THE UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO

BETWEEN TWO WORLDS: THE ORIGINS OF SHAKER CELIBACY, ONEIDA

COMMUNITY COMPLEX MARRIAGE, AND MORMON POLYGAMY

A DISSERTATION SUBMITTED TO
THE FACULTY OF THE DIVISION OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES
IN CANDIDACY FOR THE DEGREE OF

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY

BY

WILLIAM LAWRENCE FOSTER

CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

DECEMBER 1976



Copyright (S) 1976
William Lawrence Foster



I have made a ceaseless effort not to

ridicule, not to bewail, nor to scorn

human actions, but to understand them.
--Spinoza
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CHAPTER I

A NEW HEAVEN AND A NEW EARTH: THE MILLENIAL IMPULSE AND

THE CREATION OF ALTERNATIVE FAMILY SYSTEMS

And I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and
the first earth were passed away; and there was no more sea. And
I John saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down from God out
of heaven, prepared as a bride adorned for hexr husband. And I
heard a great voice out of heaven saying, Behold, the tabernacle
of God is with men, and he will dwell with them, and they shall be
his people, and God himself shall be with them, and be their God.
And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall
be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there
be any more pain: for the former things are passed away. And he
that sat upon the throne said, Behold I make-all things new.
-=-Revelation 21:1-5

In the young, turbulent, rapidly changing_ij United States
between the Revolutionary and Civil Wars, the spirit exp;essed in this
vision from the Book of Revelation and similar Biblical prophetic
accounts, assumed great potency and power for many Americans.
Particularly in the Jacksonian Era of the 1830s and 1840s and in areas
of New England expansion and settlement, the possibility and, indeed,
the necessity of radical social change came to seem a pressing

"l 3 wide range of

concern. During this period of "Freedom's Ferment,
political, social, econqmic, and religious causes and reforms were
advocated in the attempt to come to terms with the many problems and
possibilities inherent in the development of the new nation,

'Among the most thorougligoing efforts at social and religious:

reorganization were. those made not by  the essentially- "secular" reformers

1This was Alice Felt Tylerts apt characterization of the age in
her Freedom's Ferment: Phases of American Social History from the
Colonial Period to the Outbreak of the Civil War (New York: Harper and
Row, 19623 originally published, 1944).
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but by leaders of a proliferation of millennial religious groups that
lived in the anxious expectation of great changes that would be
associated with the establishment of an imminent, literal,
all-inclusive, earthly millennium, This ideal or heavenly order of
the kingdom of God on earth would replace what was felt to be a
profoundly corrupt and diseased old order that seemed to be tottering
inevitably toward destruction. Unable to see any purely rational
solution to the complex problems of religious, social, and political
fragmentation which surrounded them in the larger society, groups such
as the Shakers, Oneida Perfectionists, and Mormons partially separated
themselves from the world. They sought to achieve control over their
own lives and surcease from great inner and outer tensions by creating
a total community environment, essentially an ideal society in
microcosm, which would make possible the reintegration of religious
and secular life into an harmonious whole. Eventually, the
millennialists were convinced, these ideal religious and cultural

patterns would spread to encompass the whole world.!

1The specific views of the millennium and the means of en-
couraging its coming that were held by these groups and by individuals
within these groups differed greatly. As a provisional definition,
this paper will follow Norman Cohn's suggestion that "millenarian"
movements are those which look toward a salvation which is to be
collective, terrestial, imminent, total, and accomplished at least in
part, by supernatural or extra-human means. Norman Cohn, "Medieval
Millenarism: Its Bearing on the Comparative Study of Millenarian
Movements," in Millennial Dreams in Action: Studies in Revolutionary
Religious Movements, ed. Sylvia L. Thrupp (New York: Schocken: Books,
1970), pp. 31-43. The tortured intricacies and frequent inconsisten-
cies in the views of the millennium formally held by such groups have
been traced by theologians and intellectual historians. This study
will be primarily concerned, however, with the functional significance
of the generalized millennial approach. That approach was aptly
characterized by John Humphrey Noyes, who founded the Oneida
Community, as based on a recognition of "the right of religious
inspiration to shape society and dictate the form of family life."
Quoted in Tyler, Freedom's Ferment, p. 194, from a longer letter by
Noyes printed in William Hepworth Dixon, Spiritual Wives, 2 vols.
(Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott & Co., 1868), 2: 347-353.

The role of the millennial impulse as a key factor underlying
much of American history recently has begun to receive increasing
attention. From the early Puritans, who attempted to create a "holy
commonwealth" in the New World; to later figures such as Jonathan



Perhaps the most striking departure from normative nineteenth-
century American social patterns that these millennial communitarians®
made in attempting to create a total, new, religious and social environ-
ment was their reorganization of conventional relations between the
sexes. The Shakers, Oneida Perfectionists, and Mormons, as well as

many other less long-lived and less well-organized groups in this period,

Edwards, who looked to America as the site where the millennium would
be inaugurated; to still later, more secular believers in progress,
America's unique national mission, and manifest destiny--millennial
modes of thought have been of great significance in our history. See
David E. Smith, "Millenarian Scholarship in America," American
Quarterly 17 (Autumn 1965): 535-549, and Ernest Lee Tuveson, Redeemer
Nation: The Idea of America's Millennial Role (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1968).

lrerms such as "communitarian" and "communitarian socialism"
were revived by Arthur Bestor as descriptively and intellectually more
adequate than ambiguous and often pejorative words such as "utopian"

“and "communistic" that have frequently been used to characterize these
communal ventures. Arthur Bestor, Backwoods Utopias: The Sectarian

and Owenite Phase of Communitarian Socialism in America, 1663-1829,

2d enl. ed. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1970;
originally published, 1950). Both the sectarian and the secular com-
munitarians were heavily influenced by millennial concerns. As John F.
C. Harrison has shown in his Quest for the New Moral World: Robert Owen
and the Owenites in Britain and America (New York: Charles Scribner's
Sons, 1969), the most militantly anti-clerical of the secular communi-
tarians thought in a millennial framework. And American Fourierism, the
other important secular communitarian excitement of the antebellum period,
was even more concerned with religious and millennial issues.

In this study, however, the term "millennial communitarian" is
used to designate those groups which operated out of an explicitly
Christian millennial framework, sought to restore the faith and practice
of the "primitive Christian church," and believed in some form of literal
second coming of Christ. These features, more than their communitarianism
as such, linked groups such as the Shakers, Oneida Perfectionists, and
Mormons. Each of these groups began from an explicitly religious base
and eventually moved toward communitarianism to realize their religious
ideals in practice. For studies suggesting the linkage between the
Mormons and more explicitly communitarian groups such as the Shakers and
Oneida Perfectionists, see Leonard J. Arrington, "Early Mormon Communi-
tarianism: The Law of Consecration and Stewardship," Western Humanities
Review 7 (Autumn 1953): 341-369; Arrington, Great Basin Kingdom: An
Economic History of the Latter-day Saints, 1830-1900 (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1958); and Mario S. De Pillis, "The Development of
Mormon Communitarianism, 1826-1846" (Ph.D. dissertation, Yale University,
1960).



- radically modified standard monogamous marriage patterns within their
communities.' In breaking down conventional nuclear family arrangements
they significantly changed ordinary male and female role relations. And
they sharply criticized the inadequacies of sexual and familial patterns
in the external society.

The Shakers; earliest of the millennial communitarian groups to
be considered in this study, became established in the United States
under Ann Lee and her American followers during the turbulence which
followed the Revolutionary War. The Shakers reached their greatest
numerical strength during the decade before the Civil War, with some
6,000 members in eighteen different centers and some sixty semi-autonomous

communities scattered from Maine to Indiana.’

Developing out of
Protestant revivalist roots which looked to a restoration of the faith
of the "primitive Christian church"? and gaining most of their converts
in the aftermath of revivalistic excitements in the larger society,

the Shakers established strictly regulated celibate religious communities
that were similar in many respects to the dual monastic orders of English

Catholicism.?

! Shaker membership statistics are extremely unreliable. This
figure is based on the estimate of Edward Deming Andrews, The People
Called Shakers: A Search for the Perfect Society, new enl. ed. (New
York: Dover, 1963).

2A "restorationist" emphasis, involving an attempt to return to
the spirit and practices of early Christianity and to do away with the
corruptions which were felt to have crept into the Roman Catholic Church
(and its successors) was an important concern shared by all of these
millennial communitarians. While differing as to specifics, all of
these groups shared an historical framework which was an outgrowth of
the Protestant Reformation. This framework argued that a severe
declension of the Christian Church went back at least as far as
Constantine. His reign was followed by more than a thousand years of
the "great apostasy” under the Roman Catholic Church. These
nineteenth-century millennialists argued that the Protestant reformers
had not gone far enough toward returning to the ideals of the
"primitive Christian church," and that they themselves in a sense were
the true inheritors of early Christianity. Such elaborate historical
justifications were important as an underpinning for the radical
religious and social innovations introduced by these millennialists.

3The complex origins of Shaker religious and communal organi-
zation are discussed in the fcllowing chapter. The possibility of some



Men and women in Shaker communities lived under a common roof
while strictly separated in almost all of their activities. Shakers
bore their "daily cross" against the evils of the flesh, particularly
lust, which was identified as the root of all evil, the original sin-
that led to the fall in the Garden of Eden. The Shakers were convinced
that sexual intercourse was inherently exploitative, especially of
women. Such relations would be done away with entirely in the after-
to replicate the heavenly pattern on earth. Women in Shaker communities
were given parallel and essentially equal authority at all levels of the
Church governmental hierarchy, both temporal and spiritual, although
the normal occupational division of labor between the sexes remained
largely unchanged. And the foundress of the Society, Ann Lee, was
‘considered to have been coequal with Jesus as an embodiment of the spirit
of God in human form.! -

The Oneida Perfectionists, probably the most radical of the
millennial community departures from monogamy both in theory and in
practice, originated out of the reaction of John Humphrey Noyes to the

Finney revival of the early 1830s. Noyes initially was an intense,

direct borrowing from earlier groups seems likely, but specific linkages
are virtually impossible to establish.

lwith the exception of their commitment to celibacy and their
hierarchical church structure, Shaker belief and social practice were
anything but monolithic or unchanging. The three major early doctrinal
statements were:

[Benjamin Seth Youngs], The Testimony of Christ's Second
Appearing (Lebanon, Ohio: John McClean, 1808).

John Dunlavy, The Manifesto, or A Declaration of the Doctrines
and Practice of the Church of Christ (Pleasant Hill, Ky.: P. Bertrand,
1818).

[Calvin Green and Seth-Y. Wells], A Summary View of the
Millennial Church, or The United Society of Believers (Commonly Called
Shakers) (Albany, N.Y.: Packard & Van Benthuysen, 1823). Unless the
full title has special significance, long nineteenth-century titles have
been shortened in these footnotes.

These works, all of which continued to be republished by the
Shaker leadership before the Civil War, differed significantly on many
theological points. See Robley Edward Whitson, Shaker Theological
Sources: An Introductory Selection (Bethlehem, Conn.: United
Institute, 1969).



driven young man who sought to convert the entire world to his
heretical Perfectionist beliefs. Beginning in the mid 1840s at
Putney, Vermont, and then at the main community at Oneida in western
New York between 1848 and 1879, Noyes and his followers developed an
extraordinary system of "complex marriage." It was described with but
little exaggeration as an apparently "unprecedented combination of
polygamy and polyandry with certain religious and social restraints."?

Under a system of strictly regulated informal community
control mechanisms, supplemented by elaborate and extremely demanding
birth control practices aptly described as "male continence," the
Oneida Community allowed frequent exchange of sexual partners among
the approximately two hundred adults in the community. Any exclusive
attachments were rigorously broken up as "special love," selfish
behavior antithetical to community order. Sex roles also were
radically revised. Women participated alongside men in almost all of
the religious, social, economic, and organizational life of the
community, although usually in formally subordinate authority
positions. Like Shaker celibacy, Oneida group marriage practices were
based on an attempt to return to what they believed had been the faith
of the "primitive Christian church" and to replicate an ideal or
heavenly pattern on earth.?

The Mormons, or Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints,
though not so thoroughly a communitarian group as the Shakers and

Oneida Perfectionists,3 engaged in what undoubtedly was in scale

lcharles Nordhdff, The Communistic Societies of the United
States: From Personal Visit and Observation (New York: Harper & Bros.,
1875), p. 271.

230hn Humphrey Noyes's early religious quest is detailed in
his Confessions of John H. Noyes. Part I: Confession of Religious
Experience (Oneida Reserve, N.Y.: Leonard & Co., 1849). The theological
basis of Noyes's early beliefs is presented in his The Berean: A Manual
for the Help of Those Who Seek the Faith of the Primitive Church (Putney,
Vvt.: Office of the Spiritual Magazine, 1847). A convenient summation
of Noyes's early social and sexual theories is found in Bible Communism:
A Compilation of the Annual Reports and Other Publications of the Oneida
Association and Its Branches (Brooklyn, N.Y.: Office of the Circular,
1853).

3The Mormon law of consecration and stewardship provided
considerably larger scope for individual activity than did the more



the most important single experiment in radically revising the
relations of the sexes in nineteenth-century America. In effect, the
Mormons wefe attempting to reconstruct an entire society, developing
and introducing a revitalized culture with its own cohesively
integrated religious and social beliefs and practices. Mormon
polygamous marriage practices_represented a major departure from the
deeply ingrained monogamous traditions of Western Europe that went
back to the Roman Empire.1 Like the Shakers and the Oneida
Perfectionists, the initial concern of the Mormon prophet-founder
Joseph Smith in the 1820s and 1830s was to overcome the value
confusion associated with the .competing claims of revivalistic
religion in the period. He, too, sought to restore what he conceived
to have been the faith of the “primifive Christian church" and
institute the "dispensation of the fulness of times" which would be
associated with the millennium. Beginning at least as early as 1841
in their headquarters in Nauvoo, Illinois, which grew to become
temporarily the largest city in the state, Mormon leadership began to
make a concerted effort to establish theocratic control over all
aspects of life, and they sought secretly to reinstitute a form of
marriage modeled after the polygamous practices of the Hebrew

patriarchs of the 0l1d Testament such as Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. ?

explicitly communistic systems adopted by the Shakers and Oneida
Perfectionists. The continuing Mormon emphasis on missionary outreach
militated against the possibility of a fully communistic organization,
as did other Mormon concerns. See Arrington, "Early Mormon Communi-
tarianism."

lThose areas of the world influenced by the Roman Empire,
particularly Western_Europe and its extensions, are the only major
cultural regions where some form of polygamy or concubinage is
strictly prohibited. Even in these areas, the practice of maintaining
mistresses or their equivalent has been widely tolerated at the higher
levels of society. Of George P. Murdock's world ethnographic sample,
193 out of 234 societies held polygamy as the ideal. William J.
Goode, The Family (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1964), p.
46.

3Major Mormon sources illustrating the development of the
early doctrinal and social views propounded by Joseph Smith include:
Joseph Smith, Jr. The Book of Mormon: An Account Written by the Hand
of Mormon, "mon Plates Taken from the Plates of Nephi (Palmyra, N.Y.:



In initially attempting to establish Mormon polygamous beliefs
and practice, the conflictihg m;rriage and divorce standards of ante-
bellum society were declared to be invalid for Mormons. In place of
the confusing external standards, a strong patriarchal system
eventually was established which was buttressed by an elaborate
theological rationale of marriage "for time and eternity." From 1852,
when the Mormons in Utah officially announced to the worldAtheir
commitment to "plural marriage" as an integral part of their religious
and social practice, until 1890, when the system was officially
abandoned due to extreme external pressure, polygamy was advocated as
the highest form of marriage among Mormons.

Somewhat paradoxically, this new marriage system in frontier
Utah, which had such a heavy ideology of male dominance, and which
most non-Mormons denounced in florid terms as a degeneration into
"barbarism," allowed for many improvements in woman's status. The
Church~supported University of Deseret, founded in 1850, was one of

the first coeducational institutions in the country. Women in

E. B. Grandin for the Author, 1830); A Book of Commandments for the
Government of the Church of Christ, Organized According to Law, on the
6th of April, 1830. (Zion [Independence, Mo.}: W. W. Phelps & Co.,
1833)3 Joseph Smith, Jr., et al., comps.,, Doctrine and Covenants of
the Church of the Latter Day Saints: Carefully Selected from the
Revelations of God (Kirtland, Ohio: F. G. Williams, 1835); and Joseph
smith, Jr., History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints: Period I, History of Joseph Smith the Prophet, ed. B. H.
Roberts, 6 vols., 2nd ed. rev. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co.,
1948).

One of the more accessible of the early reprintings of Joseph
Smith's alleged revelation of July 12, 1843, on plural and celestial
marriage is found in The Latter-day Saints' Millennial Star 15 (January
1, 1853): 5-8. Hereafter cited as Millennial Star. The revelation
is currently most readily available, with added title, introductory
explanatory comments, and verse divisions, as Section 132 of Joseph Smith,
Jr., The Doctrine and Covenants of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints [Utah edition] (Salt Lake City: Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints, 1949), pp. 239-245. Hereafter cited as Doctrine and
Covenants. Unless otherwise noted, references to sections of the Doctrine
and Covenants will refer to the divisions of this current Utah edition
.of the Doctrine and Covenants.. A smaller body of Mormons that never
accepted polygamy--the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day
Saints--has denied Joseph Smith's authorship of this revelation, but, as
will be shown in detail in Chapter IV, this view is historically
unconvincing.



frontier Utah engaged in numerous and varied traditionally "male"
occupations and were the first women in any territory or state,
including Wyoming, to vote in territorial elections. And a Mormon
publication, the Woman's Exponent, was one of the most strongly
oriented to feminist issues in the nineteenth century. Today,
although the practice of polygamy has been given up, the larger Mormon
family ideal remains the basis of social organization throughout a
large area of the Intermountain West upon which this hardworking
people have placed their indelible cultural :merint.1

These three reliéious ventures in communal reorganization thus
made drastic changes in the conventional nuclear family patterns that
were the norm in antebellum society. As a result, particularly in
their early, outgoing, expansive phases, these millennialists were
perceived by many people as a threat to family stability and, by
extension, to the entire social order. The years from 1820 to 1860
were marked by an extraordinary sentimentalization of home and family
life that has been described as part of a larger complex of
"Victorian" concerns and repressions. Yet although these millennial
groups implicitly and explicitly attacked the validity of conventional
monogamous marriage patterns, and partly for that reason suffered
considerable persecution, these groups were themselves among the most
ardent in using a romanticized family model as the basis not only for
their community life but for their whole religious belief system.

Although the Shakers were strictly celibate, they considered
themselves part of an enlarged family of God and lived in communal
groups called "families" of 30 to 100 men and women under a single

roof. Each "family" was semi-autonomous in carrying out its own

1Many Americans have tended to view polygamy as inherently de-
grading to women and have assumed that woman's position in a polygamous
system is inherently worse than in a monogamous one. This is not
necessarily the case. Anthropological studies show that some polygamous
societies give women a higher status and more real power and influence
than do some monogamous societies, although, of course, a degree of sub-
ordination is implicit, at least formally, in such a system. See William
N. Stephens, The Family in Cross-Cultural Perspective (New York: Holt,
Reinhart & Winston, 1963), pp. 50-51l.
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religious and economic life. The Shaker foundress was described as
"Mother" Ann Lee; especially loved leaders were referred to as ‘
"Father" and "Mother"; and ordinary members addressed each other as
"Brother" and "Sister." Communities were governed under a highly
hierarchical and oligarchic family style paternalism. Only the sexual
aspects and the individualistic attachments of normal family life were
eliminated. o R »

At Oneida, the family model was even more'explicit. All
members of the COmmuhity lived under a common roof, shared a common
table, participated in common economic activities, and attended the
daily community religious-and-business meetings. The informal
oligarchic control mechanisms used by the Community, including "mutual
criticism" and "ascending and descending fellowship," were viewed as
an elaboration of the informal means of sécial control used in
ordinary families. John Humphrey Noyes, founder and patriarch of the
Oneida Community, described their system as "a Community home in which
each is married to all , . . Our Communities are families, as
distinctly bounded and separated from promiscuous society as ordinary
households."! 1In fact, Noyes felt that the main idea of the great
Owenite and Fourieri#t communitarian excitements was "the enlargement
of home--the extension of family union beyond the little man-and-wife
circle toAlarge corporations."?

The Mormons made possibly the most thoroughgoing elaboration
of familial ideology in the antebellum period. For Mormons, marriage
and family life provided the basic model for Church and Comhunity
life, including a variety of formal and informal mechanisms of social
control. In addition, Mormon theology taught that properly .sanctioned
and practiced earthly marriages provided the basis for eternal
progression and the highest development possible in the afterlifé. In

heaven, men whose marriages had been sealed "for time and eternity"

! yandbook of the Oneida Community (Wallingford, Conn.: Office
of the Circular, 1867), p. 64.

23ohn Humphrey Noyes, History of American Socialisms (Philadelphia:
J. B. Lippincott & Co.), p. 23. Italics omitted.
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would be great patriarchs. Eventually, through their "eternal
increase" by means of their progehy, they would move on to organize
and rule over whole new worlds, achieving full godhood in what could
easily be seen as the ultimate in "manifest destiny." In effect, for
Mormons such a high value was placed on marriage and family life that
it came to provide the model of eternal development and security.

What was the significance of the extraordinary idealization of
the home and family life in these millennial community ventures?
Clearly in each case "the family" assumed a significance going
considerably beyond the meaning usually attached to the term by social

scientists.l

For these millennialists, as for many of their
contemporaries, "home" and "family" came to symbolize a complex
constellation of values and served as a sort of shorthand to describe
the basis of social order and of social relatedness itself. Thus, the
intellectual ideas of these millennialists raise interesting
perspectives not only on marriage and the family as narrowly defined
but also on broader éibblems of religious and social stress in the
period. What were such groups trying to accomplish and how did their
marital experimentation fit into their larger concerns?

Few previous writers have addressed themselves to such issues.
Instead, most popular and scholarly accounts have emphasized the
seemingly bizarre beliefs and practices of such groups. The
millennial communitarians are satirized as amusing eccentrics who
inevitably "failed" because they were out of touch with the historical
currents of their time, however those may be defined. The Marxists
have dismissed both the "religious" and "secular" communitarian
ventures as examples of "utopian socialism." Thése groups are said to
have failed because they were "unscientific," "backward-looking," and
did not deal properly with the economic realities of the emerging

capitalist-industrial order. The psychologically and sociologically

lpor a summary of different sociological perspectives on the
family, see Goode, The Family. Of particular relevance for the
analysis presented here is David M. Schneider, American Kinship: A
Cultural Account (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice~Hall, 1968).
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inclined have also dismissed the communitarians. The leadership or
membership of such groups are said to have been psychologically and/or
sociologically maladjusted and hence were incapable of sustaining
their unusual form of community life. Or, in a sort of catchall
"consensus" explanation, such communitarian groups are seen as having
been too far out of the American "mainstream" to succeed. These
sweeping judgments have almost invariably been made on the basis of
little or no original research and with little supporting
documentation.!

