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The phrase “Common Sense” in the context of the American Revolution is most famously associated with the
influential pamphlet written by Thomas Paine in 1776. This publication played a pivotal role in shaping public
opinion and galvanizing support among the American colonists for independence from Britain. To understand
what “Common Sense” referred to in this revolutionary period, it is essential to explore the content,
arguments, and impact of Paine’s pamphlet, as well as the broader cultural and political climate it addressed.

Understanding the Context of the American Revolution

The Political Climate Before 1776
- The colonies had been under British rule for over a century, yet they developed a distinct identity.
- Tensions arose due to taxation without representation, such as the Stamp Act and Townshend Acts.
- Colonial protests and boycotts gradually escalated into calls for greater autonomy.
- The First Continental Congress met in 1774 to address grievances, but unity was fragile.

The Shift Toward Independence
- The battles of Lexington and Concord in April 1775 marked the beginning of armed conflict.
- Many colonists still questioned whether independence was the right course.
- The publication of influential writings, including Paine’s “Common Sense,” helped shift public opinion.

What Did “Common Sense” Refer To in the Revolution?

Definition of “Common Sense” in This Context
- The phrase did not merely imply ordinary good judgment but became synonymous with a compelling,
straightforward argument for independence.
- Paine’s pamphlet aimed to appeal to the “common sense” of everyday colonists—ordinary people—about why
independence was necessary and justified.
- It challenged the legitimacy of monarchy and hereditary rule, asserting that such systems were inherently
unjust and illogical.

The Core Principles of Paine’s “Common Sense”
- Rejection of Monarchy and Hereditary Succession
- Paine argued that monarchy was an absurd form of government rooted in antiquated tradition.
- The idea that a distant king in Britain could legitimately rule over American colonists was fundamentally
flawed.
- Advocacy for Republicanism



- Paine promoted the idea of a government based on the will of the people, rather than inherited privilege.
- The concept of a republic where leaders are elected by the citizens became central.
- The Case for Independence
- Paine emphasized that the colonies would be better off free from British control.
- He pointed out the economic, political, and moral reasons for breaking away.

The Rhetorical Approach of “Common Sense”
- Paine used clear, accessible language aimed at the average colonist.
- He employed logical arguments combined with emotional appeals to foster a sense of urgency.
- The pamphlet was concise, forceful, and persuasive, making complex political ideas understandable to all.

The Impact of “Common Sense”

Widespread Distribution and Readership
- The pamphlet quickly spread throughout the colonies, with hundreds of thousands of copies circulated.
- It was affordable and accessible, enabling many colonists to read and discuss its ideas.
- Paine’s writing resonated particularly with those who felt disconnected from the aristocratic political
elite.

The Role in Shaping Public Opinion
- “Common Sense” shifted the conversation from mere grievances to the necessity of independence.
- It helped transform the colonies’ outlook, fostering a collective identity rooted in liberty and self-
governance.
- The pamphlet provided a compelling moral justification for revolution.

Influence on Key Figures and the Declaration of Independence
- Prominent leaders, including members of the Continental Congress, read and endorsed Paine’s arguments.
- The ideas in “Common Sense” influenced the drafting of the Declaration of Independence later that year.
- Thomas Jefferson and others cited the pamphlet as a major inspiration for asserting the colonies’ right to
self-determination.

The Legacy of “Common Sense” in American History

Redefining “Common Sense” as a Political Concept
- The phrase became synonymous with practical, straightforward arguments for justice and self-rule.
- It exemplified the power of mass communication in shaping political change.

Impact Beyond the American Revolution
- The ideas promoted by Paine influenced subsequent democratic movements worldwide.
- “Common Sense” remains a symbol of revolutionary activism and the importance of accessible political
discourse.



Conclusion

In the context of the American Revolution, “Common Sense” primarily referred to the revolutionary ideas
articulated by Thomas Paine in his pamphlet of the same name. It was a call to the ordinary colonists to
recognize their inherent right to independence, to reject the old-world notions of monarchy and hereditary rule,
and to embrace a new form of government rooted in the will of the people. Paine’s “Common Sense” was not just
a title but a rallying cry that encapsulated the spirit of the revolution—promoting clarity, reason, and
moral conviction in the pursuit of liberty. Its enduring legacy lies in its ability to articulate complex political
ideas in a manner accessible to all, transforming public opinion and ultimately helping to forge a new nation
based on the principles of democracy and self-determination.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the main message of Common Sense during the American
Revolution?

