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America was the only country that started with perfection and aspired to 

progress. -- Richard Hofstadter 

 Terms like ñintentional,ò ñcommunal,ò ñcommunistic,ò ñutopian,ò 

and ñcountercultureò have been used to describe the views and behaviors of 

groups that were or are different from the dominant U.S. and Canadian 

societies. All these labels are in some ways inaccurate, inadequate, or 

incomplete but they also capture the sense of ñalternativeò groups. Although 

utopia means nowhere, for intentional communities it meant everything, and 

would eventually be everywhere! By definition all cultures are communities 

and therefore have communal characteristics, but these alternative groups 

stress(ed) communal values and behaviors, and indeed, even landscapes, 

more intensely and thoroughly than the rest of the society.  

 The broad communal ideals of the Unites States and Canada are 

reflected in their respective constitutional mottos: ñlife, liberty, and the 

pursuit of happinessò versus ñpeace, order, and good government.ò 

Regardless of official ideals, immigrant groups and assimilated groups in 

North America had very specific religious, social, and economic ideals of 

their own which they often could not pursue in Europe. All these groups, 

whether native- or foreign-born, wanted afterall to ñdo their own thing,ò and 

not ñto fit in.ò The fundamental choice was and continues to be between the 

degree of individualism and communalism to achieve ñthe good life.ò 

 

Individualism versus Communalism 

 As social creatures, humans form many kinds of communities to 

meet their complex needs and desires. Starting with the Industrial 

Revolution in Europe and particularly since World War II in the United 

States, individuals and families have become members of many different 

kinds of communities. For example, individuals might belong and be active 

in a local Lutheran Church and the Green Party, bowl with co-workers, 

participate in block parties with immediate neighbors, be active in the PTA 

at their childrenôs school, and be part of numerous blogs, or virtual 

communities. In contrast, all the individuals and families in intentional 

societies belong to the same community with its many forms (Figure 2-1). 

Al l members of a Shaker village, for example, shared everything with the 

other members of the community, following a strict and standard set of 

beliefs and behaviors in religion, education, work, politics, and social 

activities in similar outdoor and indoor physical settings. Their neighbors 

were their fellow villagers.  

 Fundamentally, whereas individualism invariably means 

diversity of communities in many places, communalism means 

uniformity of community within one place, sharing beliefs, behaviors, 

gender roles, religion, and the material and landscape manifestations of 

these cultural forms. Ultimately, we all live in communal societies, but the 

degree of diversity versus uniformity of communities differentiates the 

conventional societies from communal groups.  

                Wilbur Zelinsky (1992) identifies four pervasive themes for the 

United States, which are also relevant to Canada, another settler colony cum 

nation, but not for Mexico which was never informed by these settler ideals. 

These themes are 1) intense, anarchistic individualism, 2) high value on 

mobility and change, 3) mechanistic vision, and 4) messianic perfectionism. 

The early U.S. settlers brought a Protestant religious philosophy with them 
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that was grounded in the assumption that humans were fundamentally evil 

(after the Fall in the Garden of Eden) and deserved punishments for their 

sinful behaviors. The Protestant Ethnic justified the accumulation of 

wealth by individuals in order to prove to God that they were worthy of 

salvation. 

 

 
Figure 2-1. Dimensional differences between individualism and 

communalism. Source: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 

 

 Individual political and legal rights are paramount in societies that 

champion individualism. An international study of 56 countries showed the 

highest scores for individualism were in the USA (91), Australia (90), 

United Kingdom (89), Canada (80), and Netherlands (80). Officially,  

individualism is espoused and championed much more in the United States 

than in Canada; hence, the different scores. As former European family 

settler colonies, Canada and the United States share more traits of 

individualism than they do with Mexico, a former European (Spanish) 

administrative continental colony. A low degree of individualism typifies 

societies, like Mexico with a score of 30, with strong ties between 

individuals and extended families and the importance of religion and/or the 

state (Hofstede 2006). While Zeliskyôs four themes are critical to 

understanding mainstream U.S. culture, two of these ideals -- mechanistic 

vision and messianic perfectionism -- are also relevant to understanding 

utopian communities. Despite the dominant individualism of Canada and 

the United States, experimental utopian communities were and are very 

much part of North American history and geography. 

 Erik Dammann (2006), a Norwegian environmentalist, says "that 

the U.S. must be the hardest country to correct [improve] in the world. 

