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Religious freedom is so often presented as a timeless American ideal and an inalienable right,
appearing fully formed at the founding of the United States. That is simply not so, Tisa Wenger
contends in this sweeping and brilliantly argued book. Instead, American ideas about religious
freedom were continually reinvented through a vibrant national discourse--Wenger calls it
"religious freedom talk--that cannot possibly be separated from the evolving politics of race and
empire.More often than not, Wenger demonstrates, religious freedom talk worked to privilege
the dominant white Christian population. At the same time, a diverse array of minority groups at
home and colonized people abroad invoked and reinterpreted this ideal to defend themselves
and their ways of life. In so doing they posed sharp challenges to the racial and religious
exclusions of American life. People of almost every religious stripe have argued, debated,
negotiated, and brought into being an ideal called American religious freedom, subtly
transforming their own identities and traditions in the process. In a post-9/11 world, Wenger
reflects, public attention to religious freedom and its implications is as consequential as it has
ever been.

Wenger asks: What are Americans really talking about when they talk about religious freedom?
In part, they are invoking one of the United States's 'signal contributions to the larger causes of
liberty and democracy around the world.' Equally relevant is the inverse of that question: What
are Americans not talking about when we talk about religious freedom? That is, what concerns
and issues are typically masked by religious freedom discourse? Race and empire—terms that
do not harmonize quite as well with the American Dream—are often just below the surface of
national conversations about religious freedom, Wenger finds." --Los Angeles Review of BooksA
convincing and illuminating book about a little-studied facet of American religious history.--
Publishers WeeklyA breakthrough study that . . . disturbs comfortable myths . . . [Wenger's]
insights are highly relevant to an age in which religious freedom is once again claimed to
support exemptions from anti-discrimination laws, as in the Masterpiece Cakeshop case
currently pending in the Supreme Court.--Sarah Barrringer Gordon, Jotwell: The Journal of
Things We Like (Lots)Tisa Wenger's Religious Freedom is so compelling that I wish there was
more of it.--Reading ReligionRemarkably successful . . . explores an understudied chapter in the
definition and deployment of religious freedom ideology and expands its study to a broad and
engaging collection of individuals and communities.--Journal of the History of IdeasIts sustained
commitment to seeing race, religion, and empire as essential—and essentially intertwined—
categories in American history marks it as among the most interesting and most urgent works in
American religion today.--Journal of the American Academy of ReligionBy mapping the racial
and ethnic politics underpinning principles of religious freedom in public debates, public policy,



and legal opinions, Wenger offers a compelling and noteworthy study of the philosophical and
practical 'uses and abuses' of religious freedom.--Journal of Church and State"Rigorously
constructed and argued. It should change the way historians think about how the ideal of
religious freedom has evolved in the United States and functioned in relation to the inescapable
American hierarchies of race and empire.--Journal of American HistoryWenger has produced an
excellent, provocative book with a compelling argument. It serves as a valuable and insightful
analysis of how the U.S. government, the United States' imperial subjects, and different groups
of Americans have all claimed religious freedom in order to justify and defend their actions.--
Pacific Historical ReviewWenger's close attention to intersecting forms of collective identification
is a welcome corrective to popular views of religious freedom as a distinctive right exercised by
individuals who seek to opt out of social obligations.--Journal of Social History--This text refers
to the hardcover edition.ReviewIn this ambitious and impressive book, Tisa Wenger makes the
compelling argument that American religious freedom is inseparable from the logics of race and
empire. Broadly imagined and painstakingly researched, Religious Freedom will be of value to
general readers and scholars alike.--Tracy Fessenden, author of Culture and Redemption--This
text refers to the hardcover edition.About the AuthorTisa Wenger, associate professor of
American religious history at Yale University, is the author of We Have a Religion: The 1920s
Pueblo Indian Dance Controversy and American Religious Freedom. --This text refers to the
hardcover edition.Read more
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Religious FreedomReligious FreedomThe Contested History of an American IdealTisa
WengerThe University of North Carolina PressChapel HillThis book was published with the
assistance of the Thornton H. Brooks Fund of the University of North Carolina Press.© 2017 The
University of North Carolina PressPortions of chapter 1 were previously published as “Indian
Dances and the Politics of Religious Freedom, 1870–1930,” Journal of the American Academy of
Religion 79, no. 4 (2011): 850–78.In memory of Christine Headings Wenger, 1944–
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Ambivalence of Religious FreedomTHREE Making Religion on the Reservation: Native
Americans and the Settler SecularFOUR Making American Whiteness: Jewish Identity and the
Tri-faith MovementFIVE Defining a People: African Americans and the Racial Limits of
Religious FreedomConclusion: Race, Empire, and the Multiplicities of Religious
FreedomNotesBibliographyIndexAcknowledgmentsWriting a book is not really a solitary
endeavor, no matter how much time I have spent alone at my computer. This is certainly the
case for a book as troublesome and unruly as this one. There is no way I could have finished this
project without the lifeline of family, friends, colleagues, and students who pointed me in the right
direction and lifted my spirits when the going got tough.The seeds of this project were sown at
Arizona State University, where an interdisciplinary group of students, colleagues, and friends
encouraged me to think expansively. In ways they may not even recognize, this book owes a
great deal to Linell Cady, John Carlson, Myla Vicente Carpio, Doe Daughtrey, Anne Feldhaus,
Joel Gereboff, Brett Hendrickson, Karen Leong, Moses Moore, Shahla Talebi, and especially
Tracy Fessenden.As a historian of religion in America, I have the good fortune to be part of what
I am convinced must be the friendliest guild in the academy. This book is possible because of
the brilliance and generosity, in big and little ways, of a long list of friends. They include James
Bennett, Wallace Best, Edward J. Blum, Anthea Butler, Wendy Cadge, Leslie Callahan,
Christopher Cantwell, Finbarr Curtis, Brandi Denison, Kate Carté Engel, Martha Finch, Linford
Fisher, Timothy Fitzgerald, Spencer Fluhman, Eugene Gallagher, Shreena Gandhi, Rebecca
Goetz, Naomi Goldenberg, Sarah Barringer Gordon, Daniel Greene, Jenna Gray-Hildenbrand,
Paul Harvey, Matthew Hedstrom, Kathleen Holscher, Nicole Kirk, Kip Kosek, Jenny Wiley
Legath, Laura Levitt, Laurie Maffly-Kipp, Michael McNally, Laura McTighe, Lori Meeks, Samira
Mehta, Quincy Newell, Colleen O’Neill, Anthony Petro, Benji Rolsky, Kathleen Sands, Connie
Shemo, Ronit Stahl, Winnifred Fallers Sullivan, Angela Tarango, Jonathan Walton, David
Harrington Watt, Heather White, Melissa Wilcox, and many more. For their gracious hospitality
on my research trips, and for stimulating conversation along the way, I am especially grateful to
Susan Ridgely Bales, K. Healan Gaston, and Jana Riess.I have had the privilege of presenting
bits and pieces of this project in a variety of venues. Thanks go especially to Kathryn Gin Lum
and the Department of Religion at Princeton University; Pamela Moro, Charles Wallace, and
Steven Green at Willamette University; Kevin Wanner and Stephen Covell at Western Michigan
University; R. Marie Griffith and Leigh Schmidt at the Danforth Center on Religion and Politics,



Washington University in St. Louis; Jeffrey Engel and the Center for Presidential History at
Southern Methodist University; Jenna Reinbold and Christopher Vecsey at Colgate University;
Justin Stein and Pamela Klassen at the University of Toronto; Kathleen Foody, M. Gail Hamner,
Elizabeth Shakman Hurd, and Isaac Weiner at the American Academy of Religion, Religion and
Media Pre-Conference Workshop; Patrick Mason at Claremont Graduate University; and Gale
Kenny and Courtney Bender at Columbia University.The Religion and U.S. Empire group,
convened by Sylvester Johnson and Tracy Leavelle, came along at just the right time to help me
shape many of the ideas in this book, especially on the Philippines. Along with Sylvester and
Tracy, I am grateful to Julius Bailey, Ed Blum, Cara Burnidge, Emily Conroy-Krutz, Heather
Curtis, Sarah Dees, Jonathan Ebel, Keith Feldman, Jennifer Graber, Michael Hawkins, Charles
Strauss, and Karine Walther.Friends, students, and colleagues at Yale have made this journey
not just possible but enjoyable as well. Yale Divinity School students Heather Vermeulen and
Kimberly Pendleton helped with the early stages of research; Kimberly George, Jason Craige
Harris, and N’Kosi Oates all provided helpful comments. Current and former doctoral students
Kati Curts, Tiffany Hale, Sarah Koenig, Cody Musselman, Shari Rabin, David Walker, and
especially Lucia Hulsether (who did a big chunk of research and read several chapter drafts)
have been among my most important interlocutors.Thanks to YDS colleagues Joel Baden,
Bruce Gordon, Rona Johnston Gordon, Jennifer Herdt, Mary Moschella, Carolyn Sharp, and
Chloë Starr and my writing buddies Melanie Ross, Linn Tonstad, and Almeda Wright for keeping
my spirits lifted and helping me stay on task. Across Yale, Ned Blackhawk, John Mack Faragher,
Zareena Grewal, Briallen Hopper, Matthew Frye Jacobson, Birgit Brander Rasmussen, and
Laura Wexler gave support and encouragement along the way. Clarence Hardy, Kathryn Lofton,
Sally Promey, and Harry Stout are an American religious historian’s dream team, brilliant
colleagues who kept faith in me even when I lost it myself. Skip and Katie especially: I could not
have made it this far without you.These friends and colleagues deserve special gratitude for
their comments on chapter drafts: Steven Green, K. Healan Gaston, Lucia Hulsether, Sylvester
Johnson, Karen Leong, Kathryn Lofton, Samira Mehta, Leigh Schmidt, Harry Stout, Thomas
Tweed, and Judith Weisenfeld. Linda Mehta provided excellent editorial assistance on the first
full version of the manuscript. I do not think I could have written this book at all without Rona
Johnston Gordon, who served as my writing consultant, a helpful guide and cheering presence
over the last two and a half years. Finally, I am truly privileged to have as my editor Elaine
Maisner at the University of North Carolina Press, whose judgment is always impeccable.The
research for this book took a number of unexpected turns. I owe an immense debt to the
librarians and archivists who have helped me find resources at the Yale Divinity Library, the
Beinecke and the Sterling Memorial Library at Yale, the Newberry Library in Chicago, the
Southern Baptist Historical Library and Archives in Nashville, the American Jewish Archives in
Cincinnati, the American Jewish Historical Society and the Schomburg Center for Research in
Black Culture in New York, and the Catholic University of America in Washington, D.C. For
supporting portions of my research I want to thank the Newberry Library, the Southern Baptist



