PAGE  
25
                                                                                                                                Karn
                                                    


Andrea Karn

Dr.Slawinski



English 5220

December 1st, 2006

Deism: Alive and Well in Revolutionary America


The formation of a new government, society, ideologies, and the establishment of political and religious beliefs are large undertakings. During the revolutionary period of American history, many future citizens were discussing and arguing these very sentiments. Although there was a definite desire to have more independence and a voice among the people than these individuals had previously experienced in their former countries, there was still a drive to reach a majority opinion on these topics of great importance since they would lay the foundation for a new nation. One such ideology that gained popularity for a brief period of time, deism, brought a form of upheaval to the collective conscious, and, as the more puritanical, religious groups viewed it, threatened to undermine the society they were trying to establish for America. Although many historians and scholars note the establishment of deism as a brief and ineffectual moment in our nation’s history, a closer look at the writings, actions, and organizations that incited and developed from the rise of this movement indicate that Deism was more prevalent in both revolutionary and modern society than previously presupposed. 

The time frame of deism was consisted of a somewhat long process-most scholars note from 1703 to 1835-but the time period in which popularity was gained and deism was accessible and accepted by the masses gives it a much shorter lifespan-from roughly the late 1700’s to around 1810. At the advent of this movement, the vast majority of immigrants were extremely devout members of Christianity or a similar religious sect, so many colonists desired that this be the centerpiece for the establishment of government, society, and the general way of life in America. However, among the intellectuals of the time, there was a general unrest with placidly accepting these ideals, and they began to question and then attack the existing institutions of both church and state. Those who began to move from the traditional and supposed “correct” lines of thought centered much of their efforts on formulating a new modernized form of religion-one that took a more realistic and logical look at the traditional sects of Christianity. This new belief, which became known as deism, centered on the ideals of reason, order, and commonly established truths. Deists held a rather simple, logical, and straightforward vision of religion and life as presented in Deism in Eighteenth Century America: “Most American deists, therefore, contented themselves with the innocuous common-sense truths of ‘the pure and simple Religion of Nature” (Morais 15). Not only did they focus on the truths they could prove and rationalize, but, according to Rational Infidels: The American Deists, they also rejected many previously held religious beliefs:

The American deists rejected the supernaturalist worldview of conventional Christianity. They denied the possibility of revelation or miracles, refuse to acknowledge that Jesus was divine or the Godhead trinitarian, and in many instances they even insisted that the moral precepts spelled out in the New Testament were unworthy of either God or man. In place of the Christian faith, they defended a religion based upon the dictates of reason and conscience, and argues that God revealed himself not through the moldering pages of Scripture so much as through the panorama of natural law (Walters 5). 
By focusing on such principles, one had to abandon key components of Christianity such as superstition, miracles, and original sin, for the two ideals directly countered one another. To question and reject such long-held beliefs was extremely controversial and caused a lot of uproar among those in the religious community. However, as much as the opponents tried to create the illusion of a polar opposite between these two beliefs was just not true, for deism, according to Herbert Morais, centered around three natural beliefs-God, virtue, and immortality-and these were shared by Christians (129). While indeed some deists have had a desire to completely convert popular opinion, many just wanted the right to have political and social freedom, not to completely overthrow the traditional religious sects as Morais states: “The deism of Paine, Volney, and Palmer, presented in a popular form, was designed to reach the masses in order to destroy their faith in traditional Christianity with its priesthood, dogmas, and supernatural revelation. Its ultimate end was to replace the Christian religion”(129). While deistic followers did not have the intention to overthrow Christianity, they did want the right to practice, theorize, and believe in the more liberal doctrines, and these appealed to such a large number of people, that deism gained a stronger and prevalent hold than critics wanted to believe-then or today. 

