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Philosophical Necessity,” Modern Language Quarterly 12 (1951): 292-309,
his connections with the European Enlightenment in Franklin and His French
Contemporaries (New York: New York University Press, 1957), and his empiri-
cist approach to religious inquiry in “Franklin’s Experimental Religion,” in
Meet Dr. Franklin, edited by Roy N. Lorren (Philadelphia: Franklin Institute,
1981). Especially noteworthy is Aldridge’s Benjamin Franklin and Nature’s
God (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1967), acknowledged as the best
single study of Franklin’s religion. Unfortunately, Aldridge’s treatment is
flawed by his bizarre argument that Franklin advocated an eighteenth-century
religious polytheism, a thesis partially inspired by David Williams’s “More
Light on Franklin’s Religious Ideas,” American Historical Review 43 (1938):
803-13. The polytheistic thesis, at least in my judgment, simply does not hold
up, and a fresh look at Franklin’s rich religious thought is badly needed. More
acceptable but still somewhat tainted by the polytheism thesis is Aldridge’s
Benjamin Franklin: Philosopher and Man (New York: Lippincott, 1965).

Several other treatments of Franklin’s religious views deserve mention.
Charles L. Sanford maps their permutations in “An American Pilgrim’s Pro-
gress,” Amervican Quarterly 6 (1954): 297-310. 1. Bernard Cohen traces the
impact of Franklin’s empiricism on his moral system in Benjamin Franklin: His
Contributions to the American Tradition (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1953).
Two studies focus on the ambivalence in Franklin’s deism: Donald H. Meyer,
“Franklin’s Religion,” in Critical Essays on Benjamin Franklin, edited by
Melvin H. Buxbaum (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1987), and David L. Parker, “From
Sound Believer to Practical Preparationist: Some Puritan Harmonics in
Franklin’s Autobiography,” in The Oldest Revolutionary: Essays on Benjamin
Framklin, edited by J. A. Leo Lemay (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 1976). I likewise deal with Franklin’s religious ambivalence in chapter 2
of my Rational Infidels: The American Deists. Finally, Melvin H. Buxbaum
entertainingly and painstakingly examines Franklin’s tolerant attitude to sectar-
ian allegiances as well as his dislike of religious bigotry in Benjamin Franklin
and the Zealous Preshytevians (University Park: Pennsylvania State University
Press, 1975).

Thomas Jefferson
Twenty volumes, running through the year 1792, of the comprehensive Papers
of Thomas Jefferson, edited by Julian P. Boyd (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1950-), have appeared to date. The edition does for Jefferson
what Labaree’s does for Franklin: It provides an exhaustive and scholarly access
to the complete works of a major American thinker. Until the Boyd edition is
completed, readers will find useful the still respectable Writings of Thomas
Jefferson (Monticello edition), edited by Albert Ellery Bergh (Washington,
D.C.: Thomas Jefferson Memorial Association, 1903), twenty volumes, and
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the sometimes risky Writings of Thowmas Jefferson, edited by Paul L. Ford (New
York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1892-99), ten volumes. Merrill D. Peterson has
edited a convenient anthology of Jefferson’s essential writings, ke Portable
Thomas Jefferson (New York: Viking Press, 1975). Peterson’s introduction is
rather cursory, but his selections are judicious. His edition contains all of
Jefterson’s Notes on the State of Virginia, several of Jefferson’s public papers
and addresses, and over two hundred pages of correspondence. Especially in-
valuable to the student of Jefferson’s religious and ethical thought are two
collections: The Adawms-Jefferson Letters, edited by Lester J. Cappon (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1959), and Jefferson’s Extracts from
the Gospels, edited by Dickinson W. Adams (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1982). Cappon’s collection contains all of the extant correspon-
dence between Adams and Jefferson, running from 1771 to 1826. The selec-
tions from 1813 on, after the two men had retired from public life and thus
could afford the luxury of unhurried philosophizing, provide a wealth of infor-
mation concerning Jefferson’s views on religion, ethics, and Christianity.
Adams’s volume has Jefferson’s “The Philosophy of Jesus” and “The Life and
Morals of Jesus,” prefaces them with thoroughly researched introductions, and
concludes with one hundred pages of Jefferson’s correspondence in which he
specifically deals with religious issues. These two collections are arguably the
most important references for anyone interested in Jefferson’s religion and
ethics.

