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Religious Oppression

QUADRANT 2 

RELIGIOUS OPPRESSION, CHRISTIAN PRIVILEGE, AND RELIGIOUS  
PLURALISM IN U.S. HISTORY*

1478 The Pope grants authority for the Spanish Inquisition to eliminate secret Jewish wor-
ship among forcibly converted Jews
 
1492 Observant Jews are expelled from Catholic Spain 
 
1497 Forcible conversion in Portugal drives out observant Jews
 
1607 Jamestown, Virginia, settled with Church of England (Anglican) chaplain
 
1619 First black Africans brought to the colony of Virginia; some of the first Muslim 
adherents to arrive in the U.S. are black African slaves
 
1620 Catholic Church issues edict prohibiting use of peyote by Native peoples
  
1620 Pilgrims from the Mayflower establish Plymouth Colony
  
1626 The Dutch found the colony of New Amsterdam as a Dutch Reformed community
 
1630 The “Great Migration” of Puritans (Congregationalists) to the Massachusetts Bay 
Colony begins
 
1635 Roger Williams is banished from Massachusetts Bay and founds Providence (R.I.); 
Williams is joined by other religious refugees of Puritanism, such as Anne Hutchinson
 
1638 Delaware is first settled by Scandinavian Lutherans and Dutch Reformed, and are 
later joined by English Quakers and Welsh Baptists
 
1649 Maryland provides toleration in Act Concerning Religion, repealed in 1654; Catho-
lics suppressed by Puritans
 
1653 First Jewish traders from Dutch Brazil and the West Indies arrive in New Amsterdam
  
1681 Pennsylvania founded by William Penn in the early 1680s as a haven for fellow 
Quakers; policy of religious tolerance draws other persecuted sects such as the Amish, 
Mennonites, and Presbyterians
 
1691 New Massachusetts Bay Charter provides liberty of conscience for all Christians 
(Protestants), but not Roman Catholics
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1692 Salem Witch Trials begin in Massachusetts; the trials result in convictions and the 
execution of (mainly) women accused of witchcraft
 
1712 South Carolina (colony) passes a “Sunday law” requiring everyone to attend church 
and to refrain from skilled labor
 
1730 Shearith Israel, the first synagogue in the U.S., is established in New York City 
 
1739 The “Great Awakening,” a period of evangelizing religious revival in the U.S., begins; 
new denominations (Methodists, Baptists) emerge
 
1760 A significant Christian conversion of black slave population takes place

1786 Jefferson’s Bill for Establishing Religious Freedom passes the Virginia Assembly; the 
bill provides the foundation for religious liberty protection clauses in the Constitution
 
1787 Black members are forcibly removed from a public prayer service at St. George’s 
Methodist Episcopal Church (Philadelphia)
 
1789 The Bill of Rights is adopted by Congress, including religious clauses of the 1st 
Amendment
 
1790 The Naturalization Act of 1790 restricts citizenship to “free white persons,” the basis 
for subsequent naturalization cases found against non-Christians who were also people of 
color (Muslims, Sikhs)
 
1791 The Bill of Rights (including religious clauses of 1st Amendment) is ratified and 
added to the federal Constitution
 
1802 Thomas Jefferson writes a letter to the Danbury Baptists to assure them that the 1st 
Amendment provides a “wall of separation between Church and State”
 
1810 American missionary movement begins with the American Board of Commissioners 
for Foreign Missions
 
1816 Virginia, Maryland, Kentucky, Tennessee, and six northern states endorse the coloni-
zation of free blacks in West Africa with support of Presbyterian, Methodist, Baptist, and 
Episcopal denominations
 
1816 Black Methodists, under the leadership of Richard Allen and James Varick, form 
the independent African Methodist Episcopal Church, followed by the African Methodist 
Episcopal Zion Church (1821) and the National Baptists Convention (1895)
 
1819 Congress passes the Civilization Act of 1819, which provides U.S. government funds 
to subsidize Protestant missionary educators to convert Native Americans 