" Rather surprisingly, few writers have deigned to take
seriously the assumptions, concerns, and objectives of the m@llennial
communitarians themselves. In the antebellum period, many intelligent
and capable people were moved to adopt>radically new ways of looking
at the world and to organize functioning communities--lasting no less than
thirty years in the groups studied here--around_forms of marital organi-
zation as diverse as celibacy, group marriage,'and polygamy. Few people
are prepared to commit themselves to beliefs and practices that are
seriously at odds with their early training unless they have compelling
personal and social reasons. Why should so many groups that were out of
the "mainstream"” as seen from Marxist, social-psychological, or consensus
perspectives have been formed at a particular time and place? What
driving dynamic could have led many people to undergo such a painful
transition to new standards? And by what means was this remarkable
transition achieved?

In these three millennial ventures in communal reorganization--all
of which left extensive records of their ideals, concerns, and practices=--
we have what are in effect almost ideal laboratories through which the
process of drastic social change can be viewed as it occurs at both the
individual and the group levels. The experience of such groups also

highlights contradictory elements of a culture in transition and the

lBibliographic essays on the historiography of American com-
munitarianism are provided in Bestor, Backwoods Utopias, pp. 287-310,
and by T. D. Seymour Bassett in Socialism and American Life, ed. Donald
Drew Egbert and Stow Persons, 2 vols. (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1952), 2: 91-140. A recent example of the unimaginative and poorly-
researched general treatments is Raymond Lee Muncy, Sex and Marriage in
Utopian Communities: 19th Century America (Bloomington: Indiana Univer:-
sity Press, 1973).
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results of carrying certain contemporary social values to their extreme

logical conclusion.?

I

-

The years from the decade following the War of 1812 to the decade
preceding the Civil War--during which these three millennial groups were
founded or reached their peak of size and influence--are characteristi-
cally described as a time of buoyant optimism and expansiveness. The
age was one of "Jacksonian Democracy"” when the common man came into his
own in politics and public life; of "Manifest Destiny" when the nation
surged across the continent to the Pacific; and of "Freedom's Ferment"
when Americans, believing that perfection could be achieved on earth,
threw themselves into an incredible range of benevolent and reform
movements with the confident sense of living in an age of miracles in
which all things were possible.

Such an interpretation accurately suggests the surface level of
boosterism and drive running through the period, yet it fails to recognize
how such often-compulsive optimism could also mask deep anxieties and
fears of failure. There Qas always a dark side underlying expansive-
ness. The revivalists and home missionary societies could talk in
glowing terms of gathering in the sheaves for Christ's kingdom, yet a
man such as Lyman Beecher could also be motivated by a desire to save the
West from "barbarism" and by a deep fear that, should the churches fail
to establish order, the new areas would fall prey to chaos. In a

rapidly changing society, there was much moral and intellectual confusion.

lThese Yankee millennialists deserve the same king of serious intel-
lectual and social treatment that Perry Miller provided for their forbearers,
the New England Puritans. The fascination of the nineteenth-century Ameri-
can millennial communitarians, like Miller's Puritans, is that they provide
an almost "ideal laboratory" from which "certain generalizations about the
relation of thought or ideas to communal experience" can be extracted. The
nineteenth-century groups can be viewed as part of a self-conscious attempt
to create a sort of Anglo-American ethnicity. This attempt was analogous
in many respects to the efforts of non-WASP immigrant groups to revive
their own national roots, to develop or recapture a sense of distinctively
Greek, Irish, Polish, or other ethnic identity. See Perry Miller, The
New England Mind: From Colony to Province (Boston: Beacon Press, 1961).
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Emerson spoke for many when he declared: "Things are in the saddle /
And ride mankind."!

>

) ;Adding to the uncerta%nties facing many people was the prolifera-
tion of competing religious sects which has been characterized‘as
"American wars of religion," gnalogous in a modest way to the destructive
European conflicts of the sixéeenth century.2 As a brilliant essay has
suggested,3 the very fluidity of this situation accentuated the sense of
the urgency of planting the seeds of future social and religious in-
stitutions while society was still malleable, not yet hardened into rigid
forms. "Now is the time when the West can be saved; soon it will be too
late!"™ was the cry. Like their Puritan forebearers who had fled religious
and social disorder in England and had attempted to establish new common-
wealths in the New World, the New Englanders who moved westward across
New York and into the Northwest Territory were faced with the need of
establishing a new order in the absence of clear guidelines. Theirs was
an age both of high promise and of great danger.

Of all the areas in which transplanted New Englanders settled,
the one in which religious disorder reached greatest intensity and the
greatest variety of social experimentation took place was that part of
New York State west of the Catskills and Adirondacks. This was a
"burned over district"--so called because of the frequency with which the
fires of the revival spirit swept through the region. There the Shakers
drew much of their membership, the Oneida Perfectionists settled, and the

Mormon prophet Joseph Smith received his first revelations. An outstanding

1Ralph Waldo Emerson, "Ode to W. H. Channing," in The Complete
Essays and Other Writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Brooks Atkinson (New
York: Random House, 1950), p. 71, as quoted in Robert David Thomas, Jr.,
"The Development of a Utopian Mind: A Psychoanalytic Study of John
Humphrey Noyes, 1828-1869" (Ph.D. dissertation, State University of New
York at Stony Brook, 1973), p. 15.

2pustin E. Fife, "Folk Belief and Mormon Cultural Autonomy, "
Journal of American Folklore 61 (January-March 1948): 19-30.

3arthur Bestor, "Patent-Office Models of the Good Society: Some
Relationships Between Social Reform and Westward Expansion," American
Historical Review 53 (April 1953): 505-526.
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social-intellectual history of the region! describes it as a "storm
center," a "psychic highway" upon whose broad belt of land congregated
people of solid Yankee inheritance largely from the hill country of New
England, a people extraordinarily given to unusual religious beliefs and
to crusades aimed at the perfection of mankind and the achievement of
millennial happiness. In the minds of many men and women of the region
could be found a strange admixture of skepticism and credulity, pragmatism
and superstition, optimism and deep fears.

During the period which saw the completion of the Erie Canal in
1825, this "burned over district" was rapidly transformed and began to
show 'its characteristic tendency toward millennial revivalism. "Ultraism,"
a tendency toward commitment to extreme religious and social ideas, rose
to a peak about 1836, and then, with the coming of the Panic of 1837 began
to disperse into a variety of new concerns of the early 1840s, including
the Fourierist and Millerite excitements. Eventually the Abolitionist
crusade would become the focal point for the social concerns of many
individuals in the area, Throughout the years before 1850, an atmosphere
of intense religious rivalry and competing claims to truth led to great
internal tensions in sensitive individuals who desired a secure religious
faith and a satisfying basis for social authority.

) The socio-religious fluidity and turmoil in the rapidly developing
new Republic before the Civil War--particularly in areas of New England
settlement-~could not but have placed special strains on family life and
relations between the sexes. Of course, one may well question whether
fundamental structural change was taking place in the family. Recent
studies suggest that, at least in Western societies, underlying patterns

of family organization have changed but slowly over the centuries.? Any

lWhitney R. Cross, The Burned-over District: The Social and
Intellectual History of Enthusiastic Religion in Western New Ycrk, 1800-1850
(New York: Harper & Row, 1965; originally published, 1950).

2Phe past decade has witnessed a proliferation of microscopic
and macroscopic studies of family patterns, demographic trends, woman's
role, and so forth. A provocative point of entry is provided by Philippe
Ariés, Centuries of Childhood: A Social History of Family Life, trans.
Robert Baldick (New York: Vintage Books, 1962; originally published,
1960). Some important essays on these and related topics are found in
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period of stress is likely to generate a sense that basic gsocial institu-
tions such as the family are threatened with destruction, even if what
actually is occurring is only a painful adjustment of old attitudes and
structures to new social realities.

Nevertheless, there can be little doubt that many articulate
individuals in the antebellum period were firmly convinced that the family
was threatened and that loss of control in many aspects of social life
was a pressing danger.1 Although the historian must refrain from assuming
too easily that a one~to-one correlation exists between social reality and
a people's perceptions of that reality, the deeply felt concerns of vocal
jindividuals certainly do influence behavior and must be taken into account
as a part of the social conditions of any period. Current theories of
family change and empirical studies of such changes in the antebellum
period still remain in their infancy.2 Thus, this section will simply

suggest a tentative working hypothesis to account for stresses and possible

Theodore K. Rabb and Robert I. Rotberg, eds., The Family in History:
Interdisciplinary Essays (New York: Harper & Row, 1971); Mary S. Hartman
and Lois Banner, eds. Clio's Consciousness Raised: New Perspectives on
the History of Women (New York: Harper & Row, 1974); and Lloyd de Mause,
ed. The History of Childhood (New York: Harper & Row, 1974). Attempts
to synthesize different perspectives and suggest larger issues are found
in H. J. van den Berg, The Changing Nature of Man: Introduction to a
Historical Psychology, trans. H. H. Croes (New York: Delta Books, 1975;
originally published in English, 1961); and Elizabeth Janeway, Man's
World, Woman's Place: A Study in Social Mythology (New York: Delta Books,
1971).

l1pobert David Thomas, Jr., in "The Active-Passive Dilemma: Social
Pension and Anxiety in Jacksonian America," in his "Psychoanalytic Study
of John Humphrey Noyes," pp. 11-56, argues this thesis convincingly. See
also his biblioyraphy of the advice literature, ibid., pp. 303-306; and
Ronald G. Walters, ed., Primers for Prudery: Sexual Advice for Victorian
America (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1974). Recent scholarly
work on the Jacksonian Era has been critical of the earlier emphasis on
the optimism and social openness of the period, For works by a leading
proponent of this new orientation, see Edward Pessen, Jacksonian America:
Society, Personality, and Politics (Homewood, Ill.: Dorsey Press, 1969) ;
and his "The Egalitarian Myth and American Social Reality: Wealth,
Mobility, and Equality in the Era of the Common Man," American Historical
Review 76 (October 1971): 989-1034.

2gee also William E. Bridges, "Family Patterns and Social Values
in America, 1825-1875," American Quarterly 17 (Spring 1965): 3-1l.
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changes in family life in this period as such stresses relate to the
experimentation of the millennial communitarians with family life and
sexual patterns.

The most important causes of stress in antebellum family life
appear to have been related té’the increasing economic differentiation,
including factors such as the development of commercial agriculture,
nascent industrialization, urbanization, and immigration. As older,
essentially rural and local farm patterns of economic employment changed,
men's occupations increasingly took them away from the home into the
highly competitive, individualistic world outside. Concurrently, women
began to assume a position of almost sole importance in managing the
home, rearing children, and a variety of other domestic concerns.
Individual and community ties became more attenuated.

Both sexes presumably found difficulties in adapting to these
changes. Men may have felt frustration at their decreased participation
in family life and at the difficulties of their position as breadwinners
for the family when so many occupational uncertainties existed. And
women also appear to have found their new role as sole manager of the
home difficult, as is suggested by the extraordinary proliferation.of
advice manuals in the years between 1820 and 1860.! Suggestions on all
aspects of managing family and household affairs were provided in a
variety of books and magaiineé. Had women's roles been clear, probably
the demand for such publications would not have been so great. It
could be argued that corresponding to an increasing "professionalization"
of men's occupatidns, a similar "professionalization" of women's
activities in the home took place during those years. Women such as
Catherine Beecher came to feel that women needed special training in
"domestic science," just as men also required special training for their

new occupations which were arising.2 Thus, increasing economic

lparbara Welter, "The Cult of True Womanhood, 1820-1860,"
American Quarterly 18 (Summer 1966): 151-174, provides a classic
analysis of this literature.

2catherine E. Beecher, A Treatise on Domestic Economy, for
the Use of Young Ladies at Home and at School (Boston: Marsh, Capen,
Lyon, & Webb, 1841). Also see Kathryn Kish Sklar, Catherine Beecher:
A Study in American Domesticity (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1973).
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differentiation led to an ever greater gap between the sexes in the period,
a gap disturbing to many.

Closely related to increasing economic differentiation as a
factor resulting in stress in the family was the great geographic
mobility which developed in the antebellum period. Within little more
than seventy-five years following the Revolutionary War, New England
settlement, which had been narrowly concentrated along the coast and major
navigable rivers, expanded into back country New England, spread across
New York state, and fanned out into the Northwest Territory. At the
same time, from the Middle States, Virginia, and the Tidewater regions,
peopie poured over the Appalachian Mountains to settle and develop much
of the Mississippi Valley and the South before the Civil War. Economic
and geographic expansion proceeded at a pace unprecedented in previous
American experience.1

This high level of mobility presumably had significant social
consequences. If individuals or families could separate with relatively
greater ease from parental and community ties, such ties could easily
become highly‘attenuated. Separated or soon to be separated by hundreds
of miles, families could hardly maintain as much influence on their
children's choice of marriage partners or on the way in which a marriage
would be conducted after its consummation. Thus, marriages increasingly
came to be established on the basis of what might be described as "romantic
love," in which personal emotional attachments between men and women
partially replaced earlier predominant considerations such as social
status, parental desires, and the like. European visitors in the period
almost uniformly were astonished by the great freedom of individual
choice which had developed in marriage in America as compared to the

much more highly stratified conditions in European society.2

l10is Kimball Mathews, The Expansion of New England: The Spread of
New England Settlement and Institutions to the Mississippi River, 1620-1865
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1909) graphically illustrates this expansion.
The remarkable expansion into the Mississippi Valley before the Civil
Wwar and the resultant sectional problems which prepared the way for
that conflict are also summarized in Alan Barker, The Civil War in
America (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday & Co., 1961), pp. 27-39.

2Especially valuable are accounts by Harriet Martineau,
Frances Trollope, and Alexis de Toqueville. English reactions are
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Thus, the individualism of “"romantic love" in the antebellum
period in many ways paralleled the individualism of the whole society.
The breakdown or at least considerable stress placed on marital institu-
tions appears to have been similar to the breakdown or weakening of
many other institutions--religious, legal, political, and economic.

Many came to feel that a highly expansive society was running almost out
of control. B

How accurate were contemporary perceptions of familial disloca-
tion? What specific measures of stress and stability can the historian
use to evaluate.the validity of_such impressionistic observations? One
important indicator of marital stress in this period may be found in
changes in state marriége policies, particularly divorce laws. Although
Americans both of the antebellum period and of the present day have
often tended to view the liberalization of divorce laws as a cause of
marital disorders, more probably such liberalization is a consequence
of increased marital flux and disharmony which the laws eventually are
forced to take into account.

If liberalization of divorce laws can, in fact, serve as an
accurate indicator of family disharmony, then the antebellum years must
have seen considerable marital disorder. Between 1800 and 1870, a
significant liberalization of divorce laws and a loosening of the legal
. strictures against the remarriage of divorced individuals took place

1

in many states. Even in this period, simple desertion may well have

summarized in J. L. Mesick, The English Traveler in Ameriga: 1785-1835
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1922). Probably greater freedom
of individual initiative had always existed in America than in Europe,
but this freedom appears to have become accentuated during the ante-
bellum period.

1p convenient summary of American divorce trends in the nineteenth
century is found in James Harwood Barnett, Divorce and the American
Divorce Novel, 1858-1937: A Study in Literary Reflections of Social
Influences (New York: Russell & Russell, 1968; originally published,
1939), pp. 15-68. For a detailed analysis of changes in English and
American marriage and divorce policy over the past several hundred years,
see George Elliott Howard, A History of Matrimonial Institutions,
Chiefly in England and the United States, 3 vols. (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1904). Following the Civil War, a conservative trend
developed and much of the earlier liberal legislation was repealed.
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been the most common way of terminating an unsatisfactory marriage
relationship. Nevertheless, in an effort to find formal and less
drastic means of dealing with a .growing problem, a number of states
and territories--including Indiana, Illinois, Connecticut, Maine,
Washington, Louisiana, Utah, and Arizona--adopted "omnibus" clauses
which in practice permitted the courts and legislatures to grant
divorces_élmost at their discretion. Reacting against such an
"omnibus" clause in the Indiana constitution that had been instituted
in part through the efforts of Robert Dale Owen--the son of the famous
communitarian reformer Robert Owen--Horace Greeley, a prominent New
York newspéperman and public figure, criticized the state as a "free
love colony."1 Many Americans of this period may well have shared
such sentiments.

what were the popular and literary reactions to the sense of
uncertainty and disorder in family matters in this period? Not surprisingly,
the felt sense of family instability appears to have been countered in
large measure by attempts to repress potentially anarchic sexual ten-=
dencies and by assigning a position of enormous, sometimes almost cosmic,
importance to "the home."”~ This period has characteristically been

n2

described as one of "Victorian" repression, "sentimental years marked

by prudish and unrealistic attitudes on sexual and familial matters. A

»3 which

recent scholar has written of the "cult of true womanhood,
stressed the pure, innocent, asexual qualities of the ideal woman. She
was expected to curb the base animal passions of the lascivious man,

By such means the ideal woman would be able to restore order in the
family, and, by extension, in the fragmented society itself. Another
scholar has written of the idealization of the home in the period as
part of a "utopian retreat" from the relentless competition, uncertainty,

and general disregard for human values in the new urbanizing and

lyorace Greeley, Recollections of a Busy Life (New York:
J. B. Ford & Co., 1868), pp. 571-618.

2p. Douglas Branch, The Sentimental Years, 1836-1860 (New
York: Hill & Wang, 1965; originally published, 1934).

IWelter, "The Cult of True Womanhood."
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industrializing order.!

Certain demographic data=--such as the falling
off of the birth rate before the Civil War in advance of any widespread
popularization of artificial means of contraception--suggest that, far
from being dysfunctional, the ideal of a small family and of a more
cohesive home life expressed in such sentimentalized literature may well
have helped to encourage a more realistic adjustment to changing social
conditions.?

Thus, rather than suggesting that the "family" was being weakened
in this period, one could plausibly argue that the nuclear family was
in fact being strengthened and was gradually: moving to take on many of
the responsibilities for individual socialization that hitherto had
been borne by a more widespread informal network of kinship and community

ties.?

At the other end of the spectrum, large impersonal social
institutions such as asylums and prisons also began to be developed to
take over many of the tasks which previously had been carried on by

kinship and community groups but which nuclear family units by themselves

1Rirk Jeffrey, "The Family as a Utopian Retreat from the City:
The Nineteenth Century Contribution,” in The Family, Communes, and
Utopian Societies, ed. Sallie TeSelle (New York: Harper & Row, 1972),
PP. 21-41.

2See Norman E. Himes, Medical History of Contraception (New

. York: Schocken Books, 1970), and Andrew Sinclair, The Emancipation of
the American Woman (New York: Harper & Row, 1966), pp. 132-134. For an
evaluation of possible reasons for the decline in fertility in this
period, see Yasukichi Yasuba, Birth Rates of the White Population in the
United States, 1800-1860: An Economic Study (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
Press, 1962).

3see Aries, Centuries of Childhood; Edmund S. Morgan, The
Puritan Family: Religion and Domestic Relations in Seventeenth Century
New England, new enl. ed. (New York: Harper & Row, 1966); Bernard
Bailyn, Education in the Forming of American Society: Needs and
Opportunities for Study (New York: Vintage Books, 1960); and John Demos,
A Little Commonwealth: Family Life in Plymouth Colony (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1970). Among the recent studies of New England town
life, see Philip J. Greven, Jr., Four Generations: Population, Land,
and Family in Colonial Andover, Massachusetts (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1970); Kenneth A. Lockridge, A New England Town: The First
Hundred Years: Deadham, Massachusetts, 1636-1736 (New York: W. W.
Norton & Co., 1970); and Michael Zuckerman, Peaceable Kingdoms: New
England Towns in the Eighteenth Century (New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
1970).
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were incapable of handling.l In an increasingly mobile industrial
order, preparing individuals to function free from conservative
constraints was an important task. At the same time, even the most
ardent go-getters had to have some human reference point and support
for values other than the purely economic, and the family could perhaps
provide such a basis for stabilization. One could argue, then, that
by strengthenihg the nuclear family and by correspondingly weakening
extended kinship ties in this period,-Victorian sexual "repression" and
idealization of the "home" may unconsciously have helped to prepare the

way for a modern, mobile, highly differentiated, industrializing ordgr.2

II

The state of flux and uncertainty in marital and familial
relations in the new Republic not surprisingly was also reflected in
the various millennial communitarian groups which had such a strong sense
of the inadequacies and inconsistencies of their transitional age. In
fact, nearly all of both the mainline and fringe revivalistic movements
which developed in the "burned over district" and related areas of New
England settlement faced such problems and attempted with differing

3 Any religion which

degrees of success to find solutions to them.
attempts to encompass the whole of life must inevitably come to terms

with the problems of the family and regulation of the relations between

lpavid J. Rothman, The Discovery of the Asylum: Social Order and
Disorder in the New Republic (Boston: Little, Brown, & Co., 1971}, esp.
Pp. xii-xx.

21t is possible that certain types of cohesive communal ties
may well be incompatible with the functioning of an individualistic,
industrial society. On the other hand, someé continuing basis of social
cohesion clearly is necessary, and the "family" may in some instances have
provided such a focus. It seems significant that in taking issue with
explosive and largely uncontrolled economic development in his period, a
millennial communitarian such as John Humphrey Noyes also sharply
criticized the nuclear family which he viewed as simply an extension of
such socially disruptive economic individualism from the public into the
private sphere.

3see Cross, Burned-over District, passim,
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the sexes. And never were such issues more salient than in the period
in which the Shakers, Oneida Perfectionists, and Mormons arose.

In addition to responding to the many pressures of the larger
environment, religious revivalism, as John Humphrey Noyes aptly observed,
contained within itself a tendency to release sexual as well as religious
emotions.! And such emotions were even further heightened in groups
which attempted thoroughgoing communal living. Intense and sustained
contact between the sexes under such circumstances could lead to enormous
pressures to relax the arbitrary sexual prohibitions and rules established
by the larger society. It is entirely possible that some form of
communism in sexual relations--whether it be in expression or repression--
may well have been necessary to sustain the sort of total, communistic,
religious and social commitment demanded by the millennial communitarian
ventures in their early phase of development.

The various millennial communitarian groups handled such sexual
tensions in different ways. The Shakers, as well as a number of German
pietist immigrant communities, established extremely rigid separation of
the sexes. In an accentuation of the common revivalistic distrust of
sexual impulses, a thoroughgoing effort was made to eliminate or minimize
sexual expression as much as possible. Celibacy, or highly repressive
systems verging on celibacy, served as a means of keeping “carnal"
impulses in check and encouraging single-minded devotion to religious

and communal goals.2

1Noyes, History of American Socialisms, p. 634. Although the
popular view which associates revivalism with sexual excess may be over-
drawn, an important conméction between the two phenomena nonetheless
exists. - An historical treatment discussing some of these issues is
Charles A. Johnson, The Frontier Camp Meeting: Religion's Harvest
Time (Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, 1955). For anthropo-
logical and sociological perspectives, see I. M. Lewis, Ecstatic Religion:
An Anthropological Study of Spirit Possession and Shamanism (Baltimore:
Penguin Books, 1971).

2German pietist groups such as the Rappites adopted celibacy,
though at the cost of considerable internal dissension, while the Amana
community discouraged marriage but did not prohibit it. See Karl J. R.
Arndt, George Rapp's Harmony Society, 1785-1847 (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1965) and B. M. H. Shambaugh, Amana that
was and 2mana that Is (Iowa City: State Historical Society of Iowa,
1932).
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Other millennial ventures with a communitarian cast chose a
different course. The Oneida Perfectionists and the Mormons, as the
most successful representatives of this group, acted to enlarge the
range of permissable sexual contacts, while inflicting extraordinarily
severe punishments--ranging from temporary exclusion from community
life to death itself’--on those who overstepped the newly enlarged
boundaries. As in the celibate communities, sexuality as well as
other aspects of communal life were subordinated to the iarger
religious and social interests of thg group.

