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FOREWORD

With his wide-ranging interests in politics, society, and religion as well as science and technology, Thomas Paine was the most colorful and successful pamphleteer in the age of the American and French Revolutions. Arguably America’s first “bestseller,” Common Sense sold as many as 150,000 copies and the Rights of Man well into the hundreds of thousands, but Paine never earned a penny from their extraordinary sales. Often reprinted in England, they were also translated into French, Dutch, Russian, and many other European languages. His writing was as fiery as it was earthy. A master wordsmith, Paine wrote directly to plain people, not to monarchs, aristocrats, or the wealthy. He wanted to persuade his readers of their human rights and democratic equality, and he wanted them to abandon the discredited ideas of hereditary rule, rank, and privilege.
Yet this bestselling author had no formal training as a writer. Nor did he have sufficient schooling to be a philosopher. We remember him today as a crusading journalist who gave birth to several familiar slogans that we associate with his turbulent era: “we have it in our power to begin the world over again,” “the birthday of a new world is at hand,” and “these are the times that try men’s souls.” Most vividly, he gave life to the phrase that we typically associate with the eighteenth-century Enlightenment: “the Age of Reason.” Even in our own time, American politicians (including presidents of the United States), journalists, and teachers use Paine’s words to amplify and give authority to their own ideas.
Friends and Enemies
Paine had many friends and many enemies. He was a lightning rod who attracted either grand praise or shocked anger. When he was with those he liked and respected, even if he was gruff and unpolished, he could be polite and courteous. He loved to spend time in taverns, where he told stories, usually about men in politics, and sang songs. More important, he debated current issues with his friends while eating a plate of oysters and drinking his fair share of Madeira or beer.
Born in Thetford, England, in 1737, Paine spent his first thirty-seven years as a man in quest of a mission. Wandering from his hometown to London and throughout the English Midlands, he searched for a profession that would be both lucrative and satisfying. He first tried and failed to follow his father’s trade of making stays for women’s corsets. He also tried to teach in a grammar school, but gave it up after a few months. His two marriages both ended in failure: his first wife died in childbirth, and he and his second wife separated shortly after the dry goods store her father owned went bankrupt under Paine’s management. He served on two occasions as an excise tax collector, but he was dismissed both times: once for allowing goods to pass through without collecting the tax and once for leaving his post to advocate before Parliament an increase in the wages of his fellow tax collectors. This plea to Parliament, though filled with facts about the rough and dangerous life that the taxmen faced, was ignored. While it became his first major piece of writing, it was not printed until 1793, twenty-one years after he wrote it.
These experiences throughout the English countryside shaped his thinking about life, politics, and society. He lived for a while in Lewes, where he was elected to the town council, whose meetings were held in the White Hart Inn, where decisions were made, drinks and food passed around, and debate ongoing.
It was on one of his trips to London, when he met Benjamin Franklin, the American colonial agent for Pennsylvania, that his life dramatically changed. Despite his modest birth and common-man pleasures, Paine traveled from then on in the highest intellectual and social circles in America, England, and France. Soon Franklin, his closest friend and greatest mentor, was taking him to his favorite inn, where his Club of Honest Whigs met to wine and dine and discuss the great political, social, and scientific issues of the day. There, Paine met several political radicals such as Richard Price and Joseph Priestley, who demanded the total reform of the English government.
When Paine finally immigrated to America in the fall of 1774, he carried with him a letter of introduction from Franklin, who himself returned to Philadelphia the following year.
As a writer and editor for the monthly Pennsylvania Magazine, Paine was soon recognized as the man who could best express the reasons for America’s separation from Britain. In drafting Common Sense, he was assisted not only by Franklin but also by the renowned physician and republican writer Dr. Benjamin Rush; David Rittenhouse, the astronomer, who noted the transit of Venus; and the Boston firebrand Samuel Adams. Though published anonymously (most people thought that Franklin or John Adams had written it), the pamphlet was soon identified with the newly arrived Thomas Paine. George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and many others praised it.
But not everyone agreed. Common Sense argued for American independence, just as Rush, Franklin, and Sam Adams desired. But it did so in such charged language that some American leaders thought it went too far. John Adams wrote a blistering response in his Thoughts on Government. In a letter to James Warren, Adams wrote that “‘Common Sense’…will do more Mischief…. He is a keen Writer but very ignorant of the Science of Government.” Franklin’s Tory son, William, then serving as the royal governor of New Jersey, was appalled by “the inflammatory Pamphlet in which the horrid Measure [of independence] is strongly and artfully recommended.” Another writer, James Chalmers, despised Paine because he had disputed the English Constitution, “the pride and envy of all mankind.”
Still, when regarded from a more modern perspective, Common Sense was the January heat of 1776 that balanced the July light of Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence. It might even be said that while Jefferson’s abstract diction justified rebellion, Paine’s explosive words got rebel men and muskets into the field.