As in the case of Franklin, there is a seemingly inexhaustible mine of sec-
ondary literature on Jefferson the man and thinker. Among biographies,
Dumas Malone’s massive Jefferson and His Times (Boston: Little, Brown,
1948-81), six volumes, is unquestionably the most comprehensive. Noble
Cunningham’s In Pursuit of Reason: The Life of Thomas Jefferson (Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1987) takes a look at Jefferson the
Enlightenment thinker, and Edwin Thomas Martin’s Thomas Jefferson: Scien-
tist (New York: H. Schuman, 1952) focuses on Jefferson’s interests in natural
philosophy. Karl Lehman emphasizes Jefferson’s social thought in Thomas
Jefferson: American Humanist (New York: Macmillan, 1947), and Fawn
Brodie offers a sometimes unsympathetic look at Jefferson the man in Thomas
Jefferson: An Intimate Biography (New York: W. W. Norton, 1974).

Jefferson’s religious thought, and particularly his admiration for the moral
teachings of Jesus, have fascinated a long line of commentators. Two older
pieces which attempt short overviews are J. Lesslie Hall, “The Religious Opin-
ions of Thomas Jefferson,” Sewanee Review 21 (1913): 164—76, and William
D. Gould, “The Religious Opinions of Thomas Jefferson,” Mississippi Valley
Histovical Review 20 (1933): 191-208. More recently, Henry Wilder Foote
explored the issue in Thowmas Jefferson: Champion of Religions Freedom, Advo-
cate of Christian Morals (Boston: Beacon Press, 1947) and The Religion of
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Thomas Jefferson (Boston: Beacon Press, 1960). Two works in particular exam-
ine Jefferson’s views on religious liberty and freedom of conscience: Robert M.
Healy, Jefferson on Religion in Public Education (New Haven, Conn.: Yale
University Press, 1962), and Frank Swancara, Thomas Jefferson vs. Religious
Oppression (New York: University Books, 1969). The most informative book
to date on Jefferson’s religious convictions is Charles B. Sanford’s T%e Religions
Life of Thomas Jefferson (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1984).
Sanford’s study draws on the entire Jeffersonian corpus and is generous in its
use of quotations. Its major drawback, however, is that it is more compendium
than analysis: Sanford fails to weave his rich textual expertise around an inter-
pretation. Sdll, his study is an invaluable resource guide.

To my mind, Adrienne Koch’s The Philosophy of Thomas Jefferson (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1943) is still the best study of Jefferson’s
epistemology, ethics, and political thought, although there is some merit to the
conventional charge that she anachronistically paints a too positivistic portrait.
Her Jefferson and Madison: The Great Collaboration (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1969) examines, inter alin, the relationship between Jefferson’s
political and religious views. Stuart Gerry Brown examines Jefferson’s ethical
theory in “The Mind of Thomas Jefferson,” Ethics 73 (1963): 79-99, as I do
in chapter 4 of my Rational Infidels: The American Deists. Charles A. Miller,
in his recent Jefferson and Naturve: An Interpretation (Baltimore, Md.: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1988), provides an intriguing look at Jefferson’s
metaphysical and ethical thought that may well replace Koch’s earlier treat-
ment. His opening chapter, “Jefferson, Nature, and the Enlightenment,” ana-
lyzes the importance for the Enlightenment of the concept of nature.

Ethan Allen

Most of the first edition of Allen’s Reason the Only Oracle of Man, or a
Compenduous System of Natural Religion (Bennington, Vt.: Haswell &
Russell, 1784) was destroyed by fire while it sat in the printer’s warehouse, but
pirated editions, some of them abridged, appeared through the middle of the
nineteenth century. A facsimile republication of the first edition (New York:
Scholars Facsimiles and Reprints, 1970), appeared recently, but it is difficult to
read in certain places, probably because of photographic difficulties. Most of
Allen’s other publications, mainly political pamphlets, are of little interest to
the nonspecialist. But his memoirs, A Narrative of Colonel Ethan Allen’s
Captivity . . . (Philadelphia, 1779), still make for lively if not always reliable
reading. Several modern editions have appeared.

