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Selection from Common Sense: Thoughts on the Present State of American Affairs

1.
"I challenge the warmest advocate for reconciliation to show a single advantage that this continent can reap by 


  being connected with Great Britain. I repeat the challenge; not a single advantage is derived. . . 

2.
Though I would carefully avoid giving unnecessary offence, yet I am inclined to believe, that all those who 


espouse the doctrine of reconciliation, may be included within the following descriptions. 


3.
Interested men, who are not to be trusted, weak men who CANNOT see, prejudiced men who will not see, and a 


certain set of moderate men who think better of the European world than it deserves; and this last class, by an ill-


judged deliberation, will be the cause of more calamities to this Continent than all the other three. 


4.
It is the good fortune of many to live distant from the scene of present sorrow; the evil is not sufficiently brought 


to their doors to make them feel the precariousness with which all American property is possessed. But let our 


imaginations transport us a few moments to Boston; that seat of wretchedness will teach us wisdom, and instruct 


us forever to renounce a power in whom we can have no trust. The inhabitants of that unfortunate city, who but a 


few months ago were in ease and affluence, have now no other alternative than to stay and starve, or turn out to 


beg. Endangered by the fire of their friends if they continue within the city and plundered by the soldiery if they 


leave it, in their present situation they are prisoners without the hope of redemption, and in a general attack for 


their relief they would be exposed to the fury of both armies. 


5.
Men of passive tempers look somewhat lightly over the offences of Great Britain, and, still hoping for the best, 


are apt to call out, "Come, come, we shall be friends again for all this." But examine the passions and feelings of 


mankind: bring the doctrine of reconciliation to the touchstone of nature, and then tell me whether you can 


hereafter love, honour, and faithfully serve the power that hath carried fire and sword into your land? If you 


cannot do all these, then you are only deceiving yourselves, and by your delay bringing ruin upon posterity. Your 


future connection with Britain, whom you can neither love nor honour, will be forced and unnatural, and being 


formed only on the plan of present convenience, will in a little time fall into a relapse more wretched than the 


first. But if you say, you can still pass the violations over, then I ask, hath your house been burnt? Hath your 


property been destroyed before your face? Are your wife and children destitute of a bed to lie on, or bread to live 


on? Have you lost a parent or a child by their hands, and yourself the ruined and wretched survivor? If you have 


not, then are you not a judge of those who have. But if you have, and can still shake hands with the murderers, 


then are you unworthy the name of husband, father, friend or lover, and whatever may be your rank or title in 


life, you have the heart of a coward, and the spirit of a sycophant. . . 


6.
O ye that love mankind! Ye that dare oppose, not only the tyranny, but the tyrant, stand forth! Every spot of the 


old world is overrun with oppression. Freedom hath been hunted round the globe. Asia, and Africa, have long 


expelled her. —Europe regards her like a stranger, and England hath given her warning to depart. O! receive the 


fugitive, and prepare in time an asylum for mankind."

Selection from Common Sense:  Attacking Hereditary Monarchy

MANKIND being originally equals in the order of creation, the equality could only be destroyed by some subsequent circumstance; the distinctions of rich, and poor, may in a great measure be accounted for, and that without having recourse to the harsh ill sounding names of oppression and avarice. Oppression is often the consequence, but seldom or never the means of riches; and though avarice will preserve a man from being necessitously poor, it generally makes him too timorous to be wealthy.


But there is another and greater distinction for which no truly natural or religious reason can be assigned, and that is, the distinction of men into KINGS and SUBJECTS. Male and female are the distinctions of nature, good and bad the distinctions of heaven; but how a race of men came into the world so exalted above the rest, and distinguished like some new species, is worth enquiring into, and whether they are the means of happiness or of misery to mankind. . . 


To the evil of monarchy we have added that of hereditary succession; and as the first is a degradation and lessening of ourselves, so the second, claimed as a matter of right, is an insult and an imposition on posterity. For all men being originally equals, no one by birth could have a right to set up his own family in perpetual preference to all others for ever, and though himself might deserve some decent degree of honors of his contemporaries, yet his descendants might be far too unworthy to inherit them. One of the strongest natural proofs of the folly of hereditary right in kings, is, that nature disapproves it, otherwise, she would not so frequently turn it into ridicule by giving mankind an ass for a lion. 


Secondly, as no man at first could possess any other public honors than were bestowed upon him, so the givers of those honors could have no power to give away the right of posterity, and though they might say "We choose you for our head," they could not, without manifest injustice to their children, say "that your children and your children's children shall reign over ours for ever." Because such an unwise, unjust, unnatural compact might (perhaps) in the next succession put them under the government of a rogue or a fool. Most wise men, in their private sentiments, have ever treated hereditary right with contempt; yet it is one of those evils, which when once established is not easily removed; many submit from fear, others from superstition, and the more powerful part shares with the king the plunder of the rest. 