So when Paine finally sailed from America in 1787, he left behind a new country, a trail of friends, and a host of enemies. His reason for leaving his “adopted country,” as he called it, was to promote his design of an iron bridge without piers to replace wooden bridges that broke apart during the winter months when their piers stood in icy waters. Although his design was heartily approved by both the Royal Society of London and the Royal Academy of Sciences in Paris, the bridge was never built. In the meantime, Paine became deeply involved in European politics two years later with the outbreak of the French Revolution. The first part of his Rights of Man (1791) responded directly to Edmund Burke’s great work condemning the French Revolution.
Paine and Burke had become close friends just after Paine’s return to England. Paine had long admired the member of Parliament from Bristol for his strong defense of the Americans during the revolutionary crisis in the 1770s. Burke thought the Americans had a right to independence if they wanted it, especially because separation would bring no changes to the historic structure of the British government. The two men had even traveled together throughout England, inspecting various ironworks for Paine’s bridge project. But after 1790 these friends became implacable enemies and never spoke to each other again.
Paine’s Rights of Man was a sharp refutation of Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France: as Burke defended tradition, church, and aristocracy, Paine attacked them with the weapons of innovation, free thought, and democracy.
Meantime, Paine’s English radical friends in the London Corresponding Society, who demanded political reform of the English government, and his French revolutionary colleagues in the Jacobin Club all extolled his ideas. Richard Brinsley Sheridan, a famous playwright and member of Parliament, defended them. The leader of the ill-fated 1798 Irish Rebellion, Edward Lord Fitzgerald, was so profoundly moved that he traveled to Paris to meet the great man.
While living in Paris, Paine was watched by English spies, who reported back to the British ministry. By the end of 1792, the English government, tired of Paine’s unyielding attacks, tried and convicted him in absentia for treason. It dared him to return to England. If captured, he faced imprisonment or, worse, the gallows. But his troubles were not solely with the English.
At the time of his trial, the French Revolution fell into the Reign of Terror. Its leaders, Robespierre and Saint-Just, saw enemies and traitors all around them. France was at war against all of Europe, including England, after the execution of King Louis XVI in January 1793. Meanwhile, uprisings against the revolutionary regime opened a new front, a civil war within France itself. Soon thousands were arrested, some accused of nothing more than refusing to wear the bonnet rouge, the revolutionary red cap. Hundreds faced the guillotine.
In December, Paine himself was arrested for simply being English, although he considered himself an American. Confined to the Luxembourg Prison (a former palace and today the home of the French senate), he languished in fear for his life for more than a year. He wrote the American ambassador, Gouverneur Morris, the only foreign diplomat to remain in France during the Terror, begging for help. But Morris, who hated Paine as much as Adams did for his extreme, fiery language, caustically wrote that he hoped that Paine “may see [his own dim future] in the fate” of those already executed.
Finally released from prison after the fall of the Jacobins and the end of the Terror, Paine wrote an open letter to President George Washington, still the most famous, most popular man in America, criticizing him for failing to help him. He claimed that he had done as much as any man to further the goals of the Americans in combating the British during the Revolutionary War and had deserved the president’s assistance. After the letter appeared in print in America, most newspaper editorials supported the president and condemned Paine. A friend to America, Paine now had a continent full of new American enemies.
At last, Paine’s longtime friend Thomas Jefferson, whom he had known from the early days of the American Revolution, was elected president in 1800. Two years later, he sent a ship to France to pick up his old comrade. Paine returned to America and lived the rest of his life railing against enemies like John Adams and Gouverneur Morris. He died in New York City in 1809.
Politics and Society
Thomas Paine’s political agenda was as controversial as his personality. Some scholars have correctly seen him as the great advocate of American independence and human rights. But most overlook the most important part of his message. While separation from England was certainly a key to understanding Common Sense, and the title of his work Rights of Man clearly tells us that he despised any attempt to limit our rights and liberties, Paine went further. He was so sickened by the misery, poverty, and degradation caused by hereditary rank and privilege that he championed revolution not only in America, but worldwide.
We can see this as early as Common Sense (1776) just by his language. While he certainly condemns the English government’s mistreatment of the American colonies and even refers to King George III as “the Brute of Britain,” “Savage,” and “Pharaoh,” he has bigger game in his sights. The world was ruled by monarchies, and monarchies had to be destroyed. Aristocracies deserved the same fate because, like monarchies, they were based on heredity. Not only the English king, but all kings everywhere were useless. “In England a king hath little more to do than to make war and give away places; which in plain terms is to impoverish a nation and set it together by the ears. A pretty business indeed for a man to be allowed eight hundred thousand sterling for a year, and worshiped into the bargain” (p. 21). Surely a fine condemnation of George III, but he does not stop there. Immediately, he launches into a universal assault that goes beyond England: “Of more worth is one honest man to society and in the sight of God, than all the crowned ruffians that ever lived” [emphasis added](p. 21).
