> .

f STUDIES
THE THOMAS PAINE NATIONAL HISTORICAL ASSOCIATION

JULY 2024

Studies in Thomas Paine seeks to expand the available knowledge of Paine’s life, philosophy, politics, impact, and writings. We
publish or republish articles about Paine that are more academic in nature, or exceed the space capacity of The Beacon, to
discuss topics important to our membership and the public. Before publication, all articles in the series are reviewed for rigor
by a TPNHA team and cleared by the authors, or the articles qualify for reprinting by the passage of years. We welcome your
comments of support or criticism, and may publish them in Studies in Thomas Paine as well.

Richard Briles Moriarty

The Mysteries of Paine’s Beliefs in Providence

7~he dedication of Thomas Paine to rational thought and inquiry was unparalleled
C
notable, and fraught, on the religious front.?

In Paine’s view, organized religions marketed unreliable hearsay piled on hearsay as
“revelations” that are, by definition, based on faith rather than evidence.® Carefully
observing nature, he rejected nearly everything propounded by organized religions as
antithetical to rational analysis, retaining from Biblical accounts only what was
discernable through observation.*

Restricting his mental diet to reason did not make him an atheist. To the contrary,
Paine concluded that “reason can discover” the “existence of God.” Articulating his
thought process, Paine first observed that nothing can make itself. He then noted that many
things do exist such that those things were undeniably made. Articulating his thought process,
Paine first observed that nothing can make itself. He then noted that many things do exist and,
therefore, were undeniably made. Rounding out that syllogism, Paine reasoned that there must
be “a power superior to all those things, and that power is God.”

Related declarations are more difficult to square with his allegiance to reason. Paine
expressed absolute confidence that “Providence” actively intervened to protect not just America
but Paine himself. By contrast to his express articulation of why, logically, existence of a Deity
comported with reason, his surviving writings disclose no hint of a rationale for believing in an
intervening Providence.® More puzzling, when he referenced gender regarding Providence, he
identified Providence as female, never as male. Like his expressed belief in an intervening
Providence, those identifications appear in his writings as unexplained givens.”

Two separate but intertwined mysteries are implicated. How could Paine reconcile a belief in
an intervening Providence with his dedication to rational inquiry? Why did Paine, uniquely
among the Founders and other contemporaries, identify Providence as female? That both
mysteries ultimately resist resolution should not surprise Paine aficionados given how much is
unknowable regarding Paine, primarily due to an 1830s fire that consumed
many of his papers. What may surprise is that, on the unknowable subject of Providence, Paine
conveyed definitive conclusions with utter confidence and calmness and without any
explanations, rational or otherwise.

Paine vigorously pursued rational inquiry as far it as would take him—farther than some
contemporaries preferred—insisting that societal systems incapable of withstanding rational
inquiry should be abandoned. But remarks about the limits of human capabilities and his
persistent optimism in the face of frequent adversity suggest that, when faced with the
inexplicable, Paine was neither frustrated nor sought to flog the inexplicable into submission.’

amongst the Founders.! His commitment to a strictly rational regimen was particularly
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John Keats contended that creativity in people “of
Achievement” is opened to new and fruitful frontiers
by embracing “uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts,
without any irritable reaching after fact & reason.”°
Paine knew nothing about Keats, having died in 1809
when Keats was only thirteen. But conceivably Paine,
despite or even because of his dedication to reason,
would have appreciated this concept of “Negative
Capability” developed by Keats in 1817.1

The boundary between the rational and the
inexplicable is individual for each human and shifts
over time and societal developments with no bright
line demarking that boundary. With Keats applying his
deeply probing mind to poetical expression, for
example, while Paine applied his to clear and rational
thinking and writing, they would have encountered
dramatically differing locations. But when they each
individually faced what they respectively deemed the
inexplicable, it is conceivable that their responses may
have paralleled.

