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Thomas Paine’s 
   Masonic Essay
Thomas Paine was one of the most influential thinkers 
of the American Revolution. His writings, such as 
The Age of Reason and Common Sense, are still relevant 
today—but many do not realize that he also wrote about 
Freemasonry. Was he a member of the Craft? Shai Afsai 
addresses this question in a critical and scholarly way.
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One of the leading minds of the Age of Enlightenment authored an essay connecting 

Freemasonry to the ancient ways of the Druids. But was Thomas Paine an initiate?

Thomas Paine’s Masonic Essay
   And the question of his membership  
	 in the Fraternity 

Shai Afsai on the argument over the Masonic status 
of the man who gave the Age of Reason its name

Shai Afsai MPS is a Master Mason in 
Redwood Lodge No– 35 of East Providence, 
Rhode Island.

 Thomas Paine (1737–1809) was among the most 
active and prolific radicals of the eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries, and perhaps 

“the first man to practice revolution as a sole rea-
son for being.”1 He wrote and fought for Ameri-
can independence from England, encouraged the 
abolition of slavery,2 helped shape Pennsylvania’s 
constitution,3 advocated a restructuring of English 
government,4 argued for elimination of the death 
penalty,5 participated in France’s legislature,6 and 
“laid out the first design of a modern welfare state,”7 
among other activities.8 While he lived, he directly 
influenced politics in America (perhaps even coin-
ing the name “United States”9), in England, and in 
France, and long after his death his writings have 
continued to be primary documents in the strug-
gle for freedom and human rights worldwide.10 But 
what connection, if any, did the famous _ and, at 
times, notorious _ author of Common Sense, The Cri-
sis, Rights of Man, and The Age of Reason have with the 
Masonic Order?

	 In Thomas Paine: Apostle of Freedom, Jack Frucht-
man writes that there is insufficient evidence to 
answer the question with certainty: “It has long 
been questioned whether Paine was a member of 
the Masons. There is no definitive proof either way. 
There is no specific date known on which he joined 
nor a specific lodge to which he was attached.”11 
Nonetheless, it has been common to ascribe Ma-
sonic membership to Paine. This is seen in the ten-
dency of some American Grand Lodges, during the 
1990’s, to publish brochures that placed Paine on 
the roster of famous Masons.12 One such example, 
an informational brochure put out by the Grand 
Lodge of Oregon, states: “The pantheon of Masons 
holds George Washington, Benjamin Franklin and 
Thomas Paine, among others.”13 Various Masonic 
websites continue to make similar claims about 
Paine and Masonry, as well.14

	 In The Transatlantic Republican: Thomas Paine 
and the Age of Revolutions, Bernard Vincent devotes a 
chapter to “Thomas Paine, the Masonic Order, and 
the American Revolution,” and explains several 
aspects of the inclination to consider him a Mason:

While working on my Tom Paine biography, I was 

intrigued from the outset by the fact that all of a 
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sudden, within just a few weeks or months, and as if 

by magic, Paine leaped from his obscure humdrum 

existence in England_where he had worked as a 

corset-maker and Excise officer_onto the American 

literary and political stage, there to become, at the 

age of almost forty, one of the leading lights of the 

Revolutionary movement.

	 How was it that a man who was little short of a 

failure in his native country became acquainted so 

rapidly with the most prominent figures in the Colo-

nies, even becoming a friend of theirs in many cases? 

How can one account for the quickness of his ascent 

and the suddenness of his glory?

	 One way of accounting for this, one hypothesis 

(which has several times been made), is to consider 

that Paine became a Freemason and that, as such, 

he enjoyed, first in America, then in England and 

France, the kindly assistance of certain lodges or of 

certain individual Masons.15

	 Vincent rejects this idea, however, due to a lack 
of corroborative evidence. It is certain that Wash-
ington and Franklin were Masons, but there is no 
equivalent support for such a claim about Paine.
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	 Assertions of Paine’s Masonic membership also 
rest on the fact that between 1803 and 1805, after 
returning to America from England and France, he 
penned the essay “Origin of Free-Masonry.”16 For 
some, Paine’s curiosity about Freemasonry, and 
his decision to write about it, have been, in and of 
themselves, sufficient proof that he was a Mason. 
However, Vincent rejects this line of reasoning:

Paine’s interest in Freemasonry was such that toward 

the end his life, in 1805, he wrote a lengthy piece en-

titled An Essay on the Origin of Freemasonry . . . .  But this 

does not prove, any more than any other detail or fact 

that we know of, that Paine was a Mason. There is in-

deed no formal trace of his initiation or membership 

in England, none in America, and none in France. 