Historical Center and Archives, the Whitney Humanities Center at Yale University, the
Association of Theological Schools, and above all Dean Gregory Sterling at Yale Divinity
School.Last and closest to my heart is my family. I am grateful to Aaron Wenger and Megan
Maddox-Wenger for the laughter and good cheer. Thanks go to my dad, Harold Wenger, for
having so much faith in me, and to my new stepmother, Elba Cardona Wenger, for her kindness.
Thanks are due to Harold and Mary Ellen Groff for their support over the years. Jordan, Sophia,
and Dylan have grown up with this book and lived with its stresses. I thank them for reminding
me that there are more important things than work—but also for understanding when I needed to
work. Rod Groff has made it all possible, in so many ways, and I don’t think I’ll ever be able to
thank him enough.This book is dedicated to my mother, Christine Headings Wenger, who
always listened and always loved and left us much too soon. We miss you, Mom.Religious
FreedomIntroductionAmericans have long championed the freedom of religion as a defining
national ideal. Since the time of the Revolution, pundits and politicians have celebrated this
freedom as a pioneering achievement, a signal contribution to the larger causes of liberty and
democracy around the world. Because they granted so much importance to religious freedom,
Americans invoked it to defend a wide variety of practices, interests, and traditions. I began this
book with questions about the kinds of cultural work that these diverse articulations performed.
Rather than asking how adequately Americans had achieved this freedom or how rapidly it
advanced—queries that assume we already know what it is and how to measure it—I wanted to
know who appealed to religious freedom, for what purposes, and what it meant to them.
Somewhat unexpectedly, race and empire quickly emerged as key themes in my analysis. I
found that some of the most frequent and visible articulations of American religious freedom
were exclusive, even coercive. The dominant voices in the culture linked racial whiteness,
Protestant Christianity, and American national identity not only to freedom in general but often to
this freedom in particular. The most audible varieties of religious freedom talk—the many ways in
which people invoke this ideal—helped define American whiteness and make the case for U.S.
imperial rule. But in response, the racialized and colonized subjects of U.S. empire also
rearticulated this freedom to defend themselves and their traditions. For them, religious freedom
became a way to redefine communal identities, to carve out space for themselves and their
traditions within the confines of a racialized empire, and even at times to resist its mandates.This
book retells the story of American religious freedom as an illuminating lens into the intersections
of race, religion, and empire in U.S. history. It focuses on the decades between the Spanish-
American War of 1898 (or, more accurately, the Spanish-Cuban-Filipino-American War) and the
Second World War, a pivotal period in our histories of race and empire but one that most
scholarship on religious freedom has neglected. It asks how diverse groups of Americans and
some of those who became the subjects of U.S. imperial rule in this period—Protestants,
Catholics, Jews, Filipinos, Native Americans, and African Americans of varied religious
commitments—deployed the ideal of religious freedom. They did so variously, I argue, to assert
racial and imperial prerogatives, to defend subaltern traditions and identities against the power



of the majority, and to (re)categorize the terms of their peoplehood as they navigated the stormy
civilizational waters of an imperial world.Pundits, politicians, and some scholars have regularly
denied that the United States, past or present, should be called an empire. But these denials,
and the assurances of American benevolence that so often accompany them, are in no way
distinctive to the United States. Rather, they have been part of the discursive mechanics of many
empires around the world and help to sustain an exceptionalism that rationalizes the global
exercise of U.S. military and economic power. In fact, the colonies that declared their
independence from British rule in 1776 were founded in the crucible of empire, out of the mix of
Europe’s competitions for empire in the Atlantic world. Thomas Jefferson famously described the
new republic as a distinctive “Empire of Liberty,” and by the late nineteenth century it had joined
in the European contest for imperial possessions around the globe. Through the early twentieth
century—the period highlighted in this book—the United States expanded and consolidated its
status as an imperial power. It would take an even more prominent role in the global
reconfigurations of empire that followed the Second World War, when most of the nations of Asia
and Africa formally won their independence.1In the early twentieth century, American religious
freedom talk functioned in various ways to shape and to navigate the imperial hierarchies of
race, nation, and religion. Americans who could assert the racial status of whiteness claimed
this freedom as a racial possession and used it to define a superiority that they tied both to their
religion (Protestant) and to the secular modernity that it grounded. For others, especially
Catholic and Jewish immigrants whose claims to American whiteness were not yet established,
religious freedom talk could help secure a new racial status. By reclassifying their difference in
the language of religion, some minorities could claim the protections of the First Amendment
and escape the stigma of racial minority status in the United States. As racialized minorities and
colonized peoples struggled to (re)define the terms of their peoplehood within the strictures of
U.S. empire, this book argues, religious freedom talk worked to delineate what counted as
religion and so helped map the distinctions of race, nation, and religion across the cultural
landscapes of an imperial world.Without attending to the civilizational assemblages of race and
empire, we cannot fully understand the cultural meanings of religious freedom, its practical and
theoretical limits, or the discursive terrains in which it has operated. The reverse is also true: the
rhetorics of religious freedom have played largely unrecognized roles in the histories of race and
empire. The principle of religious freedom—often coded as white and Protestant and set against
the supposed bondage of the pagan and the Catholic—served as an imperial mechanism of
classification and control, helping to define not only what counted as religion (or to delineate the
good religion versus the bad religion) but also the contours of the racial. At the same time, it
served as an ambivalent means of resistance, a tool for colonized and subordinated peoples to
claim the status of religion and, however imperfectly, to define and defend their own traditions
and identities in the face of empire.KEYWORDS AND TRAJECTORIES: RACE, EMPIRE,
RELIGION, FREEDOMThis book uses the Deleuzian concept of assemblage to highlight the
heterogeneous, contingent, and contested conditions in which diverse groups of people shape



their own identities and distinguish themselves from others as they navigate imperial relations of
power in the modern world. Race, gender, sexuality, class, and religion are interlocking
assemblages, forged and sustained through the discourses, institutions, and material relations
of daily life as intersecting models of classification and control. Neither individually constructed
nor simply ideological, assemblages involve the interplay of ideological, material, and
institutional factors. “The idea of racializing assemblages,” writes Alexander Weheliye,
“construes race not as biological or cultural classification but as a set of sociopolitical processes
that discipline humanity into full humans, not-quite-humans, and nonhumans.”2 Assemblage is a
multilayered concept, so that we can speak of race, religion, and so forth as assemblages in
their own right but also as dimensions of a broader assemblage of civilization. When I refer to
civilizational assemblages, I mean the complex interplay of ideological and institutional
processes that work together to define who and what counts as civilized and thus as fully human
—and by contrast, who and what does not.Assemblages shape the life prospects, perspectives,
and experiences of everyone they touch. At the same time, their contingent and multifaceted
qualities leave them open to constant challenge and subtle (or not-so-subtle) reconfigurations. I
find the concept of assemblage useful because it brings together the processes of social
classification, identity formation, and material relations of power. In so doing it provides a
nuanced way to theorize the relations of power, highlighting the constrained conditions in which
agency and resistance must emerge and the unpredictable (but also historically grounded)
qualities of cultural change. Sometimes intentionally and sometimes not, minority and subaltern
communities can push against and even reconfigure the elements of the civilizational
assemblages that demean them. This process of reconfiguration or reassemblage is always
constrained by the elements at hand and by the relations of power that are the warp and weft of
any assemblage. Nevertheless, such reassemblages are the necessary foundation for cultural
and political change.Race is a powerful assemblage, a product of history rather than an
unchanging essence or a biological given. Historians do not agree on the question of precisely
when modern concepts of race emerged or when earlier forms of classification transitioned into
something that should be called racial. But it is clear that race as we know it, which locates
human difference primarily in the body, developed from the seventeenth century onward as a
primary way to classify and control diverse human populations. Race in its modern sense
provided a way to manage the disciplinary conundrums of slavery and colonialism. It has been
one of the most important ways to organize relations of power in the modern world, indelibly
shaping every dimension of American cultural, social, economic, and political life. This book
contends that the cultural work of American religious freedom cannot adequately be understood
without attending to its shifting formations.3Race and other civilizational assemblages of
modernity have inevitably taken shape in the context of empire. Empire can be defined as an
expansionist political entity that effectively dominates other societies through mechanisms that
may be either formal or informal, and that maintains hierarchical distinctions—often
unacknowledged and made to appear natural—between its own people and those it controls.



Edward Said describes imperialism as “the practice, the theory, and the attitudes” of the
“dominating imperial center” and colonialism as “almost always a consequence of
imperialism . . . the implanting of settlements on distant territory.” Colonialism is thus one model
of imperialism, and settler colonialism—in which the primary modes of imperial expansion are
settlement and the displacement of indigenous peoples, rather than resource extraction and
governance by a small cadre of colonial officials or local elites loyal to the empire—is one kind of
colonialism. Against Said’s definition, then, colonized territories and peoples need not be distant
from an imperial metropole. The United States began as a settler-colonial venture, but by the
end of the nineteenth century its imperial expansions had incorporated a vast range of territories
and peoples across the Atlantic and Pacific worlds.4The civilizational assemblages of empire
have been supported but also resisted by the quintessential modern ideology of freedom.
Freedom as an elaborated ideal, defined as a basic individual right, developed during the Age of
Enlightenment alongside modern notions of race and against the backdrop of Europe’s
expanding colonial endeavors. Ancient and medieval concepts of freedom had already been
constructed against the condition of slavery. The status and the privileges of freedom had little
meaning without the figure of the slave, whose subordination was the negative definition of
freedom and whose service (along with the gendered role of the woman) enabled elite male
conceits of individual autonomy.5 During the centuries of imperial expansion, as race became
the key rationale for colonial subjugation, these ideologies of freedom grew more and more
elaborate. Those who articulated the Enlightenment’s most stirring appeals for human liberty
were often also the theorists and administrators of empire. This was no accident, since they
constructed such liberal ideals as a story of humanity’s progress from its allegedly primitive past.
They construed the peoples who were the targets of empire as lagging behind in a racial march
of progress, not yet having developed the civilizational capacities for reason, individuality, and
freedom. The ideal of freedom could also be turned against empire, as colonized and subaltern
peoples around the world have amply demonstrated. Yet ideologies of freedom continued to
work powerfully as a rationale for imperial conquest, grounding assertions for this empire as a
benevolent one, uniquely designed to bestow the blessings of freedom, democracy, and
civilization.6Religious freedom as an explicitly articulated principle rested both on these liberal
ideologies of freedom and on the emergent modern category of religion, which also came into
being through the violent upheavals and intellectual ferment of early modern Europe. The wars
that raged across that continent in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were the birth pangs
of distinct nations in the wake of the Holy Roman Empire as much as they were conflicts
between Protestants and Catholics. As monarchs increasingly claimed total sovereignty over the
lands they governed, Catholic as well as Protestant rulers denied the right of the pope to
intervene in their domains. Naming these conflicts the “Wars of Religion” provided the foundation
for early Enlightenment suspicions of religion—or rather out-of-bounds religion, the religion that
transgressed its newly assigned sphere of the interior, the soul or the conscience—as a primary
source of conflict and violence. In other words, this act of naming sought to limit the sphere of



the religious to the spiritual and the otherworldly, as opposed to the political and material domain
of the state.7The modern category of religion along with the ideal of religious freedom
developed further through European attempts to understand and then to subjugate newly
encountered peoples around the world. Anglo-American imperial theorists and administrators
employed evaluative criteria that privileged Protestant Christianity as rational, ethical, and free:
the optimal religion for modernity. In contrast the targets of colonial conquest were often said to
have no religion or were denigrated for what colonial theorists of religion considered a blindingly
superstitious “paganism,” opposed by definition to the modern virtues of freedom and progress.
English Protestants developed a special pride in what they considered their racial-religious
propensity for freedom. Their assertions of racial superiority rested heavily on what they saw as
a uniquely free religion, and they identified themselves—in simultaneously racial and religious
terms—with the values and virtues of freedom, modernity, and civilization.8These imperial
assemblages shaped the conditions for religious freedom talk in the colonial Atlantic world. From
the seventeenth century onward, novel articulations of this freedom facilitated British colonial
expansion in North America. Perhaps the most obvious examples are the founding stories of
Rhode Island, Maryland, and Pennsylvania, each with a distinct model of either religious
freedom or religious toleration as part of its raison d’être. We will linger instead on the
Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina, coauthored in 1669 by none other than John Locke, the
preeminent theorist of religious toleration, then serving as secretary to the lords proprietors of
the recently established Carolina colony.9 Carolina’s royal charter had allowed its proprietors the
discretion to permit “Indulgences and Dispensations” for settlers who may not be able to fully
“Conform” to the Church of England, as long as they did not threaten the “peace and safety” of
the colony. On these grounds the new constitution liberally granted that “any Seven or more
persons agreeing in any religion” could “constitute a church or profession” of their own. But it
limited this toleration, as well as the status of a “freeman” and the right to own property, to those
who “acknowledge a God, and that God is publicly and solemnly to be worshiped.” It granted a
measure of toleration even to the “natives of this place,” positing that their “Idolatry, Ignorance or
mistake gives us no right to expel or use them ill.” These conditions revealed an implicitly
Christian model for what counted as religion, in keeping with the norms of an English society in
which Christianity provided the cultural and social grounding for all of public life. Within these
limits, the scope of toleration it granted was unusually broad for the time. This latitude reflected
the economic imperatives of a colony that desperately wanted settlers, even if some of them
were not English.10Two decades later, Locke’s Letter Concerning Toleration expanded on this
liberal policy of toleration and suggested that it gave the English a superior claim to empire. “Not
even [the Native] Americans,” he wrote, “subjected to a Christian prince, are to be punished
either in Body or in Goods for not embracing our Faith and Worship” (34). Locke rejected a key
Spanish rationale for colonial conquest—the claim that the Indians’ lack of Christianity justified
the appropriation of their lands—on the grounds that it falsely granted the civil authorities a right
to rule over the conscience. In contrast, the policy of toleration evidenced a superior English



