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those who are interested in American colonial and early national history, but beyond that it is indispensable for a 
dimensional understanding of the complex subject of religious toleration and liberty of conscience. The words we use 
nowadays when we discuss this subject are flung about with cavalier abandon without any sense of sublety, nuance or 
historical meanings. The First Prejudice explores and helps describe the many cultural, social, religious, economic, 
political and intellectual forces at work over the centuries in this area. The book's treatment of the subject's 
complexities and its conflicting story elements will make any reader, perhaps for the first time, recognize that this is an 
area that is filled with no easy answer. More importantly, it points us toward the formation of much better questions 
and that is serious progress.

In many ways, religion was the United States' first prejudiceboth an early source of bigotry and the object of the first 
sustained efforts to limit its effects. Spanning more than two centuries across colonial British America and the United 
States, The First Prejudice offers a groundbreaking exploration of the early history of persecution and toleration. The 
twelve essays in this volume were composed by leading historians with an eye to the larger significance of religious 
tolerance and intolerance. Individual chapters examine the prosecution of religious crimes, the biblical sources of 
tolerance and intolerance, the British imperial context of toleration, the bounds of Native American spiritual 
independence, the nuances of anti-Semitism and anti-Catholicism, the resilience of African American faiths, and the 
challenges confronted by skeptics and freethinkers.The First Prejudice presents a revealing portrait of the rhetoric, 
regulations, and customs that shaped the relationships between people of different faiths in seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century America. It relates changes in law and language to the lived experience of religious conflict and 
religious cooperation, highlighting the crucial ways in which they molded U.S. culture and politics. By incorporating a 
broad range of groups and religious differences in its accounts of tolerance and intolerance, The First Prejudice opens 
a significant new vista on the understanding of America's long experience with diversity.

"The collection covers a wide geographical area, from the northern Colonies to the American South. In this way, the 
authors illustrate how, over time and space, Americans struggled todefine toleration and apply it to their communities, 
often resulting in some form of religious tolerance, though religious prejudice continued well into the 19th century in 
the form of local customs, policies, and language. Written by well-respected historians, this is a valuable contribution 
to the study of US religious and cultural history."Choice"Creatively and thoughtfully connecting the two 
historiographical traditions that examine religious tolerance and intolerance in early Americachurch-state history and 
religious historythis edited volume's essays use the ideological and legal arguments favored by church-state historians 
and the emphasis on ecclesiastical identity and practice common in religious history. The result is a surprisingly 
cohesive collection of essays that, given their chronological and geographical breadth, demonstrate the cultural and 
judicial ubiquity of religious prejudice while highlighting often unexpected opportunities for religious toleration, 
coexistence, and exchange in early America."Journal of Southern History"The religious diversity of early America has 
been fully documented in historical scholarship. How religious tolerance was conceived, codified, and practiced has 
garnered less attention. This anthology by Chris Beneke and Christopher S. Grenda initiates a productive conversation 
about the contours of religious difference in early America."Philadelphia Magazine of History and Biography"A 
delightful array of essays from established scholars in the study of Anglo-American religion and society. The 
collection boasts generous quotations from primary sources in the essays and includes extensive endnotes that reflect 
recent scholarship."Journal of American History"The First Prejudice offers an invaluable exploration of the 
complicated development of religious tolerance in Early American culture. Beneke and Grenda draw extensively from 
America's relation to its English and European roots, avoiding simplistic formulations in favor of a multifaceted 
analysis of Early American religious culture."Eighteenth Century StudiesAbout the AuthorChris Beneke is Associate 
Professor of History and Director of the Valente Center for Arts and Sciences at Bentley University and author of 
Beyond Toleration: The Religious Origins of American Pluralism. Christopher S. Grenda is Associate Professor of 
History at Bronx Community College of the City University of New York. 


