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Foreword




In 1898, German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck said of the United States of America "They are a very lucky people. They're bordered to the north and south by weak neighbours, and to the east and west by fish." 

More than a century earlier, free of Prussian bon mots, Thomas Paine echoed similar sentiments regarding the advantageous position of the Thirteen Colonies, however; in eighteenth century Philadelphia, no neighbour was weak when Philadelphia itself possessed little defence. 

For nearly two-centuries since John White’s establishment of the ill-fated Roanoke Colony off the coast of North Carolina, the citizens of British America were fraught with poverty and turmoil. Alas, in the mid-eighteenth century, with means of procuring abundant natural resources, enjoying commercial proximity with the West Indies, and a booming population of industrious residents contributing to a parabolic rise in economic activity, the great potential of these colonies were at long last materialising.

The French and Indian War (1754-1763), an American theatre of the Seven Years’ War, was a conflict that even in light of a British victory, forced American colonists to recognise the progress they had made, and the potential for its loss in the face of war. The booming city of Philadelphia rightfully acknowledged that unrestricted access to its Schuylkill and Delaware Rivers were temptuous waterways for nefarious travellers. It exposed the city to anything from enemy reconnaissance to full-scale naval attack. 

An anonymous tradesman from Philadelphia once penned an essay explicating these concerns:

“Whatever Security this might have been while the city poor, and the Advantage to be expected scarce worth the Hazard of an Attempt, it is now doubted whether we can any longer safely depend upon it. Our Wealth, of late Years much encreas’d, is one strong Temptation, our defenceless State another, to induce an Enemy to attack us; while the Acquaintance they have lately gained with our Bay and River, by Means of the Prisoners and Flags of Truce they have had among us; by Spies which they almost every where maintain, and perhaps from Traitors among ourselves.” 

This “anonymous” Philadelphia tradesman was in fact - Benjamin Franklin. 

It was here where Paine disembarked in 1774, having narrowly escaped death from typhoid during his voyage from London. Taking up work as a writer for the Pennsylvania Magazine, Paine's contributions to the publication often explored the subject of American Liberty, asserting that the Thirteen Colonies had outgrown their state of infancy.

Paine's writings posed a critical question: To whom should the colonies direct their appeals for adequate defense? The British Crown, situated three thousand miles away, relied on a sluggish courier system that made communication a matter of weeks, rather than days. This delay in communication meant that in the event of an attack, local mobilisation would be hindered, and it would take weeks for Great Britain to even receive a request for reinforcements.

The frustration of inadequate support from the Crown, coupled with its labyrinthine bureaucracy, resulted in delayed responses to colonial concerns. By the time decisions were made, new issues had already emerged due to governmental inertia. The Crown's tendency to pass legislation circumventing colonial representatives, exemplified by the Stamp Act, further exacerbated tensions. The Stamp Act imposed a significant burden on colonial economic activities with the aim of helping the Crown more conveniently meet its wartime debt obligations.  

Thomas Paine addressed the concerns of American colonists who recognised their limited leverage, and acknowledged Great Britain's formidable naval power. However, he pointed out that the British Navy, though feared, was dispersed globally, thus not entirely unified. Paine argued that if the American colonists united, they might stand a chance against the fragmented British naval forces.

While war was not the preferred course for colonial legislators, efforts were made to resolve the growing tensions with the British Empire. Benjamin Franklin journeyed to London to advocate for the Colonies and the Pennsylvania Assembly, highlighting the mismanagement by colonial proprietors and the hypocrisy of the Penn Family's land tax exemption. Despite his diplomatic efforts, Franklin’s candid exposition of simple truths were not well-received by his peers in Westminster. 

Complicating matters further was the English doctrine of seditious libel which, be it written or viva voce, restricted speech that could be interpreted as misinformation, intolerant of, or prejudiced against, the Crown and its affiliates. 

Considering these grievances and transgressions, it is understandable why the American colonists were driven to reassess their relationship with the British Empire. 

Whether one toiled along the docks of Philadelphia, adorned the storefronts of Charleston, traded within the bustling stalls of Faneuil, or nurtured their children in the heart of Providence, one recognised the arduous path that lay ahead. Paine's work, with its simple and straightforward logic, appealed to the bestirred spirit of the American colonist, playing a significant role in galvanising the resolve of those seeking change.

Throughout Common Sense, Pain asserts that the events at Lexington and Concord was the Rubicon crossing. The possibility for negotiation or resolution had passed, making revolution inevitable. To hesitate would be to burden posterity with the cost of cowardice. 

Just as the hero has renounced his life to live on in the Pantheon of history, so must a truly great nation perceive in the rightness of its concept, in the sincerity of its actions, which will safely lead it from a demoralising present to an immortal future. 

