Had we,” said he, “a place to stand upon, we might raise the world.” The revolution of America presented in politics what was only theory in mechanics.’48

          American government was inexpensive. The civil list for the support of one man, the King of England, Paine noted, ‘is eight times greater than the whole expense of the federal government in America’. It was also simple and understandable. The Americans put into practice Paine's maxim that the ‘sum of necessary government is much less than is generally thought’.49 There was no room in the limited scope of American government for the craft and obfuscation of courts. Everyone understood the operation of government there; nothing was hidden in recesses of complexity and arcane knowledge. ‘There is no place for mystery; nowhere for it to begin.’ In Common Sense Paine praised the simplicity of American government as ‘less liable… to be disordered’. By contrast, ‘the constitution of England is so exceedingly complex’ that its ills endure for years while the source of the fault is hunted down. The advantages of government in America are all interrelated. It is only by getting men to believe ‘that government is some wonderful mysterious thing, that excessive revenues are obtained,’ Paine wrote.50

          Finally, government in America, to which the world would soon turn, was representative government, firmly rooted in the consent of the governed. Here, too, Paine the bourgeois radical is evident. Describing the profound revolution that is popular government he reads like the often-parodied bourgeois liberal describing government as a joint stock company. Not only was his image of American government that of a business enterprise, but his description of consent and representation was rendered in the cost-accounting language of capitalism. He wrote of free America:

          
          Every man is a proprietor in government, and considers it a necessary part of his business to understand. It concerns his interest, because it effects his property. He examines the cost, and compares it with the advantages; and above all, he does not adopt the slavish custom of following what in other governments are called LEADERS.51

          Government was founded in America, Paine wrote, on ‘a moral theory’, on the ‘indefeasible, hereditary Rights of Man’.52 And it was this spirit, Paine suggested, which was sweeping from West to East. Government based on this moral theory had dramatic social and economic implications. In Rights of Man Paine's message was that these, too, would soon cross the Atlantic.

          There [America], the poor are not oppressed, the rich are not privileged. Industry is not mortified by the splendid extravagance of a court rioting at its expense. There taxes are few, because their government is just.53

          The English were getting the revolutionary message, according to Paine. In 1792 he wrote that calls for change were coming fast to England. It was ‘far greater than could have been believed and it was daily and hourly increasing… The enormous expense of government has provoked men to think.’54 What drove men to revolution seems to have been neither moral revulsion, nor physical compulsion, but simply a taxing and overblown government.

          To emphasize the bourgeois Paine is not to discount the Paine who later would become a hero for the Chartists and early trade unionists. It is simply to insist that his radicalism be seen as still within the bourgeois fold, a line of interpretation receiving little stress in recent discussions of his politics. There is no doubt that while other bourgeois radicals may have just as bitterly assailed the higher ranks of privilege few could match Paine in his sympathy for the lower ranks of the poor and destitute. This was by no means the major emphasis in his writings. Nevertheless, it informed the brilliant series of policy reforms he advocated which anticipated so much of twentieth-century social welfare legislation.

          There is no doubt, then, that Paine pushed bourgeois radicalism to its outermost limits and that in doing this he represented for the conservatives of his era a dangerous influence. John Adams, for example, America's second president, beautifully personified this fear of Paine. A leader of colonial protest against England, an advocate of independence, Adams had never lost his basic conservative ideals. The radical and egalitarian vision of Paine offended Adams's sense of the given and proper ranks that necessarily structure the social order. Adams sensed the evil even in Common Sense, calling it ‘a poor, ignorant, malicious, short sighted, crapulous mass’. In a letter of 1805 Adams wrote:

          I know not whether any man in the world has had more influence on its inhabitants or affairs for the last thirty years than Tom Paine. There can be no severer satyr on the age. For such a mongrel between pig and puppy, begotten by a wild boar on a bitch wolf, never before in any age of the world was suffered by the poltronnery of mankind, to run through such a career of mischief. Call it then the Age of Paine.55

        


        
          
            PAINE AND THE AMERICAN BICENTENNIAL
          

          Notorious in his own time, Paine fared little better at the hands of later generations. He proved too radical for the bourgeoisie of the Anglo-American world as that class triumphed and took the reigns of power. The egalitarianism of his message and its assault on privilege and rank seemed subversive when the bourgeoisie itself assumed the posture of a privileged class against challenges from the left. Another element was the reaction against free thinking that characterized post-Enlightenment England and America; Tom Paine was doubly cursed, for Paine was also the anti-Christ of the Age of Reason. He did live on in the nineteenth-century British working-class movement, to be sure, as a theorist of equality and critic of privilege. But even here his reputation sat uneasily with the chapel-based proletariat.

          Slowly Paine has begun to receive his due in this century. His books have been republished and his reputation rehabilitated. After 120 years of biographies emphasizing subversion, atheism and drunkenness, one finds biographies detailing his amazingly productive life, and monographs dealing with the intricacies of his thought.

          Nowadays, Tom Paine societies abound in America and England. A statue of Paine was erected in Thetford in 1964, and a pub, ‘The Rights of Man’, built on the Thetford motorway in 1968, complete with a ‘Tom Paine Lounge’, its walls decorated with posters of early Paine editions. Paine might have liked this tribute. In America his face was put on a postage stamp in 1968 (he might have liked the symbolism of that, too) and his farmhouse in New Rochelle has been restored for the edification of tourists and schoolchildren. But it is only as America celebrates its bicentennial that it makes amends for the cruel torment it inflicted on Paine in his last years and at his death. Only now as the books and articles praising Paine's life and writings flow from the presses is there truly ‘a witness for grateful America’. But more important than the ceremony, fanfare and appreciation Paine justly deserves is the recommitment to his fundamental conviction, the assault on unjustified privilege. The appeal of Common Sense in 1776 was to America; in 1976 it is to her and to all peoples. ‘Freedom hath been hunted round the globe… O! receive the fugitive, and prepare in time an asylum for mankind.’
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