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BACKGROUND
After outright conflict the previous year at Lexington and Concord and Bunker Hill, and with Boston oc-
cupied by the British army and navy, Thomas Paine wrote this pamphlet on the relationship between the
British and the American colonists.
GUIDING QUESTIONS

1. What event has convinced Paine of the necessity of independence?

2. Why does Paine criticize the protection that Great Britain provided the American colonies?

3. How does the colonies’ connection to Great Britain negatively impact the colonists economically?

4. How does Paine believe the Americans should organize themselves?

Thomas Paine, The Writings of Thomas Paine, Vol. 1, ed. Moncure Daniel Conway (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1894).
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Introduction

PERHAPS the sentiments contained in the following pages are not yet sufficiently fashion-
able 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 defense of

custom. But 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. . ..

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.
Thoughts on the Present State of American Affairs.

In the following pages I offer nothing more than simple facts, plain arguments, and com-
mon sense: and have no other preliminaries to settle with the reader, than that he will divest
himself of prejudice and prepossession, and suffer his reason and his feelings to determine
for themselves: that he will put on, or rather that he will not put off, the true character of a

man, and generously enlarge his views beyond the present day....

Now is the seed-time of Continental union, faith and honour. The least fracture now will
be like a name engraved with the point of a pin on the tender rind of a young oak; the

wound would enlarge with the tree, and posterity read it in full grown characters.
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By referring the matter from argument to arms, a new ara for politics is struck—a new
method of thinking hath arisen. All plans, proposals, &c. prior to the nineteenth of
April, i.e. to the commencement of hostilities, are like the almanacks of the last year; which

tho’ proper then, are superceded and useless now....

I have heard it asserted by some, that as America has flourished under her former connec-
tion with Great-Britain, the same connection is necessary towards her future happiness,
and will always have the same effect. Nothing can be more fallacious than this kind of ar-
gument. We may as well assert that because a child has thrived upon milk, that it is never
to have meat, or that the first twenty years of our lives is to become a precedent for the next
twenty. But even this is admitting more than is true; for I answer roundly, that America
would have flourished as much, and probably much more, had no European power taken
any notice of her. The commerce by which she hath enriched herself are the necessaries of

life, and will always have a market while eating is the custom of Europe.

But she has protected us, say some. That she hath engrossed us is true, and defended the
Continent at our expense as well as her own, is admitted; and she would have defended

Turkey from the same motive, viz. for the sake of trade and dominion.

Alas! we have been long led away by ancient prejudices and made large sacrifices to super-
stition. We have boasted the protection of Great Britain, without considering, that her mo-
tive was interest not attachment; and that she did not protect us from our enemies on our
account; but from her enemies on her own account, from those who had no quarrel with us
on any other account, and who will always be our enemies on the same account. Let Britain
waive her pretensions to the Continent, or the Continent throw off the dependance, and
we should be at peace with France and Spain, were they at war with Britain. The miseries

of Hanover last war ought to warn us against connections....

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. Our corn will fetch its price in any market in Europe, and our

imported goods must be paid for buy them where we will...
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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 for ever 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...

No man was a warmer wisher for a reconciliation than myself, before the fatal nineteenth
of April, 1775, but the moment the event of that day was made known, I rejected the hard-
ened, sullen-tempered Pharaoh of England for ever; and disdain the wretch, that with the
pretended title of FATHER OF HIS PEOPLE can unfeelingly hear of their slaughter, and

composedly sleep with their blood upon his soul.

But admitting that matters were now made up, what would be the event? I answer, the ruin

of the Continent. And that for several reasons.

First. The powers of governing still remaining in the hands of the King, he will have a neg-
ative over the whole legislation of this Continent. And as he hath shown himself such an
inveterate enemy to liberty, and discovered such a thirst for arbitrary power, is he, or is he
not, a proper person to say to these colonies, You shall make no laws but what I please!? And
is there any inhabitant of America so ignorant as not to know, that according to what is
called the present constitution, this Continent can make no laws but what the king gives
leave to; and is there any man so unwise as not to see, that (considering what has happened)
he will suffer no law to be made here but such as suits his purpose? We may be as effectually

enslaved by the want of laws in America, as by submitting to laws made for us in England....

