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PREFACE

As we celebrate our nation’s semiquincentennial, the 250th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence, we are still living with the contradictions inherent in the historical documents that formed the basis for that declaration. Those inconsistencies and outright omissions, combined with the refusal of contemporary legislators to amend the language to reflect the egalitarian creed upon which the nation was founded, has compelled me to engage with a primary historical document that is revered as the moral backbone of our nation and democratic principles yet is flawed in its framing of and limitations on who qualifies for human equality. The fight for rights like economic survival, equitable education, and fair housing has spanned hundreds of years and continues to this day. This collection of poetry is a textual reveal of the deep historical biases inherent in Common Sense  and an argument for reconstructing the definition of citizenship in America.

COMMON SENSE (1776)

Thomas Jefferson considered author Thomas Paine to be finest writer of his era. With the encouragement of founding father Benjamin Rush, Paine wrote a forty-seven-page pamphlet called Common Sense, designed to appeal to the reasonableness of the “common folk” of America and rally their support for separation from Britain’s monarchal rule. His deft use of powerful imagery combined with plain speak landed convincingly. The pamphlet sold a staggering half-million copies across the colonies’ population of just three million inhabitants and played a pivotal role in inciting the American Revolution.

I first encountered Common Sense while teaching a standard American Lit course. I had never read it, though, of course, I was aware of the impact of its argument for secession from Britain. I began to read, curious to see how this historic and important document expressed our founding fathers’ views of “equality” and “freedom for all”—concepts that are the foundation of our American republic. But once I adapted to the archaic and complex jargon of the King’s English and engaged with the text, I was surprised to see that Paine’s rhetoric revealed an assemblage of problematic, bigoted notions.

Paine’s portrayal of America as a beacon of individual freedom not only fell short of citizen solidarity; it was laden with prejudice. His litany of grievances about the failings of the British monarchy and the hardships they imposed on our citizens only applied to the rights of white men. There is no mention of women, although the word “man” appears over a hundred times. The word “slave” is used not in a racial context but rather as a way of describing the king’s rigid control over the lives of American inhabitants. Furthermore, many of the views Paine expressed were anti–organized religion and deeply anti-Semitic.

Common Sense, while intended to make a compelling argument endorsing self-rule and individual liberties, was essentially a proposal to reject control by a white male monarchy and embrace a newly formed nation ruled by the white, male members of the Continental Congress, who extended these new liberties and protections to men like themselves. The founding fathers, products of their time, exercised the same control and tyranny they had rejected over women, people of color, and enslaved people—also citizens of America.

COMMON SENSE (1776): ADDRESSED TO THE AMERICANS OF 2026

This new work is a redaction of the original pamphlet that Thomas Paine wrote. Redaction is a variant of erasure poetry, or blackout poetry, created by the deliberate exclusion of words from an existing text and using the words that remain to unveil a new idea. I chose this poetic form because it does not eliminate the original text. Instead, it renders the stricken text nearly transparent, creating a backdrop for the remaining words and their new meaning.

With the understanding that most of us have not read Paine’s Common Sense, I aimed to interpret and reframe this document for all of today’s citizens. “Common Sense 2026” exposes the hypocrisies that Paine espoused and reveals the contradictions that continue to marginalize and dehumanize human groups today.

My intention in creating these poems is to disrupt Paine’s “for all” perspective. The backdrop text bares the arrogance and bigotry that characterized the original document, and the illuminated text reveals a current, analogous political landscape that begs the question:

Is the subjugating monarchy a political paradigm of then  . . .  or of now?

Paine’s Common Sense achieved unprecedented popularity. Not only was the language direct, making it accessible to colonists of all educational levels; it also roiled the anger the inhabitants held for Britian’s monarchy. They responded echoingly to his message of independence by reading the pamphlet aloud in public meetings, on street corners, and in neighborhood taverns. In a flash, Common Sense spread throughout the colonies, reaching small villages and toppling any remaining allegiance to Britain’s king.

[image: ]

Although an elite group of wealthy white men constituted the era’s voting block and determined all aspects of society, the inhabitants of colonial America recognized themselves in Paine’s argument, along with understanding the strength and power of public opinion. “Common Sense 2026” addresses present-day America by revealing a history of elite governance void of human concerns, and it compels us to consider our democracy and our collective power as citizens. This redaction project—this interaction with a foundational text—is a rousing democratic act available to all Americans.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

The appendix present in Paine’s Common Sense is largely a reiteration of the four main sections of the document. It also makes a strong appeal to Quakers, urging them to abandon their neutral stance of independence from Britain, a stance informed by their opposition to violence. That said, the central points of Paine’s argument lie in the introduction and main sections of the pamphlet, thus that was the working approach taken in the redaction.




It is better to have your head in the clouds, and know where you are  . . .  than to breathe the clearer atmosphere below them, and think that you are in paradise.

—HENRY DAVID THOREAU





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 defence 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 usurpations 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 have, and will arise, which are not local, but universal, and through which the principles of all Love of Mankind are affected, and in the Event of which their Affection 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 Independence: 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.





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 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 is 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 upon 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
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