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THE SECOND IRON
.BRIDGE
by
S.Ts Miller

THE RAPIDLY GROWING importance of the town of Sunderland, by the end. of-

the 18th,century, is reflected above all in the coal export figures rec-
orded in the Order Books of the River Wear Commissions The decade 1749-
1758 saw the export via the Wear of 1,500,000 chaldrons (Newcastle
chaldrons), but by the decade 1789~1798 this total had risen to 2,900,000
chaldrons, ie. doubling. ~ ' : -

However the further development -of the twwn was hampered by the absence ..
of a bridge across the river at that point. Sunderland was, in fact, divided.
into the "barbary coast" of Monkswearmouth on the northern side and ,
Bishopwearmouth and Sunderland on the southern.side, It was more usual in
the late 18th.century indeed to talk of "Sunderland and the Wearmouths".
The river could only be crossed by ferries (there were two ferries, the
Panns Ferry and the very ancient Sunderland ferry which did not end until
1957, and whose establishment may have been coeval with that of the celebr-
ated Monastery of Monkwearmouth. It may well be that the only serious
mishap ever recorded as befalling the Sunderland ferry may have added
impetus to the drive towards a bridge — for in the late 18th.century, om a
Sunday evening, the ferry overturned in id-stream and 22 people were
drowned), fords higher up the river and the medieval Chester bridge. Nor
was there a decent through road to Newcastle -~ Sunderland was unkindly
regarded as being on "the road to no place', |

The problem was obvious enough as were the advantages to be gained by
local business from a bridge. In 1790 a committee had been set up to look
at the problem of the local ferry and arrived at the conclusion that a
stone bridge should be set up, Yet this could be no solution since it
would require supporting piers, and this would obstruct the considerable
river traffic in coal which underpinned the prosperity of the town.

An answer to this was offered by Rowland Burdon. Born in 1756, he was
the tenth in descent from Thomas Burdon of Stockton who had flourished in
the reign of Edward -1V, His father prospered as a member of the Company of
Merchant Adventised of Newcastle and purchased the manor of Castle Eden,
Rowland junior succeeded his father in 1786, and was also returned as
member for the County in 1790 in an election fought against Sir John Eden
and Ralph Milbanke (the father of Lady Byron). Indeed he represented the
County as a moderate Tory in three succeesive Parliaments between 1790 and
1806 and only retired in the latter year owing to "circumstances over
which he could exercise no control" which made him "the victim of misplaced
confidence" (in fact all of his assets were lost in the crash of the bank
of Messrs.Surtees and Co. which came in 1803). But Burdon was no '"mere
country gentleman". As well as being an accomplished scholar and modern
linguist he had also stmdied architecture under Sir John Soane. He was
also directly.concerned in the problem of bridging the river because this
would continue .his Stockton-Sunderland.Turnpike and an extension to
Newcastle and South Shields would follow, In general there is every reason
to believe that he was a leading figure in local commercial circles ("He
did not cut a shingng figure as an orator, but as a practical man of
business he stood second-to none,-and as a commercial man he was known
and respected by the wealthier merchants of Tyne, Wear and Teeseeo™)e

Burdon proposed that an iron bridge should be constructed in a single
span, and his proposal was accepted. The foundation stone was laid on the
north side an September 24th.,1793 (an inscription on the foundation stone
begans "At the time when the mad impetuosity of the French nation eager
for what was wrong disturbed the nations of Burope with iron war, Rowland
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Burdon Esq., desirous of better things, determined to join together with

an iron bridge the rooky and steep banks of the Wears..." The work was also
dedicated with the motto "Nil Desperandum Auspice Deo", and it is recorded
that many years after the completion of the bridge a non latinist clergyman
was asked to explain it, and knowing the Paine claim to the design,
oconfidently translated it as "This desperate job was the work of a Deist"!)
and Thomas Wilson ("an ingenious native") was appointed to construct it.
"It was opened for the accomodation of the publio" on August 9th.,1796 by
Prince William of Gloucester escorted by a procession of local masons (as

a precaution 1,000 loeally stationed soldiers marched across it first) the
"gplendid shew...afforded the highest gratifiocation t0s..+50000 persons'.
"The ‘brass' then retired to the Phoenix Lodge to regale themselves with

an excellent cold collation" while "apposite toasts were drunk, several
excellent songs were sung and the day was concluded with true hilarity and
genuine mirthe. ) ' ‘

The occasion was marked by the usual flurry of broadsheets and ballards,
of which one may be singled out for its topicality if nothing else =
Ye sons of Sunderland with shouts ' ’
That rival Oceans War,
Hail Burdon in his Iron Boots
Vho strides from shore to shore.

Oh may he firm support each leg

Oh much, oh much, we fear =~
Poor Rowland may outstretch himself
In striding across the Wear, S

A Patent quickly issue ou
lest some more bold than he
Should put on larger Iron Boots

S atrids soreze the ser,

And let us pray for speedy peace

Lest Frenchmen should come over
. And following Burdon's iron plan
" From Calais strike to Dover.

The bridge consisted of six ribs of 5! distance apart. There was a
superstructure of planking to provide the base for a McAdam type road.
The whole width was 32' with a paved footway on each sidey, an iron
palisadre and lamp posts at intervals, The bridge welghed 900 tons (the
Iron Bridge weighed only 378 tons) of which 260 tons were iron (only 46
tons of which were wrought). The span was 236' (an immense advance on
the 100! nf the first Iron Bridge) and it was a segment of a circle
avout 440° 1 diumecs®e The whole thing cose £32,414 1Ys TG, O whica
Burdon subscribed £30,000 (the Iron Bridge cost a mere £6,000). '

The éxpense of the bridge was broken down for 1792-T in a pafliamentary
reburn .obtained at the time by Mr.Warn,M.P. as followss o '

I3

£ . 8 a
Ex:pense of O'btaining Act of Parliement........’..n....u,... 687 . 2 5
Consulting Arohi‘bec‘ts...'.u.............;.;....8....'.;..'.... 695 15 10
Incidental CXPCNSOBasesrescssesscsoesvssssssessesstsasasoessas 192 8 10
Purchase of ground on North Sid€eeesscecscssescssovsosssssss 529 O 6
Purchase of HOU.BQS-................u..........‘..nu...uq- 202 5 5
Cost of stones and limEseececrevseccsassesccncscsscceossscrsss 5450 " 1
Cost of timberocooooonoc'oocoooooooooooooooonoc.ooooonoooocoo 1966 8 8
WI'OU.ght Ironocoooocoaooo.on;nooa-.oaocc'coooc.vo'ooaanco.ooo. 2112 0 11
Cast and wrought iron for arcChessescescesesecscosessvacerane 4018 3 5
SUI’VeyOI‘S sala.ry....;........-".......‘..'......u-.uu.‘..‘....'o 1000 0 0
Assistant surverors Salary................'..ouu»......u..'. 192 18 0]
Clexrk and Treas_urer...........o.-'...........,-..u.....m..u 150 0 0
Wagesh to Masons and Laborersoooooa.oooooovo0000.000000000009010735 1 5
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Cost of Floats, Boats and Ropes,etc esc0o0seessscecvessse 1375 1 Q
Incidental EXPEeNSES ececeecessssscscsesessocssscecsoenes 407 13 4
Interest pai.d 10 suUDbSCITLDEIrS ecescoesssesscecsccconcen 2699 18 9
B Cost of bridge- . £32,414 19 T
Purchase of Panns Ferry ‘co-.o.aaoooooooooo.oooc-ooooo 1600 0 0
Low ex‘penses .ooocoocoooo‘ucooooocooocooooo 622 19 4

Purchase of the Ferry 0000000000000 000 0000800000008 6300 0 0
Low EXPENSES eeecesesescecvocesssccscecsers 362 1 1

cost of bl‘idge and ferries .oncooo-ooooaooomoooocu1 300 0 O

The bridge was the subject of considerable praise at the time because of
the novelty of its method and material of construction, its elegance and
its scale (indeed it would seem that it was the biggest single arch bridge
of its day)e In 1818 Sir J. Brunel, in a report to the Bridge Commission,

. said 'At the first sight of this extraordinary fabric I could not withold

the tribute of praise which the projectors and promoters of the scheme
are so justly entitled to, for the boldness of the designs, for the magni-
tude of the enterprise, considering the time it was suggested.'

Sir Robert Stephenson described it as 'a noble and splendid structure
which has no parallel in this or any other country.'

A complication must now be introduced to a hitherto straight forward
story. In 1785 Thomas Paine had designed an iron bridge to span the
Schwylkill river near Philadelphia without piers because 'The vast
quantities of Ice and melted snow at the breaking up of the frost in

- that part of America render it unpractical to erect a Bridge on Piers."

He intended the bridge to be of 520 tons of iron 'e...to be distributed
into thirteen Ribs, in commemoration of the thirteen United States, each
Rib to contain forty tons...!

