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Synopsis

Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Paine on

The Book of Job
Norio Akashi

The basic assumptions of the present paper are first that the iﬁtellectu-
al temper of the 18th-century America was optimistic, dynamic and hu-
manitarian, and secondly that such temper by and large corresponded
to the material prosperity of the society as.a whole on the one hand
and the self-confidence of a rising people on the other. In the area of
religious life, the humanitarian and optimistic tendency—or what is ge-
nerally known as secularization--was quite noticeable. Notwithstanding
the criticism to the contrary fhat secularization ‘was more-apparent than
real, I see the religious temper of the period as markedly different from
that of the preceding one.

There is a third assumption : that given such an intellectual environ-
ment, The Book of Job would have naturally met a different recetion
from in other times. This explains why an attempt is made in this paper
to examine how it was read in thé léth-century America.

The two men selected for this purpose are Benjamin Franklin and
Thomas Paine, who both in their own ways were representative‘ﬁgures
of the Enlightenment mind. They believed in a God whom they ad-
mired and worshipped with much veneration ; they held an equally strong
belief in the necessity of morality, the importance of practicing moral
precepts which were derived from their views of God and the Uni-

verse--e. g., frugality, industry and chastity.
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If there were differences between them, Paine was more militant than
Franklin. That is to say, Paine was strongly critical of the established
religions and went even to the extreme of advocating the abolition of
all established churches as corrupt and misleading ; while Franklin was
more moderate, i. e., more tolerant toward traditional creeds and prac-
tices. These differences showed themselves in their readings of Job.

Franklin was, perhaps more so than Paine, the epitome of the dyna-
mic and libertarian quality of the 18th-century America. It is no won-
der that he could not sympathize with Job so much whom he thought
as a complainer. Nor did he seem to try hard to understand the theo-
logical and philosophical meanings of Job’s skepticism. Franklin was so
sur that God’s benevolence was on and with him and his fellow Ameri-
cans that he could but foresee only a bright future for individual Ame-
ricans and society as a whole. Who but himself could be a better proof
of this optimism?

Paine did not believe in any books of the Bible because they were
mere fables or so fabulous-—exqept The Book of Job. He read it as a
book of astronomy ; it was scientific. When Paine talked about science,
however, it meant God’s benevolence and omnipotence revealed in visible
nature. And he has a theory that Job could not have possibly been
written by the Jews who did not have advanced knowledge of astronomy.

If it is an overstatement to say that both Franklin and Paine missed
the religious and philosophical message of Job, for which it has been
widely acclaimed, at least they did not read it as a statement of the
problem of why good men had to suffer. Perhaps they did not have to
do so ; their very life style and the fact of their successes did not req-

uire them to do so. If this is so, we have another evidence that the
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18th-century American thought was characterized not so much by a co-
herent system of ideas and ideals as by a buoyant and pragmatic temp-

er, if lacking in depth and organization.