standard of justice. Thus Locke positioned the English as distinctively liberal colonial rulers
whose policy of religious toleration demonstrated the practical and moral superiority of their rule,
in contrast to their Spanish rivals. At least in his eyes, these claims helped justify the imperial
expansions of the time.11Locke’s Second Treatise of Government (1690) further grounded
English imperialism on the biblical injunction to “replenish” and “subdue” the earth. America was
a “vacant land” occupied only by “wild Indians” who did not follow the divine command to
cultivate the land, he wrote, leaving it available for those “industrious and rational” enough to do
so. This logic provided an enduring rationale for the seizure of indigenous land. Although white
settlers knew very well that American Indians cultivated crops, they constantly represented the
latter as “savages” who merely roamed the land and did not improve it. As Patricia Seed puts it,
the acts of erecting permanent habitation, of fencing and farming the land, were the archetypal
English “ceremonies of possession” that, in English eyes, conferred divinely ordained and
therefore indisputable rights of ownership. Locke’s ideology of religious freedom thus worked as
one more dimension of a civilizational assemblage that elevated the Englishman over the “wild
Indian” and so legitimized the former’s appropriation of indigenous lands.12The Fundamental
Constitutions of Carolina also suggest how the emerging ideal of religious freedom forged
conceptual distinctions between race and religion as newly separable forms of identity.
Assuming the practice of slavery, this governing document outlined guidelines for its regulation.
These included the presumably benevolent guarantee that slaves too must be granted the
freedom of conscience: “Since charity obliges us to wish well to the souls of men, and religion
ought to alter nothing in any man’s civil estate or right,” slaves (like other residents) could join
“what church or profession any of them shall think best.” This freedom was a convenient legal
fiction. Slavery restricted every aspect of the slaves’ lives, including those practices that they or
their masters might designate as religious. The very next sentence, which specified that religious
affiliation had no bearing on a slave’s civil status, clarified the practical effect of such a
guarantee. “But yet no slave shall hereby be exempted from that civil dominion his master hath
over him,” Locke wrote, “but be in all things in the same state and condition he was in before.”13
Because English common law prohibited the enslavement of fellow Christians, some
enterprising slaves had begun to appeal for their emancipation on the grounds that they were
Christians.14 Locke refigured religion as a matter of conscience that must remain outside the
domain of the state: religion ought to alter nothing in any man’s civil estate or right. It followed
that conversion to Christianity could have no legal bearing on the “state or condition” of the slave
and that slaveholders could permit missions in the slave quarters without fearing that they might
jeopardize their own property rights in the process.The Fundamental Constitutions were among
the first in a series of colonial laws that worked to end the legal possibility that slaves might
argue for emancipation on the basis of Christianity. These laws did not eliminate the slave
owners’ anxieties about the effects of Christian conversion. Nor did they end the slaves’
tendencies to find a liberatory message in Christianity or claim the right to freedom as
Christians.15 But they did effectively foreground race as the legal basis for enslavement and so



sharpened an emerging distinction between race and religion as separable categories of
difference. Because the freedom of conscience rested on a heightened distinction between the
religious and the civil, when extended to slaves it arguably worked to redefine slavery as a
permanent status. In so doing, it reinforced emerging views of race as physiognomy, an
immutable difference written above all on the body.In much the same way, the category of
religion became legally irrelevant to the civil status of Native Americans living in the colonies and
on their borders. If the rationale for appropriating indigenous land had relied on the Indians’
“heathenism,” or lack of Christianity, then Indians could presumably have contested settler land
seizures by becoming Christians. But as with African slaves, Locke’s idea that religious
conscience could not be subjected to civil authority made religion irrelevant to their civil status
and privileges (or lack thereof) in the colony. It was not the Indians’ “heathenism” but their failure
to cultivate and “improve” the land in the English style that provided the major rationale for their
dispossession. Under this model, neither enslavement nor dispossession could be justified
primarily via religious status but instead through the assemblages of race and civilization.
Conversion to Christianity could not erase the racialized stain of heathenism. Locke’s distinction
between the rights of conscience (identified as the sphere of the religious) and the regulation of
the body (which belonged to the civil authority) had arguably helped define religion and race as
distinguishable categories of identity. In the process, the emerging ideology of religious freedom
helped support increasingly race-based systems of slavery and settler colonialism in the colonial
Atlantic world.Thus the imperial Enlightenment emphasis on the freedom of conscience created
new boundaries around religion that sought to separate it not only from the civil sphere (politics,
the domain of the secular nation-state) but also from other ways of categorizing human
difference, most importantly race. It did not signal the disappearance or decline of religion as a
meaningful category of identity and classification, as the secularization narratives that continue
to frame many of our histories would suggest. The Enlightenment attempt to separate religion
from other spheres of life was never realized in practice. In fact, English settlers and their Anglo-
American descendants defined race in part through language associated with the category of
religion. They typically associated whiteness with Christianity and identified both Indians and
Africans as racially inferior through the notion of “hereditary heathenism.”16 Far from
disappearing, the discourses and traditions of religion would continue to shape race across the
Americas, just as race increasingly framed the terms of religious difference. In the American
context, at least, race and religion were co-constituted from the start.17 Religious freedom talk,
this book contends, played a key role in their ongoing process of mutual formation.Liberal
ideologies of freedom shaped the logics of both British and American imperial expansion. It was
no accident that Locke and subsequent liberal philosophers such as James Mill, John Stuart
Mill, and Sir Henry Maine served simultaneously as colonial administrators and theorists of
empire. Their ideals of freedom, reason, and the rights of conscience were built around
contrasts between the rational, civilized white male subject who possessed these attributes and
the irrational, primitive, childlike or female “other” who did not. These liberal thinkers defended



empire as justifiable, even laudable and benevolent, because it provided a way to bring the
values and virtues of freedom and civilization to the racialized subjects of colonial rule. Liberal
universalism—the articulation of supposedly universal principles of rationality and governance—
served as a rationale for empire because it explained how Europeans and white Americans, who
were convinced they alone had realized these principles, were superior to other peoples and
why their tutelage would ultimately benefit those they ruled.18A century after Locke wrote the
Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina, the events of the American Revolution turned religious
freedom into a defining ideal for the new nation. There was never any consensus, however,
about its meaning. What precisely did the First Amendment’s clauses on religion prohibit, and
what did they protect? Enlightenment-minded elites like Thomas Jefferson and more radical
deists prioritized liberty for the individual conscience, Congregational elites in New England
asserted a corporate right to religious freedom against a Church of England that they considered
little different from Rome, and radical dissenters like the Baptists demanded the freedom to
follow God’s law as they understood it without interference from the state. Meanwhile, the small
minorities of Catholics and Jews in the new nation invoked the revolutionary principle of religious
freedom to argue against the Protestant norms and privileges that virtually everyone else,
including most deists and dissenters, simply assumed.19All these ambiguities and
contestations only added to the cultural power of religious freedom talk in American life. Anyone
seeking to defend their traditions or communities had a strong incentive to classify them as
religious and to claim the protections of religious freedom as their own. Debates over this
freedom thus became a crucial way to sort out what counted as religion and what did not,
forging and reinforcing key distinctions between the religious and the secular, the political, and
sometimes even the racial. Over the course of the nineteenth century, as Americans debated the
contentious questions of Western expansion, slavery, immigration, and more, religious freedom
claims and counterclaims provided a way to construct and defend—but also to challenge—the
civilizational assemblages of an expanding U.S. empire.20 This book picks up the threads of that
story at the dawn of the twentieth century, as the United States exported its ideologies of
religious freedom into new imperial arenas beyond the bounds of the North American
continent.ARGUMENT: THE IMPERIAL AMBIGUITIES OF RELIGIOUS FREEDOMFew
scholars have tackled the question of how and why Americans invoked the ideal of religious
freedom in the early decades of the twentieth century, before the Supreme Court became the
primary agent in its definition and adjudication. Fewer still have been concerned with its
implications in the politics of either race or empire.21 It turns out that Americans of every
description—and with them many unwilling subjects of U.S. empire—appealed to religious
freedom for all sorts of purposes in this period. In some respects the nation’s imperial
expansions and the growing importance of race only intensified the role of religious freedom.
The white Protestant majority construed this freedom as a key to their own successes and to the
legacy they would impart to those they colonized. Because religious freedom was not yet heavily
litigated, federal authorities had immense discretion in applying this principle to subjugated



populations on Indian reservations and in imperial territories alike. The people they colonized
turned to this freedom as one avenue of resistance, while racialized minorities within the United
States deployed it to defend (and define) their own distinctive identities and traditions through
the protected category of religion. In so doing, some of these minorities managed to establish
credibility as patriotic Americans and to renegotiate their standing in the civilizational
assemblages of empire.This book further identifies religious freedom as a key node in the
navigation of race, religion, and the American secular. There is nothing new about the idea that
religious freedom is a defining element of the modern secular democracy or about American
Protestant claims to a unique affinity with this freedom—and through it with the governing norms
of secular modernity. But all of these assertions need to be unpacked as ideological projects,
aspects of the civilizational assemblages of race and religion that have supported the systems
and structures of U.S. empire. The first three chapters of this book show how imperial
administrators both in the Philippines and on Native American reservations presented the
freedom of religion as a simultaneously Protestant and secular national norm. They posited
Protestant Christianity as part and parcel of becoming American, the only way to form subjects
who could responsibly exercise freedom. When American Catholics and Jews articulated their
own commitments to religious freedom and their own varieties of American secularism, they
were not only challenging Protestant exclusivity but also asserting more advantageous positions
for themselves within the racial-religious hierarchies of U.S. empire. If religious freedom talk is a
major component of American secularism, playing a significant part in the construction of the
secular, then unpacking it helps us see how contested and multifaceted the formations of
secularism have always been. American secularism is not simply Protestant, and its
predominantly Protestant public profile is no accident of history but an ideological project
interlaced with the civilizational assemblages of empire.As a part of the disciplinary regimes of
U.S. empire, religious freedom talk helped colonial administrators navigate the rocky terrain of
imperial rule: to classify subject populations and negotiate their differences, to assert the
legitimacy of U.S. rule, and to support the twin civilizing missions of Christianity and the
American secular. It enforced new religious-secular distinctions that effectively reorganized
indigenous societies, valorized Western models of governance, and, more often than not,
disempowered indigenous leaders relegated by its logic to the privatized realm of the
religious.At the same time, across the cultural landscapes of U.S. empire, minority and
subjugated peoples invoked the principle of religious freedom to defend their own traditions and
communities, claiming the protected status of religion in American life. I have chosen to begin
this book with the debates over the Spanish-Cuban-Filipino-American War and the colonization
of the Philippines, both because these were key moments in the history of U.S. empire and
because religious freedom was so central to these debates. Chapter 2 describes how religious
freedom talk became a tool for Filipino revolutionaries as they fought for independence against
the United States. Later, it offered one way for the people of the Philippines—including the
Muslim Moros of the southern Philippine Islands—to navigate within the legal regimes of U.S.