In June 1786 he sent Benjamin Franklin a model bridge made of cast iron
bars, and produced later an elaborate model that would bear the weight of
three men. The State Authorities of Pemnsylvania, however, were not
interested — nor were the French forthcoming with any practical support
although the French Academy of Science (to whom he submitted his scheme
in 1787, sending at the same time a copy of the plan to Sir Joseph Banks
to be shown at the Royal Society).

In 1788 Paine patented his design in London (Specifioatlon of Patents
No.1667) and decided to go ahead with production himself. He had, in
fact, to be satisfied with a sample rib of 88' (moderating his ambition
with 'a little common sense') by the brothers Walker of Rotherham (the
very same firm which had manufactured Burdods bridge). He tested this
section for both strain (it withstood a weight of 6 tons of pig iron -
twice its own weight) and for the stresses of changes of temperature.

In pieces it was as portable as bars of irbtn, and when it was dismantled
was ‘'stowed away in a corner of a workshop where it occupied so small a
compass as to be hid away smong the shavings.'

In June 1789 Paine prevailed on the Walkers to produce a bridge of 110°
span with five ribs to be erected across the Thames, then sold. By May
1790 the parts were cast and shipped, however,; Paine's backer, the American
Peter Whiteside went bankrupt and the bridge was constructed as an
exhibition work on Leasing Green, Paddington, with a shilling per head
charged to view it. Paine recorded in a letter to Sir George Stainton
'that it is so much visited and exceedingly admired by the ladies, who,
tho' they may not be so much acquainted with- mathematical principles
are certainly Judges of Taste'!

In Britain the reaction to his inflammatory reaoinders to Burke' s
Reflections, and the attractions of France, led to Paine's flight and
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the bridge was léfx ihﬂthe‘hénds‘of his créditors.

"The two tales now become extricated. According to Michael M. Rix who
follows the normal line of development, Rowland Burdon knowing that they
‘'were. going begging purchased the posts of Paine's bridge and in 1793
set about adapting them to their new. site'. The. argument in favour of

. .. Paine is continued very recently by Mr.Tom Corfe, the latest historian
_of Sunderland ('e..they made use of plans....devised by the famous

radical Thomas Paines.e'), and the latest biographer of Paine ('...the
" materials of Paine’srbridge and most of its principle were used to
- erect a bridge over the River Wear near Sunderland'.). No one has ever

- argued that Paine came to Sunderland and constructed a bridge, but it is
‘usially claimed that he designed the bridge, or at least his design and

... the pieces of his bridge were pirated by Rowland Burdon. These claims,

“however, were opposed, especially by Burdon's son. In the 19th century
and to this day there is a. strong tradition in Sunderland that Burdon
was the victim, that he designed and constructed the bridge and that

the credit was stolen by Paine, or stolen for him,

‘It does not appear that the evidence for either of these claims has
ever been seriously examined. This evidence can be usefully examined
in three parts. There is largely hearsay evidence of observers, and
there is the evidence of the initial specifications of patents.

Indeed there was considerable contemporary .belief that Burdon was
the designer-as well as the constructor. The Encyclopedia Britannica-
- Supplement of 1803 concluded its entry under 'Arch' by commenting on the
Wearmouth Bridge, 'The inventor and architect is Rowland Burdon Esq.,
one of -the representative of that county in the present Parliament.'
Mr.Thomas Bowdler, in a paper read before the Royal Society in 1797
remarked s
; 'Iron bridges ah indeed been built in Coalbrookdale and in other
. Places, but they were on the system of wooden arches rather than
of stone. A plan for an iron bridge on a new principle was also .
. invented by Mr.Thomas Paine, and exhibited some time ago near
Paddington, but any person who examines that plan will perceive
that it-differs very essentially from the arch at Wearmouth...!

A Minute of the Proceedings of the Commissioners of the Bridge
expressed thanks to Burdon '...for his liberality to the public in
constructing the bridge upon principles for which he, as inventor, has
a patent, withoub accepting any pecuniary consideration for the patent
© right.! ,» | _—_ o ‘

‘The Gentlemans' Magazine in 1796 felt that 's..it is proper that the
- public should be informed that R.Buxrdon Esq., is not only the inventor

of the principle on which the bridge was erected, but the patron by
.whose muificence it has been chiefly carried into execution.'

" Finally Surtees in his History of Durham says that 'the use of iron
had already been introduced in the construction of the arch at Coal-
brookdale, and in the bridges built by Paine, but the novelty and
advantage of the plan adopted at Wearmouth on Mr.Burdon's suggestion

consisted inesee’ s etce

Then gradually the name of Paine replaces that of Burdon (although.
Miss Billiemson points out that as early as 1812 Professor Charles -
Hutton in his History of Iron Bridges praises Paine's work). At first
the claim is that the materials used were those of Paine's bridge,
but by 1858 the Quarterly Review had dropped Burdon's name out
altogether (indeed the Review not only attributes the bridge to Paine,
it also attributes it to him in terms of Burdon's. patent speaking of
‘framed iron panels radiating towards the centre in the form of
voissoirs's, Other commentators including Rix, not only give Paine
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the credit but also go on to describe the bridge using the detailed \
figures attached to Burdon's patent, thus implying eityer that Burdon's
patent was 'lifted! from Paine's, or, more likely, an ignorance of
Burdon's patent. A emall work published by the S.P.CeEs, oOn br%dges
which had also given the credit to Paine was especially irritating to
Burdon's son, 'This I regerd as the unkindest cut of all. That my
father who was an excellent Churchman, should be thus treated by that
venerable society, while Paine the infidel, is promoted to the place of
honour, is at any rate to the credit of their liberality, so often .
called in question, though it may be somewhat -at the expense of theixr
accuracy of statementeeo's

This process was probably helped, as Burdon's son claimed, by the
fact that after the loss of his fortune Burdon ‘resigned himself thence
forth quietly to that retirement which his straightened means had
forosd upon him, No wonder that the public heard 1little of him afterwards’,
and because he was a country gentleman ‘and that therefore there is
great antecedent improbability that one of that class should have hit
upon anything remarkable.... To escape this diffivulty the invention
has been tried first on Wilson,. then on Grimshaw, the only other parties
concerned in the building of the bridge, and, these failing, it has
finally been fitted upon Tom Paine. Wilson had been a school master,
Paine a staymaker — my father, unfortunately was a country gentleman',

This sort of evidence cannot be conclusive because we have no way of
knowing on what infoxrmetion these judgements are based.

- Purther'circumstatial evidence' that has been adduced against Paine is

that he was not the sort of man who would quietly have submitted to the
stealing and exploitation of his own design. Miss Williamson does point
out, reasonably, that during the building of the bridge Paine was in the
Luxembourg Prison and in no position to be acquainted with events in
Sunderland. On the other hand Sir Robert Smyth, a banker living in France
and Paine's friend, did challenge, at the time, the right of Paine to
claim compensation, but although Paine returned to America in 1802 he
never pressod his clainm,

It could also be argued, circumstantially, that the Patents Office,
even in the eighteenth century, was unlikely to allow patents for two
bridge designs which were substantially the same,

Both Paine and Burdon took out patents, the former in 1788 (No.1667),
the latter in 1795 (No.2066). Obviously the problem should in theory be
resolved on examination of the specifications, and, indeed, despite the
availability of a number of 'red herrings' and problems of interpretation,
this is decisive, '

Burdon's specifications are very precise. The title itself is a good
indication of the method, Application of Metal Blocks to the Construction
of Arches., He describes the method - of construction clearlys

'esoly invention consists in applying iron or other metallic

" compositions to the purpose of constructing arches, upon the same
principle as stone is now employed, by a subdivision into blocks
easily portable, -answering to the keystones of a common arch,
which being brought to bear on each other, gives all the firmness
of the solid stone arch, whilst by the great varieties in the
blocks and their respective distances in their lateral position,
the 2id becomes infinitely lighter than that of stone, and, by
the tenacity of the metal, the parts are so intimately connected
that the accurate calculation of the extrados and intrados, so
necessary in stone circles of magnitude is rendered of much less
consequence', '

The cast iron blocks (known in engineering terminology as 'vousscirs')
were to be of 5' depth, 4" thickness, with a .middle arm of 2' length, and
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the top and bottom arms in such proportion as to make each block a segment
of a circle. These blocks would then be fixed by means of mallcable iron
tie rods to form ribs (in the.Sunderland bridge each rib included 105
blocks). The ribs would be joined and supported laterally by hollow tubes
six feet in length and four inches in dlameter. s

Painc's specification for Constructing Arches, Vaulted Roofs and Ceilings
are, on the other hand, confused to some extent by the anologies he -uses.
'The idea and construction of this arch is taken from the figure of a
spiders ciroular web of which it resembles in section and from a conviction
that when nature empowered this insect to make a web she also instructed
her in the strongest mechanical method of constructing it....Another idea,
taken from nature in the construction of this arch, is that of increasing
the strength of matter by dividing and constructing it and thereby causing
it to act over a larger space than it would occupy in a solid state, as
seen in the quills of birds, bones of animals, reecds, conescece.'

