
A Secular 
Founding 
Father

The one- or two-hour biography, whether film, play, or doc-
umentary—is fraught with landmines: the portrayal reduces 
the life, redacts the ideas, rings the subject’s good bells, tosses 
in a token failure or two, and pumps up an artificial destiny. 
All was meant to be, we see in hindsight, ’tis great-man histo-
ry. Such unnuanced bios—I’m thinking of films like Ali and 
Steve Jobs—re-mythologize the life to salvage one on whom 
history has been confused or ungenerous. We make a flawed 
man great again if we carefully rehab him. Think of the slow 
Teddy-Bearing of George W. Bush.

There may be no better candidate for reconstitution than 
Thomas Paine, secularism’s favorite anti-British British hero 
of American independence, perhaps the finest polemicist our 
republic has ever known. During his life (1737-1809), Paine 
was loved and reviled; the latter, the loudest. In his sixties and 
an American citizen, he became the “filthy little atheist” and 
the “devil incarnate,” a pariah to the cause of liberty. One obit-
uary said Paine “had lived long, done some good, and much 
harm.” His haters’ wrath centered on The Age of Reason (1794-
6), a lucid refutation of religion. In days of yore when dissent 
in print or speech led to the guillotine, Paine disavowed all 
creeds and clerical authority, judged the Bible a scurrilous tale 
of a cruel deity, and thought Jesus Christ just another wayward 
stargazer. A deist, Paine marveled at the Creation and lovingly 
called the Creator, God.

Such crabby opinions have hounded him in history’s glare. 
Never mind that Paine named our nation the United States of 
America, floated the first idea of Medicare, denounced slavery 

so much rehabilitate Paine as 
he habilitates him, that is, gives 
him an intimate forum for his 
memories and a standing from 
which he recouples freedom 
and justice, a message aimed 
at the white, male, headstrong 
American. 

Ruskin’s Tom lands on a 
moment late in life—bewigged 
with rumpled shirt, tailcoat, 
vest, cloth buttons, and white 
leggings—his introspective ret-
rospect issued from beyond the 
grave. It’s a nice theatrical trick, 
an elocutionary play, neither 
plot-driven nor romance-fu-
eled. This Paine speaks to then 
and now, especially the fresh 
hell of a Trump-idolizing and 
Cruz-bowing electorate. Ruskin’s 
Paine is an “I told you so.” He’s 
a sort of disinterred secular fa-
ther, appropriately haunting us 
as demagogues descend.

Today, we see Paine breaking out of the hagiographic 
shadow of the founding fathers, be it Washington crossing 
the Delaware or Madison drafting the Bill of Rights. This may 
be Paine’s and the freethought movement’s Normandy inva-
sion—what with the sudden ubiquity of the religiously unaf-
filiated, or Nones, who, in 2016, find themselves defending 
Supreme Court laws that have, at least, federally, guaranteed 
women’s reproductive rights and marriage equality. 

How else has our nation kept its focus on freedom and 
justice but by adopting many of the humanitarian obligations 
Paine asserted in his pamphlets and tracts? Abolition of slav-
ery. Progressive taxation. Old-age pension and caretaking. A 
threshold income at twenty-one for every citizen. Paine out-
lined these political and moral duties for a New World enlight-
enment with Common Sense, Rights of Man, and The Age of Rea-
son. In 1775, Common Sense, one of the fastest selling books in 
American history, was bought by 100,000 of the two million 
colonists in its first three months. (Paine gave the royalties, first 
to Washington’s army, and later to independence causes.)

In the play, Ruskin sustains a tone of rapturous grief. He’s 
telling us his tale so as to grieve it. There’s the sadness he bears 
for the loss of a daughter and wife in childbirth. There’s the 
vexation he stumbles through with Jefferson’s and Madison’s 
blacklisting him after the revolution. There’s the gift he offers 
to nations of his wrought-iron bridge, single-span structures, 
which “by increasing mobility . . . also increase equality. They 
conquer nature without destroying it.” There’s the zealotry 
that inks his deadline prose, under the guns of actual battle or 
a date with the guillotine. And there’s the anguish he suffers for 

his unremarked funeral, attended by 
six friends, three ex-slaves.

Ruskin animates the rebel’s 
quick-step and the retiree’s slump, 
courts the boyish and the hard-bit-
ten, and lugs the swelled biogra-
pher’s trunk. The finality is bed-rid-
den exhaustion and querulous 
despair; his scant hygiene brought 
a lugubrious end. How much in 
Paine’s eyes (though not in ours) his 
journey revolved for naught.

Ruskin’s play ticks along agree-
ably with media-added illustrations 
and sound effects (gunfire and min-
uets), plus an occasional hatful of 
hateful comments, read on tape by 
the actor Elliott Gould. Ruskin, don-
ning specs and holding up parch-
ment, fast-pedals through the texts’ 
main ideas. Quotations feel read at 
knifepoint, such is Paine’s urgency. 
The pace feels like the musket fervor 
colonists felt when—protected and 
emboldened by an ocean between 

us and England as well as a bountiful frontier: fish, game, pure 
rivers, docile natives—our forebears beckoned an enslaving, 
immigrant population to flood a continent. In Ruskin’s recita-
tion, the country Paine fell in love with feels tarnished, despite 
his idealization. Perhaps because of it.

Here, I think, is where Ruskin’s play works best: recovering 
for our republic’s memory, albeit in one man, the progressive 
stamp of its secular formation. Why wouldn’t we admit to 
our pantheon the prudent Thomas Paine who closes Common 
Sense with this admonitory prompt to his time and to ours: 
“. . . that as men and Christians, ye may always fully and un-
interruptedly enjoy every civil and religious right; and be, in 
your turn, the means of securing it to others; but that the ex-
ample which ye have unwisely set, of mingling religion with 
politics, may be disavowed and reprobated by every inhabitant 
of AMERICA.”
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from which the abolitionist movement sprang, and inspired 
our Constitution and helped the French write theirs. The point 
is, the lions of our founding are only those we’ve mytholo-
gized via book, HBO, and Broadway: Washington, Jefferson, 
Adams, and now Hamilton. (How about a reality TV show, 
The Real Slaves of Monticello?) Our originalists divined the 
paternal, business-like hegemony of the American interest. 
Paine begged to differ. The 1788 U.S. Constitution allowed, 
in his words, the propertied elites to “preserve the power of 
the powerful and preserve the shame of slavery.” Prophet even 
unto our age, Paine said America would crown an empire in 
which “taxes are not raised to carry on wars; but rather wars 
are raised to carry on taxes.” 

So, notwithstanding my aversion to the boiled-down life, 
we have the Anglo-American British actor, Ian Ruskin, boil-
ing down Paine’s 72 years into about as many minutes. His 
one-person stage play, “To Begin the World Over Again: The 
Life of Thomas Paine,” was filmed in 2015, in Los Angeles, 
by the leftist cinematographer, Haskell Wexler, who died in 
February at 93.

What an affecting drama it is, in large part, because the 
volume is lowered and the life is laid out in events as much 
as it is in ideas. In Ruskin’s crisp, resonant voice, Paine’s in-
tellect is heartfelt. The man is erudite, sympathetic, genuine, 
selfless, baffled by others’ animus toward him while holding 
none of his own—a revelation considering England banned 
his books and convicted him of treason, and France impris-
oned him and set a date to slice off his head. Ruskin doesn’t 
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