In order to understand just how extreme the disparity between deism and previously held beliefs, and in addition to place deism in context among its origin, it is helpful to know the precursory movements that directly lead to this change in social thought. The Age of Enlightenment, which began in the seventeenth century, questioned, doubted, and eventually overturned traditional wisdom. Since much of this “truth” stemmed from an assumed and unproven mystical nature, intellectuals began to examine where this knowledge and faith had taken them and decided they were not headed down a fruitful path. Therefore, it is understandable to ponder-as the intellectuals did-whether these lines of thinking were outdated. Thus a move to question everything-from philosophy to science to religion to government began and the push toward discovering what was pure and reasonable began, as discussed in The Enlightenment: An Interpretation, “which would allow human beings to obtain objective truth about the universe” (Gay 54). Continuing this thought, Peter Gay, a historian, noted, “This view asserts that the Enlightenment was the point where Europe broke through ‘the sacred circle’, where previous dogma circumscribed thinking. The Enlightenment is held, in this view, to be the source of critical ideas, such as the centrality of freedom, democracy, and reason as being the primary values of a society”(55), and the soon-to-be-formed deism was a direct offshoot of this.  The makings of a revolution were beginning in Europe, and it was only a matter of time before these reached American shores. Books and other writings containing such rationalistic Enlightenment sentiments began to make their way to American shores in the early eighteenth century. Their first primary home was to be found in college libraries, but they were soon spread and disseminated among the intellectuals on that shore. These works made a fairly quick impact, and as stated in Deism in Eighteenth Century America, since these work, “were frequently referred to in colonial periodicals, books, sermons, and library catalogues, obviously these works promoted the growth of deism” (Morais 30). The connection between the two movements was clear: “The natural religion defended by deists in both America and Europe was a product of the Enlightenment” (Walters 12). In a time of attempting to form a new identity among the colonists, these views entered the scene at a prime and pivotal time, and a small group of people quickly latched onto and began to proliferate these ideals. 

Many of the colonists’ intellectuals and societal and governmental leaders were drawn to the teachings of the Enlightenment, and as a result, deism. In searching for something that varied from the traditional belief in sights and thoughts unseen and unproven, the rational nature of deism appealed to their more logical and modern senses in a way that no other previous movement had. A few prominent figures that helped to popularize deism through their works were Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Paine. The individuals were devout followers of deism and through their writings, helped to spread the movement to others, thereby making it more accessible and beyond the reaches of simply the intellectuals and higher classes that it had previously been contained to. They both, in their own way, helped to perpetuate the life of deism in America, and the popularity of their works, both then and now, show just how popular and effective deism was and is in our society. 

Benjamin Franklin may have appeared to be an unlikely deist. He outwardly appeared to be a devout Christian, and indeed, he promptly attended church for the duration of his life, although this may have been more of act to dissuade any possible suspicions. Some today even try to state that he in fact was not a deist based on one definition of the term given by Russell Kirk in The Roots of American Order: “For the Deists, the Supreme Being indeed was the creator of the universe, but He did not interfere with the functioning of His creation”. Therefore, based on the definition given, Kirk concludes that, “Ben Franklin, by this account, was no deist. He believed that God directly -- if not ‘miraculously’ -- intervened in the ‘natural’ functioning of the universe” (337-338). Franklin was and is a prominent and respected figure, and confusion with him still attending church on a regular basis aside, many did not want to a figure as well-known as Franklin to be associated with deism. However, the very ties which Kirk related him to above are what led him to the move toward the more rational movement. The Deists denied that Old and New Testaments were divinely inspired; they doubted the reality of In fact, his close study of Christian beliefs is what led him into deism: “Franklin’s deism was a reaction against the stern Puritan environment in which he grew up. He especially repudiated the doctrine of Calvinistic determinism on the through that I was inconsistent with the goodness and wisdom of God” (Morais 66). Franklin’s own thoughts on this appear in his autobiography:

But I was scarce fifteen, when, after doubting by turns of several points, as I found them disputed in the different books I read, I began to doubt of Revelation itself. Some books against Deism fell into my hands; they were said to be the substance of sermons preached at Boyle's Lectures. It happened that they wrought an effect on me quite contrary to what was intended by them; for the arguments of the Deists, which were quoted to be refuted, appeared to me much stronger than the refutations; in short, I soon became a thorough Deist (Ziff 520).
Franklin’s belief in deistic tendencies prompted him to lead a meaningful and purpose-driven life with a reasonable and rational order for everything: “I grew convinc'd that truth, sincerity and integrity in dealings between man and man were of the utmost importance to the felicity of life; and I form'd written resolutions, which still remain in my journal book, to practice them ever while I lived” (Ziff 57). However many deistic tendencies he had, he still held onto his religious roots and often swung precariously between the two throughout his life. This oscillating behavior was reasonable considering he was considered by many to the first American deist, so without having the support of predecessors, he was making new and somewhat solitary ground, and this thought-combing aspects of Christianity and deism-undoubtedly appealed to those who were grappling with the same ideas themselves.