Burdon's son comments wryly that this language could embrace not only
Burdon's bridge but 2lso the catenay of the suspension bridge (spiders
web) and tubular bridges (quills of birdsjétc.), 'Yet we presume -
Mr.Stephenson will not feel much uneasiness lest in succeeding generations
the bridge over the Henai or St.Lawrence be attributed to the genious of
Tom Painey; whilst his own name is struck out of the roll of inventors and
consigned to oblivion' (Robert Stephenson did, according to Burdon's son,
write a letter to Burdon's brother stating that the two patents were
clearly different).

Howevery; it is clear from further reading thet Paine's concept was
different, since he goes on to says

'The curved bars of the arch are composed of pieces of any lengfh
joined together to the whole extent of the arch and take curvature by
bending. Those cuxrves, to any number, height or thickness as the .extent
of the arch may require, are raised concentrically one above ' another,
and separated, when the extent of the arch required it, by the imposit-
ion of blocks, tubes and pins, and the whole bottled close and fast
together (the direction of the radius is the best) through the whole
thickness of the arch, the bolts being made fast by & head pin or screw
at each end of them. This comnection forms one arched rib, and the
number of ribs to be used is in proportion to the breadth and extent if
the arch and those separate ribs are also combined and braced together
by bars passing across all the ribs and made fast thereto above and
below, and as often and wherever the arch, from its extent, depth and
breadth, requires'. ‘ :

Further information as to the design is given by Paine in a letter to Sir
George Staintons

'We soon run up a Centre to turn the arch upon, and begin our erection..
The raising an arch of this construction is different to the method of
‘raising a stone arch. In a stone arch they begin at the bottom and work
upwards meeting at the crown, In this we begin at the crown by a line
p8rpendicular thereto and worked downward each waye. It differs likewise
in another aspect. A stone arch is raised by sections of the Curve, each
stone being so, and this by concentric curves',

»

s 0

In fact Paine's project was more appreciative of the potentialities of
iron than either the Coalbrookdale Iron Bridge, based as it was on principles
of wood construction, or Burdon's bridge, which, it was agreed by all observers,
was based on the principles of stone. construction.

It should be obvious from the above that what Paine was projecting was a
modern girder type bridge, based on Bailey bridge or 'meccano' lines (otherwise
it is difficult to see how it was so portable). So modern that Charles
.. Schneider said, in his 1905 Presidential Address to the American Society of
Civil Engineers, that 'Paine'!s emperimental bridge became the prototype of the
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modern steel bridge!,

It may be of course that Burdon did make mse of the materials from Paine's
bridge. There is no evidence for this but it was not at all unusual that Burdon
should go to the Walkers since he could easily have been aware of their
experience, and it is equally possible that Paine's materials should be
worked upon with others. However, there the connection would end -~ the
concepts were different, the spans different, and Paine's design would
require malleable iron rather than cast irone

The obvious conclusion is, then, that Paine did not design the bridge at
Sunderland,; that Burdon did not use Paine's design, and that not even did
Paine and Burdon work on the same design at once. Any connection between
Paine's experiments with Burdon's feat of engineering was purely coincidental.

The failure to recognise the contribution of Burdon. to the development
of Sunderland and the North-East and the expansion of the application of
iron, apart from the production of a beautiful bridge, is made worse in
a way by the fact that Burdon'’s sole excursiomsfrom his enforced retirement
after 1803 were directed towards the freeing of the bridge from tolls
which were maintained by those who had acquired his interest in a lottery
held in October 1818 in order to reimburse themselves. On 27th.December,
1836 he wrote to the Sunderland Heralds 'The object yet remains to be
obtained of seeing Monkwearmouth Bridge toll free if : the Comm—
issioners will be pleased to look steadily at the object end by raising
money at a lower rate of interest or such other means as may occure to
them would endeavour to discharge the claims of those who have by
lottery obtained an infinous power over the tolls, it would give me
more substantial satisfaction than my memorial that could be raised by
means which the public would have the right to consider a misapplication
of their funds', :

He died in 1838 aged 82, Not until 1846 was the toll on foot passengers
discontinued and other tolls reduced by 50%. It was announced that a
profit of £79,666 had been obtained from the bridge since its opéning in
1796, although Burdon's original concern was not, apparently, with profit.
- Not until 1885 was the bridge freed from toll completely. By then it had
been remodelled by Sir Robert Stephenson (although he used the same ribs)
in 1859, In 1929 this structure was replaced by the modern 'near perfect
replica of Newcastle bridge! and Sunderland lost one of its unique
features for ever, '

Dept. of Education,
Sunderland Polytechnic,
Chester Road,
Sundexrland,

CoeDurham,

SR1 35D,
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BOOK REVIEW

Audrey Williamson. Wilkess 'A Friend to Liberty'.254 pages. Illustratede.
George Allen & Unwin., £4.95.

FOLLOWING HER EXCELLENT biographical study of Thomas Paine, Audrey
Williamson has now given us one on another radical reformer, John Wilkes.
Unlike Paine, Wilkes has been the central subject of many a learned

book and article, and has not had the dead weight of the political
togtablishment' move heaven and earth, so to speak, to smear his reputation,
rather, whatever his early radicalism, they have sought to make him one

of the historical figures of the 'establishment',; as in later life he
actually wase

There are many facets to the life of Wilkes; the radical reformer and
writer, enemy of the Tory establishments the amourous 'man—about-=town'!
and member of the notorious Hell-Fire Clubj the civic official and man
who ordered troops to fire on and into a crowd of workers. Whatever his
good deceds this last act has sullied his reputation for ever, for with
it, and despite any excuse that might be made, 1t demonstrated that he
had changed sides. :

All the many aspects of Wilke's life are dealt with fully by Miss
Williamson, who blends a warrmess towards her subject with the objectivity
so essential to a good biographer, thus we do not get a whitewash job from
which Wilkes emerges spotless, a man beyond reproach. However, I do feel
that there is a slight tendency to play down the change of sides so
evident a characteristic of Wilke's latcer years. Perhaps in modern terms
Wilkes was the revolutionary turned moderate, however, it is the early
and middle years of Wilkes life that are the most interesting, and in
this very readable work come thoy come to life,

Readers of Audrey Williamson's book on Paine will know that as a
biographer she does not simply accept at face value what others wrote
"of her subject, thus giving us a 'rehash', which is all too often the
case with many a biographyg Miss Williamson checks on the-facts behind
the story, and her re~examination of the original material produces both
new information and corrects errors. In this work will be found some
important new data bearing directly upon a possible connection between
Paine and Wilkes, and suggesting that further investigatlion might produce
in its turn a whole new chapter on the obscure early days of Paine.

Wilkess 'A Friend to Liberty' is a book which I have no hesitation
about recommending. It is well written, well researched, excellently
illustrated, and with a good index. Its price is .pegrtably high, but
then this is an inflationary era. Whatever my personal reservations about
Wilkes there is no doubt that he holds an important place in the history
of social reform, and this book should introduce him to a new generation
of students, or simply those curious about how our political institutions
evolved.

RWM,
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THE 1790'38 PAINE AND THE AGE
v OF.BEASON
f by - ‘
Michael J. Williams o

DESPITE VARIOUS CONFLICTING interpretations, there. is general agreement that
a significant extension of the political nation wat one of the fundamental
aspects of British social development during. the 1790's. According to

Je R,Western,whereas prior to the 1790's governmental stability depended upon
a broad apathy and indifference toward the national political process among
the lower orders, faced with the threat of major soclial uphéaval agents of
Pitt's goverhment were responsible for the creation of,a broad conservative
consciousness among the bulk of the propertied classes . During this decade
the poor began to be looked upon from a totally different aspect. 'The shock
of the French Revolution had brought with it a new way of looking at the mass
of the nation.' Previously the poor had merely rioted: they had rebelled only
upon the instigation of members of the ruling olass..'After the French
Revolution the tone was very different. The poorer classes no longer seened a

"passive ‘powers they were dreaded as a Leviathan that was fast learning his
strength. Or we may say that before they were regarded. as people najurally

contented, they were now regared as people naturally discontented.'” Such a
relatively novel fear of social revolution, absent since the mid-seventeenth
century ‘'served to draw the propertied together as a class.'” Those historians
who have choseh as their sub;ect the emergence of -the worklng—class movement
have adopted a similar view of the. period. E.P Thompson - has argued that

the 1790's witnessed for ths. .first time the emergence: of a natio Ral and inter—
national consciousness among’ signifiocant numbers of, worklng men. = According
to Gwyg Williams, 1792 saw the entry of ‘a new breed of men' into the political
arena,

Anxiety'concerning this downward extension of the political nation was
responsible for the prosecution of radical pamphlets in the 1790's.In 1793
Daniel Holt of Newark was prosecuted for publishing a pamphlet. previously
issued with impunity by the Westminster Committee., The only reasgn for this
was his re-addressing it to 'tradesmen,mechanics and labourers.' Paine's
Rights of Man was prosecuted for libel not so much because of its contents but

because, rather than confining his audience to 'the judicious reader!, he had
addressed 'the lowest orders of the people — people who...cannot,from their
education o? situation in ‘1ife, be supposed to understand the subaect on which
he writes.'' The prosecution in 1794 of Eaton's Politics for the People stemmed
precisely from the intended audience iridicated by title,tone and price. The
case for Eaton's defence on the other hand rested upon the right of access to
political information on the part of the whole of the people.

