THE FAMILY IN UTOPIA:
CELIBACY, COMMUNAL CHILD REARING,
AND CONTINUITY IN A RELIGIOUS COMMUNE

Metin M. Cosgel

The Shakers sought to replace the nuclear family with the Shaker family through
their unorthodox family practices of celibacy and communal child rearing.
Although these practices may have been beneficial in some respects, they contrib-
uted to the numerical decline of the Shakers. A quantitative analysis of the children
(joined with parents or adopted by the society) in Shaker communities between
1850 and 1870 shows that children with natural family ties were more likely than
other children to persist in Shaker communities, and a significant fall in the pro-
portion of those who were more likely to persist contributed to the decline in total
membership.

Widely recognized as one of the most successful utopian movements in American his-
tory, the Shakers have been the subject of much curiosity and admiration for their unor-
thodox family practices of celibacy and communal child rearing. Prescribed by their
founder, Ann Lee, and based on their interpretation of passages from the New Testa-
ment, Shaker celibacy was associated with the rejection of preexisting marital ties
between members, controlling of all relationships between sexes, and separation of
their activities. Although celibacy prevented procreation among the Shakers, the soci-
ety still housed many children because some adult members joined with their children
and the society accepted children from orphanages and from parents or guardians who
could not provide care themselves. For the care and education of these children, the
Shakers adopted a communal system. Through the practices of celibacy and commu-
nal child rearing, they sought to replace the nuclear family with the Shaker family.
Although the family practices of the Shakers have received serious scholarly atten-
tion, the consequences of these practices for membership continuity have been left
largely unexplored. Studying the relationship between religion, sexuality, and
women’s roles in comparative settings, researchers have shown various ways in which
celibacy and communal child rearing contributed to spiritual union and sexual equality
among the Shakers.' The question remains, however, whether celibacy and communal
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child rearing had any connection to the numerical decline of the Shakers. Although
some writers have summarily asserted that celibacy may have caused the numerical
decline of the Shakers, historians of the Shakers have generally refrained from claim-
ing causal connections between the unorthodox family practices and the numerical
decline of the sect because these practices had begun several generations before the
beginning of the numerical decline and no direct evidence has been found to substanti-
ate their connection at the time of the decline.

This article will examine the impact of unorthodox family practices on the numeri-
cal decline of the Shakers by focusing on the children in Shaker communities and
using the manuscript schedules of the U.S. censuses as sources of data. The first objec-
tive of the article is to examine the characteristics of children in Shaker communities.
What proportion of the Shakers were children, and what was their distribution in terms
of natural family ties? The second objective is to examine the role of unorthodox fam-
ily practices on the persistence of children in Shaker communities. What role did the
presence of natural family ties with other members have on the children’s decision to
stay as Shakers? Identifying whether each child stayed in a Shaker community
between two consecutive censuses, I determine the factors that affected the likelihood
of staying among the Shakers and focus on the influence of parents and siblings.” The
changing proportion of children with natural family ties and the role of parents and sib-
lings on the children’s decision to stay as Shakers indicate a strong relationship
between the unorthodox family practices and the numerical decline of the Shakers.

CELIBACY, COMMUNAL CHILD REARING,
AND THE SHAKER FAMILY

As a Christian communal society, the Shakers, whose official name is the United
Society of Believers in Christ’s Second Appearing, have been well known for their
commitment to communalism, sexual equality, celibacy, and communal child rearing.
In addition, they have enjoyed a national reputation for some of their products such as
furniture, brooms, garden seeds, and medicinal herbs and roots. Recently, there has
been a resurgence of interest in the Shakers and their history, as can be observed by the
increasing attention they receive both from the general public and from scholars in a
variety of disciplines.?

The sect began when founder Ann Lee and a handful of followers arrived in the
United States in 1774. By the year 1800, the society had established eleven communi-
ties in New York and New England, with a total membership of 1,373 individuals.* In
1850, their numbers reached 3,872 individuals living in twenty-one communities scat-
tered between Maine and Kentucky. From 1850 on, however, the total population of
the Shakers started to decline. In 1860, the U.S. Census recorded a total of 3,520 mem-
bers, falling sharply to 2,645 members in 1870, and to 855 by 1900.

