
act of toleration definition us
history
act of toleration definition us history refers to a significant legal and
historical milestone in the development of religious freedom in early
American society. This term primarily relates to the Maryland Toleration Act
of 1649, one of the first laws in the American colonies to explicitly grant
religious freedom to Christians. The act played a crucial role in shaping the
religious landscape of colonial America and laid foundational principles that
influenced later developments in religious liberty. Understanding the act of
toleration definition in US history involves examining its origins,
provisions, impact on religious practices, and its legacy within the broader
context of American constitutional development. This article explores these
facets in detail, providing a comprehensive overview of the act’s
significance and its enduring influence on American religious tolerance.
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Historical Background of the Act of Toleration

Origins in Maryland Colony
The act of toleration definition in US history is closely tied to the
Maryland Toleration Act, enacted in 1649 by the Maryland colonial assembly.
Founded by Cecil Calvert, the second Lord Baltimore, Maryland was intended as
a haven for English Catholics who faced persecution in Anglican England. The
colony's population included both Catholics and Protestants, which created a
need for a legal framework to protect differing religious beliefs and prevent
sectarian conflict. The act emerged as a response to this religious diversity
and tension, aiming to secure peace and order by allowing freedom of worship
for all Christians.

Religious Climate in 17th Century England and



Colonies
During the 17th century, both England and its colonies were marked by
religious strife, including persecution and civil wars fueled by sectarian
disputes. The English Reformation had established Protestantism as the state
religion, often marginalizing Catholics and dissenting Protestant groups.
This turbulent climate influenced the Maryland colony’s approach to religious
tolerance, as it sought to avoid replicating England’s religious conflicts
within its own borders. The act of toleration was thus a pioneering attempt
to legislate religious coexistence in a pluralistic society.

Key Provisions and Legal Implications

Religious Freedom for Christians
The Maryland Toleration Act granted freedom of worship to all Christians,
explicitly protecting Trinitarian Christians from persecution. It prohibited
discrimination against individuals based on their Christian faith, ensuring
that no person professing belief in Jesus Christ would be "troubled, molested
or discountenanced" for their religion. This was revolutionary, as it legally
recognized the right to religious expression within the colony's
jurisdiction.

Limitations and Exclusions
While the act was progressive for its time, it did have limitations. It
applied only to Christians who accepted the doctrine of the Holy Trinity,
thereby excluding non-Trinitarian groups such as Jews, atheists, and other
non-Christian faiths. Additionally, the act imposed penalties on those who
blasphemed or denied the divinity of Jesus Christ, reflecting the era’s
prevailing religious norms. These restrictions illustrate the early
boundaries of religious tolerance, which were based on shared Christian
beliefs.

Legal Enforcement and Penalties
The act prescribed fines, imprisonment, and even the death penalty for those
who violated its provisions by persecuting or inciting hatred against other
Christians. This reinforced the colony's commitment to maintaining peace
through legal means. The enforcement of the act underscored the importance of
religious peace for the colony’s social stability and economic growth.



Impact on Religious Freedom in Colonial America

Promotion of Religious Pluralism
The act of toleration definition in US history highlights its role in
promoting religious pluralism during a period when such concepts were rare.
Maryland became one of the first colonies to legislate religious tolerance,
setting a precedent for other colonies grappling with religious diversity.
The act helped establish the principle that government should not interfere
excessively in personal faith matters, influencing attitudes toward religious
liberty in the New World.

Challenges and Conflicts
Despite its intentions, the Maryland Toleration Act faced challenges.
Conflicts between Protestants and Catholics continued, and political power
struggles sometimes undermined the act’s enforcement. For example, during
periods of Protestant dominance, Catholics experienced discrimination despite
the law. This demonstrated the difficulties of enforcing religious tolerance
in a highly sectarian environment.

Comparison with Other Colonial Policies
Other colonies had varying approaches to religious freedom, with some like
Massachusetts enforcing strict religious conformity and others like Rhode
Island embracing more extensive religious liberty. Maryland’s act was among
the earliest formal legal documents codifying religious tolerance, making it
a significant step forward when compared to the broader colonial context.

Legacy and Influence on US Constitutional Law

Foundation for Religious Freedom Principles
The act of toleration definition in US history extends beyond its immediate
colonial context, as it helped lay the groundwork for later constitutional
protections of religious freedom. The principles embodied in the Maryland
Toleration Act influenced the development of the First Amendment to the
United States Constitution, which guarantees the free exercise of religion
and prohibits the establishment of a national religion.



Influence on the Bill of Rights
The Bill of Rights, ratified in 1791, institutionalized many of the freedoms
that early colonial acts like Maryland’s sought to protect. The commitment to
religious liberty in the Bill of Rights can be seen as an evolution of the
toleration principles first legally recognized in colonial legislation. This
continuity underscores the act’s historical importance as a stepping stone
toward broader religious freedom in America.

