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Directions:	Students	should	work	independently	for	the	first	40	minutes	and	my	
work	in	small	groups	for	the	second	half	of	class.		If	students	do	not	finish	it	is	
homework	
	
Please	complete	the	following.	
	

1. Read	The	Road	to	Revolution	by	T.H	Breen	and	complete	a	timeline	of	at	least	
ten	key	events	leading	to	independence.	

2. Read	the	two	excerpts	of	Thomas	Paine’s	Common	Sense	and	answer	the	
questions.	Common	Sense	was	one	of	the	most	important		

3. Read	the	Declaration	of	Independence	and	provide	5	annotations	on	the	
declaration	of	Independence	explaining	how	the	colonists	justified	
independence.		



The Road to Revolution
by T. H. Breen

Detail from Paul Revere’s engraving of “A View of Boston . . . and Brittish Ships of War,”
depicting the arrival of British soldiers in 1768, published in May 1770. (Gilder Lehrman
Collection)

The Peace of Paris (February 10, 1763) marked a glorious moment in the history of the British Empire.
France surrendered Canada, ending more than a century of warfare on the northern frontier. At the time,
no one seriously thought that the conclusion of the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763) would lead in little
more than a decade to the creation of an independent state. Thomas Pownall, a respected commentator
on economic affairs and former royal governor of Massachusetts, explained to British policy makers
precisely why the Americans could never hope to form a government of their own. “The different manner
in which they are settled, the different modes under which they live, the different forms of charters, grants,
and frame of government,” he insisted, “. . . will keep the several provinces and colonies perpetually
independent of, and unconnected with each other, and dependent on the mother country.”[1]

Pownall’s assertions provide an arresting reminder that the American Revolution was not inevitable. The
British colonists faced almost insuperable obstacles in organizing resistance to the most powerful army
and navy the world had ever seen. Scattered over a huge territory—over 1,800 miles from New
Hampshire to Georgia—they had developed strong local loyalties. The large rice and tobacco plantations
of the South relied on slave labor; the northern economy drew upon small family farms. No single sect
dominated the religious landscape. It seemed highly unlikely that such a diverse population would even be
able to communicate effectively, let alone support a common political agenda. Moreover, in 1763 the great
majority of white colonists expressed general contentment with imperial rule. After all, their ties with Great
Britain brought commercial prosperity and military security. Considering the manifest benefits of being part
of the empire, one should ask not why the colonists mounted a rebellion against the king and Parliament,
but rather why they fell out of love so quickly with a political system that had served so well for so long.

HIDE FULL ESSAY

One obvious answer is that after 1763 the king and Parliament changed the assumptions that had defined
colonial rule. The British emerged from the Seven Years’ War saddled with a huge national debt. English
taxpayers had generously supported the struggle against France, but as peace returned, they were in no
mood to increase their financial burden. It made good sense, therefore, to ask the Americans to take
greater responsibility for their own defense. However, since the colonial governments had made sizeable
contributions to the war effort, they did not see why they should produce new revenue. It was not that they
rejected the idea that ordinary citizens had an obligation to fund government services. From the beginning
of the controversy, the issue was representation, not taxation. Americans rejected out of hand arguments
that the members of Parliament—men whom they had not elected—somehow represented the interests of
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colonists who lived 3,000 miles from London.

During the early 1760s the leaders of Parliament sought to exploit new sources of American revenue. The
Sugar Act of 1764 aimed to raise more money from the molasses trade. And then, in 1765 George
Grenville, Chancellor of the Exchequer, guided the Stamp Act through Parliament. The colonists
expressed immediate outrage. The act placed a tax on almost all printed materials including legal
documents, newspapers, and diplomas. Americans not only refused to purchase the hated stamps but
also protested in the streets. Urban mobs forced stamp collectors to resign. British administrators had not
anticipated such violent resistance, and in 1766 they reluctantly repealed the Stamp Act. They made it
clear, however, that they would never again compromise with the colonists. On the same day that
Parliament repealed the Stamp Act, it passed the Declaratory Act, which stated that it had authority to
legislate for the Americans in “all cases whatsoever.” The king and his advisors gave not an inch on the
question of representation. Within a year, Parliament announced new schemes to tax the colonists.