There are four standard biographies of Allen: Henry Hall, Ethan Allen
(New York: D. Appleton & Co., 1892), Stewart H. Holbrook, Ethan Allen
(New York: Macmillan, 1944), Charles Jellison, Ethan Allen: The Frontier
Rebel (Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University Press, 1969), and John Pell, Ethan
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Allen (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1929). Jellison’s is clearly the best of
the four, although sparse on specific documentation. But none of them pro-
vides more than a cursory sketch of Allen’s deism or its relationship to the
broader American Enlightenment.

B. T. Schantz’s “Ethan Allen’s Religious Ideas,” Journal of Religion 18
(1938): 183-217, gives an informative although somewhat dated overview of
the pertinent literature. Discussions of Allen’s Reason the Only Oracle may be
found in Dana Doten, “Ethan Allen’s Original Something,” New England
Onarterly 11 (1938): 361-66, and ‘Ethan Allen’s Philosophy,” ibid.; Clarence
Gohdes, “Ethan Allen and His Magnum Opus,” Open Court 43 (1929): 148;
and chapter 3 of my Rational Infidels: The American Deists. An intriguing
discussion of the problem of authorship of the Oracles is provided in George
Pomeroy Anderson, “Who Wrote ‘Ethan Allen’s Bible’?” New England Quar-
terly 10 (1937): 685-96. Finally, Darlene Shapiro draws connections between
Allen’s religious and political thought in “Ethan Allen: Philosopher-Theolo-
gian to a Generation of American Revolutionaries,” Willinm and Mary Quar-
terly, 3d ser., 21 (1964): 236-55.

Constantin Frangois Chasseboeuf, Comte de Volney

Les Ruines, ou méditations sur les vévolutions des empives; par M. Volney, Député
a PAssemblée Nationale de 1789, appeared in Paris in 1791. Thomas Jefferson
began a translation of it subsequently completed by Joel Barlow and published
as Ruins; or Meditations on the Revolutions of Empives (New York, 1799). The
Ruins went through numerous editions in the nineteenth century and has
recently been reissued in France (Paris: Editions d’Aujourd’hui) and retrans-
lated into English by Burton Feldman and Robert Richardson (New York:
Garland Press, 1979). Nineteenth-century editions often printed along with
the Ruins translations of Volney’s La Loz naturelle (Paris, 1793), which first
appeared in the United States as The Law of Nature, or Principles of Morality
Deduced from the Physical Nature of Mankind and the Universe (Philadelphia,
1796). The impact of these two works on late American deism was profound,
as was Volney’s defense of deism in Awnswer to Dr. Priestley, on o Pamphlet
Entitled Observations on the Incvease of Infidelity (Philadelphia, 1797). Both of
these works, along with Volney’s Voyage en Egypte et en Syrie (1787), are in his
posthumous Oeuvres completes (Paris, 1821), eight volumes.

Secondary literature on Volney is scarce. Gilbert Chinard edited and dis-
cussed Volney’s correspondence with Jefferson in Volney et PAmérique d’aprés
deés documents et sa covvespondance avec Jefferson (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hop-
kins University Press, 1923), and Jean Gaulmier’s Volney (Paris: Hatchette,
1959) is the only recent biography. Mouza Raskolnikoff, in “Volney et les
Idéologues: Le Refus du Rome,” Revue d’Histoire 267 (1982): 35773, dis-
cusses a 1795 series of lectures by Volney in which he unfavorably compares
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classical Roman culture to the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. Discussions
of Volney’s influence on American deism may be found in Koch’s Republican
Religion, Morais’s Deism in Eighteenth-Century America, and Leon Howard’s
The Connecticur Wits (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1943), chapter 9.