empire. Chapter 3 returns to the United States, showing how Native Americans in the early
twentieth century rearticulated the principle of religious freedom to resist the suppression of
indigenous ceremonies. All of these efforts had their limits and perhaps inevitably reshaped the
traditions they sought to protect. In each case they required shifts in indigenous practice to meet
official expectations for what counted as religious. Yet within the constraints of U.S. empire,
religious freedom provided a valuable tool for resistance, a meaningful way to claim protection at
least for those aspects of tradition that could be successfully classified as religion and defended
as such.The cultural weight of religious freedom in the United States encouraged its invocation
by a dizzying array of people, on behalf of every imaginable practice and tradition. By defining
communal identity as religious, minority invocations of religious freedom could at times provide
an avenue of escape from the defining power of race. Chapter 4 argues that American Jewish
appeals to religious freedom sought to hold the nation accountable to the promise of this ideal
and, in the process, worked to redefine what it meant to be Jewish in religious rather than racial
terms. In most times and places around the world, Jewishness had been a complex form of
peoplehood, incorporating the various dimensions of identity that had only quite recently come
to be distinguished by those claiming the mantle of modernity along the lines of race, nation, and
religion. Even as they battled the intensely racialized anti-Semitism of the early twentieth
century, Jews would gradually and always tentatively come to be recognized as a mostly
religious rather than racial minority in American life. (The emerging category of ethnicity, not
race, would become the primary alternative for Jewish identity in America. Like religion, ethnicity
helped move Jewishness away from a specifically racial category of identity.) Thus the rhetorics
of religious freedom would help American Jews escape the stigma of racial minority status,
easing their acceptance into the racial privileges of whiteness in American life.Not every minority
group was able to leverage the power of religious freedom in this way. As chapter 5 will describe,
African Americans especially found themselves unable to escape the overdetermined
classifications of race. Most had been less interested in a specifically religious freedom than
they were in escaping insistently racialized forms of oppression. Yet African Americans too
would increasingly invoke the freedom of religion. Among those who did so were the leaders of
the historically black denominations, especially when their right to control their own churches
came under direct assault. Many who moved outside the bounds of Christianity, as in the
Moorish Science Temple and the Nation of Islam, also used this ideal to articulate their
concerns. As with the American Jews, they used religious freedom talk in an effort to redefine
their peoplehood in primarily ethno-religious rather than racial terms.22 The larger society,
however, dismissed these groups as fraudulent, inauthentic, and overly “political” rather than
legitimately religious. For African Americans, religious freedom talk provided precious little
escape from an oppression that the larger society defined overwhelmingly in terms of race.The
point here is not that prior arrangements and structures of power were superior, that theorists of
religious freedom are to be held responsible for racism and the violence of empire, or that the
ideal of religious freedom, as such, is harmful to human flourishing. Rather, it is that both religion



and religious freedom are modern inventions, with complex histories and constantly shifting
consequences, and that like other human constructs they are inevitably implicated in relations of
power. From its beginnings, the concept of religious freedom worked to negotiate pivotal
distinctions between what (or who) counted as religious and what did not. Dominant discourses
of religious freedom helped forge new distinctions between the racial and the religious, and they
supported civilizational assemblages of race and religion that legitimated imperial rule.As it
tracks the intersections of race, empire, and American religious freedom, this book challenges
easy assumptions about religious freedom as a universally beneficent ideal. It offers a
cautionary tale, a corrective to overly celebratory histories of this freedom, and a longer
historical perspective on the twenty-first-century politics of religious freedom.23 Religious
freedom has often been presented as a key dimension of liberal secularism, a necessary
inoculant for democratic and pluralistic societies against conflicts that either participants or
observers define as religious. In the United States and elsewhere around the world, religious
minorities, anticolonial movements, and other activists have found it to be a vitally useful ideal. I
do not want to suggest that it should be eliminated from their cultural toolbox or that we should
no longer reach for its receding horizons. Yet we need to remember that this ideal is neither
timeless nor removed from the coercions of modernity.In sum, this book asks how the
discourses of religious freedom have historically intersected with American formations of race
and empire. It does not argue that the ideal of religious freedom inherently or necessarily serves
the interests of empire. In my view any discourse, however hegemonic, is more malleable and
less predictable than that. But it does suggest that the dominant varieties of American religious
freedom talk were configured, more often than not, in ways that enabled imperial forms of
domination. Throughout the twentieth century, racialized minorities and imperial subjects
regularly invoked and reconfigured this ideal to serve their own liberatory projects. But their
efforts were invariably limited by the constraints of the larger society. As they appealed for
religious freedom, these groups had little alternative but to transform their practices, traditions,
and sometimes their own identities in order to fit dominant models for what counted as religion.
Americans forged and reforged the ideal of religious freedom within the shifting historical
contexts of empire. In turn, its diverse articulations have continually reshaped the intersecting
civilizational assemblages of race and religion in the United States, across its spheres of
imperial domination, and, increasingly, around the world.Chapter One: Making the Imperial
SubjectProtestants, Catholics, and JewsIn August 1898, as the United States celebrated its
quick and decisive victory in what most Americans called the Spanish-American War, President
William McKinley met with his cabinet to discuss the terms of the treaty that was soon to be
negotiated in Paris. The public rationale for the war had been to support the Cubans in their fight
for independence from Spain. (Indeed, since Cubans and Filipinos had both been fighting long
before the United States entered the conflict, it is more accurately named the Spanish-Cuban-
Filipino-American War.) Although some Americans had long hoped to claim the small island of
Cuba as a new U.S. territory, its quest for independence resonated with America’s own founding



ideals and coincided easily enough with U.S. commercial interests in the region. Thus when the
USS Maine was bombed in Havana’s harbor and the United States declared war on Spain, anti-
imperialists insisted on a proviso guaranteeing that the United States would recognize Cuba’s
independence in its wake. But soon Cuba would no longer be the only Spanish colony at issue.
Within weeks U.S. forces had occupied key locations in Puerto Rico, Guam, and the vast
archipelago of the Philippine Islands in Southeast Asia. Ignoring the independence movements
already raging in most of these colonies, Americans now began to debate the prospect of
claiming all of them as the spoils of war.1The Philippines were the largest and most strategically
located of these colonies and so moved immediately to the center of this American debate.
When they met that August, McKinley and his cabinet reached no final consensus on whether or
not they should insist that Spain cede the entire archipelago. But they did agree on a minimal set
of demands that they thought essential to U.S. interests in the Pacific. The United States would
at the very least take Luzon, the largest of the Philippine Islands and the site of the colony’s
capital, Manila. And if Spain was to retain the rest of the archipelago, McKinley would insist on
three basic conditions: (1) U.S. commerce must be granted full access to all the islands; (2)
Spain must guarantee “religious liberty, in the American sense of the term, in all the Philippines
remaining under her control”; and (3) Spain must promise that it would not in future cede any of
the islands to any power other than the United States. These demands never made it to the
negotiating table, since the president soon announced his decision to claim the Philippines as a
whole. But his cabinet’s preliminary list reveals the importance of religious freedom as an
American diplomatic priority in the immediate aftermath of the war.2This chapter interrogates the
American debates over the Spanish-Cuban-Filipino-American War and the subsequent
colonization of the Philippines in order to understand the civilizational and imperial politics of
religious freedom in the United States. Historians have amply explored the topics behind the
McKinley cabinet’s first and third demands. The hope of commercial profit has arguably served
as the primary fuel for U.S. imperialism and indeed for most other empire-building projects
around the world. And it is not a surprise that many American leaders at the end of the
nineteenth century wanted to compete with the European empires that were themselves
jockeying for the profits, power, and prestige that new colonies could bring. The general themes
of freedom and liberty, as well, are familiar themes within the American rhetorics of war and
empire. But the presence of religious freedom as one of the administration’s nonnegotiables may
come as a surprise. Few historians have attended to this specific freedom as anything more than
window dressing, a minor aspect of the broader theme. And while scholars in the distinct field of
American religious history have been very much interested in religious freedom within the United
States, they too have neglected its relationship with U.S. empire in either the Philippines or
elsewhere.3The importance of religious freedom for these debates must be understood first of
all in relation to the Protestant-Catholic tensions that had for so long structured American
controversies around religion in public life. During the buildup to the war, the violent contractions
of a waning Spanish Empire provided ample fodder for militantly Protestant rhetorics that



identified Catholicism as the foundation for its alleged tyrannies. Those who identified
themselves as Anglo-Saxon Protestants viewed their own freedoms—and the barbarism and
tyranny they attributed to Catholics and Catholicism—in simultaneously racial and religious
terms. They attributed America’s freedoms and the American system of government to the Anglo-
Saxon and Protestant character of the nation’s founders. Thus they asserted an Anglo-
Protestant foundation not only for religious freedom but also for the secular modernity it signified.
Translating all this into a rationale for empire, imperialists claimed that U.S. rule would introduce
the democratic principles of civil and religious freedom to territories that Spanish misrule had left
behind in a barbaric darkness. Religious freedom talk thus strengthened Anglo-Protestant
claims to racial-religious supremacy both in the United States and in its colonial possessions. It
bolstered dominant civilizational assemblages of race and religion, helping many white
Protestants to see the nation’s imperial ascendancy as both inevitable and desirable, an
essential step in the development of the modern world.At the same time, religious freedom talk
provided a way for some racial-religious minorities to assert their own civilizational credentials
and thus to improve their standing in the racial-religious hierarchies of U.S. empire. In the debate
over the Philippines, Catholics in particular refused to accept the Anglo-Protestant logics of
religious freedom and the secular modernity that it signaled. Catholic elites rearticulated this
freedom to insist on a special role for their church and at times even to assert exclusive
prerogatives in what was, after all, a predominantly Catholic colony. They used religious freedom
talk, in other words, to claim the right to leadership in the administration of empire. In so doing
they also identified Catholicism as an all-American religion and implicitly claimed for Catholics
the civilizational status of white Americans, equipped to manage the non-white subjects of
imperial rule. Thus they rejected the constructs of Anglo-Protestant supremacy that had
assigned the predominantly immigrant Catholic population to a simultaneously racial and
religious inferiority in the United States. In this way, Catholic deployments of religious freedom
enabled a new access for Catholics to the privileges of whiteness in American life.American
Jews, as well, invested in a religious freedom talk that supported the politics of war and empire.
As a much smaller minority both in the United States and around the world—a group never
securely located in the realm of the religious and subject at the time to increasingly racialized
forms of anti-Semitism—Jews were in a more precarious position than their Catholic
counterparts. As chapter 4 will show in much greater detail, Jews had embraced the
constitutional principle of religious freedom as a pragmatic and symbolic resource for life in the
United States. The results of that effort would be complex and fraught with ambiguity for Jews,
as it was for other racial-religious minorities in the United States. The last section of this chapter
dips briefly into American Jewish deployments of religious freedom in the Spanish-Cuban-
Filipino-American War and the colonization of the Philippines to illustrate the utility of this ideal
for racial-religious minorities seeking to improve their status and situation in the modern world.In
very different ways, Jews as well as Catholics used religious freedom talk to assert their equality
within the civilizational assemblages of U.S. empire. Emerging discourses of religious



brotherhood, an ideal linked integrally to religious freedom, supported both Catholic and Jewish
participation in new arenas of American society, including the administration of empire. Thus
American religious freedom talk helped justify U.S. imperial expansions and in the process
fostered the gradual expansion of whiteness to include Catholic and Jewish immigrants who had
once been excluded from its privileges.ANGLO-SAXON PROTESTANTS AND THE LOGICS OF
WAR AND EMPIREFor a dominant culture shaped by Anglo-Saxon Protestant norms, religious
freedom served first of all as a key marker of American superiority over Spain. During the buildup
to the war in 1898, Episcopalian rector Randolph McKim of Epiphany Church in New York told
his congregation that they faced a world-historical struggle between competing models of
civilization. Where Spain stood for “the civilization and the government and the religious ideas of
the Middle Ages,” he preached, the United States stood “on the whole for the enlightenment, for
the progress, for the freer thought, for the larger liberty, and especially for the religious freedom
of the modern world.” According to McKim, a U.S. victory in the war would have dramatic
consequences for Cuba, which would “at long last” be liberated “from the rule of her oppressors.”
The global impact would be even more significant. America would become a great world power,
McKim told his congregation, allowing it to disseminate everywhere “the principles of civil and
religious liberty which we ourselves enjoy in the good providence of God.” Religious freedom
was at the top of McKim’s list of the features that defined the United States in opposition to
Spain. It was also one of the signal blessings that a benevolent U.S. empire would bestow upon
the world.4McKim’s sermon built on civilizational assemblages that were grounded in centuries
of Protestant-Catholic conflict and had developed in support of U.S. imperial expansions across
the North American continent. Protestants from the Reformation onward had painted not merely
the papacy but the entire Catholic approach to church authority as a system of tyranny that
impeded what they viewed as the direct accountability of the individual before God. The British
colonial wars against France and Spain had only strengthened Anglo-Protestant associations
between Catholicism and tyranny on the one hand and Protestantism and freedom on the other.
When the United States gained independence, its overwhelmingly Protestant leaders
transferred these representational patterns to the new nation. By identifying free (Protestant)
Christianity as the essential source of American freedoms, they identified the United States as
an essentially Protestant nation. By contrast, they depicted Catholicism not merely as an
outdated, foreign, and “superstitious” version of Christianity but also as an active threat to the
fundamental American principles of religious and civil liberty and thus to American democracy
itself.5The Mexican-American War (1846–48) turned these associations into a rationale for U.S.
imperial expansion. In 1844 the United States had annexed the province of Texas, then
struggling to maintain the independence it had won from Mexico eight years earlier. Advocates
for that annexation coined the phrase “Manifest Destiny” to encapsulate their growing conviction
that God had ordained the nation’s expansion across the continent. Proponents of the ensuing
war with Mexico made no secret of their desire to acquire still more territory, a goal they
achieved when the United States won the war and seized the vast provinces of New Mexico and