We have seen how his critic James Chalmers attacked Paine for denouncing the English Constitution. Paine was mild in his Common Sense attack compared to what he would say in the Rights of Man. In Common Sense, he had argued that the division of power among King, Lords, and Commons was hardly defensible: the King and Lords were two ancient tyrannies that dominated the Commons. In answering Burke, he argued that while the British might talk about their great and “happy” constitution that divided power between an executive and two legislative branches, “[the] continual use of the word Constitution in the English Parliament shews there is none; and that the whole is merely a form of Government without a Constitution, and constituting itself with what powers it pleases. As long as England had no written document, no one can rightly argue that England ever had a constitution” (pp. 239–40).
Paine’s philosophical objective was a government that truly respects and protects human rights. One practical way to achieve it, he thought, was by instituting a freely elected single-house legislature. Like his mentor, Franklin, who had argued for a unicameral Pennsylvania assembly, Paine believed that such a national legislature would more easily avoid divisiveness and be more answerable to the people, the true source of government.
For Paine, ridding the world of kings and aristocrats was the only way to advance the cause of human rights. Edmund Burke attacked the French Revolution because it was based solely on abstract rights. He believed that reform came as a long, slow historical evolution of political and social institutions. To uproot them in the name of human rights undermined hundreds of years of custom and history. Institutions lasted because they worked.
Paine’s counterargument to Burke was the most famous of some forty-five published responses: “It requires but a very small glance of thought to perceive that altho’ laws made in one generation often continue in force through succeeding generations, yet that they continue to derive their force from the consent of the living” (p. 141). This was Paine’s famous reiteration of Jefferson’s principle that the earth belonged to the living. Any attempt by one generation to bind the next—to rule from the grave—was the moral and political equivalent of despotism. Kings and members of Parliament had no authority to bind anyone except themselves. “I smile to myself when I contemplate the ridiculous insignificance into which literature and all the sciences would sink, were they made hereditary,” he mused, “and I carry the same idea into Governments” (p. 284).
Rights and liberties were the essence of a person’s humanity. Every person is born with them because they came into being “under the auspices of [their] Creator.” They were the “illuminating and divine principle of the equal rights of man” (p. 167) and they were the same for all human beings regardless of their social or economic status. Once a government becomes so tyrannical that these rights no longer exist, “a Nation has at all times an inherent, indefeasible right to abolish” (p. 252) that government and set up a new one.
At the same time, to help those citizens caught in the wellspring of poverty, he proposed in the second part of the Rights of Man (1792) a series of social welfare programs, such as monetary assistance for the poor, young married couples, children, and the elderly. He even suggested that public money should be set aside to pay for the funerals of those who could not afford them. In his last great work, Agrarian Justice (1797), he went even further to argue that the government should create a special fund from high inheritance taxes to pay for public assistance.
Paine ended his Rights of Man by extolling the two major revolutions of his time. He expected that all the other European nations would soon follow: “To use a trite expression, the iron is hot all over Europe. The insulted German and the enslaved Spaniard, the Russ and the Pole, are beginning to think. The present age will hereafter merit to be called the Age of Reason, and the present generation will appear to the future as the Adam of a new world” (p. 344). Soon, even South America would create independent republics. No less than world revolution would reform the entire world in this new and advanced era.
Religion
If revolution was the main part of Thomas Paine’s agenda, what are we to make of his reference to the Creator in the origins of human rights or to the criticism he faced when he returned to America as being anti-Christian? Enemies like John Adams and Gouverneur Morris and even his old friend Sam Adams condemned him for being a “nonbeliever.” Morris declined to help Paine while he was imprisoned in the Luxembourg because he thought that Paine “amuses himself with publishing a pamphlet against Jesus Christ.”
In fact, this pamphlet was another two-volume work, The Age of Reason (1794–95), in which Paine explained in some detail and with great bravado and irreverence his hatred of organized religion. He was careful to attack only churches, not God, but even so, John Adams characterized him as “profligate and impious.” Although baptized in the Church of England, Paine followed his father’s religion and became a Quaker (a member of the Society of Friends), though on his own terms. He was attracted by the inner-light spirituality of the Friends and their belief that every person possessed a divine spark that impelled him to do good for all people, but he firmly rejected their pacifism, especially when he chose to support American efforts to fight the British.
