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      COMMON SENSE

      
        THOMAS PAINE was born in Thetford, England, in 1737, the son of a staymaker. He had little schooling and worked at a number of jobs, including tax collector, a position he lost for agitating for an increase in excisemen's pay. Persuaded by Benjamin Franklin, he emigrated to America in 1774. In 1776 he began his American Crisis series of thirteen pamphlets, and also published the incalculably influential Common Sense, which established Paine not only as a truly revolutionary thinker, but as the American Revolution's fiercest political theorist. In 1787 Paine returned to Europe, where he became involved in revolutionary politics. In England his books were burned by the public hangman. Escaping to France, Paine took part in drafting the French constitution and voted against the king's execution. He was imprisoned for a year and narrowly missed execution himself. In 1802 he returned to America and lived in New York State, poor, ill and largely despised for his extremism and so-called atheism (he was in fact a deist). Thomas Paine died in 1809. His body was exhumed by William Cobbett, and the remains were taken to England for a memorial burial. Unfortunately the remains were subsequently lost.

      
      
        ISAAC KRAMNICK was born in 1938 and educated at Harvard University, where he received a B.A. degree in 1959 and a Ph.D. in 1965, and at Peterhouse, Cambridge. He has taught at Harvard, Brandeis, Yale and Cornell, where he is now Professor of Government. He is married to Miriam Brody Kramnick and lives in Ithaca, New York. Among his publications are Bolingbroke and His Circle, The Rage of Edmund Burke and numerous articles on eighteenth-century topics. He has edited William Godwin's Enquiry Concerning Political Justice, The Federalist Papers by James Madison, Alexander Hamilton and John Jay and, with Michael Foot, The Thomas Paine Reader for Penguin Classics. He is also the author, with Barry Sheerman, M.P., of Laski: A Life on the Left. His most recent book is The Godless Constitution, co-authored with R. Laurence Moore (Norton).
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          EDITOR'S INTRODUCTION

      
      
        
          BACKGROUND TO THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION, 1776

        AMERICANS fought Englishmen on the battlefields of the new world in January 1776, even as, among themselves, they debated the nature and purpose of those battles. Nine months earlier, on 19 April 1775, General Gage, the military Governor of Massachusetts, had tried to destroy military supplies which militant colonists had been collecting at Concord, Massachusetts. Paul Revere's ride through the night warned the Middlesex farmers that Gage's troops were moving from Boston. The colonial ‘minutemen’ summoned from their farms battled with the English regulars at Lexington and Concord. Two months later, a bloody battle took place on a hillside outside Boston. The colonists were defeated, but it was a costly victory for the English, who suffered 1,054 casualties. The summer of 1775 had also seen a makeshift American army invade Canada and capture Montreal. By December, two American divisions had surrounded and attacked Quebec, though they failed to capture it.

        However, the colonists were far from clear about what they were fighting for. Some, like John and Sam Adams of Massachusetts, and Benjamin Franklin, recently returned from England, saw the hostilities as a war of independence, an attempt by the colonies to rip themselves completely from the British Empire and to establish a free and independent nation of the thirteen colonies. Others, like John Dickinson of Philadelphia, wanted to stay within the Empire. The purpose of the war as far as he was concerned was to force Parliament to acknowledge the justice of colonial claims and to redress the long litany of grievances that had led to the present confrontation. Dickinson had, in fact, persuaded the Pennsylvania legislature to instruct its delegation to the Second Continental Congress in the fall of 1775 to vote against independence if the issue were raised. Despite the influence of militants in the colonial legislatures Dickinson's was the dominant view in January 1776. Four other middle colonies followed Pennsylvania's lead in giving specific instructions to oppose any move to independence. On the other hand, not one colony had given specific instructions that its delegates vote for a definite break with England. The best estimates are that no more than a third of the members of the Congress assembled at Philadelphia through the winter of late 1775 and early 1776 were in favor of independence.

        The publication of Paine's Common Sense could not have been better timed. The delegates who read it on the January day it appeared in Philadelphia were, like most Americans at the time, confused and ambivalent. Tied by kinship, culture, commerce and decades of loyalty to England, they found themselves suddenly at war with His Majesty's troops. But Paine, the Englishman, had no doubt about the right course. Boldly he announced that America's purpose in these battles was to achieve complete independence, to break all ties with corrupt and tyrannical Britain.

        The success of Common Sense was phenomenal. Benjamin Rush, whose idea it had been that Paine write it, recalled that ‘it burst from the press with an effect which has rarely been produced by types and papers in any age or country’. Franklin described its effect as ‘prodigious’. Americans devoured the pamphlet in the early months of 1776. According to Paine, it sold some 120,000 copies in its first three months. One biographer estimates that 500,000 copies were published that year alone.