California. In the months and years thereafter, religious freedom talk helped assuage the fears of
many northern Protestants that these new territories and their alien peoples posed a threat to
American democracy.6 Anti-Catholic propagandist Nicholas Murray wrote in 1851 that until they
had become part of the United States, “nothing in the way of religion” could “dare be lisped” in
these territories “save Popish mummeries.” Murray placed these conquests alongside the liberal
revolutions that had swept Europe in 1848 and the British “opening of China” to commerce and
missions as signs that Protestantism and freedom were advancing in concert all around the
world.7Writing in the 1880s, the Lutheran minister and pioneering church historian Philip Schaff
credited the Protestant Reformation with recovering Christ’s original emphasis on the individual
conscience, thus enabling the later emergence of religious freedom as a political ideal. Where
the Catholic Church claimed to be the infallible and divinely appointed guide to scripture and to
the will of God, the Reformation had (at least in theory) recognized each individual’s right to read
and interpret the Bible and eliminated the role of the church as intercessor between the
individual and the divine. According to Schaff, the Reformation had thus released adherents
from the “thralldom” of “popery” and so “carried in it the modern principles of religious and civil
liberty.” By giving believers the right and the responsibility to interpret and follow the Word of God
for themselves, he claimed, Protestantism had formed subjects uniquely capable of free moral
judgment, enabling them to function as citizens of a free republic. Schaff asserted further that
these principles had been fully realized only in the American system of government. The United
States had transcended not just the “papal tyranny” of the Catholic world, he wrote, but also the
British model of mere “toleration” for religious dissent.8These associations were always open to
challenge, as the rest of this book will document. From the revolutionary period onward,
Catholics, Jews, and many others articulated more inclusive versions of American national
identity. Nevertheless, the identification of Protestant Christianity with religious freedom and the
American nation—or in other words its constitutive part in the making of the American secular—
held sway far beyond the leadership of the Protestant churches. U.S. elites lived in a political
culture indelibly shaped by Protestantism, and most took for granted its asserted role as the
historical source and necessary grounding for American freedoms. The political tradition of
Christian republicanism, invoked in one way or another by every U.S. president since the
nation’s founding, typically identified not just Christianity but Protestant Christianity in particular
as an essential ingredient of American democracy. The majority cultures of Protestantism, then,
shaped the underlying grammar and the day-to-day vocabulary of American secularism’s
dominant forms.9The ideal of religious freedom perhaps inevitably intersected with race as
America’s most fundamental system of social classification and control. Just as they used the
principle of religious freedom to equate Protestantism with America, many Protestant and
secular voices assumed its association with an Anglo-Saxon racial identity. My point is not that
these speakers falsely conflated race, nation, and religion—as if these were distinct and
unchanging categories of identity—but that these classificatory terms mutually defined one
another in American culture. Those who saw themselves as Anglo-Saxons defined their own



identities not only against Africans, Asians (who were commonly called Orientals), and
American Indians but also against European immigrants whose racial characteristics were
constituted in large part through their Catholicism or their Jewishness. As long as whiteness was
equated with the Anglo-Saxon Protestant, then neither Jews nor Catholics could be seen as
entirely white.10These civilizational assemblages are clearly visible in the book Our Country,
written by the widely respected Congregationalist missionary leader and social gospel
proponent Josiah Strong in 1885. Strong described emigrants from southern and eastern
Europe as distinctly inferior because they lacked the vigor, independence, and clear thinking
that he associated with Anglo-Saxon Protestants. The Catholicism that had formed them taught
a “slavish” and superstitious submission to authority, he believed, leaving them fundamentally
unprepared to live as free American citizens and destined to remain within the tyrannical grasp
of Rome. Protestant triumphalists like Strong increasingly portrayed Catholics as inherently
different from and clearly inferior to the superior race. In his view, the immigrants’ failure to claim
the freedom of religion by becoming Protestants demonstrated their permanent inferiority (and
their essentially un-American nature) in simultaneously racial and religious terms.11In the
buildup to the war with Spain, many Protestants drew on the “Black Legend” of a distinctively
Spanish imperial cruelty that was allegedly rooted in Catholicism. Proponents portrayed the
Spanish Inquisition as the model for an ongoing pattern of colonial abuse. Henry van Dyke,
pastor of Brick Presbyterian Church in New York, contended for example that the suffering of
Cuba and the Philippines reflected the ongoing “cruelties of the Inquisition.” A writer in the
Trenton Evening Times explained that after “the fanaticism of Isabella and the zeal of
Torquemada” had banished “the Jews and the Moors” in the fifteenth century, “the fires of the
Inquisition” had targeted “the thinkers” of Spain. “From the days of Ferdinand to the days of
[contemporary Spanish general Valeriano] Weyler,” he concluded, “it has been the policy of
Spain to terrorize her subjects into submission by torture and butchery.” Recent historians have
viewed the Inquisition as a tool for the early modern Spanish monarchy as it solidified its claims
to power, sometimes in competition with papal authority, and have judged the Spanish Empire
as no more violent or cruel than any other. But in their enthusiasm for war, these American
Protestants drew a direct line between the Inquisition and the violence of a waning Spanish
Empire. In so doing they obscured the violent imperatives of empire in the contemporary
world.12Van Dyke described an impending war of civilizations, with the forces of freedom
arrayed against the despotic power of Spain. He equated the contemporary United States with
sixteenth-century England, which in his telling had also battled Spain for the sake of freedom.
“The dark and bloody tyranny of Spain then beclouded the whole world,” he told his
congregation. Against all odds, England had defeated “the mighty Spanish Armada, . . . strong
with the pride of successful oppression and laden with the cruelties of the Inquisition.” Now the
United States bore the weight of the responsibility, once held by England, to defend the world
from the intertwined tyrannies of Catholicism and the Spanish Empire. Van Dyke elided the
geopolitical contexts for both wars—the colonial rivalries between England and Spain in the



sixteenth century and between Spain and the United States at the dawn of the twentieth—by
identifying the United States as England’s successor in the fight for Christianity, civilization, and
freedom. He asked his fellow Americans to take up the “sacred obligation” that England had
once borne and to “deliver a fair portion of this continent from . . . the most obstinate barbarians
who exist outside of Turkey, to bring liberty to captives, and to let the oppressed go free.” In this
telling, the fight for Cuba’s independence was an Anglo-Protestant holy war against the cruelties
of an essentially Catholic Spanish Empire.13These civilizational assemblages were also deeply
gendered, with freedom, vigor, and the modern all coded as male. McKim told his congregation
that Americans would gain very little glory from “conquering a weak and effete nation like Spain.”
The glory would come instead, he said, from the “potent influence” that the United States would
be able to exert around the world after winning the war. This was a manly conflict, despite the
“effete” weakness and corruption of the enemy, because it was being fought to defend the
Christian principles that McKim equated with freedom, democracy, and modernity itself.14 Rev.
Heber Newton of the All Souls’ Episcopal Church in New York argued similarly that by accepting
America’s “duty” to save humanity from the “world wrongs” committed by Spain, the United
States had recovered a national manhood that the “peace and quietude” of its prior isolationism
had compromised. “A few months ago, what hosts of our young men seemed to be given over to
the idle life of sport and pleasure,” he recalled. Now, as the nation assumed its rightful place in
the world, these “petted playthings of society” were “rushing to the front and asking for the post
of danger.”15Calling for a new alliance of British and American power, Newton identified this
restored manliness with the racial-religious character of the nation. Applauding the progress of
the war and arguing that the United States should annex the Philippines, he concluded, “Could
the English-speaking peoples stand together, the destinies of the world would be in their hands.
When England and America shall say together in the presence of any wrong, ‘This must stop!’ it
will stop. Then from the soul of the English-speaking race, which stands for peace, will be heard
with the tone of an authority not likely to be slighted, the sacred words of our greatest soldier,
‘Let us have peace.’ ”16 According to clergymen like McKim and Newton, the “English-speaking
race” had been divinely ordained to bring the blessings of peace and freedom to the world. The
war was revitalizing the manliness of the United States—a manliness evidenced by its exercise
of imperial authority, its inherent love of freedom, and the Christian character of its goals. At long
last, the nation was ready to take on the mantle of imperial power.Through the public debates
around the Spanish-American War and empire in the Philippines, pundits and politicians who
were not speaking directly as Protestants drew on representational traditions that reflected the
pervasive influence of Protestantism in American public life. They pointed to Catholicism as
evidence of a Spanish civilizational inferiority constituted through assemblages of race, gender,
religion, and nation. “On the one hand . . . [is] the shriveled and decrepit survival of a semi-
barbarous system of oppression, cruelty, inhumanity, and violence,” claimed the Kansas
Democratic and Populist representative Mason S. Peters at a pro-war rally, “on the other, civil
and religious liberty, equality, human rights, progress.”17 In Peters’s account, religious freedom



appeared as a sign of modernity and progress, a key organizing principle for the secular modern
state. Yet just below the surface were the rhetorics of an Anglo-Saxon Protestant triumphalism
that defined itself against Catholic “barbarism” and tyranny. Religious freedom stood at the
nexus of Protestantism and the secular modern and of whiteness, masculinity, and American
claims to empire. For all of these reasons, this principle took center stage in the American
drumbeat for war.Debating Empire: Race, Religion, and the Anglo-Protestant SecularThe same
discourses of religious freedom that helped drive the war against Spain also worked to build the
case for U.S. empire. As soon as public debate turned to the Philippines, mainstream Anglo-
Protestant opinion contended that, like Cuba, these islands stood in need of liberation from
Spain and the tyranny of its Catholic establishment. The activities of the Spanish friars—
Dominicans, Augustinians, and Franciscans, the mendicant religious orders that administered
most Catholic missions and parishes in the Philippines—had sparked some of the most serious
Filipino protests against the Spanish Empire. Over the years these religious orders had
accumulated a large amount of property, making them the largest landowners in much of the
archipelago. They had also banned native Filipinos from their ranks, part of a series of
nineteenth-century efforts to sharpen lines of racial distinction and so to reinforce imperial
authority across the Spanish Empire. And because the friars were often the only Spaniards living
in local communities, they had regularly served as the primary agents of the imperial regime. As
chapter 2 will detail, Filipino reformers and revolutionaries named the wealth and power of the
Spanish friars and the religious orders in general as key factors behind their revolt against
Spain.18In the eyes of an Anglo-Protestant culture, this Spanish regime looked like a direct
assault on the freedom of religion. In his 1898 book Our New Possessions, journalist Trumbull
White narrated a long history of Filipino revolts against Spain and attributed all of them to the
tyranny of the Catholic Church. One of the first uprisings in the Philippines had been sparked by
the “despotism of a Jesuit priest” in the seventeenth century, White wrote, who had “ordered his
parishioners arrested when they failed to attend mass.” Similarly, he claimed, the “increased
power” of the friars in recent years was “the first cause of the [current] insurrection.”19 Reflecting
the overwhelmingly Protestant assumptions of the dominant society, such narratives attributed
Filipino resentments against Spain almost entirely to Catholicism and the church-state
collusions that had given it so much power. By blaming Catholicism rather than the inherent
inequities of empire, Anglo-Protestant writers like White helped justify the U.S. seizure of the
Philippines.Protestant missionary leaders further accused Spain of violating the principle of
religious freedom by banning missionaries and restricting evangelical activities in all of its
colonies. This followed a long history of similar allegations by British and U.S. Protestants who
had built a global missionary movement alongside the British Empire. As British power
expanded around the world, missionaries and their supporters had challenged all sorts of
restrictions on the activities of missionaries or their converts as inconsistent with the basic
principles of modern civilization. During an 1855 Evangelical Alliance campaign for religious
liberty in Turkey, where conversion from Islam to Christianity was then illegal, the Earl of