Radically variant systems of marriage such as celibacy, group
marriage, and polygamy could not have been instituted without an
intellectual rationale, rituals, and sanctions. Perhaps prophets or
charismatic figures are able to act without external guidelines as
"free movers," depending solely on their sense of divine mission and
of the correctness of their actions. But the average man of woman
would be unlikely to take the extreme risks inherent in jetisoning old
ways and moving into a new and in many respects radically opposed
condition of being without an overriding conviction that what he or
she was doing had ultimate and absolute justification, Thus it is not
surprising that in the Shaker, Oneida Perfectionists, and Mormon
communities, elaborate religious and social rationales, rituals, and
sanctions were created to legitimate the new beliefs and practices.

The extent of the flux in antebellum society and the problems
inherent in using the Bible alone as the basis for religious and social

order are graphically illustrated by the fact that all three millennial

lwithdrawal of sexual privileges, group criticism, and other
forms of temporary exclusion from community life were used to maintain
the sexual system at Oneida. The Mormons, who were faced with the
necessity of giving order to a larger society which was dealing with a
variety of intense internal and external pressures, developed at least
the theoretical basis for a form of capital punishment under Church
auspices called blood atonement. It was for incorrigible apostates
and those guilty of flagrantly adulterous behavior. The origins and
nature of this doctrine will be discussed at greater length in Chapter
V. All three of these millennial groups were forced to make use of
coercive measures in order to establish and maintain their new marital
standards.
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groups studied here could find support for their unorthodox marital
systems in an identical New Testament passage.1 In the passage in
question, Jesus was asked a trick question in an attempt to reduce to
absurdity one view of the afterlife: A woman married one of seven
brothers, who died without leaving her any children. So, according to
the Jewish law of the levirate, she married the next brother to raise

- up children to the family name. He died just as her first husband had,
as did each of the succeeding brothers whom she married in turn. Finally
the woman herself died. Which brother would be her husband in the
"resurrection," or, very loosely, the afterlife?

Jesus' deft and rather ambiguous response was that the question
misunderstood the nature of the "resurrected state."

The children of this world marry, and are given in marriage: but
they which shall be accounted worthy to obtain that world, and the
resurrection from the dead, neither marry nor are given in marriage:
Neither can they die any more: for they are equal unto the angels;
and are the children of God, being children of the resurrection.

The Shakers, following a common Christian interpretation of this
passage, argued that no sexual relations would occur in the resurrection.
Such carnal distractions would be eliminated there. 1In imitation of
this heavenly model, celibacy should be practiced on earth by truly
dedicated Christians. Celibacy thus became the symbol of the triumph
over sin, the chief factor separating believers from an impure world and
allowing them to realize principles of true Christian unselfishness like

that of the angels.a

lthe three variants of this story are found in Matthew 22:15-22;
Mark 12:18-27; and Luke 20:27-40. This analysis does not intend to
suggest that these groups developed their conception of marriage from
one Biblical passage. Rather, in each case, there appears to have been
a complex interplay between Biblical exegesis and social concerns.

21uke 20:34-36.

3The Shaker interpretation of this passage runs throughout
almost all of their writings as an underlying theme. The earliest and
most authoritative account of Ann Lee's life, activities, and ideas
states:

"To the married people, Mother [Ann Lee] said, 'You must forsake the
marriage of the flesh, or you cannot be married to the Lamb, nor
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John Humphrey Noyes, the Yale-trained academician who founded the
Oneida Community, disagreed with this Shaker interpretation. He pointed
out that the passage only said that "marriage" would be done away with
in the resurrected state, not sexual relations per se. And what was
"marriage?" Simply a legal, contractual, earthly relationship between
a man and a woman characterized by exclusive sexual privileges and oth;}
rights and responsibilities. The narrow private reiationship in earthly
marriage would be done away with in the afterlife, where love would be
universalized and expressed equally among all the saints. And, in
Noyes's opinion, for its fullest consummation, total love both in
heaven and on earth had to allow for the possibility of its physical
expression.‘EOneida "complex marriage" thus was designed to allow the
heavenly pateern to be realized on earth.!

The Mormons, in an ecqually elaborate explanation growing out of
their own "modern revelation," developed still a different explanation
for this passage. Briefly stated, the Mormon view was that no marriages
would be performed in the afterlife. Only marriages that had been
properly sealed under the authority of the Mormon Priesthood on earth
could endure in heaven. Such marriages would become the basis for social
status and eternal progression in the afterlife, for Mormons found it
imposéible to believe that the finest things of this world--marriage and

family life--would be done away with after death. Instead such experiences

have any share in the resurrection of Christ: for those who are
counted worthy to have part in the resurrection of Christ, neither
marry nor are given in marriage; but are like unto the angels.'"

Testimonies of the Life, Character, Revelations, and Doctrines of Our
Ever Blessed Mother Ann Lee and the Elders With Her. Collected from
Living Witnesses by Order of the Ministry, in Union with the Church
(Hancock, Mass.: J. Tallcott & J. Deming, Junrs., 1816), p. 17. Here-
after cited as Testimonies of Mother Ann Lee.

1Noyes comments extensively on the differences between his views
and those of the Shakers on sexual relations in this life and in the after-
life. As one example, see his "Bible Argument; Defining the Relations of
the Sexes in the Kingdom of Heaven," in First Annual Report of the Oneida
Association (Oneida Reserve, N.Y.: Leonard & Co., 1849), pp. 38-39. For
a detailed account of Noyes's theories of the resurrection, see the Berean,
esp. pp. 334-385.
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would be heightened and refined, developing all that was best in earthly
social relations.!

That these three millennial groups could each find sanction for
their widely divergent marital beliefs and practices in an identical
Biblical passage suggests both the strength and the weakness of the
larger Biblical prophetic tradition of which they were a part--a tradition
which was associated with Christian millennialism and especially with
the Protestant Reformation. By emphasizing the Bible as the sole source
of religious authority and by giving "literal" intéipretations of highly
ambiguous Biblical passages, millennial groups could jetison the whole
religious and social order which had developed over more than a thousand
years under the Roman Catholic Church, and could innovate radically in
belief and practice. o

Such innovation was of highly ambiguous potential. By breaking
down the old institutions and stressing individual Bible interpretation,
further fragmentation might easily result. Yet if reintegration
occurred around a new religious and social ‘center, a more satisfying
synthesis could also be developed. Although ostensibly looking to the
past, in fact prophetic Biblical "]iteralism" could serve as a powerful
vehicle for the expression of deeply felt present-day religious needs
and concerns, a sort of divine Rorschach test. As one historian
observed, by attempting to reinterpret the faith of the "primitive
Christian church" in a new historical context, such groups could

ll2

unconsciously be "backing into the future. Since for believers in

lrhe Mormons discuss this passage less frequently than the Shakers
and Oneida Perfectionists in relation to their marriage views, but such
an analysis implicitly underlies their concerns. The Mormon interpretation
of this passage was first presented in the revelation on plural and
celestial marriage itself. See Doctrine and Covenants, 32: 16-17. In a
detailed early defense of the theological foundations underlying Mormon
polygamy, Orson Pratt, The Seer 1 (March 1853): 43, discusses Mormon
beliefs in relation to this New Testament passage. A recent statement
by Spencer W. Kimball, current President of the Mormon Church, explains
how the Church's "modern revelation" "clarifies" this passage. Spencer
W. Kimball, "Temples and Eternal Marriage," The Ensign (August 1974),
PP. 2-6.

2Sidney E. Mead, "The Rise of the Evangelical Conception of
the Ministry in America (1607-1850)," in The Ministry in Historical
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the authority of the Bible and the prophetic traditions that developed
out of it, the new beliefs and practices seemingly had ultimate sanction,
such Biblical interpretation thus could become an immensely powerful
dynamo bringing about social reorganization.

The inherent tendencies toward fragmentation associated with
such Biblically based revivalistic religions meant that for a group to
be successful it had to develop powerful new institutional forms to
interpret and regulate the permiss;bae range of religious and social
variation. As both a product of such revivalistic religion and as an
attempt to overcome its inherent tendency toward fragmentation, the
Shakers, Oneida Perfectionists, and Mormons developed a highly authority-
conscious and strongly centralized and hierarchical Church-type structure
of government. Community needs were embhasized over those of the
individual, although a considerable range of individual variation was
allowed as well. Thus, a key to the relative success of these three
groups was their eventual development of an authoritative Church
structure and a strong, internally coherent social system to overcome
the religious and social disorder that their members had found so

unacceptable.l

III

what was the process by which such radical departures from
normative religious and marital patterns originated, were elaborated, and

became embodied in successfully functioning group life? This will be

Perspective, ed. H. Richard Niebuhr and Daniel D. Williams (New York:
Harper & Bros., 1956), p. 210.

lRosabeth Moss Kanter, Commitment and Community: Communes and
Utopias in Sociological Perspective (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1972), argues that the key to the success of the religious communal groups
was their development of effective "commitment mechanisms.” Though
Kanter does not stress this point in her fine study, it is clear that
such commitment mechanisms were developed because these groups genuinely
believed in what they were doing and sought to find the most effective
way to inculcate their beliefs. In other words, the successful
communities were motivated not so much by abstract social theorizing
but by deeply held belief.
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the underlying question considered in this dissertation. A large
literature analyzes the dynamics of change in millennial groups, pri-

marily from anthropological perspectives.1

Such groups have been
variously described as vnativistic movements," "cargo cults,” forms of
"messianism," "revitalization movements," “"crisis cults," and many
other terms. A variety of theoretical perspectives have been utilized
in attémpting to explain the origin, development, and significance of
such movgments. In this study, an effort will be made to keep the
initial analytical apparatus to a minimum and to develop categories of
analysis from the material itself as much as possible.

Three general phases in the development of such millennial
movements will be considered in the remainder of this chapter and in
the body of the text itself. In the first phase, responding to a high
level of internal and external stress, the prophet or formulator of the
new set of beliefs and practices undergoes an initial overpowering
religious and/oxr intellectual experience. This results in a radical
reorganization of his approach to the world and convinces him of a
special mission to convey his new insights to others.

In the second phase, the successful prophet or his successors--

unlike most individuals who develop monomanias or special concerns but never

lyeston La Barre, "Materials for a History of Studies of Crisis
Cults: A Bibliographic Essay,” Current Anthropology 12 (February 1971):
3-44, is a detailed bibliography and interpretation of existing studies.
Especially valuable overview interpretations are found in Thrupp,
Millennial Dreams in Action; I. C. Jarvie, The Revolution in
Anthropology (Chicago: Henry Regnery Co., 1969), pp. 55-242; and Kenelm
Burridge, New Heaven, New Farth: A Study of Millenarian Activities
(New York: Schocken Books, 1969). Also see Norman R. Cohn, The Pursuit
of the Millennium: Revolutionary Millenarians and Mystical Anarchists
of the Middle Ages, rev. enl. ed. (New York: Oxford University Press,
1970); Anthony F. C. Wallace, "Revitalization Movements," American  _
Anthropologist 38 {(April 1956) : 264-281; Victor W. Turner, The Ritual
Process: Structure and Anti-structure (Middlesex, Eng.: Penguin Books,
1974; originally published, 1969); and Lewis, Ecstatic Religion. A
sophisticated theoretical discussion of the sociological dimensions of
such concerns is provided in Peter L. Berger, The Sacred Canopy:
Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion (Garden City, N.¥.:
Doubleday & Co., 1969); and his A Rumor of Angels: Modern Society and
the Rediscovery of the Supernatural (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday &
Co., 1970).
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attract a significant humber of followers--is able to generalize an
initial idiosyncratic personal experience into a form that attracts a
social following. An attempt is made to move from an old world and

a way of life that is perceived as dying into a new, and in many ways,
radically opposed state of being. Inevitably this transition phase is
characterized by considerable confusion.

Finally, in a third phase, a successful millennial movement
reaches a partial resolution as the new beliefs and practices become
established in what is in essence a new culture or sub-culture for the
adherents of the group. Some relaxation from the earlier intensity of
commitment and tensions of the transition phase occurs as a generally
satisfying new religious and social order begins to function.

Deeply felt personal religious experiences of the prophet-founder
marked the origins of the Shaker, Oneida Perfectionist, and Mormon
movements. For Ann Lee, this decisive experience came in 1770, following
nine years during which she suffered through four extremely unpleasant
experiences in childbirth. These experiences had led her to shun her
husband's attentions and to spend many sleepless nights. She had
devoted herself increasingly to highly emotional, pentecostal-type
religious activities, including loud singing, ecstatic dancing, and
speaking in tongues.

In 1770 while she was in jail in Manchester, England, for
participating in such lively religious activities, Ann Lee had a vision--
or what might be described as a waking dream of exceptional power which
totally reoriented her life. 1In the vision, Jesus himself appeared to

1

her and comforted her. A vivid view was also given her of what she

lThe study of religious visionary experiences=--their origins,
character, and significance--still remains in its infancy, although much
recent work has appeared. The indispensable starting point for such a
study remains William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A
Study in Human Nature K (New York: New American Library, 1958; originally
published, 1902). In the wake of the widespread use of mind-changing
drugs in the late 1960s, a number of provocative studies dealing at
least tangentially with the psychology of religious experience have
appeared. See, for instance, william Braden, The Private Sea: LSD and
the Search for God (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1967); articles in John
white, ed., The Highest State of Consciousness (Garden City, N.Y.:
Doubleday & Co., 1972), esp. pp. 114-174, which includes Kenneth Wapnick,
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believed had been the original sin of carnal copulation committed by
Adam and Evevthat had resulted in their expulsion from the Garden of
Eden. Ann Lee thus became convinced of her mission to convert the world
"to a life of total religious commitment and celibacy as the only means
by which mankind could be recovered to God.!

The turning point in John Humphrey Noyes's life came in 1837,
following six years during which he had struggled to achieve personal
religious perfection, compulsively reading his Bible as much as twelve
to sixteen hours a day. Noyes finally had become convinced that God
could not expect the impossible of him, that a right attitude could
bring perfect holiness on earth. He then began to travel widely
throughout New England and New York, attémpting with but little success
to convert the entire world to his heretical Perfectionist beliefs.?

In 1837, several years after a near-psychotic break in New York
City, Noyes underwent yet another great personal crisis. Still
inexperienced sexually and having just lost the woman who had been both
his first convert and his idealized love object to another man, Noyes

wrote an extraordinary letter which declared in part:

“Mysticism and Schizophrenia," Raymond Prince and Charles Savage,
"Mystical States and the Concept of Regression," and Claire Myer Owens,
"The Mystical Experience: Facts and Values"; as well as my unpublished
paper "Similarities Between Certain Drug-Induced States and Classic
Religious Mystical Experiences" (Antioch College, 196€6).

The study of altered states of consciousness and their personal
and social significance is finally beginning to attract serious research
work. See Charles Tart, ed., Altered States of Consciousness (Garden
City, N.Y.: Doubleday & Co., 1972); Erika Bourguignon, ed., Religion,
Altered States of Consciousness, and Social Change (Columbus: Ohio State
University Press, 1973). J. A. Hadfield, Dreams and Nightmares (Baltimore:
Penguin Books, 1954) suggests the positive role which unconscious processes
through dreams can play in psychic integration. 1In discussing religious
visionary experiences as essentially a waking dream formation, Wallace,
"Revitalization Movements" suggests an anthropological perspective on
such phenomena.

lgee Testimonies of Mother Ann ILee.

2Major sources for John Humphrey Noyes's early religious experiences
are his Confessions and George Wallingford Noyes, ed., The Religious
Experience of John Humphrey Noyes, Founder of the Oneida Community. (New
York: Macmillan Co., 1923).
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When the will of God is done on earth as it is in heaven, there will

be no marriage. The marriage supper of the Lamb, is a feast at which

every dish is free to every guest. . . . I call a certain woman my

wife--she is yours, she is Christ's, and in him she is the bride

of all the Saints (emphasis in original).
The unauthorized publication of this letter and Noyes's public acknow-
ledgment of his authorship of it, marked a watershed in his career,
committing him in a direction that ultimately resulted in the development
of "complex marriage.“1

Although Joseph Smith's initial visions which led him to begin to

focus his sense of religious mission, to "translate" the Book of Mormon,
and to organize his Church occurred in the early 1820s, the precise date
at which he began to develop his polygamous beliefs remains uncertain.
In Joseph Smith's initial visions, the primary concern was to overcome
the religious fragmentation of the period--to "plant in the hearts of
the children the promises made to the fathers"” and to turn the hearts

of the children to their fathers.?

Young Joseph became convinced that
he had been uniquely called by God to this task.

Persuasive evidence--which will be fully presented and analyzed
in Chapter IV--suggests that Joseph Smith's initial consideration of the
possibility of reintroducing polygamy based on Old Testament patriarchal
models went back at least as early as 1831. This period was one of
almost explosive creativity for Smith, during which he delivered many
of the most important revelations that established the basic doctrinal
and organizational foundations of his Church. However, not until

mid-1843--just one short year before his assassination--did Joseph Smith

1Noyes‘s official reprinting of the published portion of this
letter with his own additional explanatory comments appeared in the
Witness on January 23, 1839. Many other sources, including George
Wallingford Noyes, ed., John Humphrey Noyes: The Putney Community (Oneida,
N.Y¥.: The Author, 1931), reprint the famous concluding paragraph of this
letter.

2por texts and analyses of the various accounts of Joseph
Smith's "first vision" see Dean C. Jesse, "The Early Accounts of Joseph
Smith's First Vision," BYU Studies 9 (Spring 1969): 275-294. Also see
Joseph Smith, History of the Church, 1l: 2-8, and Doctrine and Covenants,
section 2.
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apparently commit his belief in polygamy into writing and secretly begin
his major effort to introduce polygamy at the upper eschelons of the
Mormon Church. Smith recognized the extreme divisiveness of the new
doctrines and the probability that their promulgation could result in
his death. According to the testimony of close associates of the
period, he nevertheless said that he felt emotionally compelled to
introduce polygamy: An "angel with a drawn sword" had appeared to him
and told him that if he did not go forward and introduce the belief

and its practice, his prophetic powers would be taken from him and his
Church would be unable to progress.l

Stated thus baldly without the fuller personal, religious, and
social background that preceded these experiences, the prophet-founder's
initial formulation of new marital beliefs and practices easily--but
I believe inaccurately--could be viewed simply as a form of social
psychopathology, a severely disordered response to severely disordered
personal and social conditions. At this critical point--symbolically
1770 for the Shakers, 1837 for Noyes and his followers, and 1843 for
the Mormons--the social significance of the new beliefs seemed unclear.
Would the beliefs be a means of social reintegration or would they lead
to further fragmentation?

Thus, a critical second phase in the development of the new
religious and social forms was their generalization to an entire body
of people. Individual deviants are common in any age, even the most
stable. Unlike individual eccentrics, however, Ann Lee, John Humphrey
Noyes, and Joseph Smith were able to attract a significant following.

As the anthropologist Kenelm Burridge has noted:

!Accounts of the "angel with a drawn sword" story are widespread,
although manuscript accounts of such a story apparently do not exist from
the period when Joseph Smith was still alive. The earliest manuscript
evidence of this story known to this author dates from 1846 in Joseph
Lee Robinson, Autobiography and Journal (original manuscript in Brigham
Young University Special Collections), p. 25. Whether or not Joseph
Smith ever made this particular statement, his actions in attempting to
introduce polygamous belief and practice among his followers in Nauvoo
suggest that he, indeed, was operating under a sense of extreme inner
compulsion.
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It is not appropriate to think of a prophet as reduced in size to
a schizophrene or paranoid, someone mentally sick. In relation to
those to whom he speaks a prophet is necessarily corrupted by his
wider experience. He is an "outsider," an odd one, extraordinary.
Nevertheless, he specifically attempts to initiate, both in himself
as well as in others, a process of moral regeneration.l

It is a somewhat awesome phenomenon that for whatever reason certain
individuals seek to find emotional and social reintegration by attempting
to establish their deeply felt ideals as a norm for an entire community.
Either by themselves or under the guidance of their successors, these
prophets were able to set new patterns of behavior and belief that could
prove satisfying to other people. What was the social appeal of these
millennial groups and how were their transitions to new forms achieved?
Determining the basis of social appeal is a complex problem.
Some have assumed that people must have been attracted to such groups
because special social factors and distinctive backgrounds. Others have
assumed that psychological abnormalities or character disorders could
explain the attraction to such new groups. The evidence for such
hypotheses will be considered in this dissertation; however, such
hypotheses, which are often assumed rather than proven, do not by
themselves adequately account for the origins of such groups.2
In any period in which social values and major institutions are
undergoing rapid changes, the basis for "normality" and "deviance" is hard
to establish. Given such flux, ideas may then assume unusual importance.
A scholar such as Lewis Namier might treat eighteenth-century English
Parliamentary politics in terms of various pragmatic, interest group
considerations. But in the antebellum period, in the absence of clear

institutional checks and well-defined values, ideas and moral concerns

1Burridge, New Heaven, New Earth, p. 162. Burridge's essay "The
Prophet," ibid., pp. 153-163, provides a lively starting point for the
study of the significance of such figures.

2Adequate social analyses of the sources of membership have not
yet been made for the Shakers and Mormons. However, the smaller Oneida
Perfectionist ventures have been thoroughly studied, and, as will be
shown in Chapter III, the results do not support either a simple sociolo-
gical or psychological reductionist argument as to why members were
attracted.
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could assume special importance, as the influence of the Abolitionist
movement illustrate most graphically.1

In this study, therefore, I shall suggest a relatively open-ended
hypothesis which is not incompatible with social and psychological
analyses but which to some extent goes beyond them. One might well
argue that not just millennial prophets but also the individuals who
joined such groups may often have been people who, for a variety of
reasons, were more sensitive than average individuals to the ambiguities,
uncertainties, and inconsistencies of their age of transition. Reacting
against these sorts of inconsistencies that were reflected both within
themselves and in their social environment, certain individuals may
well have been attracted to the groups studied here because such groups
promised authoritative answers to difficult religious and social problems
and also sought to embody a new context of meaning and order in functioning
community life.?

That these three millennial groups may have been heavily
influenced by their environment is suggested by the striking chronblogical
coincidence of the chief period of sexual and marital stress in each group.
The Shakers, of course, had originated earlier, with an initial transition
to celibate communal life in the Northeast between 1785 and 1800, which
was followed by a second transition-expansion phase in the Ohio Valley
between 1807 and 1820. However, the peak period of tension in both the
Eastern and Western Shaker communities occurred during the period of
"spiritual manifestations" beginning in 1837 and lasting through the
early 1850s.

1Stanley M. Elkins, Slavery: A Problem in American Institutional
and Intellectual Life, intro. Nathan Glazer (New York: Grossett &
Dunlap, 1963), arques this thesis convincingly.