Some of the utopian movements in American history are well known for their unor-
thodox family practices. Whereas the Mormons practiced polygamy and the Oneida
Perfectionists introduced a form of group marriage, the Shakers were committed to
celibacy and communal child rearing as the distinct and unchanging practices of their
established order.® For the Shakers, the primary goal of these practices was to replace
the nuclear family with a communal family. Indeed, the Shakers crystallized this
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notion by calling their basic communal unit a “family.” Each community consisted of
two to six Shaker families, units ranging in size from about 10 to more than 100 per-
sons. Members of a Shaker family lived, worked, and worshipped together, referring to
each other as “brother” and “sister”” and to their prominent leaders as “father” and
“mother.” By joining the Shakers, an individual was thus expected to leave behind nat-
ural family ties and establish an identity as the member of a Shaker family. As Stephen
J. Stein writes, “The fundamental step for every member was separation from the natu-
ral family and integration into a Shaker family.”’

Celibacy was a key component of the Shaker family system. The doctrine was
gradually developed by Ann Lee during the early period of Shaker history. As Edward
D. Andrews describes, as a result of a series of traumatic and visionary experiences in
the 1770s, she became convinced that “ ‘cohabitation of the sexes’ was the cardinal
sin, the source of all evil.”® The Shaker doctrine of celibacy is also based on the
Shakers’ interpretation of a passage in the New Testament that true believers “neither
marry nor are given in marriage.” To implement a celibate system, in addition to reject-
ing preexisting marital ties, the Shakers carefully controlled all relationships between
the sexes and separated their activities. Men and women slept in separate quarters and
worked in separate occupations, and strict codes of conduct were imposed to regulate
their contact.’

Although celibacy prevented procreation among the Shakers, it did not mean that
the Shaker communities consisted of adult members only. Many adult novices were
married prior to membership, already had children, and brought them along into the
society. In addition, many children were left to the care of the Shakers by parents or
guardians who were unable to provide proper care themselves. The Shakers also
adopted children from orphanages with the hope that they would remain Shakers upon
reaching adulthood. Children younger than the age of sixteen were formally inden-
tured to the Shakers, which legally bound them to the society until the ages of eighteen
for girls and twenty-one for boys. Although the age sixteen marked the beginning of
adulthood, only upon reaching the age of twenty-one could they sign the covenant and
become full adult members.

The Shakers adopted a communal system for the care and education of the chil
dren.'® Boys and girls were separated from each other and from their parents, and they
were placed under the supervision of adult caretakers. As part of the indenture agree-
ment, the society was obligated to provide these children with food, clothing, educa-
tion, and occupational training. Divorced from natural family ties and raised by the
society, the children became part of the Shaker family.

Researchers have noted several beneficial consequences of the unorthodox family
practices of the Shakers. In his monumental treatise on American communes, John H.
Noyes, the founder of the Oneida community and a contemporary observer of nine-
teenth-century American communes, noted that the Shakers were the most successful
community and cautiously argued that “in general it seems probable . . . that there is
some rational connection between their control of the sexual relation and their pros-
perity.”!! Several more specific connections between celibacy and communal success
have since been suggested. For example, Rosabeth M. Kanter views celibacy as a “sac-
rifice,” one of the mechanisms to build commitment in a successful commune.'? Celi-
bacy has also been argued to facilitate the development of communal bonds and reli-



494 JOURNAL OF FAMILY HISTORY / October 2000

gious conviction by eliminating divided loyalties and channeling familial devotion
toward community and religion."”* Moreover, celibacy can facilitate sexual equality. As
Lawrence Foster argues, “Shaker celibacy made possible this remarkable system that
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.”"*

As a complementary practice, communal child rearing also contributed to achiev-
ing some of these benefits by freeing parents from child care obligations and allowing
them to pursue religious, occupational, and leadership objectives. In addition to bene-
fits to the parents, communal child rearing is also argued to have benefited the children.
For example, Andrews argues that “it seems that the lot of Shaker youth compared
favorably with that of the sons and daughters of farmers in rural America of the period.”"
Orphans and abandoned children particularly benefited from the communal child rear-
ing of the Shakers by receiving the care and training that their parents or guardians
could not provide. The society may also have benefited because of the much needed
labor that the children provided. Examining the benefits of the Shaker apprenticeship
system from an economic perspective, John E. Murray argues that “the community
actually benefited from the efforts of the apprentices, despite the net loss they entailed
in their very young years.”'®