Questioned about Paine’s membership…the United 

Grand Lodge of England had only this to answer: “In 

the absence of any record of his initiation, it must, 

therefore, be assumed he was not a member of the 

order.”17 

	 Though not necessarily a Mason himself, 
Paine certainly had several close friends who were 
members of the Order.18 For example, while living 
in France after fleeing England in order to escape 
charges of sedition, Paine resided at the home of 
Nicolas de Bonneville and his family. Samuel Ed-
wards depicts Bonneville as “[a]n active Freema-
son” who “was convinced that the principles and 
aims of Masonry, if applied to the world’s ailments, 
would bring peace and prosperity to all nations.”19 
The bond between the two men was quite strong. 
Paine resided at Bonneville’s Paris home from 1797 
until 1802, and eventually, Bonneville’s wife and 
their sons followed Paine to America.20 Fruchtman 
suggests that during Paine’s time in Paris, Bonnev-
ille introduced him to the philosophies of Freema-
sonry and Theophilanthropism.21

	 William M. Van der Weyde, in The Life and Works 
of Thomas Paine, also mentions Paine’s Masonic as-
sociations, while at the same time emphasizing 
that these friendships are not evidence he belonged 
to the fraternity: “Paine was the author of an inter-
esting and highly instructive treatise on the Origin 
of Freemasonry . . . but, although many of his circle 
of friends were undoubtedly members of that or-
der, no conclusive proof has ever been adduced that 
Paine was a Mason.”22 Likewise, Moncure Daniel 
Conway proposes that “Paine’s intimacy in Paris 
with Nicolas de Bonneville and Charles François 
Dupuis, whose writings are replete with Masonic 
speculations, sufficiently explains his interest in 
the subject” of Freemasonry, even though he him-
self was probably not a Mason.23 
	 Bonneville’s widow published Paine’s “Ori-
gin of Free-Masonry” in 1810, after his death, al-
though she chose to omit certain passages in it 
that could be seen as disparaging to Christianity. 
Most of these were restored in a later printing, in 
1818.24 Paine’s central premise in “Origin of Free-
Masonry” is that the Order “is derived and is the 
remains of the religion of the ancient Druids; who, 
like the Magi of Persia and the Priests of Heliopolis 
in Egypt, were Priests of the Sun.”25 The idea that 
Masonry derived from the Druids did not begin 
with Paine, and has been advanced by others after 
him.26 According to Paine, however, this Druid ori-
gin is the true and deepest secret of Masonry, from 
which extend all the ceremonies and concealment 
Masons engage in:

The natural source of secrecy is fear. When any new 

religion over-runs a former religion, the professors of 

the new become the persecutors of the old . . . . [W]hen 

the Christian religion over-ran the religion of the 

Druids . . . the Druids became the subject of perse-

cution. This would naturally and necessarily oblige 



Fall 2010       141

such of them as remained attached to their original 

religion to meet in secret, and under the strongest in-

junctions of secrecy. Their safety depended upon it. A 

false brother might expose the lives of many of them 

to destruction; and from the remains of the religion 

of the Druids, thus preserved, arose the institution 

which, to avoid the name of Druid, took that of Ma-

son, and practiced under this new name the rites and 

ceremonies of Druids.27

	 Masonic author Albert G. Mackey quips that 
Paine “knew, by the way, as little of Masonry as 
he did of the religion of the Druids.”28 He calls 
the essay “frivolous” and Paine “a mere sciolist in 
the subject of what he presumptuously sought to 
treat.”29 Indeed, it is evident from “Origin of Free-
Masonry” that Paine was not very knowledgeable 
of the Craft _ although that fact alone does not, of 
course, prove he was not a Mason when he wrote it. 
	 Paine’s general tone, however, shows him to be 
an outsider trying to assess what is in the Order, 
rather than a member of it, and that, more than 
anything else, indicates that he was not a Mason at 
the time he composed “Origin of Free-Masonry.” 
For example, after referring to certain statements 
about Masonry made by the Provincial Grand Mas-
ter of Kent, Captain George Smith, in the latter’s 
The Use and Abuse of Free-Masonry (1783), Paine con-
cludes: 