25 major appeal of the Shakers certainly lay in their well-
regulated community life, as the testimony of members and visitors
clearly indicates. In "The Oneida Community, 1848-1880: A Study in
Conservative Christian Utopianism" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of
Denver, 1968), Robert Fogarty argues that the primary factor in the
appeal of Oneida was its creation of a secure religious and social frame-
work for its members. And the thesis of Mario S. De Pillis in "The
Quest for Religious Authority and the Rise of Mormonism," Dialogue: A
Journal of Mormon Thought 1 (Spring 1966): 68-88, is that this theme was
central to the appeal of Mormonism as well.
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Both the Oneida Perfectionist and Mormon marital experimentation
also peaked during this latter period. John Humphrey Noyes's religious
and sexual turmoil had become intense in the early 1830s, but following
the watershed represented by his remarkable letter on marriage in 1837
he began to establish his religious, communal, and sexual theories into
functioning community life in the 1840s and early 1850s. And, as will
be documented in Chapters IV and V, although Joseph Smith's first
recorded consideration of the possibility of introducing polygamy
apparently occurred in 1831, his first serious attempts to begin to
introduce polygamy probably began in the late 1830s, with a concerted
effort to introduce such practices in the early 1840s during the years prior
to his assassination. By the early 1850s in Utah, under Brigham Young
and his associates, the basic intellectual and social formulation of
polygamy had been established.

Thus, in all three groups a transition phase to the new practices
and/or a peak period of religious and sexual tensions occurred during an
approximately fifteen to twenty year pefiod between the mid-1830s and
the early 1850s. Probably not coincidentally, this period also was one
of considerable tension in antebellum society itself. The year 1837
marked a turning point of "ultraist" excitement in western New York,
as well as the beginning of the Panic of 1837, the worst depression
known in the new Republic to that date. The 1840s saw the great
Fourierist communal excitement, the peak of the Millerite movement, and
the absorption of the disparate earlier reform movements into the
Abolitionist Crusade. By the early 1850s the phase of intense revivalistic
and social reform activities in antebellum society had largely come to
an end. Given the close contact of these three millennial groups with
their larger environment--which will be thoroughly documented later
in this study--the possibility that a complex interrelationship may have
existed between the internal tensions in these groups and the strains in

antebellum society itself deserves serious scholarly attention.

v

The possible relation of such periods of religious and familial

experimentation to their larger social matrix is an extremely interesting
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and complex question. However, in this study primary attention will be
given to another, even more interesting, problem: How was the movement
to a new world-view and to new marital practices achieved in functioning
community life? What were the means by which the problems inherent in
such a successful transition were overcome and a new way of life became
established?

Historians have given little serious attention to the problems
of this second, transition phase in these three millennial groups.
Since the new marital forms were either illegal or at least in serious
conflict with conventionil monogamous norms, these millennial groups
attempted to maintain strict secrecy during the early development of the
new standards. As a result, knowing exactly what was going on often is
difficult to determine. Loyal believers, either at the time or
subsequently, generally did not talk about the problems of transition
that are of greatest interest to the historian. And even when the
accounts of apostates are accurate factually, those accounts often fail
to convey the spirit underlying such efforts. Nevertheless, a
significant body of information on the early development of each of
these three millennial ventures has been preserved, and the general
outlines of the transition process can be indicated in relation to other
millennial movements of which we have good records.

Individuals during the early transitional phases of the Shaker,
Oneida Perfectionist, and Mormon movements were faced by what must have
appeared to them to be unprecedented problems and challenges, a world
operating according to forces they could not comprehend. Under such
circumstances, dreams, myths, rituals, and symbols could become of
crucial importance in attempting to grasp intuitively the nature of

1

reality at a level beyond that of the ordinary and mundane. In

1o recognition that levels of meaning exist beyond that of everyday,
common sense "reality" is essential to all religious life as well as to
serious scholarly and creative activity. A particularly impressive
discussion of the problems of awe, mystery, and transcendence that
underlie religious experience is found in Rudolf Otto's, The Idea of the
Holy: An Inquiry Into the Non-Rational Factors in the Idea of the Divine
and Its Relation to the Rational, trans. John W. Harvey, 2d ed. (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1952).
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attempting to move from a world which they saw as corrupt, diseased, and
doomed into a new and in many ways radically opposed state of being,
individuals were caught in a highly ambiguous position., The old order
had to be broken down in each individual and in the group as a whole
before a new socialization process could occur. But during this process
there was a pivotal point at which the old order was no longer operative
and a new way of life also had not yet become established. This was a
critical and crucially important period.

A highly suggestive analysis of the dynamics of such
intermediary stages is provided in Victor Turner's discussion of the
"liminal"™ phase of "rites of passage" or transition in normal ritual

! In such an

situations, or, by extension, in larger social transitions.
intermediary state, a person's position is ambiguous: "he passes
through a cultural realm that has few or none of the attributes of the
past or coming state." Such persons are caught "betwixt and between the
positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, convention, and
ceremonial." Frequently initiates are represented as possessing nothing,
are expected to obey their instructors completely, and accept arbitrary
punishment or seemingly irrational demands without complaint. "It is as
though they are being reduced or ground down to a uniform condition to
be fashioned anew and endowed with additional powers to enable them to
cope with their new station in life." 1In this country, we still see
such rites in a mild residual form in fraternity initiations and the
like. Millennial movements, however, often go through_a more severe
process of breaking down the old order before a new one can be

reconstructed.?

1Turner, Ritual Process, pp. 80-83, is the source for the
statements cited in these two paragraphs. See ibid., pp. 80-193, for
his discussion of liminality and communitas. Turner's work is in part
an elaboration and extension of Arnold Van Gennep's, The Rites of
Passage, trans. Monika B. Vizedom and Gabrielle L. Caffee (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1960)..

2In effect, what is occurring is a temporary de-socialization
process which makes possible a re-socialization to new norms. It would
be interesting to compare this process in adults who participate in
millennial movements to the earlier socialization process and the
process of intellectual development in children, as viewed by scholars
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Closely associated with the temporary ceremonial breakdown of
normal secular distinctions of rank, status, and obligation in the
liminal period is an intense sense of comradeship and egalitarianism.
There is an overriding feeling of direct personal communion, a blend
"of lowliness and sacredness, of homogeneity and comradeship."
It is as though there are here two major 'models' for human inter-
relatedness, juxtaposed and alternating. The first is of society
as a structured, differentiated, and often hierarchical system of
politico=legal-economic positions with many types of evaluation,
separating men in terms of 'more' or 'less.' The second, which
emerges recognizably in the liminal period, is of society as an
unstructured or rudimentarily structured and relatively undiffer-
entiated commitatus, community, or even communion of equal
individuals who submit together to the general authority of the
ritual elders.

Turner uses the term "communitas" to distinguish this modality of social

relationship from an "area of common living."

Such a state of "communitas" provides direct personal contact
replacing the institutional constraints that normally separate indivi-
duals. And in no area of life are such direct personal relations freed
of all institutional constraints more powerfully expressed than in
sexual communion itself. Thus, it is not surprising that in summarizing
the transition process in many different millennial movements, Kenelm
Burridge finds that a period of sanctioned sexual license and other
seemingly bizarre emotional displays frequently precede "a form of
entry into a new condition governed by fresh rules and assumptions."

In direct personal communion with each other and with the divine
"participants seek that inspiration which will guarantee their

activities as right and founded in truth."l

such as Piaget. Although children by no means start life with minds
that are simply a tabula rosa, they nevertheless have far less
cultural baggage to contend with than adults who are inducted into new
cultural forms. If one takes Jesus' statement: "Unless ye become as
little children, ye shall not enter the kingdom of God" in reference
to millennial movements, it suggests the relative lack of
preconceptions necessary for individuals to approach new realities in
the right spirit.

1Burridge, New Heaven, New Earth, p. 112.
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The degree to which this second, transition stage corresponds
to the experience of other millennial movements such as the Shakers,
Oneida Perfectionists, and Mormons is open to question. Nevertheless,
such frameworks offer the possibility of considerably more convincing
analyses than those hitherto used. For instance, in the Shaker
communal development of the 1790s a variety of excesses appear to have
occurred. These went beyond their characteristic highly emotional
religious behavior--which included singing, shouting, and ecstatic
dancing--and included flagellant activity and unsanctioned sexual
misbehavior. At Oneida the late 1840s and early 1850s were
characterized by extremes of emotion, severe psychosomatic disorders,
suicidal tendencies, and the like, as complex marriage was introduced,
temporarily discontinued, and then reintroduced. And the Mormons
experienced a wide range of highly disruptive excesses during the
introduction of pclygamy in the early and mid 1840s. Some of the most
problematic figures in Mormon history such as John C. Bennett and Joseph
Smith's brother William, who seemingly lost control over themselves when
they learned about polygamy, became more nearly comprehensible when
their actions are viewed as a product of the confusion of transition.

Individuals could not long remain poised between two conflicting
sets of standards in this second, transitional stage. Such a period--
tottering precariously between the extremes of authoritarianism, on
the one hand, and antinomianism, on the other!--was almost inherently
unstable and lasted no more than a few years in any of the groups studied

here. 1In the third and final stage of the early development of each of

l0ne can see this polarization between extremes of authoritarian-
ism and antinomianism, with rapid, almost manic-depressive type shifts, in
the experience of Joseph Smith during the final years before his assassina=-
tion. Smith attempted increasingly to centralize all power in his own
hands in an effort to deal with the fragmentation in Nauvoo which was
threatening to run out of control. At one level, this could be viewed as
"authoritarian." Yet from another perspective, this dependence on the
desires or whims of one individual zlso could be viewed as "antinomian-
ism." In effect antinomianism and authoritarianism were two sides of a
Janus face. Smith during his last years balanced precariously on a
tightrope, trying desperately to avoid falling off into either the abyss
of authoritarianism or antinomianism.
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these millennial movements, a degree of resolution was achieved as the

new practices became embodied in a successfully functioning community

order. As individuals came to accept the new norms, the demand for
virtually total commitment in the transition phase could be somewhat relaxed
and more normal life could resume.

For the Shakers, this resolution first took place in the
Eastern communities by about 1800. At this time they were already
beginning to appear as the serene, well-ordered, economically
successful communities that so impressed many later visitors. A
similar resolution took place in the Western Shaker settlements by
about 1820, and again to an extent in all the societies by about 1850
in the aftermath of the "spiritualist" excitement.

At Oneida, the resolution of the tensions of transition appears
to have occurred by the mid-1850s. Whereas the preceding decade had
been a period of unusual religious, social, and economic difficulties
that had almost led to the breakup of the venture, by the mid-1850s the
optimistic, "secular" tendencies at Oneida appeared to be in the
ascendent.

Among the Mormons, too, the first period of resolution of the
new order appears to have occurred at least by the early 1850s, following
a roughly three to five year "apostolic interregnum" and "period of
chaos" in the mid 1840s. By 1852, when the Mormon commitment to plural
marriage as an integral part of their religious and social system was
announced to the world, diary accounts and accounts of most visitors
spoke of the essentially orderly appearance of life in Utah, despite
the inevitable hardships of pioneer life.!

Thus, by the early 1850s, and considerably earlier in the case of
the Shakers, all three of these millennial groups had in effect moved
into a new Promised Land. Their implicit goal had been to reestablish
religious and social order by creating what was essentially a new,
comprehensive, and more satisfying culture and by converting the entire

world to their new beliefs and way of life. Although they failed to

lpocumentation for these developments in the three groups
will be provided in the course of the appropriate dissertation chapters.
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achieve such numerical universality, these millennial communitarians

do appear to have produced a special form of American ethnicity, new
sub-cultures based on Anglo-American roots. The experience of these
millennialists differs in certain important respects from that of other
ethnic groups which emigrated to America. Rather than bringing an
already-existing culture to be transformed in the New World, these
millennial groups attempted to create new, revitalized forms growing out
of the American Puritan ethos. The millennialists to some extent were
in conflict with their society, but in other respects they helped their
followers adapt to the new society.

In establishing new frameworks for religious and social order,
these millennial communitarians illustrated both the possibilities and
many of the problems inherent in radical social change. Their marital
and familial reorganization, in particular, provides a striking view
of how new cultural patterns can originate and be institutionalized.
This study will attempt to delineate, as clearly as can be reconstructed
from the often-ambiguous evidence available, the process by which these
remarkable ventures in religious and social revitalization achieved at

least temporary success.



CHAPTER II

THEY NEITHER MARRY NOR ARE GIVEN IN MARRIAGE: THE ORIGINS

AND EARLY DEVELOPMENT OF SHAKER CELIBATE COMMUNAL ORGANIZATION

What is there in the universe, within the comprehension of man,
that has so sensible, so quick and ravishing an operation, as a
corresponding desire of the flesh in the different sexes? . . . As
a gushing fountain is more powerful in its operations than an
oozing spring; so that desire of carnal enjoyment, that mutually
operates between male and female, is far more powerful than any
other passion in human nature. . . . Surely then, that must be
the fountain head, the governing power, that shuts the eyes, stops
the ears, and stupifies the sense to all other objects of time or
eternity, and swallows up the whole man in its own peculiar
enjoyment. And such is that feeling and affection, which is form-
ed by the near relation and tie between male and female; and which
being corrupted by the subversion of the original law of God,
converted that which in the beginning was pure and lovely, into
the poison of the serpent; and the noblest of affections of man,
into the seat of human corruption.

=-=The Testimony of Christ's Second Appearing, 1808}

During the summer of 1770 while she was in jail in Manchester,
England, for participating in highly emotional religious activities
that the authorities felt had disturbed the peace, a thirty-four year
0l1d woman underwent a powerful visionary experience which radically

transformed her life. For nine years, Ahﬁ Lee, a poor and unlettered

lphis statement first appeared in the 1808 edition of Youngs's
Testimony of Christ's Second Appearing, pp. 78=79. The version of the
statement as quoted here is from the second edition of this work,
printed at Albany, New York, by E. and E. Hosford, in 1810, pp. 48-49,
which makes one minor spelling and typographic change. All the
sentences have been combined into a single paragraph and some minor
punctuation changes have been made. Youngs's Testimony, the basic
Shaker doctrinal work, also was reprinted in 1823, and, in a heavily
revised edition, in 1856. All quotations from the Testimony in this
paper are from the 1808 edition, unless otherwise indicated.

43
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but highly capable and dynamic woman, had undergone a series of
exceptionally difficult religious and sexual experiences. These had
affected all asggggf_gf her life. After suffering four painful
deliveries and the loss of all her children in infancy, Ann Lee
increasingly had become terrified of all sexual intercourse. She had
struggled with her impulses, with the importunity of her good-hearted,
but crude husband, and with the pressure of church authorities who
tried to convince her of her conjugal duties. She had frequently
spent sleepless nights ciying out to God for redemption. And through
pentecostal religious activities, which included singing, shouting,
and ecstatic dancing, as well as through her own lonely individual
quest, she had sought to discover the root cause of evil, the
foundation of mankind's loss from God.

While undergoing the inner turmoil which was heightened by
being jailed for her religious beliefs and activities, Ann Lee had an
"open vision" in which she believed she saw the Lord Jesus Christ in
all his glory. He comforted her and infused her with a sense of
special mission. Ann also had other striking visions, including one
of Adam and Eve in carnal intercourse. At last, she knew with
absolute inner certainty that this act was, indeed, the very
transgression which had resulted in the fall of man in the Garden of
Eden. Convinced that lust was the true source of sin, Ann Lee

proceeded to take charge of the little splinter group of Shaking

Quakers to which she belonged.! However, the group remained stagnant

lthe most authoritive account of Ann Lee's early struggles is
found in the rare 1816 edition of the Testimonies of Mother Ann Lee,
Only twenty copies of this work, eight of which are known to be still
extant, ever were printed. This book was prepared solely for the use
of Shaker leadership, not for reading by the general membership or for
external polemical purposes. As such, it furnishes an unusually
straightforward and comprehensive account of the early development of
Shakerism, based on first-hand testimonies. Sometimes the account was
referred to as "the secret book of the Elders." All factual
statements about Ann Lee and the early Shakers under her leadership
that are not otherwise cited are based on this source., Later printed
accounts of Ann Lee's life with a more apologetic tone include:
Testimonies Concerning the Character and Ministry of Mother Ann Lee

and the First Witnesses of the Gospel of Christ's Second Appearing
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in England, and even their removal to America in 1774 at first did
little to increase their membership. Between 1780 and 1784 in the
troubled aftermath of the American Revolution, Ann Lee and her
followers did attract several thousand potential supporters throughout
New York and New England. But in 1784 when Ann Lee died, exhausted by
her own internal struggles and the intense persecution she had
suffered for bearing her blunt and uncompromising testimony against
the evils of the flesh, the small group of Shakers appeared to be just
another of the many eccentric splinter sects springing up after the
Revolution, most of which have been long-forgotten today.1

POnly fifteen years after Ann Lee's death and this relatively
unpromising beginning, however, a vigorous network of eleven major Shaker
community sites with more than 1600 members had been set up under the
leadership of Ann Lee's American followers.? A thoroughgoing celibate

communal system which eliminated private property, espoused pacifism, and

(Albany, N.Y.: Packard & Benthuysen, 1827) and Testimonies of the
Life, Character, Revelations and Doctrines of Mother Ann Lee, and the
Elders With Her, 2d ed. (Albany, N.Y.: Parsons & Co., 1888).

One of the finest accounts of what Mother Ann was like as a person
is found in "Incidents Related by Jemima Blanchard of Her Experience
With Mother & the Elders," Written by Roxalana Grosvenor, in Alonzo
Hollister, ed., "Book of Remembrances" (MS, Western Reserve Historical
Societys; from New Lebanon, N.Y., ca. 1873), 1: 1-47. All manuscripts
cited in this paper are found in the Wallace Hugh Cathcart Collection of
the Western Reserve Historical Society, Cleveland, Ohio, the finest such
collection extant. Hereafter cited as MS,WRHS. See Kermit J. Pike, A
Guide to Shaker Manuscripts in the Library of the Western Reserve
Historical Society: With an Inventory of Its Shaker Photographs
(Cleveland: Western Reserve Historical Society, 1974).

lpor a discussion of the relation of Shakerism to these splinter
revivalistic sects and to main line revivalism after the Revolutionary
War, see Stephen A. Marini, "Revivalism in Revolutionary New England,
1775-1780" (unpublished paper presented at the American Academy of Religion
meetings, Chicago, Illinois, November 1975).

2nintroduction to Records of Sacred Communications, Given by Divine
‘Inspiration in the Church at New Lebanon" (New Lebanon, ca, 18435 MS,WRHS),
p. 10. Although primarily an account of the remarkable spiritual mani-
festations among the Shakers in the late 1830s and early 1840s, this
official statement also provides a concise historical summary of early
Shaker development.
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conducted religious life in self-conscious separation from an evil world
was flourishing. As early as 1803, for instance, two Shaker communities
could give away thousands of dollars of specie, livestock, and produce
to help feed the starving poor who were suffering from cholera in New
York City.1 Both spiritual and temporal success appeared to have come to
the Shakers.

This early period was only the beginning of Shaker growth,
however. True to their perfectionist and developmental spirit, Shaker
religious, theological, and social innovation and dynamism would continue
strong until the Civil War. A second wave of Shaker expansion led to a
network of new communities in the Midwest, and doubled their membership
by 1820. And in yet a final important period of revival and consolida-
tion between 1837 and the mid-1850s, Shaker membership rose to a peak
of some 6,000 Believers in approximately sixty semi-autonomous communities

scattered from Maine to Indiana.2

By that time, the Shakers had become
far more than simply a curiosity visited by innumerable tourists. They
also had provided an inspiration to a wide variety of social theorists
from Robert Owen to Friedrich Engels and others. The success of the
Shakers, so these men believed, had proved that a thoroughgoing coopera-
tive and communistic system was not simply an impractical pipe dream
but a form of organization that could be established throughout the

world.?

1According to the ex-Shaker Thomas Brown, An Account of the
People Called Shakers: Their Faith, Doctrines, and Practice (Troy,
N.Y.: Parker & Bliss, 1812), p. 343, in 1803 the New Lebanon, N.Y., and
Tyringham, Mass., Shaker communities sent to New York City $300 in
specie, 853 pounds of pork, 1951 pounds of beef, 1794 pounds of mutton,
1685 pounds of rye flour, etc. Mayor De Witt Clinton thanked the
Shakers for this gift in a letter printed in Andrews, People Called
Shakers.

2andrews, People Called Shakers, p. 224, makes this estimate.
Statistics on Shaker membership are unreliable, to say the least, but
Andrews's figure appears to be a realistic projection based on available
manuscript records.

3Robert Owen's debt to the Shakers was considerable. For
instance, his New View of Society: Tracts Relative to this Subject
(London: ILongman, Hurst, Rees, Orme & Brown, 1818) includes a lengthy
favorable statement about the Shakers, who had buttressed his own
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What accounts for this remarkable development of a successful
celibate, pacifist, and communal religious group in the Early National
Period and its peaking strength in the midst of the buoyancy,
dynamism, and often crass individualism of Jacksonian America? How
was the transition from monogamous belief and practice to a celibate
system that was essentially a native American form of Protestant
monasticism achieved? In what ways were relations between the sexes
restructured in Shaker communalism, and what were the advantages and
disadvantages of sucﬁ'restructuring? And what could have led a
significant minority of highly committed and articulate American men
and women, as well as many who left no direct record of their thoughts
and feelings, to join such a group and make it work, at least for a
time?

These will be the primary questions addressed in this chapter.
An effort will be made to understand both at an individual and at a
larger social level how the transformation to new values and practices
was achieved in functioning community life, how a small but

intellectually and socially significant group of Americans could

faith in the possibility of social reconstruction. In February 1845,
Friedrich Engels argued that the Shakers, along with other American
communal groups, showed that: "Communism, or life and work in a
community where all goods are held in common, is not only possible
but, as we shall see, is already being practiced successfully in many
communities in America. . . . " Most of Engels's material comes from
John Finch's travel notes as published in Owen's newspaper, New Moral
world, shortly after Engels had sent that paper his own analysis of
continental communism. See Henri Desroche, The American Shakers: From
Neo=Christianity to Presocialism, trans. and ed. John K. Savacool
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1971), pp. 293-296. 1In
his important history of the American communal movement before the
Civil War, John Humphrey Noyes, founder of the Oneida Community and no
mean social theorist in his own right, described the success of the
Shakers as "the 'specie basis' that has upheld all the paper theories,
and counteracted the failures, of the French and English schools." See
his History of American Socialisms, p. 670.

The widespread interest in the Shakers by their contemporaries
is indicated in David R. Proper, comp., "Bibliography of Shaker
Periodical Literature," Shaker Quarterly 4 (Winter 1964): 130-142; 5
(Spring 1965): 26-32; 5 (Winter 1965): 141-144; 8 (Winter 1968):
107-110; and 10 (Winter 1970): 138-140.
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have been attracted to this extraordinary religious and communal

venture.

I

The English origins of Shakerism are clouded in considerable
obscurity. Details of the early development often are hazy, recorded
in print well over fifty years after the events described. Shaker
accounts, nevertheless, trace their religious lineage to two
sources.! One was a revivalistic sect of French Protestants, the
so-called Camisard Prophets. 1In the aftermath of the 1689 revocation
of the religious toleration granted—by the Edict of Nantes, the
persecuted Camisards in the Cevennes Mountains began engaging in
extreme revivalistic activities. They shook, shouted, spoke in
tongues, and prophesied the imminent destruction of the existing
religious and social order. Eventually some of these French Prophets
emigrated, settling in London and elsewhere in England.