It is clear that both consexrvatives and radicals ascrzbed to pamphleteers
and booksellers a central role in this struggle over the extension of the
political nation.9 The massive number of tracts published by Reeves's Loyal

‘Association .and under the Cheap Repository imprint were both the eomservative
. reaction ‘to Paine and a recognition of the irreversibillty of that extension of

the politioal nation which he, more than any other indivmdual, had accomplisheé.
Philip Brown observed that, 'Bookselling and publishing began to touch a new

publicess A new speciallst in’ the trade, the "Political Bookseller', began

to advertise himself.'10 Thompson commented upon the central place w1th1n
Sheffield Jacobinism occupied by Joseph Gale's journal,bookshop and pamphlet
presse!l The main targets for persecution on the part of the local Loyal
Assochations were apparently booksellers.12 The principal agency,then,in this
downwards extension of. the political nation was the radical bookseller,: -

- -Hostile contemporary observers from Bu;ke_onwards ‘emphasised the conmection
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between political radicalism and infidelity. It seems to have been

Burke who, in his vastly influential Reflections on the Revolution in
France (1790), initially established this connection, regarding the
events in France as 'this philosophic revolution.'13 'Licentious philos- 14
ophy' and ‘'insolent irreligion! had been the ruin of the French monarchy.
The Revolution itself he ascribed to the conspiratorial machinations of
a cabal of so-called philosophers, 'whon the vulgar, in their blunt,
homely style commonly call. Atheists and Infidels.'!D The Revolution's
excesses he ascribed to savagery engendeged by widespread diffusion of
'the spirit of atheistical fanaticism.'1® The subsequent course of the
French Revolution, especially in its Jacobin phase, apparently justified
Burke's analysis and prediction of ‘a ‘full-scale attempt to extirpate
Christianity.17 The widely read and profusely documented works of Barruel
and Robison (1798) reinforced the view of the Revolution as the first
nmanifestation of an international conspiracy aining at1§he overth;owal
of all governments and the extinetion of Christianity.

Te areribe Fhe Muench Govoluilion Lo en afaeistical crudgiracy, auc
its politieal exsesses to divine anger at that country's moral and
religious apostacy, became the contemporary conventional wisdom among
conservative Englishmen,19 An anonymous contributor to The Gentleman's
Magazine of 1797 succinctly expressed the prevelent attitudes 'Whatever
proximate circumstances hastened the Revolution in a neighbouring state,
Infidelity was its prime causej and the vengence of an-offeridéd God has
been awfully manifested.'20 In his Apology for the Bible (1796),Bishop
. Watson spoke of 'that_evil heart of unbelief, which brought ruin on a
neighbouring nation,'“! For Wilberforom, .the Revolution was an awful
warning of the consequences of infidelity;?z'fI;Padman,;anéther ocritic
of Paine, identified the French Revolution with Deism, its horror being
the expression of irreligion and impiety.23 The famous liberal Baptist

divine, Robert, Hall, saw the barbarities of the Revolution as . -
~Justly chargeable on the prevalence of atheism, Let those wWho ..
doubt: of this, recollect that the oen who, by their activity

. and talents, prepared the minds of the. people for that great change

= Yoltaire, D'Alembert,Diderot Rousseau,and others, were avowed
enemies of revelationg that in all their writings the diffusion of
scepticism and revolutionary opinions went hand in handge.e.that =
the. reign of atheism. was avowedly and expressedly the reign of
terroreees T . - ‘ _ o

As the heathens fabled that Minerva issued full-armed from the
head of Jupiter, so no sooner were the speculations of atheistical
philosophy matured, than they gave birth to a ferocity which
converted the most polished people in Europe into a horde of
assassins.24 : '

Not only did the extension of the political nation arouse considerable
anxiety among the propertied classes, but also the observation that
associated with political radicalism, the theological radicalism of ‘
infidelity was also penetrating the masses. Indeed their attitude towards
contemporary French events predisposed them to make such g comnectione
By the close of the decade it was no longer felt possible to echo Burke'sg
complacent assertion of 1790 'that there is no rust of superstition eee
that ninety-nine in'a hundred of the people of England would not prefer
to implety,' 25 4 new proselytising zeal among lower—class infidels was
the source of much anxiety, particularly in the light of ‘what we have
seen to be. the standard-conservative interpretation of the origin of the
French Revolution. Gibbon, .the most.notorious of the late eighteenth
century aristocratic sceptics, was prepared to forgive Burke's ‘'super—
stition' in the. light of his. trenchant: criticism of dehmocratic principles,
Terrified by the course of -the Rrench Revolution and its destruction of
his pérsonal ease *he, seemingly with seriousness, argued in favour of
the Inquisition,! Refering to the:possibility of any extension of his

»

»



TPS Bulletin. ' Page 15.

own infidelity to the masses,; he wrote:
I have sometimes thought of writing a dialogue of the dead, in
which Iucian, Erasmus, and Voltaire should mutually acknowledge
the danger of exposing an old suggrstition to the contempt of
the blind and fanatic multitude.

Robert Hall drew attention to '
The efforts of infidels to diffuse the principles of infidelity
among the common people... HUME, BOLINGBROKE, and GIBBON, addr-
essed themselves solely to the more polished classes of the
comrunity, and .would have thought their refined speculations
debased by an attempt to enlist disciples from among the populace.
Infidelity has lately grown cohdescendingje... having at length
reached ite full maturity, it boldly ventures to challenge the
suffrage of the people, solicits the acquaintance of peasants 7
and mechanics, and seeks to draw whole nations to its standards.

The parallel phenomena of the anti~Christian aspects of later phases
of the French Revolution and Paine's dual authorship of Rights of Man
and The Age of Reason served to demonstrate conclusively the association
of popular radicalism and popular infidelity. '
The Englishmen of the upper and middle classes had already learned
from French history to associate political radicalism with infide-
lity, and now the development in England seemed only to prove an
inalienable connection between the two. Such phzases as 'infidel
democracy', 'sedition and blaspheny', .etc., came almost unconscio-
usiy to be part of the intellectual equipment of these two classes.
For Hannah More, 'Republicanism and infidelity...are sworn friends both
here and in France.'29 !Churchman', attacking Paine, wrotes *Republicanism
and Deism, have the most intimate alliance in principle, and have seldom
long been separated in practice....Scepticism and political licentiousness

eeeey Infidelity and contempt for the civil magistrate advanced{wiﬁh equal
progression, '30 C '

Paine's writings were the principal literary agencies responsible for
both the deliberate extension of a radical political comsciousness and a
comparable extension of infidelity to new sections of the population.
Whereas hitherto the ‘rank weed! of infidelity had been confined to 'the
great and opulent', Bishop Watson accused Paine of ‘'endeavouring to extend
the ma}ignity of its poison through all classes of the community.'31
Robison, objecting to his popular tone, made a similar accusation,32 Hamnah
More, writing in early 1797 to Zachary Macaulay, considered 'speculative
infidelity, brought down to the pockets and capacities of the poor', as
- a 'new area in our history,' which required 'strong counteraction.'33 As
Reeves's Loyal Association was formed principally to counteract the
influence of Rights of Man, so in comparable fashion were the Cheap Repos—
itory Tracts issued to counter The Age of Reason. A comment in a letter
from Hannah More to Wilberforce in 1796 upon Watson's Apology clearly
reveals the intent behind her tractss 'I could tell him with great truth
that I much admired ity but I told him also, that a shilling Poison, like
Paine's, should not have a four shilling antidote.'34 P.Q. of Salisbury
advocated cheap editions of Watson to counteract Paine's work.3D

From the above evidence, it is clearly apparent that Paine is, in both
religion and politics, one of the crucial figures of the 1790's. His
significance lies in his destruction of the symbolic universe of Christianity
and Constitution, Church and King, in The Age of Reason and Rights of Man,
Discussing the impact of infidelity in the 1790's R.N.Stromberg writess

Voltaire and Paine began to reach the English working classeS.ess
about 1796e... This popular deism was not very important. Paine was
effective through....Rights of Man, not The Age of Reasons if this
extreme deist was to become the very 'centre and life' of the
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'radical! golitical movement of the 1790's, it was not because
he attacked religion, but because he spoke out against political

corruption and inequality. This Eng%ish Radicalism paid relativ-

ely little attention to religion.! :
It should be apparent from the preceding pages,.that such a separation of
republicanism and infidelity is untenable, that in the minds of both radicals
and conservatives, and especially among the latter, the two were inextricably
fused. Perhaps it was in the interest of conservatives to emphasise, for
purposes of propaganda, such an association. Retrospectively Southey
considered that 'the union between infidelity and sedition during the late
WaTesss ruined the democratic party.'37 From its inception, infidelity
and repuglicanism were inextricably connected within British popular rad—
jealiam, .