        No one will ever know the exact role of Common Sense in changing American opinion in favor of independence in 1776. There were, certainly, other factors at work which help account for the pronounced shift of public opinion which developed as the year wore on. News of the hiring of German troops against his own people by George III helped accelerate the movement for freedom. The very day Paine's Common Sense was published a copy reached Philadelphia of the King's speech to Parliament several months earlier which constituted a severe setback for the American opponents of independence. In that speech, George III had declared that ‘the rebellious war’ in the colonies was ‘manifestly carried on for the purpose of establishing an independent empire’. Militants could now refer to this clear threat from their dreaded opponent. In the South, opinion seemed to shift dramatically toward independence when the Royal Governor of Virginia frightened the planters by calling for Negro slaves to revolt against their owners. These factors played their part, as did the intensification of suffering and war. But no single event seems to have had the catalytic effect of Paine's Common Sense. It captured the imagination of the colonists as had no previous pamphlet. No learned treatise, no lawyer's brief, no philosophical discourse, Common Sense was a blunt and direct argument written in a language that could be understood by any literate colonist, whether simple farmer or plain mechanic. Not only was it widely read, it was equally widely applauded. When, for example, a pamphlet attacking Common Sense was published in New York, a ‘committee of mechanics’ destroyed all the copies before they could be sold. Paine's piece of January 1776 was, in the assessment of the distinguished American historian Bernard Bailyn, ‘the most brilliant pamphlet written during the American Revolution, and one of the most brilliant pamphlets ever written in the English language’.1

        The balance of forces was changing. First Massachusetts informed its delegates in Philadelphia that it favored independence. April 1776 found North Carolina following suit. In May, Virginia instructed its representatives in the Continental Congress actively to propose independence. By the end of June all the colonial assemblies were in favor. Richard Henry Lee rose on behalf of Virginia on 7 June 1776 to move that ‘these united colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and independent states’. John Adams seconded the motion. Opponents arguing that they ‘were not yet ripe for bidding adieu to the British connection’, were able to delay action for three weeks. The motion was brought up before the Congress again on 1 July. Nine colonies voted for it, Pennsylvania and South Carolina against. The Delaware delegation was tied and New York excused from voting. The following day when the final vote was taken all the delegates except New York voted for independence. Two days later, on 4 July 1776, the final draft of the Declaration of Independence was adopted.

        Only ten years earlier, Benjamin Franklin had been asked by the House of Commons about ‘the temper of America towards Great Britain before the year 1763’. He answered that it was the ‘best in the world’. The colonists, he told the Commons,

        submitted willingly to the government of the Crown, and paid, in all their courts, obedience to acts of Parliament. Numerous as the people are in the several old provinces, they cost you nothing in forts, citadels, garrisons or armies, to keep them in subjection. They were governed by this country at the expense only of a little pen, ink, and paper. They were led by a thread. They had not only a respect, but an affection, for Great Britain, for its laws, its customs and manners, and even a fondness for its fashions, that greatly increased the commerce. Natives of England were always treated with particular regard; to be an Old-England man was, of itself, a character of some respect, and gave a kind of rank among us.2

        Few dispute Franklin's assessment. Before 1763 the relationship between America and England appears to have been satisfactory to both parties. Why, then, did this relationship so degenerate that in a mere twelve years the colonies were at war with Britain and one year later declaring their independence? What happened to the respect, affection and fondness ?

        Most historians begin answering these questions by citing England's new economic policies of 1763 as the beginning of the estrangement between England and the thirteen colonies. The assumption is that had the English government not in 1763 abandoned its traditional policies toward America the cosy and convenient relationship described by Franklin in 1766 would have persisted. But before turning to these policies and the diplomatic controversies they generated in the critical period between 1763 and 1775, it is important to note, Franklin's assessment notwithstanding, that all was not so harmonious in the decades before 1763. Long-term factors were at work which made the connection a less than perfect one.

        Despite the surface calm there were, as Professor Jack Greene of Johns Hopkins has persuasively argued, important structural changes taking place both in the colonies and in Britain during the century from 1660 to 1760 which contributed to the uneasiness of their relationship and which provided the preconditions for the American Revolution.3 By 1750, for example, most of the colonies had virtually all the requisites of self-governing states. In each colony an effective local élite dominated political and social life. In addition, each of the colonies possessed autonomous local centers of administration and political authority. Particularly important in this sphere were the popularly elected lower houses of assembly in each colony. Indeed, in the century before the Revolution colonial Americans participated in the political process much more extensively than did their British cousins.

        During this same period the size and wealth of the colonies increased tremendously, in terms of population as well as the amount of productive and settled land. By 1760 not only were the colonies capable of governing themselves but to a great extent they were in fact doing so, keeping order and providing the security within which merchants and planters prospered. British authority in the colonies before 1760 was weak and ineffective. Not the least of the problems was communication. It was not until 1755 that a scheduled run of packet-boats between Britain and the colonies was organized, and before the French and Indian War, which began in the mid-1750s, there was but a handful of regular English troops in the colonies.

        While the British presence in the colonies was weak throughout the eighteenth century, and while its power and influence over the Americans was by no means dominant and certainly not oppressive, the colonies, on the other hand, had become of vital importance to the British economy. In 1700 their population was 257,060, rising dramatically in sixty years to 1,593,625. This fast-growing population bought large amounts of British manufactured products while in turn supplying the mother country with inexpensive raw materials. The colonies thus played a critical part in English trade, accounting in 1772–3 for 36 per cent of the total volume of English imports and 37 per cent of the total volume of English exports. Far from the colonies being weak and dependent subsidiaries of Britain, it would appear that the British economy was fast becoming dependent on the colonies.