Did Paine refrain, in those circum-
stances, from “irritable reaching after fact &
reason”’— with irritable being the key
word— and, encouraging his sense of
wonder to flourish, allow deeper and
unexpected insights to come his way?'? If
so, Paine may well have experienced, as
Keats expressed elsewhere, “the intense
pleasure of not knowing™ on those
occasions when Paine’s pursuit of rational
inquiry left significant questions
unanswered and unknowable.'® Exploring
the two mysteries posed here may provide
keys to appreciating the complicated force that was
Thomas Paine and, more generally, the limitations of
rational inquiry and contemplation of the inexplicable
that each human must address within their own mind.

INTERVENING PROVIDENCE AND
RATIONAL INQUIRY

In America during the Revolutionary Era, belief in an
intervening Providence was nearly universal.*
Contemporaries belonging to Calvinist sects, like
Samuel Adams, John Jay and John Witherspoon, were
certain that Providence as a manifestation of the male
God intervening regularly in human affairs in ways that
comported with Biblical texts, which were literally the
Word of God.*® Deist Founders filtered their beliefs in
an intervening Providence through rational inquiry.*®
Because Paine was more obsessively dedicated to
reason than other Deist Founders, his belief in an
intervening Providence is notable.’” His assumption
that Providence directly intervened to protect him
personally was most explicitly expressed when, after
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returning to America, he lambasted Federalists for
attacking him. He questioned why they didn’t also
attack Providence for having protected Paine “in all
his dangers, patronized him in all his undertaking,
encouraged him in all his ways, and rewarded him
atlast by bringing him in safety and in health to the
Promised Land.”*®

Terrific satire and intentionally over-the-top. But
could Paine reason his way to a belief that a
supernatural force directly intervened to protect
him, as an individual, from harm? Paine firmly
rejected the concept of guardian angels, expressly
criticizing Quaker pacifists in 1775 by declaring that
“we live not in a world of angels” and that we cannot
“expect to be defended by miracles.”* His Age of
Reason more thoroughly eviscerated the concept of
miracles.?’ Yet he believed in an intervening
Providence. Is the answer that Paine was, as George
Bernard Shaw said of Joan of Arc, a visionary who
was “mentally excessive”?%!

Reconciling Paine’s references to
Providence with his overarching
commitment to reason would be
easier if one accepted the view of an
unsympathetic commentator that
Paine employed mere rhetorical
flourishes insincerely manufactured
to persuade readers by exploiting
their religious beliefs.?? That
commentator’s theory falls apart
when one recognizes that he
restricted analysis to Paine’s early
American writings, ignoring Paine
having repeatedly invoked Providence from 1775
through 1803 and even doing so on an occasion
when manipulative motives made no sense—a
private letter to Franklin.?* Aldridge, more
convincingly, cited Paine’s invocation of an
intervening Providence in that letter to Franklin as
evidence Paine had “a firm belief in the doctrine of
special providence.”?* Paine’s surviving writings
confirm that he was sincere in invoking an
intervening Providence.

Teasing out explanations for the apparent
disparity in Paine’s thinking between an unyielding
devotion to reason and a belief in an intervening
supernatural force was furthered through Matthew
Stewart’s superb book Nature’s God. Although
Stewart did not expressly address Paine’s views on
Providence, he carefully studied views of the Deist
Founders in contrast to earlier religious beliefs in
England and the colonies and observed that the very
idea of Providence was transformed by the Deists.?®



Some contemporaries of Paine, for example, took the
Bible literally and believed that Providence caused
many events contrary to laws of nature, such as the
Biblical stories of the Sun standing still in the sky for a
full day or the Red Sea parting. For example, that “the
Bible was divinely revealed and that its miracles were
valid were accepted by Samuel Adams “without
question.”?® By contrast, for “the deists, a miracle by
definition constituted an infraction of the regular and
predictable operations of physical reality.”?’

