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By Thomas Paine

What Archimedes said of the mechanical powers, may be applied to Reason and Liberty. "Had
we," said he, "a place to stand upon, we might raise the world."

The revolution of America presented in politics what was only theory in mechanics. So deeply
rooted were all the governments of the old world, and so effectually had the tyranny and the
antiquity of habit established itself over the mind, that no beginning could be made in Asia,
Africa, or Europe, to reform the political condition of man. Freedom had been hunted round the
globe; reason was considered as rebellion; and the slavery of fear had made men afraid to think.

But such is the irresistible nature of truth, that all it asks, — and all it wants, — is the liberty of
appearing. The sun needs no inscription to distinguish him from darkness; and no sooner did the
American governments display themselves to the world, than despotism felt a shock and man
began to contemplate redress.

The independence of America, considered merely as a separation from England, would have
been a matter but of little importance, had it not been accompanied by a revolution in the
principles and practice of governments. She made a stand, not for herself only, but for the world,
and looked beyond the advantages herself could receive. Even the Hessian, though hired to fight
against her, may live to bless his defeat; and England, condemning the viciousness of its
government, rejoice in its miscarriage.

As America was the only spot in the political world where the principle of universal reformation
could begin, so also was it the best in the natural world. An assemblage of circumstances
conspired, not only to give birth, but to add gigantic maturity to its principles. The scene which
that country presents to the eye of a spectator, has something in it which generates and
encourages great ideas. Nature appears to him in magnitude. The mighty objects he beholds, act
upon his mind by enlarging it, and he partakes of the greatness he contemplates. — Its first
settlers were emigrants from different European nations, and of diversified professions of
religion, retiring from the governmental persecutions of the old world, and meeting in the new,
not as enemies, but as brothers. The wants which necessarily accompany the cultivation of a
wilderness produced among them a state of society, which countries long harassed by the
quarrels and intrigues of governments, had neglected to cherish. In such a situation man becomes
what he ought. He sees his species, not with the inhuman idea of a natural enemy, but as kindred;
and the example shows to the artificial world, that man must go back to Nature for information.

From the rapid progress which America makes in every species of improvement, it is rational to
conclude that, if the governments of Asia, Africa, and Europe had begun on a principle similar
to that of America, or had not been very early corrupted therefrom, those countries must by this
time have been in a far superior condition to what they are. Age after age has passed away, for
no other purpose than to behold their wretchedness. Could we suppose a spectator who knew
nothing of the world, and who was put into it merely to make his observations, he would take a
great part of the old world to be new, just struggling with the difficulties and hardships of an
infant settlement. He could not suppose that the hordes of miserable poor with which old
countries abound could be any other than those who had not yet had time to provide for
themselves. Little would he think they were the consequence of what in such countries they call
government.

If, from the more wretched parts of the old world, we look at those which are in an advanced
stage of improvement we still find the greedy hand of government thrusting itself into every
corner and crevice of industry, and grasping the spoil of the multitude. Invention is continually



exercised to furnish new pretences for revenue and taxation. It watches prosperity as its prey, and
permits none to escape without a tribute.

As revolutions have begun (and as the probability is always greater against a thing beginning,
than of proceeding after it has begun), it is natural to expect that other revolutions will follow.
The amazing and still increasing expenses with which old governments are conducted, the
numerous wars they engage in or provoke, the embarrassments they throw in the way of
universal civilisation and commerce, and the oppression and usurpation acted at home, have
wearied out the patience, and exhausted the property of the world. In such a situation, and with
such examples already existing, revolutions are to be looked for. They are become subjects of
universal conversation, and may be considered as the Order of the day.

If systems of government can be introduced less expensive and more productive of general
happiness than those which have existed, all attempts to oppose their progress will in the end be
fruitless. Reason, like time, will make its own way, and prejudice will fall in a combat with
interest. If universal peace, civilisation, and commerce are ever to be the happy lot of man, it
cannot be accomplished but by a revolution in the system of governments. All the monarchical
governments are military. War is their trade, plunder and revenue their objects. While such
governments continue, peace has not the absolute security of a day. What is the history of all
monarchical governments but a disgusting picture of human wretchedness, and the accidental
respite of a few years' repose? Wearied with war, and tired with human butchery, they sat down
to rest, and called it peace. This certainly is not the condition that heaven intended for man.

The revolutions which formerly took place in the world had nothing in them that interested the
bulk of mankind. They extended only to a change of persons and measures, but not of principles,
and rose or fell among the common transactions of the moment. What we now behold may not
improperly be called a "counter-revolution." Conquest and tyranny, at some earlier period,
dispossessed man of his rights, and he is now recovering them. And as the tide of all human
affairs has its ebb and flow in directions contrary to each other, so also is it in this. Government
founded on a moral theory, on a system of universal peace, on the indefeasible hereditary Rights
of Man, is now revolving from west to east by a stronger impulse than the government of the
sword revolved from east to west. It interests not particular individuals, but nations in its
progress, and promises a new era to the human race.

The danger to which the success of revolutions is most exposed is that of attempting them
before the principles on which they proceed, and the advantages to result from them, are
sufficiently seen and understood. Almost everything appertaining to the circumstances of a
nation, has been absorbed and confounded under the general and mysterious word government.
Though it avoids taking to its account the errors it commits, and the mischiefs it occasions, it
fails not to arrogate to itself whatever has the appearance of prosperity. It robs industry of its
honours, by pedantically making itself the cause of its effects; and purloins from the general
character of man, the merits that appertain to him as a social being.

It may therefore be of use in this day of revolutions to discriminate between those things which
are the effect of government, and those which are not. This will best be done by taking a review
of society and civilisation, and the consequences resulting therefrom, as things distinct from
what are called governments. By beginning with this investigation, we shall be able to assign
effects to their proper causes and analyse the mass of common errors.