1831 The Cherokees of Georgia bring Cherokee v. Georgia to the Supreme Court as a 
foreign nation whose rights have been violated; the Supreme Court rejects the claim that 
the Cherokees constitute a foreign power and terms them a “domestic dependent nation”
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1833 The Congregational Church is dis-established in Massachusetts (the last state to 
remove church establishment)
 
1835 Alexis de Tocqueville writes, “There is no country in the world where the Christian 
religion retains a greater influence over the souls of men than in America”
 
1838 The Governor of Missouri issues the “Extermination Order” that Mormons should 
be treated as enemies; the order is rescinded in 1976
 
1844 James Buchanan as Senator, and later President, introduces a resolution that the U.S. 
be declared a Christian Nation; the resolution is rejected
 
1844 Thoreau and Emerson express interest in Hindu and Buddhist philosophy and pub-
lish the first English version of Buddhist scripture
 
1847 The first group of Mormons enters Salt Lake City (still Mexican territory)
 
1855 The “Bloody Monday” riots in Louisville, Kentucky, kill 22 Catholics and destroy 
Catholic neighborhoods
 
1862 The first Jewish Chaplain is installed in the U.S Army
 
1862 General Grant expels “the Jews as a class” from Tennessee and President Lincoln 
quickly rescinds the order 

1864 The National Reform Association tries to secure a Constitutional amendment to 
“indicate that this is a Christian nation’” in which Christian laws become “the fundamental 
law of the land”
 
1864 The motto “In God We Trust” first appears on U.S. coins issued during the Civil War
 
1868 The 14th Amendment is ratified (“All persons born or naturalized in the United States 
are citizens of the United States and the state wherein they reside”) and is used by the 
Supreme Court to apply religious clauses of the 1st Amendment to states
 
1870 Congress officially declares Christmas a national holiday
 
1870 The Naturalization Act limits naturalization to white persons, “aliens of African 
nativity and to persons of African descent,” thereby excluding Asian immigrants
 
1870 A Butte, Montana, newspaper editor writes, “The Chinaman’s life is not our life, his 
religion is not our religion . . . He belongs not in Butte.”
 
1872 The Jehovah’s Witnesses are organized by Charles Taze Russell
 
1875 The Theosophical Society, integrating spiritualist ideas with Hindu and Buddhist 
thought, is formed by Helena Blavatsky and Henry Olcott
 
1877 Jews are excluded from Gentile elite social and educational institutions 
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1878 The Anti-Polygamy Society is formed
 
1879 Reynolds v. U.S. interprets the Free Exercise Clause of the 1st Amendment to exclude 
polygamy as a protected religious expression
 
1879 The Carlisle Indian School, a “model” vocational school to “civilize” native children 
who are forcibly removed from their parents, is founded
 
1882 The Edmunds Act makes polygamy a felony 

1883 The Code of Indian Offenses bans Native religious practices, such as the Sun Dance 
and Potlatch
 
1889 The Ghost Dance, first practiced among the Paiute as a form of religious resistance 
to white expansionism, contributes to Lakota resistance to the Dawes Act (1887) and leads 
to the 1890 massacre at Wounded Knee, South Dakota
 
1890 The Bennett Law (Wisconsin) removes the eligibility of German-teaching Lutheran 
and Catholic parochial schools to satisfy the state’s compulsory school attendance law
 
1890 Manifesto ends the formal practice of polygamy in the Mormon Church
 
1890 James Frazer publishes The Golden Bough, an influential text placing the life of 
Christ in the context of world-religious myths
 
1891 The peyote religion is officially documented for the first time in the U.S.
 
1892 The Bureau of Indian Affairs outlaws the Sun Dance religion and prohibits other 
religious ceremonies declared “Indian offences”
 
1893 Swami Vivekananda addresses the Parliament of World Religions; it is the first time 
Americans hear representatives of world religions from the actual devotees
 