Deists generally viewed Providence as causing only
events that, while improbable, fully complied with the
laws of nature.?® Washington attributed his survival
from multiple bullets hitting his coat to the
intervention of Providence.?’ Improbable but feasible
under the laws of nature. Paine attributed his survival
during the Jacobin reign to an intervening Providence.*°
Improbable but well within the laws of nature. The
intervention of Providence, viewed in this way;,
comports closely with Giordano Bruno’s view that
Providence does not override “the operation of nature”
and can instead “be explained in terms of natural
laws.”3

Deists were, by nature, individualist and unconfined
by a fixed set of creeds mandated by a hierarchal
church structure. As a result, their beliefs regarding
God and Providence varied. Franklin straddled the
fence between Deism and other belief systems and
remained governed, due to his Puritan upbringing, by
assumptions that God was infinitely powerful and
infinitely good.3? Those assumptions directed his
reasoning towards a conclusion that God’s Providence
must sometimes act in ways contrary to the laws of
nature.® Otherwise, Franklin reasoned, God would be
either impotent or willing to countenance demon-
strably evil actions—results inconsistent with God
being infinitely powerful and infinitely good.3*

Recall that Paine, by contrast, deduced the existence
of God from a logical supposition that God was
whatever first created things.?> Unconstrained by
assumptions that troubled Franklin, Paine was freed to
view Providence as a force that acted in ways fully
compliant with the laws of nature.?® But is belief in an
intervening Providence ultimately just belief rather
than a result of reasoned examination of actual
occurrences? Paine may have responded that human
abilities to ferret out explanations for actions of God
and Providence are severely restricted.

In 1782, Paine asserted that “no human wisdom
could foresee” the purposes of expectation that rational
inquiry in the future would push further than he could,
at that time, into probing that “secret.” Eleven years
later; Paine concluded that “the power and wisdom”
that God “has manifested in the structure of the
Creation that I behold is to me incomprehensible,” and
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“even this manifestation, great as it is, is probably but a
small display of that immensity of power and wisdom
by which millions of other worlds, to me invisible by
their distance, were created and continue to exist.”3®

Some observers accused Paine of thinking too well of
himself and his abilities. Remarks by Paine that fed
those types of accusations should be balanced against
the humility and calm wonder he displayed when
observing nature and the universe. Conceivably, and
consistent with the later musings by Keats, his belief in
an intervening Providence constituted an effort to
appreciate and marvel at the “incomprehensible” while
remaining otherwise unflinchingly dedicated to
rational inquiry.

What effect did Paine’s belief in an intervening
Providence have on his overall philosophy and his
political and social views? Gregory Claeys argued that
Paine’s “social theory owed much to his belief in
Providence, which underpinned, for example, the
optimistic elements of his theory of commerce.”*
Would a Paine who lacked beliefs in an intervening
Providence have penned theories substantially
different from those he promulgated? Would he have
lacked the optimism and confidence to propound and
push the radical and uncompromising views that
continue to resonate? If Paine, after exhaustive efforts
to tease out everything reason had to offer in his
lifetime, experienced “the intense pleasure of not
knowing” that Keats praised as a font of human
creativity and achievement, that may have reignited
fires within his mind even as nighttime candles
flickered in his darkening writing rooms.

PROVIDENCE AS FEMALE

The first mystery ultimately
remains unresolved. Exploring the
second mystery will similarly
leave open
questions but
will, hopefully,
provide insightinto
Paine. Drilling down
into what Paine said @
about Providence, we
discover a startlingly
unique conviction.
Every time Paine
referenced gender for the
Deity, he identified the Deity
as male.** But every time he
referenced gender for
Providence—in 1777,1778,
1782,1792 and 1802—he
identified Providence as
female.*!




Where did that perspective come from? While in
England, Paine was exposed to Quakers, Anglicans and
Methodists. Each sect generally viewed Providence as a
manifestation of a male God.*? Contemporaries such as
Rev. Joseph Priestley and Rev. Richard Price had
conveyed the view of Providence as a manifestation of
amale God in writings published before Paine
emigrated to America.** References to Providence in
Political Disquisitions by James Burgh, which Paine
cited several times in Common Sense, nowhere hint at
Providence having a female gender.** French influences
may be excluded for many reasons, including the
Catholicism of France and Paine’s anti-Papist views,
but it suffices that Paine publicly identified Providence
as female at least three times before first travelling to
France in 1780.%

One Paine biographer, after noting Paine’s
identification of Providence as female in Rights of Man,
observed, with understatement, that “few references to
Providence in this period characterized it as female.”*
Few indeed. One must reach back to Imperial Rome to
find general beliefs in Providence being female.
Unconnected dots invite speculation that Paine may
have absorbed a belief in a female Providence from
contemporary discussions of that Roman source.

