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				Introduction

				By Gordon S. Wood

			
			The Philadelphia physician Benjamin Rush scarcely captured the full power of the pamphlet, but he tried. Common Sense, he said, “burst from the press with an effect which has rarely been produced by types and papers in any age or country.” Published on January 10, 1776, it would become the most incendiary and popular pamphlet in the entire Revolutionary era, going through twenty-five editions in 1776 alone and selling 120,000 copies—an extraordinary number when nearly all pamphlets sold in the hundreds. It was a work of genius and one of the most remarkable pamphlets ever written in the English language.

			Its author, Thomas Paine, was not even an American. He was born and bred in England and had arrived in the North American colonies in November 1774 at age thirty-seven, full of rage at the hierarchical Old World that had kept him down. He had failed as a corset-maker, teacher, grocer, and excise officer; but he knew how to write, and that became his salvation.

			With a recommendation from Benjamin Franklin as an “ingenious, worthy young man,” Paine immediately began to write radical pieces for the Philadelphia press, including essays on women’s rights and the abolition of slavery. By January 1776 he was ready to thrust himself into the imperial debate.

			Since the early 1760s, hundreds of pamphlets had been published on both sides of the Atlantic, debating the limits of Great Britain’s authority over its North American colonies. Despite the intense passions involved, most of these pamphlets were written by educated gentlemen for educated readers like themselves. Their prose was erudite and often highly stylized by rhetorical rules, and their arguments brimmed with Latin quotations, elaborate footnotes, classical allusions, and learned references to every great figure in Western culture, from Cicero and Plutarch to Montesquieu and Pufendorf.

			Paine’s Common Sense was very different. It was like a bomb thrown into the midst of a sedate debate among members of a gentlemen’s club. It exploded with terrifying force and aroused fear and awe among gentry elites everywhere. Paine deliberately rejected all the traditional apparatus of persuasion. He aimed to reach as wide an audience as possible and to express feelings—revulsion and vision—that the prevailing conventions of writing did not allow. He looked for readers everywhere but especially in the tavern- and artisan-centered worlds of the cities. He expected his readers to be unlearned, ordinary people who knew no Latin and no classical history, and thus he relied on their knowing only the Bible and the English Book of Common Prayer. “As it is my design to make those that can scarcely read understand,” he later explained, “[I] shall therefore avoid every literary ornament, and put it in language as plain as the alphabet.” Paine scorned “words of sound” that only “amuse the ear” and sought to break through the usual niceties and rhetoric to reach common people with simple, concrete—some critics said coarse, barnyard—imagery. As, for example, when he writes that nature obviously disapproves of hereditary monarchy; “otherwise she would not so frequently turn it into ridicule, by giving mankind an ass for a lion.”

			But even more important than the work’s accessibility was the fact that Paine wrote with a rage and a fury that few before him had ever expressed; certainly, none of the American revolutionary leaders ever wrote as he did. Paine tapped into a deep anger shared by many common, middling people in these years—artisans, shopkeepers, traders, petty merchants—people who were at long last tired of being scorned and held in contempt by a monarchical, aristocratic, hierarchical world. The American revolutionary gentry-leaders, liberally educated graduates of colleges like Harvard and the College of New Jersey (Princeton), could not really represent the indignation and rage of these ordinary people, but Paine could.

			Paine’s arguments are sometimes tortured, and his logic is often deficient. In his fifty-plus-page pamphlet, he contends, for example, that America was blessed because it has no public debt, but a few pages later he argues that “no nation ought not to be without a debt.” To most of his readers these contradictions didn’t matter. He was saying in print what others had never dared say. He celebrated simplicity in government and challenged the conventional presuppositions of English politics, severely condemning, as few colonists ever had, the complexity of the famously balanced English constitution. The constitution of the English was a sham. They “have been wise enough to shut and lock the door against absolute monarchy,” but, he said, invoking one of many down-home images, they “have been foolish enough to put the crown in possession of the key.”

			Paine drew from a tradition of radical Whig republicanism that ran deeper—and was both more bitter and more modern—than the classical republicanism of most of the founders. John Adams so admired the balanced English constitution that he denounced Paine’s pamphlet as “a poor, ignorant, Malicious, short-sighted, Crapulous Mass.” Others were made uneasy by the anger that Paine was stirring up among ordinary folk, but because they themselves spoke in the name of the people, they were in no position to resist his fierce, fiery language.

			Although Common Sense did not cause Americans to declare independence, the pamphlet did express boldly and powerfully what many Americans had already come to think about America’s tie to the British Crown. The people were prepared for independence, and, as Paine sensed, were ready to become republicans and establish in America that “THE LAW IS KING.” Americans had never before read anything like Paine’s bold denunciation of hereditary monarchy and his dismissal of George III as “the Royal Brute of Britain.” He was not cautious or tentative in broaching the idea of independence. He wanted it done at once. “For God’s sake, let us come to a final separation,” he implored. “The birthday of a new world is at hand.”

			
			

			—

			Although Paine had been in America for only fourteen months, he had already absorbed the image that Americans had begun to develop of themselves. “This new world,” he wrote, “hath been the asylum for the persecuted lovers of civil and religious liberty from every part of Europe.” And all these European immigrants were now living in a vast space, meeting one another as fellow countrymen and coming to realize that the particular nations they had left behind were small, tiny places, “too limited for continental minds.”

			The independence of America was inevitable, he wrote. Its population was growing so rapidly that it had become clear that there was now “something very absurd in supposing a continent to be governed by an island.” It was true, he admitted, that America was a young country, but that was an advantage. “Youth is the seed time of good habits. As well in nations as in individuals.” England was old and corrupt and diminished in patriotism and military spirit. “And history sufficiently informs us, that the bravest achievements were always accomplished in the non-age of a nation.” Now, when America was young and virtuous, was the moment to act. “The time hath found us.”

			Paine’s condemnation of hereditary aristocracy and monarchy and his plea for an immediate separation from a corrupt England dominate the pamphlet. But his entire discussion is undergirded by assumptions, not always clearly articulated, about the differences between monarchies and republics—assumptions that, when brought to the surface, clearly reveal his progressive and radical thinking. The force of his opening paragraph is obvious and palpable. “Society,” he writes, “is produced by our wants and government by our wickedness.” Society “promotes our happiness positively by uniting our affections,” government “negatively by restraining our vices.” Society “encourages intercourse,” government “creates distinctions.”

			In other words, unlike progressive and liberal thinkers of the twenty-first century who see society as evil and government as benevolent, Paine and other radical Whig thinkers of the late eighteenth century tended to see society as beneficent and government as malevolent. Indeed, to them, government was the source of all social evils. Social honors, social distinctions, perquisites of office, business contracts, legal privileges and monopolies, even excessive property and wealth of various sorts—indeed, all social inequities and deprivations—seemed to flow from patronage connections to government, and ultimately to monarchical government. No wonder Paine thought that there was “something exceedingly ridiculous” in monarchy.

			By contrast, society was caring and compassionate; people, left free, were naturally sociable. Everyone possessed a social or moral sense that impelled them to reach out to other people—but then government got in the way of these bonds of natural affection. If the natural moral tendencies of people to love and care for one another were allowed to flow freely, unclogged by the artificial interference of government, particularly monarchical government, Paine and other optimistic republicans like Thomas Jefferson believed that society would hold itself together and prosper. This radical belief in minimal government culminated in the English-speaking world with the writings of William Godwin, the putative founder of
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