What did the Shakers have to give up to achieve these benefits? Many Shakers, par-
ticularly married members and their children, must have incurred a private cost from
sexual abstinence or separation from nuclear family. More important for the purposes
of this article are the social costs to the Shaker society as a whole, some of which have
been noted in the literature. For example, it has been shown that the discovery of for-
bidden relationships often caused internal tension and difficulties, significantly dis-
rupting peace and order in Shaker communities.'” Celibacy and communal child rear-
ing were also sources of frequent criticism and attacks by outsiders, sometimes
resulting in lengthy legal battles.'® In addition, noting the economic implications of
celibacy, William A. Hinds finds it to be “expensive and uneconomical” because the
separation of the sexes in all activities requires “many and large buildings.”"

As for the implications of these practices for the continuity of Shaker membership,
some writers have argued that celibacy significantly prevented the growth of the
Shakers. For example, as a contemporary observer of the Shakers in the nineteenth
century, Hinds argues that “celibacy places the Shakers at a disadvantage in respect to
the increase of their numbers.” Similarly, Foster argues that “the entire Shaker organi-
zation was celibate and was thus totally dependent on converts from the outside world.
No consistent or reliable system of recruitment was ever developed by the group, and
after the Civil war, the organization went into a sharp decline.”” Given that Shaker
communities actually housed children, these arguments seem to presume that the num-
bers of these children were insignificant and that they typically did not stay in Shaker
communities upon reaching adulthood.?' For example, having stated that “the possibil-
ity of internal recruitment was not open to the Shakers,” John M. Whitworth qualifies
his statement by arguing that “children were occasionally adopted, but few of these
children remained in the group after they had attained maturity.”” Although these
arguments might seem reasonable, their weakness is that they make quantitative claims
about Shaker membership without providing any quantitative support. Other than cit-
ing scattered pieces of anecdotal evidence found in the journals, diaries, and publica-
tions of the Shakers, they provide no systematic analysis of the number of children and
their consequences in Shaker communities.
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Historians of the Shakers have been generally careful not to reach unwarranted con-
clusions about the causal connections between unorthodox family practices and the
numerical decline of the Shakers. Because celibacy and communal child rearing were
unchanging practices throughout Shaker history, attributing the numerical decline that
started in the middle of the nineteenth century to these practices would have been sim-
ply a biased and selective application of the argument. Moreover, no quantitative evi-
dence has been found so far to substantiate the existence of a direct connection between
them. A satisfactory support for the existence of such a connection would have to uncover
the exact nature of the relationship between these practices and the continuity of mem-
bership and show why the relationship caused the decline after the middle of the nine-
teenth century and not earlier.

As the previous arguments about the relationship between the unorthodox family
practices and the numerical decline of the Shakers make clear, the clue to understand-
ing such a relationship lies in examining the number of children and their conse-
quences in Shaker communities. Thanks to the pioneering efforts of William S. Bain-
bridge and Priscilla J. Brewer, more recent scholarship has discovered various
quantitative information about the children in Shaker communities.” For example,
using the enumeration schedules of the U.S. population censuses, Bainbridge shows
that the proportion of those under the age of nineteen ranged between 29 percent and
36 percent of total Shaker membership between 1840 and 1900.** These figures indi-
cate that the proportion of children was far from being negligible in Shaker communi-
ties.” Questions remain, however, about the characteristics of these children and the
factors that caused some to leave and others to stay in Shaker communities. What was
the role of the unorthodox family practices in shaping the number, distribution, and
consequences of the children in Shaker communities?