Choosing to share his views on his practical, logical nature, Franklin wrote several works that were well-received, among them his before mentioned autobiographies and Poor Richard’s Almanac. One of the pivotal ideals that Franklin was attributed with perpetuating, as shown in his works and lifestyle (both which were a direct reflection of his beliefs) were the practical and reasonable control over one’s behavior, lifestyles, and ideals for hard work. Franklin exemplified the hard-working, pull-yourself-up-by-your-bootstraps mentality, and he desired that other Americans approach life in the same orderly manner. Being such a popular influence, this idea permeated society and became known as “the American way”. Franklin’s works and theories, widely read and influential, only helped to spread and popularize the thoughts of deism. Although he was well-known and publicized for many attributes, Franklin’s ideas and self are still as popular today as they were during his lifetime, and the fact that he was so accepted after publicly stating he was a deist showed the movement was more fully accepted than some wished to believe. 
Another well-known deist author whose lasting influence was undervalued was Thomas Paine. His works, among them Common Sense and The Age of Reason, were so widely read and discussed concerning this topic, that he became dubbed “the poet of the Revolution”. Passages from what was probably his most famous, or rather, infamous, work, depict just why he was so prominent during this time. Some works openly questions common Christian beliefs and the contradictions appearing with such works as the Bible. In referencing one particular segment of the Bible referring to the life, death, and existence of Jesus Christ, Paine writes in The Thomas Paine Reader: “In fine, everything in this strange system is the reverse of what it pretends to be. It is the reverse of truth, and I become so tired of examining into its inconsistencies and absurdities that I hasten to the conclusion of it in order to proceed to something better” (Foot and Kramnick 416-417). In other portions of The Age of Reason, Paine questions the traditional set of religious beliefs when held up to deistic tendencies: “It is only by the exercise of reason that man can discover God. Take away that reason, and he would be incapable of understanding anything; and, in this case, it would be just as consistent to read even the book called the Bible to a horse as to a man. How, then, is it that people reject reason?” (Foot and Kramnick 421).This blatant questioning of basic and previously unquestioned religious foundations caused quite an uproar in many social and government circles, and this only added to the attention that was placed upon deism. 

Paine became known as one of the primary deists at the time, in part due to his later arrival during the movement when the topic was a bit more prominent among varying social classes, and due to the popularity of his writing, he reached and influenced many people on this topic. For the first time, deism literature was being widely spread among everyone interested, not just the upper-class and intellectual crowds:

The popularity of his early pamphlets and his earnestness in attacking dogmas common to all denominations were considered revolutionary. No longer was deism confined to people of education and social prominence; it was now spread among the masses. It was said that The Age of Reason could be found in practically every village in America and that it was tending to “unchristianize” nominal believers (Morais 121).