During the early stages of resistance members of the colonial elite forcefully articulated American
grievances. Without the support of ordinary colonists, however, the protest would have involved little more
than impassioned rhetoric. The people demonstrated remarkable resolve. They made it clear—especially
after 1773—that they were prepared to sacrifice personal comfort to preserve their liberties. In small
communities, colonists organized boycotts of consumer goods manufactured in Great Britain. The
strategy aimed to put pressure on English merchants and laborers. If these groups concluded that it was
in their interest to mollify the Americans, they would then demand that their representatives in Parliament
devise a less confrontational colonial policy. American boycotts did not bring down the English economy,
but by linking British oppression to the enjoyment of everyday consumer items, the colonists turned
personal acts—buying tea, for example—into public testimony of defiance.

Until 1773 able statesmen might have been able to resolve the imperial crisis, but the destruction of a
huge cargo of tea owned by the East India Company in Boston harbor dramatically altered the character
of the entire contest. The events of the night of December 16, 1773, persuaded Parliament that the
situation in America required an extraordinary response. Not only did the British dispatch an army of
occupation to Massachusetts, but also punished Boston—regarded in London as the seat of organized
resistance—by closing the port to all commerce. Parliament achieved these ends through a series of laws
known collectively in Britain as the Coercive Acts, and in the colonies as the Intolerable Acts. They struck
ordinary Americans as completely unwarranted, and they reacted accordingly. During the summer of 1774
Crown officials lost control over the New England countryside. An armed insurgency terrorized anyone
who defended British policy, and militia units began preparing for an armed confrontation with General
Thomas Gage’s troops.

Although law and custom barred colonial women from holding civil office, they participated fully in the
general mobilization of the American people. They played a key role in the success of the non-importation
movement. As almost everyone at the time recognized, if the wives and mothers continued to purchase
British manufactured goods, the protest against taxation without representation would fail. They rose to
the challenge. “The Ladies” of Newport, Rhode Island, for example, announced, “We are willing to give up
our dear & beloved Tea, for the Good of the Public . . . provided the Gentlemen will give up their dearer &
more beloved Punch, [and] renounce going so often to Taverns.”[2] In Boston women carried subscription
lists door to door. Signers pledged to abstain from buying items carrying parliamentary taxes. At moments
of military crisis, women actively supported the insurgency. A witness reported that in September 1774
when New Englanders thought that the British navy had bombed Boston, “at every house Women &
Children making Cartridges, running Bullets . . . crying & bemoaning & at the same time animating their
Husbands & Sons to fight for their Liberties, tho’ not knowing whether they should ever see them
again.”[3]

In September 1774 the members of the first Continental Congress gathered in Philadelphia. The group
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included some of the most respected leaders in the various colonies. These wealthy gentlemen were
planters, lawyers, and merchants, and however upsetting the news from New England may have been,
they still hoped that they could resolve the imperial crisis without further violence. But growing popular
resistance—especially in the northern colonies—forced them to make decisions that energized the
rebellion. Congress drafted a document known as the Association, which among other things ordered a
universal boycott of British goods. Article eleven was truly radical. It authorized the formation in every
town, city, and county in America of an elected committee empowered to punish anyone guilty of ignoring
the boycott. At first, these committees concentrated on commercial transgressions, but they soon filled a
vacuum left by retreating British officials. By 1775 the committees had transformed themselves into the
infrastructure for revolution, punishing ideological enemies and overseeing local government. They also
communicated their activities through newspapers so that Americans living in distant places gained a
powerful sense that they were part of a larger movement capable of standing up to Great Britain.