CHILDREN IN SHAKER COMMUNITIES

This study addresses these issues by using the enumeration schedules of the U.S.
population censuses as the primary sources of data. Each census year, enumerators
combed the nation, recording on standardized forms detailed information about every
household. Whereas until 1840 enumerators recorded each household as a single
entry, from 1850 on, they entered information about each individual separately.
Focusing on the period between 1850 and 1870, I first identified Shaker colonies in the
census enumeration schedules. Because full adult membership began at age twenty-one,
I recorded the information about those younger than twenty-one to construct data sets
consisting of Shaker children only, separately for each of the censuses of 1850, 1860,
and 1870.

Census schedules provide information about each individual’s name, age, sex,
occupation, and birthplace. In addition, because the records identified each individual
by both first and last names, shared last names within a community can be used as an
estimate of natural family ties.”® Table 1 reports the number of children in Shaker com-
munities and their distribution by age, sex, birthplace, and natural family ties. Because
the enumerators did not record the occupation of those younger than sixteen, distribu-
tion by occupation is not reported.

As Table 1 shows, corresponding to the general numerical decline of the Shakers,
the number of children also fell sharply after 1860 even though their proportion to total
membership remained fairly stable at about 35 percent. Whereas the distribution of
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Table 1
Children in Shaker Communities
1850 1860 1870
Number
Children 1,326 1,325 871
Proportion of total
membership (%) 35 38 33
Age (%)
Between 0 and 5 9 6 6
Between 6 and 10 25 22 24
Between 11 and 16 38 43 42
Between 16 and 20 28 29 28
Sex (%)
Female 52 53 59
Birthplace (%)
Born in the same state
as the Shaker community 58 55 56
Born in other states 37 34 38
Foreign born 5 11 6
Natural family ties (%)
Entered with mother only 15 17 13
Entered with father only 5 5 4
Entered with both parents 10 5 4
Entered with siblings only 35 31 25
Entered alone 36 43 54

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Enumeration Schedules of the Population Censuses, 1850-1870.

age and birthplace did not follow any clear pattern of change over time, the proportions
of female children and those who apparently entered Shaker communities alone rose
significantly between 1850 and 1870.%

Changes in the distribution of children by natural family ties show one of the conse-
quences of the unorthodox family practices of the Shakers. In 1823, Calvin Green and
Seth Y. Wells, two Shaker leaders, wrote in the Summary View of the Millennial
Church that “the children gathered into the Society, are mostly those brought in by
their believing parents; tho the Society has, occasionally, taken in the children of oth-
ers, by the earnest solicitations of their parents and guardians; but this is not common
practice.”® The evidence shows how much the common practice had changed by 1850,
and even more so between 1850 and 1870, when about four-fifths of the children were
entering without parents.

Part of this change may have been caused by the decline in the entry of entire fami-
lies with children. That the proportions of children without parents and siblings were
both rising nevertheless appears to be a direct consequence of the unorthodox family
practices of the Shakers. As Brewer also argues, the Shakers sought to admit large
numbers of children after the 1840s because they realized that “few new converts were
likely to come from the adult ranks.”” Although the question of why adults and fami-
lies with children were unlikely to convert to Shakerism anymore is important, more
important for the purposes of this article is the implication of the argument for the
options that the unorthodox family practices made available to the Shakers. Celibacy
limited the number of children that the Shakers could have from their own members.
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Although because of celibacy the Shakers could not procreate, they could nevertheless
fill their ranks with adopted children because of communal child rearing.

INFLUENCES ON THE STAY
OF CHILDREN AS SHAKERS

The rising proportion of children entering without parents or siblings, however,
tells only half of the story about the consequences of the unorthodox family practices
of the Shakers. The other half is the effect of these practices on the numerical decline of
the Shakers through the relationship between natural family ties and the decision of the
children to stay in Shaker communities. To see this, suppose that children who joined
the Shakers with parents or siblings were more likely than others to stay as Shakers. In
that case, the rising proportion of children without parents or siblings would have
caused a fall in the proportion of children who stayed as Shakers, a direct consequence
of the unorthodox family practices. These practices would have caused not only a
change in the distribution of children in terms of natural family ties but also a decline in
Shaker membership. If, on the other hand, the Shakers had complete success in replac-
ing the nuclear family with the Shaker family, and thus natural family ties played no
role in the children’s decisions to stay as Shakers, then numerical decline would have
been independent of unorthodox family practices. Although these practices would
have caused changes in the distribution of children in terms of natural family ties, the
causes of the numerical decline would have to be sought elsewhere. To determine the
role of the unorthodox family practices of the Shakers on their numerical decline, we
thus have to examine the influences on the decisions of the children to stay in Shaker
communities.