Modern Interpretations and Relevance
Today, the act of toleration is studied as an early example of legal
religious tolerance in American history. Its legacy informs contemporary
discussions on the balance between religious freedom and legal regulation.
While modern interpretations emphasize inclusivity beyond Christian
denominations, the act remains a critical reference point for understanding
the origins of religious liberty in the United States.

Summary of the Act of Toleration’s Key Aspects

Enacted in Maryland in 1649 to protect Christian religious freedom

Allowed all Trinitarian Christians to worship without persecution

Excluded non-Christians and non-Trinitarian groups from protection

Established legal penalties against religious persecution

Influenced other colonies and later American constitutional protections

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Act of Toleration in US history?
The Act of Toleration, passed in 1649 in the Maryland colony, was a law that
granted religious freedom to all Christians, particularly protecting Catholic
settlers from persecution by the Protestant majority.

Why was the Act of Toleration significant in



American colonial history?
The Act of Toleration was significant because it was one of the first laws to
formally establish religious tolerance in the American colonies, setting a
precedent for religious freedom that influenced later American values and
constitutional principles.

Who enacted the Act of Toleration and when?
The Maryland colonial assembly enacted the Act of Toleration in 1649 under
the leadership of the Calvert family, the proprietors of Maryland.

What limitations did the Act of Toleration have?
The Act of Toleration only granted religious tolerance to Christians and
specifically excluded non-Christians such as Jews and atheists, and it also
imposed the death penalty for those who denied the divinity of Jesus.

How did the Act of Toleration influence later
American laws on religious freedom?
The Act of Toleration influenced later American laws by introducing the
concept of legal protection for religious practice, which contributed to the
development of the First Amendment rights guaranteeing freedom of religion in
the United States Constitution.

Additional Resources
1. The Act of Toleration and Early American Religious Freedom
This book explores the origins and implications of the Maryland Act of
Toleration of 1649, one of the first laws granting religious freedom in the
American colonies. It provides historical context on the religious conflicts
of the time and analyzes how this act influenced later developments in U.S.
history regarding religious liberty. The author also discusses the
limitations and challenges faced by early advocates of tolerance.

2. Religious Liberty in Colonial America: The Act of Toleration and Its
Legacy
Focusing on the broader theme of religious freedom, this book delves into how
the Act of Toleration shaped colonial policies and attitudes toward religious
minorities. It tracks the evolution of religious tolerance from the 17th
century through the founding of the United States, highlighting key figures
and events. The narrative connects early laws to the principles enshrined in
the First Amendment.

3. The Maryland Act of Toleration: A Milestone in American Religious History
This detailed study examines the 1649 Maryland Act of Toleration, emphasizing
its role as a pioneering statute that protected Trinitarian Christians from



persecution. The author provides a comprehensive overview of Maryland’s
colonial society and the religious tensions that necessitated such an act.
The book also critiques the act’s exclusions and its eventual repeal.

4. Foundations of Religious Freedom: The Act of Toleration in US History
Offering a thorough historical analysis, this book investigates how early
acts like Maryland’s Act of Toleration laid the groundwork for constitutional
protections of religious freedom. It discusses the philosophical and
political ideas that influenced colonial legislation and the broader American
commitment to liberty of conscience. The work also compares different
colonial approaches to tolerance.

5. Acts of Toleration: Religious Freedom and Conflict in Early America
This volume presents a collection of essays on various acts and policies
related to religious tolerance in early American colonies, with a focus on
Maryland's landmark law. Contributors examine the social, political, and
legal impacts of these acts, as well as the resistance they faced. The book
sheds light on how religious tolerance was negotiated among diverse
communities.

6. From Persecution to Toleration: Religious Freedom in Colonial Maryland
This narrative traces the transition from religious persecution to legal
toleration in Maryland, highlighting the 1649 Act of Toleration as a key
turning point. It discusses the motivations behind the act, including the
desire to protect Catholic settlers and maintain peace. The author also
explores the act’s influence on subsequent legislation in other colonies.

7. The Struggle for Religious Toleration in Early America
Examining the broader struggle for religious toleration, this book
contextualizes the Act of Toleration within the complex religious landscape
of 17th-century America. It reveals the competing interests of different
denominations and the political maneuvering involved in passing such laws.
The book offers insight into how these early conflicts informed later
American values.

8. Religious Tolerance and the American Revolution: Roots in the Act of
Toleration
This book connects the principles embedded in the Maryland Act of Toleration
to the ideological foundations of the American Revolution and the framing of
religious freedom in the U.S. Constitution. It discusses how early
experiences with religious tolerance influenced revolutionary leaders and
debates about rights. The narrative highlights continuity and change in
American religious liberty.

9. Legal Histories of the Act of Toleration in Colonial America
Focusing on the legal aspects, this book provides an in-depth examination of
the text, enforcement, and judicial interpretations of the Act of Toleration.
It situates the act within the broader framework of colonial law and
governance. The author also analyzes its legacy in American legal history and
its role in shaping religious rights jurisprudence.
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