As a consequence of his pre-—eminence in establishing such a connection,
at least at an ideological level and within his own life, an examination
of the writings of Thomas Paine, on both religious and political subjects,
is essential. Although this part is concerned principally with Paine's
writings on religion, it would be wrong to consider them either in isol-
ation from the political writings of which the bulk of his work consists;
or as a mere afterthought to these concerms. From his youth Paine was
concerned with religion and in his declining years in New York State he
was active primarily as a Deist. Politics were by no means hls initial
concern. A youthful interest in science preceded any political concernss

The natural bent of my mind was to science... I had no disposition
- for politics. It presented to my mind no other ides than is .

contained in the word Jockeyship. When, therefore, I turned my

thoughts upon matters of government, I had to form a system for

myself that accorded with the moral and philosophic principles

in which I had become educated.39 - L

The understanding of Paine's intellectual background is dependent upon
the interpretation of that final phrase. It was originally maintained by
M.D.Conway, Paine's first serious biographer, that these principles were
primarily those ogoa Quakerism acquired by assimilation during his child-
hood in Thetford, " Such an interpretation has been rendered obselete,
largely as a consequence of the detailed researches of H.H.Clari, who has.
argued that Paine®s ideas on all subjects can be adequately explained only
'when the organic development of the complete body of his thought is
considered in relation to the pattern of ideas germane to the Inlightenment,
and, in particular, to scientific deism, which ?as powerfuliy meinforced by
Newtonian doctrines of natural law and orde:r:.’4 The crucial influences - .
upon Paine's intellectual evolution were, argues Clark, the scientific
lectures of those popularisers of Newtonianism, Benjamin Mariin and
James Ferguson, which ‘may have aided in moulding his scientific deism.'42
Far from his political preceding his religious opinions, 'his political
theories...grew out of his religion, his scientific deism, and its moral
and political implications', particularly his 'Newtonian' conception of the
social harmony which would fa}low automatically upon the removal of tradit-
ional political impediments.,

As a believer in the applicability of scientific modes of thought and
methods of investigation to all areas of existence, for Paine the essential
task was to bring to bear phe clarity of thought and simplicity of express—
ion characteristic of science upon those regions where mystification had
previously been domimant. It was upon the maintenance of such mystification
:?;; despotic power rested, Apropos the 'science! of govermment he wrote in

H

Notwithstanding the mystery with which the science of government

has been envelopeds for the purpose of enslaving, plurdering, and
imposing upon mankind, 1% is all things the loast mysterious and
most easy to be understood. The meanest capacity cannot be at a
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loss, if it begins its enquiries at the right point. Every
art and scienge has some point, or alphabet, at which the
study of that art or science begins; and by thé assistance
of which the progress is facilitated. The same method oug
to be observed with respect to the science of government.
Paine's writings are expressive of his belief in the decisiveness of an appeal
to the inate rationality of his readers. In Common Sense he wrotes
In the following pages I offer nothing more than simple fac}ys,
plain arguments, and common sense: and have no other prelimin-
aries to settle with the reader, than that he will divest
himself of prejudice and prepossession, and suffer his reason
and his feelings to determine for themselvess that he will put
on, or rather that he will not put off, the true character of
a ma&5 and generously enlarge his views beyond the present
day.

Paine was the enemy of all forms of 'superstition', be they political or
religious. His possession in full measure of the characteristic contemporary
faith in the power of reason and his experience during the Ameriocan Revolut-
ion convinced him of the immense Eotential impact of the political pamphlet
addressed directly to the masses, 6 1In 1792, when sales of cheap editions
of Rights of Man were claimed to exceed 30,000 monthly, Paine wrote,apropos
his impending prosecution in absentia for seditious libels .

eeelt will hereafter be placed in the history of extraordinary

things, that a pamphlet produced by an individual,uncomnected

with any sect or party,...that should compleatly frighten a

whole Government; and that in the midst of its most triumphant

security. Such a circumstance cannot fail to prove, that either

the pamphlet has irresistable po?ers, or the Government vexry

extraordinary defects, or both.¥ '
In the same pamphlet he remarked that, 'Truth, wheneber it can fully appear,
is a thing naturally familiar to the mind, that an acquaintance oommences at
first sight'; and that 'it is impossible to calculate the silent progress of
opinion, and also impossible to govern a naiion after it has changed its 48
habits of thinking, by the craft or policy that it was governed by before.!
A decade later he considered that had conditions in England approximated to

those existing in the Colonies in 1776, Rights of Man would have produced
results similar to those effected by Common Sense.

Paine's faith in the power of reason, stemming both from personal experience
and his scientific deism, in association with a democratic conception of
politios as the concern of every men rather than the mysterious prerogative of
& privileged minority, had certain definite stylistic consequences.’C The
central characteristic of this style was what might be termed 'the technique
of demystification.! The simplicity and clarity of scientific discourse,
which had been presented as an ideal prose model by Bishop Sprat as early as
the 1660's, was opposed to tgg eleaborate periods characteristic of the
traditional literary manner.”’ As Clark observes, 'the distinctive features
of Paine's theories of literary compositionsseeWere in no small measure
conditioned by scientific deism,'D2 Just as the natural sciences were the
enemies of superstition, in analogous fashion a prose modelled on scientific
discourse was the appropriate instrument for the destruction of other forms
of superstition. In Rights of Man his principal target was the 'political
superstition' of hereditary government.’3 'A superstitious reveregge for
ancient things' maintains the ignorance upon which tyranny rests.”’ He
condemned Burke's 'contemptible opinion of manking «oas8 a herd of beings
that must be governed by fraud, effigy and show.! 5 Men must be awakened
from the dreams of superstition to a rational conception of ‘their real
interests. In contrast to Burke's melodramatic nystification and complex
prose, clarity, vigour and economy of expression were essentia%éin effecting
the destruction of the great enemies, prejudice and ignorance.
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It is precisely the recognition of the difficult necessity of breaking
through the centuries 0ld prejudices forming so firm a bulwark of tradit-
ional gythority that accounts for the force and brutality of Paine's
style.”' Only by demonsggating clearly to men their real interests, can
prejudice be destroyed.”  As Thompson observes, many expressions in Rights
of Man have 'some of the dare-devil air of...blasphemy...He was the first
to dare to express himself wigg such irreverencej and he destroyed with
one book century—old taboos,'”” His intention was to destroy the unthinking
deference upon which traditional sources of. authority dependedj his tegh-
nique was to present the familiar in en unfamiliar fashion, to make men
observe the old in an entirely ntvel manner., Burke provides a description
of this process of demystification as acute as it is hostiles

All the pleasing illusions, which made power gentle, and
obedience liberal,..are to be dissolved by this new conquering
empire of light and reason, All the decent drapery of life is
to be rudely torm off, All the super-added ideas...are to be
exploded as a ridiculous, absurd, and antiquated fashion.

On thig scheme of things, a king is but a manj a queen is but
a woman. 0 T

Paine himself offers what is by implication a valuable metaphor for this
prooass of shock demystification when, discussing that 'silly contemptible
thing', monarchy, he writess

I compare it to something kept behind a curtain, about which

there is a great deal of bustle and fuss, and a wonderful air

of seeming solemnity, but when, by an accident, the curtain .

happens to be opened61and the company see what it is, they

burst into laughter. ‘ ' -
The principal target for this treatment in his-polit%gal writings is mon-
archy, ‘the master-fraud, which shelters all others. ‘

Demystification is as essential, if more difficult a task, in the realm
"of religion as of politics, the two conguent sources of the ignorance upon
which tyranny was foundeds ' '

It has been-the scheme of the Christian Church and all the
other invented .systems of religion to hold man in ignorance
of his Creator, as it is of government to hold him in ignorance
of his rights. The_systems of the one are as false ag those
of the other, and are calculated for mutual suppoxrt, 3 : ‘
Precisely because he is encountering an area far more beshrouded in an un-—
thinking superstitious reverence, this technique is most pronounced in
The Apge of Reason. It was in areas so heavily invested with a mysterious
§ignificance that it was necessary to 'speak a language full aend intell-
igible', to 'deal not in hints and intimations.'"" His method is to present
the Bible stories in the bald manner of everyday speech in order to demon-
strate their patent absurdity when deprived of their traditional mode of
presentation. Translated into such language; the narrative of the Fall and
Atonement serves merely to 'excite laughter or detestation by its profane-
ness' and the Book of Genesis, once Moses' claim to authorship is disposed
of, becomes 'an anonymous book of stories, fables and traditionary or
invented absurdities, or downright lies. gge story of Noah and his ark,
drops to a level with the Arabian TaXes.' ~’ After translating the narrative
of Christ's conception into ‘intelligible language', he comments, 'When
told in this manner there is not a prriest but must be ashamed to own it.! 6
His later retelling of the conception narrative reinforces its absurdity
by exiting incredulous laughters '
Were any girl that is now with child to 88y.sethat she was gotten
with child by a ghost, and that an aggel told her 80, would she
be believed? Certainly she would not. Why then are we told to
believe the same thing of another whom we never saw, told by
nobody knows whom, nor when nor where? e... Can any man of serious
reflection hazard his future hapiness upon the belief of a story
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naturally impossible, repugnant ‘to every idea of deceng ’
and related by persons already detected of falsehood?!