As a Quaker, Paine announced his belief in God and an afterlife in the opening lines of The Age of Reason. Even more important, he was certain that God chose some men in particular to perform good works. In the Rights of Man, for example, he revealed that he thought he was such a man: “For my own part,” he wrote in this work,
I am fully satisfied that what I am now doing, with an endeavour to conciliate mankind, to render their condition happy, to unite Nations that have hitherto been enemies, and to extirpate the horrid practice of war, and break the chains of slavery and oppression, is acceptable in his [God’s] sight; and being the best service I can perform I act it cheerfully. (p. 348)

Soon after the publication of the second part of the Rights of Man, a major shift in his religious beliefs occurred that took him from the Quakerism of his father to the Deism of Franklin, Jefferson, Voltaire, and many of the other great names of the century. When this transition occurred is impossible to trace because he never said. He may not even have noticed it himself. Perhaps he became a Deist when he first wrote about religion in the first part of The Age of Reason. (He had told John Adams in 1776 that someday he would do so, but “it will be best to postpone it to the latter part of life.”)
As a Deist and a republican writer and activist, Paine believed that religious beliefs had to be reasonable and that God had given human beings control over their lives to perform good deeds. Paine believed that a truly religious man need not belong to a church or even attend religious services. He now gave up as absurd his belief that he had been God’s chosen instrument to lead the world to revolution. A man was his own instrument. A man must devote his life, as he had, to performing good works and leave the world a better place than he found it. His writings display his dedication to the principle that people everywhere would see that rights and liberty form the very foundation of human life and that no person should ever willingly relinquish them without a fierce struggle. By his rational analysis of God, government, and society, Thomas Paine personified the Age of Reason.
—Jack Fruchtman Jr.


INTRODUCTION

I
Thomas Paine lived in a blaze of political glory and died in relative obscurity. His philosophy inspired two of the greatest revolutions in human history—the American Revolution and the French Revolution. In gratitude both the United States and France bestowed great honor as well as citizenship upon him. Yet his memory has been dimmed in the first nation, and all but forgotten in the second. If any man is entitled to be called the Father of American Independence, it is Thomas Paine, whose Common Sense stated the case for freedom from England’s rule with a logic and a passion that roused the public opinion of the Colonies to a white heat. Just as essential in preserving the cause of independence was the series of pamphlets, The American Crisis, published to sustain the morale of Washington’s army and the patriotic cause in the darkest days of the conflict. The first of them, written on a drumhead by the flickering light of a campfire during Washington’s retreat before greatly superior forces, with its ringing opening sentence: “These are the times that try men’s souls,” galvanized the soldiers before whom it was read, at Washington’s orders, into spirited and successful resistance and counterattack.
Paine’s pamphlet Rights of Man brought him international fame—but in England, where his earlier works had been forgiven after the recognition of American sovereignty, only infamy. Written as a reply to Reflections on the Revolution in France, by Edmund Burke—whom Paine had regarded as “a friend of mankind” because of his defense of the American cause—it presented the severest indictment of hereditary monarchy and privilege that had ever been penned until that time. In consequence he was elected a deputy to the French National Convention. He was the chief, if not the sole author—Condorcet was a collaborator—of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, which Burke vehemently attacked.
In virtue of his devotion to the provisions of that declaration, Paine opposed the incipient terrorist practices of the French revolutionists and courageously pleaded against the proposed execution of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette. On Robespierre’s orders he was arrested and jailed. Although some of his American friends intervened on his behalf, the French authorities refused to recognize his American citizenship or to release him. By a lucky chance he escaped the guillotine—his cell had been improperly marked. After Robespierre’s downfall he was released and restored to his post in the Convention, but by this time he had become disillusioned by the fanaticism and extremism that had betrayed the rights of man he had so zealously defended against Burke’s animadversions.
It was during the days immediately preceding his arrest, when Paine was convinced that he would be sacrificed on the bloody altars of the Jacobins, that he composed the first part of The Age of Reason. The action and its significance can be compared to Condorcet’s composition of his great work on The Outlines of the Progress of the Human Spirit* as he lay hiding from those who had come to execute him in the name of human progress. In a letter to Samuel Adams in 1803 Paine relates the dramatic circumstances under which he wrote the first part of The Age of Reason:
My friends were falling as fast as the guillotine could cut their heads off, and I every day expected the same fate…I appeared to myself to be on the death-bed, for death was on every side of me, and I had no time to lose.

By one of the greatest ironies in intellectual history, this work—which Paine in a dedicatory epistle put under the protection of “My Fellow Citizens of the United States of America” as he slipped the manuscript to a friend under the eyes of his captors and which he wrote to combat the atheism and infidelity of the French revolutionists—became the cause of his unpopularity in the only country he adopted as his own. Never was there so gross and inexcusable an act of historical ingratitude as that suffered by Thomas Paine at the hands of his former comrades-in-arms on the occasion of his second visit to America.