1904 The Bureau of Indian Affairs establishes a Court of Indian Offences to ban the Sun 
Dance and other religious ceremonies (the ban is not lifted until 1934)
 
1904. Supreme Court Justice David Brewer claims that America is a Christian nation
 
1908 The Supreme Court upholds the use of federal funds to establish a Catholic school 
on the Rosebud Indian Reservation (Quick Bear v. Leupp)
 
1908 Israel Zangwill’s play, The Melting Pot, popularizes the term “melting pot” 
 
1909 The Secretary of the Interior authorizes the transfer of Indian lands to missionary 
religious groups in exchange for their religious work among the Indians
 
1911 Proceedings of the Asiatic Exclusion League states: the “Yellow Peril from Asia . . . 
Their ways are not as our ways and their gods are not as our God, and never will be. . . . 
They profane this Christian land by erecting here among us their pagan shrines, set up their 
idols and practice their shocking heathen religious ceremonies.”
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1913 Noble Drew Ali establishes a black nationalist Islamic community, the Moorish Sci-
ence Temple, in Newark, New Jersey
 
1913 Jewish Georgian Leo Frank, a Jewish businessman wrongfully convicted of raping 
and murdering a 13-year-old, is lynched after his death sentence is commuted
 
1915 The first gurdwara (Sikh house of worship) is established in Stockton, California
 
1917 The “Asian Barred Zone Act” has the effect of excluding immigration by Buddhists, 
Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs
 
1918 The Native American Church is incorporated in Oklahoma
 
1919–1920 Antisemitism is a factor in the “Red Scare,” a reaction to the Bolshevik Revo-
lution in Russia blaming Jewish socialists for U.S. labor unrest; 800 immigrants (mainly 
Jewish) are deported to Russia
 
1920 Henry Ford publishes The Protocols of the Elders of Zion (documents or “minutes” of 
meetings) accusing Jews of plotting global financial control; this forgery is taken as “fact” 
by Ford and other international leaders
 
1921 Margaret Murray’s The Witch Cult in Western Europe popularizes the idea of wide-
spread secret pagan cells spawning sensational fiction of cults, witches, and sacrificial 
religions
 
1922 Harvard and other Ivy League and “Seven Sisters” colleges establish quotas against 
Jews
 
1923 A naturalization case is decided against Bhagat Singh Thind on the reasoning that a 
“Hindu” (Thind was Sikh) could not be “Caucasian” and therefore not white
 
1924 The National Origins Act results in the exclusion of non-Protestant religious groups 
such as Jews, Catholics, and Asian religions

1925 Pierce v. Society of Sisters strikes down the public school attendance requirement and 
thereby authorizes Catholic parochial schools 

1928 Catholic Al Smith loses the presidential campaign 
 
1928 A “Blood Libel” accusation against Jews in Messina, New York, follows earlier such 
libels in New York, Pennsylvania, Illinois, and Massachusetts
 
1934 Elijah Muhammad becomes leader of the Nation of Islam
 
1935 First mosque is built in Cedar Rapids, Iowa
 
1938–1939 Father Coughlin’s radio broadcasts perpetuate libel of Jewish world domination 
 
1939 A Roper poll finds that 53% of Americans believe that “Jews are different and should 
be restricted” and 10% believe that Jews should be deported
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1940 Cantwell v. Connecticut (case involving Jehovah’s Witnesses) uses the 14th Amend-
ment to apply religious protection clauses of the 1st Amendment to the states

1941 Charles Lindbergh claims Jews are “war agitators” through undue media influence 

1942 News of Nazi extermination plans are known by the State Department but not 
released to the U.S. press until months later

1943 FDR signs Executive Order 9066, which orders the evacuation and mass incarcera-
tion of 120,000 persons of Japanese ancestry, many of whom are Buddhist, living on the 
West Coast, and most of whom are U.S. citizens or documented immigrants

1944 The Buddhist Mission of North America (BMNA) changes its name to the Buddhist 
Churches of America to avoid persecution
 