The vehement.éntaébﬁism grquséd'by Buch passages among his critics is perhaps
an index of their effectiveness,’

It is ocommon ground among students of Paine that his religious views were
of long standing.68 Conway's -apparently sound conclusion that the first part
of The Age of Reason was written prior to Herschel's discovery of Uranus in
1781 seems to have remained‘unchallenged.69 Thus before offering any consid-
eration of the origins and nature of Paine's infidelity, it is necessary to
provide some kind of solution 1o the apparently bibliographical problems why
did Paine delay the publication of The .Age of Reason until 1793 and why was
it published then? There seems. little reason to question Conway's view that
the publication of at least Part 1 was the result of the threat of imminent
execution, but this does not account for the continuing assault on Christi-
anity which occupied the bulk of his remaining years.TO

Paine's fierce criticism of Christianity was to a considerable extent a
reversal of earlier ' views. While he had always defended an unlimited
liberty of conscience from a position essentially detached from formal
Christianity, rather like Franklin or David Williams he had always defended
religion.71 He avoided religious disputation, considering that ‘Every
religion is good that teaches man to be goods and I know of none that
instructs him to be bad.!!? Nevertheless, with his Protestant background,
he had always associated 'spiritual freedom'® with 'political liberty.'(3
Monarchy he considered comparable to popery.74 Before the 1790's he did
not see in religion a significant bar to political liberty. His observation
in 1792 that 'religion is very improperly made a political machine',while
an intimation of a changing opinion, still did not lead him beyond the
demand of liberty of conscience into an attack on Christianity 1tself, 19

As regard the origin of The Age of Reason, as distinct from any earliex
manuscript in Paine's possession, Clark has argued that it was a growing
‘recognition of the utilisation of religion for politically comservative
purposes that was resgonsible for Paine's increasingly emphatic opposition
toward Christianity./® Conway and Foner, following more directly Paine's
own explanation, have argued that it yas events in France which stimulated
his overt criticism of Christianity.7 In his own later account of its
origins Palne offers two main ‘explanationss

In the first plawe, I saw my life in continual dangere..

In the second place, the people of france (sic) were running

headlong into Atheism, and I had the work translated and

published in their own language to stop them in that

carreer (sic), and fix them to the first articless. of evegy

Han's Creed who has any creed at all, I believe in God.' T
But Aldridge has offered the naively justifiable objection, that in a work
intended to counteract atheism, the greater part consists of a criticism of
Christianity.’9 Such an objection is valid insofar as it draws attention
to the oonnection discerned by Paine between such apparent extremess 'As
to the Christian faith, it appears to me a species of atheismj a sort of 0
religious denial of God....(which) produces only atheists and fanatics.,'

Paine seems to have been anxious during the period of dechristianisation in
France 'lest in the general wreck of superstition...,and false theology, we
lose sight of morality, of humanity, and of the theology that is true, 81
He had clearly become steadily more pessimistic about the prospects of
political action alone during the 1790's, largely as a consequence of the
unexpected strength of English reaction and the consuming ferocity of the
French Revolution's factional struggles, the source of major personal
suffering on Paine's part. Rights of Man contains numerous examples of
Paine's optimism concerning the prospects of a rapid and relatively peace—
ful revolutionising within the decade of the whole of Burope.82 Conceiving
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of an imminent revolution in England - comparable to those df France and
America, he wrote: 'The present age will hereafter merlt to be called the
Age of Reason, and the prggent generation will appear to the future as
the Adam of a new world.'~~ Only a year later, writing to Jefferson in
April, 1793, he observed that, as a result of what he considered the
- Jacobins' immorality and imprimdence in executing Louis XV1, these oppor—
tunities had vanished.84 Evidently Paine saw in the excesses of the
Prench Revolution the legacy of the inhumanity fostered by Christianity.
Describing the origins of he égg of Reason, he wrote in the Preface to
Part 11

The just ‘and humane principles of the revolution...had been

departed from, The idea...that priests could forgive sins...

had blunted the feelings of humanity, and oallously prepared

men for the commission of all manner of crimes., The intolerant

splrit of Church persecutions had transfered itself into pol-

iticss the tribunals, styled Revolutionary, supplied the place

of an Inquisitiong and the Guillotine of the State outdid the

.fire and faggot of the Church.85
In 1797 he wrotes :

When we reflect on the long and dense night in whlch France

and all Burgope have remained plunged by their governments and

their priests, we must feel less surprise. than grief at the

bewilderment ggused by the first burst of light that dispels

It was toaﬁkfes%é ‘destroy a religion whose consequence was a ‘'practical
‘atheism' which had fatally marred the early achievements and anticipations
. of the Revolution that Paine wrote The Age of Reason.

His fundamental concern with the immorality fostergd by Christianity is
plainly evident throughout his theological wr1t1ngs. He argued that
insistence upon exclusive divine revelations to particular individuals or
. groups had resulted in murderous intolerance between adherents of competing

faithsand the neglect of -God's universal revelgxion within the natural
world and within the minds of men themsclves .S Far from improving human
dispositions, 'the obscene stories, the voluptuous debaucheries, the cruel
and torturous executions, the unrelenting vindictiveness' which form a
considerable portion of the 01d Testament are ‘a gistory of wickedness,
that has served to compt and brutalise mankind.'®? Paine's central
objections to Christianity from a relatively early age were ‘primarily
moral and religious.J0 It was because of its inadequacy as a religion,
because of its barbarous conception of a Deity and of the appropriate
standards ?f human conduct that Paine regarded Christianity as inferior
- to Deism, '

How inadequate any conception of Paine is which considers him as basic—
ally irreligious has, since first criticised by Conway, been repeatedly
emphasised by his biographers°92 Paine's fundamentally religious impulse
permeates all of his writings on the subject. He indignantly rejected the
appellation of infidel given to him by Erskine: :

Mr.Erskine is very little acquainted with theological subjects,
if he does not know there is such a thing agé a sincere and
religious belief that the Bible is not the word of God. This is
‘my belief§ eece It is not infidelity, as Mr.Erskine profanely
- and abusively calls its it is the direct reverse of infidelity.
It is a pure religious belief, founded on the idea of the perfection
of the Creator.J3 . .
In the same letter he wrote: ’ ’
morality and religion, which is the most solid support thereof,
are necessary to the maintenance of soclety, as well as to the
happiness of mankind.%4
Paine always regarded Deism as a rellgious position and towards the close of
his life considered himself, according to the signature appended to one
of his letters to The Prospect, 'A MEMBER OF THE DEISTICAL CHURCH.'95
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Deism in its simplicity and ‘genuine catholiclty was the highest form of
religions
There is a happiness in Deism... that is not to be found in any
other system of religion. All other systems have something in them
that either shock our reason, or are repugnant to it; and man,

_if he thinks at all, must stifle his reason in order to believe
“them, But in Deism our redson and our belief become happily
united.96

A fuxther demonstration of Paine's religiosity can be found in his belief
in personal immortality ridiculed as Yauperstitious! by Carlile. 97

Although superficially paradoxical, it can be claimed that both his
devastatingly effective critique. of Christianity and the equally eloquent
advocacy of natural religion originate in Paine's fundamental interest in
sciences We have already observed a youthful intsgest in science which
preceded any corresponding interest in politics.”- As he observed, 'The
natural bent of my mind was to science.! 199 1t is interesting to observe
that a developing acqualntance with natural philosophy, particularly
astronomy, reinforcing the moral revulsion already in existence, proved
tha culminating agency in his rejection of Christianity:

