
This month, we are highlighting the 250th anniversary of the publication of Thomas Paine’s
Common Sense, first published on January 10, 1776. Paine’s Common Sense is often
credited as the text that roused widespread public support for independence, appealing
directly to American colonists’ sense of reason and everyday realities. Paine’s work was so
powerful that it conjured a sense of urgency and a revolutionary spirit, helping to pave the
way for events leading to the monumental signing of the Declaration of Independence.

This anniversary offers a powerful opportunity to:
Explore Common Sense as a pivotal text in the lead-up to America@250.
Introduce the essential civic question: What does it take to ignite change—individually,
collectively, within an organization, a school, a community, or a country?
Ask students what ideas move them, and which ideas might inspire them to act within
their own spheres of influence today.

Change often starts with a great idea and someone with the courage to act on it.
Historically, these ideas and the individuals who championed them have served as
catalysts for change and have been integral to America’s growth and progress.

Have you thought about how to mark America@250 at your school?

The accompanying resource offers several ways to think about civic catalysts for change
and their role in our upcoming America@250 milestone. We welcome your feedback and
thoughts. 
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Text: Thomas Paine. Common Sense. 1776.  Excerpt

Some writers have so confounded society with government, as to leave little or no
distinction between them; whereas they are not only different, but have different origins.
Society is produced by our wants, and government by our wickedness; the former promotes
our happiness positively by uniting our affections, the latter negatively by restraining our
vices. The one encourages intercourse, the other creates distinctions. The first a patron, the
last a punisher.

Society in every state is a blessing, but government even in its best state is but a necessary
evil; in its worst state an intolerable one; for when we suffer, or are exposed to the same
miseries by a government, which we might expect in a country without government, our
calamity is heightened by reflecting that we furnish the means by which we suffer.
Government, like dress, is the badge of lost innocence; the palaces of kings are built on the
ruins of the bowers of paradise. For were the impulses of conscience clear, uniform, and
irresistibly obeyed, man would need no other lawgiver; but that not being the case, he finds
it necessary to surrender up a part of his property to furnish means for the protection of the
rest; and this he is induced to do by the same prudence which in every other case advises
him out of two evils to choose the least. Wherefore, security being the true design and end
of government, it unanswerably follows that whatever form thereof appears most likely to
ensure it to us, with the least expence and greatest benefit, is preferable to all others.
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Discussion Questions:

1. How does Paine distinguish between the origins of society and government? Do you
agree with his optimistic view of society and his realist view of government? Why or why
not?

2. Paine writes, “Society is a blessing.” In what ways is society a boon? How can individuals
help make society more of a blessing?

3. Paine writes, “Government, like dress, is the badge of lost innocence; the palaces of
kings are built on the ruins of the bowers of paradise.” What does he mean by this
metaphor? How did the American founders attempt to create a more ideal form of
government in response to such concerns?

4.  How can we build on the noble aims of the American founders? What is one way you
think the government can improve today? 

5. Follow-up Activity: If you were hired to lead the effort you mentioned in question 4,
what would you do about enacting change?
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Let us look further at what Paine says...
Text: Thomas Paine, Common Sense. 1776. Excerpt

In this passage, Paine critiques the structure of the English constitution and challenges the
idea that a mixed system of monarchy, aristocracy, and representative government can
truly protect liberty.

I know it is difficult to get over local or long standing prejudices, yet if we will suffer
ourselves to examine the component parts of the English constitution, we shall find them to
be the base remains of two ancient tyrannies, compounded with some new republican
materials.

First.—The remains of monarchical tyranny in the person of the king.

Secondly.—The remains of aristocratical tyranny in the persons of the peers.

Thirdly.—The new republican materials, in the persons of the commons, on whose virtue
depends the freedom of England.

The two first, by being hereditary, are independent of the people; wherefore in a
constitutional sense they contribute nothing towards the freedom of the state.

To say that the constitution of England is a union of three powers reciprocally checking each
other, is farcical, either the words have no meaning, or they are flat contradictions.

To say that the commons is a check upon the king, presupposes two things:

First.—That the king is not to be trusted without being looked after, or in other words, that
a thirst for absolute power is the natural disease of monarchy.

Secondly.—That the commons, by being appointed for that purpose, are either wiser or
more worthy of confidence than the crown.

But as the same constitution which gives the commons a power to check the king by
withholding the supplies, gives afterwards the king a power to check the commons, by
empowering him to reject their other bills; it again supposes that the king is wiser than those
whom it has already supposed to be wiser than him. A mere absurdity!
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Discussion Questions:

1. What problems does Paine identify in the three elements of the English government?
Monarchical tyranny: the power of the king
Aristocratic tyranny: the power of the peers
Republican elements: the role of the commons

2. Paine says, “The new republican materials, in the persons of the commons, on whose
virtue depends the freedom of England”. How is this the case? In what ways does a
society rely on the goodness and civic responsibility of its people?

3. Do you think Paine’s critique applies to governments today? Why or why not?

Catalysts for Change Research Project or Activity:

Identify an idea that has moved you and contributed to change in society.
1. What about this idea is meaningful to you?
2. Why was this idea important in its historical moment? What problem was it attempting to

solve?
3. Who championed this idea, and how did they use it to propose or create a solution?
4. Has this issue been resolved? Where are there opportunities to build upon the work of

this progressive reform?

American History Catalyst for Change Challenge:

1. Create a class mosaic of civic ideas, including who voiced them and who acted on them.
2. Rate the idea you think was most impactful and explain why.
3. Present your idea to the class: share why you believe it was most important and how it

inspired change.
4. As a class, identify one of the ideas presented that is still needed today, and discuss

how it could be applied in your community.