        
        It is this above all else which accounts for the decisive political events of the 1760s. English officials saw on the one hand the rapid growth and development of colonial economic and political institutions and on the other the importance of these colonies for the prosperity and power of England. Fearful of the disastrous consequences to Britain of a loss of control over the colonies, the British government sought not only to maintain but to intensify its economic and political hegemony.

        In 1763 George Grenville became George III's first minister. Now the urge to solidify imperial authority in the colonies was matched by the desire to make America pay for the vast expenses of the recently concluded French and Indian War (the Seven Years’ War in its European face). England had spent some £82,000,000 in the war and acquired as a result of it all of French Canada and the territory east of the Mississippi except Louisiana. It reckoned on a standing army of 10,000 men as necessary to protect this American empire, at a cost of £300,000 annually. Grenville turned to the colonies for revenue. This was only fair, his government assumed. The war and the standing army were both part of a policy to protect the colonies, after all. It was this conjunction of objectives that made 1763 so important. The short-range need to reform the financial structure of the colonial empire, victorious but impoverished by war, produced a program which at the same time answered the more deeply felt need for increased and more rigid control by Britain over the economy and politics of the colonies.

        Grenville's program involved posting British naval vessels off North America and stationing a regular British army on the frontiers, as well as providing troops in support of British officials in the coastal colonies, if this proved necessary. The British government also forbade settlement west of the Appalachian Mountains, which closed off vast areas from pioneers, land speculators and fur traders. Even more onerous were three other measures taken by Grenville's ministry in 1764 and 1765. The Sugar Act imposed new duties and elaborate regulations on trade in and out of colonial ports. Many of the old provisions of the Navigation Acts, evaded for decades, were revived. Heavy taxes were imposed on goods imported to the colonies unless they were shipped by way of England. The Stamp Act levied a direct tax in the form of stamp duties on all legal documents, newspapers and advertisements, while the Quartering Act obliged colonial government to provide free supplies whenever British troops were stationed in colonial barracks.

        For the colonists Grenville's policies represented a sharp break with traditional assumptions about the imperial relationship. Britain, it had long been assumed, would do nothing to hamper the free pursuit of colonial social and economic interests. Now it was interfering in a blatant and novel manner. The interests most affected – merchants by the trade restrictions, and lawyers and newspapermen by the Stamp Act – led the angry response of the colonists, triggering off the chain of events that culminated in Philadelphia in 1776. James Otis of Massachusetts, Stephen Hopkins of Rhode Island and Patrick Henry of Virginia argued that Parliament had no right to tax the colonies without their own consent. A Stamp Act Congress with delegates from nine colonies met in New York in October 1765 and issued a declaration attacking taxation without representation. This was deemed preposterous in British government circles. Lord Mansfield, Chief Justice of the King's Bench, told the House of Lords in 1766:

        There can be no doubt, my Lords, but that the inhabitants of the colonies are as much represented in Parliament as the greatest part of the people of England are represented: among nine millions of whom there are eight which have no vote in electing members of Parliament… A member of Parliament chosen for any borough represents not only the constituents and inhabitants of that particular place, but he represents… all the other commons of this land, and the inhabitants of all the colonies and dominions of Great Britain.4

        But the colonists did more than just issue declarations and draft petitions to King and Parliament. They boycotted English goods and they used direct action. Popular demonstrations were held, stamp tax collectors intimidated and British government property destroyed. The merchants were soon heard in London. In 1766 George III replaced Grenville with Rockingham and the great Whig magnate in turn pushed through the repeal of the Stamp Act. Public protest had seemingly turned the tide, a fact not lost on more militant forces in America. The victory was short-lived, however. Rockingham was out of office in the summer of 1766 and in the new government the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Charles Townshend, returned to Grenville's position that America was essentially subordinate to Britain and obliged to pay its keep in the Empire. In a series of acts that bear his name Townshend got Parliament to impose duties on glass, lead, tea and paper. The duties were to be collected by British officers stationed in American ports, and smugglers were to be tried without juries. Another act in 1767 suspended the New York Assembly for refusing to comply completely with provisions of the Quartering Act.

        Once again the colonists reacted in anger. They feared not only what they considered to be English efforts to ruin the colonial economy but attacks on what they considered their traditional rights of self-government. Colonial assemblies, juries – nothing seemed safe any more. Pamphlets and petitions came rapidly from colonial presses. The most famous of these was John Dickinson's Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania to the Inhabitants of the British Colonies. The Townshend duties were unjust, un-English and a grave threat to the future of the colonies.

        Let us consider ourselves as… freemen… firmly bound together by the same rights, interests, and dangers… What have these colonies to ask, while they continue free; or what have they to dread, but insidious attempts to subvert their freedom?… They form one political body, of which each colony is a member.5

        Parliament had no right to tax for revenue, the colonial legislatures, Dickinson and others argued. Resolutions were passed in defense of the natural
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