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the old deluder satan law of 1647 required that towns in the Massachusetts Bay
Colony establish public schools to ensure that children could read and understand the
Scriptures, thereby preventing ignorance and the influence of Satan. This early education
law is a cornerstone in the history of American public education and reflects the Puritan
commitment to literacy and religious instruction. The legislation mandated that any town
with at least 50 families hire a teacher, and those with 100 or more families establish a
grammar school. The law was driven by the belief that education was essential for
maintaining moral order and resisting the "Old Deluder," a term used to describe Satan,
who sought to keep people in darkness through ignorance. This article explores the
historical context, requirements, and lasting impact of the Old Deluder Satan Law of 1647,
shedding light on its significance in shaping educational policies in colonial America and
beyond. Readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of the law’s provisions, its
Puritan origins, and its legacy in the development of public schooling systems. The
following sections detail the law’s background, specific requirements, implementation, and
influence on modern education.

Historical Context of the Old Deluder Satan Law of 1647

Specific Requirements of the Law

Implementation and Enforcement in Colonial Towns

Impact and Legacy on American Education

Historical Context of the Old Deluder Satan Law
of 1647

The old deluder satan law of 1647 required that towns in colonial Massachusetts take
responsibility for educating their youth, reflecting the Puritan emphasis on literacy as a
means to uphold religious values. During this period, the Puritans were deeply concerned
about the moral welfare of their communities and believed that ignorance could lead to
sinful behavior and spiritual downfall. Education was seen as a crucial tool to equip
individuals with the ability to read the Bible and understand Christian doctrine, which was
essential for maintaining social order and piety. The law emerged in a time when formal
schooling was rare in the American colonies, and most education was informal or
conducted at home. By legislating compulsory education, the Massachusetts Bay Colony
set a precedent for public education that influenced other colonies and, ultimately, the
United States educational system.



Puritan Beliefs and Educational Priorities

The Puritans viewed education primarily as a religious duty. Their theology stressed the
importance of individual Bible reading and interpretation, which required literacy. To the
Puritans, Satan was the "Old Deluder," whose goal was to keep people from accessing
God’s word through ignorance. Thus, the law’s passage was motivated by a desire to
prevent Satan’s deception by ensuring that children learned to read scripture. The
educational priorities of the time were closely tied to religious instruction, discipline, and
community responsibility.

Early Colonial Education Before 1647

Before the enactment of the old deluder satan law of 1647, education in the colonies was
inconsistent and largely dependent on family means or church initiatives. Some towns had
informal schools or tutors, but many children received little to no formal education. The
lack of standardized schooling contributed to widespread illiteracy, which alarmed
religious leaders. This gap prompted colonial lawmakers to formalize education
requirements, making schooling a public concern rather than a private privilege.

Specific Requirements of the Law

The old deluder satan law of 1647 required that towns meeting certain population
thresholds take specific actions to establish educational institutions. This legislation was
one of the earliest attempts at compulsory education in what would become the United
States. The law’s requirements were designed to ensure that all children, regardless of
social status, had access to basic literacy skills necessary for religious and civic life.

Mandates for Towns with 50 or More Families

The law stipulated that any town with 50 or more households was required to appoint a
teacher to instruct children in reading and writing. This teacher’s primary responsibility
was to ensure that children could read the Bible and other religious texts. The
appointment of a teacher was a community obligation, funded by local taxes or levies. This
provision marked a significant step toward organized, public education funded and
regulated by civil authorities.

Mandates for Towns with 100 or More Families

For towns with 100 or more families, the old deluder satan law of 1647 required the
establishment of a grammar school. These grammar schools provided more advanced
instruction, often preparing students for higher education and roles in ministry or civic
leadership. The grammar school curriculum typically included Latin and Greek, which
were essential for theological studies. The law thus not only promoted basic literacy but
also fostered advanced academic training for a select portion of the youth.



Focus on Religious and Moral Instruction

The law’s emphasis on religious education was explicit. It required that children be taught
to read so they could understand the Scriptures, which were considered the ultimate
moral guide. This focus ensured that education was not secular but deeply intertwined
with the colony’s religious values and social norms. The law also aimed to combat idleness
and immorality by engaging young people in structured learning activities.

Implementation and Enforcement in Colonial
Towns

Following the passage of the old deluder satan law of 1647, colonial towns began to
implement its provisions with varying degrees of success. Enforcement depended on local
officials and community commitment to the educational mandate. Despite challenges, the
law laid the groundwork for a more systematic approach to schooling in New England.

Community Responsibility and Funding

The law placed the responsibility for education on local communities. Town meetings were
often the venue for deciding how to apply the law’s requirements, including hiring
teachers and financing schools. Funding typically came from local taxes, illustrating an
early form of public education financing. This communal approach emphasized the
importance of education as a shared societal duty.

Challenges in Enforcement

Enforcement of the old deluder satan law of 1647 was not always consistent. Some towns
struggled with finding qualified teachers or raising sufficient funds. Additionally,
geographic and demographic factors influenced how quickly and effectively the law took
hold. Nevertheless, the law served as a legal foundation that encouraged communities to
prioritize education.

Role of Churches and Ministers

Churches and ministers played a significant role in supporting the law’s objectives. They
often acted as advocates for education, helped oversee schools, and sometimes served as
teachers themselves. The close relationship between religious institutions and educational
efforts reinforced the Puritan vision behind the law.

Impact and Legacy on American Education

The old deluder satan law of 1647 required that public education be established as a
means of religious and moral instruction, which had long-lasting effects on the



development of education in America. It is widely regarded as one of the first laws to
mandate public schooling and has influenced educational philosophies and policies
throughout American history.