Americans are always open to discussing values at a personal level, but 

when you mention opposition to the system, they think you are a 

communist." By living their own values the utopian communities, were, of 

course, challenging the dominant institutions and found themselves not only 

called communists (many of whom were small "c" communists as the Bible 

commanded them!) but also were threatened, economically and violently, 

and, sometimes even, destroyed by hostile individuals and dominant 

institutions. Nineteenth-century utopian communities in particular and those 

that have survived today were and are deeply religious. Everything in their 

lives -- beliefs, behaviors, clothing, occupations, and buildings -- was and is 

inspired by the Bible. In this chapter we are concerned with only a few of 

the hundreds of religious and secular intentional communities that have ever 

existed in the United States; Canada has had far fewer of such communities; 

and Mexico has had hardly any (except for some Mennonite settlements).  

 From the beginning of European settlements in Canada and the 

United States, intentional communities have existed. Although never 

numerically as dominant as individual and family units, strongly-knit ethnic 

and religious intentional groups sought similar goals: freedom of religion, 

freedom from persecution, and freedom to experiment socially and 

economically in a new land. The appeal of ñfreedomò in the settler empires 

by mainstream and intentional groups had very different expression in 

behavior and in the built environment. As early as 1862, William Penn used 

a British land grant to create the Pennsylvania Colony to assure religious 

freedom for himself and his fellow Quakers. English and German Quakers, 

Mennonites, Moravian Brethren, and various German Anabaptists settled in 

Pennôs colony. 

 In this chapter we focus on communal groups that live(d) in 

spatially concentrated and contiguous rural areas, not widely scattered 

across the countryside like majority rural individualist social groups. The 

residential and farm buildings of utopian groups are arranged in distinctive 

forms: 1) compact linear villages (Old Order Mennonites in Manitoba), 2) 

square villages (pioneer Mormons), 3) nucleated villages (Amana, 

Shakers, Oneida, Hutterites, Communes), and 4) concentrated farmsteads 
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(Amish, Old Order Mennonites in Ontario). Pioneer Mormons in the 

nineteenth century also formed intentional communities, but over time as 

their religion became mainstreamed, they gave up most of their distinctive 

communal traits and are thus discussed in chapter 3, Religious Landscapes.

 Communal groups can be classified into socially weaker and 

stronger ones depending on the compactness and shape of their settlement 

patterns. The Mennonites in Manitoba share a common language, ethnicity, 

and religion, and live in short compact linear villages. Within these linear 

villages, each family lives on its own farmstead, indicating relatively 

weaker community ties than in nucleated intentional communities. 

Ironically, although the Old Order Amish in Canada and the United States 

live in scattered individual farmsteads, they are one of the most tightly-knit 

religious and social rural communities, sharing German ethnicity, language, 

diet, Anabaptist form of Christianity, and nineteen-century technology. 

Because they use horse-and-buggies to attend Sunday church services at 

their (rotating) neighbors, they must live close to each other, resulting in 

compact and uniform cultural landscapes even though they have scattered 

settlement patterns. 

  Communal property groups have had and continue to have the 

most compact settlement patterns, illustrated by extinct groups such as the 

Shakers, Oneida, and Amana, and contemporary groups like the Hutterites 

and communes. Common-property groups represent the strongest 

communal types, based heavily on shared religious and/or secular believes 

and practices even though they do not always share common ethnic and 

language backgrounds. The communes from the late 1960s were the most 

varied in their goals, justifications, practices, and landscape forms. 

Communal groups are also differentiated by their housing arrangements, 

individual versus communal (Figures 2- ). 

            For religious communal groups gender roles and marriage types are 

based on different interpretations of the Bible, arriving at an amazing 

variety of strikingly different results. Traditional or unequal male-female 

relations are commonly expressed in monogamous marriages, illustrated by 

the Amana, Amish, and Hutterite. Only the pioneer Mormons practiced 

polygamous marriages. In the Oneida community each man was married to 

each woman, what they called ñcomplex marriage.ò On the other extreme, 

the Shakers did not believe in marriage and sex but women and men lived 

together in shared communities (Figure 2- ). 

 

 

Figure 2- . 

Property rights 

and housing 

arrangements 

distinguish past 

and present 

communal 

communities. 

Source: Ingolf 

Vogeler. 

  

 

 

Figure 2- . Property 

rights and gender 

roles distinguish 

past and present 

communal 

communities. 

Source: Ingolf 

Vogeler. 

 Communal societies are grouped into extinct and current ones. 