Aberdeen wrote, for example, that “if the Porte [had] any regard for the friendship of England,” it
would need to “renounce absolutely . . . the barbarous practice which has called forth [this]
remonstrance.”20 Evangelical missionaries and their supporters thus used religious freedom talk
to define English Protestantism in opposition to both Catholicism and Islam as the religion of
modernity and civilization.During and after the war with Spain, Anglo-Protestant religious
freedom talk similarly supported the imperial ambitions of the United States. Not long before the
war, the Caroline Islands in the Pacific region of Micronesia, not far to the east of the Philippines,
had become a new site of contention. The American Board of Commissioners for Foreign
Missions sent missionaries to the Carolines starting in the 1850s, when they were nominally
under German rule, and had founded about fifteen small churches there. The board complained
that the situation had become far more difficult after Spain assumed control of the islands in the
late 1880s. “Neither Bibles nor books have been permitted since then to be sent to the churches
founded by our countrymen,” one missionary advocate explained.21 Much to the delight of the
board, the people of the Carolines were well aware of Spain’s global travails and had initiated
their own revolt against Spanish rule. In that context, American Protestant opinion unanimously
supported the demand of the board that the treaty with Spain ensure “full religious liberty” for
both the Carolines and the Philippines, whether or not either of these colonies remained in
Spanish hands. “Spanish Catholicism has throttled the best life of the Carolines and Philippines
long enough,” opined the New York Observer and Chronicle. “It is the providential duty of
America to see to it that priestcraft in those sections no longer rules out other sects from equal
religious privileges.”22The situation in the Carolines joined more general Protestant attacks on
Catholic despotism to help make religious liberty a pivotal issue for American public opinion
regarding the Spanish-American War and the geopolitical reconfigurations that followed. If the
United States should gain control of the former Spanish colonies, the Congregationalist
commented that spring, it would bring “religious as well as political liberty” to their people for the
first time. The editors stated that the only people in Manila who opposed the prospect of
American rule were “the priests and friars who [had] joined with the Spanish officials in
plundering and debasing the natives” and so wanted no “abolition of union between church and
state.”23 According to the Washington Post, the “religious press” of the United States
overwhelmingly favored the colonization of the Philippines “for the reason, chiefly, that the
clericalism which has prevailed there, and against which the recurring native revolts were mainly
directed, would give way to freedom of conscience and religious liberty.”24 In this way,
evangelical religious freedom talk enabled American claims for a superior right to empire in the
Philippines.These discourses of religious freedom defined the cast of American secularism—by
which I mean both its quality and its cast of characters—and in so doing reinforced the
assemblages of race and religion within the United States as well as among the colonies it
seized. Protestant attacks on Spanish Catholicism challenged not only Spain’s right to imperial
authority but also the truth of American Catholic commitments to democracy. In an 1899 book
titled Facing the Twentieth Century, Methodist clergyman James King, general secretary of the



National League for the Protection of American Institutions, celebrated the growth of American
religious liberty and highlighted the purported perils of Catholicism, or in his words “the claims of
Political-Ecclesiastical Romanism to universal dominion,” in the United States and across its
expanding empire. Thankfully, he wrote, “Christianized Anglo-Saxon blood, with its love of
liberty,” was “the regnant force in this country. . . . God is using the Anglo-Saxon to conquer the
world for Christ by dispossessing feebler races and assimilating and molding others.” For King,
the polity and the theology of Catholicism had made its adherents incapable of exercising true
freedom, of being truly American, or of assuming the tutelary burdens of empire. In all these
ways they resembled the “feebler” races whose racial classification reflected their status as the
targets and subjects of empire. A vigorous, manly, and independent people would never
embrace such a tyrannical system. In this civilizational assemblage, the basic principles of
American secularism—the freedom of religion and the separation of church and state—were
simultaneously Anglo-Saxon and Protestant. Conversely, the value of these principles showed
the Anglo-Saxon Protestant’s unique fitness for democratic practice and for imperial rule.25The
dominant varieties of American religious freedom talk linked white Protestantism to the secular
modern, structuring the racial-religious assemblages of U.S. empire. At the fall 1898 triennial
conference of the Protestant Episcopal Church in Washington, D.C., Bishop Daniel Tuttle of
Missouri applauded the nation’s leaders for taking on the civilizing “responsibilities” of a
benevolent empire. “The Anglo-Saxon race seems harnessed to the twofold work of giving the
world the sweets of personal liberty and the restraints of order, without which liberty cannot be
preserved,” he preached. Tuttle identified his own “Anglo-Saxon church” as best equipped to
support the nation in this task.26 For others, Protestant Christianity more generally played that
role. The Reverend Robert S. MacArthur, pastor of New York’s Calvary Baptist Church,
celebrated the racial-religious character of the Anglo-Saxons in a sermon that identified both the
British and U.S. empires with the intertwined progress of freedom and Christianity around the
world. “The Anglo-Saxon stands for liberty in its fullest sense—political as well as religious,” he
claimed. “The Anglo-Saxon is also the colonizing race . . . [and] the great missionary race. It is
divinely commissioned to introduce the highest forms of Christianity in all parts of the world.”27
Repeated ad infinitum in sermons and speeches, such rhetorics identified Americans as racially
Anglo-Saxon, religiously Protestant, and divinely ordained for empire.Yet the call for empire was
far from unanimous, even among Anglo-Protestant elites. Like the Whigs who had opposed
Manifest Destiny and the war with Mexico half a century before, some Americans argued that
the nation could neither maintain its republican institutions on such a large scale nor survive the
annexation of so many alien, non-white peoples. Appalled that the McKinley administration
seemed set on seizing the Philippines and Puerto Rico, a determined and growing cadre of
critics argued that the defining ideals of the United States could not be reconciled with an
empire. “Have we set the Cubans free, or have we lost our own faith in freedom?” Henry van
Dyke asked of those who wanted to annex the Philippines. “Imperialism and democracy . . . are
self-contradictory terms.” Van Dyke had ardently supported the war against Spain but argued



that seizing any of Spain’s former colonies would directly contradict the principles for which it
had been fought. The United States must not betray its founding principles for the “European
ideal of colonial conquest,” he wrote. Convinced that freedom and empire could not be
reconciled, van Dyke was among those who formed the Anti-imperialist League to oppose the
U.S. colonization of the Philippines, Puerto Rico, or any other overseas territory.28Anti-
imperialists occasionally invoked the principle of religious freedom as a part of these broader
critiques. The realities of acquiring and managing new colonial territories, they argued, would
inevitably betray rather than bestow this hallowed ideal. When the Filipinos renewed their fight
for independence in 1899, this time against the imposition of U.S. rule, the Anti-imperialist
League published statements from a variety of (mostly Protestant) clergymen arguing that
Americans had no right to force either their government or their religion on others. “How can we
hope to recommend our religion or our civilization to those who can see in it only the ally of
invading strangers who appear among them, much as Spain has done, with no right of mastery
but that of the iron hand?” asked Charles Ames, minister of the Church of the Disciples
(Unitarian) in Boston. A religion that accompanied imperial conquest would never be accepted
freely but would inevitably be resisted. The truly American religion—assumed by these divines to
be Protestant and liberal, tolerant and modern—was a free religion that could not be forced. And
they contended that such a religion could neither accompany nor justify the violence of imperial
conquest.29Some Protestant anti-imperialists feared that the entrenched Catholicism of the
Philippines would make it impossible to instill the freedom of religion in that colony and that the
compromises of empire could threaten it even within the United States. Congregationalist
minister and Yale church historian Leonard Bacon warned that U.S. property law would not allow
the government to seize the Spanish friars’ landholdings despite their history as “the real tyrants
of the islands.” Because the treaty with Spain guaranteed that the United States would uphold
the rights of existing property-holders in the islands, its unintended consequence would be “to
rivet forever upon the necks of the Philippine people the intolerable yoke of this spiritual and
secular tyranny.” In “the name of religious liberty,” Bacon wrote, America would ironically become
“the bulwark of an established church in the most offensive form.” The logistics of imperial rule
would make America complicit in a system that was the very antithesis of religious freedom.
Worse yet, the annexation of so many new Catholic subjects or citizens would likely give
increased political influence to Catholic leaders in the United States as well. In this way, Bacon
warned, the realities of empire would actually undermine religious freedom both in the
Philippines and in the United States.30Clearly the disavowal of empire implied no necessary
opposition to the hierarchies of race and religion. Some critics thought freedom and empire
incommensurable precisely because they could not envision incorporating non-white and non-
Protestant peoples, who allegedly lacked a racial propensity for the exercise of freedom, into the
fabric of American democracy. One Episcopal clergyman asserted that “eight millions of people
confessedly incompetent to govern themselves” could not “be injected into our system” without
destroying it.31 The populist hero William Jennings Bryan, who assumed the anti-imperialist



mantle as Democratic candidate for president in 1899, expressed much the same fear of racial
pollution. The nation’s earlier expansions across North America had succeeded, Bryan said,
because they had involved contiguous territory that was “to be populated by homogeneous
people.” (Never mind the indigenous and Mexican peoples who were conquered and displaced
in the process, a violent history that Bryan’s account conveniently erased.) President McKinley,
Bryan charged, was proposing a completely novel plan for U.S. “sovereignty over an alien
race . . . a theory entirely at variance with constitutional governance.”32 As Bryan’s campaign
reveals, a great deal of the popular momentum against imperialism grew out of a racial vision of
America as a white republic, one that could not safely incorporate any more non-white subjects,
either as immigrants or through the annexation of colonized territories, and reliably maintain its
free institutions.33Many anti-imperialists thus shared the view of religious freedom as a
distinctively white and Protestant possession. Arguing against the idea that Protestant missions
could “spread among all peoples the doctrines of human rights,” Senator Donelson Caffery of
Louisiana insisted that “the principles of democracy could [not] be advanced by force,” and
indeed might not be transferrable to non-white peoples at all. “The history of the world shows
that God has set the bounds where the different peoples of the earth shall abide,” Caffery
claimed. “I am unalterably convinced that no permanent sway can be held by the white man over
the black man in the sub-tropics, except by a strong military and cruel despotism.”34 Left
unspoken here were the systems of racial subordination then being institutionalized across the
South, systems that placed people of color outside the bounds of equal citizenship, excluding
them from meaningful access to freedom of any kind. In other words, whether they were for or
against imperialism, the majority of Anglo-Protestants agreed that they were racially superior
and had a unique propensity for freedom. They differed on the prospects and possibilities of
empire. Where the imperialists argued optimistically that Americans could impart the principles
of freedom and civilization to their racial-religious inferiors, anti-imperialists judged the
civilizational divide so impassable that all such attempts would be futile. At worst, they
endangered the racial-religious purity of the American nation, threatening the foundations of
freedom and democracy within the United States itself.The Case for Empire in the PhilippinesAs
soon as the treaty with Spain was settled, American imperialists shifted their focus away from
the evils of the Spanish Empire to articulate their own model of imperial rule. They had to explain
why the people of the new territories—who after all had been fighting for their own independence
—should instead become subjects of the United States and how exactly U.S. rule would differ
from its Spanish predecessor. The British imperial poet Rudyard Kipling entered into this
American debate with his characteristic brew of white supremacy and a world-weary imperial
cynicism. His poem “The White Man’s Burden,” aimed at those Americans who were not yet
convinced of the need for empire, urged the United States to take up the thankless task of
civilizing its “new-caught, sullen peoples / Half-devil and half-child.” This was a virulent racism
that could explain any indigenous opposition, any resistance to colonial rule. Far from the
freedom fighters that they claimed to be, Kipling suggested, such people simply lacked the



capacity to understand the civilizing benefits of Anglo-Saxon rule.35What Filipinos most
needed, according to the Anglo-Protestants who dominated American public debate, was the
sort of tutelage in freedom that only the United States could provide. As the social gospel leader
Washington Gladden put it, the most important benefits of U.S. rule would be the introduction of
“religious freedom, education, [and] the ideals of democracy.” Cubans, Puerto Ricans, and
Filipinos had all been kept in a “degraded” condition by Spain, he claimed. Maintained as “child
races, not far removed from barbarism,” they remained entirely unprepared for the exercise of
freedom. And while the more “advanced” races had no right to “enslave or exterminate” their
inferiors, they did have “the right to civilize them.” This was a fine line indeed, since Gladden
explained that such civilizing work could and should be advanced by force if the “child races”
offered any resistance. Protestant Christianity and scientific racism worked together in this
prescription to frame the civilizational assemblages and justify the violent impositions of U.S.
empire.36Gladden’s rationale also demonstrates the ways in which religious freedom
intersected with the commercial imperatives of empire. The freedoms bestowed on colonial
subjects were not mere abstractions but would serve as engines of economic development.
Making the land “productive” for commercial profit appeared in Gladden’s argument as a key
component of the civilizing task. And the freedom of religion, because it formed subjects
capable of individual initiative and independent judgment, was essential to the development of
commerce, capitalism, and free enterprise in the Philippines. For Gladden, the absence of
religious freedom was the factor that most defined the racial “backwardness” of Spain’s colonial
subjects. Its advent under U.S. rule would do more than any other single reform to aid their
progress in the values, virtues, and profits of civilization.37The role of religious freedom in the
formative stages of U.S. policy in the Philippines is perhaps best understood through the figure
of Dean Worcester, an ambitious young scholar who would help shape and administer that
policy. As a zoologist at the University of Michigan, Worcester had conducted research in the
Philippines for several years prior to the war with Spain. His book The Philippine Islands and
Their People took advantage of the political moment by providing a kaleidoscopic study of the
islands along with concluding recommendations on how they should be governed. Worcester
came from a family with a long history of involvement in Protestant missions and moral reform.
His grandfather, the Congregationalist minister and missionary Samuel Worcester, had
supported the Cherokee Indians in the losing battle against their removal west to the Indian
Territory in the famous case Worcester v. Georgia (1832). Dean Worcester was no missionary,
but he was similarly convinced of the link between Protestantism and freedom and equally
committed to the civilizing goals of U.S. empire. Soon his ideas would have more than academic
significance. Several months after the book appeared, President McKinley appointed him to the
first Philippine Commission, charged with shaping policy for the new colony. Later he became
secretary of the interior for the Philippines, responsible for various aspects of colonial rule
including the management of the “non-Christian tribes” in the islands.38Worcester’s proposals
for civilizing the predominantly Catholic population of the Philippines gave considerable



