THE AMERICAN CRISIS

December 19, 1776

From Common Sense, by Thomas Paine

These are the times that try men’s souls:  The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of his country; but he that stands it NOW, deserves the love and thanks of man and 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 only that gives thing its value.  Heaven knows how to set a proper price upon its goods; and it would be strange indeed, if so celestial an article as FREEDOM should not be highly rated.  Britain, with an army to enforce her tyranny, has declared, that she has a right [not only to tax] but “to 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 God.

I turn with the warm ardour of a friend to those who have nobly stood, and are yet determined to stand the matter out; I call not upon a few, but upon all; not 
ON THIS STATE OR THAT STATE, but on EVERY STATE:  up and help us; lay your shoulders to the wheel; better have too much force than too little, when so great an object is at stake.  Let it be told to the future world, that in the depth of winter, when nothing but hope and virtue could survive, that the city and country, alarmed at one common danger, came forth to meet and to repulse it.  Say not, that thousands are gone, turn out your tens of thousands; throw not the burden of the day upon Providence, but “show your faith by your works,” that God may bless you.  It matters not where you live, or what rank of life you hold, the evil or the blessing will reach you all.  The far and the near, the home counties and the back, the rich and the poor, shall suffer or rejoice alike.  The heart that feels not now, is dead:  The blood of his children shall curse his cowardice, who shrinks back at a time when a little might have saved the whole, and made them happy.  I love the man that can smile in trouble, that can gather strength from distress, and grow brave by reflection.  ‘Tis the business of little minds to shrink, but he whose heart is firm, and whose conscience approves his conduct, will pursue his principles unto death.  My own line of reasoning is to myself as strait and clear as a ray of light.  Not all the treasures of the world, so far as I believe, could have induced me to support an offensive war, for I think it murder; but if a thief break into my house, burn and destroy my property, and kill or threaten to kill me, or those that are in it, and to “bind me in all cases whatsoever,” to his absolute will, am I to suffer it?

There are cases which cannot be overdone by language, and this is one.  There are persons too who see not the full extent of the evil that threatens them; they solace themselves with hopes that the enemy, if they succeed, will be merciful.  It is the madness of folly to expect mercy from those who have refused to do justice; and even mercy, where conquest is the object, is only a trick of war.  The cunning of the fox is as murderous as the violence of the wolf; and we ought to guard equally against both.

This is our situation, and  those who will may know it.  By perseverance and fortitude we have the prospect of a glorious issue; by cowardice and submission, the sad choice of a variety of evils—a ravaged country—a depopulated city—habitations without safety, and slavery without hope.

Look on this picture, and weep over it!  And if there yet remains one thoughtless wretch who believes it not, let him suffer it unlamented.