Only a few examples of the most distinctive intentional groups that are now 

extinct are discussed: Shakers, Oneida, and Amana. The cultural landscape 

features of these intentional communities are stressed in this chapter and 

their religious, economic, and social organizations are mentioned as they 

relate to and explain the landscape forms. 

 Except for some of the 1960s communes, intentional communities 

have been largely and continue to be deeply Christian in their justification 

for their particular beliefs and practices. Over 600 different communitarian 

groups have existed, mostly in the United States and much less so in 

Canada. During the middle- to late-nineteenth century, an extraordinary 
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number and variety of such groups formed. Examples of some of the less-

know groups are the Ephrata (1735-1765) in Lancaster, Pennsylvania; New 

Jerusalem in Yates County, New York (1796-1819); Pilgrims in the 

Arkansas Territory (1817-1826); New Harmony, Indiana (1814-1824); 

Brook Farm (1843-1846); Columbian Phalanx in Zanesville, Ohio, and 

Wisconsin Phalanx in Southport, Wisconsin, two of 13 Fourierist colonies 

(1843-1850); and Icaria in Nauvoo, Illinois (1848-1858). As California 

became a destination for westward migration, utopian groups located there 

as well. Religious groups included Fountain Grove in Santa Rosa (1885-

1934), Point Loma (1897-1942), Pisgah Grande, and Temple Grove, Icaria-

Speranza in Cloverdale (1881-1886); and secular groups such as Kaweah 

near Visalia (1885), Altruria in San Francisco (1894), Joyful, Llano del Rio 

in Los Angeles (1914-1935), and Army of Industry in Auburn, California 

(1914-1918). Elsewhere, Sunrise Community in southern Michigan (1933-

1936) and Koinonia in Americus, Georgia (1942- ), formed (Fogarty 1972). 

 During the twentieth century, in sharp contrast, only a few of the 

earlier intentional communities have persisted and only one new form of 

such groups has emerged, the communes of the late 1960s, albeit much 

more modest in numbers. The emphasis in communes was on self 

exploration and freedom in life styles; and fluidity of personal, social, and 

economic relations was highly valued. The communes were a revolt against 

mass culture, consumerism, technocratic society, and the Vietnam War; 

consequently, a wide range of alternative live styles were embraced. Altered 

consciousness was pursued with alternative religions (Tibetan Buddhism, 

Hinduism, and Native American) and natural and psychedelic drugs 

(cannabis, peyote mushrooms, and LSD). Counterculture festivals such as 

the famous Summer of Love in San Francisco (1967) and Woodstock 

(1969) publized the arrival of a ñNew Era.ò Rejection of prudish sexual 

norms ushered in the ñSexual Revolution.ò Regardless of their origins, all 

communal groups shared with the dominant U.S. culture confidence in 

human progress and perfectibility. Some of the most interesting and 

influential intentional communities in North America are considered in this 

chapter. 

Part I. Shaker Landscapes (1792-1962) 

 The United Society of Believers in Christôs Second Appearing, or 

The Millennial Church, were originally pejoratively called Shakers because 

they were a dissenting Quaker group which worshipped in ecstatic forms 

(by dancing, whirling, shaking, leaping, and even collapsing, see Figure 2-

I). They were the largest and most widely spread of the nineteenth-century  

 

 
Figure 2-I- . Shaker religious service watched by outside spectators. 

Source: Search 2006. 

 

religious communalist groups in North America. Although Ann Lee, the 

founder, and her group of dissenting Quakers founded an intentional 

community in Manchester, England, in 1747, only a handful of Shakers 

immigrated to the British Colony. By 1786 they had established the first 

settlement in New Lebanon, New York. The Shakers were part of the Great 

Awakening (1730s and 1740s) and religious fervor in the middle of the 

Revolutionary War, when humanity seemed to be on the brink of judgment 

day and eternity. By 1861, 19 colonies from Massachusetts to Mississippi 

had been built, housing about 6,000 members. The South Union, Kentucky, 

Shaker village attracted ex-slaveholders who had freed their slaves and 40 

ex-slaves. Black Shakers were integrated in northern villages too (Morse 

1971). Eventually Shaker villages were scattered from Maine to Indiana and 

Kentucky and south to Florida (Figure 2-I-map). By 1891, the society 

contained 17,000 members. For nearly 200 years, a total of 70,000 Shakers 

lived in these villages. Only one community of four persons (in 2006) 

survives in Sabbathday, Maine. Despite their own strict rules, the Shakers 

were defenders of civil rights, tolerance, justice, and free speech. They 

http://www.adherents.com/Religions_By_Adherents.html#Buddhism#Buddhism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychedelic
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cannabis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/LSD
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Summer_of_Love
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/San_Francisco
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1967
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Woodstock_festival
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1969
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defended the Oneida practice of religious communistic love, even though 

this contradicted their own rule of celibacy. 