In Manchester, the French Prophets continued their extreme
religious activities and prophecying of the imminent end of the
world. They taught that the established Church and State were the
Biblical Babylon that would be destroyed by God preparatory to the
coming of a millennium of universal peace on earth. Their call to
repentence attracted a small following in England and must have come
to the attention of a number of individuals who later joined the
Shakers, as well as feeding into the larger currents of revivalism
represented by John Wesley and Charles Whitefield. In particular,
John Partington and John Hocknell--two well-to~do Englishmen who may
have served as leaders in the Camisard movement--later joined with

the little society that would come to be known as Shakers, infusing

o

‘ 11n addition to the accounts of Mother Ann Lee mentioned on
p. 44, footnotel, see the following historical treatments of early
Shaker development: Testimony of Christ's Second Appearing, pp. 17-32;
Millennial Church, pp. 1-50; and Brown, Account of the Shakers,
pp. 305-362. A second edition of the Millennial Church with impor-
tant additions was printed at Albany, N.Y. by C. Van Benthuysen in
1848,
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some of the ecstatic, free-form, revivalistic spirit into that group
as well.!

Probably a more important influence on the early Shakers came
through the Quakers. The early Quakers had been given occasionally
to highly emotional expressions in their religious meetings.

Scoffers declared that they literally "quaked" before God. By the
mid-1700s, however, English Quakerism had become more respectable and
orderly, tolerated by the civil authorities.? In 1747, a Lancashire
couple, Jane and James Wardley, feeling that the Quakers had lost
their earlier fire, separated themselves from that group to form a
small religious society, without any established creed or particular
structqred manner of worship, but open to the workings of the spirit
in the same highly emotional way that the Camisards and early Quakers
had been. )

Although some later Shakers tended to downplay thé importance of
the Quaker influence on their development, such influence appears to be
a paramount factér at almost all levels of Shaker religious and social
beliefs. A similar theological framework, liberal approach to Biblical
interpretation, elimination of all sacramental forms including Baptism
and the Lord's Supper, emphasis on the free workings of the spirit,

thoroughgoing pacifism, refusal to take oaths or participate directly

lAny direct genetic connection between the Camisards and the
Shakers appears tenuous at best. Brown, Account of the Shakers, p, 313,
claims that both Partington and Hocknell had formerly been "noted men"
among the French Prophets. According to Hocknell's daughter Mary,
however, he had belonged to the Church of England until he left to join
the Methodists. Testimony of Christ's Second Appearing, p. 20. Since
revivalist groups were highly fluid in their membership, both the
Methodists and Camisards could well have influenced the Shakers.
Perhaps because the Shaker revivalist activities were more extreme than
even those of the early Methodists, the Shakers felt more akin to the
Camisards. Given the relatively vague accounts of English Shaker
origins, it is possible that direct connections between the Camisards
and the Shakers occurred without being recorded.

2See Richard T. Vann, The Social Development of English
Quakerism, 1655-1755 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1969).
This is a brilliant, succinct use of qualitative and quantitative
measures to understand early English Quakerism.
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in secular government, use of “éhee" and "thou," and, above all, the
strong encouragement of women to participate at all levels of the group
as preachers and active members, place the Shakers squarely in the
Quaker tradition. The influence of the Quaker intellectual framework
can be seen even in such later Shaker innovations as their belief in a
dual godhead in which male and female elements were combined equally, a
belief which was by no means incompatible with that of the Quakers.1

A third influence on early Shaker development was the personality
and experience of Ann Lee herself. Ann's personal struggles, both
religious and sexual, became transformed into the distinguishing element
in the Shaker faith, separating these Believers from those in many
similar revivalistic groups. Ann Lee joined the Wardley's little society
in 1758. But during the approximately nine years following her marriage
to Abraham Standerin in 1762, she gradually developed her testimony
against the evils of man's fallen, "carnal" nature and became the most
influential member in the open-ended group. In the course of those
years, she bore four children, all of whom died in infancy. Ann's last
delivery was exceptionally painful, requiring the use of forceps. For
hours afterward, she lay with but little sign of life.

In response to these tragic experiences, Ann Lee hecaﬁe increasingly
terrified and ambivalent about her impulses. She came to avoid her bed
as if it were "made of embers," and when she did go to bed, sometimes
she shook with such emotion that her husband was happy to leave her
alone. At times she would pace the floor all night, trying to keep
quiet to avoid stirring up her husband's concern and affections. At
other times, unable to control herself, she would repeatedly cry aloud
to God for redemption. And sometimes she feared to close her eyes lest

she wake up in hell. Though of a robust natural constitution, she

lpor a summary of the classic statement of Quaker theology, see
Eleanor Price Mather, Barclay in Brief: An Abbreviation of Robert
Barclay's APOLOGY FOR THE TRUE CHRISTIAN DIVINITY (Pendle Hill, Pa.:
Pamphlet Number 28, 1942). To the best of this author's knowledge, an
explicit Quaker formulation of the dual godhead idea was not made in
the early period, though hints of such beliefs can be found in the
works of George Fox, Margaret Fell, and James Naylor.
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wasted away, becoming weak and emaciated. The period was one of extra-
ordinary emotional turbulence for her.

In the course of this traumatic period, this strong-willed woman
gradually developed her distinctive faith, and her testimony against
carnal sin before the Wardley's little group became more pointed.
Finally, in mid-1770, a series of overpowering visionary experiences
convinced Ann that "lust"--i.e., inordinate passions or desires of any
sort--was, indeed, the root of all evil and corruption in the world,
not only in religious, but also in economic, social, and political affairs
as well. Only by renouncing all "carnal" desires (using the term in its
broadest sense) and by deciding to live a life of "virgin purity" could
man be restored to God.!

The attraction of Ann Lee to the Wardley's small religious
society that their neighbors derisively nicknamed jumpers, shiverers,
or Shaking Quakers was by no means accidental. One could argue, of
course, that the highly emotional and unstructured religious activities
that the Shakers engaged in provided an outlet for Ann Lee's own inner
struggles as well as a supportive group in which she could deal with
her problems. But deeper even that her sense of the evil nature of
excessive sexual impulses was her profound sense of the injustice of
the role that sexual relations forced upon women and her overriding
concern to correct the imbalance that she perceived in the relations
between the sexes. Even when only partially articulated, this desire
appears to underlie her sense of mission and her overriding concern to
help both men and women be recovered to God.

Revivalistic religion has always provided both men and women--but
especially women--with greater outlets for self-expression and innovation
than have the established churches. The Wardley's little society was no

exception. The Apostle Paul may have told women to keep silence in the

lgven in this early period, Ann Lee's attack on the evils of
"lust" went far beyond a simple attack on sexual intercourse per se. As
the Shakers further developed their theology and communal organization,
they increasingly articulated a broader conception of "carnal” desires
as representing all aspects of human rapacity and selfishness that
interfered with the single-minded devotion to God.
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churches. But in the early Shaker society, Jane Wardley was given the
honorary title "Mother" to indicate her spiritual role, and she became the
effective leader of the group, to whom confession of sins was made.
As Ann Lee developed her sense of religious mission and .her overpowering
conviction that lust was the root of human corruption, she gradually
took over leadership from Jane Wardley and was in turn addressed by the
- group as Mother. With Ann Lee's introduction of the belief in the
necessity of celibacy for true religious life, a distinctive element was
added to this society, separating it from the more common forms of
revivalism from which it would otherwise have been largely
indistinguishable.

This band of some thirty Believers experienced but little success
in England. Some scholars have seen the Shakers as a by-product of
nascent industrialism and the hardships of life in the early factory

town of Manchester.!

Available evidence, however, seems to make such
an interpretation less than fully convincing. To be sure, the problems
of grinding poverty and the evils of early industrialism may well have
contribute@ to the Shakers' sense that the old order was radically
corrupt and subject to imminent destruction by God. But in reading the
early accounts closely, one is forced to the conclusion that far more
salient in Ann Lee's experience was a more inclusive sense of religious
malaise and her sensitivity to her tragic sexual experiences. Further-
more, even if early industrialism may have been related in a complex
fashion to the origins of Shakerism, England during this stage of

industrialism did not provide a promising field for the growth of this

lohis approach is most explicitly formulated in Desroche, The
American Shakers, although many other books such as Marguerite Fellows
Melcher's, The Shaker Adventure (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1941), which treat Shaker history largely from an economic
perspective, also put forward this argument. Though Desroche's work
raises a number of fascinating theoretical perspectives, his analysis
sits rather lightly on the facts, seriously overemphasizing Ann Lee's
working class background and the role of the later brilliant, but far-
from-representative Shaker spokesman, Frederick W. Evans--ex-Owenite,
free thinker, and land reformer. See Marius B. Peladeau's review of
Desroche in the Shaker Quarterly 11 (Fall 1971): 122-125.
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group. In England, this small band of Shaking Quakers not only stirred
up some harsh persecution, but worse, they were generally ignored and
attracted few members.

This fact became obvious to Ann Lee. In 1772, just two years
after she effectively assumed control of the Wardley's society, her
associate James Whittaker had a powerful vision of the tree of life with
ever=burning leaves, representing the Shaker Church that would be
established in America.! Anﬁ-Lee also became convinced that in
America, in a land of religious freedom and promise, her Church would
grow and thrive. Ann Lee was, indeed, correct. In America her personal
convictions could be translated into what was--given its inherent
limitations--a highly successful spiritual and temporal organization.
Even if one assumes that economic forces were a major causal factor in
Shaker development, the American Shakers owed their appeal far more
to the strains of pre-industrial commercial agricultural development than
directly to problems of the factory system and urbanization. For the
most part, Shakers appear to have been small famers, tradesmen, and
handicraft workers, hardworking and innovative. The special appeal of
the Shaker reordering of male and female roles was related in complex

ways to the larger religious and social strains of the young Republic.

II

The America upon whose shores a little band of English Shakers
led by Mother Ann Lée disembdfkéd in 1774 was a land whose religious,
social, and political climates were in a curious way suited to the needs
of this young faith. Religiously, the period came in the aftermath of
the Great Awakening of the 1740s which had split the established churches
in New England and throughout the colonies, resulting in an unprecedented
era of revivals, doctrinal innovations, and divisions. New sects had
been spawned, and eventually a new kind of religious spirit would develop.
The idea of religious freedom would become a fact in civil life. Econo-

mically and socially, the years from the eérly 1700s had been ones of

lrestimonies of Mother Ann Lee, p. 66. Accounts of early Shaker
history sometimes carelessly attribute this vision to Ann Lee herself.
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remarkable growth followed by stagnation and decline, which led to many
strains and tensions between the old order and the new. And politi-
cally, the period was on the eve of the American Revolution and a
disruptive war which would bring to birth a New Republic that would
attempt to give voice to new ideals of man and society.1

When eight Shakers first arrived in New York City on August 6,
1774, however, they were anything but conscious of the many forces
which would contribute to their eventual growth. In fact, the very
survival of the group itself lay in cornsiderable doubt. Being poor,
the Shakers temporarily separated to find individual employment. Ann
Lee's husband, who had followed his wife to America, finally forced the
issue of whether or not she would live with him in a normal marital
relationship. Her adamant refusal, which led to their permanent break,
must have been a heart-rending experience for both of them. As Ann lLee
said: "The man to whom I was married was very kind, according to his
nature; he would have been willing to pass through a flaming fire for
my sake, if I would but live in the flesh with him, which I refused to do.?
Freed from her husband at last, Ann Lee joined her followers on some

land they had purchased near Albany, New York. There for some six

1some important accounts discussing the relationship of religious
concerns to social and intellectual developments in the eighteenth
century, particularly the American Revolution, include: Sidney E. Mead,
The Lively Experiment: The Shaping of Christianity in America (New
York: Harper & Row, 1963); Richard L. Bushman, From Puritan to Yankee:
Character and the Social Order in Connecticut, 1690-1775 (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1967); Clarence G. Goen, Revivalism and
Separatism in New England: Strict Congregationalists and Separate
Baptists in the Great Awakening (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1962); Alan E. Heimert, Religion and the American Mind from the Great
Awakening to the Revolution (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1966); Bernard Bailyn, The Origins of American Politics (New York:
Vintage Books, 1970); Jack P. Greene, ed., The Reinterpretation of the
American Revolution, 1763-1789 (New York: Harper & Row, 1968); Kenneth
Lockridge, "Land, Population and the Evolution of New England Society,
1630-1790; and an Afterthought," in Colonial America: Essays in
Politics and Social Development, ed. Stanley N. Katz (Boston: Little,
Brown & Co., 1971); and Gordon S. Wood, The Creation of the American
Republic, 1776-1787 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1969).

2restimonies of Mother Ann Lee, p. 45.
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years, often discouraged, they tried to eke out a bare living and they
continued to hope for the eventual spread of their religious message.

The first major Shaker membership breakthrough came in 1780.

As one of the small fires in the aftermath of the Revolutionary War, a
small revival broke out in 1779 in New Lebanén, not far from the Shaker
settlement at Niskeyuna. The leader of the revival was the Freewill
Baptist preacher Joseph Meacham from Enfield, Connecticut, whose father
had been converted by Jonathan Edwards, a key figure in the earlier
Great Awakening.1 Feeling discouraged and looking for further light

as the 1779 revival waned, Meacham and some of his followers approached
the strange group of foreign religionists who werevled by a woman,
required celibacy, engaged in ecstatic religious services, and professed
to be living "sinlessly" in daily obedience to the will of God. Greatly
impressed by what he saw, Meacham converted to the Shakers. He brought
with him many of his followers, who came to serve as the initial
American nucleus for the Shaker Church.

The disorder, confusion, and disillusionment of the post-
Revolutionary War period, like the aftermath of most wars in American
history, was particularly favorable to revivalism and to the development
of new religious movements.2 The Shakers had unintentionally settled
in an area where the disruption caused by the Revolutionary War was very
great, and their early proselytizing ventures took them into similar
areas of New England. As foreigners and pacifists, they were persecuted
by local American authorities in 1780 for alleged disloyalty. In
fact, however, many of the early male members of the Shakers had served
in the Revolutionary War, as is indicated by the large number of Shakers

who were entitled to receive war pensions.3 The human coarseness brought

1andrews, People Called Shakers, pp. 54-55.

2an interesting study approaching this problem from a slightly
different perspective of the relationship between affiliation and power
concerns and war in American history is described briefly in David C.
McClelland, "lLove and Power: The Psychological Signals of War," Psychology
Today 8 (January 1975): 44-48.

3Andrews, People Called Shakers, pp. 215-216, describes how
in 1863 when the Shakers were requesting exemption from the draft or the
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out by that conflict must have been profoundly disillusioning to many.
Even though the Shakers were only beginning their development, they
appeared to offef a committed, caring, and ultimately hopeful response to
problems that did not seem capable of resolution at the normal political,
economic, and social levels.

The appeal of the Shaker movement in this early phase was due to
a number of positive factors in the movement itself, as well as to the
precondition provided by a disordered social environment. The leadership
of Ann Lee and her early associates was the first great attraction of
the Shakers. Even Ann lee's critics agree that she was a capable,
articulate; and dynamic woman, warm and loving to her followers, whom
she called her "children." Ann's followers loved her so deeply that
they came to believe that she had incarnated the spirit of God in female
form, just as they believed that Jesus had incarnated the spirit of
God in male form. Whether Ann Lee herself ever claimed such quasi-divinity
is open to question. Her frequent ecstatic utterances, like those of
many other early religious leaders, are open to such an interxpretation,
particularly when she talked about walking with Jesus as her Lord and
Lover, or described herself as his Bride. Such statements were viewed
by many people of this earlier age as examples of inappropriate and
excessive religious "enthusiasm." Today many people would view
such statements as a sign of mental disorder.

But had extreme emotionalism been the primary characteristic of
Ann Lee's personality and testimony, her appeal to the other capable and
articulate individuals who helped her establish the Society would be
hard to explain. Ann Lee also was a straightforward, down-to=earth
woman who admonished her followers to put their "hands to work and their
hearts to God." She told Believers to do their work as if it would "last

a thousand years." When an overawed follower came to her, she.told him:

requirement to hire a substitute, they raised the novel argument that
there was a sum of money, amounting (with interest) to $439,733, in the
national treasury that legally belonged to the Society through those who
had served in the wars of the Revolution and 1812 but had not been
permitted by Shaker regulations to draw their pensions or bounty lands.
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Don't kneel to me. Kneel to God. I am but his servant."! And,
expressing sentiments that many a religious leader must feel, she once
confessed that she was afraid to go in to talk with young Believers
because they assumed that whatever she said on any subject came directly
from On High. Ann said in frustration that she never claimed to be
omniscient in temporai matters. All she knew with certainty was that
mankind's recovery to God could only be achieved by giving up all
"carnal" desires and practices.2

Given the extremely liberal Shaker theology with its emphasis on
the symbolic rather than the literal interpretation of Scriptural
passages, a different explanation of Ann Lee's élleged divinity is
possible. The Shakers ultimately traced their belief in direct revela-
tion to the Quaker approach which stressed the immediacy of the spirit
of God acting within each individual. Sophisticated Shakers in the early
theological treatises appear, therefore, to have viewed Ann Lee as a
particularly appealing ideal model. She was seen as embodying God's
spirit in a greater, but not essentially different, form than the way it
was embodied in each human being. In any case, no matter how individual
Believers may have viewed Ann Lee theologically, they expressed a deep
and unquenchable love for her and they looked to her as a symbol of the

mutual love which was expressed within the community of Believers.®

lpestimonies of Mother Ann Lee, p. 329.

2pecollections of Thankful Goodrich in Alonzo Hollister, ed.,
"Book of Immortality” (New Lebanon, 1872; MS,WRHS), pp. 78-79.

3por the classic expression of this theological liberalism in
approaching Ann Lee, see Testimony of Christ's Second Appearing. Attitudes
toward Ann Lee that were popularly held in the early nineteenth century
are suggested in Millennial Praises, Containing a Collection of Gospel
Hymns in Four Parts; Adapted to the Day of Christ's Second Appearing
(Hancock, Mass.: J. Tallcott, 1813). The earliest edition of this first
Shaker printed hymnal appeared in 1812. Also see Testimonies of Mother
Ann Lee, p. 166, and throughout, for strong evidence that Mother Ann's
mystic effusions frequently were taken in a symbolic sense. 1Ibid., p. 346,
further notes: "when any of the Believers expressed their love to her,
she would often reply, 'It is not me that you love; but it is God in
me. [N}
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Shaker revivalistic activities were a second factor attracting
individuals to the Society. Then as now, such extraordinary actions
attracted public curiosity and led to extremes either of awe or of
disbelief. Shaker revivalism, though it may appear exceptional to
twentieth-century Americans who are unacquainted with such phenomena,
was almost indistinguishable from the revivalistic activities of similar
groups in hundreds of different cultures throughout history.1 Among the
types of behavior described in basic Shaker sources were shaking and
trembling, shouting, leaping, singing, dancing, speaking in tongues,
whirling, stamping, rolling on the floor or ground, crying out against
sin and against carnal nature, and a wide variety of even more
extraordinary ecstatic, trance, and possession phenomena that few would
believe possible unless they had seen them with their own eyes.

Many of these activities seemed to be clearly beyond any
conscious human agency. Contemporaries of the Shakers thus tended to
see such involuntary phenomena as manifestations of the supernatural.
Disbelievers often attributed the manifestations to the Devil; Believers,
on the other hand, saw the manifestations as a sign of God's continuing
workings in human history and of the existence of an authority going
beyond the purely man-made. The old order was being shaken, both literally
and metaphorically. Human authorities, whether religious or secular, no
longer seemed to have any validity, so a return was made to primary and
sometimes undifferentiated emotion within a supportive group. Such
expression of emotion would lend supernatural sanction to the new order.
As a primary Shaker doctrinal source stated, Believers "knew perfectly
what those things meant, and felt, therein, the greatest possible order
and harmony, it being both the gift and work of God for the time then
present; and which bore the strongest evidence that the world was
actually come to an end, (at least to those who were the subjects of it,)

and the day of judgment commenced . "2

lpor the worldwide extent of such activities, see the references
cited in Chapter I, p. 29, footnote 1.

2Testimong of Christ's Second Appearing, p. 3l.



59

If such highly individualistic revivalistic phenomena were, in
fact, to result in communal harmony, then institutional order eventually
had to be given to the new understandings that had been achieved and
validated through group emotional experiences. The propensity of
those converted by revivals to "backslide” in the absence of continuing
institutional supports is so well-known as to be almost a cliché.
Possibly the greatest appeal of the Shakers lay, therefore, in a third
factor: their carefully planned group life. Eventually it would come to
provide a total framework of religious, economic, and social meaning
within which individuals could live their faith on a daily basis, not
divorcing it from everyday experience. Such group life was not
achieved immediately: rather, it was a gradual and progressive develop-
ment throughout Shaker history. Even in the earliest phases, however,
such total communal life appears to have been held forth as the ideal.!}

This concern for establishing institutional order during the
early period of Shaker development can most clearly be seen in the
required qonfession of sins to Elders by new members and, on a con-
tinﬁing basis, by old Believers as well. Such confession was a powerful
community control mechanism. It was a major factor contributing to the
establishment of an oligarchic and familial structure of cdmmunity life.
Required confession of sins by all new members was a means of acquainting
Shaker leaders with the character and abilities of incoming individuals.
Such confession also could have a therapeutic effect, much as
psychotherapy and similar forms of personal counseling have today.
Individuals who felt deeply the inadequacies of their earlier lives
often received valuable and pointed personal counseling that helped them
to reorienﬁ their lives around a new center. As a continuing
requirement, confession of all sins to designated Elders provided an
important means of allowing leadership to guide and shape the character
of individuals and of the whole Society. And should an individual be
tempted to apostatize and "tell all," he would be likely to have second

!andrews, People Called Shakers, pp. 47-49, cites evidence of
Shaker communal interest going back at least as far as 1780. The
earliest Shaker manuscript extant, a letter from James Whittaker dated
February 1782, concerns communal organization.
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thoughts if he knew that his own sins of omission and commission might
well be fully aired in response.

III

Although some individuals were strongly attracted to the Shakers,
many others were just as strongly repelled by the movement. Much of the
hostility, brutality, and mobbing suffered by the Shakers during this
early period can be understood as an inevitable response to any vigorous
missionary effort that tends to interfere with the status quo. But%
more specifically, the Shakers stirred up hostility because of the
stridency of their testimony, particularly against the tlesh. This
testimony frequently was blunt, specific, and coarse. "You are a
filthy whore," Ann Lee is said to have snapped at a prurient woman,
apparently on sight.’ Early Believers, many of them in their teens
or early twenties, felt that they were fighting the Devii with no holds
barred. "The devil is a real being," Ann Lee declared, "as real as a
bear. I know, for I have seen and fought with him."?

Implicit in the Shaker attack on the evils of the flesh were
actions which their critics viewed as a frontal assault on marriage and
all close family ties. For instance, in the first Shaker pamphlet, printed
in 1790, a letter was included from James Whittaker, one of the original
English leaders, to his parents. In the letter he excoriated his parents
for their carnal propensities, and he effectively severed any further

personal contact.? Many individuais, both at that time and later,

lpestimonies of Mother Ann Lee, p. 226. Not surprisingly the
woman went off and proceeded to stir up trouble for the Society.

25ee the fine essay by Constance Rourke, "The Shakers," in
her The Roots of American Culture and Other Essays, ed. Van Wyck Brooks
(New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1942), pp. 195-237. The intensity of
Mother Ann's personal horror of sexual relations is suggested in her
vision of souls in hell, where "their torment appears like melted lead,
poured through them in the same parts where they have taken their carnal
pleasure." Testimonies of Mother Ann Lee, p. 304.

