
Compare And Contrast Thomas
Jefferson's Declaration Of Independence
With Thomas Paine's Pamphlet
"Common
Compare And Contrast Thomas Jefferson's Declaration Of Independence With
Thomas Paine's Pamphlet "Common Sense" offers a fascinating exploration into two of
the most influential texts that shaped the American Revolution. Both documents served as
rallying cries for independence and articulated the philosophical foundations of liberty, yet
they differ significantly in tone, purpose, audience, and approach. Understanding these
differences and similarities provides a richer appreciation of the revolutionary era and the
diverse methods by which ideas of freedom and governance were communicated.

Historical Context and Purpose

Thomas Jefferson's Declaration of Independence
The Declaration of Independence, drafted primarily by Thomas Jefferson in 1776, was a
formal statement issued by the thirteen American colonies declaring their separation from
British rule. Its purpose was to justify the colonies’ break from Britain by outlining the
grievances against King George III and asserting the colonies' right to self-governance.
Jefferson’s document was intended as an official declaration to both domestic and
international audiences, establishing a clear rationale for independence grounded in
Enlightenment principles.

Thomas Paine's "Common Sense"
Published in January 1776, "Common Sense" was a pamphlet written by Thomas Paine
aimed at the general colonial populace. Its purpose was to persuade ordinary colonists to
support independence, emphasizing the moral and practical reasons for breaking away
from Britain. Paine’s work was more accessible and emotionally charged, designed to
galvanize widespread support among common people who might not be well-versed in
political theory or legal arguments.

Target Audience and Tone

Jefferson's Audience and Style
The Declaration was primarily addressed to the American colonists, the British Crown, and



the international community. Its tone is formal, serious, and authoritative, reflecting its
purpose as a legal and philosophical justification for independence. Jefferson employed a
structured approach, using logical reasoning and appeals to Enlightenment ideals such as
natural rights and the social contract.

Paige's Audience and Style
"Common Sense" targeted the average colonist, including farmers, tradesmen, and
laborers. Paine’s tone is passionate, direct, and accessible, often employing vivid language
and rhetorical questions to stir emotional responses. His style aimed to demystify complex
political ideas, making the case for independence clear and compelling to a broad
audience.

Philosophical Foundations and Key Arguments

Core Principles in the Declaration of Independence
The Declaration’s philosophical foundation lies in Enlightenment ideas, particularly:

Natural rights: life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness

The belief that governments derive their power from the consent of the governed

The right of the people to overthrow unjust governments

Jefferson articulated these principles through a list of grievances against King George III,
illustrating how British rule violated these rights and justified revolution.

Central Themes in "Common Sense"
Paine's pamphlet emphasized:

The absurdity of monarchy and hereditary rule1.

The impracticality of remaining under British control2.

The moral necessity of independence for the colonies to thrive and govern3.
themselves

He argued that it was common sense for the colonies to break free and establish a
republican form of government based on popular sovereignty.



Legal vs. Moral Justification for Independence

Legal Arguments in the Declaration
The Declaration presents independence as a right rooted in natural law and the principles
of justice. It asserts that the colonies had the right to sever ties because of the repeated
violations and usurpations by the British Crown. Jefferson's list of grievances serves as
evidence of tyranny, providing a legal-style case for independence.

Moral and Ethical Arguments in "Common Sense"
Paine emphasizes the moral imperative to reject tyranny and establish a government that
reflects the will of the people. He challenges the legitimacy of monarchy and aristocracy,
framing British rule as morally wrong and incompatible with the ideals of freedom and
equality. Paine’s approach appeals to fairness and justice, urging colonists to act on their
sense of morality.

Impact and Legacy

Effect of the Declaration of Independence
The Declaration served as a unifying document that formalized the colonies’ break from
Britain. It inspired revolutionary movements worldwide and established the ideological
foundation for American democracy. Its impact extended beyond the colonies, influencing
ideas about human rights and self-determination.

Impact of "Common Sense"
"Common Sense" was instrumental in shifting public opinion towards independence. Its
widespread circulation and persuasive language mobilized ordinary colonists, making the
idea of independence more tangible and urgent. It helped create a collective mindset that
rebellion was justified and necessary.

Comparison Summary

Purpose: The Declaration was a formal legal declaration; "Common Sense" was a
persuasive pamphlet aimed at convincing the masses.

Audience: The Declaration targeted both domestic and international audiences;
"Common Sense" was directed at everyday colonists.



Tone: Formal, structured, and logical vs. passionate, accessible, and emotional.

Philosophy: Both drew on Enlightenment ideas but emphasized different
aspects—Jefferson on rights and legal justification, Paine on morality and
practicality.