  

 They believed in a 

community of men and women 

with equality for both in worship 

and administration, and yet the 

sexes were separated from each 

other most of the time. At common 

"union" meetings men and women 

sat across from each other without 

touching to discuss religious, 

social, and community affairs. 

Although men and women lived in 

the same large, dormitory-like 

buildings, they were strictly 

separated by entrances, staircases, 

and walls. Men used doors on the 

east-end; women used west doors. 

Each residential building 

constituted a ñfamily,ò and each 

Shaker village had four or five such 

families. Men and women worked 

at separate tasks, usually in separate 

buildings, and ate at separate tables 

in silence. The paths between 

buildings in the villages were only one-person wide so that the men and 

women could not touch each other as they passed (Figure 2- ).  

                     Mother Lee and her followers believed that she was the female 

incarnation of the male Christ and as such the Shakers believed in a unique 

set of Christian ideals: non-violence (as pacifists they never fought in the 

Civil War -- President Lincoln granted them exemption from the draft); 

common ownership of all property, equality of the sexes, simplicity, and 

celibacy. Because Anne Lee thought herself punished for her own sexuality 

because of the early deaths of her four children, sex was considered sinful, 

indeed, the root of all human troubles. Celibacy was required of all 

members. Contrary to common myths, celibacy itself did not ñdoomò their 

social experiment, after all Roman Catholic monasteries and nunneries 

persist today. The Shakers attracted new members by taking in widows and 

their children, children from families who could not feed them, orphans, 

and anybody who wanted to join them, including ñWinter Shakersò who 

were housed and fed through the winter but then left in the Spring. Only 

about one or two children out of ten remained as Shakers. 

 

They glorified God with 

simplicity and discipline. The 

right-side was used first in all 

things: getting out of bed, walking, 

cutting hair, harnessing horses, 

and so on. No diagonals were 

allowed: straight foot paths; slept 

straight in bed; cloth and food 

were cut straight. Lack of 

ornamentation and simplicity 

meant no pictures, music, poetry, 

or novels. Shaker buildings and 

furnishings were famous for their 

simple and functional designs 

during the Victorian era when 

houses and furniture were ornate. Their chairs and oval wooden boxes fetch 

high prices at auctions today, to the horror of the plain Shakers. Some 

families and many members of all families were vegetarians -- pork, 

alcohol, wines, smoking tobacco, and usually tea and coffee were 

prohibited.  

               The members of Shaker villages were native-born and from many 

different religious and ethnic backgrounds, similar to the early Mormons 

and communes. They lacked the ethnic-language uniformity of other 

intentional communities, such as the Germanic Amish, Amana, and 

Hutterites. 

 Their philosophy to "put your hands to work, and give your hearts 

to God" resulted in a very creative and socially helpful behavior towards 

their own members and to outsiders as well. They invented numerous labor-

saving devices that later benefited non-Shakers: common clothespins, 

water-repellent cloth, apple parers, pea shellers, round ovens, conical 

 
Figure 2-I- . Shaker villages in the 

1850s. Source: Ingolf Vogeler. 

  
Figure 2-I- . Straight and narrow 

foot paths join the buildings in the 

Hancock Shaker village. Source: 

Ingolf Vogeler. 
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stoves, improved wood stoves, improved washing machines, circular saws, 

and  threshing machines. The Shakers applied their technical skills 

designing round barns and practiced intensive agriculture (Figure 2-I- ). 

Many Shaker communities raised high-quality seeds, breeding stock, high-

quality chairs, boxes, brushes, and brooms for the market. 

