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Portrait of Thomas Paine, by Auguste Milliére.

Then in 1776 came the publication of Common
Sense, one of the most influential pamphlets ever
written. Its author was the radical Thomas Paine, once
an impoverished corset-maker’s apprentice, who had
come over from Britain a year earlier. His tract became a
whirlwind best seller and within a few months reached
the astonishing total of 120,000 copies.

Paine flatly branded the shilly-shallying of the
colonists as contrary to “common sense.” Nowhere in
the physical universe did the smaller heavenly body
control the larger one. So why should the tiny island of
Britain control the vast continent of America? As for the
king, whom the Americans professed to revere, he was
nothing but “the Royal Brute of Great Britain.”

Paine’s passionate protest was as compelling as it was
eloquent and radical—even doubly radical. It called not
simply for independence, but for the creation of a new

kind of political society, a republic, where power flowed
from the people themselves, not from a corrupt and
despotic monarch. In language laced with biblical
imagery familiar to common folk, he argued that all gov-
ernment officials—governors, senators, and judges—
not just representatives in a house of commons, should
derive their authority from opular consent.

Paine was hardly the nrst person to champion a
republican form of government. Political philosophers
had advanced the idea since the days of classical Greece
and Rome. Revived in the Renaissance and in seven-
teenth-century England, republican ideals had uneasily
survived within the British “mixed government,” with its
delicate balance of king, nc ility, and commons. Repub-
licanism particularly appealed to British politicians
critical of excessive power in the hands of the king and
his advisers. Their writings found a responsive audience
among the American colonists, who interpreted the
vengeful royal acts of the previous decade as part of a
monarchical conspiracy to strip them of their liberties
as British subjects. Paine’s radical prescription for the
colonies—to reject monar. y and empire race
an independent republic—fell on receptive ears.

The colonists’ experience with governance had
prepared them well for Paine’s summons to create a
republic. Many settlers, particularly New Englanders,
had practiced a kind of republicanism in their demo-
cratic town meetings and annual elections, while the
popularly elected committees of correspondence during
1774 and 1775 had demonstrated the feasibility of
republican government. The absence of a hereditary
aristocracy and the relative equality of condition
enjoyed by landowning farmers meshed well with the
republican repudiation of a fixed hierarchy of power.

Most Americans considered citizen “virtue” funda-
mental to any successful republican government.
Because political power no longer rested with the
central, all-powerful authority of the king, individuals in
arepublic needed to sacrifice their personal self-interest
to the public good. The co ctive good of “the people”
mattered more than the private rights and interests of
individuals. Paine inspired his contemporaries to view
America as fertile ground for the cultivation of such
civic virtue.

Yet not all Patriots agreed with Paine’s ultrademocratic
approach to republicanism. Some favored a republic ruled
by a “natural aristocracy”  talent. Republicanism for
them meant an end to hereditary aristocracy, but not an
end to all social hierarchy. These more conservative
republicans feared that the fervor for liberty would
overwhelm the stability of the social order. They watched
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knew that it had been written by a subservient Congress,
with the French Foreign Office indirectly guiding the pen.

France was in a painful position. It had induced
Spain to enter the war on its side, in part by promising to
deliver British-held Gibraltar. Yet the towering rock was
defying frantic joint assaults by French and Spanish
troops. Spain also coveted the immense trans-Allegheny
area, on which restless American pioneers were already
settling.

France, ever eager to smash Britain’s empire, desired
an independent United States, but one independent in
the abstract, not in action. It therefore schemed to keep
the new Republic cooped up east of the Allegheny
Mountains. A weak America—like a horse sturdy enough
to plow but not vigorous enough to kick—would be easier
to manage in promoting French interests and policy.
France was paying a heavy price in men and treasure to
win America’s independence, and it wanted to get its
money’s worth.

But John Jay was unwilling to play France's game.
Suspiciously alert, he perceived that the French could not
satisfy the conflicting ambitions of both Americans and

The Reconciliation Between
Britannia and Her Daughter
America (detail)
America (represented by an
Indian) is invited to buss
(kiss) her mother.

Spaniards. He saw signs—or thought he did—indicating
that the Paris Foreign Office was about to betray America’s
trans-Appalachian interests to satisfy those of Spain. He
therefore secretly made separate overtures to London,
contrary to his instructions from Congress. The hard-
pressed British, eager to e1 ce one of their enemies from
the alliance, speedily came to terms with the Americans.
A preliminary treaty of peace was signed in 1782; the final
peace, the next year.

By the Treaty of Paris of 1783, the British formally
recognized the independence of the United States. In
addition, they granted generous boundaries, stretching
majestically to the Mississippi on the west, to the Great
Lakes on the north, and to Spanish Florida on the
south. (Spain had recently captured Florida from
Britain.) The Yankees, though now divorced from the
empire, were to retain a share in the priceless fisheries
of Newfoundland. The Canadians, of course, were pro-
foundly displeased.

The Americans, on their part, had to yield important
concessions. Loyalists were not to be further persecuted,
and Congress was to recommend to the state legislatures