1944 The Native American Church becomes a national organization 

1946 The Federated Council of Churches (Protestant) endorses “a non- segregated church 
and a non-segregated society”
 
1947 Everson v. Board of Education affirms the Establishment Clause, ruling that paro-
chial-school children should be reimbursed for bus fares the same as public-school 
children
 
1948 McCollum v. Board of Education invalidates released-time program for religious 
education
 
1952 Zorach v. Clauson upholds the constitutionality of a released-time program for reli-
gious instruction off public school grounds on the basis that “We are religious people 
whose institutions presuppose a Supreme Being”
 
1955 Publication of Will Herberg’s Protestant-Catholic-Jew links the Abrahamic religions 
without reference to Islam
 
1959 Pope John XXIII deletes the phrase pro perfidies Judaeis (“Let us now pray for the 
unbelieving Jew”) from the Catholic Good Friday service
 
1960 John F. Kennedy is elected the first Catholic President
 
1961 Four U.S. Supreme Court findings uphold the Constitutionality of the Sunday laws, 
with a long list of exemptions not including religious conviction
 
1962 Engal v. Vitale holds that the daily recitation of prayer in public schools violates the 
Establishment Clause
 
1963 Sherbert v. Verner establishes a high level of judicial scrutiny for the religious protec-
tion clauses 
 
1963 Abington School District v. Schempp prohibits public readings of scripture and 
prayer
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1964 The Civil Rights Act of 1964 defines religion to include religious observance and 
requires private and government employers to make reasonable accommodations for 
employees to exercise their religious obligations 
 
1964 Vatican II repudiates calling Jews “rejected, cursed or guilty of deicide” 
 
1965 The Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1965 abolishes “national origin” quotas, 
re-opens immigration, and increases U.S. religious diversity
 
1968 The Indian Civil Rights Act extends to Native Americans living on reservations the 
rights of other Americans, including the 1st Amendment right to free exercise of religion
 
1971 Lemon v. Kurtzman establishes a three-pronged criteria to evaluate religious protec-
tion claims 
 
1972 An amendment to the 1964 Civil Rights Act defines religion to include religious 
observance and requires employers to provide reasonable accommodation
 
1974 Passage of the Eagle Law allows Native people to collect eagle feathers for religious use
 
1975 The Indochina Migration and Refugee Act allows the special U.S. entry for Buddhist, 
Catholic, Confucian Vietnamese, Hmong, and Laotian refugees 
 
1978 The American Indian Religious Freedom Act (AIRFA) protects and preserves Ameri-
can Indian traditional religions, sacred sites and objects, freedom of worship, and provides 
greater vigilance to protect these rights by the federal government
 
1978 Passage of the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) keeps native children in their homes 
instead of being adopted into white families; it also allows native children to retain their 
cultural and religious heritage
 
1979 Jerry Falwell organizes the Moral Majority around issues of school prayer, among 
other conservative religious values
 
1983 Marsh v. Chambers finds that prayers to open legislative sessions do not violate the 
Establishment Clause because “prayer is deeply embedded in the history and tradition of 
this country” and “[w]e are a religious people”
 
1984 Full diplomatic relations are established between the Vatican and the U.S.
 
1984 Lynch v. Donnelly finds that a Christmas display in a public place does not violate 
the Establishment Clause because the crèche depicts a traditional event long recognized as 
a national holiday
 
1985 Thornton v. Caldor finds that state statutes protecting a worker’s right not to work 
on their Sabbath is a violation of the Establishment Clause because it is seen to advance 
religion 
 
1986 Goldman v. Weinberger finds against an Orthodox Jew’s free exercise claim to wear 
his yarmulke as a member of the Air Force, and argues that such head coverings are merely 
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personal preferences; the Air Force standard provides “special circumstances” above the 
free exercise claim
 