Thomas Paine

Paine published his major deistical treatise The Age of Reason in 1794-95.
Since that time, scores of editions have appeared. Four standard collections of
his writings are especially comprehensive: The Writings of Thomas Paine, edited
by Moncure Daniel Conway (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1894-96), four
volumes; The Life and Works of Thomas Paine, edited by William M. Van der
Weyde (New Rochelle, N.Y.: Thomas Paine Historical Association, 1925), ten
volumes; The Complete Writings of Thomas Paine, edited by Philip S. Foner
(New York: Citadel Press, 1969), two volumes; and The Life and Writings of
Thowmas Paine, edited by Daniel Wheeler (New York: V. Park & Co., 1915),
ten volumes. Foner’s edition includes a chronological table of Paine’s writings
and substantial editorial notes. Thomas Paine: Representative Selections, edited
by Harry Hayden Clark (New York: Hill and Wang, 1961), offers a less com-
prehensive selection but has the advantage of a closely argued introduction
dealing with the influence of the New Learning on Paine’s thought. It also
contains a helpful bibliography.

Biographical studies of Paine abound. Moncure Daniel Conway’s two-
volume Life of Thomas Paine (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1892) is the
best from the nineteenth century but offers little documentation and probably
overstresses the influence of Quakerism on Paine’s thought. Alfred Owen Al-
dridge’s Man of Reason: The Life of Thomas Paine (New York: Lippincott,
1959) is a carefully documented study of Paine’s life and work. A more popular
but well-researched treatment is David Freeman Hawke, Paine (New York:
Harper and Row, 1974). Two recent studies are generally unreliable. David
Powell’s Tom Paine: The Greatest Exile (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1985)
contains a wealth of factual errors, and British philosopher A. J. Ayer’s Thomas
Paine (New York: Atheneum, 1988) is uncritically derivative in its history and
more Ayeresque than Paine-ish in its philosophy. More trustworthy is Audrey
Williamson, Thomas Paine: His Life, Work, and Times (New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 1973), as well as the excellent updated version of Jerome D. Wilson and
William F. Ricketson, Thomas Paine (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1989). Wil-
son and Ricketson include a brief but helpfully annotated bibliography.

Works dealing primarily with Paine’s radical republicanism include A.
Owen Aldridge, Thomas Paine’s American Ideology (Newark: University of
Delaware Press, 1984), S. M. Berthold, Thomas Paine: Amevica’s Fivst Liberal
(Boston: Meader Publishing Co., 1938), Mary A. Best, Thomas Paine, Prophet
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and Martyr of Democracy (New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1927), and Eric
Foner, Tom Paine and Revolutionary America (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1976), Aldridge’s study is the best, and Foner’s, which approaches
Paine’s thought from a Marxist perspective, is the most original, even if not
entirely convincing.