Americans of all backgrounds based their revolution within powerful intellectual frameworks. Some elite
spokesmen argued that the colonists would not succeed unless they possessed political virtue. They
argued that unless the colonists were willing to sacrifice the pleasures of the marketplace and stand
vigilant against the excesses of despotic power, they could never hope to achieve freedom and liberty. But
ordinary farmers—the men who flocked to Lexington and Concord in April 1775—subscribed to a different
set of ideas. They relied on the ideas of the great English philosopher John Locke to explain why they
were justified in taking up arms against George III: They believed that all people possessed certain rights
and that it was the responsibility of the government to protect these rights. When the government did not
do so—when it no longer served the common good—it no longer merited obedience. Many rank-and-file
soldiers of the Revolution were evangelical Protestants, and they viewed politics through a highly religious
lens. A British officer stationed in New York City, for example, reported that an American minister “told his
Congregation, that ‘the Man, who was able in this Country to wield a Sword and did not endeavor to stain
it with the Blood of the King’s Soldiers . . . would be renounced by the Lord Jesus Xt at the Day of
Judgement.’”[4]

Although the members of the Continental Congress dragged their heels on the question of independence,
Thomas Paine informed Americans that the moment had arrived to create a new republic. In January
1776 he published Common Sense, which captured the popular imagination. He advanced a brilliant
argument, demonstrating not only that monarchy was a fundamentally corrupt form of government, but
also that it was high time for the American people to establish an independent republic. As he declared,
“The cause of America is in great measure the cause of all mankind.” Slowly, often reluctantly, the
members of the Continental Congress accepted the logic of Common Sense, and on July 4, 1776, they
affirmed Thomas Jefferson’s powerful declaration that “all men are created equal; that they are endowed
by their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness.”

Beating the British on the battlefield proved much harder than most Americans imagined. The stunning
victory over General Gage’s forces at Bunker Hill in 1775 persuaded them that courageous yeomen
farmers could stand up to well-trained British redcoats. George Washington, who Congress appointed as
the commander of the American Army, knew better. He demanded a proper military force, one that
understood discipline, and while his lieutenants strove to create the army he desired, Washington avoided
direct confrontation with the main British army whenever possible. Critics sometimes charged that
Washington was a second-rate general who feared defeat so much that he refused to risk his soldiers in
battle. The claim had no merit. Washington waged a defensive war because that was the only option
available. He sensed that in the long run the British were in an impossible situation. Their supply lines
were too long and vulnerable. They could hold cities, but once they marched to a new location, the
Americans quickly returned.

Washington eventually managed to transform raw recruits—most of them young men who were
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desperately poor—into a formidable fighting force. But without the support of France, the Americans might
have lost the contest. After General John Burgoyne surrendered an entire British army at Saratoga, New
York, in October 1777, the French negotiated a Treaty of Amity with the United States. Its declared
purpose was preserving the “liberty, sovereignty, and independence absolute and unlimited of the United
States.” There were as many French soldiers as Americans at Yorktown, the scene in 1781 of the last
major battle of the Revolution.

American peace commissioners—John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, and John Jay—won a victory of a
different sort. Mastering the intricate diplomacy of European courts, they played French ambitions off
against British fatigue and in September 1783 negotiated a settlement that awarded the United States all
the territory east of the Mississippi River, south of the current Canadian boundary, and north of the
thirty-first parallel.

As with all revolutions, the American experience included winners as well as losers. The war itself took a
terrible toll. Over 20,000 American soldiers died during the conflict. And when the British finally accepted
defeat, 60,000 men and women left the United States. Loyalists took their chances on new homes in
distant places rather than become citizens of an independent republic. For Americans Indians, the
Revolution was a total disaster. Since many tribes had sided with the British, Americans treated them like
enemies and drove them from the lands where they had lived for centuries. African Americans wanted
freedom from slavery, and many fled to the British in hope of escaping bondage. They were often
betrayed. However passionately white masters spoke of liberty, they did almost nothing to free the slaves.
Women too anticipated a new political order that would have awarded them a more significant voice in
public affairs. They too were disappointed. Still, despite these setbacks, the Revolution created a
republican society—the likes of which the world had never seen—that invited citizens to take responsibility
for their own government, to preserve fundamental human rights, and to take seriously the notion that all
men are created equal.

[1] Thomas Pownall, The Administration of the British Colonies, 5th ed. (London: J. Walter, 1774),
1:97–98.

[2] Newport Mercury (RI), December 14, 1767.

[3] Ezra Stiles, The Literary Diary of Ezra Stiles, ed. Franklin Bowditch Dexter (New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1901), 1:480.