The irony was all the greater because Thomas Paine’s Age of Reason expressed the religious faith of the great architects of the American Revolution—of philosopher-statesmen like Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, and others. It was an impassioned plea for Deism and the religion of reason, and a criticism of the literal reading of the Old and the New Testament, a criticism which grounded orthodoxy in primitive superstition and sublimated violence and lust. Paine was a man of naive but moving natural piety. He had already proclaimed in Rights of Man, while contending that religion was a private matter, that “every religion is good that teaches man to be good,” but in his Age of Reason he made quite explicit his fervent belief in the existence of God and the immortality of the soul. Paine had underestimated the hold that institutional religion had on the belief and behavior of the American people even though religion was not a part of the legal establishment as it was in England. His experience in America was to teach him that religious intolerance does not disappear merely because religion is disestablished. Although he loved America, he did not understand her very well and overlooked the fact that for most of his countrymen religious tolerance at that time did not flow from conviction—as was the case for Jefferson and his circle—but from the plurality of religious sects, no one of which was strong enough to crush the others.
At any rate when Theodore Roosevelt, to his lasting discredit, referred to Thomas Paine, without having read him, as “a filthy little atheist,” he was slandering someone whose belief in the traditional doctrines of the existence of a Supreme Power and the immortality of the Soul was much more unqualified than the belief of two thinkers who have been characterized as the leading Protestant theologians of the twentieth century—Paul Tillich and Reinhold Niebuhr.
II
Thomas Paine was a typical figure of the Enlightenment. He was not a profound thinker but a remarkable popularizer whose gift for bold and graphic expression made him a natural pamphleteer. It was the cause of American independence that drew him into politics and his pen onto paper. Although he firmly believed that the American colonists had right on their side, it was not merely as an American or in behalf of narrow American interests that he threw himself so completely into the struggle, but as a free man, a cosmopolitan citizen of the world, who was convinced that when he struck a blow for freedom in America he was doing so for England and France or wherever arbitrary authority ruled. “My principle is universal. My attachment is to all the world, and not to any particular part, and if what I advance is right—no matter where or who it comes from.”
What was the source of his principle? Theoretically, it stemmed from his ambiguous doctrine of natural rights. Psychologically, it was rooted in the man himself—proud and sensitive, simple yet dignified—who turned aside a fortune by refusing to profit a penny from any of the pamphlets that he wrote. The excesses of his style flowed from a hatred “of cruel men and cruel measures.” He was a compassionate and modest person, prepared to risk his life in action, who sought no compensation or rewards except the goodwill and good judgment of his fellowmen.
Of all his writings only his Rights of Man remains topical, and relevant to contemporary concerns. It is not a profound work. Paine answers Burke brilliantly and effectively but does not do justice to the subtleties of Burke’s position. And although he properly defines human rights, he offers little by way of justification for them.
Insofar as Burke attacked the French Revolution on the grounds that it opposed the principle of hereditary succession, undermined the authority of the past, discarded hereditary rights, and scorned hereditary wisdom, Paine is on solid ground in revealing the insufficiency and arbitrariness of Burke’s position. He emphasizes that every people has a right to govern itself and that it can set up any regime, republican or monarchical, to which it delegates power. Actually Burke admits that this is a right which the people of England and of other countries once had. But—and with this we reach the nub of the difference between Burke and Paine—for Burke, once this choice was made—as the English Parliament had made it in 1688—any further right to change was forsworn: “The English nation did, at the time of the Revolution, most solemnly renounce and abdicate it, for themselves, and for all their posterity, forever.” Burke has no difficulty in citing the official documents of the past in which Parliament claims “to bind” the nation and its posterity to perpetual fealty.
Paine has no difficulty in showing that Burke confuses right by delegation with the right by assumption, “that of binding and controlling posterity to the end of time.” He is most eloquent in repudiating the claim of authority based on anything but consent. This was the principle already expressed in the Declaration of Independence:
Every age and generation must be as free to act for itself, in all cases, as the ages and generation which preceded it. The vanity and presumption of governing beyond the grave, is the most ridiculous and insolent of all tyrannies.

Both in his defense of government by consent and in his repudiation of the tyranny of the past, Paine invokes the rights of man. It is his discussion of the rights of man that gives Paine’s work its perennial importance, for the implicit or explicit appeal to human rights underlies every large movement of human protest in history, and we can be confident that it will continue to be so in the future.
Paine’s analysis of human rights was not undertaken as a theoretical exercise but delivered in the course of the polemical defense of a revolution in which he had great hope and whose excesses he was prepared to condemn as vigorously as most of its critics. We must therefore not look for precision in his language but sympathetically enter into the intent of his thought. His discussion may most fruitfully be considered under three heads: (1) What are human rights or natural rights? (2) What is their origin? (3) What is their objective justification?