prominence to the principle of religious freedom. Like most Americans grounded in the dominant
Protestant milieu, he considered the Spanish Empire corrupt and despotic, mired by its Catholic
establishment in the cruelties of the medieval world. Even as he praised Spain for turning its
colonial subjects into the most “civilized” people of Southeast Asia, he accused the friars of the
Dominican, Augustinian, and Franciscan orders of a crippling tyranny that had resulted in “the
utter demoralization of many Philippine towns and villages,” leaving the people subservient and
childlike. The Protestant and democratic traditions of the United States made it the ideal nation
to complete this failed civilizing mission. American religious freedom would open up “an active
competition” between Protestants and Catholics in the archipelago, he wrote, strengthening both
traditions and enabling Filipinos to exercise true freedom of conscience for the first time. In
keeping with the Christian republican tradition, Worcester saw religious freedom as the key to
independent judgment and thus to responsible citizenship in a modern democracy. In other
words, it would elevate the Filipinos’ level of civilization, eventually enabling them to gain the
political independence they so greatly desired. (As always in such civilizing schema, the catch
here was that Americans, not Filipinos, were to judge when this process was complete. In
practice this was an ever-receding horizon, providing an ideal rationale for the indefinite
maintenance of U.S. rule.)39Worcester did not, however, apply this freedom evenly to all the
peoples of the Philippines. Critical of simplistic reports like Gladden’s that depicted all Filipinos
as “savages,” he followed a classificatory model created by Jesuit ethnographers to identify
more than eighty tribes in the islands. These tribes could be organized into four broad
categories, defined in simultaneously racial and religious terms as “Negritos, Mohammedan
Malays, pagan Malays, [and] civilized Malays.” Worcester condemned the “religious monopoly”
of the friars among the civilized Malays—defined as such because of their conversion to
Catholicism—but praised the Jesuit missions to the non-Christian Negritos and pagans as
“distinctly a power for good.” While Worcester detested the friars, members of the mendicant
orders that so dominated Filipino Catholic life, he generally admired the Jesuits for their
universities and widespread missions across the Philippine Islands. But Worcester’s praise for
the Jesuits also reflected the distinctions he made among the peoples of the archipelago. In his
view, the relatively civilized Catholics required liberation from the tyranny of the friars so that they
could progress to the highest levels of civilization. In contrast, the “savages” of the Philippines
were so wild and anarchic that they needed the disciplining influence of Catholicism before their
civilizing process could even begin. These racial classifications, paired with Worcester’s inability
to recognize religion among those he classified as “pagan” or “savage,” would make the concept
of religious freedom entirely irrelevant to his recommendations for their futures.40Worcester
applied yet another set of policy recommendations to the remaining racial-religious category of
“Mohammedan Malays,” better known as Moros. The Spanish term, meaning “Moors,” dated to
the early modern wars between Catholics and Muslims in the Iberian Peninsula, and Spaniards
had applied it to all the Muslims they encountered. Like the Spanish and the British in the region
before them, Americans considered all Muslims to be fanatics who shared certain racial-



religious characteristics. The Moros were “fanatical Moslems” and “fierce warriors,” Worcester
wrote, driven above all by the “bitterest hatred” toward all Christians. As a result they would
require special techniques of governance. “I consider it certain that the nation which would have
any hope of getting on peaceably with them,” he opined, “must let their religion strictly alone.”
Even as he called for the imposition of American standards of religious freedom for Catholic
Filipinos, he believed that the Moros were not yet ready for that system. He warned that any
interference with the Moros’ religion would spark a revolt that could not be subdued without “a
considerable body of troops for many years to come.” Even as he advocated an individual
freedom of conscience for the Catholic Filipinos, then, Worcester insisted that the Moros should
be permitted to maintain their own religious traditions without interference from missionaries or
anyone else. When it came to “fanatical Moslems,” this was evidently the only kind of religious
freedom consistent with the maintenance of colonial rule.41These American images of the
Philippines were part of a global circulation of imperial knowledge and power that rested on (and
continually reinscribed) the intersecting civilizational assemblages of race and religion. A typical
editorial page in the ardently imperialist weekly Outlook, this one from October 1899, remarked
on current events including the crisis in South Africa, where the Dutch settler-colonial society of
the Boers was embarking on its revolution against British rule; the ongoing Philippine-American
War, labeled an “insurrection” by the Outlook; the rights of corporations and their stockholders in
a burgeoning economy; various hot topics in the leading Protestant denominations; and the
racial and religious progress attributed to the “Negro” in the American South.42Read together,
the editors’ remarks offer a kaleidoscopic view of the classificatory rationales of American
empire at the dawn of the twentieth century. In the South African situation, many Americans
found their sympathies divided between the Boers and the British, whom they viewed as allies in
the global expansion of “Anglo-Saxon” principles of freedom. Yet the Boers elicited sympathy,
the Outlook suggested, because their story so closely paralleled “the setting forth of the Pilgrims
from Holland.” Like the Puritans they had shown a “touching reliance upon the Supreme Being,”
as well as “the spirit of entire democracy in ritual,” while their fight against the British echoed the
themes of the American Revolution. Whatever position the editors might ultimately take on the
Boer War, their frank admiration for the Boers as white Protestants settling and “civilizing” an
African frontier could not have been clearer. In contrast, the Outlook depicted all Filipinos as
racial “savages” who required the civilizing influence of white American rule.43Consider also the
Outlook’s remarks about reports of “progress” on the part of “the Negro of the New South.” The
editors applauded the emergence of a more “self-conscious colored man, less optimistic, less
mirthful . . . and with a more acute sense of pain and suffering.” Summarizing an essay by David
St. Clair, who had recently returned to the region after a long sojourn in the North, they noted a
trend in “the colored churches” toward “more decorous services.” The editors went on to explain
that the “educated colored preachers” were “now trying to teach [their] people to reason and
think.” White Americans had long portrayed black religiosity as excessively emotional; standard
accounts of “Negro” worship mocked the “ignorance” of the preachers and depicted its “frenzy”



as entirely opposed to the virtues of reason and morality. (The contrast to the journal’s portrayal
of the white Boers’ sober religiosity, with a ritual that conveyed “the spirit of entire democracy,”
was stark.) According to St. Clair, “the Negro” was progressing away from such religious
emotionalism and in the process developing “a nervous system like that of the white.” Such
apparently sympathetic reports rested on the assumption that if black or brown peoples were to
progress toward civilization, they would need to adopt the racial-religious characteristics
ascribed to white Protestant America.44The Outlook’s juxtaposition of topics reveals the subtle
ways in which the ideal of religious freedom helped constitute the civilizational hierarchies of
empire. Commenting on current efforts to reform theological education, the editors asserted that
the “manhood” of too many seminary students was being “stultified” and “threatened” by
“dictated lectures” and “plagiarized platitudes.” “Seminaries which will emancipate the minds of
their students must themselves be free from bondage to the letter of antiquated creeds,” they
concluded.45 This particular piece had no direct link to the rhetorics of empire. Situated
alongside the editors’ comments on South Africa, the Philippines, and the New Negro, however,
it posited a simultaneously racial, religious, and gendered capacity for the free exercise of
conscience as a primary factor in the presumed superiority of white (and male and Protestant)
subjects.AMERICAN CATHOLICS AND THE PROSPECTS OF EMPIREFar beyond the world of
the Anglo-Protestant elite, religious freedom talk was a useful tool for many people who wanted
to locate themselves as equal partners in the American experiment—and to transform
themselves into actors rather than subjects of the imperial modern. In the Spanish-American
War, whether or not they supported the call for empire that followed, Catholics, Jews, and many
others outside the cultural mainstream invoked the ideal of religious freedom to resist the norms
of the Protestant secular and the assumptions of Anglo-Protestant superiority that so pervaded
American public life. For Catholics this was an especially urgent task because anti-Catholicism
was so central to the public rationale for the war with Spain. Their deployments of religious
freedom would unsettle the Protestant foundations of the American secular and, in the process,
would implicate them too in the civilizational hierarchies of U.S. empire.Many Catholics found it
difficult to support a war against Spain, which they had long admired for its successes in
exporting Catholicism to its colonial possessions around the globe. During the buildup to the
war, Jesuit priest Thomas Hughes condemned the impulse to “tear away the last shred of
[Spain’s] American possessions” as motivated by a pervasive hatred of Catholicism. The
revolutionaries in Cuba and the Philippines had set themselves against “Catholic principles and
Catholic life,” he claimed, and did not represent the vast majority of their people. Hughes offered
a romantic portrait of Spanish culture as devoutly Catholic and blessedly free of the
“sectarianism, infidelity, and paganism” that were so rampant in the United States. Denouncing
the Black Legend of Spanish imperial cruelty, he pointed out that the indigenous populations of
Latin America had remained large and relatively prosperous, even as the North American
Indians had been virtually eliminated. “Anglo-American hypocrites” had single-mindedly pursued
land and gold, he wrote, decimating indigenous populations rather than bringing them



Christianity and civilization. “And then do you not smile when they preach liberty, felicity for the
whole world,” Hughes asked, “believing themselves invested with the divine mission of
propagating civilization all over the earth?” In his view, any war against Spain would be driven by
the irrational Anglo-Protestant hatred of Catholicism and by a pervasive greed that the rhetorics
of a civilizing mission could never really mask.46American Catholic opinion was never
monolithic, though, and by the time the war began some Catholics were prepared to offer it their
enthusiastic endorsement. Among them were the Paulists, an order founded by the American
convert Isaac Hecker and known for advocating Catholicism’s compatibility with American
values.47 The Paulist journal the Catholic World judged the conflict regrettable but necessary
and applauded President McKinley’s “wise, humane, and patriotic” response to what the editors
recognized as Spanish imperial cruelty in Cuba. Against the flood of Protestant propaganda,
however, the editors carefully exonerated the Catholic Church from responsibility for the abuses
of Spain. Instead they blamed the irreligion of a Spanish aristocracy that had abandoned its
salutary guidance. The Freemasons, long condemned by Rome as an enemy to religion, had
become “rampant” among the “greedy officialdom” of Spain, the paper reported. More generally,
the editors believed, a dangerously antireligious liberalism had gained influence among the
Spanish elite. All this had left the Spanish ruling class bereft of any spiritual and ethical
grounding and motivated solely by the accumulation of wealth and power. Spain had fallen into
“spiritual degeneracy,” one writer explained. “Her officials became venal, and some of her clergy
the victims of the state.” The same forces that had attempted to destroy the church in Spain had
turned the Spanish Empire into a profit-making machine. If Spain had been authentically
Catholic, it would have treated its colonial subjects with justice and there would have been no
war.48Whether or not they supported the war, Catholics invariably located their church
alongside the United States as a champion of freedom. The Catholic Church should not just be
absolved of responsibility for the crisis, they argued, but should actually be called upon to help
resolve it. “The sentiment that burns so strongly in the American heart that Cuba must be free
will so impress itself on the European nations and the Holy Father,” predicted the Catholic World,
“that they will compel Spain to yield to the demands of humanity” so that the war would be
mercifully brief. Protestant pundits were predictably infuriated at such calls for papal mediation.
They argued that such an appeal would compromise American principles of church-state
separation and that it revealed the hidden political allegiance of American Catholics to the pope.
(There could be no “settlement of the burning questions confronting us as a Nation, based upon
propositions emanating from Rome,” one Methodist resolution read. “American institutions will
guard their own honor.”)49 Catholics disagreed. They countered Protestant outrage by
presenting the pope and the church more generally as forces for “humanity,” working for human
dignity and freedom around the world. In other words, they positioned themselves and their
church on the side of the modern values of freedom, democracy, and civilization.50By
participating in the war, many American Catholics sought to demonstrate their patriotism and
their commitment to the United States and to its founding principles. In the process they also