A large part of the allure and accessibility of Paine’s work was that unlike some of the previous deistic authors who intentionally kept their work at a high-brow level with the thought that the common man was not prepared for such radical ideals, Paine wrote everything for the common man and mass audiences. He desired to make his plight known to many and rally them to fight in the revolution as well as against religious conservatives. One of the causes for The Age of Reason to reach the popularity that it did, was that it was according to Jay Smith, author of “Thomas Paine and The Age of Reason’s Attack on the Bible”, “In clear, forthright language the common person could understand and appreciate—that the Bible is not the word of God”(4). The broad popularity of this now caused concern for those opposed to the movement, for now there was no way to discern where its influence may lead. By the time that Paine’s works reached this point, in 1795, deism was probably at its peak, and Paine was seen at the leader and voice. People had a right to be concerned, for, “From 1794, deism, aided by the popular pamphlets of Paine and Volney, make its way throughout the country. At Lebanon, New York, in 1795, few would profess Christianity; those who did believe in the divine origin of the bible felt that the ‘fundamental doctrines of religion were disgustful”(Morais 153). It was clear that aspects such as Paine’s writings, other pivotal deistic authors and works such as newspapers and pamphlets, lectures and books, conversations on college campuses and in town squares, were having quite an effect. Public opinion toward deism was sweeping the nation, and Paine, whether it was deserved or not, was being held accountable for much of the fervor. However, this very fact that made him so well-known also made him hated by the religious right-wings who vehemently opposed his proselytizing to such a large audience:
Through the publication of popularized deistic tracts and the formation of Freethinking societies, newspapers and lectureships, the deism of Paine made its way among students, planters, doctors, teachers, merchants and farmers. Its evident popularity caused consternation among the faithful who were so alarmed that they felt only a miracle could save their religion (Morais 22). 

The fact that Christians and religious sects were nervous about the popularity of Paine’s writings indicates the grasp that deism had on a large mass of the population. Clearly, this was not just an ideology that was part of the social and intellectual elite, but a belief that gained a strong hold on popular society-enough of a hold to cause concern to those losing support and faith in Christianity. Contrary to many scholars and preeminent figures of the time who shunned both Paine’s work and his following, the prevalence and readership show the popular hold deism truly had in society.  One such case of underestimating Paine’s influence was coined by Richard Popkin in “The Age of Reason Versus the Age of Revelation”, “The argument of The Age of Reason did not convince those who believed they were living in providential history” (Lemay 169). Another critic was Samuel Adams, a revolutionary leader in Massachusetts at the time of Paine’s popularity, and he began a correspondence with the writer, and in one letter to him found in The Life and Major Writings of Thomas Paine, stated the following: 