[4] Ambrose Serle to the Earl of Dartmouth, March 20, 1777, in Benjamin Franklin Stevens, Facsimiles of
Manuscripts in European Archives Relating to America, 1773–1783, vol. 24 (London, 1895), no. 2052.
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Common Sense Background 
 
Thomas Paine's Common Sense played no small part in convincing large 
numbers of Americans to relinquish an English identity and risk their lives for the 
cause of freedom, revolution and a new nation. In his modest pamphlet of 46 
pages, Common Sense, Paine put forth the first comprehensive, public call for 
independence, advancing arguments that far exceeded previous critiques of 
English rule in their radicalism and scope. It quickly reached a broad, mass 
audience, extending beyond the literate public as colonists read it aloud in a wide 
variety of settings. George Washington, for example, was so affected by 
Common Sense that he relinquished all personal hope of mending fences with 
England and ordered the pamphlet to be distributed to his troops. 
Common Sense made a clear case for independence and directly attacked the 
political, economic, and ideological obstacles to achieving it. Paine relentlessly 
insisted that British rule was responsible for nearly every problem in colonial 
society and that the 1770s crisis could only be resolved by colonial 
independence. That goal, he maintained, could only be achieved through unified 
action. Hardnosed political logic demanded the creation of an American nation. 
Implicitly acknowledging the hold that tradition and deference had on the colonial 
mind, Paine also launched an assault on both the premises behind the British 
government and on the legitimacy of monarchy and hereditary power in general. 
Challenging the King's paternal authority in the harshest terms, he mocked royal 
actions in America and declared that "even brutes do not devour their young, nor 
savages make war upon their own families." Finally, Paine detailed in the most 
graphic, compelling and recognizable terms the suffering that the colonies had 
endured, reminding his readers of the torment and trauma that British policy had 
inflicted upon them. 
 
In addition to the audacity and timeliness of its ideas, Common Sense compelled 
the American people because it resonated with their firm belief in liberty and 
determined opposition to injustice. The message was powerful because it was 
written in relatively blunt language that colonists of different backgrounds could 
understand. Paine, despite his immigrant status, was on familiar terms with the 
popular classes in America and the taverns, workshops, and street corners they 
frequented. His writing was replete with the kind of popular and religious 
references they readily grasped and appreciated. His strident indignation 
reflected the anger that was rising among the American body politic. His words 
united elite and popular strands of revolt, welding the Congress and the street 
into a common purpose. As historian Scott Liell argues in Thomas Paine, 
Common Sense, and the Turning Point to Independence: "[B]y including all of the 
colonists in the discussion that would determine their future, Common Sense 
became not just a critical step in the journey toward American independence but 
also an important artifact in the foundation of American democracy" (20).	



Activity One: American Independence  

Student Worksheet 
 
Student Name _____________________________________________ Date _________________________  
 
[Directions] 
Step One. Read the selection below from Common Sense and then answer the questions 
immediately below the selections 
 
Common Sense (taken from paragraphs 17 and 21-24 of the section titled “Thoughts on the Present 
State of American Affairs.”). 
 

1. “I challenge the warmest advocate for reconciliation to show a single advantage that this 
continent can reap by being connected with Great Britain. I repeat the challenge; not a single 
advantage is derived. . .  
 
2. Though I would carefully avoid giving unnecessary offence, yet I am inclined to believe, 
that all those who espouse the doctrine of reconciliation, may be included within the following 
descriptions. 
 
3. Interested men, who are not to be trusted, weak men who CANNOT see, prejudiced men 
who will not see, and a certain set of moderate men who think better of the European world 
than it deserves; and this last class, by an ill-judged deliberation, will be the cause of more 
calamities to this Continent than all the other three. 
 
4. It is the good fortune of many to live distant from the scene of present sorrow; the evil is not 
sufficiently brought to their doors to make them feel the precariousness with which all 
American property is possessed. But let our imaginations transport us a few moments to 
Boston; that seat of wretchedness will teach us wisdom, and instruct us forever to renounce a 
power in whom we can have no trust. The inhabitants of that unfortunate city, who but a few 
months ago were in ease and affluence, have now no other alternative than to stay and starve, 
or turn out to beg. Endangered by the fire of their friends if they continue within the city and 
plundered by the soldiery if they leave it, in their present situation they are prisoners without 
the hope of redemption, and in a general attack for their relief they would be exposed to the 
fury of both armies. 
 