3A Concise Statement of the Principles of the Only True Church,
Together With a Letter from James Whittaker to His Natural Relations in
England, Dated Oct. 9th, 1785 (Bennington, Vt.: Haswell & Russell, 1790).
Reprinted as "First Shaker Imprint," in Shaker Quarterly 2 (Winter 1962):
144-155.
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felt that the Shakers contributed to the breaking up of marriages, to the
separation of children from their parents, and to similar family
disharmony. In the nineteenth century, anti-Shaker individuals would
attempt to get laws passed in several states that would declare that
joining the Society was tantamount to a legal divorce.}

Shakers vehemently denied any intent to sever marriages, and
they fought all attempts to link them with such ideas. Usually Shakers
attempted to bring both husbands and wives into their societies.
Nevertheless, there can be little doubt that in order to establish the
primary loyalty of Believers to the group and to its larger ends,
Shakers went to great lengths to sever any close personal relations
between husband and wife within their societies. The case of Lucy
Wright, after Ann Lee the most dynamic early female leader of the
Shakers, illustrates this sort of action most clearly, as we shall see
later in this chapter. Then, too, some individuals undoubtedly joined
the Shakers as a way out of unsatisfactory marital relationships, since
easy divorce was not possible in many states. And definite efforts were
made to separate children from their parents and rear them communally so
that divided loyalties would not interfere with total community
arrangments.

Writing in 1853, some seventy-five years after Shaker origins in
America, Hervey Elkins gave a moving personal statement of his reasons
for leaving the Shakers after fifteen years in their Senior Order.
Elkins spoke with great appreciation of many features of Shaker life,
but he criticized with icy incisiveness "the regime which mildly
separates man and wife,Aparent and child . . . and directs them all to
seek a less local, and more general bond of union." "The Shakers are a
people who rarely speak in passion, and we would think them sympathetic.
But no pity, in their acts or measures, was ever shown to social or earthly

ll2

ties. In the no-holds-barred atmosphere of the early Shaker movement,

lparticularly strong anti-Shaker legal challenges were waged in
New Hampshire, New York, Ohio, and Kentucky. Many of the cases were con-
cerned with the Shaker custom of receiving children into the Society
accompanied by one parent, usually the father, who had "deserted" the
other. Andrews, People Called Shakers, pp. 207-212.

2gervey Elkins, Fifteen Years in the Senior Order of Shakers
(Hanover, N.H.: Dartmouth Press, 1853), p. 128.
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such tendencies toward the breaking up of personal relationships must
have been even more intense.

In retrospect, such gxtreme boundary maintenance mechanisms!
might well seem excessive. ﬁe&ertheless, such mechanisms were necessary
if the Shakers were to maintain any internal coheéion in their celibate
system. The Shakers never retreated to the wasteland or the desert to
live in monk-like isolation, far from the world. Rather, most of the
societies which were "gathered" in the late 1780s and early 1790s were
only a few miles away from adjoining communities. Through their
extensive trading activities and through the continued influx of new
members and departure of old ones, the Shakers came in continual contact
with "the world." Furthermore, within their communities the Shakers
opted to maintain the seemingly irreconcilable extremes of separation
and association of the sexes. Men and women lived together in
"families" of 30 to 150 individuals under the same roof, though strictly
separated in their activities.? Enormous tensions must inevitably have
resulted, tensions that had to be dealt with by bréaking down individual
loyalties and reinforcing general communal commitment. This was
particularly true in this early period when the concrete forms of
community life had not yet been established.

A second reason for the hostility generated by the Shakers during
this early expansive phase was the fact that they were being led by a
woman, a woman whom many Believers almost deified, even in this early
period. Writing in 1780, the apostate Valentine Rathbun noted: "Some
of them say, that the woman called the mother [Ann Lee], has the fullness
of the God Head, bodily dwelling in her, and that she is the queen of

lgai T. Erikson, Wayward Puritans: A Study in the Sociology of
Deviance (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1966), p. 10, writes:

“A human community can be said to maintain boundaries . . . in

the sense that its members tend to confine themselves to a par-
ticular radius of activity and to regard any conduct which drifts
outside that radius as somehow inappropriate or immoral. Thus

the group retains a kind of cultural integrity, a voluntary restric-
tion on its own potential for expansion, beyond that which is
strictly required for accommodation to the environment."

2shaker "families" actually ranged in size from a few individuals
to even larger groupings, but most fell within these limits.
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heaven, Christ's wife: And that all God's elect must be born through
‘her; yea, that Christ through her is born the second time."! By any
standard, this type of statement was "strong meat." Joseph Meacham's
last question in 1780 before joining the Shakers was how a woman could
govern or stand at the head of the Church when St. Paul had so explicitly
forbidden it. Ann Lee's reply to Meacham (significantly it was conveyed
through an intermediary male spokesman) was that "in the natural state,
the man is first in the government of the family; but when the man is
absent the government belongs to the woman . "2

In making this statement, Ann Lee was suggesting, both theologi-
cally and socially, that the balance between the sexes was out of'aoint
and that she was attempting to rectify the situation. Meacham accepted
her response. But under his later leadership, even many Shakers were
unwilling to accept his appointment of a female associate, Lucy Wright, to
stand at the head of the newly created woman's order and, eventually, at
the head of the whole Church. To many Believers, such a situation was
too radical a departure from existing religious and social practice.
Both tact and coercive pressure would be necessary to re-educate men
and women to the new "gospel” relationship in the Shaker communities.?

If even loyal Shakers had difficulty accepting active female
participation and leadership, then the extreme hostility of outsiders to
such an "unnatural" state of affairs is not surprising. Not only was a

woman, Ann Lee, leading the early movement, and, according to widespread

lvalentine Rathbun, An Account of the Matter, Form, and Manner
of a New and Strange Religion, Taught and Propagated by a Number of
Europeans, Living in a Place Called Nisqueunia, in the State of New-York
(Providence, R.I.: Bennett Wheeler, 1781), p. 12. This account provides
direct corroboration for later Shaker assertions about Ann Lee. Rathbun
dates his account December 5, 1780.

2This succinct statement is found in the version of the Joseph
Meacham manuscript edited by Theodore E. Johnson, in the Shaker Quarterly
10 (Spring 1969): 26. A longer and more elaborate statement is found in
Testimonies of Mother Ann Lee, p. 21.

3see especially, "Collection of the Writings of Joseph Meacham
Respecting Church Order and Government" (New Lebanon, ca. 1850; MS,WRHS).
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reports, making claims tantamount to her own divinity, but she also was
attacking the basic female role to "be fruitful and multiply." Thereby
she seemed to be attacking the validity of family life itself. This
seemed an outrageous and perverted situation to many.' Both in England
and in America, Ann Lee frequently was accused of being a "witch"; she
was seen not simply as misguided or deluded, but as deliberately
malevolent.! Ann and her followers suffered the most degrading treatment
at the hands of anti-Shaker mobs. She frequently was whipped and beaten.
And, in one particularly brutal instance, she was worked over by a bunch

2 such treatment

of toughs, ostensibly to find out if she were a woman.
contributed much to the excessive zeal sometimes manifested by the early
Shakers and also resulted in the premature deaths of all the most capable
English leaders of the original movement. 3

A phird factor contributing to the hostility experienced by many
early Shakers was the extreme character of many of their revivalistic
activities during the period. Although an early convert such as Valentine
Rathbun initially could be attracted by such phenomena, eventually he
came to have second thoughts about some of the more bizarre involuntary
behavior and argued that it was a sign of delusion rather than of the
influence of the divine."® The first Shaker printed statement that

discussed the history of the early period in depth notes that, between

lalmost all the early apostate accounts included criticisms of
Ann Lee for being a "witch" and engaging in "witchcraft." Although
eighteenth-century America was unfavorable to outright prosecution on
such a count, residual fears of literal witchcraft may well have
contributed to the intensity of the persecutions suffered by the Shakers.
Any unorthodox religious group is liable to charges of witchcraft in a
culture which believes in the reality of the supernatural, particularly
if the group engages in highly emotional religious practices or if it is
led by a woman. In our present "enlightened" age, we accomplish the same
purposes by freely classing such phenomena as "mental illness."

2phe brutal mobbing at Petersham, Massachusetts, in December
1781 is described in detail in Testimonies of Mother Ann Lee, pp. 92-98.

3william Lee died first at age 44, followed by Ann Lee at 48, and
James Whittaker at 37.

“Rathbun, New and Strange Religion, pp. 10-12.
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1780 and 1787, the peak of Shaker missionary activity, a wide range of
extraordinary ecstatic and trance phenomena occurred which "appeared to

nl

blind spectators like the most unaccountable confusion. The widespread

apostate claims that Ann Lee and her followers sometimes appeared drunk

may be due, at least in part, to such behavior . 2

The external appear-
ance of such phenomena and its -inner meaning to participants could vary
widely.

The extreme Shaker revival phenomena were heightened by the
pressures of the missionary trips, persecution, and poverty of many
early Believers. But such activities were viewed, both by Shakers and
by numerous apostates, primarily as a conscious part of the continuing
attempt to mortify and subdue their "fallen carnal natures." Although
the phenomena appeared out of the ordinary, one would be wrong to assume
automatically that such activities were a sign of individual or group
pathology. Anthropological and cross-cultural studies of ecstatic,
trance, and possession phenomena show such behaviors to be extremely
frequent in all times and cultures and by no means necessarily psycho-
pathological in their effects, even if such phenomena frequently do grow
out of disordered individual and social experiences.

According to William Sargant, who has spent the better part of
a lifetime studying the physiology of such behaviors in various present-day
groups, these activities may often serve an essentially positive personal
and social function. Sargant, who worked as a therapist with shell-

shocked victims from World War II, found that for normal individuals,

Yrestimony of Christ's Second Appearing, pp. 30-31.

2phe critical, though honest, apostate William J. Haskett in
his Shakerism Unmasked (Pittsfield, Mass.: The Author, 1828), notes
in a special errata introducing his work that he had inadvertently
misrepresented a statement by one of his informants. That informant had
not asserted that he had seen Ann Lee drunk but rather that he had seen
her acting as if she were drunk. Shaker sources pointed out that early
pentecostal Christians also had been falsely accused of being "drunk
with new wine." It is worthy of note, however, that there can be no
question that Ann Lee and the early Shakers did drink wine on occasion,
and it is not inconceivable that, faced with extreme stress, they might
also have become drunk at some times.
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abreactive techniques--i.e., any means of bringing a distraught individual
to a peak of tension followed by collapse within a controlled situation--
could overéome emotional blockages that prevented the individual from
functioning normally and could allow the reconstruction of personality
around a new emotional center. Significantly, schizophrenics and other
types of severely disturbed individuals were the only class of people
unable to respond to such abreactive techniques.1

In a related analysis, William Samarin, a linguist who has studied
glossolalia or "speaking in tongues"--which is not necessarily a trance
phenomenon--finds that although glossolalia is "linguistic nonsense," it
can convey important emotions and it is not necessarily an indication
of psychological maladjustment.2 Finally, I. M. Lewis, an anthropologist,
argues that similar social factors tend to be connected with spirit
possession and shamanism in different cultures. Such dissociational
states frequently provide a means of expression for individuals such as
women, the poor, and youth, who are outside normal institutional power

3

structures. Recently in this country, these activities have been most

conspicuously associated with the hippie, drug, and rock music scene. "
Shaker and anti-Shaker accounts bear out many of these contemporary

theoretical observations. Calvin Green, one of the most important early

Shaker leaders and theological writers, spoke of the self-conscious use

of ecstatic worship as a means of sublimating sexual impulses:

lsee william Sargant, Battle for the Mind: A Physiology of
Conversion and Brain Washing (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday & Co., 1957),
as well as his many other writings developing this thesis.

2william J. Samarin, Tongues of Men and Angels: The Religious
Language of Pentecostalism (New York: Macmillan Co., 1972).

3see Lewis, Ecstatic Religion, esp. pp. 18=-36.

“For popular treatments of some of these developments, see Braden,
The Private Sea, and Richard King, "The Eros Ethos: Cult in the Counter
Culture," in Psychology Today 6 (August 1972): 35-39, 66-70. Many
varieties of "sensitivity training" and similar therapeutic approaches
make use of various abreactive techniques. For a currently popular
therapy which uses such techniques, see Arthur Janov, The Primal Scream:
Primal Therapy; The Cure for Neurosis (New York: Dell, 1972).
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There is evidently no labor which so- fully absorbs all the faculties
of soul and body, as real spiritual devotion & energetic exercise in
sacred worship. Therefore there is no operation that has so much
effect to mortify & weaken the power of the flesh and energize the
soul with the life of the heavenly spirit; as to devote all faculties
& life powers under the lead of the spirit & controled [sic] by united
open order--In the worship of God. And for this purpose was it
established by our blessed Mother [Ann Lee] & spiritual parents.

And when the soul is baptized into its life it is a spiritual recrea-
tion to all the feelings of soul & body; an enjoyment far superior

to any natural recreation, or carnal pleasure--In no earthly

pursuit whatever have I ever experienced such delightful feelings or
such as would bear any real comparison to what I have felt in sacred
devotion.!

In their services, Ann Lee is reported to have told brethren and
sisters to let themselves go in the spirit: "Be joyful! Joy away!

Rejoice in the God of your salvation."?

Though externally the resultant
behaviors might have appeare& bizarre, to participants the activities
felt good and gave psychic release. Many Believers reported the ecstatic
oneness with each other that they felt in a lively meeting of worship.
Accounts by apostates, however, provide the most detailed analyses
of the way in which the Shakers utilized ecstatic religious activities
both to sublimate troublesome sexual impulses and to transform the
character of Believers. In a fair and essentially descriptive account
printed in 1782, Amos Taylor observed that "the human frame and con-
struction is such that great effects may be produced merely by, as it

"3 He described some of

were, a mechanical operation on the nerves.
the Shaker ecstatic dancing in which he had participated, which involved
"springing from the house floor about four inches up and down, both in

the men's and women's apartment, moving about as thick as they can crowd,

with extraordinary transport, singing sometimes one at a time, and sometimes

lcalvin Green, "Autobiography" (New Lebanon, 1861; MS,WRHS),
p. 30.

2Testimony of Thankful Goodrich in Hollister, "Book of
Immortality," pp. 68-69.

3Amos Tayler, A Narrative of the Strange Principles, Conduct,
and Character of the People Known by the Name of Shakers (Worcester,
Mass.: The Author, 1782), p. 10.
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more than one, making a perfect charm."! Taylor believed that when such
activities were prolonged, they served as a form of sublimation and could
easily account for the numerous strange and seemingly supernatural
phenomena experienced in Shaker worship.
More important, Taylor described the moral transformation that

the total Shaker program could provide:

However mysterious it may seem, numberless instances can be produced

where lyars [sic], swearers, drunkards, extortioners, unclean, unjust,

covetous persons, proud, self-willed, heady, high minded, &c. at

least many of these characters have all been brought down to confess,

and absolutely for a time to leave their ordinary and common vices.
In place of such vices, individuals became devoted to the Shaker faith, :
which Taylor characterized unfavorably as "one general spirit of down-
right idolatry" because of their veneration for Ann Lee.

) Such character reorientation is one of the most important features
of any successful religious movement. Even though the adoption of their
distinctive celibacy requirement created many new problems for Believers,
the Shakers, like many other revivalistic groups provided many
adherents with a new and generally more satisfying center around which

to organize their lives.

v

Although Ann Lee and the English Shakers provided the initial
impetus for the new religious movement, the actual organization of the
scattered groups of Believers into functioning celibate communities was
conducted primarily under the American leaders, particularly Joseph
Meacham and Lucy Wright. Exhaustion from the persecutions and pressures
they had suffered caused the premature deaths of Mother Ann and her
brother William in 1784, and of James Whittaker, the other capable
English leader, in 1787. Before his death, Whittaker, a more diplomatic
and more organizationally minded individual than Mother Ann or William,
had recognized the necessity of gathering the scattered groups of

Believers into a united Church order.

l1pid., pp. 15-16. 21pid., pp. 11-12.
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only under Joseph Meacham's leadership, howaver, did the move from
essentially charismatic to a more routinized organization begin in
earnest. To give temporal organizational support to earlier Shaker
religious and celibate ideals, Meacham oversaw the establishment of a
dual male and female governmental structure which was buttressed by
communistic joint economic order. The shift from English to American
leadership was illustrated by the decision to make New Lebanon the first
"gathered" Shaker community, the model upon which all subsequent
communities would be patterned. New Lebanon was chosen in preference
either to Niskeyuna (later called Watervliet), the first headquarters
of the English Shakers, or to Harvard (Village), Massachusetts, which
Mother Ann apparently hoped to make her base of operations.1 Thus, the
basic Shaker communal organization which will be described below is
properly seen primarily as an American rather than an imported system.

The précise factors which influenced the organizational
planning of the new Shaker communities is unclear. Probably many

features of the new system were a pragmatic response to certain

lpestimonies of Mother Ann Lee shows that Harvard served as the
primary base of operations for Mother Ann during the 1781-1783 Northeastern
missionary trip. For approximately ten years prior to the Shakers' arrival
there in 1781, Harvard had been the headquarters of an extraordinary New
Light Baptist preacher, Shadrach Ireland, one-time follower of George
Wwhitefield and advocate of Shaker-like doctrines of perfection, celibacy,
and the millennium. Ireland appears to have been a rather emotionally
disordered individual. He claimed to be the literal Messiah, he proceeded
to desert his wife for a new "spiritual" bride, and then, arguing that
he had achieved "perfection," he decided that celibacy was to be discarded.
As protection from persecution, he and his followers built him a sturdy
house with a square roof, a cupola where he could look out and see
when strangers approached, and a trap door with a secret staircase leading
from the cupola to the cellar. Ireland boasted that if he died he would
arise on the third day. When he did die, a year before the Shakers
arrived, his followers faithfully awaited his resurrection, only to
become disillusioned as the smell of his putrifying body became in-
tolerable. After the Shakers arrived at Harvard they attempted to
provide a more realistic religious base for Ireland's disillusioned but
still expectant followers. The Shakers converted many of Ireland's
associates and set up the Square House as their headquarters. The
Shakers purchased the Square House and property for $536, of which
Mother Ann herself was credited as supplying $144.73 in cash. Daryl
Chase, "The Early Shakers: An Experiment in Religious Communism" (Ph.D.
dissertation, University of Chicago, 1936), pp. 24-27.
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characteristic problems which any celibate group might have to face.
The striking similarities between Shaker structures and Catholic dual
monastic organization, nevertheless, raises the question whether monastic
or other similar communal traditions might have been used as models.
Extant literature does not permit any reliable answer to this question,
but the fact that Meacham, Wright, and the American {gaders of the
Shakers were well educated for their time by no means rules out the
possibility of some conscious borrowing from earlier traditions. Cer=
tainly the Christian communism described in Acts 2:44-45, which speaks
of the early Christians holding "all things common," would always be

a continuing ideal for the Shakers.

Joseph Meacham's first major action on acceding to the leadership
of the scattered bands of Believers in Christ's Second Appearing, was
to act carefully, but firmly and decisively, to begin to establish a
governmental form and community structure that would give women a
place equal to men at all levels of the Society.1 Although Mother Ann
had attempted to give women a prominent role in her Society, there was a
tendency after her death to drift back toward male dominance in the
leadership of the group. Meacham sought to counter this tendency. He
realized that "there must be a visible parental order to lead the
visible spiritual family of Christ,"” in short, that women must be
encouraged to participate fully in the life of the Church-Community.

To this end, Meacham appointed Lucy Wright as his co-equal to
help to establish a women's order of the Shakers that would allow them
strict equality in respective sphere and activities with that of the men.
This was a revolutionary departure, "contrary to all earlier rules and

views of ecclesiastical Government in the so called Christian world,"

’Quotations in this and the following two paragraphs are from
Calvin Green, "Biographic Memoir of the Life, Character & Important
Events, in the Ministration of Mother Lucy Wright" (New Lebanon, N.Y.,
1870; MS,WRHS). Also see "collection of the Writings of Father Joseph
Meacham Respecting Church Order and Government" (New Lebanon, N.Y.,
1791-1796; MS,WRHS). Anna White and Leila S. Taylor, Shakerism: Its
Meaning and Message (Columbus, Ohio: Fred. J. Heer, 1904), pp. 63-112,
discuss Shaker development under Meacham and Wright. This book is the
finest later Shaker account of their history and is based on careful use
of manuscript sources.
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and many Shakers opposed the move. Shakers might have followed and
venerated the charismatic leadership of Mother Ann Lee, but they looked
upon the institutionalization of a new authority relationship between

the sexes as another matter. In fact, so controversial were Joseph
Meacham's efforts to increase female participation that he had to present
his new ecclesiastical organization and Lucy Wright's appointment, by
"revelation." With Meacham's encouragement, Childs Hamlin, a moving
singer and an impressively spiritual man, declared that "the Order of
Mother in Church relation was revealed to him, & that Lucy Wright was

the female" prepared by God to assuﬁé that role.

Even with such putative divine sanction, establishment of the
new dual order,tonggsarly ten years of strenuous efforts in reeducating
Believers. Getting the women to assume a more active role was especially
difficult. Mother'iﬁcy worked tirelessly to prepare the sisters to
"come forward in their proper sphere, & takg their share of the'burdens
and toils in all needful labors & sufferings;'unitedly with their
Brethren, as well as to be leaders according to their order in every
Department of the Church." Lucy served as a model of the capable,
committed woman that the Shakers were laboring to produce. But opposi-
tion still remained strong. "In no preceding Dispensation had the Order
of spiritual Mother been gained; hence the female portion of humanity
never had its due share in the organization & Government of Ecclesiastical
Institutions.” Quite probably, the so-called "great apostasy" which began
in the Shaker orders shortly before Joseph Meacham's death in 1796 was
connected in part with opposition to the idea of a woman, Lucy Wright,
leading the Church.

Despite the many problems, the basic order of the Shaker Church
gradually became fully established during this period.1 This overall
structure would remain largely unchanged throughout the history of the
group. Supreme authority was vested in the head ministry at New Lebanon,
consisting of male and female, usually four in number, two of each sex.
The head figure of this Ministry had the authority, tempered by the
sentiments of the membership, to appoint or replace the other three
members of the Ministry, and with them, all the leadership of the various

Shaker communities. This was an hierarchical and oligarchic system that

lgee the summary in Millennial Church, pp. 58-67.
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critics frequently attacked as "papist," but it worked with great
effectiveness throughout most of Shaker history. In two hundred years
in America, -the Shakers never experienced a single schism.

As previously indicated, each Shaker settlement was divided into
smaller community groups called "families," including both men and women
who lived under the same roof but were strictly separated in their
activities. Each family was relatively self-sufficient, both spiritually
and economically. Just as each larger Shaker settlement site had its
own Ministry appointed from New Lebanon, so each family ideally had
two elders and eldresses to take care of spiritual affairs and two
deacons and deaconesses to manage the temporal business. Throughout -
all levels of the Society, this pattern would prevail after the initial
period of organization: All authority was hierarchical, but within
each level, men and women shared equal responsibility in the work of
regeneration.