Paine is at his best in identifying and defining human or natural rights. They are “those which appertain to man in right of his existence. Of this kind are all the intellectual rights, or rights of the mind, and also all those rights of acting as an individual for his own comfort and happiness, which are not injurious to the natural rights of others.” This is obviously circular. What Paine clearly means is that a natural right is a moral claim to the exercise of certain human powers and to the enjoyment of certain goods. It is a claim against all men and governments. Civil rights are natural rights that appertain to man in virtue of his being a member of society. They are moral claims individuals recognize as necessary to safeguard and to implement more effectively their natural rights. “The rights of men in society are neither divisible nor transferable, nor annihilable, but are discardible only.” Human beings can forgo asserting their rights. They may, in extreme cases, even voluntarily enslave themselves to others. But if they do, they do not extinguish their rights, which they or others may subsequently reclaim for them, and above all, they do not extinguish the natural rights of their posterity. “If the present generation, or any other, are disposed to be slaves, it does not lessen the right of the succeeding generation to be free: wrongs cannot have a legal descent.”
From whence come these rights? Strictly speaking this is an illegitimate question which Paine should not have asked. For if rights are natural, coeval with the existence of man as such, they have no origin. Paine asks the question because he is following Burke, for whom rights are always special or partial, historical, and limited. Paine has no difficulty in exposing the arbitrariness and invalidity of the view that any human being or beings, whether a tyrant or a tyrannical corporation, has the authority to endow human beings with rights. Trace human rights back as far as you wish and you will discover that human beings already had them, or, if they were denied by a king or bishop, that they should have had them. No one can grant human rights to human beings, who already possess them once we classify them as men. History is irrelevant. If we undertake historical excursions, then we must go beyond antiquity to the beginning of man, “when man came from the hand of his Maker.”
The natural rights of man according to Paine derive from the equality and unity of man, by which he means:
…that men are all of one degree, and consequently that all men are born equal, and with equal natural rights, in the same manner as if posterity had been continued by creation instead of generation; and consequently every child born into the world must be considered as deriving its existence from God. The world is as new to him as it was to the first man that existed, and his natural right in it is of the same kind.

Two things must be said about Paine’s attempt to justify the rights of man. On the basis of his own theory, a religious justification is superfluous. God may have created man in his own image, but the rights of man do not depend on that creation. If the rights of man are also possessed by God, they would be divine and man would not possess them. If men as such have them in virtue of their being men, this would be unaffected by the existence or nonexistence of God.
Nor are the rights of man logically justified because all men are equal in the sight of the Lord. Men could all be recognized as equal in the sight of the Lord but not before the Law. The inference from one to the other is not logical. The strength of Burke’s position appears in his repudiation of any religious, logical, or metaphysical justification of human rights. For Burke “government is a contrivance of human wisdom,” and the “rights of man” are the reasonable claims that men make when they choose between goods and between evils, when they make decisions concerning the better when goods conflict, or decisions concerning the lesser evil when choice is limited to alternatives both of which are evil. To Paine this is tantamount to saying that government is ruled by no principle and that it is the expression of arbitrary power.
Paine is unjust to Burke’s position on this point, for even if one holds that the natural rights of man are absolute, the conflict of rights is an inescapable fact of moral and political experience. In the end our wisdom must decide which rights are to be given priority and emphasis. Where Burke erred—and here Paine’s criticism is completely warranted—is in ascribing a kind of hereditary wisdom to hereditary political and social rights. But, as Paine caustically argues, “…it is impossible to make wisdom hereditary…that cannot be a wise contrivance, which in its operation may commit the government of a nation to the wisdom of an idiot.”
Once the question is posed not as, What is natural to man? but as, What is reasonable for man? questions of origin become largely irrelevant. What man is now and what he is likely to become, and not what he originally was, are pertinent in considering what he should do and how he should live now. Contemporary human needs and wants, not hereditary forms, are focal for Paine. Society is described as the set of institutions that enables men to gratify their needs and wants. Like Jefferson, whom he strongly influenced, Paine felt that government, whose scope should be restricted merely to state power, was an intrusion into society, unfortunately made necessary by violations of the moral duties men owed to each other. Both Paine and Jefferson underestimated the role of government in strengthening the social institutions required to gratify contemporary human needs and wants. The state of England was such, however, that Paine at the close of his Rights of Man proposes that the government undertake measures for the amelioration of distress—which entitles him to be considered almost despite himself a forerunner of the Welfare State. In his views on land rent and agrarian justice, shortly afterward, he strikingly anticipates the doctrines of Henry George.