Studies dealing solely or in large part with Paine’s religious views are nu-
merous. After The Age of Reason appeared, a rash of contemporary replies were
published. Two of the best that are still of interest to the modern reader are
Joseph Priestley, An Answer to My. Paine’s Age of Reason (1794 ), and Richard
Watson, An Apology for the Bible in a Series of Letters, Addressed to Thomas
Paine (1796). Unfortunately, both are out of print and difficult to locate.
More accessible is Ira M. Thompson, Jr., The Religious Views of Thomas Paine
(New York: Vantage Press, 1965), a published thesis somewhat short on analy-
sis. Arnold Smithine in his Natural Religion in American Literature (New
Haven, Conn.: College and University Press, 1966) offers more trenchant
insights into the relationship between Paine’s thought and American natural
religion, but it is not devoted to Paine alone. Chapter 5 of my Rational Infi-
dels: The American Deists discusses Paine’s deism as well as its relation to his
radical republicanism. No definitive book-length study of Paine’s deism exists,
but a handful of articles examines specific points. Of these, the most useful
include Harry Hayden Clark’s “An Historical Interpretation of Thomas
Paine’s Religion,” University of California Chronicle 35 (1933): 56-58, and
“Toward a Reinterpretation of Thomas Paine,” American Literature 5 (1933—
34): 133-45. Both stress Paine’s reliance on the New Learning. Robert P. Falk,
“Thomas Paine: Deist or Quaker?” Pennsylvania Magazine of History and
Biography 62 (1938): 52-63, is a valuable counterweight to M. D. Conway’s
overzealous argument that Paine’s religious thought is largely an offshoot of
his youthful Quakerism. Jack Fruchtman, Jr., examines an aspect of the
Priestley-Paine debate in “The Revolutionary Millennialism of Thomas
Paine,” in Studies of Eighteenth-Century Culture, vol. 13 (Tempe: University
of Arizona Press, 1984). Henry Leffmann’s “The Real Thomas Paine, Patriot
and Publicist,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 46 (1922):
81-99, and Franklin K. Prochaska’s “Thomas Paine’s The Age of Reason Revis-
ited,” Journal of the History of Ideas 33 (1972): 561-76, examine the origins
and subsequent misreadings of Paine’s deistic treatise. Finally, two comparative
studies are interesting: Michael Payne’s “Priestley, Paine, Blake, and the Tradi-
tion of English Dissent,” Pennsylvania English 10 (1983): 5-13, and Margaret
M. Vanderhoar’s “Whitman, Paine, and the Religion of Democracy,” Walt
Whitman Review (March 1970): 14-22, trace the connections between
Paine’s religious thought and, respectively, eighteenth-century British liberal-
ism and nineteenth-century American romanticism.
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Elihu Palmer

In spite of his blindness and hectic pace of activities, Palmer’s literary output
was respectable. It includes three published speeches: Extracts from an Ora-
tion, Deliveved by Elihu Palmer, the 4th of July, 1793, in Political Miscellany,
edited by G. Forman (Philadelphia, 1793); An Enquiry Relative to the Moral
and Political Improvement of the Human Species. An Oration Delivered in the
City of New York on the Fourth of July. . . (New York, 1797); and The Political
Happiness of Nations; an Oration. Delivered at the City of New York, on the
Fourth of July. . . (New York, 1800). In keeping with the spirit of their delivery
dates, these pieces discuss the blessings of liberty and decry the “double des-
potism” of church and state which seeks to curtail freedom of conscience.
Palmer’s magnum opus, Principles of Nature; or, A Development of the Moral
Causes of Happiness and Misery among the Human Species, first appeared in
1800 or 1801. It went through three revised editions before Palmer’s death in
1806 and continued to be reissued in England as well as the United States well
into the nineteenth century. In addition to the work published under his name,
Palmer contributed scores of articles, some of which found their way into the
Principles, for The Temple of Reason, and the Prospect. Indeed, most of the
latter’s contents are from his pen. Palmer left unfinished a treatise on republi-
can politics that his friend John Fellows published along with his speeches a few
years later: Posthhumouns Pieces. By Elibn Palmer, being thvee chapters of an unfin-
ished work intended to have been entitled “Ihe Political World.” To which are
prefixed a Memoir of Mr. Palmer by his friend My. John Fellows of New York, and
Mpy. Palmer’s “Principles of the Deistical Society of the State of New York” (Lon-
don: R. Carlile, 1828).

The sad obscurity into which Palmer has fallen is suggested by the almost
complete lack of secondary literature. Although he is at least mentioned in
most histories of the American Enlightenment, few studies are devoted to him.
One notable exception is Roderick S. French’s fine “Elihu Palmer, Radical
Deist, Radical Republican: A Reconsideration of American Freethought,” in
Studies in Eiglhteenth-Century Culture, vol. 8 (Madison: University of Wiscon-
sin Press, 1979). French also contributed the article on Palmer in The Encyclo-
pedin of Unbelief. 1 discuss Palmer’s life and thought, as well as its Enlighten-
ment background, in the introduction to my Elihu Palmer’s “Principles of
Nature”: Text and Commentary (Wolfeboro, N.H.: Longwood, 1990), chap-
ter 6 of Rational Infidels: The American Deists, and “Elihu Palmer’s Crusade
for Rational Religion,” Religious Humanism 24 (Summer 1990): 113-29,
146. A full-length treatment of Palmer’s thought and his pivotal role in the
deist movement is sorely needed. American deism, especially its later, militant
period, cannot be adequately understood except in comparison to Palmer’s
contributions.
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Philip Freneau

