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Thomas Paine, a pivotal figure in American revolutionary thought, critically addresses the
common argument that Britain has historically defended the colonies and, therefore, their
current desire for independence is unjustified. In his influential pamphlet Common Sense,
Paine dismantles this justification by examining the nature of British colonial policies, the
reality of British support, and the broader implications of allegiance to a distant monarchy.
This article delves into Paine's perspective on the claim that Britain has historically
defended the colonies, analyzing his arguments and their significance in the broader
context of revolutionary thought.

Introduction: The Common Defense Argument

Many colonists and loyalists argued that Britain had historically protected and supported
the colonies, implying that they owed allegiance and should remain loyal to the Crown.
This argument is often summarized as:

Britain has provided military protection against external enemies.

British governments have maintained order and stability in the colonies.

Colonies benefit from the empire’s resources and military presence.

Proponents of this view contend that the colonies’ prosperity and security are rooted in
British support, and severing ties would jeopardize their safety and well-being.

Paine’s Rebuttal to the Defense of Britain

Thomas Paine challenges this argument on multiple levels, emphasizing that the supposed
protection is superficial, inconsistent, and sometimes even detrimental. His critique can be
summarized into key points:



1. The Illusion of Protection

Paine argues that the idea Britain has historically defended the colonies is a
misconception. Instead of genuine protection, the colonies have often been exposed to
harm, exploitation, and neglect by British policies.

British military interventions were often for the benefit of Britain, not the colonies.

Colonial defenses were sometimes undermined or ignored by British policies, leaving
colonies vulnerable.

British military presence was inconsistent and sometimes hostile rather than
protective.

He asserts that the colonies’ safety was not solely dependent on Britain but was often
compromised by imperial policies that prioritized British interests.

2. The Nature of British Support

Paine questions the sincerity and effectiveness of British support, highlighting that:

Much of Britain’s military aid was limited and self-interested.

British troops often acted against the colonies’ interests, suppressing dissent and
rebellion.

The colonies bore the costs of British military actions without adequate support or
representation.

He emphasizes that the colonies have funded their own defense through local militias,
suggesting that British support was neither comprehensive nor reliable.

3. The Exploitative Relationship

A central theme in Paine’s critique is that the relationship between Britain and the
colonies was fundamentally exploitative, not protective:

Colonies were taxed heavily without representation, benefitting Britain economically.

Trade restrictions and acts (e.g., Stamp Act, Townshend Acts) limited colonial



economic freedom.

The colonies provided resources and wealth that fueled Britain’s prosperity at their
own expense.

Paine argues that this exploitative dynamic undermines the legitimacy of claims that
Britain has truly defended or supported the colonies.

Historical Evidence Used by Paine

To bolster his argument, Paine refers to specific historical examples and policies:

1. The French and Indian War

He points out that during the French and Indian War (Seven Years’ War), the colonies
bore significant military costs and risks, yet after victory, Britain imposed taxes and
restrictions without colonial input.

2. The Proclamation of 1763 and Other Restrictions

Paine highlights policies that limited colonial expansion and self-governance, portraying
them as acts of domination rather than protection.

3. Neglect During the Colonial Rebellions

The British government’s slow or ineffective response to colonial unrest demonstrates a
lack of genuine concern for colonial welfare.

Reevaluating the Concept of Defense

Paine encourages a rethinking of what constitutes true defense and support. He argues
that:

Protection should involve respect for colonial rights and self-governance.

Defense involves mutual benefit, not exploitation and control.

Real support would require the colonies to have a voice and say in their affairs,



which Britain denied them.

Thus, Paine suggests that Britain’s actions were more about maintaining imperial
dominance than genuinely defending the colonies.

The Moral and Political Implications

Paine’s critique extends beyond historical facts to the moral and political legitimacy of
allegiance to Britain:

Colonies are not obligated to remain loyal when their rights are violated.

The argument of historical protection is invalid if Britain’s actions have been
oppressive.

True defense involves respecting the colonies’ desire for self-determination.

He advocates for independence as a moral imperative, asserting that the colonies must
break free from a relationship that has been more oppressive than protective.

Conclusion: Paine’s Legacy in the Argument for
Independence

Thomas Paine’s arguments fundamentally challenge the notion that Britain has historically
defended the colonies as a justification for continued loyalty. Instead, he portrays Britain’s
role as an exploitative empire that has failed to genuinely protect or support the colonies.
His emphasis on the inconsistencies and self-interest behind British policies provides a
compelling rationale for independence, rooted in justice rather than tradition or
misconception.