5. Men of passive tempers look somewhat lightly over the offences of Great Britain, and, still 
hoping for the best, are apt to call out, “Come, come, we shall be friends again for all this.” 
But examine the passions and feelings of mankind: bring the doctrine of reconciliation to the 
touchstone of nature, and then tell me whether you can hereafter love, honour, and faithfully 
serve the power that hath carried fire and sword into your land? If you cannot do all these, 
then you are only deceiving yourselves, and by your delay bringing ruin upon posterity. Your 
future connection with Britain, whom you can neither love nor honour, will be forced and 
unnatural, and being formed only on the plan of present convenience, will in a little time fall 
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into a relapse more wretched than the first. But if you say, you can still pass the violations 
over, then I ask, hath your house been burnt? Hath your property been destroyed before your 
face? Are your wife and children destitute of a bed to lie on, or bread to live on? Have you lost 
a parent or a child by their hands, and yourself the ruined and wretched survivor? If you have 
not, then are you not a judge of those who have. But if you have, and can still shake hands 
with the murderers, then are you unworthy the name of husband, father, friend or lover, and 
whatever may be your rank or title in life, you have the heart of a coward, and the spirit of a 
sycophant. . . 
 
6. O ye that love mankind! Ye that dare oppose, not only the tyranny, but the tyrant, stand 
forth! Every spot of the old world is overrun with oppression. Freedom hath been hunted 
round the globe. Asia, and Africa, have long expelled her. —Europe regards her like a 
stranger, and England hath given her warning to depart. O! receive the fugitive, and prepare in 
time an asylum for mankind.” 

 
 
Questions about the selection from Common Sense 
 
1) Paragraphs 2 and 3 
 
According to Paine, what kinds of people “espouse the doctrine of reconciliation” with England? What 
does Paine’s language tell you about how he feels about these people? 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2) Paragraph 4 
 
How does Paine describe life in Boston, and why does he think the situation there shows that England 
should not be government the colonies? 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
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3) Paragraph 5 
 
How does Paine describe those who would reconcile with Great Britain? What does his description of 
them tell you about his attitude toward them? 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
What questions does Paine have for those who would reconcile with England? Why does Paine think 
reconciliation is impossible? 
________________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
4) Paragraph 6 
 
Who, in this paragraph is the “fugitive,” who must receive or take in that “fugitive,” and why must that 
fugitive be received? 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
How does Paine link the fate of America with the fate of the world? What role does Paine assign to 
America? 
 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 



Activity Two: Attacking Hereditary Monarchy  

Student Worksheet 
 
Student Name _____________________________________________ Date _________________________  
 
Direction: Read the Excerpt below from Common Sense and answer the questions directly below. 
 
Excerpts from Common Sense 
 

MANKIND being originally equals in the order of creation, the equality could only be 
destroyed by some subsequent circumstance; the distinctions of rich, and poor, may in a great 
measure be accounted for, and that without having recourse to the harsh ill sounding names of 
oppression and avarice. Oppression is often the consequence, but seldom or never the means 
of riches; and though avarice will preserve a man from being necessitously poor, it generally 
makes him too timorous to be wealthy.  
 
But there is another and greater distinction for which no truly natural or religious reason can 
be assigned, and that is, the distinction of men into KINGS and SUBJECTS. Male and female are 
the distinctions of nature, good and bad the distinctions of heaven; but how a race of men 
came into the world so exalted above the rest, and distinguished like some new species, is 
worth enquiring into, and whether they are the means of happiness or of misery to mankind. . . 
 
To the evil of monarchy we have added that of hereditary succession; and as the first is a 
degradation and lessening of ourselves, so the second, claimed as a matter of right, is an insult 
and an imposition on posterity. For all men being originally equals, no one by birth could have 
a right to set up his own family in perpetual preference to all others for ever, and though 
himself might deserve some decent degree of honors of his contemporaries, yet his 
descendants might be far too unworthy to inherit them. One of the strongest natural proofs of 
the folly of hereditary right in kings, is, that nature disapproves it, otherwise, she would not so 
frequently turn it into ridicule by giving mankind an ass for a lion. 
 
