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Thomas Paine's Common Sense is one of the most influential pamphlets in American history, published
in 1776 during a critical juncture in the American Revolution. Its impact was profound, as it galvanized
public opinion in favor of independence from British rule. Understanding the key concepts and
arguments presented in "Common Sense" is essential for anyone studying American history or political
philosophy. This article provides a comprehensive overview of the main themes, arguments, and
historical significance of Thomas Paine's work, serving as an answer key for those seeking to grasp its

content.

Background of Thomas Paine

Thomas Paine was an English-American political activist, philosopher, and revolutionary. Born on
January 29, 1737, in Thetford, England, Paine emigrated to America in 1774. His background in
various trades, including as a corset maker and a tax collector, coupled with his self-education in

Enlightenment thinking, shaped his views on governance and society.

Paine's ability to articulate complex ideas in straightforward language made his works accessible to a
broad audience. His previous writings, including "The American Crisis," laid the groundwork for the

more impactful "Common Sense."

Overview of Common Sense

Published in January 1776, "Common Sense" addressed the American colonies' relationship with
Great Britain. The pamphlet is divided into four main sections, each tackling different aspects of the
arguments for independence. Paine's writing style is direct and persuasive, appealing to the emotions

and reason of his readers.



Main Arguments in Common Sense

The core arguments of "Common Sense" can be categorized into several key themes:

1. The Case for Independence

2. Critique of Monarchy

3. The Importance of Republicanism

4. The Role of Government

The Case for Independence

Paine's argument for independence is founded on the belief that the colonies have the right to govern
themselves free from British tyranny. He presents the idea that it is not only reasonable but necessary
for the colonies to break free from British rule. Some of his key points include:

¢ The colonies have suffered under British rule, and reconciliation is unlikely.

¢ The distance between America and Britain makes effective governance impossible.

¢ The colonies have developed their own identity and should be free to pursue their own destiny.



Critique of Monarchy

Paine vehemently criticizes the concept of monarchy, arguing that it is an outdated and unjust form of
government. He asserts that hereditary succession leads to incompetent rulers and that kings are not
divinely appointed. Key points include:

¢ Monarchy is based on the principle of inequality, which contradicts the ideals of democracy.

¢ Hereditary rule often results in tyranny and oppression.

e Great Britain’s monarchy has exploited the colonies for its own gain.

The Importance of Republicanism

Paine advocates for a republican form of government, where power is derived from the consent of the
governed. He argues that a republic would allow for greater freedom and equality among citizens. His
points include:

¢ In a republic, the government is accountable to the people.

¢ Citizens have the right to participate in decision-making processes.

¢ Republicanism ensures that government serves the common good rather than the interests of a

few.



The Role of Government

Paine defines the role of government as a necessary evil, established to protect the rights and
freedoms of individuals. However, he emphasizes that government should be limited in power and

scope. Important aspects of his argument include:

¢ Government exists to secure life, liberty, and property.

* Excessive government power can lead to oppression.

e The government should be designed to serve the public interest rather than individual ambitions.

Impact of Common Sense

The publication of "Common Sense" had a significant impact on colonial sentiment regarding
independence. It sold over 100,000 copies in its first few months, making it one of the best-selling
works of its time. The pamphlet's straightforward language and powerful arguments helped to sway

public opinion and mobilize support for the Revolutionary cause.

Mobilization of Public Opinion

Paine’s work played a critical role in shifting public opinion from a desire for reconciliation with Britain
to a call for independence. The pamphlet reached a diverse audience, including ordinary citizens who
may not have been politically active before. By presenting the case for independence in relatable

terms, Paine empowered common people to engage in the political discourse of the time.



Influence on the Declaration of Independence

"Common Sense" laid the ideological foundation for the Declaration of Independence. Many of the
principles articulated by Paine are echoed in the Declaration, including the emphasis on natural rights
and the right to self-governance. The pamphlet helped to create a sense of urgency that culminated in

the Continental Congress's decision to declare independence in July 1776.

Legacy of Common Sense

The legacy of "Common Sense" extends far beyond its immediate impact on the American Revolution.
It has become a seminal text in the study of political philosophy and advocacy for democratic
governance. The pamphlet is often cited as an early example of effective political communication,

demonstrating the power of rhetoric in shaping public opinion.

Continued Relevance

The themes addressed in "Common Sense" remain relevant today, as debates about governance,
individual rights, and the role of government continue to permeate political discourse. Paine’s ideas
about the dangers of monarchy and the necessity of a government that represents the people resonate

in contemporary discussions about democracy and civic engagement.

Educational Importance

"Common Sense" is frequently included in educational curricula, highlighting its importance as a
foundational text in American history. Students study Paine's arguments to understand the ideological

underpinnings of the American Revolution and the evolution of democratic principles.



Conclusion

In summary, Thomas Paine's "Common Sense" serves as a crucial turning point in the history of the
United States, advocating for independence and laying the groundwork for the formation of a
democratic republic. Its compelling arguments against monarchy, its advocacy for republicanism, and
its emphasis on the role of government resonate through the ages, influencing generations of thinkers
and activists. Understanding the key concepts of "Common Sense" not only provides insight into the
American Revolution but also offers valuable lessons about the nature of government and the rights of

individuals that continue to hold significance in contemporary society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main argument presented in Thomas Paine's 'Common
Sense'?

The main argument in '‘Common Sense' is that the American colonies should seek independence from

British rule, advocating for self-governance and the establishment of a democratic republic.

How did Thomas Paine's 'Common Sense' influence American public
opinion?

Paine's 'Common Sense' significantly swayed public opinion by clearly articulating the case for
independence, making complex ideas accessible, and inspiring colonists to take action against British

authority.

What historical context led to the writing of 'Common Sense'?

The writing of '‘Common Sense' was influenced by the growing discontent in the American colonies due

to British taxation without representation, restrictive laws, and the desire for greater autonomy following



events like the Boston Tea Party.

What rhetorical strategies does Paine use in '‘Common Sense'?

Paine employs rhetorical strategies such as direct address, emotional appeals, and logical arguments,

using simple language to engage a wide audience and make his case for independence compelling.

Why is 'Common Sense' considered a pivotal document in American
history?

'Common Sense' is considered pivotal because it galvanized widespread support for independence,
helped to frame the ideological foundations of the American Revolution, and contributed to the

eventual Declaration of Independence.
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