By dismantling the argument that Britain’s past support warrants allegiance, Paine
empowers colonists to see independence as a moral and practical necessity. His insights
remain influential in understanding the revolutionary mindset and the shift from loyalty to
the pursuit of self-governance.

Summary of Key Points

Britain’s support to the colonies was superficial, inconsistent, and often self-serving.1.



Colonies bore significant costs and risks without adequate British aid or2.
representation.

British policies were exploitative rather than protective, undermining colonial rights.3.

Historical evidence shows neglect and aggression, not defense.4.

True defense involves mutual respect and self-governance, which Britain denied.5.

The argument that Britain has defended the colonies is thus flawed and unjustified.6.

In essence, Paine’s critique underscores that the claim of British protection is a
misconception that fails to account for historical realities and moral considerations,
making the case for independence both compelling and justified.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Paine's main argument against the claim that
Britain has historically defended the colonies?
Paine argues that Britain's past efforts to defend the colonies were actually motivated by
self-interest and imperial gain, rather than genuine concern for their welfare.

How does Paine challenge the idea that Britain has been
a protector of the colonies?
He states that Britain has only protected the colonies when it served its own interests and
has often neglected or exploited them, rather than acting out of genuine concern.

Does Paine believe that Britain's past actions justify
continued loyalty to the crown?
No, Paine contends that Britain's past behavior demonstrates a pattern of neglect and
exploitation, making continued loyalty unjustified.

What historical examples does Paine use to support his
argument?
Paine references events like the Stamp Act and other taxes imposed without colonial
consent, illustrating Britain's disregard for colonial rights.

How does Paine view the idea that Britain has



historically been a good defender of the colonies?
He dismisses this notion, arguing that Britain’s defense efforts were superficial or
motivated by self-interest, not genuine concern for colonial welfare.

What significance does Paine attach to the colonies'
own efforts in defending themselves?
Paine emphasizes that the colonies have often had to defend themselves without British
help, highlighting their independence and resilience.

How does Paine's perspective on Britain's past defense
efforts influence his overall argument for
independence?
He uses the history of neglect and exploitation to argue that the colonies can no longer
trust Britain and must seek independence for their own security and prosperity.

In what way does Paine link Britain's historical behavior
to its current treatment of the colonies?
He suggests that Britain's past actions set a precedent for continued disregard and unjust
treatment, undermining any claims of genuine protection.

Why does Paine believe that the colonies should no
longer rely on Britain’s past efforts as a justification for
loyalty?
Because he views Britain’s past defense as insincere and driven by self-interest, making it
an unreliable basis for continued allegiance.

Additional Resources
What Does Paine Say About The Argument That Britain Has Defended The Colonies In The
Past?

The question of Britain's historical role in defending its American colonies has long been a
point of contention in debates over colonial rights, imperial policy, and independence.
Central to this discourse is Thomas Paine, whose writings profoundly influenced American
revolutionary thought. This article critically examines Paine’s perspective on the claim
that Britain has historically defended the colonies, analyzing his arguments, context, and
implications to understand his stance within the broader narrative of colonial grievances.

---



Historical Context: Britain’s Defense of the
Colonies

Before delving into Paine’s views, it is essential to understand the historical backdrop
against which the argument that Britain defended the colonies is framed.

The Colonial Relationship with Britain
- The colonies were established through a combination of economic pursuits, religious
freedom, and strategic military positioning.
- Over time, the colonies depended on Britain for protection against external threats, such
as Native American tribes, French forces during the Seven Years’ War, and later, other
European powers.
- British military presence was intended to secure trade routes, deter invasions, and
maintain order.

British Defense Efforts
- The British government invested significant resources in defending the colonies,
including stationing troops, establishing fortifications, and passing legislation to suppress
external threats.
- Notable examples include the deployment of troops during the French and Indian War
and subsequent military campaigns aimed at protecting colonial interests.
- However, many colonists perceived these efforts as insufficient, overly burdensome, or
self-serving, especially when it came to defending against internal unrest or external
aggression.

---

Thomas Paine’s Perspective on Britain’s Defense
of the Colonies

Thomas Paine, the influential political thinker and author of Common Sense, was a fierce
critic of British imperial policies. His writings systematically dismantle the notion that
Britain’s historical role was primarily one of protection and benevolence toward the
colonies.

Paine’s Critique of British Defense Claims
- Paine argues that Britain’s justification for continued control relies heavily on the claim
that the colonies have been defended and protected.
- He counters this by asserting that Britain’s actions have often been motivated by self-
interest rather than genuine concern for colonial well-being.
- Paine emphasizes that Britain’s military interventions and policies have frequently been



oppressive rather than protective.