Secondly, as no man at first could possess any other public honors than were bestowed upon 
him, so the givers of those honors could have no power to give away the right of posterity, and 
though they might say "We choose you for our head," they could not, without manifest 
injustice to their children, say "that your children and your children's children shall reign over 
ours for ever." Because such an unwise, unjust, unnatural compact might (perhaps) in the next 
succession put them under the government of a rogue or a fool. Most wise men, in their 
private sentiments, have ever treated hereditary right with contempt; yet it is one of those 
evils, which when once established is not easily removed; many submit from fear, others from 
superstition, and the more powerful part shares with the king the plunder of the rest. 
 
This is supposing the present race of kings in the world to have had an honorable origin; 
whereas it is more than probable, that could we take off the dark covering of antiquity, and 
trace them to their first rise, that we should find the first of them nothing better than the 
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principal ruffian of some restless gang, whose savage manners or pre-eminence in subtility 
obtained him the title of chief among plunderers; and who by increasing in power, and 
extending his depredations, over-awed the quiet and defenceless to purchase their safety by 
frequent contributions. Yet his electors could have no idea of giving hereditary right to his 
descendants, because such a perpetual exclusion of themselves was incompatible with the free 
and unrestrained principles they professed to live by. Wherefore, hereditary succession in the 
early ages of monarchy could not take place as a matter of claim, but as something casual or 
complimental; but as few or no records were extant in those days, and traditionary history 
stuffed with fables, it was very easy, after the lapse of a few generations, to trump up some 
superstitious tale, conveniently timed, Mahomet like, to cram hereditary right down the throats 
of the vulgar. Perhaps the disorders which threatened, or seemed to threaten, on the decease of 
a leader and the choice of a new one (for elections among ruffians could not be very orderly) 
induced many at first to favor hereditary pretensions; by which means it happened, as it hath 
happened since, that what at first was submitted to as a convenience, was afterwards claimed 
as a right. 
 
England, since the conquest, hath known some few good monarchs, but groaned beneath a 
much larger number of bad ones; yet no man in his senses can say that their claim under 
William the Conqueror is a very honorable one. A French bastard landing with an armed 
banditti, and establishing himself king of England against the consent of the natives, is in plain 
terms a very paltry rascally original.—It certainly hath no divinity in it. However, it is 
needless to spend much time in exposing the folly of hereditary right, if there are any so weak 
as to believe it, let them promiscuously worship the ass and lion, and welcome. I shall neither 
copy their humility, nor disturb their devotion. 
 
Yet I should be glad to ask how they suppose kings came at first? The question admits but of 
three answers, viz. either by lot, by election, or by usurpation. If the first king was taken by 
lot, it establishes a precedent for the next, which excludes hereditary succession. Saul was by 
lot, yet the succession was not hereditary, neither does it appear from that transaction there 
was any intention it ever should. If the first king of any country was by election, that likewise 
establishes a precedent for the next; for to say, that the right of all future generations is taken 
away, by the act of the first electors, in their choice not only of a king, but of a family of kings 
for ever, hath no parrallel in or out of scripture but the doctrine of original sin, which supposes 
the free will of all men lost in Adam; and from such comparison, and it will admit of no other, 
hereditary succession can derive no glory. For as in Adam all sinned, and as in the first 
electors all men obeyed; as in the one all mankind were subjected to Satan, and in the other to 
Sovereignty; as our innocence was lost in the first, and our authority in the last; and as both 
disable us from reassuming some former state and privilege, it unanswerably follows that 
original sin and hereditary succession are parallels. Dishonorable rank! Inglorious connexion! 
Yet the most subtile sophist cannot produce a juster simile. 
 
As to usurpation, no man will be so hardy as to defend it; and that William the Conqueror was 
an usurper is a fact not to be contradicted. The plain truth is, that the antiquity of English 
monarchy will not bear looking into. 
 
But it is not so much the absurdity as the evil of hereditary succession which concerns 
mankind. Did it ensure a race of good and wise men it would have the seal of divine authority, 
but as it opens a door to the foolish, the wicked, and the improper, it hath in it the nature of 
oppression. Men who look upon themselves born to reign, and others to obey, soon grow 
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insolent; selected from the rest of mankind their minds are early poisoned by importance; and 
the world they act in differs so materially from the world at large, that they have but little 
opportunity of knowing its true interests, and when they succeed to the government are 
frequently the most ignorant and unfit of any throughout the dominions. 
 