Common Sense advocated for American independence from Britain and argued that the colonies should break free
from royal rule to establish their own government.

Who authored the pamphlet 'Common Sense' and what was its significance?

Thomas Paine authored Common Sense, and it played a crucial role in convincing many American colonists to
support independence from Britain.

How did Common Sense influence public opinion during the American
Revolution?

The pamphlet made a compelling case for independence, swaying public opinion by presenting logical arguments
against monarchy and British rule.

In what ways did Common Sense challenge the existing political views of the
colonies?

It challenged the idea of loyalty to the British crown, promoted republican ideals, and argued that a small
island like Britain should not control a continent like America.

What specific arguments did Thomas Paine make in Common Sense to support
independence?

Paine argued that independence was necessary for economic growth, criticized monarchy as an unjust form of
government, and called for a representative government based on popular sovereignty.

Why is Common Sense considered a turning point in the American Revolution?

Because it widely spread revolutionary ideas and helped galvanize colonists toward declaring independence,
shaping the political landscape of the revolution.

How was Common Sense received by the colonists when it was published?

It was extremely popular, selling over 100,000 copies in a few months, and greatly influenced the



revolutionary movement.

Did Common Sense influence the drafting of the Declaration of Independence?

While not directly involved, the ideas in Common Sense influenced the revolutionary leaders and contributed to
the ideological foundation of the Declaration.

What lasting impact did Common Sense have on American political thought?

It helped establish the principles of republicanism and popular sovereignty that continue to underpin American
political philosophy today.

Additional Resources
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The American Revolution was a pivotal moment in world history, marked by the colonies’ bold move toward
independence from British rule. Central to this movement was a powerful idea: Common Sense. While the term
itself has broad connotations of shared understanding and practical judgment, in the context of the American
Revolution, it specifically refers to a seminal pamphlet authored by Thomas Paine that played a crucial role in
shaping public opinion and galvanizing revolutionary sentiment. This article delves deeply into what “Common
Sense” signified in this historic period, exploring its content, context, and lasting impact.

---

Understanding the Concept of Common Sense Before the Revolution

Before Thomas Paine’s pamphlet, the phrase “common sense” was generally used to describe sound, practical
judgment that is shared by ordinary people. It was a term rooted in Enlightenment ideals, emphasizing reason and
collective wisdom over aristocratic or monarchical authority. However, in the specific context of the
American colonies, “common sense” took on a more charged and revolutionary connotation.

- Traditional Meaning: Innate human reasoning that guides rational decision-making.
- Enlightenment Influence: Emphasized the use of reason as the foundation for justice and governance.
- Colonial Perspective: The idea that independence and self-governance were not only logical but morally
necessary.

In this environment, “common sense” was more than just good judgment; it was the voice of the ordinary
colonists asserting their right to self-determination.

---

Thomas Paine’s “Common Sense”: An Overview

Published in January 1776, Thomas Paine’s Common Sense was a 47-page pamphlet that swiftly became one of
the most influential texts of the American Revolution. Its purpose was to persuade ordinary colonists of the
imperative need to break free from British rule.

Key aspects of Paine’s pamphlet include:

- Accessible Language: Written in clear, straightforward prose, making complex political ideas understandable



to the common person.
- Urgent Tone: Emphasized the immediacy of action needed to secure liberty.
- Logical Arguments: Used common sense reasoning to dismantle the legitimacy of monarchy and hereditary rule.
- Emotional Appeal: Inspired pride and a sense of moral righteousness among colonists.

Impact: The pamphlet sold over 100,000 copies within a few months, a remarkable feat at the time, and
significantly shifted public opinion toward independence.