Making possible this remarkable system which gave women a
degree of equality in leadership that even the most militant socialist
advocates of women's rights were unable or unwilling to achieve in
practice,l was Shaker celibacy. Celibacy, when combined with communal
childrearing practices for children previously born to members and
orphans adopted by the Society, freed Shaker women for an active role in
Church leadership at all levels. Theologically, Shakers justified their
arrangements by observing that St. Paul's admonitions to wives to
be subject to their husbands, keep silence in the Church, etc., no
longer held true for women who had given up earthly'marriage and were
living a life of "virgin purity."” 1In effect, such ﬁomen were "married

to Christ." Their loyalty was directly to God, or, in practice, to the

1Despite verbal expressions of concern for women's equality,
socialists generally have seen the reorganization of the relations between
the sexes as.subordinate in importance to the reorganization of the
economic relations in society. To some extent, the Shakers reversed
this order of priority. "In theory and practice, almost all socialists
have accorded women more prominence in their organizations than in the
contemporary world outside, yet the positions of formal leadership--with
the notable exception of the Shakers--have been retained by men." T.
D. Seymour Bassett in, Socialism and American Life, ed. Egbert and
Persons, 2:391.
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larger community "families" in which the divine pattern was being
realized on earth. Freed from the entanglements of the world, Believers
could devote themselves fully to God, for, as St. Paul had also said,
there is "neither male nor female in the Loxd."

In addition to establishing a radically new departure from
normative ecclesiastical government, the Shakers under Meacham and Wright
set up a cooperative, communistic form of economic organization to
provide a buttress for their religious ideals. A joint united interest
in all things had been an implicit goal under Mother Ann and the English
leaders. Consecration of all temporal holdings to the service of the
new Church had occurred to some extent, particularly under whittaker's
leadership, as the devotees of the new religion came together in support
of the new faith.

Not until Joseph Meacham‘took charge, however, was the “gathering"
of Shaker believers into a temporal as well as a spiritual union really
begun in earnest. Meacham acceded to Shaker leadership and began his
organizational work in 1787. Appropriately, that was the same year in
which the United States Constitution was ratified and order began to be
reestablished in the young Republic as well. Between this date and his
death in 1796, Meacham set up eleven functioning Shaker centers, composed
of numerous smaller "families," in New York and New England. These
centers embodied the basic economic forms that would allow the Shaker
economic system to function highly successfully throughout the better
part of the two succeeding centuries of Shaker life in America.!

The process by which new economic institutions and new economic
ideals were created by the Shakers has been the subject of considerable
popular and scholarly curiosity. Several sophistiéated scholarly studies
have appeared. Of these, an outstanding example is Edward Deming Andrews's
The Community Industries of the Shakers, a careful analysis of the
central New Lebanon Shaker community. Those desiring a fuller understanding

of Shaker economic development can consult such studies.? Here,

lmwo standard Shaker accounts of this development are in Millennial
Church, pp. 51-58, and White and Taylor, Shakerism, pp. 63-112.

2gdward Deming Andrews, The Community Industries of the Shakers
(Albany: University of the State of New York, 1933). See also John
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therefore, only a suﬁmary of some of the most salient aspects of the new
communal organization will be provided, particularly as it relates to
Shaker sexual and marital reorganization.

Shaker celibacy, with its subordination of individual sexual life
to the larger interests of the community, had made possible an equaliza-
tion of male and female participation in the ecclesiastical system.

So, too, celibacy contributed to the success of a communistic system of
economic organization in which the good of the individual was subordinated
to that of the collectivity. Perhaps because of the grinding poverty

from which the English Shakers had come, an emphasis on hard work and
economic success had always been an important concern of Believers.

They sought to follow Mother Ann's admonition to "put their hands to

work and their hearts to God." Believers no longer looked upon productive
work as part of the curse pronounced upon Adam. Rather they sought to
féintegrate economic and religious life into a harmonious whole, thereby
overcoming the exploitative economic individualism that followed the

close of the Revolutionary War. By removing the competing demands implicit
in separate nuclear family arrangements, the Shakers were able to devote
their entire effort to building up their conception of the Kingdom of
Heaven on earth.

Many Shaker communities were gathered around the holdings
consecrated to ‘the group by prosperous small farmers who became Believers.
Often these communities were called by the names of the original owners,
such as Rufus Clark's family, Israel Talcott's family, and so forth.

Other farms were purchased by pooling the resources of a number of
Believers. Initially oral agreements were made by those who consecrated
their property to the "joint united interest." However, because of legal
litigation by apostates seeking to reclaim consecrated property, after

1795 written covenants were drawn up, to avoid such disruption of Church

Patterson Maclean, Shakers of Ohio: Fugitive Papers Concerning the
Shakers of Ohio, With Unpublished Manuscripts (Columbus, Ohio: F. J.
Heer Printing Co., 1907); Melcher, Shaker Adventure; and Julia Neal,

By Their Fruits; The Story of Shakerism in South Union, Kentucky (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1947).
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holdings. Even before the formal government of the various Shaker centers
had beeh set up, the economic organization of the Society began to develop.
Far from stifling economic initiative, the "joint united interest”
set up by the Shgkers appears to have been associated with a high level
of economic inﬂ;;ation and commitment. Decentralized economic action
was carried out by the various Shaker communities. The basic economic
unit was the single Shaker "family" of as many as a hundred or mofe
individuals working cooperatively. Thus the community "family" rather
than the nuclear “"family" became the productive economic unit. Sometimes
several families would unite in an industry or business venture, or
maintain a common store or a clearing house for farm or manufactured
items. Shaker businessmen developed an extensive network of contacts
throughout New: York and New England who were attracted by the consistently
high quality of their many products. And individual Shakers developed
an enormous number of ingenious inventions and improvements that were
put to good use in their communities.
Edward Deming Andrews notes that Shaker farm enterprises were
reduced to an almost regimental precision, with a clear division of
labor in which each member had his or her appointed task at an appointed
time. "In these early group activities of the Shakers one recognizes a
" formative chapter in large scale or 'mass production' enterprise, an
anticipation of the corporate businesses which rose later in the machine

age in this country."‘

Thus, the Shakers' "amazingly productive economic
system" was by no means out of touch with larger American economic
developments. Though its response to nascent industrialism was unusual,
the Shaker Church contributed in many ways to the successful adjustment
of Believers to modern economic realities, while blunting much of the
harshness of the individualistic economic competition that was developing.
- Significantly, despite their economic progressiveness and their
development of equality for women in the government of the Society, the
Shakers left almost totally unchanged the basic economic division of
labor between the sexes that prevailed in America at that time. Shaker

women worked in kitchen and dairy industries, in weaving and manufacture

landrews, Community Industries of the Shakers, p. 37.
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of cloth, and in a variety of other types of basically indoor activities
characteristically pursued by women of the period. And Shaker men
typically were involved in outdoor farm labor in heavy agriculture) as
well as in blacksmithing, tanning, and the like. The basic American
household division of labor in the nuclear family therefore remained in
full force in the Shaker communities. Only women's disabilities that
were connected with their sexual function in childbearing and childrearing
were eliminated.!

Why did the Shakers maintain this economic division between the
sexes while breaking down other important divisions between the sexes in
organizational and religious life? So far as this writer knows, in no
human society of which we have record have identical productive functions
been assigned to men and women, although just what are considered to be
men's and women's occupations have varied widely in different times and
cultures. The Shakers, not éurprisingly, refrained from significantly
modifying typical American patterns in the economic area. There is little
evidence that Shakers viewed either male or female occupations as '
inherently "superior." Nevertheless, the testimony of numerous visitors
was that in general Shaker women looked less healthy and engaged in more
extreme religious activities than Shaker men.? Quite possibly this
was related to frustrations arising from the more limiting and
constricting occupations pursued by sh;ker sisters.

Thus, while eliminating or minimizing differences between the
sexes that were explicitly or implicitly connected with sexual inter-
course, reproduction, and childrearing, the Shakers firmly maintained
that sexual distinctions remained both on earth and in heaven. Such
differences could hardly be done away with, for even God was composed of
a union of male and female attributes, was sexual in the deepest sense

of being a fusion of complimentary opposites. Ironically, groups in

l11bid., passim.

2andrews, People Called Shakers, pp. 143-144, notes the frequent
observation of travelers that "the countenances of the sisters often
seemed rapt and pallid, their bodies thin, their movements nervous,
whereas the brethren looked ruddy, cheerful and healthy."
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which men were explicitly dominant such as the Oneida Perfectionists and
Mormons did more to break down the typical American occupational
division of labor than did the Shakers who stressed to a far greater
degree the equality of both men and women in the Church and before God.

\'

The introduction of celibacy, the radical modification of tradi-
tional authority relations between the sexeg, and the development of a
communistic economic commitment could hardly have been achieved without
resulting in considerable stresses in the newly developing Shaker
communities. Shaker sources admit that errors and excesses took place
both under the English and the American leadership. Between 1780 and 1785,
there were a variety of highly emotional meetings, lasting night and day,
the noise of which could occasionally be heard from as far away as two

miles.!

There were thunderings against carnal nature, shaking and
trembling, weeping, speaking in tongues, singing, dancing, leaping,
shouting, and a variety of seemingly "supernatural" effecﬁs.

During the early part of the period from about 1785 to 1797, the
revivalistic worship services and attempts to mortify carnal nature became
even more intense. Throughout this period, the Shakers almost completely
discontinued active proselytizing and shut themselves off from the world
in an attempt to establish and regulate their new communal order. Shaker
sources admit that the "zeal without knowledge" of some Believers, many
of whom were still teenagers, resulted in some actions which the Society
would prefer to forget.2 Instead, the Shakers tried to stress the
generally positive consequences of the activities: "Though men of the

world, have been obliged to acknowledge that the visible fruits [of

lrestimonies of Mother Ann Lee, pp. 113-114.

2The phrase, however, is the summary of those accounts by Brown,
Account of the Shakers, p. 362, who observes that "zeal without know-
ledge, or lack of wisdom and experience, (as they now confess) which caused
them to run into many practices which they have now discarded" was common
in this period.
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Shakerism) were good, yet the real internal work from which those fruits
were produced, was wholly hid from their eyes.“l

Although Shaker sources preferred not to talk about the more
extreme physical manifestations attendant upon this "internal work," and
although little manuscript material bearing on these events survives
from the period, an idea of the range of activities engaged in is
suggested in the accounts of some individuals who left the Society.

By far the best of the accounts of this troubled period is that of the
fair, analytical, and meticulously detailed ex-Shaker, Thomas Brown. 2
Brown had been a Quaker, but joined the Shakers in 1798 after their
revivalistic activities had largely subsided. Possessed of sensitivity
and a probing curiosity, Brown investigated almost all aspects of Shaker
life for nearly a decade, recording his conversations wifh Shaker leaders
in detail soon after they occurred and explaining the bases for his
inferences. Brown's account is a participant-observer report of excep-
tional quality and scope that present-day social scientists would be
hard-pressed to surpass.

According to Brown, Shaker revivalistic tensions peaked between
the late 1780s and about 1792-93, not coincidentally the period when the
Northeastern Shaker communities were becoming established:

The exercises of those who were gathering into a family, united
interest and order, were extreme beyond conception. They con-
ceived that by the power of God they could labour completely out cf
their natural instinct implanted in mankind for the purpose of

procreation. . . . Imagination was exhausted by inventing, and
nature tortured in executing this arduous work. They often danced

with vehemence through the greatest part of the night, and then instead

of reposing their weary bodies upon a bed, they would by way of

further penance, lie down upon the floor on chains, ropes, sticks,

in every humiliating and mortifying posture they could devisel?
As part of such mortifications, according to Brown's careful

evaluation of the evidence, some individuals stripped and danced naked to

kill their pride. Despite the suppositions of some overly imaginative

1Testimony of Christ's Second Appearing, p. 31.
2Brown, Account of the Shakers.

31bid., p. 334.
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outsiders, these actions were totally puritanical in conception and
effect. The many accounts of alleged licentious debauchery practiced

in this period were wholly without foundation. "A few solitary instances
of sexual intercourse might be mentioned; but the parties were shut out
of union and not received again without confessions and professions of
repentence and contrition similar as in other churches. "}

The more extreme physical manifestations may have been an
inevitable concomitant of this troubled transition into new forms, but
such extreme behaviors were not desired by the more mature Believers.
Joseph Meacham and Lucy Wright, in particular, sought to lead the young
Society beyond such extreme activities into a new order. During the
transition phase when neither the old order nor the as-yet unborn new
state could provide the basis of authority, the extraordinary manifestations
had been essential. As the so-called "secret book of the Elders" noted:

Divine miracles have generally attended the ushering in of new and
extraordinary dispensations of God to a dark and benighted world;
because they carry to the minds of the lost children of men, the
strongest evidence of the sacred messenger's divine authority.

But when that divine authority is once established in the hearts of

honest believers, a continuance of outward miracles, for that purpose,
is no longer necessary.2

1Ibid., p. 336. Mary Hocknell responded to Brown's question
about allegations that during early Shaker development men and women had
danced naked together, by saying: "Because the brethren pulled off their
coats, or outside garments, to labour, or as the world calls it, dancing;
and in warm weather the sisters being lightly clothed, they would report
we danced naked." 1Ibid., p. 47. Throughout both his account of his
personal investigation of the Shakers and his history of their development,
Brown explains why he finds this sort of statement an inadequate explana-
tion for the widespread stories. He provides names of principals and
informants, as well as dates and circumstances, which convinced him beyond
any reasonable doubt that both naked dancing and naked flagellant
activities occurred during peak periods of early Shaker excitement. For
a summary of his conclusions, see ibid., pp. 322-323, 334-336.

2pestimonies of Mother Ann Lee, p. 254. Also see ibid., p. 214.
Shaker statements of this sort suggest a level of self-consciousness
about the techniques of their revivalism that verges on the secular
approach of the later revivalist Charles Grandison Finney in his Lectures
on Revivals of Religion, 6th ed. (New York: Leavitt, Lord & Co., 1835).
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In other words, when the basis for the new religious and social
order had become securely established in the minds and lives of Believers,
the extreme charismatic gifts and informal leadership could give way to
a calmer, more restrained inward faith expressed through the pursuit of
fundamental religious goals in daily life under the new system. The
overall process of transformation was ably summarized in 1823 by Calvin
Green, who compared the Shaker experience to that of Americans of the
period generally:

The first leaders of the Society may be compared to people going into
a new country, and settling in the wilderness, where the first object
is to cut and clear the land, and burn the rubbish, before the ground
can be suitably prepared for cultivation. In this operation, the axe
and the fire are used with no sparing hand; and the falling of trees
and crackling of burning brush and useless rubbish occasion much
noise and bustle, and great confusion, especially among the wild
beasts and noxious vermin that infest the land. These are now
obliged to flee for their lives, into some other part of the wilder-
ness, or the fire will consume them. But when the land is sufficiently
cleared, and the rubbish consumed, and the wild vermin have all
retreated, and the careful husbandf®an has securely fenced his field,
he can then go on to prepare and cultivate his ground in peace; and

if he is faithful to manage his business as he ought, he will continue
to improve his premises from year to year; so that in a few years,
this once dreary wilderness will be seen to "blossom as the rose."
Such has been the progress of the United Society [Shakers], and such
is the nature of the changes which it has passed through.1

Although ecstatic phenomena became less frequent with the re=-
establishment of order, throughout Shaker history during times of crisis
such phenomena would return with renewed force as individuals sought
once again to find ultimate sanction for a religious and social way of

life that was being called into question.

VI

By 1800 the Shakers in the Northeastern communities had passed
through both an initial charismatic phase and a period of institutional
organization. Religious unity, internal tranquility, and economic

prosperity appeared to have been achieved. Rather than relaxing at this

lyillennial Church, p. xii.
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point, however, the Shakers inaugurated still a third phase in their
development. A major missionary venture into the Ohio Valley was begun
to attempt to establish new Shaker communities in the area affected by
the Kentucky Revival. Between 1805 and 1820, seven new Shaker community
gsites were established and began to thrive in Ohio, Kentucky, and
Indiana. By 1822 there were some 4,000 Shakers in all, nearly half of
them in the Midwestern communities.!

The process of expansion and trangformation in this second wave
of Shaker settlement was very similar to the first. This development
was set forward in stark relief in the first book ever printed by the
2 The book, The Kentucky Revival, published in 1807, was

written by Richard McNemar, a prominent revivalist preacher who converted

Shakers.

to the Shakers and was instrumental in organizing most of the Midwestern
Shaker communities. McNemar was a classical scholar, penetrating intellect,
and powerfﬁl debater. His brilliant analysis of the course of the
Kentucky Revival can be seen as a description from a religious perspective
of the phenomena of transition that Victor Turner describes in strikingly
similar terms from a secular vantage point in terms of "liminality and
communitas. "3 7

In his account, McNemar describes the general sense of
religious and social malaise that preceded the revival. He shows the

various ways in which revivalism operated to break down existing

!New Lebanon "Introduction to Records of Sacred Communications,"
p- 10.

2Richard McNemar, The Kentucky Revival; or, A Short History of
the Late Extraordinary Outpouring of the Spirit of God in the Western
States of America (Cincinnati: John W. Browne, 1807). This was
reprinted in 1808, 1837, and 1846. It was also reproduced in a Shaker
periodical, The Manifesto, between January 1891 and July 1892.

3jerald C. Brauer has suggested the possibility of approaching
the Kentucky Revival as an initiation rite. One of Brauer's students,
James S. Dalton attempted to develop this concept in "The Kentucky Camp
Meeting Revivals of 1797-1805 as Rites of Initiation" (Ph.D. dissertation,
University of Chicago, 1973). One could, of course, approach any major
revival as in some sense both an individual and a social rite of passage.
What is remarkable about the Shakers, however, is that their leaders
explicitly analyzed their own experience from a framework that is
almost totally compatible with that of later secular scholarly theorists.
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institutional and intellectual frameworks. And he describes the powerful
emotional forces that were let‘loosé as all distinctions of age, sex,

and social rank were dissolved in the intense comradeship of the joint
worship of God. Yet this sense of the spiritual immediacy, freshness,
and awesomeness of direct emot;onal experience also led to great
fragmentation and excess. Different individuals found different and
often contradictory messages in the Scriptures. A "hot spiritual war"
ensued. Disillusionment was the inevitable result.

Into this field that had been burned over by the fires of
revivalism came three of the Shakers' ablest missionaries, Benjamin
Seth Youngs, Issachar Bates, and John Meacham. Working typically with
individuals or with small, receptive groups, these men emphasized the
inadequacy of individual Bible interpretation alone as a basis for
religious and social truth. Instead, individuals were told that a new
communal order and basis of authority were necessary for a holy life.
Believers must submit themselves to the authority of the new dispensation
as mediated through the Shaker elders. These elders were representa-
tives of the true Church of Christ "in whom the spirit of truth continually
abides." Thus "all who are taught in this manner are strictly and
properly taught of God; and obeying what they are taught they yield
obedience to Christ."}

In this as in other cases, the Shakers were requiring that their
adherents subordinate themselves to a new basis of Church-type authority
and a new communal framework of meaning. Celibacy served as their single
most distinctive boundary maintenance mechanism, setting the Shakers
apart from similar revivalistic groups. Celibacy called for a unique
level of commitment and insured that, both in theory and in practice, the
Shaker kingdom could not be of this world. The Shakers were attempting
to institutidnalize a spirit which can never be fully institutionalized,
to create what they hoped would be, in effect, a "continuing revolution."”

Well aware of the paradoxical nature of their position, the Shakers
nevertheless were able, for a time at least, to achieve a balance between

the freshness of individualrinspiration and the necessary constraints of

~

lMcNemar, The Kentucky Revival, 1846 ed., p. 839.
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a functioning social order. For purposes of this analysis, the chief
importance of the Kentucky Revival and the development of Midwestern
Shakerism lies in the stimulus it provided for the establishment of
Shaker printing. In the earliest charismatic and organizational phases
of Shaker development, little need was felt for a written literature
since fundamental beliefs could be passed on orally and modified as the
experience of the group demanded. By the time of the Midwestern
expansion, however, the effects of time and of distance made written
formulation of beliefs and practices desirable to supplement the still
necessary personal contacts and continuing openness to changing
realities. '

out of this situation came the first great flowering of Shaker
publication, a rich outpouring of histories, doctrinal and polemical
works, hymnals, and other writings which constitute the first mature
fruits of Shaker writing and provide important informatidn on the
attitudes of articulate leadership.l McNemar's Kentucky Revival, first
pubiished in 1807 in Cincinnati, ohio, began the procession of accounts.
That book was followed in 1808, at Lebanon, Ohio, by Benjamin Seth
Youngs's Testimony of Christ's Second Appearing, the first and most
important Shaker doctrinal work, sometimes called the Shaker "Bible."
Thomas Jefferson is said to have praised the book in a letter to Youngs
as the best ecclesiastical history that had ever been written.%

In 1812, Millennial Praises, the first of many Shaker p;ihted
hymnals, appeared. It provided an indication of the popular concerns of
Shaker membership at the time and showed how the emphasis on achieving a
greater degree of equality between the sexes was a major theme in popular
Shakerism, a theme closely connected with the concern for celibacy. 1In
1816, a remarkably straightforward and detailed account providing Testi-
monies of the Life and Character of Our Ever Blessed Mother Ann Lee,

sometimes called "the secret book of the Elders," was published in an

lthis development is discussed in detail in John Patterson Maclean,
A Bibliography of Shaker Literature, With an Introductory Study of the
Writings and Publications Pertaining to Ohio Believers (Columbus, Ohio:
F. J. Heer, 1905), pp. 3-20.

21hid., p. 6.
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extremely limited edition for the sole reference of the leadership. And
in 1818, John Dunlavy's Manifesto, the second great Shaker doctrinal
work called forth by the Kentucky Revival, was first printed at Pleasant
Hill, Kentucky.

These and other works provide valuable insights into Shaker
attitudes and concerns about celibacy and the relations between the
sexes. However, possibly the finest summation and defense of Shaker
sexual and marital beliefs is found in A Summary View of the Millennial
Church by Calvin Green and Seth Y. Wells. First published in 1823,
it is the third and most readable of the early Shaker doctrinal works.
Throughout the nineteenth century, the Millennial Church served as a
primary basis for numerous pamphlet defanses of celibacy, some of which
- used almost verbatim extracts from the work. The account, therefore,
can be used to suggest both the basic rationale behind Shaker celibacy and
the relationship of such beliefs to larger nineteenth-century American
social currents.®

Like other Shaker writers, Green and Wells emphasized that in the
original Adamic state, human sexuality and the faculty of generation
arising from it was a positive force, part of the original creation of
God which he had pronounced "very good." It was "as simple and innocent,
in itself, as the faculty of eating and drinking." But man's transgression
had corrupted the very fountainhead of life itself, had led the human
generative function to become subordinate to the inordinate demands of
lust. The Shakers interpreted the story of the Garden of Eden in a
symbolic, not a literal sense. They believed that although disobedience
to a command of God was the cause of man's fall, the specific act of
disobedience itself was one of carnal intercourse engaged in out of its
proper time and season.

In support of this interesting thesis on the origin of human
suffering, Green and Wells look at the curse pronounced upon the first

woman: "I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception; in sorrow

1Though Shaker celibacy concerns are voiced throughout the
Millennial Church, this summary is based on pages 129-143, entitled:
"The Cause, Nature and Effects of Man's Loss From God."
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shalt thou bring forth children; and thy desire shall be to thy husband,
and he shall rule over thee.” This curse Placed by God upon Eve, Green
and Wells argue, must have been in response to the nature of the trans-
gression, which therefore must have been a sexual one. This curse of
excessive sexual demands upon the woman is seen as a great social
problem in antebellum America as well:
This same curse has been more or less felt by the fallen daughters
of Eve to this day. . . . Thus the woman is not only subjected to
the pains and sorrows of childbirth, but even in her conception, she
becomes subject to the libidinous passions of her husband; . . .
This slavish subjection is often carried to such a shocking extent,
that many females have suffered an unnatural and premature death,
in consequence of the unseasonable and excessive indulgence of this
passion in the man. Thousands there are, no doubt, who are able to
bear sorrowful testimony to the truth of this remark.!