Because factors other than natural family ties may also affect the children’s deci-
sions, a satisfactory quantitative analysis must consider all relevant variables to be able
to determine the role of natural family ties in isolation. Previous literature has identi-
fied several factors as significant influences on the children’s stay in Shaker communi-
ties. For example, calculating the distribution of retention by age and sex groups for all
children in Shaker communities, Bainbridge finds that girls and children younger than
ten were more likely than boys and teenagers to stay in Shaker communities.* Simi-
larly, studying membership records of the New Lebanon Church family, Brewer
argues that the presence of adult role models was also important in retaining young
people, and in a quantitative analysis of the indenture agreements of the same church
family, Murray finds that the sex, literacy, and year of apprenticeship of children had
significant effects on their likelihood of fulfilling the indenture contract.’'

For a quantitative analysis of the children’s stay among the Shakers, I traced each
child present in one census to the next census to determine whether he or she stayed as
a Shaker or left. A dummy variable (1 if stayed between the two censuses, 0 otherwise)
thus represents the decision to stay as a Shaker between two consecutive censuses as
the dependent variable.* I used probit regression analysis to test for the significance of
the roles of various independent variables on the decision to stay.

I combined the information from the census records with other known facts about
the Shaker communities to construct several independent variables that represent the
roles of natural family ties, factors suggested in the literature, and other potential fac-
tors that can influence the children’s stay. The only quantitative information that the
census schedules provide about an individual is his or her age. Because the effect of
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age might be nonlinear, however, I also included an age-squared term into the regres-
sion analysis. As discussed above, census schedules also recorded each child’s sex and
birthplace. The information about sex and birthplace can be transformed into two
dummy variables: sex (1 if female, 0 if male) and nativity (1 if born in the same state as
the community, 0 otherwise).

In addition to the personal characteristics of children, the characteristics of their
communities can also affect their stay as Shakers. As discussed above, the relevant
community for each child was his or her Shaker family. Census enumeration schedules
typically recorded Shaker families within a Shaker community separately, making it
possible to identify each child’s Shaker family and to generate variables that summa-
rize its characteristics. An essential characteristic of a Shaker family was its status
within the local Shaker organization. Within each Shaker society, consisting of two or
more Shaker families, one of these families, usually called the “Church” (or “Center”)
family, typically had the leadership position. Because the Church family thus presum-
ably consisted of spiritually advanced members, one would expect the children in
these families to be more likely than those in other families to stay as Shakers between
censuses. A dummy variable (1 if member of Church family, O otherwise) is included
in the regression analysis to test for this expectation. The geographic location of a
Shaker community can also be important. One would expect those children who are
members of a Shaker community in an urban location to be more likely than others to
leave the society for outside job opportunities upon reaching adulthood. A dummy
variable (1 if urban, 0 otherwise) tests for the role of geographic location.* To test for
the significance of Brewer’s argument about the importance of the presence of adult
role models, I included the proportion of those between the ages of twenty-five and
forty-nine in a child’s Shaker family as another variable at the community level.**

Natural family ties can exist through the presence of parents or siblings. Some chil-
dren joined the Shakers with parents and siblings, while others entered with parents
only, with siblings only, or alone. Because the presence of parents and siblings can
potentially exert different types of influence on the decisions of the children, I gener-
ated two different variables to capture the role of natural family ties. The first is
whether a child is present with a parent (or parents), represented by a dummy variable
(1if with parent, 0 otherwise). The second is whether a child has a sibling (or siblings),
represented by another dummy variable (1 if with sibling, O otherwise).