"After I had made myself master of the use of the globes and of
the orrexry, and conoeived an idea of the infinity of space and
the eternal divisibility’ of matter, and obtained at least a
" general knowledge of what is called natural philosophy, I began
to compare - or, as I havé said, to confront — the eternal 100
evidence those things afford with the Christian system of faith.
He proceeded to argue that an awareness of the plurality of worlds
'renders the Christian system of faith at.once little and ridiculous. '101
His conception of the mechanistic sublimity of the universe supplied
the basis for the kind of ridicule of Chr1st1an1ty which caused either
delight or apoplectic horror:s
From whence then could arise the solltary and strange conceit
that the Almighty, who had millions of worlds equally dependent
on his protection, should quit the care of all the rest and.
come ‘to die in our world, because they say one man and one
. women had eaten an apple? And, on the other hand, are we to
-suppose that every world in the boundless creation had an Eve,
an apple, a serpent, and a redeemer? In this case, the person
who is irreverently called the Son of God, and sometimes God
himself, would have nothing else to do than travel from world
to world, in an endless succession of deathsy, with scarcely a
momentary intexrval of life, 102

The introductory observation mekes it clear that there is another aspect
of Paine's interest in science. For him natural philosophy leads on
ineluctably to natural theologys

That which is called natural philosophy, ' embracing the

whole circle of science, of which astronomy occupies the

chief place, is the study of the works of God, and of the power

and wisdom of God in his works, and is the true theology.103
Such an attitude to natural philosophy would vanquish both the fanaticism
rgsulting from a search for God within any particular revelation and the
atheism consequent upon the ‘teaching (of) natural philosophy as an acc—
omplishment only... instead of looking through the works of creation to
the Creator himself,104
Writing in 1804, he even uses that mainstay of natural theology, recently
re~emphasised by Paley, the 'watchmeker' argument from design, to prove
the existence of God,1 6

The paradox of Paine's attitude to science lies precisely in this
combination of the platitudes of eighteenth—century natural theology and,
considering the specific English contect, the relatively novel critical
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use of science. The prominence in eighteenth century England of a natura
theology based upon widespread popularisation of Newton is well known. 10
A teleological conception of the universe was the common heritage of both
rational Christian and freethinker. As Lecky observed in 1878s 'One of the
most remarkable differences between eighteenth century Deism and modern
freethinking is the almost complete absence in the former of arguments
derived from the discoveries of scienwe.'l07 Christianity customarily
‘found itself under attack on the basis of its irrationality, immorality,
and, inoreasingly, its inadequate historical veracity, rather than its
incompatibility with the dominant Newtonian scientific world view.

How oan the appearance in The Age of Reason of arguments derived from
Newtonian natural philosophy alongside more traditional criticisms be
‘accounted for? As a consequence of almost a century of itinerant scientifioc
lecturing, Paine was able to assume the existence of a general scientifio
awareness among significant sections of his intended audience, 108 Paine's
natural theology consisted entirely of the popularised Newtonianism purveyed
at these lectures. However, while these lectures were aimed, with ambiguous
results, at reinforcing belief in God's existence, they correspondingly
proved dissolVent’of the traditional conceptions of revelation and provid-
-ance,; of incarnation and resurrection, the theologiwal and emotional
foundations of Christianity. This perhaps may not have been significant
- during much of the eighteenth century when the debate on Christianity
seemed confined to the respectable classes within a basically stable society
and when even its principal defenders emphasised its rationality. But
from the 1790's onwards when, particularly as a consequence of the impact
of Evangelicalism upon these classes, the most irrational components of
Christianity, the emphasis on innate human depravity and the threat of
hell, began to be utilised as ideological agencies of social control
against an emerging popular radicalism, for the first time one encounters,
in Paine's Age of Reason, the use of scientific arguments against
Christianity alongside the older ones mentioned above. It was.at this
- moment that the radical implications of popular science first began to be
evident, and it may be argued that Paley's Natural Theology (1802) was as
much a response to a fearfully anticipated spread of infidel doctrines as
Watson's Apology for the Bible (1796) or Wilberforce's Practical View (1797).

But why should the advocacy of natural philosophy figure so prominently
in ¥he Age of Reason and Paine's other theological writings? The importance
of scientific instruction is clearly evident in Paine's programme for his
Theophilanthropic Church in Paris in 1797, which aimed to 'combine
theological knowledge with scientific instruction', principally for
artisans. 109 There are, however, a considerable number of reasons why science
should figure so prominently.in the writings of Paine and later infidels,
The appeal of science to Paine as a means of radically devaluing the
learning and status of traditional intellectuals was absent among the
earlier undemocratic opponents of Christianity. Science and traditional
- theology were the popular paradigms of useful and useless knowledge. Paine
took the Baconian point of view that the progressive accumulation of the
scientific knowledge resulting from the study of the works of 'the great
mechanic of the creation, the first philosopher and original teacher of
all science' was responsible for social progress.110 Christianity, on the
contrary, was responsible throu?h its sustained persecution of science,
for ignorance and stagnation.11 Paine asserted the value of scientific
knowledge against the forms of learning characteristic of traditional
intellectuals, theology and the study of the classical, the 'dead' languages,
distinguished equally by their practical. inutility and their social
exclusivity.112 The priests had substituted 'the study of the dead
languages instead of the sciences! as a means of maintaining the ignorance
upon which their authority was based.113 This was because of the demo-
cratic principles inherent within scientific knowledge.114chientific
knowledge was available and accessible to all literate and numerate
individuals, offering a method of challenging and radically devaluing
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soclety's traditional intellectuals and their ideology, for here in the
person of Paine, was a self-taught artisan contemtuously vanquishing the
clergy of England.

The sum total of a parson's learning, with very few exceptions,

~is a b, ab, and hic, haec, hocj and their knowledge of science

is three times one is three. 5
The culmination of this democratic attack: on traditional intellectualism
which aroused so much antagonism was his-suggestion of replacing churches
with lecture halls and the clergy with scientific lecturers; a position
which was to remain fundamental to infidel theory and pracgice and whose
implications have remained unappreciated end unexplored.

It has been argued that the traditional conception of Paine as the
individual solely responsible-for extending infidelity to the masses,
largely a consequence of the semi-hysterical contemporary reaction to
The Age of Reason, is to a congiderable extent erroneous, That work's
novelty lay almost entirely im the context in which it was both
written .and received. This changed context, that of social revolution in
France and crisis of authority in England, was responsible for The Age of

Reason's novelty and the reaction it elicited. This accounts for the
firm association of congruent:radical political and religious attitudes,
on the part of both radical and conservative, absent-in the previous
controversies over religion which had taken place within a relatively
stable society, Paine's brusqueness of style,.the source of much antag-
onism, was demonstrably an integral component of:his total literary

and ideological project. Similarily, the critical reliance upon an almost
-entirely internal textual- analysis of: the contradictions and absurdities
of the Bible in .addition. to.. q:gumenﬁs derived from an elementary
scientific knowledge simmltaneously appealed to the self-taught audience
at which Paine was aiming and gave them the means and confidence to
challenge the traditional intellectual's panoply of classical and
historical learning so radically -devalued in his writings. What remains
to be considered is the extent of the circulation and impact of The Age
of Reason and other simllar works in the 1790‘8, insofar as this can be
discovered, . . .

Part 2 of this paper, 'The Impact of Infldellty' will appear in our
next issue.
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THOMAS PAINE'S ASTRONOMY

by .
R.G, Daniels

IN PART 1 OF THE AGE OF REASON, written during the French Revolution and
completed we are told only a matter of hours before his arrest, Paine
devotes some pages to a general account of astronomy as an introduction
to his ideas on Christian theology. It is worth looking at this account
in the light of knowledge as it was then and as it is now, and also to
consider the sources of Paine's information.

He begins with a comment on the 'plurality of worlds', an idea from
the ancient philosphers gaining acceptance in scientific circles in the -
eighteenth century largely by virtue of the work of Halley and Herschell,
indicating the vastness of space and the lack of uniqueness in the
exiastence of the Barth, :

He then describes the Solar system — the sun and its six satellites or
worlds, all in annual motion around the 8un, some satellites having their
own satellites or moons in attendance, each world keeping its own track
(the ecliptic) around the SBun., Bach world spins around itself (rotates on
its own axis) and this causes day and night, Most worlds, in their. self-
rotation, are tilted against théir line of movement around the Bun (the
obliquity of the ecliptic) and Paine quotes the correct figure for
Earth of 23%°, It is this tilt that is responsible for the changing
seasons and for the variation in the length of day and night-time over
the world and throughout the seasons. Earth makes 365 rotations in one
year's orbit of the Sun.

The six planets are then described with their distances from the Sun.
These figures are incorrect now, but the figure he gives for Earth's
distance, 88 million miles, agrees with the eighteenth century figure
derived from Kepler's Laws of about 1620. In 1772 Bode formulated his
empirical law of planetary distances giving the measurcments more
accurately than hitherto, but this information would not have permeated
the circles in which Paine moved after his departure for America.