Impact: The Declaration formalized independence; "Common Sense" catalyzed
public support.

Conclusion
While Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence and Thomas Paine’s "Common
Sense" differ markedly in style, tone, and approach, both were vital in shaping the
American Revolution. Jefferson’s document provided a constitutional and philosophical
blueprint for independence, emphasizing rights and justice, whereas Paine’s pamphlet
rallied popular support through emotional appeal and moral clarity. Together, they
exemplify how different methods—legal reasoning and passionate persuasion—can
complement each other in effecting profound social and political change. The enduring
legacy of both texts lies in their ability to inspire action and articulate the foundational
principles of a nation committed to liberty and self-governance.

Frequently Asked Questions

How do Thomas Jefferson's Declaration of Independence
and Thomas Paine's 'Common Sense' differ in their
primary objectives?
Thomas Jefferson's Declaration of Independence primarily aims to formally justify the
colonies' separation from Britain by outlining grievances and asserting natural rights,
while Thomas Paine's 'Common Sense' seeks to persuade ordinary colonists to support
independence through clear, accessible arguments advocating for rebellion against
monarchical rule.

In what ways do the writing styles of Jefferson's
Declaration and Paine's 'Common Sense' differ?
Jefferson's Declaration is formal, structured, and legalistic, emphasizing logical reasoning
and philosophical principles, whereas Paine's 'Common Sense' is more direct, passionate,
and accessible, employing straightforward language to appeal to a broad audience.

How do the authors' perspectives on monarchy and



government differ in their works?
Thomas Jefferson criticizes the British monarchy and hereditary rule, emphasizing natural
rights and the need for self-governance, while Thomas Paine vehemently opposes
monarchy altogether, advocating for a republic based on democratic principles and the
rejection of monarchical authority.

What role does the audience play in shaping the tone
and content of Jefferson's Declaration versus Paine's
'Common Sense'?
Jefferson's Declaration is aimed at the international community and the colonies' leaders,
employing a formal tone to justify independence legally and morally, whereas Paine's
'Common Sense' targets the common colonists, using simple language and emotional
appeals to inspire widespread support for rebellion.

How do the historical contexts influence the messages
conveyed in Jefferson's Declaration and Paine's
'Common Sense'?
Jefferson's Declaration was drafted during a time of formal political negotiation and
international diplomacy, emphasizing legitimacy and moral justification for independence,
while Paine's 'Common Sense' was written earlier during the revolutionary movement,
aiming to ignite popular support and challenge existing colonial loyalties amidst
widespread unrest.

Additional Resources
Foundational Texts of American Independence: A Comparative Analysis of Thomas
Jefferson's Declaration of Independence and Thomas Paine's "Common Sense"

The birth of the United States as an independent nation was shaped profoundly by two
seminal texts: Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence and Thomas Paine’s
"Common Sense." Both documents played pivotal roles in rallying public support for
independence from Britain, yet they differ significantly in their purpose, tone, audience,
and philosophical underpinnings. Exploring these differences and similarities offers a
comprehensive understanding of the ideological foundations of American independence.

---

Context and Historical Background



Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence

- Drafted in 1776, primarily authored by Thomas Jefferson, with input from John Adams,
Benjamin Franklin, and others.
- Served as a formal statement declaring the thirteen American colonies' break from
British rule.
- Presented to the Continental Congress on July 4, 1776.
- Aimed to justify independence legally and morally, providing a unifying document for the
colonies and a statement to the world.

Thomas Paine’s "Common Sense"

- Published in January 1776, eight months prior to the Declaration.
- A pamphlet aimed at the common colonists, designed to persuade the average American
to support independence.
- Distributed widely and quickly, becoming one of the most influential political writings of
the era.
- Focused on changing public opinion and creating a sense of urgency for breaking away
from Britain.

---

Purpose and Audience

Declaration of Independence

- Purpose: To formally announce the colonies' separation, justify the break legally and
morally, and lay the groundwork for international recognition.
- Audience: Primarily intended for the British Crown, Parliament, and foreign nations,
especially France and Spain, to garner support and legitimacy.

"Common Sense"

- Purpose: To persuade ordinary colonists that independence was not only desirable but
essential.
- Audience: The common people—farmers, tradespeople, and the average colonist—whose
support was crucial for the success of the revolution.

---



Philosophical Foundations and Key Principles

Declaration of Independence

- Natural Rights: Emphasizes inalienable rights of "Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of
Happiness."
- Government's Role: The legitimacy of government derives from the consent of the
governed; it exists to protect these rights.
- Right to Revolution: When a government becomes destructive of these rights, the people
have the right to alter or abolish it.
- Universal Principles: Asserts that all men are created equal, invoking Enlightenment
ideas, though this was not uniformly applied (e.g., slavery).