1986 Bowen v. Roy establishes a new burden for free exercise cases; such cases must show 
governmental coercion 
 
1986 O’Lone v. Estate of Shabazz finds that the “special circumstances” of prisons require 
deference to prison regulations, and thus rules against Islamic inmates being excused from 
their Friday work schedule to attend Jumu’ah religious ceremonies
 
1987 Lyng v. Northwest Cemetery Association finds against Native American Indian tribes 
who challenge the U.S. Forest Service road through sacred sites in the Chimney Rock sec-
tion of the Six Rivers National Forest; the Court uses a Bowen criterion (1986) to find this 
governmental interference did not constitute coercion
 
1987 Edwards v. Aguillard overturns a Louisiana law banning teaching of evolution in 
public schools
 
1987 Public Law 100-180 permits military personnel to wear “unobtrusive religious head-
gear” in direct legislative opposition to the Goldman v. Weinberger (1986) Supreme Court 
decision 
 
1988 The American Indian Religious Freedom Coalition is established
 
1988 Buddhist Churches of America provides Buddhist chaplains to the military
 
1989 Frazee v. Illinois Department of Employment Security rules that the denial of unem-
ployment benefits to a person who refuses to work on Sundays, “the Lord’s day,” is a viola-
tion of free religious exercise
 
1990 Employment Division v. Smith (Oregon v. Smith) finds against the free exercise use 
of peyote for Native religious practices by arguing that the Free Exercise Clause “only 
protects activity that is directly targeted by a government action”; a court dissent argues 
the absence of a state compelling interest in denying a religious exemption and thus argues 
for the religious exemption
 
1990 Reuban Snake launches the Native American Religious Freedom Project to encourage 
federal protection of peyote as part of Native American religious freedom
 
1990 The Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act establishes the return 
of human and cultural remains by federal agencies or institutions
 
1991 Siraj Wahaj, imam of Masjid al-Taqwa in Brooklyn, delivers the first Muslim invoca-
tion in the U.S. House of Representatives
 
1991 Operation Desert Storm, the first Gulf War, fuels anti-Muslim and anti-Arab senti-
ments and stereotypes
 
1992 The U.S. Army and Navy install their first Muslim chaplains
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1993 Church of the Lukumi Babalu Aye v. City of Hialeah (case concerning Santaria) finds 
on behalf of Santaria complainants that the city ordinances prohibiting animal killings had 
been directed specifically against the religious practices of the Santerians 
 
1993 The Religious Freedom Restoration Act (RFRA) is passed by Congress to overturn 
the threshold requirements of the Employment Division v. Smith decision on strict scrutiny 
in free exercise cases where governmental actions are deemed neutral
 
1994 President Clinton issues an executive memorandum protecting access to sacred eagle 
feathers and parts
 
1994 The Southern Baptist convention formally apologizes to African Americans for “con-
doning and/or perpetuating individual and systemic racism in our lifetime” and repents for 
the “racism of which we have been guilty, whether consciously or unconsciously”
 
1994 An amendment to the 1978 American Indian Religious Freedom Act protects the 
religious use of peyote
 
1995 The media portrayal of the Oklahoma City bombing as a terrorist attack with author-
ities pursuing “Middle-Eastern looking” men leads to widespread violence against Mus-
lims; Timothy McVeigh and Terry Nichols, later convicted of the bombing, are white men 
tied to anti-government militia movements
 
1996 President Clinton signs an executive order to promote protection of Native Ameri-
can Indian sacred sites by requiring federal agencies to “accommodate access to and cer-
emonial use of Indian sacred sites by Indian religious practitioners”
 
1997 In San Jose, California, local residents hold public meetings to oppose the building 
of a Sikh gurdwara
 
1997 City of Boerne v. Flores overturns Congress’s Religious Freedom Restoration Act 
(1993) as an intrusion on states’ rights and on the doctrine of the separation of powers
 
1998 Religious Freedom Acts (similar to RFRA) are introduced into 19 states and passed in 
Connecticut, Florida, and Rhode Island; Alabama amends its state constitution to protect 
religious liberty.
 