In ancient Rome, “Providentia” was viewed as a female
“divine personification of the ability to foresee and
make provision.”*” Macrobius, a Roman author who
wrote about paganism about 400 CE, declared that
“providence was personified as a proper goddess in
her own right.”*8

“In the late Republic PROVIDENTIA was that fore-
sight which...helped to secure the continued and
peaceful existence of the state, preserving it against
external or internal dangers.”* Refraining from
learning Latin in Thetford Grammar School, Paine said,
“did not prevent” him “from being acquainted with the
subjects of all the Latin books used in the school.”*°
Reference to “Latin books” is sparse in his writings,
although that is unsurprising for an author known for
minimalistic citations to other authors. What “Latin
books” was he exposed to before first identifying
Providence as female that may have influenced him?
In several writings that preceded his first identification
of Providence as female in Crisis No. 3, published on
April 19,1777, Paine displayed considerable
familiarity with Roman times and ways.>! Later
references suggest far deeper absorption by Paine of
ancient Roman authors, and books about ancient
Rome, than is generally assumed.>? With that in mind,
Paine may have consumed either an unabridged 1747
or 1755 edition of Polymetis by Joseph Spence, or a
1765 abridged version, most likely sometime after
returning from his privateering adventures in 1757.5

RE@SITRVEVINE SIS

An ENQUIRY cionccming the
AR GEREIE SIS VIE RN
Between the WO RKS of the
REOFMEASNE P OFNESES]
And the R EM A IN S of the
ANTIENT ARTISTS

Polymetis was first
published in 1747. Joseph
Spence (1699 —1748)
was an English scholar
and anecdotist, who
traveled extensively

across Europe. Spence’s
first visit to Italy inspired
much of this work which
is focused on Roman art,
mythology, and poetry.

An A7 TEMPT o illuftrate them mutually from

IN TEN BOOKS.

The unabridged editions of Polymetis contain
detailed discussions about the Imperial Roman belief in
female Providence and illustrations of “Providentia” as
displayed on Roman coins.>* Paine had multiple
opportunities prior to first identifying Providence as
female in 1777 to be exposed to Spence’s discussions of
a female Providence. Benjamin Martin subscribed to
the unabridged 1747 edition of Polymetis and Paine
later attended his astronomy lectures and became a
friend, so Paine could have borrowed a copy from
Martin.>® Alternately, though the purchase price was
likely far beyond Paine’s budget, he could have perused
a copy of an unabridged edition through the lending
libraries then taking hold in London.*® Alternately,
Paine could have read a far less expensive abridgment
published in 1765 that, like the unabridged version,
contained detailed discussions about a female
Providence, though with far less content and no
“Providentia” illustrations.>”

Assume, however, that Paine was not exposed to any
of those editions before emigrating in 1774. He still had
opportunities, before first identifying Providence as
female in April 1777, to have consumed an unabridged
edition of Polymetis. The 1775 catalogue of the Library
Company of Philadelphia listed the 1755 unabridged
edition amongst its holdings.>® Polymetis was
sufficiently available in America that Jefferson, in a July
1776 letter, accurately expected that “some library in
Philadelphia” would have Spence’s Polymetis.>®