As proof that it is possible for man to know these distances he cites
the fact that for centuries the precise date and time of elcipses and
also the passage of a planet like Venus across the face of the Sun (a
transit) have been calculated and forecasts - '

Beyond thc Solar system, 'far beyond all power of calculation! (until
Bessel calculated .the distance of 61 Cygni in 1838) are the "fixed"
stars, and these fixed stars 'continue always at the same distance from
each other, and always in the same place, as does the Sun in the centre
of the system', William Herschell communicated to the Royal Society in
1783 that this was not in fact so, and that all stars Were moving but at
rates indiscernible as yet to man. Paine repeats a current idea that
these 'fixed' stars or suns probably all have their own planets in
attendance upon them, Thus the immensity of space. '

'A1l our knowledge of scicence is derived from the revolutions: those
several planets or worlds of which our system is composed make in their
circuit round the Sun'e, He regards this multiplicity as a benefit
bestowed by the Creator - otherwise, all that matter in one globe with
no revolutionary motion (there are echoes of Newton here) would have
deprived our senses and our scientific knowledge, = 'it is from the
sciences that all the mechanical arts that contribute so much to our
earthly felicity and comfort are derived'. He even suggests that the
devotional gratitude of mon is due to the Creator Tfor this plurality.
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" The same opportunities of knowledge are available to the inhabitants of
neighbouring plandts and to the inhabitants of planets of other suns in the
universe., The idea of a society of .worlds Paine finds cheerful - a happy
contrivance of the almighty for the instruction of mankind. What then of

the Christian faith and the 'solitary and strange conceit that the Almighty,
with millions of worlds equally dependent on his protection, should devote
all his care to this world and come to die in it'? 'Has every world an

Eve, an apple, a serpent and a redeemer?' And so to the rest of The Age

of Reasone.

Where did Paine obtain his astronomical information and instruction?
It is unlikely he had any books with him, he certainly did not have a
bible, Paris, seething with the Revolution, had Astronomer Bailly as mayor
until his execution in 1793. Condorcet (author of Progress of the Human
Spirit) and Lavoisier (the'father of modern ohemistry's were deeply
involved and died in the Revolution. Laplace (‘the French Newton') and
astronomer Lalande were also in and around Paris at this time. But all
these scientists, like Paine, would have been too busy to teach or
discuss astronomy. So Paine would have had to recall the lectures and
practical demonstrations he attended in London before he went to America,
They were given by Benjamin Martih, James Ferguson, and DreJohn Bevis.

It is worthwhile looking at the careers of these three men, mentioned
only by surname early in The Age of Reason, because the facts, derived
from the Dictionary of National Biography, afford some light on Paine's
life in London,

Benjamin MARTIN (1704~1782). A ploughboy to begin with, he began to
teach the 'three Rs' at Guildford while studying to become a mathematiocian,
instrument-haker, and gereral compiler of information! He read Newton's
Opticks (1705) and became an ardent follower of his ideas. He used a
£500 19gacy to buy instruments and books in order to become an itinerant
lecturér. He had over 30 major publications to his name as well as a
number of inventions. He perfected the Orrery (not named after its
inventor, as Paine states, but after the patron of the copier of the
invention!), and used his own version in his lectures. He lived in London,
at Hadley's Quadrant in Fleet Street, from 1740 onwards. He died
following attempted suicide in 1782, '

James FERGUSON (1710~1776). A shepherd-boy in Banffshire at the age of
ten. He took up medicine at Edinburgh but gave up to sketch embroidery
patterns and then to paint portraits and continue his interest in
- astronomy. He used the income from his painting to enable him to begin as
a teacher and lecturer in London in 1748, where he had arrived five years
before., His book, Astronomy explained on Sir Isaac Newton's Principles
(1756), went to at least thirteen editions and was used by William
Herschell for his own study of astronomy. George 11l called on Ferguson
for tuition in mechanics, and he was made-a Fellow of the Royal Society
in 1763. He became a busy lecturer in and around London in the middle of
the eighteenth—century, sometimes also travelling to Newcastle, Derby,
Bath and Bristol for speaking engagements. He occasionally had public
disagreements with his wife = even in the middle of lectures

Dr.John BEVIS (1693-1771). He studied medicine at Oxford and travelled
widely in France and Italy before settling in London prior to 1730.
Newton's Opticks was his favourite reading matter, and in 1738 he gave
up his practice and moved out to Stoke Newington where he build his own
obsmrvatory. Here, and at Greenwich, assisting Edmund Halley (who died
in 1742) he did much astronomical work, and made a unique star-atlas,
the Uranographia Brittanica, the plates of which, however, were
sequestered in chancery when the printer, John Neale, became bankrupt,
and earned quite a reputation (internationally) as an astronomer. When
Maskelyne became Astronomer Royal following the death of Bliss in 1764,
Bevis, who had hoped for the appointment himself, returned to his medical

L)
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practice, setting up at the Temple. He was made a Fellow of the Royal
Society in 1765. But astronomy got him in the end, for, continuing his
studies, he was turning quickly from his telescope one day when he fell,
sustaining injuries from which he died. It could only have been at this
period of his life, at the Temple, as a F.R.S,, that Paine knew him,., 'As
goon as I was able I purchased a pair of globes, and attended the philos~
ophical lectures of Martin and Ferguson, and afterward acquainted with
Dr.Bevis of the society called the Royal Society, then living in the
Temple, and an excellent astronomer'.

Moncure Conway in his Life of Paine mentions that Rickman assigns the
period of instruction in astronomy to the year 1767, but that he himself
preferred the earlier time of 1757, when Paine would have been 20 years
of age. Moreover, he suggests that Paine would have been too poor to afford
globes in 1766~T. A study of the lives of his mentors shows clearly that
he met Martin and Ferguson fairly certainly at the earlier time, but
Dr.Bevis only at the later period, having bought his globes, terrestrial
and celestial, ten years previously, On the first occasion he was a
staymaker with Mr.Morris of Hanover Streetj on the second he was teaching
at Mr.Goodman's and then in Kensington. o

There were some important events taking place in astronomy at this time
but they seem to have escaped Paine's notice, William Herschell discovered
the seventh, telescopic, planet in 1781, He wanted to call it YGeorge's
~ Star', but it is now called Uranus. The scientists in Paris would have

known all about this important discovery but one supposes that there
‘would have been no occasion to discuss it with Paines in any case he did
“not speak French fluently. There had been transits of Venus across the
Sun in 1761 and 1769 (the only occasions that century) and Paine mentions
them in a footnote to prove how man can know sufficient to predict these
and similar events. They must have been occasions of much general public
' comment — especially when scientists were trying to calculate accurately
the distance of the Sun from Earth at these events. And then in 1789,
Herschell made his great 40 foot telescope, the eny of astronomers every-
where, indeed, the National Assembly were later to promote a prize for
such an undertaking, However, time, scarcity of the necessary metals, and
;he shortage of money prevented any such project succeeding in stricken

Tance, ..

Thomas Paine had minimal cxperience at the eyepiecce of a telescope and
he showed no inclination later in his life to pursue astronomical studies.
But in these brief pages of The Age of Reason he shows he had gained a
ggrg clear understanding of the Solar system from those early days in

ndon.
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/ BOOK_REVIEW /

David Rubinstein BEditore. Pecople for the Peogle. Radical Ideas and
Personalities in British Social History.Introduction by Michael Foot.
254 pages.Illustrated,Ithaca Press. £3 (paper: £1).

WHEN I RECEIVED this book I thought that in the light of its title

I would find a section on Richard Carlile., I was wrong. Once again
Carlile, like Thomas Spence, remains one of the forgotten people in
English (British) social history. Perhaps it can be argued that Spence
achieved little and left less, although his political tokens have
presented coin collectors not only with a multitude of problems but
quite an historical bonanza, but at least the East German published
tribute to William Gellacher did include a long and important essay
on Spence. Carlile, alas, a pioneer in the fight for a free press, and
a working class press at that, is ignored.

In this collection of essays you get the predlcatable, Owen, Palne,
Mozris,Besant,Hardle, and one is tempted to say 0ld Uncle Tom Cobley and
all, but that is being just a little naughty, or is it? The book
- contains some quite outstandlng contributions, and some pretty dismal
offorts too, Into the former category come the late Henry Collins
contribution on Paine, Edward Thompson's on Peterloo and David
Rubinstein's on Amnie Besant, to name three, In the latter category
there are....ewell charity perhaps forbids me to m ation them, but I
must confess that I £ind the inclusion of Bradlaugh (an over—rated
character if ever there was one, indeed a reactionary not a radical for
all his use of secularism for his own ends) strange. Personally I would
have thought that Holyoake had the better claim for inclusion in a work
of this character.

Well after hitting out what does one make of the book as it stands?
Well its good, even if it deals in the main with the familiar. Its worth
getting, although I am uncertain as to what section of the reading populace
towards which it is directed. Its time span is long and its field broad,
perhaps if anything it fails only in that it is too ambitious in scope
and so just as you expect to get deep into a subject the writer has
reached his last paragraph. But then if it wets the appetite for more it
has perhaps achleved its purpose,

Bari Logan,
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