Table 2 reports the results of probit regression analysis of influences on the chil-
dren’s stay in Shaker communities. Other than the changing significance of the role of
urban location, the results are generally consistent between the two periods.* The sta-
tistical significance (at conventional levels) of the negative (and decreasing) effect of
age and the positive effects of being female and having adult role models in the com-
munity confirm the previous arguments about the roles of these variables. The inclu-
sion of age and age-squared terms into the regression analysis makes it possible to esti-
mate the age at which the persistence probability of children was minimized. The
coefficients of age and its square in the 1850-1860 regression indicate that the proba-
bility of persistence to the 1860 census fell with age until the age of about eleven and
rose thereafter.*® Although the age that minimized the probability fell to about eight in
the 1860-1870 regression, these results indicate that children in the intermediate age
groups were consistently less likely than others to persist to the next census. These
results also show that children in Church families were more likely than others to stay
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Table 2
Influences on Children’s Stay in Shaker Communities
1850-1860 1860-1870

Independent Variable Coefficient  Significance Coefficient  Significance
Constant —-0.69 .009 -1.20 < .001
Age —-0.09 .009 —-0.16 <.001
Age squared 0.004 .02 0.01 <.001
Girl 0.42 <.001 0.54 <.001
Born in the same state

as the Shaker community -0.09 .23 0.10 .23
Member of church family 0.15 .06 0.24 .006
Community in urban

location -0.27 .003 -0.09 .36
Proportion of role models

(ages 25-49) in Shaker

community 1.21 .03 1.67 <.001
With parent(s) 0.29 < .001 0.28 .003
With sibling(s) 0.19 .01 0.22 .01
Sample size 1,309 1,322
Percentage predicted

correctly 68 81
Likelihood ratio

(degrees of freedom) 84.1 (9) 98.8 (9)

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Enumeration Schedules of the Population Censuses,
1850-1870.

Note: The dependent variable equals 1 for children who stayed in Shaker communities between
censuses, 0 otherwise. See the text for the description of independent variables.

as Shakers, confirming the expectation about the role of Shaker family status in a local
settlement.

Among the factors simultaneously affecting children’s stay, more important for the
purposes of this article are those that show the role of natural family ties.”” As Table 2
shows, the coefficients of being with parents and siblings are both positive and signifi-
cant, indicating that children with natural family ties were more likely than others to
remain as Shakers. The role of natural family ties in the children’s decisions to stay as
Shakers thus suggests that the Shakers were not completely successful in replacing the
nuclear family with the Shaker family. As a result, the unorthodox family practices of
the Shakers contributed not only to the rise in the proportion of children without par-
ents or siblings but also to the decline in total membership.*®

CONCLUSION

The Shakers hold a distinct place in American culture and utopian history for their
unorthodox family practices of celibacy and communal child rearing that sought to
replace the nuclear family with the Shaker family. Although scholars have shown vari-
ous ways in which these practices contributed to the religious conviction, communal
bonds, and sexual equality among the Shakers, the implications of these practices for
the distribution and continuity of their membership have received insufficient atten-
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tion. Similarly, although scholars have suggested various factors as explanations of the
numerical decline of the Shakers, the contribution of unorthodox family practices have
not been quantitatively examined.

Using census enumeration schedules as sources of data, this article focused on the
children in Shaker communities to examine the consequences of celibacy and commu-
nal child rearing. A quantitative analysis of the children in Shaker communities yields
two results that combine to show the way unorthodox family practices contributed to
numerical decline. The first is a significant shift in the distribution of children in terms
of natural family ties. Whereas the proportion of children in Shaker communities
remained fairly stable at about one-third of total membership during the period
between 1850 and 1870, the proportion of those with natural family ties (parents and
siblings) fell significantly during the same period, from about two-thirds to less than
one-half of all children. As a second result, an analysis of the children’s decisions to
stay as Shakers shows that children with parents and siblings were more likely than
others to stay in Shaker communities. The sharp fall in the proportion of children with
natural family ties thus lowered the proportion of those who were more likely to
remain as Shakers, causing total membership to decline. These results show that the
Shakers were not completely successful in replacing the natural family with the Shaker
family and in eliminating the influence of natural family ties on membership deci-
sions. Although celibacy and the communal child-rearing practices of the Shakers may
have been beneficial in other respects, these practices nevertheless contributed to their
numerical decline.
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