Another evil which attends hereditary succession is, that the throne is subject to be possessed 
by a minor at any age; all which time the regency, acting under the cover of a king, have every 
opportunity and inducement to betray their trust. The same national misfortune happens, when 
a king worn out with age and infirmity, enters the last stage of human weakness. In both these 
cases the public becomes a prey to every miscreant, who can tamper successfully with the 
follies either of age or infancy. 
 
The most plausible plea, which hath ever been offered in favour of hereditary succession, is, 
that it preserves a nation from civil wars; and were this true, it would be weighty; whereas, it 
is the most barefaced falsity ever imposed upon mankind. The whole history of England 
disowns the fact. Thirty kings and two minors have reigned in that distracted kingdom since 
the conquest, in which time there have been (including the Revolution) no less than eight civil 
wars and nineteen rebellions. Wherefore instead of making for peace, it makes against it, and 
destroys the very foundation it seems to stand on. 

 
 
Questions: 

This set of questions refers to specific passages in the excerpt: 
 
1)  How does Paine think the distinction between KING and SUBJECT is different from the other 
societal distinctions among people? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2)  What words does Paine use to suggest that the distinction between KING and SUBJECT is 
unnatural? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3)  What, in Paine’s opinion, is wrong with “hereditary succession?” What leadership problems, 
according to Paine, does “hereditary succession” create? 
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4)  What does Paine think were the real “origins” of monarchy (i.e., how does he think it probably 
began?) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5)  How does he think the practice of choosing a monarch was originally different than it is today? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6)  Why does he think that people eventually came to believe that hereditary monarchy was natural or 
correct? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7)  How, according to Paine, does the way in which the present monarchy in England was established 
prove that hereditary succession is not natural?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
8)  Why do you agree or disagree with Paine's explanations of how hereditary monarchy began and why 
people came to believe in it?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
9) Why does Paine call hereditary succession evil? What problems does he think it creates for shaping 

leaders? 
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When in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands 
which have connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and 
equal station to which the laws of nature and of nature's God entitle them, a decent respect to the 
opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation.  

We hold these truths to be self-evident:  
(Sample Annotation) 

That all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights; 
that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; that, to secure these rights, governments 
are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed; that whenever 
any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of the people to alter or to 
abolish it, and to institute new government, laying its foundation on such principles, and organizing its 
powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and happiness. Prudence, 
indeed, will dictate that governments long established should not be changed for light and transient 
causes; and accordingly all experience hath shown that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils 
are sufferable than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when 
a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same object, evinces a design to reduce 
them under absolute despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such government, and to 
provide new guards for their future security. Such has been the patient sufferance of these colonies; and 
such is now the necessity which constrains them to alter their former systems of government. The 
history of the present King of Great Britain is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in 
direct object the establishment of an absolute tyranny over these states. To prove this, let facts be 
submitted to a candid world.  

Comment [D1]: Everyone is created 
equally by God, with rights that cannot be 
taken away, including their life, freedom, 
and the right to try to be happy. This is 
important in the struggle between the 
English and the Americans because the 
patriots are saying their rights come not 
just from the King, but from their Creator 
– from nature. This was a very radical 
concept in the late 18th century, when 
most people in England still believed in 
hereditary monarchy. 

He has refused his assent to laws, the most wholesome and necessary for the public good.  

He has forbidden his governors to pass laws of immediate and pressing importance, unless suspended in 
their operation till his assent should be obtained; and, when so suspended, he has utterly neglected to 
attend to them.  

He has refused to pass other laws for the accommodation of large districts of people, unless those people 
would relinquish the right of representation in the legislature, a right inestimable to them, and 
formidable to tyrants only.  

He has called together legislative bodies at places unusual uncomfortable, and distant from the 
depository of their public records, for the sole purpose of fatiguing them into compliance with his 
measures.  