Key Points in Paine’s Argument
1. Protection as a Pretext for Exploitation: Paine suggests that Britain’s military presence
is less about defending the colonies and more about maintaining control and extracting
economic benefits.
2. Neglect of Colonial Needs: The British government often failed to adequately defend the
colonies against external threats, instead prioritizing imperial interests.
3. Military Force as Oppression: When Britain did deploy troops, it often used military
force to suppress dissent, as seen in incidents like the Boston Massacre, which Paine
highlights as evidence of oppressive tactics rather than protective actions.
4. Historical Inconsistencies: Paine points out that Britain’s record of defending the
colonies is inconsistent, citing periods when colonial defense was neglected or when
Britain’s military actions harmed rather than helped.

---

Analyzing Paine’s Arguments in Depth

To fully appreciate Paine’s stance, it is necessary to analyze his arguments critically,
considering both his rhetoric and the historical facts he references.

Protection vs. Exploitation
- Paine’s assertion that Britain’s claims of protection are hypocritical hinges on the idea
that imperial policies served Britain’s economic and political interests.
- He argues that the colonies were often left to fend for themselves, especially during
times of external threat, while Britain reaped the benefits of colonial trade and resources.
- For example, during the French and Indian War, colonies bore significant costs and risks,
yet Britain’s post-war policies did little to establish a lasting defensive framework.

Neglect of Defensive Responsibilities
- Paine points out that Britain’s military strategy was reactive rather than proactive.
- The colonies were sometimes left vulnerable, with insufficient troop deployment or
inadequate fortifications.
- The colonists’ own militias and defense efforts often had to fill the gaps left by British
neglect, fostering resentment.

Use of Military Force to Suppress Dissent
- Paine highlights incidents such as the Boston Massacre (1770), where British soldiers
fired on protesting colonists, framing such events as evidence of oppressive conduct
disguised as protection.



- Such actions undermined the moral authority of Britain’s claims to defend the colonies,
revealing a pattern of coercion rather than care.

Inconsistencies and Contradictions
- Paine notes that Britain’s defense policies varied greatly over time, often correlating with
colonial unrest or economic interests rather than consistent protective intent.
- For instance, British neglect during the early years of colonization contrasted sharply
with later military crackdowns, suggesting opportunism rather than genuine concern.

---

Implications of Paine’s Critique for the Colonial
Cause

Paine’s rejection of Britain’s claim to have defended the colonies has profound
implications for understanding the revolutionary movement.

Reframing the Narrative
- Paine challenges the moral legitimacy of British authority, asserting that the colonies
have been exploited rather than protected.
- This reframing shifts the debate from one of mere taxation or governance to fundamental
questions of justice and sovereignty.

Rallying Colonial Unity
- By exposing Britain’s failings as a protector, Paine aims to galvanize colonial unity
against perceived tyranny.
- His rhetoric fosters a sense of betrayal and moral outrage, which becomes a rallying cry
for independence.

Legal and Political Arguments
- Paine’s critique supports arguments that the colonies have no obligation to remain
subordinate to a government that has failed to fulfill its protective duties.
- This bolsters the case for independence based on the breach of social contract principles.

---

Conclusion: Paine’s Legacy and the Question of



Defense

Thomas Paine’s treatment of the argument that Britain has defended the colonies presents
a compelling critique rooted in moral, historical, and political reasoning. His assertion that
Britain’s claims of protection are largely hypocritical, self-interested, and sometimes
outright oppressive challenges the legitimacy of Britain’s imperial authority.

While Britain did contribute military efforts at various points, Paine’s analysis reveals that
these efforts often served imperial interests rather than genuine colonial defense. His
writings emphasize that colonial grievances stem not only from taxation or representation
issues but from a broader pattern of neglect, exploitation, and coercion disguised as
protection.

In the landscape of revolutionary thought, Paine’s perspective remains a powerful
testament to the idea that the colonies’ pursuit of independence was justified not merely
by a desire for self-rule but also by the recognition that Britain had failed in its
fundamental duty to protect and serve its colonial subjects. His critique continues to
resonate as a foundational argument against imperial pretensions and a call for justice
and sovereignty.

---

In summary, Thomas Paine explicitly discredits the claim that Britain has historically
defended the colonies, instead portraying British military and political actions as self-
serving, inconsistent, and often oppressive. His critique underscores a broader
philosophical and moral argument for independence, emphasizing that true protection and
justice were absent from Britain’s imperial policies.
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