asserted their own right to be recognized as fully American, equal in every way to the Anglo-
Protestant elite. In an obituary for one Captain John Drum, killed in action in Cuba, the Catholic
World described the deceased as a “manly Catholic character . . . truly cultivated [and] a lover of
learning . . . that type that has added new glories to the church and is daily imparting strength
and beauty of character to the Republic itself.” The captain, an Irish immigrant who had arrived in
the United States as a teenager, was also a veteran of the Indian wars of the 1870s, when he
had fought against the Kiowas and Comanches in Texas and the Apaches in Arizona. His
obituary illustrates how Catholic participation in the violence of U.S. imperial expansion enabled
Catholic pundits to (re)present Irish immigrants—so often despised and denigrated as racially
inferior to the Anglo-Saxon model of American manhood—as true American patriots who fulfilled
every requirement of the civilized and democratic ideal. Drum was “a true American, a true
Catholic, a true man,” the obituary concluded. In this way, the Catholic World used Drum’s
faithfulness as a Catholic and his service to the imperial project to identify him as the very model
of civilized (white) American manhood. By killing Indians and Spaniards, it seemed, an Irish
immigrant to America could also become white—and in so doing could push the bounds of an
imperial secular beyond its Anglo-Protestant foundations.51Catholic Freedom and the Question
of EmpireWhen public debate turned to the question of annexing the Philippines, the majority of
American Catholics took an anti-imperialist stand. Most were longtime Democrats with an
inherited suspicion of the Republicans as the party of Protestant moral reform. Now they joined
in the Democratic attacks on Republican imperialism as fundamentally un-American, a
misguided attempt at reforming the world. Irish and German Catholic newspapers in particular
condemned the civilizing claims of the imperialists as hypocritical, driven by Anglo-Protestant
greed and hatred for Catholicism. Biased colonial officials were likely to expel the Spanish friars
from the Philippines, they warned, and the imposition of an unfamiliar U.S. legal system would
strip the church of its accustomed privileges and perhaps even of its landholdings in the islands.
The Cuban and Filipino insurgents had been “lifted out of barbarism by the Church,” remarked
Boston’s Catholic weekly, the Sacred Heart Review. “It is these ungrateful people that some of
our Protestant missionaries encourage in their acts of lawlessness.” American Protestants with
their imperial ambitions had no right, they argued, to interfere with the legacy of Catholicism in
colonies that had for so long been ruled by Spain.52Like their Protestant counterparts, Catholic
anti-imperialists identified their cause with the American secular ideals of democracy and
freedom. But they flipped the script to assert that it was the Anglo-Saxon Protestants, not the
Catholics, who most threatened those principles in the current debate. George Washington
himself had warned against “the development of greed for foreign territory,” noted the Sacred
Heart Review, and the “Anglo-Saxon imperialists” would do well to follow his example. According
to Bryan J. Clinch, an Irish nationalist in California and a regular contributor to the American
Catholic Quarterly Review, the United States should not compromise its republican principles to
follow the shortsighted and greedy “land-grabbing” example of the British. “Would the lordship of
Asia make ourselves either more free or more prosperous, or would it develop new virtues in our



people?” Clinch asked. “If not, why should we attempt it at the sacrifice of our best traditions?”
Such arguments had special resonance for Irish immigrants who had come to the United States
to escape legal discrimination and abuse at the hands of British Protestants. The idea that
Britain and America should now join together in the name of a shared Anglo-Saxon imperial
mission was, in their eyes, hypocritical cant that betrayed the American principles of freedom
and equality that they had embraced. In the current drive for U.S. empire, they saw only Anglo-
Protestant hubris and hypocrisy.53In and through the language of religious freedom, these
Catholics positioned themselves as more truly American than their Anglo-Protestant
counterparts, better aligned with the nation’s founding ideals. In other words, they expanded the
bounds of the American secular to include or even to center themselves and the interests of
their church. The Sacred Heart Review condemned the hypocrisy of American Bible Society
missionary John Hykes, for example, whose recent report on the Philippines presented the
Spanish friars as obstacles to an otherwise ripe field for “Bible work.” “If we have any control of
the islands, it will be as much our duty to protect the Spanish priest as the American missionary,”
the editors remarked, “unless we reverse our ancient policy and make of our claim of freedom of
worship a barren ideality.” It would have prevented many unnecessary complications, they
claimed, and might have been better for all concerned, “if Dewey had sailed away after he [so]
gallantly destroyed the Spanish fleet” in Manila. Unless the Anglo-Protestant bigots could be
held in check and the United States held accountable to its constitutional principles, the editors
argued, the prospect of U.S. rule in the Philippines posed a significant threat to Catholicism and
to the freedom of religion that the Catholic people of the islands already enjoyed.54Commodore
George Dewey had not sailed away, of course, and as it became clear that the imperialists were
on the winning side, Catholic commentators turned to the question of how to protect the church’s
interests in the former Spanish colonies. Protestant meddlers seemed to be at work even in
Cuba, despite the U.S. promise to recognize that nation’s independence. “Let the Protestant
zealots do their best on their own hook,” opined the Sacred Heart Review, “but when our
government undertakes to interfere in any way to the advantage of the Protestant propaganda,
we insist that it is an exercise of arbitrary, tyrannical power.” Whether in Cuba or in the
Philippines, the paper stated, the United States had “no right . . . to change the character of the
Catholic schools and make them secular after the example of the schools in our own country,
nor to suspend the salaries of the priests.” Where Protestant pundits were always clamoring that
Catholics posed a threat to American freedoms, Catholic writers asserted that the Protestants
were actually at fault. Despite the constitutional ban on religious establishment, they had the
nerve to call America a “Protestant country” and infringed on the legitimate rights and freedoms
of the Catholic Church both within the United States and in the island territories it now
claimed.55As they laid claim to the all-American principles of freedom and democracy, Catholics
were not only expanding the bounds of the American secular but also locating themselves within
the hierarchies of the imperial modern. We have seen that the Anglo-Saxon majority typically
classified the immigrants who made up the bulk of the U.S. Catholic population as inferior in



simultaneously racial and religious terms. At times that situation inspired Catholic statements of
solidarity with other racialized subjects of American rule. Especially in the Northeast, some Irish
Catholics affirmed African American critiques of U.S. imperialism as the other face of the
domestic racial order and identified common elements between black and Irish experiences of
oppression.56 Yet this solidarity had its limits. However critical they were of Anglo-Saxon racism
and wherever they stood on the question of empire, most Catholic speakers rhetorically
positioned themselves on the white side of the racial divide. When the Sacred Heart Review
quoted African Methodist Episcopal bishop Henry McNeal Turner on the hypocrisies of empire, it
did not challenge the idea that the “colored” and “oriental” races stood in need of civilization.
“Wouldn’t it be well for Uncle Sam to solve the race problem,” the editors asked, “which [as]
Bishop Turner, the colored Methodist divine says, is still far from solved in this country, before he
undertakes to elevate the various oriental races that inhabit the Philippines?”57 Such critiques
rarely challenged the racial hierarchies of empire. Instead they reconfigured those hierarchies to
rank (white) Catholics and (white) Protestants as equals. In other words, they pushed to replace
the Anglo-Saxon at the top tier of the American racial order with the somewhat broader category
of whiteness, a category that could include European immigrants who happened to be Catholics
within its scope.American Catholics as Agents of EmpireEven as popular Catholic opinion
maintained a decidedly anti-imperialist tone, the American Catholic hierarchy readily identified
with the prospects and possibilities of U.S. empire in the Philippines. Soon after the end of the
war, Pope Leo XIII appointed Archbishop Placide Chapelle of New Orleans to serve as apostolic
delegate to Cuba and Puerto Rico, and to the Philippines as well if they were to become a
permanent possession of the United States. The archbishop, a personal friend of President
McKinley’s, traveled to Paris that October to discuss the situation with the pope. His public
account of the visit promised that Rome would support the imposition of American law in all the
territories taken over from Spain, including “the conditions of religious liberty” that had enabled
Catholicism to prosper in the United States. “My duties will be to enable the Bishops to place the
church on a footing suitable to the new political changes,” he explained. Chapelle promised
especially to foster “the liberty of conscience” and, in whatever ways might be appropriate to his
role as a representative of the church, to support the government in ensuring “liberty and justice
for all.” In other words, the archbishop insisted that Catholic interests were entirely consistent
with American rule and the concomitant advancement of religious freedom in the former
Spanish colonies.58Through such statements the Catholic hierarchy hoped to convince both
Protestants and Catholics that U.S. imperial interests were seamlessly aligned with those of the
Catholic Church in the Philippines. Archbishop Chapelle claimed that, although the church
would no doubt have a difficult period of adjustment after it lost state support in the former
Spanish colonies, its freedom from state control would prove beneficial in the long run.
Catholicism had lost a degree of public esteem both in Cuba and the Philippines from the
church’s evident support for Spanish rule. Catholics generally denied that the church had been
guilty of anything other than cooperating with legitimate civil authority. If it had been involved in



any improprieties, they argued, it had done so only under pressure from Spain. Chapelle and his
colleagues argued that by eliminating even the possibility of such collusion, the end of the
colonial Catholic establishment could facilitate a renewal of Catholic faith wherever it may have
been shaken by the corruptions of the Spanish regime. In this way they tried to convince a
skeptical Protestant public that under U.S. Catholic leadership, the church in these new colonies
would support the American model of religious freedom and church-state separation, as well as
to reassure their Catholic flocks that the church would benefit from this change.59Catholic
leaders insisted that the new terms of American rule must grant certain prerogatives to the
church, both to preserve the freedom of religion and to protect the interests of the colonial order.
The real danger to religious freedom, they argued, came not from Catholicism but from the
bigoted attitudes that threatened to violate its rightful place in the islands. Archbishop John
Ireland of St. Paul, Minnesota, one of the most liberal members of the U.S. Catholic hierarchy,
sparked considerable controversy when he criticized Protestant plans to send missionaries to
Cuba and the Philippines. He argued that while such missionaries had every legal right to be
there, their presence would be disruptive because they would offend the freely chosen faith of
these historically Catholic peoples. Telling the Filipinos “that their historic faith is wrong,” he said,
“would be the speediest and most effective way to make the inhabitants of these islands
discontented and opposed to America.” Protestants had “no more occasion to send missionaries
to Santiago, Havana, or Manila than to Washington, D.C.,” he complained.
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Linda Mehta, “It is timely because we in the United States seem to be poised at a watershed
moment in our history as we begin to better recognize the different experiences of non-dominant
groups in our .... This is an important book for many reasons, but it's particularly timely in its
examination of the cultural assumptions guiding the policies and ambitions of empire-building
and colonial governance. It is timely because we in the United States seem to be poised at a
watershed moment in our history as we begin to better recognize the different experiences of
non-dominant groups in our culture and the limitations imposed upon them by the same cultural
assumptions about the natural order of things that were held by the colonial powers over the
colonized, those who had no fear of being enslaved over those who were enslaved, and, yes,
men over women. The times they are a changin' as the song goes, and this book has the
capacity to speak truth to (and about) power and support those changes that will make us a
better people.”

D. Wellenbrock, “USEFUL BOOK. This is not a legal work. It has no direct discussion of what
exactly freedom of religion is; does not define the concept nor discuss free exercise,
establishment, nor entanglement. It discusses several examples of where the concept (generic)
was involved in United States policy toward parts of its empire: the Philippines after the Spanish-
American War; Native Americans (as a group); Jews in the United States; and Afro-Americans in
the United States. It only tangentially discusses the Mormons of Utah and mentions the
Jehovah Witnesses only once. These were prominent invocations of freedom of religion in the
period covered [basically Civil War through end of World War II]. The book reads well even
though it is academic and is concerned in demonstrating that the concept has been used to
support the general male/white/Protestant ideology of the United States which was clearly
dominant and is only now being seriously challenged. It is not a polemic; rather, it presents
information from which one can consider in one's own thinking. As such, it is a useful book and
worth reading.  It is not a hard read and I enjoyed it.”

Elizabeth Bucar, “Turns out religious freedom is not such an easy or natural ideal as we thought.
Turns out religious freedom is not such an easy or natural ideal as we thought....and as a
concept it has shaped the way Americans think about race, identity, poltics and religion in
important ways. An important book by a rock-star scholar.”
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