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“It is one of the greatest unresolved paradoxes of American history that religion has come to occupy such an 
important place in the communal psyche and public life of a nation founded on the separation of church and 
state. The tension between secularism and religion was present at America’s creation; a secular government, 
independent of all religious sects, was seen by founders of diverse private beliefs as the essential guarantor of 
liberty of conscience. The descendants of passionate religious dissenters, who had fled the church-state 
establishments of the Old World in order to worship God in a multiplicity of ways, were beholden to a godless 
constitution. From the beginning of the republic, this irony-laden and profoundly creative relationship produced 
a mixture of gratitude and unease on the part of its beneficiaries. Given the intensity of both secularist and 
religious passions in the founding generation, it was probably inevitable that the response of Americans to 
secularism and freethought—the lovely term that first appeared in the late 1600s and flowered into a genuine 
social and philosophical movement during the next two centuries—would be fraught with ambivalence. 

Beginning with the revolutionary era, freethinkers periodically achieved substantial influence in American 
society, only to be vilified in periods of reaction and consigned to the margins of America’s official version of its 
history. American freethought derived much of its power from an inclusiveness that encompassed many forms 
of rationalist belief. Often defined as a total absence of faith in God, freethought can better be 
understood as a phenomenon running the gamut from the truly anti-religious—those who regarded all 
religion as a form of superstition and wished to reduce its influence in every aspect of society—to 
those who adhered to a private, unconventional faith revering some form of God or Providence but at 
odds with orthodox religious authority. American freethinkers have included deists, who, like many of the 
founding fathers, believed in a “watchmaker God” who set the universe in motion but subsequently took no 



active role in the affairs of men; agnostics; and unabashed atheists. What the many types of freethinkers 
shared, regardless of their views on the existence or nonexistence of a divinity, was a rationalist approach to 
fundamental questions of earthly existence—a conviction that the affairs of human beings should be governed 
not by faith in the supernatural but by a reliance on reason and evidence adduced from the natural world.  It 
was this conviction, rooted in Enlightenment philosophy, that carried the day when the former revolutionaries 
gathered in Philadelphia in 1787 to write the Constitution.”


