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Common Sense (1776), Addressed to Today's Citizens of America: An Erasure.
By Crystal Simone Smith
Mar. 2026. 104p. Beacon, $21.95 (9780807023389); e-book (9780807023396). 811

Poet Smith revisits a foundational American publication issued the same year as the Declaration
of Independence, Thomas Paine’s 47-page pamphlet, Common Sense, a clarion call to the
colonists to fight for independence from Britain. Paine addressed urgent questions of liberty and
equality, but these grand concepts were meant only for white men. The ongoing struggle to
rectify the restrictions and biases in our founding documents has shaped every aspect of
American life. As we mark our nation’s 250th anniversary, Smith provides a visually arresting and
provocative critique of Common Sense by redacting large swathes that contradict and undermine
its stated core values. In this canny work of erasure poetry, Smith crosses out but does not
obliterate the excised sections, while the words and lines that remain in full offer a very different
vision of freedom. Smith's edited version is sharply relevant in this time of accelerated challenges
to the constitution and the rule of law and renewed attacks on the rights of women, immigrants,
people of color, trans people, and all who question the government. A sagacious and resounding

performance.

— Donna Seaman