He has dissolved representative houses repeatedly, for opposing, with manly firmness, his invasions on 
the rights of the people.  
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He has refused for a long time, after such dissolutions, to cause others to be elected; whereby the 
legislative powers, incapable of annihilation, have returned to the people at large for their exercise; the 
state remaining, in the mean time, exposed to all the dangers of invasions from without and convulsions 
within.  

Student Annotations, 
In this margin

He has endeavored to prevent the population of these states; for that purpose obstructing the laws for 
naturalization of foreigners; refusing to pass others to encourage their migration hither, and raising the 
conditions of new appropriations of lands.  

He has obstructed the administration of justice, by refusing his assent to laws for establishing judiciary 
powers.  

He has made judges dependent on his will alone, for the tenure of their offices, and the amount and 
payment of their salaries.  

He has erected a multitude of new offices, and sent hither swarms of officers to harass our people and 
eat out their substance.  

He has kept among us, in times of peace, standing armies, without the consent of our legislatures.  

He has affected to render the military independent of, and superior to, the civil power.  

He has combined with others to subject us to a jurisdiction foreign to our Constitution and 
unacknowledged by our laws, giving his assent to their acts of pretended legislation:  

For quartering large bodies of armed troops among us;  

For protecting them, by a mock trial, from punishment for any murders which they should commit on 
the inhabitants of these states;  

For cutting off our trade with all parts of the world;  

For imposing taxes on us without our consent;  

For depriving us, in many cases, of the benefits of trial by jury;  

For transporting us beyond seas, to be tried for pretended offenses;  

For abolishing the free system of English laws in a neighboring province, establishing therein an 
arbitrary government, and enlarging its boundaries, so as to render it at once an example and fit 
instrument for introducing the same absolute rule into these colonies;  

For taking away our charters, abolishing our most valuable laws, and altering fundamentally the forms 
of our governments;  

For suspending our own legislatures, and declaring themselves invested with power to legislate for us in 
all cases whatsoever.  

He has abdicated government here, by declaring us out of his protection and waging war against us.  

He has plundered our seas, ravaged our coasts, burned our towns, and destroyed the lives of our people. 
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 He is at this time transporting large armies of foreign mercenaries to complete the works of death, 
desolation, and tyranny already begun with circumstances of cruelty and perfidy scarcely paralleled in 
the most barbarous ages, and totally unworthy the head of a civilized nation.  

Student Annotations, 
In this margin

He has constrained our fellow-citizens, taken captive on the high seas, to bear arms against their 
country, to become the executioners of their friends and brethren, or to fall themselves by their hands.  

He has excited domestic insurrection among us, and has endeavored to bring on the inhabitants of our 
frontiers the merciless Indian savages, whose known rule of warfare is an undistinguished destruction of 
all ages, sexes, and conditions.  

In every stage of these oppressions we have petitioned for redress in the most humble terms; our 
repeated petitions have been answered only by repeated injury. A prince, whose character is thus marked 
by every act which may define a tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people.  

Nor have we been wanting in our attentions to our British brethren. We have warned them, from time to 
time, of attempts by their legislature to extend an unwarrantable jurisdiction over us. We have reminded 
them of the circumstances of our emigration and settlement here. We have appealed to their native 
justice and magnanimity; and we have conjured them, by the ties of our common kindred, to disavow 
these usurpations which would inevitably interrupt our connections and correspondence. They too, have 
been deaf to the voice of justice and of consanguinity. We must, therefore, acquiesce in the necessity 
which denounces our separation, and hold them as we hold the rest of mankind, enemies in war, in peace 
friends.  

We, therefore, the representatives of the United States of America, in General Congress assembled, 
appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions, do, in the name and by 
the authority of the good people of these colonies solemnly publish and declare, That these United 
Colonies are, and of right ought to be, FREE AND INDEPENDENT STATES; that they are absolved 
from all allegiance to the British crown and that all political connection between them and the state of 
Great Britain is, and ought to be, totally dissolved; and that, as free and independent states, they have 
full power to levy war, conclude peace, contract alliances, establish commerce, and do all other acts and 
things which independent states may of right do. And for the support of this declaration, with a firm 
reliance on the protection of Divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our lives, our 
fortunes, and our sacred honor.  
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