 
Figure 2-I- . The famous round dairy barn; other barns are rectangular 

with gable roofs. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 
 
 The Hancock Shaker village in Pittsfield, Massachusetts 

illustrates the layout of all Shaker villages. It is the third oldest Shaker 

village, having at its peak 300 people in the 1830s with six communal 

families. In 1961 this historic site with 20 original buildings on 1,200 acres 

was opened to the public. Each year about 75,000 visitors come to this 

village to ñexperienceò the Shaker way of life. The village buildings and 

their interiors have been restored and provide insight into the material 

culture of Shaker life. Figure 2-I-  shows the typical layout of this 

communal village. Farm buildings and workshops are located on north end 

of the village (Figure 2-I- ) and domestic buildings and land uses, including 

vegetable and herbal gardens, are at the south end. ñSistersò and ñbrethrensò 

workshops are cleared indicated (Figure 2-I- ). The large ñbrick dwellingò 

housed the men and women (Figure 2-I- ) and across the street are the 

communal gathering places: meeting house (Figure 2-I- ), ministry shop, 

school, and cemetery. Shaker churches were plain buildings lacking spires; 

Ann Lee referred to conventional churches as ñthe devilôs steeple-housesò 

(Morse 1971). 

 
Figure 2-I- . The round barn, sistersô dairy and weave shop, and the red-

brick dwelling house for sleeping. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 
Figure 2-I- . The icehouse for milk, vegetables, and meats. Photo: Ingolf 

Vogeler. 
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Figure 2-I- . Layout of the Hancock Shaker village. Source: Hancock 

Shaker Village 2003. 

 
Figure 2-I- . The brethrenôs workshop. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 
Figure 2-I- . The shared but separately accessed sleeping 

quarters for men and women. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 
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Figure 2-I- . The meeting house, separate doors for men and 

women. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 Many people in the dominant society are curious about utopian 

groups, but mostly from afar, often tempered by fear and even hatred. 

Outsiders were intrigued by the Shaker way of life, particularly their 

religious practices. Many were interested enough to visit them when they 

existed and later as historic sites. The Shakers have had profound influences 

on other intentional communities. John Noyes credited the Shakers for 

inspiring the Oneida community. Shakers were forerunners of the Owenites. 

Robert Owen, a British industrialist, bought the Rappitesô community at 

Harmony, Indiana (consisting of 30,000 acres, 19 farms, and a village), to 

create a workersô paradise -- the first non-religious utopia in the United 

States (Fogarty 1972). And yet, they and other utopian groups suffered from 

verbal and physical attacks by their neighborhoods, other religious groups, 

and even political figures, despite expecting acceptance and tolerance for 

the ways of the dominant society. 

Part II. Perfectionist Landscapes (1848-1880) 

 Many intentional communities formed in the religious revival 

movements set in the ñburned-over districtò of western New York, among 

them were the Shakers, Owenites, Fourierites, Mormons, Millerites, and the 

Perfectionists. 

 The Perfectionists practiced what John Humphrey Noyes, its 

founder, called Bible Communism, a return to the primitive apostolic 

Christian church. Since selfishness was undesirable, all claims of "mine and 

thine" were renounced, in both property and persons. In 1848 Noyes and 87 

other members purchased 40 acres and house near Oneida in northern New 

York. In the next couple of years they established branches in Brooklyn and 

Wallingford, Connecticut. In 1874 the Oneida and Wallingford 

communities (members at Brooklyn had moved to Oneida) consisted of 219 

adults, about 20 percent more women than men, and 64 children; about 270 

hired farm laborers, fruit pickers, and workers in the shops, including 35 

women and girls in the silk mill at Wallingford; and a considerable number 

of domestic servants.  

 The Community made steel chains, traps, canned fruits, and 

vegetables; and manufactured sewing thread and embroidery silk. The 

invention of animal traps for the fur trade eventually became the most 

profitable of their manufacturing enterprises, before they took up silver-

plated tableware which continues as a private corporation today. They also 

sold farm crops and cattle, fruits, vegetables, jellies and jams; made 

furniture; raised and wove silk and wool; made traveling bags and 

matchboxes; ran a saw mill and blacksmith shop. In 1873 they sold over 

$300,000 worth of produce and manufactured goods; they had become a 

prosperous community for the times.  

 The Oneida utopian community was and still is best known for its 

revolutionary rights and roles for women, manifested in several 

profoundly unique beliefs and practices.  

1) To avoid the "selfish ownership" of love and marriage, single marriage 

was replaced by complex marriage. Based on deeply held Christian 

beliefs, they pooled their affections and property under God. All 

material property -- land, buildings, furnishings, livestock, tools, and 

savings -- were owned in common and available for all. Emotionally and 

sexually, every man was the husband of every woman; every woman 

was the wife of every man. Really wicked behavior was romantic 

attachment to one person: ñselfish love.ò In complex marriage, sex 

between men and women was scheduled and recorded to assure that no 
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favoritism occurred. Sexual intercourse had several functions: social 

cohesion, pleasure, and procreation. The idea that sexual intercourse 

should be separated from reproduction is still foreign to many Christians 

today. The outside world called it "free love" while ignoring the 

religious basis for their behavior. Noyes said that two very good ideas, 

freedom and love, were cited in terrible combination. In fact, celibacy 

had been practiced in the beginning because the community could not 

support a growing number of members.  