Do you think that your pen, or the pen of any other man, can unchristianize the mass of our citizens, or have you hopes of converting a few of them to assist you in so bad a cause? We ought to think ourselves happy in the enjoyment of opinion without the danger of persecution by civil or ecclesiastical law (296).
This misinterpreted understanding of Paine’s intentions were common, but regardless, this Adams does not seem to think that Paine can have any lasting influence, when in fact, evidence shows the contrary effect occurred: “The clearest testimony to the influence of The Age of Reason is seen in the umber of responses attacking the work. During Paine’s lifetime, Christian pamphleteers produced nearly 70 answers to The Age of Reason” (Smith 10). If deism was not reaching such as high number of people and having the appearance of staying power, opponents would not be concerned with attempting to dissuade people to such a massive extent. 
These primary deist authors were instrumental in ensuring deism’s place in American society, but their works-and reactions to their works-were not the only effects of this belief that have been overlooked. Just as the colonists were seeking independence from a former tyrannical power, followers of deism-or any alternative form of religion-were trying to do the same within this realm. Kerry Walters states in Rational Infidels: The American Deist, “The American War of Independence […] soon matured into a struggle for a republican form of government which would guarantee the ideals of political equality and fair representation”, and, “In the minds of many colonists, the ideals of political liberty and self-determination came to encompass the ideals of freedom of conscience and personal autonomy in matters religious” (34). The concepts of deism were not only an independent and new change, they fit the exact ideals that people desired: those of liberty and freedom from the restraints that formerly held them down, both politically and religiously.  Refusing to simply go along with the popular conceptions of the time, these individuals, many of which were influential in running societal and government matters, desired a change. Among conservatives, this was the cause for concern on several fronts though: “Thus, while it is obvious that a great deal of hostile reaction to American deism was sparked by its denial of orthodox Christian dogma, it is also the case that the radial nature of its social and political agenda likewise stirred up a great deal of conservative anger and fear” (Walters 35). The fact that so many of the intellectual and powerful figures of the time followed deism indicates that it was not just a passing fancy, and their beliefs shaped the way laws and policies were structured that still permeate today’s government. In acknowledgment, conservatives marked interest and anger regarding these developments simply indicates they realized just how prevalent deism was becoming. If they really felt that this movement did not have any persuasive or lasting power, as many stated, they would not have been so concerned, and by the time deistic governmental leaders were being elected to office, the worry really began. 
Contrary to belief, or what people wanted to believe, many instrumental government figures followed deism or some similar belief, and this caused deistic beliefs to permeate government policies. For instance, of the signers of the Declaration of Independence, according to Herbert Morais, nine of the fifty-six were either blatant deists or had deistic tendencies (92). In fact, there were so many deistic, freethinking, universalistic individuals in charge of forming and regulating pivotal governmental documents that are the backbone for this government, some believe that deism, not Christianity, was the founding government. According to Welcome to Deism and Reason: “Deist/ Enlightenment ideals are central to the creation of the Bill of Rights and Constitution of the United States. They played a major role in creating the principle of separation of church and state, along with the religious freedom clauses of the 1st Amendment of the Constitution” (1). To take the government influence a step further, in the 1800 presidential campaign, a deistic liberal, Thomas Jefferson, ran for election and won much to the chagrin of many religious conservatives.  The reaction to this was so strong that, “Throughout the campaign of 1800, the Republican candidate was vilified by political and religious conservatives who charged him and his party with the desire to overthrow Christianity” (138). However, the very idea that a candidate with known deistic tendencies could win the highest elected position in the nation shows the acceptance, if not agreeance, that a vast portion of the population had with deism. 
A second direct influence that deism had on society that still permeates today is the formation and the following of Freethought. Believers of this ideology base their fundamental values on those derived from deism and the Age of Enlightenment: “Freethought recognizes not restriction but that imposed up on its progress by the rules of logic, scientific methodology, and epistemology” (Warren 19). In addition, “They were, they felt, carrying the torch of reason in an otherwise religious world of bigotry and superstition” (Warren 291). Herbert Morais notes the obvious connection between the basis for freethought and the basis for deism, “Although American Freemasonry was not as anti-Christian […] it nevertheless showed distinct deistic tendencies. By referring to God as ‘the Great Architect’ and by alluding to natural religion, Masonic prayers and addresses familiarized Masons with deistic phraseology” (Morais 150). Sidney Warren discusses how the definitions of this term have varied:

In eighteenth century America, it was reflected most powerfully in the philosophy of deism. A century later, a large segment of freethought was expressed by the ideas of agnosticism. Whatever the variation, the themes was basically similar-a genera allegiance to the principles of free thought as opposed to those of dogmatic religion (American Freethought 15)

These deistic tendencies concerned many who saw the growing popularity of freethought organizations and works such as newspaper forming and worried they were breeding grounds for deistic converts, and probably, these fears were justified; however, some critics still undermine the effect of such groups. Morais gives him opinion toward this: “Likewise, New Englanders saw in Freemasonry a powerful force stimulating the growth of a militant deistic movement and again their observations were far-fetched (148). Another critical point was given by Sidney Warren, stating, “An organization could not thrive on disagreement alone, and yet this destructive tendency predominated throughout its history (33). However, there were a number of organized and long-standing groups such as the National Liberal League and the American Secular Union along with a leading newspaper, The Truth Seeker, and a number of high-ranking influential individuals were disseminating the freethought message and leaving an influence upon society. One well-known public figure was Courtland Palmer, who, as stated by Warren, was a radical in politics as well as freethought working as a treasure of the National Liberal League, the president of both the American Secular Union and the Nineteenth Century Club in which he was able to hold discussions among the cultural and influential elite in order to discuss freethought and deistic ideals (41). Therefore, Warren continues, “Thus was The Truth Seeker able to boast about ‘freethought getting into society” (41). 
Most importantly, the changes that have been made on the traditional religion itself, Christianity, prove the long-lasting effect of the deistic movement. While most scholars state that a religious backlash ended deism’s popularity, “In New England, God-fearing Baptists and Methodists […] were the backbone of the evangelical movement which more than anything else was responsible for the decline of deism” (Morais 22), and, “In its wake came missionary agencies, orthodox magazines, theological seminaries, Bible societies and Sunday Schools, all of which proved too powerful for the poorly organized deism of the militant forces” (Morais 24), a marginal few have noted the opposite and unintended effect Christianity had. Kerry Walters notes, “Ironically, the Christian establishment’s rather hysterical reaction to the spread of deism only served to keep the movement in the public eye” (11). In order for the evangelical world to make a forward movement at all and allow the religious backlash to occur, some changes needed to be made, which will be discussed below, in order for popular religion to once again be accepted. These changes, among other things, involved the Christian doctrine adopting some deistic thought in order to appeal to a much larger audience. 