"Common Sense"

- Natural Rights and Justice: Argues that monarchy is unnatural and unjust.
- Critique of Monarchy and Hereditary Succession: Strongly condemns the idea of kingship
and hereditary rule.
- Republicanism: Advocates for a government based on the will of the people, emphasizing
democracy.
- Economic Independence: Highlights the economic disadvantages of remaining under
British rule, advocating for self-sufficiency.

---

Content and Arguments

Declaration of Independence

- Structure:
- Introduction: Explains the necessity of explaining the reasons for separation.
- List of Grievances: Detailed complaints against King George III, including taxation
without representation, interference with colonial governance, and violations of rights.
- Declaration: Formal assertion of independence.
- Key Arguments:
- The King has violated colonists’ rights.
- The colonies are justified in seeking independence due to repeated injustices.
- The colonies are now free and independent states with the power to make war, form
alliances, and establish commerce.



"Common Sense"

- Structure:
- Begins with a critique of monarchy and hereditary succession.
- Presents the case for independence through logical reasoning and emotional appeal.
- Concludes with calling for an immediate break from Britain and the establishment of a
republic.
- Key Arguments:
- Monarchy is inherently corrupt and oppressive.
- The geographical distance makes monarchy impractical.
- Britain’s political system is incompatible with American interests.
- An independent government is necessary for economic and social advancement.

---

Tone and Style

Declaration of Independence

- Formal, serious, and legalistic language.
- Uses Enlightenment terminology but maintains a dignified tone.
- Focuses on universal principles and moral justifications.
- Aimed to establish legitimacy and moral authority on a global stage.

"Common Sense"

- Persuasive, direct, and emotionally charged.
- Uses plain language accessible to the common person.
- Employs rhetorical questions, analogies, and vivid imagery.
- Designed to inspire action and foster a sense of moral urgency.

---

Impact and Legacy

Declaration of Independence

- Became a foundational document of American identity and constitutional law.
- Signified a formal break and established the ideological basis for the new nation.
- Inspired other independence movements worldwide.



- Its principles continue to influence American political thought and rights discourse.

"Common Sense"

- Catalyst for revolutionary enthusiasm among the masses.
- Helped shift public opinion toward supporting independence.
- Popularized Enlightenment ideas and republicanism.
- Its accessible language made complex political ideas understandable and compelling.

---

Differences in Approach and Emphasis

- Scope:
- The Declaration is a formal, legalistic document focusing on justification for
independence.
- "Common Sense" is a persuasive pamphlet aimed at galvanizing popular support.

- Tone:
- The Declaration maintains a dignified, authoritative tone.
- "Common Sense" is passionate, colloquial, and emotionally engaging.

- Content Focus:
- The Declaration emphasizes grievances and moral rights.
- "Common Sense" emphasizes the impracticality and injustice of monarchy and British
rule.

- Philosophical Emphasis:
- The Declaration draws heavily from Enlightenment ideas about natural rights and social
contract.
- "Common Sense" emphasizes republicanism and the importance of a government
representing the will of the people.

---

Similarities and Shared Themes

- Both advocate for independence and reject British authority.
- Both emphasize natural rights and the importance of liberty.
- Both criticize monarchy and hereditary rule.
- Both aim to promote a new political order rooted in democracy and republicanism.
- Both are instrumental in shaping American political culture and identity.

---



Conclusion: Complementary Roles in the
American Revolution

The Declaration of Independence and "Common Sense" serve as complementary texts that
collectively fueled the American Revolution. Paine’s pamphlet acted as a rallying cry that
mobilized ordinary colonists and built momentum for independence. Its accessible
language and emotional appeals made complex political ideas understandable to the
masses, transforming abstract principles into a call for action.

Conversely, Jefferson’s Declaration provided a formal, philosophical, and legal justification
for the break, articulating the colonies’ grievances and asserting universal principles of
human rights. Its tone and structure lent legitimacy and moral authority to the revolution
on the global stage.

Together, these texts encapsulate the multifaceted nature of the American independence
movement—combining popular appeal with formal political philosophy. Their enduring
legacy continues to influence democratic thought worldwide, illustrating the power of both
passionate rhetoric and principled reasoning in shaping history.

---

In summary, while Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence and Paine’s "Common Sense"
differ markedly in tone, style, and scope, they both crucially contributed to the ideological
and practical foundation of the United States. Their combined influence underscores the
importance of diverse approaches—both moral/legal and populist—in revolutionary
change.
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