The marriage ceremony does not alleviate this severe problem,
for lust corrupts even the marriage bond. Man, unlike other animals,
has no specific period of the year during which he engages in sexual
intercourse. Rather, he indulges this passion at his whim, inside or
outside marriage, irrespective of the law of nature and his desire for
progeny. As a result, "the lawless passion of lust knows no bounds, is
confined to no limits, and subject to no laws." Green and Wells bitterly
ask why, if sexual intercourse is such a good thing, those pious divines
who try to sanctify the act by a marriage ceremony should refuse to ask
their parishioners to do it in public before their very eyes!, Shame,
they say, is an inseparable part of the act, proof that it is a work of
darkness. The inability to establish order in the process of generation
is both a symbol and a cause of all other types of social disorder.

If sexual behavior could be properly regulated, all other social problems
could be brought under control as well.

This analysis,'only briefly indicated here, raises interesting
perspectives on the tensions between the sexes facing many antebellum
Americans. Recent research suggests that, contrary to thé general view
of optimism and expansiveness, a number of special sexual problems may

have existed during the period before the Civil War, especially for women.

lyillennial Church, pp. 132-133.
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For whatever reasons, it seems indisputable that the desire for smaller
families had begun well before the Civil War. In the absence of
effective artificial means of birth control in this period (other than
abortion), self-control or repression was widely advocated as a means of
avoiding the evils of excessive procreation. The Shakers, doubting that
such a half-way appfbach could ever really handle the problem, merely
went one step further than their contemporaries by eliminating physical
connection between the sexes altogether, a novel and rather drastic form
of birth control. ‘

But in their practice of celibacy, the Shakers were engaged in
considerably more than simply an early faltering attempt at birth control.
Had their program been only of this character, it could justly be
forgotten as an eccentric attempt to counteract the still-prevalent
emphasis on having large families. From the Shaker viewpoint, mankind's
recovery to God was a positive process invelving a total commitment to
an ideal and a way of life. They felt that such a religious commitment
at the level at which they sought it was impossible unless men and women
could be freed from the inevitable distractions involved in sexual
relations and the nuclear family. Thus, except perhaps in the earliest
period, the Shakers never seriously expected that everyone would ever
become a Shaker. They recognized the validity of the normal procreataive
life, insofar as it was well-lived, but they felt that they were living

according to a higher standard.!

! shakers frequently were frustrated by the inability of most
outsiders to understand--much less agree with--their celibate system.
Richard Pelham expressed such feelings in a pamphlet appropriately
entitled A Shaker's Answer to the Oft-Repeated Question, "What Would
Become of the World If All Should Become Shakers" (Boston: Rand, Avery,
& Co., 1878). But perhaps the most vigorous defense of Shaker celibate
distinctiveness was put forward in the Testimony of Christ's Second
Appearing, 1810 ed., p. 618:

" ., ., . it is not a question of so much concern to the people of
God, ‘what will become of the world, as it is to know their Lord's
will, and to do it, and thereby to flee from the wrath to come.

"Thousands and millions may be butchered, nation be destroyed by
nation, and the earth be involved in blood and calamity, and nothing
be said about the danger or wickedness of such an example, nor any
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VIiI

what kinds of people become attracted to the Shakers? What
types of concerns and social backgrounds were associated with joining
such an unusual communal society? Some of the reasons for interest in
the Shakers have already been suggested in the preceding account of the
early historical development of the group. To highlight the complex
motivation and the ‘wide range of personal experiences of those who
joined the Shakers, two primary sources of information will be used in
this section.

The first of these is the numerous biographical and auto-
biographical statements of articulate men and women who became Believers.1
In view of their limited numbers, the Shakers were an extraordinarily
self-conscious group. They evidently felt that what they were doing
was of ultimate, of cosmic, importance. Thus, like the earlier highly
introspective Puritans and Quakers with whom they shared much, the
Shakers attempted to record in detail their inner feelings, motives and
aspirations. William James has suggested that to understand the full

scope of religious experience, one must look at it through its finest

concern expressed about the world's coming to an end. But no sooner
do souls confess and forsake their sins, and set out to follow the
example of Christ Jesus, but the hue and cry is raised, The world will
come to an end! As if man were a mere lump of flesh and blood,
created for no higher end than to live after the flesh, in the
gratification of their lusts, and destroy one another."

l4yhite and Taylor, Shakerism, provides a point of entry into
the wide range of printed and manuscript Shaker biographical and auto=-
biographical statements. Important printed autobiographical accounts
include those of Frederick W. Evans, Mary Antoinette Doolittle, Giles
Avery, Henry B. Bear, Jane 'D. Knight, Henry C. Blinn, and George-M.
Wickersham. These are primarily late Shaker figures and Shaker "liberals."
A better cross section of people are represented in the manuscripts at
the Western Reserve Historical Society. See Pike, Guide to Shaker
Manuscripts, esp. pp. 48-52. Alonzo Hollister's two-volume compilation
"mook of Immortality. Autobiography of the saints, or Stray Leaves from
the Book of Life" provides a good entrée into this material. Also see
accounts of Issachar Bates, William Leonard, Rebecca Jackson, Proctor
Sampson, Calvin Green, abigail Crossman, Orren N. Haskins, Henry Clough,
Rhoda Blake, Richard W. Pelham, and Freegift Wells. Some of these
accounts have been reproduced with introductions in the Shaker Quarterly.



representatives--just as one looks at great art, literature, or science

through its best, not its worst, exemplars.?

Autobiographical state-
ments provide such examples for the Shakers.

An analysis based on the outstanding and articulate alone, how-
ever, would almost certainly distort the total picture of any group.
Thus, to supplement the qualitative membership information and to develop
the demographic characteristics of the larger number of Shakers who
remained inarticulate, a second, quantitative source will be used.

An analysis will be made of the membership roster of the Second Family
of the New Lebanon community. That roster provides the date and place
of birth, date and place of entry into the Shakers, and death or
dep&rture date for everyone in this family between 1830 and 1836. The
somewhat less complete records of the Sodus Bay, New York, community
between 1826 and 1838 also will be considered. Although these two
documents probably do not represent the full range of Shaker membership,
they at least suggest the types of people attracted to Shaker
communities that were in close contact with the Burned-over District of
upstate New York and related areas of New England.2 By combining
qualitative and quantitative measures a more nearly accurate picture of
Shaker membership can be developed.

The complex motives which could lead an individual to join the
Shakers are vividly illustrated by the experience of Issachar Bates.®
Born in 1758 in Hingham, Massachusetts, Bates was married in 1778 to
Lovina Maynard from Gary, Massachusetts, where he was then living. By
the time he joined the Shakers in 1801, he and his wife had had eleven

children, nine of whom were still alive. Following Bates's marriage, he

lwilliam James, Varieties of Religious Experience, esp. pp. 21-38.

2uNames, Ages, Places of Birth, Date of Reception and Departure
of Those Residing in the Second Order" (New Lebanon, 1830-1896;
MS,WRHS); and "A Record of the Commencement, and Progress of Believers
at Sodus and Portbay" (Sodus Bay, 1826-1838; MS,WRHS). New Lebanon,
Watervliet, and Sodus Bay (later Groveland) composed what was known as
the Central Bishopric, a bishopric being a group of societies operating
under the supervision of a single ministry.

3This account is based on Theodore E. Johnson, ed., "A Sketch of
Life and Experience of Issachar Bates," in Shaker Quarterly 1 (Fall 196l1):
98-118; 1 (Winter 1961): 145-163; 2 (Spring 1962): 18-35.
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had bought a small farm, but, unable to support his rapidly increasing
family on it, he turned to mercﬁntile speculation in a variety of farm
products. 'Eventually his trading ventures failed, in part because of
the corruption of his agent, and Bates lost most of his goods. Such
economic reverses were a not unusual experience for many individuals
during the rapidly expanding and fluctuating American economy between
the Revolutionary and Civil Wars.

In 1795 when he was thirty-seven and had had seven children,
Bates began to have an awful fear of what would happen to his children,
both spiritually and materially. Out of these concerns, he joined the
Baptists and became a lay preacher. Nevertheless, during the succeeding
six years, he continued to suffer deep swings of emotion and he remained
profoﬁndly dissatisfied with his life. Distraught over his spiritual
and material condition, Bates sought to confess his "secret sins" and
feelings about the "works of the flesh" to a Baptist elder. The elder,
however, refused to hear him for fear that it would lead to the breakup
of Bates's family. Instead, he admonished Bates to continue to follow
the command of God to "be fruitful and multipl&." Bates's wife Lovina,
likewise refused to listen to his doubts. She ran out of the room when
he tried to bring up his anxieties about having more children.

Under these circumstances, Bates began to cast around for help,
but he found little response from his friends when he tried to talk with
them about his disillusionment with the works of the flesh, bearing arms,
taking oaths, and becoming enmeshed in superficial worldly concerns.
Finally, after having four additional children, Bates turned to the
Shakers, whom he had found increasingly appealling, to see if they would
give his concerns and problems a serious hearing. After sharing a moving
discussion of their mutual concerns with a Shaker elder, Bates finally
was moved to join the Society. Not surprisingly, Bates's whole family
‘initially was militantly opposed to this action. Eventually, however,
all but his two eldééi“éons joined the Watervliet Shakervsociety with
Bates. He, in turn, went on to distinguish himself in a missionary
career in which he covered some 38,000 miles, largely on foot, and played
an important role in helping to start the Midwestern Shaker communities.

Bates's concerns were characteristic of those of many other

individuals who joined the Shakers, although he was exceptional in the
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degree to which he consciously articulated his motives. As the New
Lebanon and Sodus Bay membership records show, many people entered the
Shaker societies (and many left as well) in family units, sometimes
quite large ones. Rearing a numerous family could be spiritually and
physically taxing for both men and women, particularly given the un-
certainties of religious and social life in the period. The Shakers
offered their adherents a total context of functioning spiritual and
temporal community life, and they were willing to deal frankly and
honestly with personal problems that many of their contemporaries simply
tried to ignore.

Although Issachar Bates was middle-aged and had a considerable
family when he joined the Shakers, biographical sketches and membership
records in the collection at the Western Reserve Historical Society
show that a majority of individuals either joined the Shakers as children
or during the turbulent years of adolescence or young adulthocod. A
genéralizedﬂidentityxcrisis concerning the direction and significance
of their lives, rather than simply sexual confusions or dissatisfactions,
appears to have been the conscious concern of most of these people.

The Shakers were one of a number of groups to which such individuals
might turn to find solutions to their inner uncertainties. Lucy Brown,
who joined the Shakers when she was eighteen, suggests some of the
characteristics of many of these people.l Lucy had experienced a
relatively satisfying family life, but felt a certain emptiness and
uncertainty about her life's direction, as well as a hunger for something
more than what her parents and immediate environment could offer her.

She was deeply impressed when she visited a nearby Shaker community.

In joining the Shakers she was, in effect, stepping out on her own and
asserting her own individuality and freedom from her parents, ironically,
much the same reason that many people get married. Although Lucy Brown
does not mention any particular family problems, economic difficulties,

or sexual anxieties, such factors are also frequently described in other

1Autobiographical Statement of Lucy Brown in Hollister, "Auto-
biography of the Saints," 2:318-326.
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accounts as a part of the reason that individuais’became attracted to
the Shakers. )

Young married couples also frequently joined the Shakers. The
! wright,
who came from a well-to-do and socially prominent family in Pittsfield,

experience of Lucy Wright and Elizur Goodrich is one such case.

Massachusetts, was married at nineteen to Elizur Goodrich, nine years
her senior. They both had a very lofty and idealized conception of
marriage and lived together "uncommonly continent" for several months
before being converted in the small New Lebanon revival of 1779. Elizur
went further and joined the Shakers. After very considerable resistance,
Lucy also joined the Society, but a wide range of rather harsh methods
had to be used to wean her affections away from those of her husband.
Elizur finally was sent out preaching, while Lucy, who like Mother Ann
reverted to her maiden name, remained at Watervliet. There she had
free scope to develop her considerable talents and her religious career
that eventually made her a leader and model for the women in the Society.
The experience of John Lyon of the Shaker community at Enfield,
New Hampshire, shows how an individual who was reared by the Shakers might
undergo powerful inner experiences which would convince him to stay.2
Lyon was exceptional, for the majority of young Shakers who grew up in
the Society eventually left the group, and few recorded conversion
experiences as vivid as John Lyon's. In 1795 when he was about fourteen,
Lyon was becoming disturbed by his emerging sexual impulses which he
viewed as deeply sinful. He confessed repeatedly to the elders, and
generally he tried to follow their advice, but inwardly he was deeply
divided and he doubted what they told .him. 1In 1802, when he was twenty-one,
Lyon underwent a powerful visionary-conversion experience which he
describes with remarkable insight. In profound inner turmoil, he was
alone at work, when "suddenly I was taken from all sense of the things

of time . . . apparently the whole heavens were filled, seeming to roll

lsee Green, "Biographic Memoir of Lucy Wright." Also see White and
Taylor, Shakerism, pp. 105-109.

2vincidents in the Early Life of Elder John Lyon" (Enfield, N.H.,
1861; MS,WRHS).
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backward and forward, and in every direction." He saw a thin vertical
. streak of light which he walked toward at the command of a voice, but
suddenly he stood next to a great gulf and became "enveloped in a horrible
darkness."” He had nothing on which to rest his feet, was unable to move
in any direction, and felt in great distrgss, utterly lost and terrified.
Eventually Lyon discovered that by keeping his eyes firmly fixed
on the thin ray of light, he was able to move forward safely through
the unknown. But every time he lost his concentration on the light,
he was overwhelmed in blackness and terror again. Finally he decided
to ask for help. He was instructed in obedience and he vowed in his
heart that if he pulled through the experience, he would nevexr disobey
his elders again. Then at last he was able to move through the darkness
into a bright, lovely vision. After an unknown interval of time, "I
heard the same sound which I heard at the commencement of the vision, it
Eﬁme rolling through the heavens, and seemed to fill all things. . . .
and I found myself upon my knees, having wet with my tears, a place some
ten or twelve inches in diameter." Approximately four hours had elapsed.
From that time forth, despite occasional inner conflicts, Lyon was firmly
dedicated to the Shakers. He went on to become one of their great leaders.
Any qualitative account of Shaker membership would be incomplete
without consideration of accounts of apostates and those who left the
Shakers. The New Lebanon and Sodus Bay membership records suggest that
far more of the individuals who entered the Society during the nineteenth
century may have "turned off," or left the Shakers, than remained. Some
seceders felt strongly enough about their experiences to write accounts

1

which they printed at their own expense. The majority of seceders,

1Among the most important accounts of seceders and apostates are
Rathbun, An Account of a New and Strange Religion (178l); Tyler, Narrative
of the Shakers (1782); Brown, Account of the Shakers (1812); Mary Marshall
Dyer, A Portraiture of Shakerism (Concord, N.H.: For the Author, 1822);
Mary Marshall, The Rise and Progress of the Serpent from the Garden of
Eden, to the Present Day (Concord, N.H.: For the Author, 1847); Eunice
Chapman, Account of the Conduct of the People Called Shakers in the Case
of Eunice Chapman and Her Children (Albany, N.Y.: n.p., 1817); Eunice
Chapman, No. 2d, Being An Additional Account of the Conduct of the
Shakers in the Case of Eunice Chapman and Her Children (Albany, N.Y.:
I. W. Clark, 1818); Haskett, Shakerism Unmasked (1828); David Rich
Lamson, Two Years' Experience Among the Shakers: Being A Description of
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including Valentine Rathbun, Mary Dyer, Eunice Chapman, and William J.
Haskett, wrote with a pronounced polemiéal bias. Others such as Thomas
Brown,’David Lamson, and Hervey Elkins wrote accounts as skeptical but
basically sympathetic participant-observers. The motives which led these
people to join the Shakers and later to leave and "expose" them are almost
as complex as those of individuals who remained in the Society. Apostate
accounts provide a fascinating and often quite graphic discussion of
certain important problems largely ignored in other Shaker texts.

The experiences of Mary Dyer, one of the most vociferous anti-
Shaker writers, illustrates the complexity of apostate motivation, as
well as some problems the Shakers faced in trying to deal with those who
did not find celibate life to their liking.l Mary joined the Enfield,
New Hampshire, community with her husband Joseph and their five children
about 1812. Three years later, she left the Society, and, to recover her
children, she instituted several suits, accompanied over the course of
thirty years by books and pamphlets attacking the alleged misdeeds of the
group.

Mary Dyer's most damaging exposé, A Portraiture of Shakerism,
appeared in 1822. Much of the book was devoted to grossly exaggerated
affidavits detailing the alleged misdeeds of the early Shakers. These
statements, which referred to events some forty to fifty years previous,
showed little except the intense hostility that early Shaker missionary

activities in New England had generated. However, the core of the book

the Manners and Customs of That People (West Boyleston, Mass.: The Aqthor,
1848); and Elkins, Fifteen Years in the Shakers (1853).

lMary Marshall (Dyer)'s most important early accounts were her A
Brief Statement of the Sufferings of Mary Dyer, Occasioned by the Society
Called Shakers (Concord, N.H.: Joseph C. Spear, 1818) and her Portraiture
of Shakerism (1822). The Shakers responded in Joseph Dyer, A Compendious
Narrative, Elucidating the Character, Disposition, and Conduct of Mary
Dyer (Concord, N.H.: 1I. Hill, 1818); [Richard McNemar, et al., comps.],
The Other Side of the Question (Cincinnati: Looker, Reynolds & Co.,
1819); and A Review of Mary M. Dyer's Publication, Entitled "A
Portraiture of Shakerism"; Together With Sundry Affidavits Disproving
the Truth of Her Assertions (Concord, N.H.: Jacob B. Moore for the
United Society, 1824). Mary Marshall responded with a review of most of
her earlier statements in The Rise and Progress of the Serpent (1847).
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consisted of reprints of statements by a galaxy of the most important

Shaker seceeders and apostates, including Amos Rathbun, Thomas Brown,

and Eunice Chapman. Climaxing these statements was Mary Dyer's account

of her own sufferings and trials among the Shakers, a lengthy and apparently
relatively factual account, despite its self-pitying tone and polemical
intent.

Faced with the implacable hostility and the numerous verbal and
printed attacks by this capable but contentious woman, the Shakers
departed from their normal policy of publicly ignoring apostates. Instead,
the Shakers responded at length to Mary Dyer's charges, implicitly
recognizing that many of her underlying criticisms identified real
points of vulnerability and stress in their societies. 1Included in the
resultant lively exchange, pro and con, was a statement by Mary's husband
Joseph attacking her character and veracity. The exchange of barbed
criticisms provided what the Shakers aptly characterized as an account
of the Dyers's "domestic broils."

Raking through the numerous allegations and counter=-allegations
about the character of Mary Dyer or the Shakers will not be our concern
here. Mary Dyer's allegations about hidden Shaker licentiousness con-
nected with "spiritual wives and husbands"--which appears to be a deliberate
misrepresentation of the chaste and straight-laced Shaker "union meetings"
--are as unconvincing factually as the equally extreme Shaker retort
which accused Mary of making passes at Shaker leaders and making lesbian
advances to one of her roommates. Such statements appear to be of purely
polemical significance, with no factual basis. Of far greater importance
is why the Shaker celibate system proved so completely unacceptable to
Mary Dyer, as it did also for some other.initially enthusiastic
converts. Related to this as a larger question of why a person like
Mary Dyer should become what might be described as a "career apostate,"

a person whose whole life would become devoted to trying to destroy a
faith that he or she had once espoused.

From the perspective of hindsight, Mary Dyer's personal charges
against the Shakers tell us little that we did not already know. However,
at the time of the printing of her public description of the elaborate

Shaker control mechanisms, against which she clashed, the account posed a
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serious deterrent to potential converts. Mary's primary complaint was
that the Shakers had tried to separate her from her husband and her
children so that they could all be given a new group loyalty. Her
relations with her husband (which had already been severely strained
before she joined the Shakers) were further undercut, Three of her
children were sent to a different "family." And she was forbidden to
talk to or care for the two children remaining in her own "family," who
were reared communally. When Mary finally broke with the Shakers, she
had endless conflicts in her unsuccessful effort to recover her children.

Underlying much of Mary Dyer's anger was her dislike of the
general loss of privacy and independence that she experienced in Shaker
life. For instance, she could not send or receive a letter without first
having it approved. And when she felt dissatisfied about something, she
was supposed to express those feelings and to seek redress only from the
Elders. She was expected to subordinate her own will to that of the
Elders, who, in her opinion acted as though they stood in the place of
God. Remaining intransigent, Mary became increasingly isolated and
unhappy. Thus, unlike many individuals who joined the Shakers and
became docile and obedient members, or others who were able to sur-
ordinate themselves initially while gradually working their way into
responsible positions, Mary Dyer simply was unable to adjust and was
invariably at odds with the leadership. Unwilling to let herself be
reshaped into the Shaker mold, she would always remain a round peg in
a square hole.

The severe restrictions on personal life and independent action
which so disturbed Mary Dyer were a necessary part of making the Shaker
system function. In order to sustain their unusual commitment, Shaker
leaders deliberately tried to keep the average Believer isolated from the
world, physically, socially, economically, and intellectually. Attempts
were made to insure that those whe went out into the world on business
stayed apart, and free from worldly contamination as much as possible,
Within the Society, Shaker government had an almost military regimentation,
with every aspect of life minutely regulated. Close personal contact of
any kind between those of the same or opposite sex were forbidden in favor

of a more generalized "spiritual" love for their co-religionists. Children
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were raised communally, not by parents. Occupations were frequently
shifted, and privacy was almost non-existent. Required confession of

all sins to the Elders further increased the degree of control. Those
who accepted such limitations could find many rewards in the well-ordered
Shaker system. But those who were unwilling to accept such constraints,
could find the arrangements oppressive.

Although many people did not find the highly restrictive Shaker
system to their liking, few devoted their lives to exposing the sect.

Why did Mary Dyer choose to become a "career apostate"? Undoubtedly,
her motives were extremely complex. At the most obvious level, she
appears to have been bound to the Shakers because of her problems in
retrieving her children and because of her continuing ambivalence about
her husband who rem;ined happily in the group. But probably at least
as important, Mary Dyer, like other apostates such as Valentine Rathbun
and Eunice Chapman, appears to have been a frustrated leader. She had
a genuine talent along with a strong sense of personal destiny and self
importance. When she found her expectations unfulfilled and was unable to
put her talents to constructive use, she bitterly turned all her talents
against the group she felt had frustrated her efforts to create a
satisfying life. No hatred is more deadly than that of a person who
genuinely believed or wanted to believe, only to find his or her high
hopes blasted.

Whatever Mary Dyer's personal motives, her experience does
suggest many characteristic issues raised by other apostates. Like the
abrasive Mary Dyer, the more sensitive and appealing Shakers who "turned
off" often had trouble submitting themselves to the oligarchic Shaker
leadership and renouncing their individual life and interests in favor
of those of the group. Almost invariably- seceders found the renunciation
of normal marital and sexual life particularly unappealing. As Hervey
Elkins wrote, many were unhappy among the Shakers because of "an aspira-
tion for something not found in confinement" and a desire to express "the

nwl

strong affinities of nature. Finally, when individuals did leave

the Shakers, many were upset by their loss of consecrated property and

lplkins, Fifteen Years in the Shakers, p. 128.