It sometimes happens, as well in writing as in con-

versation, that a person lets slip an expression that 

serves to unravel what he intends to conceal, and 

this is the case with Smith, for in the same chapter he 

says, “The Druids, when they committed any thing 

to writing, used the Greek alphabet, and I am bold 

to assert that the most perfect remains of the Druids’ 

rites and ceremonies are preserved in the customs 

and ceremonies of the Masons that are to be found 

existing among mankind.” “My brethren,” says he, 

“may be able to trace them with greater exactness 

than I am at liberty to explain to the public.” 

	 This is a confession from a Master Mason, with-

out intending it to be so understood by the public, 

that Masonry is the remains of the religion of the 

Druids . . . . 30

	 These are not the words of a man who is him-
self a Master Mason, but rather of one who is guess-
ing at what secrets a Master Mason knows and may 
be inadvertently revealing. Paine, an outsider, 
mistakes Smith’s personal conjecture for an unin-
tended confession. If he was not a Master Mason at 
the time he wrote the essay, could Paine have been 
an Entered Apprentice or a Fellow Craft? It is diffi-
cult to argue that Paine was curious enough about 
Freemasonry’s origin and philosophy to write se-
riously about the fraternity, and also to begin the 
Craft degrees, but that he did not wait until he had 
concluded them before finishing his essay. This is 
an especially difficult case to make since in “Ori-
gin of Free-Masonry” Paine contends that Master 
Masons have access to information concerning the 
fraternity’s origins that other Masons are ignorant 
about. His essay begins:

The Society of Masons are distinguished into three 

classes or degrees. 1st. The Entered Apprentice. 2d. The 

Fellow Craft. 3d. The Master Mason.

	 The Entered Apprentice knows but little more of 

Masonry than the use of signs and tokens, and cer-

tain steps and words by which Masons can recognize 

each other without being discovered by a person who 

is not a Mason. The Fellow Craft is not much better 

instructed in Masonry, than the Entered Apprentice. 

It is only in the Master Mason’s Lodge, that whatever 

knowledge remains of the origin of Masonry is pre-

served and concealed.31
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 Although Thomas Paine’s theory that Speculative 

Freemasonry was derived from the Druids may strike 

modern Masonic ears as outlandish and even offensive, it 

is best seen in historical context. First, it is important to 

remember that in England, the Druids have sometimes 

been idealized as the noble representantives of a pure and 

primordial Celtic culture that was misunderstood and 

wrongly maligned by the Romans.

	 Next, it is worth bearing in mind that early Freema-

sons frequently spoke of a cultural connection or affinity 

to the ancient Druid ways. A prominent example would 

be Dr. William Stukeley, a Fellow of the Royal Society and 

one of the Fraternity’s most brilliant intellectuals. Stuke-

ley devoted decades to the study of Stonehenge (at the 

time believed to be a relic of the Druids), and believed that 

Freemasonry, into which he was initiated in 1721, repre-

sented a partial survival of the ancient ways that were 

once practiced at the massive stone circle. Scholar Steven 

Bullock explains that “Learned gentlemen like Stukeley 

saw the Freemasons’ histories, forms, and rituals as a di-

rect link to the primeval world that loomed so large in 

the imagination of educated Britons, promising a deeper 

insight into the nature of God and the world.”

	 Indeed, the Grand Lodge of England’s Constitutions of 

1723 records that “some think there are a few Remains of 

good Masonry . . . raised by the original Skill [such] as the 

Celtic Edifices, erected by the ancient Gauls, and by the 

ancient Britains too, who were a Colony of the Celtes, long 

before the Romans invaded this Island.” A 1730 Masonic 

treatise reprinted in the Grand Lodge’s 1738 Constitutions 

argues that “with reasonable Allowance for Distance of 

Time,” one may “discover something, at least, like Ma-

sonry” in the traditions of the Druids.