Freneau was one of the more prolific of the lesser American deists, and his
journalistic essays and poetry were collected and published during his lifetime
in many volumes. Philip M. Marsh provides an exhaustive survey in Freneau’s
Published Prose: A Bibliography (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1970) and
The Wovks of Philip Frenean: A Critical Study (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow
Press, 1968). The most significant of Freneau’s works are: The Poems of Philip
Frenean (Philadelphia: Francis Bailey, 1786); The Miscellaneous Works of Mr.

Philip Frenean (Philadelphia: Francis Bailey, 1788); Poewms Written between the
Years 1768 and 1794 (Monmouth, N.J.: By author, 1795); Letters on Variouns
Intevesting and Impovtant Subjects . . . by Robert Slender (Philadelphia: D.

Hogan, 1799); Poewms Written and Published duving the American Revolution-
ary War (Philadelphia: Lydia Bailey, 1809), two volumes; and A Collection of
Poems . . . Written between the Year 1797 and the Present Time (New York:

David Longworth, 1815), two volumes. Of particular interest for the student

of Freneau’s deism are the Miscellaneons Works, the Letters, and the 1809 and

1815 editions of poetry. In addition to his bibliographies, Philip M. Marsh has

rendered large portions of Freneau’s poetry and prose accessible to the modern

reader in two collections: The Prose of Philip Frenean (New Brunswick, N.J.:

Scarecrow Press, 1955), and A Frenean Sampler (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow

Press, 1963). The second of these is especially invaluable because it reproduces

a good quantity of the deistic poetry omitted in Fred Lewis Pattee’s three-

volume The Poewms of Philip Fremean (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University
Press, 1902). Pattee’s otherwise fine collection neglects to include Freneau’s

religious and philosophical poems because the editor curiously judged them

uninteresting.

Lewis Leary’s That Rascal Frenean, a title Washington ungraciously be-
stowed on the poet, is the best available biography (New York: Octagon
Books, 1964), nicely documented and with insightful reflections on Freneau’s
intellectual development. Other biographical treatments of slightly less caliber
include Mary Stanislas Austin’s Philip Frenean: The Poet of the Revolution (De-
troit: Gale Research Co., 1968) and Mary Weatherspoon Bowden’s Philip
Frenean (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1976).

Critical studies are rather sparse. One of the best, and the only one that
focuses on Freneau the deist, is Nelson F. Adkins’s Philip Frenean and the
Cosmic Enigma: The Religious and Philosophical Speculations of an Amervican
Poet (New York: New York University Press, 1949). Adkins’s study examines
Freneau’s fidelity to natural religion without losing sight of its protoromantic
undercurrents, and he makes an interesting case for the claim that Freneau was
significantly influenced by the Roman materialist Lucretius; however, the vol-
ume is too slender to do more than cut a rather impressionistic swath. Still, it
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points the reader in the right direction, and I flesh out Adkins’s cursory treat-
ment in chapter 7 of my Rational Infidels: The American Deists. Jacob Axelrod
examines Freneau’s social and political views in Philip Frenean: Champion of
Democracy (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1967). Although not directly
interested in Freneau’s deism, Richard C. Vitzthum’s Land and Sea: The Lyric
Poetry of Philip Frenean (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 1978) ex-
plores the romantic element in Freneau’s thought.

Deistic Periodicals
No work devoted to an examination of eighteenth-century deistic journalism
in America exists, but interesting discussions of the issue may be found in
Koch’s Republican Religion and Morais’s Deism in Eighteenth-Century
America. Morais’s bibliography contains an extensive listing of pertinent jour-
nals and periodicals, as does an appendix to the second volume of The Encyclo-
pedia of Unbelief.
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