This is supposing the present race of kings in the world to have had an honorable origin; whereas it is more than probable, that could we take off the dark covering of antiquity, and trace them to their first rise, that we should find the first of them nothing better than the principal ruffian of some restless gang, whose savage manners or pre-eminence in subtility obtained him the title of chief among plunderers; and who by increasing in power, and extending his depredations, over-awed the quiet and defenceless to purchase their safety by frequent contributions. Yet his electors could have no idea of giving hereditary right to his descendants, because such a perpetual exclusion of themselves was incompatible with the free and unrestrained principles they professed to live by. Wherefore, hereditary succession in the early ages of monarchy could not take place as a matter of claim, but as something casual or complimental; but as few or no records were extant in those days, and traditionary history stuffed with fables, it was very easy, after the lapse of a few generations, to trump up some superstitious tale, conveniently timed, Mahomet like, to cram hereditary right down the throats of the vulgar. Perhaps the disorders which threatened, or seemed to threaten, on the decease of a leader and the choice of a new one (for elections among ruffians could not be very orderly) induced many at first to favor hereditary pretensions; by which means it happened, as it hath happened since, that what at first was submitted to as a convenience, was afterwards claimed as a right. 


England, since the conquest, hath known some few good monarchs, but groaned beneath a much larger number of bad ones; yet no man in his senses can say that their claim under William the Conqueror is a very honorable one. A French bastard landing with an armed banditti, and establishing himself king of England against the consent of the natives, is in plain terms a very paltry rascally original.—It certainly hath no divinity in it. However, it is needless to spend much time in exposing the folly of hereditary right, if there are any so weak as to believe it, let them promiscuously worship the ass and lion, and welcome. I shall neither copy their humility, nor disturb their devotion. 


Yet I should be glad to ask how they suppose kings came at first? The question admits but of three answers, viz. either by lot, by election, or by usurpation. If the first king was taken by lot, it establishes a precedent for the next, which excludes hereditary succession. Saul was by lot, yet the succession was not hereditary, neither does it appear from that transaction there was any intention it ever should. If the first king of any country was by election, that likewise establishes a precedent for the next; for to say, that the right of all future generations is taken away, by the act of the first electors, in their choice not only of a king, but of a family of kings for ever, hath no parrallel in or out of scripture but the doctrine of original sin, which supposes the free will of all men lost in Adam; and from such comparison, and it will admit of no other, hereditary succession can derive no glory. For as in Adam all sinned, and as in the first electors all men obeyed; as in the one all mankind were subjected to Satan, and in the other to Sovereignty; as our innocence was lost in the first, and our authority in the last; and as both disable us from reassuming some former state and privilege, it unanswerably follows that original sin and hereditary succession are parallels. Dishonorable rank! Inglorious connexion! Yet the most subtile sophist cannot produce a juster simile. 


As to usurpation, no man will be so hardy as to defend it; and that William the Conqueror was an usurper is a fact not to be contradicted. The plain truth is, that the antiquity of English monarchy will not bear looking into. 


But it is not so much the absurdity as the evil of hereditary succession which concerns mankind. Did it ensure a race of good and wise men it would have the seal of divine authority, but as it opens a door to the foolish, the wicked, and the improper, it hath in it the nature of oppression. Men who look upon themselves born to reign, and others to obey, soon grow insolent; selected from the rest of mankind their minds are early poisoned by importance; and the world they act in differs so materially from the world at large, that they have but little opportunity of knowing its true interests, and when they succeed to the government are frequently the most ignorant and unfit of any throughout the dominions. 


Another evil which attends hereditary succession is, that the throne is subject to be possessed by a minor at any age; all which time the regency, acting under the cover of a king, have every opportunity and inducement to betray their trust. The same national misfortune happens, when a king worn out with age and infirmity, enters the last stage of human weakness. In both these cases the public becomes a prey to every miscreant, who can tamper successfully with the follies either of age or infancy. 


The most plausible plea, which hath ever been offered in favour of hereditary succession, is, that it preserves a nation from civil wars; and were this true, it would be weighty; whereas, it is the most barefaced falsity ever imposed upon mankind. The whole history of England disowns the fact. Thirty kings and two minors have reigned in that distracted kingdom since the conquest, in which time there have been (including the Revolution) no less than eight civil wars and nineteen rebellions. Wherefore instead of making for peace, it makes against it, and destroys the very foundation it seems to stand on.
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