Paine rarely mentioned books he had read and
sometimes claimed not to have read books that
scholars conclude he must have consumed.®® That
Polymetis is unmentioned in his writings, particularly
since he never attempted to explain his beliefs
regarding Providence, is unsurprising. Unabridged
editions of Polymetis were filled with citations to
Macrobius and Cicero and contained images of the




transparently female figure of Providentia as displayed
on Roman coins.?! Even the abridged version published
in 1765 would have conveyed the essence, noting that
“among the “MORAL DEITIES” in Rome, “PRUDENCE
(or GOOD SENSE) was received very early as a
goddess,...the affairs of human life are by her regulated
as they ought to be” and “She is called also Providentia
but when they used it for divine providence, the usual
inscription on medals is, PROVIDENTIA DEORUM,”
while a different name is used for human prudence.®

Spence, in Polymetis, conveyed critiques of classically-
based educational methods that were remarkably like
critiques that Paine articulated later.®3 Spence took “aim
in the Polymetis at the classical scholarship of his day,
which he” found “obscure and pedantic, and generally
unhelpful in explicating the texts themselves” and “also
question[ed] the need for a classical education
grounded in a thorough study of Latin and Greek, which
he consider[ed] an unnecessary preparation for most
professions.”®* Paine was similarly critical of classical
scholarship for its own sake as opposed for purpose-
driven uses.®

Cursory glances through Polymetis telegraph that the
intellectual sponge that Paine was in his twenties after
returning from privateering adventures would have
thrilled at its content. With Paine’s fascination
regarding astronomy, Paine may have found Macrobius
interesting because he authored a text “that transmitted
classical astronomical knowledge to medieval Latin
Europe” by commenting on a work of Cicero that
Macrobius included in his work.*¢

The 1755 unabridged edition and the 1765
abridgement were extensively advertised in London
papers that Paine likely read.” As noted earlier, a copy
of the 1755 edition of Polymetis was available in
Philadelphia, at the Library Company founded by
Franklin, after he arrived in Philadelphia in November
1774 and before April 1777.% The Library Company
was open to the public well before Paine emigrated and
with Paine’s bibliophilia being a quality about which we
have little doubt, it is fair to assume he spent many
hours there.® While other books published in England
before Paine emigrated noted the Roman belief that
Providence was female, their references were so slight
and obscure that they are a far less likely source for
Paine’s belief.”® If his belief derived from a book,
Polymetis is the prime candidate.

May we connect these disparate dots to create a
coherent constellation, in Roman style, displaying the
origin of Paine’s belief in a female Providence?
Tempting as that may be, evidentiary gaps preclude, for
now, a definitive conclusion. But sifting the soil of
Paine’s contemporaries during the Revolutionary Era as
an alternative source is sufficiently unpromising
to return us, by deductive reasoning, to Polymetis.

Many Deist Founders, when referencing gender at all,
identified God as male and Providence as either male or a
manifestation of a male God.”* When Paine referenced
gender regarding God, he similarly identified God as male
and never as female.”? Paine was unique among his
American contemporaries in identifying Providence as
female.”®

John Adams referenced Providence with some
frequency, usually with no gender reference. On
occasions when Adams referenced gender, he identified
Providence as genderless three times and as male twelve
times, never suggesting that Providence was female.”*
Jefferson referenced Providence more infrequently also
without usually referencing gender. Of the occasions
when Jefferson referenced gender; he identified
Providence as genderless twice, as male six times and,
like Adams, never suggested a female gender.”
Washington referenced an intervening Providence with
extraordinary frequency, usually without identifying
gender beyond implying a male gender by equating God
with Providence.” Of the occasions when Washington
expressly referenced gender for Providence, eighteen
identified Providence as genderless (“it” or “its”).”” Nine
identified Providence as male (“he” or “his”).”® Curiously,
Washington twice deviated from his general practices by
identifying Providence as female in 1777 and 1783.7

No surviving information sheds light on those two
deviations from Washington’s general practices. Paine’s
identifications were an unlikely influence.?’ Conceivably,
Washington was exposed to Polymetis since George
Wythe—a sufficiently close friend that Washington
“settled into” Whyte’s home for a while— apparently had
a copy in his personal library.®! But, with Washington
having only used female pronouns for Providence twice
among the many occasions that he expressed or implied
a gender, could they merely have been slips of the pen?
What is certain is that Paine, who was extraordinarily
careful with his word choices, consistently and
repeatedly Providence as female, even emphasizing “her”
on one occasion.®?