Paine believed the Colonies were not only destined to become a nation, but to become the greatest nation the world had ever known. 

It feels only fitting to conclude with a few lines from that certain piece of parchment which fifty-six men signed: 

Whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath shewn, that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security. Such has been the patient sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the necessity which constrains them to alter their former Systems of Government. 

While the minutiae may seem superfluous, it is in the spirit of tradition that I recommended the publisher employ for this book the same typeface chosen by Benjamin Franklin for the first printing of the Declaration of Independence. And so they have. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, Thomas Paine's Common Sense.



Signed, 

Ingall Nocturne 
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Introduction




Perhaps the sentiments contained in the following pages, are not  yet sufficiently fashionable to procure them general favor; a long habit of not thinking a thing wrong, gives it a superficial appearance of being right, and raises at first a formidable outcry in defense of custom. But the tumult soon subsides. Time makes more converts than reason.

As a long and violent abuse of power, is generally the Means of calling the right of it in question (and in Matters too which might never have been thought of, had not the Sufferers been aggravated into the inquiry) and as the King of England hath undertaken in his own Right, to support the Parliament in what he calls Theirs, and as the good people of this country are grievously oppressed by the combination, they have an undoubted privilege to inquire into the pretensions of both, and equally to reject the usurpation of either.

In the following sheets, the author hath studiously avoided every thing which is personal among ourselves. Compliments as well as censure to individuals make no part thereof. The wise, and the worthy, need not the triumph of a pamphlet; and those whose sentiments are injudicious, or unfriendly, will cease of themselves unless too much pains are bestowed upon their conversion.

The cause of America is in a great measure the cause of all mankind. Many circumstances hath, and will arise, which are not local, but universal, and through which the principles of all Lovers of Mankind are affected, and in the Event of which, their Affections are interested. The laying a Country desolate with Fire and Sword, declaring War against the natural rights of all Mankind, and extirpating the Defenders thereof from the Face of the Earth, is the Concern of every Man to whom Nature hath given the Power of feeling; of which Class, regardless of Party Censure, is the

AUTHOR

P.S. The Publication of this new Edition hath been delayed, with a View of taking notice (had it been necessary) of any Attempt to refute the Doctrine of Independance: As no Answer hath yet appeared, it is now presumed that none will, the Time needful for getting such a Performance ready for the Public being considerably past.

Who the Author of this Production is, is wholly unnecessary to the Public, as the Object for Attention is the Doctrine itself, not the Man. Yet it may not be unnecessary to say, That he is unconnected with any Party, and under no sort of Influence public or private, but the influence of reason and principle.

Philadelphia, February 14, 1776








  
  

Part I


Of the Origin and Design of Government in general, with concise Remarks on the English Constitution 





Some writers have so confounded society with government, as to leave little or no distinction between them; whereas they are not only different, but have different origins. Society is produced by our wants, and government by our wickedness; the former promotes our happiness  positively by uniting our affections, the latter negatively by restraining our vices. The one encourages intercourse, the other creates distinctions. The first a patron, the last a punisher.

Society in every state is a blessing, but government even in its best state is but a necessary evil; in its worst state an intolerable one; for when we suffer, or are exposed to the same miseries by a government, which we might expect in a country without government, our calamity is heightened by reflecting that we furnish the means by which we suffer. Government, like dress, is the badge of lost innocence; the palaces of kings are built on the ruins of the bowers of paradise. For were the impulses of conscience clear, uniform, and irresistibly obeyed, man would need no other lawgiver; but that not being the case, he finds it necessary to surrender up a part of his property to furnish means for the protection of the rest; and this he is induced to do by the same prudence which in every other case advises him out of two evils to choose the least. Wherefore, security being the true design and end of government, it unanswerably follows that whatever form thereof appears most likely to ensure it to us, with the least expence and greatest benefit, is preferable to all others.

In order to gain a clear and just idea of the design and end of government, let us suppose a small number of persons settled in some sequestered part of the earth, unconnected with the rest, they will then represent the first peopling of any country, or of the world. In this state of natural liberty, society will be their first thought. A thousand motives will excite them thereto, the strength of one man is so unequal to his wants, and his mind so unfitted for perpetual solitude, that he is soon obliged to seek assistance and relief of another, who in his turn requires the same. Four or five united would be able to raise a tolerable dwelling in the midst of a wilderness, but one man might labour out of the common period of life without accomplishing any thing; when he had felled his timber he could not remove it, nor erect it after it was removed; hunger in the mean time would urge him from his work, and every different want call him a different way. Disease, nay even misfortune would be death, for though neither might be mortal, yet either would disable him from living, and reduce him to a state in which he might rather be said to perish than to die.
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