This inconsistency in Paine is a tribute to his sense of compassion for human suffering, but it reveals a political naiveté, probably strengthened by his reading of Rousseau, that blinded him to the realities not only of American life but of life in modern society. For him it is not the absence of government which is anomalous and must be explained, but its presence. “The instant formal government is abolished,” he writes, “society begins to act.” In the absence of formal government, Paine relies upon the diversity of human needs and the necessity of reciprocal help to gratify them to provide the bonds that hold society together. He assumes that these bonds must be harmonious and ignores the possibility that the social bonds themselves may reflect not only dependence of some upon others but exploitation and enslavement. The unconscious assumption is that until government interferes with its operations, society can be considered as one great happy family capable of resolving its disputes without establishing governments and states. “The more perfect civilization is, the less occasion has it for government, because the more does it regulate its own affairs, and govern itself.” The tumults and riots that afflict society, in Paine’s view, are the consequence not of absence of government but of its presence. How is this possible if, as Paine admits, poverty and unhappiness are the ultimate source of social disorder? “Whatever the apparent cause of any riots may be, the real one is always want of happiness.” His reply is that even here government is at fault because poverty is caused by excessive and inequitable taxation. Presumably, under an equitable tax-system there would be no poverty or social distress. Aside from the dubious economics involved, this overlooks the obvious fact that a tax system cannot be enforced without the existence of a government. Paine cites the instance of America as a community which suffered from excessive government under the British, yet carried on without difficulty when the authority of government was destroyed during the War of Independence. It is quite clear, however, that the subsequent development of the United States could never have taken place under the aegis of a laissez-faire regime such as Paine favored.
III
It may be instructive to examine Thomas Paine’s position on some special questions of topical importance such as the right to revolution, civil disobedience, and the limits of dissent. Since the legitimacy of government rests upon the freely given consent of the governed, any government that is imposed upon the people by conquest or fraud or usurpation, no matter how benevolent its intention or beneficial its rule, is morally illegitimate. The people have a moral right—“the simple voice of nature and reason”—to overthrow it and to act on that right whenever their discretion and judgment deem it wise to do so. For basically—in a logical if not a historical sense—all men are legislators. “In this first parliament every man by natural right has a seat.”
The actual making and enforcing of laws cannot be done by society at large. For that we need government. But what kind of government men should have, what kind of constitution should be adopted, modified, or amended, is a subject always before a country as a matter of right. This leaves men free to discuss and advocate any system of government they please, provided its establishment rests upon the free consent of their fellows and is not imposed upon them by dictators or would-be saviors. Paine rather optimistically believed that if monarchy and aristocracy were to be judged by their fruits in experience mankind would reject them in favor of republican regimes. Meanwhile, men must be free to say, to read, and to print what they think about existing governments and to make any proposals to change or modify them without let or hindrance by civil authority. Such rights “cannot without invading the general rights of the country, be made subjects for prosecution.”
Paine grounds the ultimate authority of government in “a convention of the whole nation fairly elected.” But why trust the decision to such a convention, why risk the danger that prejudice and passion will triumph and the convention of the whole nation degenerate into a mob? Paine’s answer is the answer of an optimistic democrat to the pessimistic Plato, who is convinced that the generality of mankind is too unintelligent and/or too vicious to be entrusted with the power of self-government. Paine believes that prejudice is the result of moral ignorance. “No man is prejudiced in favor of a thing, knowing it to be wrong.” Once prejudices are compelled to face the test and challenge of reason, they will give way. This faith in the power of reason to affect prejudice reflects the assumptions of the Enlightenment. It is oversimple in that it does not understand the springs of action—which, often concealed and obscure, flow from vested personal and social interest, vanity, ambition, and sheer love of power. Less weak is Paine’s retort to those who hold that a people is unfit for freedom because men are afflicted with some natural depravity. Even if this were so, it would be better to trust the many than the few, who are also infected with the plague of self-interest and selfishness. Although Paine’s arguments can be developed to a point where they possess considerable validity, he really begs the question in his defense of the natural virtue of man, uncorrupted by customary prejudices.
Once we start from the premise that the only right or justified government is one based on consent, all is smooth sailing. Revolutions then are justified because they restore to men the power of choice. But once the mechanisms by which popular sovereignty expresses itself have been established, then—within the provision that men’s natural rights—the rights to speech, press, and assembly—be scrupulously preserved—there is no longer a right to forcible revolution. That is why Paine opposed not only the royalist conspiracies to overthrow the French Republic but the conspiracy of Babeuf. He agreed with Babeuf that it was a serious flaw to limit suffrage in any way, but he denounced him because instead of “seeking a remedy by legitimate and constitutional means” he sought to establish “a directorship usurped by violence.” This crucial point is overlooked by those who assume that the Boston Tea Party is a precedent for similar action when one encounters a bad or iniquitous law. For Paine, the Boston Tea Party and the resort to revolution was justified only because there were no means by which grievances could peacefully be redressed. The crimes of tyranny are a standing justification for resistance. But where tyranny has been replaced by government based on consent, then although such government may enact measures that are unjust, so long as criticism and the right to dissent are not abridged, so long as means exist to repeal or amend them, they should be obeyed. For if one’s private judgment becomes the sole arbiter of what should be obeyed or not obeyed, good laws as well as bad laws will be undermined.