---

The Core Ideas of “Common Sense” in the Context of the Revolution

Thomas Paine’s Common Sense articulated several core ideas that redefined the colonies’ understanding of their
relationship with Britain and their own governance:

1. The Critique of Monarchy and Hereditary Succession

Paine argued that:

- Monarchy is unnatural and unjust: It is based on tradition rather than merit.
- Hereditary monarchy is absurd: The idea that power should be passed down through family lines without
regard for individual ability is irrational.
- Kings are tyrants: The monarchy, especially the British monarch, was depicted as an oppressive force.

2. The Case for Independence

Paine made a compelling argument that:

- Remaining under British rule was impractical and harmful: The colonies would never attain true freedom or
prosperity while subordinate to Britain.
- Independence was the logical next step: It was “common sense” for colonies to govern themselves and forge
their own destiny.

3. The Economic Rationale

He highlighted the economic disadvantages of British rule:

- Trade restrictions: British policies limited colonial trade and innovation.
- Self-sufficiency: Colonies could thrive independently if free from British interference.

4. The Geographical and Political Argument

- Distance and size: The colonies were vast and distant from Britain, making direct control inefficient and
unnecessary.
- Self-governance: The colonies had developed their own institutions and traditions of self-rule, making British
oversight redundant.

5. The Moral and Ethical Dimension

- Universal rights: All men are created equal, with unalienable rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness.
- Moral duty: Colonists had a moral obligation to break free from tyranny and establish a government based
on popular sovereignty.

---



Why Did “Common Sense” Resonate So Deeply?

Thomas Paine’s pamphlet struck a chord because it tapped into the foundational idea of common sense—shared
reason and practical judgment—and applied it to the colonial situation. Several factors contributed to its
widespread influence:

- Language Accessibility: Unlike previous political writings, it was written in plain language accessible to the
common man.
- Emotional Resonance: It fostered a sense of moral righteousness and shared purpose.
- Strategic Argumentation: It provided clear, logical reasons why independence was inevitable and necessary.
- Timing: Published just months before the Declaration of Independence, it helped shift public opinion firmly
toward revolution.

---

The Political and Social Impact of “Common Sense” in the
Revolution

Transforming Public Opinion

- The pamphlet moved the average colonist from cautious dissent to active support for independence.
- It challenged loyalty to the British Crown and questioned the legitimacy of monarchy and aristocracy.
- It unified diverse colonies around the cause of independence.

Influencing Leaders and the Continental Congress

- Many revolutionaries, including members of the Continental Congress, cited Common Sense as a key influence.
- It provided ideological backing for the Declaration of Independence, authored a few months later.

Fostering a New National Identity

- The pamphlet helped forge a collective American identity rooted in reason, liberty, and self-governance.
- It laid the intellectual groundwork for the emerging nation’s democratic principles.

---

Legacy of “Common Sense” in American History

The influence of Paine’s Common Sense extended well beyond the Revolution:

- Inspirational Model: It set a precedent for persuasive political writing aimed at shaping public opinion.
- Revolutionary Ideology: It cemented the notion that government should be based on the consent of the
governed.
- Universal Principles: Its emphasis on natural rights and equality became foundational to American political
philosophy.
- Enduring Relevance: The phrase “common sense” continues to symbolize practical wisdom and democratic ideals.

---



Conclusion: What Did “Common Sense” Refer To in the American
Revolution?

In sum, “Common Sense” in the context of the American Revolution referred to both a philosophical concept and
a revolutionary pamphlet that embodied and promoted the idea that ordinary people, guided by reason and
shared moral principles, had the right and duty to overthrow tyranny and establish a government rooted in
liberty and equality. Thomas Paine’s Common Sense was not merely a title but a reflection of the
revolutionary spirit: the belief that justice, reason, and morality are accessible to all and should guide the
course of history. Its powerful arguments and accessible language transformed the political landscape,
turning the abstract idea of independence into a practical and achievable goal rooted in the collective common
sense of the American people.

---

In essence, “Common Sense” in the American Revolution was the rallying cry that reason, morality, and shared
understanding justified and demanded independence—a concept that Thomas Paine’s pamphlet masterfully
articulated and popularized, leaving a lasting legacy in the foundation of the United States.
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