2001 President George W. Bush establishes the White House Office of Faith-Based and 
Community Initiatives to provide opportunities for faith-based and other community orga-
nizations and to strengthen their capacity to serve as social service provider organizations
 
2001 9/11 attacks; President George W. Bush speaks “directly to Muslims throughout 
the world. We respect your faith. It’s practiced freely by many millions of Americans 
and by millions more in countries that America counts as friends. Its teachings are good 
and peaceful, and those who commit evil in the name of Allah blaspheme the name of 
Allah.”
 
2001 Balbir Singh Sodhi is shot and killed in Mesa, Arizona, on September 15, the first in 
a series of violent attacks and murders against Sikhs and Muslims in the aftermath of 9/11
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2001. The USA Patriot Act is passed by Congress with virtually no debate, giving the fed-
eral government the power to detail suspected “terrorists” for an unlimited time period 
without access to legal representation 
 
 2001 The Supreme Court lets stand a ruling from the 7th Circuit Court that prevents 
the governor of Indiana from placing a Ten Commandments marker in front of the state 
capitol building
 
2005 The Supreme Court rules differently on two cases involving display of the Ten Com-
mandments: By a split decision, it allows the Ten Commandments, which had been on the 
grounds of the Texas State Capitol for 40 years, to remain on the basis that the display 
serves to convey moral and historical messages, not to specifically advance religion; in 
the Kentucky case, however, a split court rules that a display of the Ten Commandments 
violates the Constitution because it is mounted with the primary purpose of advancing 
religion
 
2005 A Pennsylvania federal judge rules against the teaching of “intelligent design” in a 
Pennsylvania public school district on the basis that it is “a religious view” and “not a sci-
entific theory”
 
2006 The first Muslim and Buddhist representatives are elected to Congress from Min-
nesota and Hawaii, with controversy whether the Muslim will take the oath of office on 
a Bible; the controversy ignores the fact that Congress is sworn in with an ecumenical 
ceremony at which no religious text is used
 
2007 Litigation leads the Department of Veterans Affairs to add Wiccan symbols as an 
“Emblem of Belief ” on veterans’ headstones as representing the deceased’s religious affili-
ation or religious belief system
 
2007 The first Hindu prayer at a U.S. Senate session is disrupted by Christian activists who 
ask God’s forgiveness for allowing a Hindu prayer in the U.S. Senate
 
2013 The FBI includes tracking of hate crimes against Hindus, Sikhs, and Muslims in their 
collection of hate crimes data
 
2009 President Obama acknowledges nonbelievers in his inaugural address: “For we know 
that our patchwork heritage is a strength, not a weakness. We are a nation of Christians 
and Muslims, Jews and Hindus, and nonbelievers.”
 
2009 The Manhattan Declaration, from a coalition of conservative evangelical, Roman 
Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Christian leaders, says they will not cooperate with any 
law that compels them to recognize same-sex marriage or to enable abortion
 
2014 In Greece V. Galloway, the Supreme Court rules that a town council in Greece, New 
York, may open their sessions with prayer because it is “addressed only to a generic God”
 
2014 Burwell v. Hobby Lobby exempts closely held for-profit companies, whose owners 
had religious objections, from providing insurance that includes birth-control measures 
within its coverage as part of the Affordable Care Act; for the first time, the Court accepts 
a for-profit corporation’s claim of religious belief. It does so through an interpretation of 

Q2 Religious Opp, Christian Priv & Relig Plural.indd   10 12/16/2015   8:51:52 AM



© Taylor & Francis 2015

the Religious Freedom Restoration Act (RFRA, 1993) without addressing Constitutional 
issues concerning the free exercise of religion clause
2015 In Equal Employment Opportunity Commission v. Abercrombie & Fitch Stores Inc., 
the Supreme Court rules that employers must make a religious accommodation, whether 
or not it is specifically requested, based upon Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act

*Updated by Maurianne Adams and Khyati Joshi from an earlier edition with special thanks to Lucy 
Moulton for assistance.
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