Foundation for Public Education

This law is recognized as a foundational step toward the establishment of free, public
education in the United States. By requiring towns to provide schooling, it helped shift
education from a private or church-based endeavor to a publicly supported institution.
This transition paved the way for the modern American public school system.

Influence on Later Educational Legislation

The principles embodied in the old deluder satan law of 1647 inspired subsequent
educational laws in other colonies and states. It set a precedent for compulsory education
laws and the idea that government has a role in ensuring that all children receive basic
instruction. The law’s focus on literacy and civic responsibility continues to resonate in
contemporary educational standards.

Enduring Cultural and Religious Significance

While the law was rooted in Puritan religious beliefs, its emphasis on literacy and
education transcended its original context. The term "Old Deluder" remains a symbolic
reminder of the historical link between education and the fight against ignorance and
moral decay. The legacy of this law illustrates how early American education was shaped
by religious motivations and community obligations.
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. Mandatory public education for towns based on population size

N

. Provision of teachers and establishment of grammar schools
3. Emphasis on religious literacy and moral instruction
4. Community responsibility and funding mechanisms

5. Foundation for modern American public education

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Old Deluder Satan Law of 1647?

The Old Deluder Satan Law of 1647 was a Massachusetts law aimed at ensuring that



children could read and understand the Bible to prevent Satan from deceiving them
through ignorance.

What did the Old Deluder Satan Law of 1647 require
towns to do?

The law required towns with 50 or more families to hire a teacher to instruct children in
reading and writing, and towns with 100 or more families to establish a grammar school.

Why was the Old Deluder Satan Law of 1647 enacted?

It was enacted to promote literacy so that people could read the Scriptures themselves
and not be misled by Satan through illiteracy and ignorance.

Who was responsible for enforcing the Old Deluder
Satan Law of 1647?

Local town authorities were responsible for enforcing the law by appointing teachers or
establishing schools as required.

How did the Old Deluder Satan Law of 1647 impact
education in colonial America?

It laid the foundation for public education in America by mandating that towns provide
education to children to ensure widespread literacy.

What role did religion play in the Old Deluder Satan
Law of 1647?

Religion was central; the law emphasized that literacy was necessary to read the Bible and
resist Satan’s deception.

Did the Old Deluder Satan Law of 1647 apply to all
children in the towns?

The law primarily targeted children in towns with 50 or more families, requiring education
to ensure basic literacy.

Is the Old Deluder Satan Law of 1647 considered
significant in American educational history?

Yes, it is considered one of the first laws establishing public education in America and
influenced future education policies.



Additional Resources

1. The Old Deluder Satan Act of 1647: Foundations of American Education

This book explores the historical context and significance of the Old Deluder Satan Act,
which mandated the establishment of schools to prevent ignorance and moral decay. It
delves into how the law shaped early American educational systems and its lasting legacy
in public schooling. The author provides a detailed analysis of the Puritan motivations
behind the law and its impact on literacy.

2. Puritan Education and the Fight Against Ignorance

Focusing on the Puritan roots of the Old Deluder Satan Act, this book examines the
religious and social imperatives that drove early colonial legislatures to promote
education. It highlights how the act was designed to combat "Satan's" influence through
ignorance by ensuring children learned to read scripture. The text also discusses the
broader cultural implications for New England society.

3. Literacy and Law: The Old Deluder Satan Act in Colonial America

This volume investigates the intersection of law and literacy in 17th-century New England,
centering on the Old Deluder Satan Act. It explains the legal requirements imposed on
towns to establish schools and the penalties for non-compliance. The book also
contextualizes the act within the development of American legal and educational
traditions.

4. From Scripture to Schoolhouse: Education under the Old Deluder Satan Law

The book traces how the Old Deluder Satan Act translated Puritan religious goals into
practical educational policies. It describes the implementation challenges and successes in
early colonial towns and the evolution of school curricula. Readers gain insight into the
origins of compulsory education in America.

5. The Devil’s Defeat: How the 1647 Law Shaped Public Education

This historical account highlights the symbolic and practical significance of the Old
Deluder Satan Act in combating ignorance and promoting literacy. It narrates the political
debates, community responses, and long-term effects of the law on the American public
education system. The author argues the act set a precedent for state involvement in
education.

6. Education as a Weapon: The Old Deluder Satan Act and Moral Instruction

Exploring the moral and theological motivations behind the 1647 statute, this book
discusses how education was seen as a tool to defend against Satan’s temptations. It
covers the curriculum focus on biblical literacy and the role of schools in shaping ethical
behavior. The book also compares this approach to education with other colonial and
European models.

7. Colonial Schooling and the Old Deluder Satan Law: A Historical Perspective

This scholarly work provides an in-depth examination of colonial schooling practices
influenced by the Old Deluder Satan Law. It reviews legislative records, town meeting
notes, and early school writings to reconstruct the educational landscape of the period.
The book also discusses the law’s influence beyond Massachusetts.

8. The Old Deluder Satan Act: Literacy, Religion, and Early American Society
This book analyzes how the Old Deluder Satan Act intertwined literacy with religious



imperatives to form a cohesive community strategy against ignorance. It highlights the
social and cultural effects of mandated schooling on family life and community structures.
The author also reflects on the act’s relevance to modern educational debates.

9. Guardians Against Ignorance: The Legacy of the Old Deluder Satan Law

Focusing on the long-term legacy of the 1647 law, this book traces the evolution of
educational policy from colonial times to the present. It discusses how the principles of the
law influenced compulsory education laws and public schooling nationwide. The narrative
includes profiles of key figures who championed education as a means to safeguard
society.
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