I have always held it an opinion (making it also my practice) that it is better to obey a bad law, making use at the same time of every argument to show its errors and procure its repeal, than forcibly to violate it; because the precedent of breaking a bad law might weaken the force, and lead to a discretionary violation of those which are good.

In this connection, it is interesting to note that Paine, whose own antecedents were Quakers, speaks very harshly of the Quakers in and around Philadelphia. The Quakers were not required by the newly independent State, in its struggle for survival against England, to engage in any action contrary to the spirit of their religion. Paine severely castigates them for advising their members to resist the American authorities in carrying out their tasks of defense against British aggression, and for actions which made them in his eyes “three-quarter Tories.” In terms of our own times, Paine was zealous in defending civil disobedience if it meant refusal to do what strained a man’s religious conscience. But he condemned actions that, under the plea of conscience, interfered with the prosecution of the war for freedom and independence. The Quakers could refuse on grounds of conscience to bear arms in any war under any circumstances, but to the extent that they prevented others from bearing arms, according to Paine, they were insofar forth guilty of treason.
IV
Thomas Paine has not yet received his due measure of homage from the peoples and nations of the world whose aspirations he expressed with such force and clarity. His passion for human freedom shines through everything he wrote. An autodidact, he acquired sufficient knowledge of literature and science to make him one of the company of the immortals of the Enlightenment. Like Franklin and Jefferson he was an inventor, the first one to create a working model of an iron bridge. He was a true cosmopolitan who felt that he was personally engaged wherever injustice was committed or freedom denied. He was the great phrasemaker of his age, and his complete sincerity and dedication to the cause of human dignity and freedom were evident in the details of his daily life.
To most Americans Paine has been seen through a mist thrown up around him by the confluence of different streams of thought. It is safe to predict, however, that if he is read, these mists will vanish, and the man and his thought emerge in clearer and sharper focus as one of the great figures in American political thought.
—Sidney Hook
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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 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 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
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 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 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 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.
Thus necessity, like a gravitating power, would soon form our newly arrived emigrants into society, the reciprocal blessings of which, would supersede, and render the obligations of law and government unnecessary while they remained perfectly just to each other; but as nothing but heaven is impregnable to vice, it will unavoidably happen, that in proportion as they surmount the first difficulties of emigration, which bound them together in a common cause, they






* The main and uniform maxim of the judges is, the greater the truth the greater the libel.
* That the revolution began at the exact period of time best fitted to the purpose, is sufficiently proved by the event—But the great hinge on which the whole machine turned is the UNION OF THE STATES: and this union was naturally produced by the inability of any one state to support itself against any foreign enemy without the assistance of the rest.
Had the states severally been less able than they were when the war began, their united strength would not have been equal to the undertaking, and they must, in all human probability, have failed—And on the other hand, had they severally been more able, they might not have seen, or, what is more, might not have felt the necessity of uniting; and either by attempting to stand alone, or in small confederacies, would have been separately conquered.
Now, as we cannot see a time (and many years must pass away before it can arrive) when the strength of any one state, or several united, can be equal to the whole of the present United States, and as we have seen the extreme difficulty of collectively prosecuting the war to a successful issue, and preserving our national importance in the world, therefore, from the experience we have had, and the knowledge we have gained, we must, unless we make a waste of wisdom, be strongly impressed with the advantage, as well as the necessity of strengthening that happy union which has been our salvation, and without which we should have been a ruined people.
* “Thou hast tasted of prosperity and adversity; thou knowest what it is to be banished thy native country, to be over-ruled as well as to rule, and set upon the throne; and being oppressed thou hast reason to know how hateful the oppressor is both to God and man: If after all these warnings and advertisements, thou dost not turn unto the Lord with all thy heart, but forget him who remembered thee in thy distress, and give up thyself to follow lust and vanity, surely great will be thy condemnation.—Against which snare, as well as the temptation of those who may or do feed thee, and prompt thee to evil, the most excellent and prevalent remedy will be, to apply thyself to that light of Christ which shineth in thy conscience, and which neither can, nor will flatter thee, nor suffer thee to be at ease in thy sins.”
* Those who would fully understand of what great consequence a large and equal representation is to a state, should read Burgh’s political Disquisitions.
* Thomas Anello otherwise Massanello a fisherman of Naples, who after spiriting up his countrymen in the public market-place, against the oppressions of the Spaniards, to whom the place was then subject prompted them to revolt, and in the space of a day became king.
* Massacre at Lexington.
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