So just how and why, according to the critics, did deism die? One explanation offered by Kerry Walters is that the primary deistic writers died off, and no one stepped in to take their place (270). This was in fact, not true. Deists writers and followers alike were, and are, still present, but due to some unknown reason, perhaps the fear of destitution that occurred to Paine and Freneau, no major writers immediately appeared to publicly promote the movement. In actuality, followers of deism-or any religion-are no longer restrained to published text, and with the advent of the internet and the inherently independent, noncongregational nature of deism’s beliefs, there has been growth in members; it just is not apparent, nor is it as revolutionary, so it does not cause the uproar that it did in revolutionary times. In a 2001 study performed by Barry A. Kosmin, Seymour P. Lachman and associates at the Graduate School of the City University of New York and quoted in Welcome to Deism and Reason, “Deism has become the fastest growing belief system in America growing 717% in ten years without immigrants, missionaries, churches, money, or clergy” (1). Deism is indeed still well and alive. 
A second alternative offered for the demise of deism is that the perceived flaws of deism-things such as impersonal and rational nature of looking and defining everything-finally became apparent to people who wanted to one again reach for the more meaning-based approach to life that Christianity presented. Walters notes this point, “Even some of the American deists themselves, most notably Freneau, began to tremble at the impersonal sterility of the cosmos, and sought assurances that the universe was not the cold, aloof machine that had portrayed it as” (278). This theory may have been true for some people, but if these apparent flaws-which were the basis for the ideology and, hence, what drew people to it in the first place-were so apparent and unappealing, then deism would have not reached as many people as it did nor for such a long of a period.
 Another large effect that on the surface appeared to calm the deistic tide was a revival in religious faith, called the Second Great Awakening. Walters notes, “Between 1820 and 1830, for example, Methodist membership doubled. In the three decades following the American Revolution, Baptist membership increased tenfold […] Religious populism, in the early nineteenth century, in short, overwhelmed the nation, eclipsing the deistic threat that had so effectively challenged eighteenth-century orthodoxy” (272). Regardless of the revival of religious tendencies, practices had forever changed as a direct correlation of the deistic influence: “The deistic challenge encouraged a new regard for naturalistic arguments in Christian circles […] it convinced many churchmen that religion needed to speak to the had as well as the heart (Walters 291). This rational and more logic-based approach to considering the Christian faith was not a short-term effect, and as Walters notes, the combination of these two faiths showed just how much Christianity had added the component of rational inquiry (293).The long-term ramifications of this prove the effect deism had, and still has, on the very component that it most directly opposed, and thus, indicate deism was more prevalent than commonly stated. 
The rise, growth, and as some state, death, of deism was an exciting and revolutionary time that was the direct result of  the Age of Enlightenment, the spirited nature of colonists struggling to gain independence and found a new form of life, and just a general questioning of knowledge and belief as it had been disseminated to this generation. Many critics and devout religious followers doubt the longevity and pervasiveness of the deistic movement, stating that saying deism was officially dead in 1830 is even being generous, and there was not much of an effect even when it was in the peak of its popularity in the early 1800’s. However, deistic tendencies did appear in numerous publications, teachings, government and presidential leaders, and they still prevail today in, among other things, traditional religious aspects. Deism still exists, it is just not as apparent or revolutionary as it once was; thus it has lost its propensity to stand out and draw attention and criticism to the extent with which it once did. As Kerry Walters noted, “The demise of deism as a national movement did not mean that it had no lasting effect upon the religious sensibilities of the United States. Its legacy was immense” (39).
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