Secondly. That as even the best terms which we can expect to obtain can amount to no more

than a temporary expedient, or a kind of government by guardianship, which can last no
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longer than till the Colonies come of age, so the general face and state of things in the in-
terim will be unsettled and unpromising. Emigrants of property will not choose to come to
a country whose form of government hangs but by a thread, and who is every day tottering
on the brink of commotion and disturbance; and numbers of the present inhabitants would

lay hold of the interval to dispose of their effects, and quit the Continent.

But the most powerful of all arguments is, that nothing but independance, i. e. a Continen-
tal form of government, can keep the peace of the Continent and preserve it inviolate from
civil wars. I dread the event of a reconciliation with Britain now, as it is more than probable
that it will be followed by a revolt some where or other, the consequences of which may be

far more fatal than all the malice of Britain....

Besides, the general temper of the Colonies, towards a British government will be like that
of a youth who is nearly out of his time; they will care very little about her: And a govern-
ment which cannot preserve the peace is no government at all, and in that case we pay our
money for nothing; and pray what is it that Britain can do, whose power will be wholly on

paper, should a civil tumult break out the very day after reconciliation?...

If there is any true cause of fear respecting independance, it is because no plan is yet laid
down. Men do not see their way out. Wherefore, as an opening into that business I offer
the following hints; at the same time modestly affirming, that I have no other opinion of
them myself, than that they may be the means of giving rise to something better. Could the
straggling thoughts of individuals be collected, they would frequently form materials for

wise and able men to improve into useful matter.

Let the assemblies be annual, with a president only. The representation more equal, their

business wholly domestic, and subject to the authority of a Continental Congress.

Let each Colony be divided into six, eight, or ten, convenient districts, each district to send
a proper number of Delegates to Congress, so that each Colony send at least thirty. The
whole number in Congress will be at least 390. Each congress to sit and to choose a Presi-

dent by the following method. When the Delegates are met, let a Colony be taken from the
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whole thirteen Colonies by lot, after which let the Congress choose (by ballot) a president
from out of the Delegates of that Province. In the next Congress, let a Colony be taken by
lot from twelve only, omitting that Colony from which the president was taken in the for-
mer Congress, and so proceeding on till the whole thirteen shall have had their proper ro-
tation. And in order that nothing may pass into a law but what is satisfactorily just, not less

than three fifths of the Congress to be called a majority. He that will promote discord, under

a government so equally formed as this, would have joined Lucifer in his revolt.

But as there is a peculiar delicacy from whom, or in what manner, this business must first
arise, and as it seems most agreeable and consistent that it should come from some inter-
mediate body between the governed and the governors, that is, between the Congress and
the People, let a Continental Conference be held in the following manner, and for the fol-

lowing purpose,

A Committee of twenty six members of congress, viz. Two for each Colony. Two Members
from each House of Assembly, or Provincial Convention; and five Representatives of the
people at large, to be chosen in the capital city or town of each Province, for, and in behalf
of the whole Province, by as many qualified voters as shall think proper to attend from all
parts of the Province for that purpose; or, if more convenient, the Representatives may be
chosen in two or three of the most populous parts thereof. In this conference, thus assem-
bled, will be united the two grand principles of business, knowledge and power. The Mem-
bers of Congress, Assemblies, or Conventions, by having had experience in national con-
cerns, will be able and useful counsellors, and the whole, being impowered by the people,

will have a truly legal authority.

The conferring members being met, let their business be to frame a Continental Charter,
or Charter of the United Colonies; (answering to what is called the Magna Charta of Eng-
land) fixing the number and manner of choosing Members of Congress, Members of As-
sembly, with their date of sitting; and drawing the line of business and jurisdiction between
them: Always remembering, that our strength is Continental, not Provincial. Securing free-

dom and property to all men, and above all things, the free exercise of religion, according
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to the dictates of conscience; with such other matter as it is necessary for a charter to con-
tain. Immediately after which, the said conference to dissolve, and the bodies which shall
be chosen conformable to the said charter, to be the Legislators and Governors of this Con-

tinent for the time being: Whose peace and happiness, may GOD preserve. AMEN...

A government of our own is our natural right: and when a man seriously reflects on the
precariousness of human affairs, he will become convinced, that it is infinitely wiser and
safer, to form a constitution of our own in a cool deliberate manner, while we have it in our

power, than to trust such an interesting event to time and chance ...

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.
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