A possible explanation is that Paine’s unique
perspective among the Founders about the differing
genders of God and Providence is unattributable to any
so, why did he develop that perspective without any
outside influence? Did his identification of Providence as
female reflect the respect he had for women as equal
human beings?® There is sparse evidence that Paine’s
relatively egalitarian views towards women, while
remarkably modern for the time, would have sufficiently
evolved by April 1777 to have inspired that initial
identification of Providence as female.®* More broadly, it
seems inconceivable, that Paine would have refrained
from his general practice of expressly articulating
thought processes that were uniquely his regarding his
identification of Providence as female if he had




developed that concept entirely on his own.uniquely his
regarding his identification of Providence as female if he
had developed that concept entirely on his own.

Deductive reasoning and circumstantial evidence
suggest that the most likely influence was reports of
ancient Roman beliefs as relayed in one or more sources
available to him before, and after, he emigrated. For now,
Polymetis seems the most likely inspiration for Paine
identifying Providence as female.

Did his identification of God as male and Providence
as female indicate that, unlike other Deist Founders,
Paine perceived Providence as an entity separate from
God? That has intriguing implications but, given limited
evidence, cannot proceed beyond the question being
posed.® The only Paine biographer who noted Paine’s
practice of identifying Providence as female and God as
male reported that it troubled him for quite a while.®
Unfortunately, his conclusions were unhelpful, declaring,
with evidence-free confidence, that “Paine envisioned
Providence as an all-encompassing, nurturing she-
goddess of nature” and that “Paine's Providence was the
First Cause, the giver of all life,” and “created the
universe,...”” Paine’s writings directly belie those
conclusions, with that very biographer repeatedly
noting that Paine instead stated that the Creator was a
male God and, indeed, was the “sole” Creator.®®

Since Paine also consistently identified Nature as
female when referencing gender regarding Nature, did
he equate Providence with Nature?®® His separate
expressions of gratitude to both “nature and
providence” suggest that he did not equate them,
particularly with Paine generally minimizing
redundancy in his writings.®® More telling, he did not
view Nature as actively intervening in human affairs
like Providence. Instead, he viewed the laws of
Nature as imposing limits on human affairs

and on Providence.
The dominant belief
among Founders in an
intervening Providence is
expressed in the “Eye of
Providence” displayed on
all one-dollar bills and on
the Great Seal of America.

As with many aspects of Paine, the only clues are
disclosed through his surviving writings, which offer
tantalizing hints that will likely remain perennially
unresolved. Ultimately, we cannot know why he
identified God as male and Providence as female. We
are, regarding his reasoning, consigned to the “intense
pleasure of not knowing.”

EXPLAINING THE INEXPLICABLE

Ultimately, what humans—unlike other species so
far as we know—perennially confront is how to
explain the inexplicable. For humans, that results in
concepts like God and Providence. How did Paine—
the Man of Reason dedicated in his bone marrow to
rational thought—explain the inexplicable? Paine
struggled to develop the best answers he could given
the limitations of what was rationally detectable in
the late 18th and early 19th Centuries. Recognizing
how little could then be explained through reason and
the vastness of what was inexplicable, his enlistment
of and reliance on Providence is understandable.

Did he consider his belief in an intervening
Providence grounded on reason? He never either said
that it was and articulated any rationale in his
surviving writings. He may instead have explored the
issues as deeply as rational inquiry carried him and
then, in proto-Keats fashion, have embraced the
unknowable that he labeled “Providence” while
refraining from “irritable reaching for fact and
reason.” That we, in the 21st Century, may reach
different conclusions through reason does not mean
that Paine was less dedicated to reason. Then, and
today, firm devotees of reason rather than revelation

necessarily marvel daily at inexplicable events and
at the intricacies presented by Nature that are
well beyond the capacities of humans to
explain.
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