
From Common Sense to The Age of Reason:
Unraveling the Impact of the American Crisis
Pamphlets on the Rights of Man
Throughout history, certain literary works have had the power to shape nations,
challenge oppressive systems, and spark revolutions. In the case of the American
Revolution, a series of influential pamphlets written by Thomas Paine between
1776 and 1794 played a significant role in galvanizing public opinion and
mobilizing support for the fight against British rule. This article will delve into the
profound impact of Paine's pamphlets, namely "Common Sense," "The American
Crisis," "Rights of Man," and "The Age of Reason," on the birth of a nation and
the embodiment of common sense principles.

The Common Sense Revolution

In January 1776, Thomas Paine released "Common Sense," a powerful pamphlet
that directly challenged the legitimacy of monarchy and advocated for complete
independence from Great Britain. With its accessible language and persuasive
arguments, "Common Sense" quickly became a bestseller, circulating widely
among the American colonists. Paine's compelling words tapped into the
everyday experiences and frustrations of the people, igniting the flames of
revolution. The ripple effect of "Common Sense" was immeasurable, as it united
disparate voices, both the intellectual elite and the ordinary citizens, under a
single cause – freedom.

The American Crisis: Inspiring the Weary Revolutionaries

As the Revolutionary War progressed, there came a crucial moment when the
American forces were demoralized and on the brink of collapse. Sensing the



urgent need to reignite the spirit of the revolution, Thomas Paine penned the first
in a series of essays known as "The American Crisis." His stirring opening lines,
"These are the times that try men's souls," became synonymous with courage
and resilience in the face of adversity. Paine's call to arms was not just a mere
appeal, but a rallying cry that instilled hope, determination, and a sense of
purpose in the hearts of the soldiers and civilians alike. It reminded them of the
noble cause they were fighting for – securing the rights of man, and ultimately,
emancipation from tyranny.
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The Rights of Man: Advocating for Universal Rights

Published in two parts in 1791 and 1792, "Rights of Man" serves as a powerful
defense of the French Revolution and a scathing critique of monarchies. Paine
argued that all individuals possess inherent rights, regardless of their social
status, and that governments should exist solely to protect these rights. As a
declaration of egalitarian principles, "Rights of Man" played a crucial role in
shaping the concept of human rights as we know it today. It called for an end to
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aristocratic privileges, demanded political representation for all citizens, and
advocated for the redistribution of wealth and resources. Paine's pamphlet helped
pave the way for a more equal and just society, both in Europe and the United
States.

The Age of Reason: Challenging Religious Dogma

In his later years, Paine turned his attention to challenging religious orthodoxy
and advocating for rational thought. Published between 1794 and 1795, "The Age
of Reason" became a lightning rod for criticism and condemnation from religious
institutions. Paine denounced organized religion, questioned the authenticity of
biblical narratives, and called for a more enlightened and rational approach to
spirituality. While "The Age of Reason" received considerable backlash during
Paine's lifetime, its influence extended beyond his era. The ideas presented in
this pamphlet contributed to the rise of the secular movement and continue to
shape debates surrounding religion and reason in modern society.

Through his insightful and provocative pamphlets, Thomas Paine left an indelible
mark on history, inspiring generations of revolutionaries, philosophers, and social
reformers. His works, including "Common Sense," "The American Crisis," "Rights
of Man," and "The Age of Reason," not only spurred on the American Revolution
but also laid the groundwork for subsequent revolutions and reform movements
around the world. Paine's emphasis on common sense principles, universal
rights, and rational thought remains relevant today, reminding us of the power of
words in challenging oppressive systems and shaping the course of human
history.
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Thomas Paine was the impassioned democratic voice of the Age of Revolution,
and this volume brings together his best-known works: Common Sense, The
American Crisis, Rights of Man, The Age of Reason, along with a selection of
letters, articles and pamphlets that emphasizes Paine's American years. “I know
not whether any man in the world,” wrote John Adams in 1805, “has had more
influence on its inhabitants or affairs for the last thirty years than Tom Paine.” The
impassioned democratic voice of the Age of Revolution, Paine wrote for his mass
audience with vigor, clarity, and “common sense.” This Library of America volume
is the first major new edition of his work in 50 years, and the most comprehensive
single-volume collection of his writings available. Paine came to America in 1774
at age 37 after a life of obscurity and failure in England. Within fourteen months
he published Common Sense, the most influential pamphlet for the American
Revolution, and began a career that would see him prosecuted in England,
imprisoned and nearly executed in France, and hailed and reviled in the American
nation he helped create. In Common Sense, Paine set forth an inspiring vision of
an independent America as an asylum for freedom and an example of popular
self-government in a world oppressed by despotism and hereditary privilege. The
American Crisis, begun during “the times that try men’s souls” in 1776, is a
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masterpiece of popular pamphleteering in which Paine vividly reports current
developments, taunts and ridicules British adversaries, and enjoins his readers to
remember the immense stakes of their struggle. Among the many other items
included in the volume are the combative “Forester” letters, written in a reply to a
Tory critic of Common Sense, and several pieces concerning the French
Revolution, including an incisive argument against executing Louis XVI. Rights of
Man (1791–1792), written in response to Edmund Burke’s attacks on the French
Revolution, is a bold vision of an egalitarian society founded on natural rights and
unbound by tradition. Paine’s detailed proposal for government assistance to the
poor inspired generations of subsequent radicals and reformers. The Age of
Reason (1794–1795), Paine’s most controversial work, is an unrestrained assault
on the authority of the Bible and a fervent defense of the benevolent God of
deism. Included in this volume are a detailed chronology of Paine’s life,
informative notes, an essay on the complex printing history of Paine’s work, and
an index.

LIBRARY OF AMERICA is an independent nonprofit cultural organization
founded in 1979 to preserve our nation’s literary heritage by publishing, and
keeping permanently in print, America’s best and most significant writing. The
Library of America series includes more than 300 volumes to date, authoritative
editions that average 1,000 pages in length, feature cloth covers, sewn bindings,
and ribbon markers, and are printed on premium acid-free paper that will last for
centuries.
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