	 In 1769, Wellins Calcott invoked the Druids, who 

punished any who “published or profaned their myster-

ies,” to justify the Masonic practice of ritualistic secrecy.

	 William Hutchinson proudly wrote in his 1775 Spirit 

of Masonry (published with official sanction and recom-

The Druid Mystique 
   in Early Freemasonry 

mendation of the Moderns’ Grand Lodge) that “We . . . are 

bold to say, that we retain more of the ceremonials and 

doctrines of the Druids, than is to be found in the whole 

world besides; and have saved from oblivion, many of 

their religious rites, in our initiation to the first degree of 

Masonry, which otherwise would have slept in eternity.” 

The same year, William Preston wrote, “The Druids are 

said to have retained many usages among them similar 

to those of masons; but of what they chiefly consisted, we 

cannot, at this distance of time, with certainty discover.”

	 These are only a few examples. So, while recogniz-

ing the fact that historians must disregard the notion of 

any lineal, historical connection between Masonry and 

the Druids, Masonic scholars recognize that a significant 

number of early interpreters of the Craft expressed and 

appreciated a cultural affinity between the two tradi-

tions. Thomas Paine’s essay, whatever its flaws, ought to 

be viewed in this context._ed .

William Stukeley, A Peep into the Sanctum Sanctorum, 1724.
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	 Presumably, had he begun the degrees, Paine 
would have wanted all the knowledge they had to 
offer, and would have waited until he had gained 
access to it before completing his essay. It is far 
more likely that he was not at all a member of the 
fraternity at the time of the essay’s composition 
and was writing as an outsider, although one with 
close associates within the Order. 
	 In his essay on Paine in Freemasonry Today, 
David Harrison speculates: “If Paine did enter into 
Freemasonry, it would have been during the period 
of the American Revolution, his life being at the 
epicentre of the social elite at that time, his close-
ness to Franklin, Washington, Lafayette and Mon-
roe suggesting that he was undoubtedly aware of 
their Masonic membership.”32 Paine’s “Origin of 
Free-Masonry,” however, indicates that despite his 
closeness to these men, he did not enter into Free-
masonry at that time. Years later, around 1803-1805, 
he was still writing as an outsider.
	 Although he may not have been a member, fac-
ets of Paine’s thought can be seen to correspond to 
Masonic principles. In The Age of Reason (of which 
“Origin of Free-Masonry” may have originally been 
intended to be a part),33 for example, Paine explains 
his religious beliefs: 

I believe in one God, and no more; and I hope for hap-

piness beyond this life. 

	 I believe the equality of man, and I believe that re-

ligious duties consist in doing justice, loving mercy, 

and endeavoring to make our fellow-creatures hap-

py.34

	 Such statements, which can be said to have a 
Masonic ring to them, prompted Masonic histo-
rian Joseph Fort Newton to write of Paine:

Thomas Paine . . . though not a Mason, has left us 

an essay on The Origin of Freemasonry. Few men have 

ever been more unjustly and cruelly maligned than 

this great patriot, who was the first to utter the 

name “United States,” and who, instead of being a 

sceptic, believed in “the religion in which all men 

agree” _ that is, in God, Duty, and the immortality 

of the Soul.35

	 Similarly, Vincent concludes in The Transat-
lantic Republican that while Paine “probably never 
belonged to any specific fraternity, he nevertheless 
actively sympathized with the Masonic movement 
and the philosophy it espoused.”36

	 Although Voltaire, for example, became a Ma-
son shortly before passing away,37 there is nothing 
to suggest that Paine became a Mason in the inter-
val between composing “Origin of Free-Masonry” 
and his death a few years later, in 1809. As he was 
certainly not a Master Mason when he wrote the 
essay_and as there is no evidence he joined the 
fraternity after then_one may conclude, as have 
Mackey, Newton, and others, that Paine was not 
a Freemason.38 Still, though the “pantheon of Ma-
sons” may not hold Thomas Paine, this influential 
and controversial man remains connected to Free-
masonry, if only due to the close friendships he had 
with some in the fraternity, and to his having writ-
ten an intriguing essay on its origins.
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