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The Revolutionary Era Literature .

The American Crisis

Thomas Paine

ABOUT THE READING During the Revolutionary War, Thomas Paine,
whose popuiar pamphiet Common Sense argued for independence from
Engiand, wrote a series of essays supporting self-governance and independence
for America. The following excerpts are from the first essay, which Generaf
George Washington thought s¢ inspiring that he had it read to his troops at ;
Valley Forge. . ]

As you read the passage below, imagine what the soldiers at Valley Forge were b
" thinking as they heard this essay read to them. The following words may be new to , i
you: impious, infidel, err. You may want to use a dictionary to look them up.

THESE are the times that try men’s souls: The summer soldier andthe !
sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of his country; . . i
but he that stands by it NOW, deserves the love and thanks of man and , i
woman. Tyranny, like hell, is not easily conquered; yet we have this |
consolation with us, that the harder the conflict, the more glorious the :
triumph. What we obtain too cheap, we esteem too lightly:— Tis dearness ' I
only that gives every thing its value. Heaven knows how to put a proper

price upon its goods; and it would be strange indeed, if so celestial an }
article a5 FREEDOM should not be highly rated. Britain, with an army to ‘ iA
enforce her fyranny, has declared, that she has a right (not only to TAX) but ' . T
“fo BIND us in ALL CASES WHATSOEVER,” and if being bound in that manner | |
is not slavery, then is there not such a thing as slavery upon earth. Even the ’
expression is impious, for so unlimited a power can belong only to Gobn. .. :

I have as little superstition in me as any man living, but my secret
opinion has ever been, and still is, that GOD almighty will not giveup a
people to military destruction, or leave them unsupportedly to perish, who :
had so earnestly and so repeatedly sought to avoid the calamities of war, by
every decent method which wisdom could ivvent. Neither have I so much ' i
of the infidel in me, as to suppose, that HE has relinquished the |
government of the world, and given us up fo the care of devils; and as I do
not, [ cannot see on what grounds the king of Britain can look up to heaven
for help against us: A common murderer, a highwaymarn, or a
housebrealker, has as good a prefence as he . . .

Not a place upon earth might be so happy as America. Her situation is
remote from all the wrangling world, end she has nothing to do but to trade
with them. A man may easily distinguish in bimself between temper and ’
principle, and I am as confident, as I am that GoD governs the world, that
America will never be happy till she gefs clear of foreign dominion. Wars,
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without ceasing, will break out {ill that period arrives, and the Continent
must in the end be conqueror; for, though the flame of liberty may
sometimes cease to shine, the coal never can expire.

America did not, nor does not want force; but she wanied a proper
application of that force. Wisdom is not the purchase of a day, and it 1s no
wonder that we should err at the first setting off. From an excess of
tenderness, we were unwilling to raise an army, and trusted our cause to
the temporary defence of a well meaning militia. A summer’s experience
has now taught us better; yet with those troops, while they were collected,
we were able to set bounds to the progress of the enemy, and, thank Gobp!
they are again assembling. I always considered a militia as the best troops
in the world for a sudden exertion, but they will not do for a long
-campaign. Howe [British general], it is probable, will make an attempt on
this city {Philadelphia]; should he fail on this side the Delaware, he is
ruined; if he succeeds, our cause is not mined. He stakes all on his side
against a part of ours; admitting he succeeds, the consequence will be, that
armies from both ends of the Continent will march to assist their suffering
friends in the middle States; for he cannot go every where, it is impossible.
I consider Howe as the greatest enemy the Tories have; he is bringing a
war into their country, which, had it not been for him and partly for
themselves, they had been clear of. Should he now be expelled, [ wish,
with all the devotion of & Christian, that the names of Whig and Tory may
never more be mentioned; but should the Tories give him encouragement
to come, or assistance if he come, I'as sincerely wish that our next year’s
arms may expel them from the Continent, and the Congress appropriate
their possessions to the relief of those who have suffered in well doing. A
single successful battie next year will settle the whele. America could carry
on a two years war by the confiscation of the property of disaffected
persons, and be made happy by their expulsion.

ANALYZING LITERATURE

1. Main Idea What does Paine say will make America a happy place and why?

2. Critical Thinking: Inference What do you think would have inspired Washington’s
soldiers at Valley Forge as they listened to this essay?
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