2) Male continence was also practiced, for the benefit of women to 

prevent unwanted pregnancies. Men were expected to control 

themselves in sexual intercourse until woman had one or more orgasms; 

then withdraw without ejaculation. Men were trained by post-menstrual 

women to satisfy women without ejaculating. Masturbation was also 

prohibited. The community practiced birth control and was committed to 

the sexual pleasure of women -- most extraordinary for the mid-

nineteenth century and even today. 

3) Children (up to 12 years) lived in separate houses or wings of the main 

house and were cared for by specialists, not by their biological parents, 

which freed mothers in particular from child rearing duties and so 

allowed them to develop their intellectual and physical talents. Learning 

was highly valued. Adults read to children in the evenings. Children 

were encouraged to attend universities, e.g., 13 men studied at Yale 

University and later returned to the community to share their new 

knowledge. 

4) To relieve women of food preparation, "the worst kind of slavery," 

only one hot meal, breakfast, was served each day. Cold or hot food, 

depending on the cooks in charge on a particular day, was available on a 

self-service basis for the other two meals. Most of the people in the 

community were vegetarians. They drank tea and coffee, but not alcohol, 

and did not use tobacco.  

5) Women wore shortened dresses and trousers under them. While men 

wore plain, conventional clothing, women wore skirts to the knee, long 

trousers, and less underwear such as corsets, corset covers, petticoats, 

ruffled pantaloons, and bustles than was common in the Victorian era. 

6) Women cut their hair  short to save time and trouble and discourage 

vanity. ñBobbingò only first appeared in the dominant society during the 

Roaring 1920s. 

7) Women were encouraged and mostly did share equally in all manual 

labor -- farm and crafts -- which changed each month to prevent 

boredom and develop multiple skills. 

 The outside world had stereotypes about the Oneida community, 

particularly about their sexual practices which were of greater interest than 

their communal living, working, and property arrangements. 

Myth 1: members distributed themselves by lot at bedtime. Men and 

women scheduled sex with each other with a committee which recorded 

each encounter to assure that no favoritism resulted. Older and more 

spiritual people were preferred for sex and mating. 

Myth 2: they all slept in one big bed. Sex between men and women was 

conducted in separate rooms off the main parlor. And afterwards each 

person slept in their own bed and room. 

Myth 3: the children did not know their parents. Children did know who 

their parents were and they visited their parents several times a week. 

Children were raised together by experienced and interested women. 

 The sexual practices of the Oneida were not just a curiosity but 

deeply despised by outside religious and secular groups. Intolerance by the 

outside world created division in the community. By 1873, the 

Perfectionists were accused of sinning, rape, adultery, and demands were 

made in colleges, newspapers, and pulpits throughout New York that their 

ñimmoralitiesò should stop. In 1879, Noyes argued that "complex marriage" 

should be abandoned and in 1880, a joint-stock company, the Oneida 

Community Ltd., was formed in which each member received shares 

(Morse 1971). About 220 members continued to conduct business in 

silverware, chairs, and silk thread. Ironically, todayôs brides select Oneida 

silverware without knowing that in the Oneida community, group marriage 

was practiced. Despite their persecution and short-lived existence, the 

Oneida community was the most revolutionary intentional community that 

ever existed in North America.   

 The cultural landscape of the Perfectionists was simple: one large 

mansion for the members (Figure 2-I- ) and work buildings for their 

farming and industrial products. For about 30 years the Oneida ñfamilyò 

lived in one large red-brick mansion with many wings divided into rooms 

and an underground passage to the childrenôs house. The Perfectionists 

worked, learned, and played together, but they slept in very small separate 
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bedrooms; while the Shakers, on the other hand, who also worked and 

worshiped together, albeit separated by sex, slept in gender separated 

communal dormitories.  

 
Figure 2-II- . The mansion.  Source: Ingolf Vogeler, with permission of the 

Oneida Community Mansion House. 

  Each evening the Great Hall  was used for practical and religious 

lectures by members and outsiders, plays for adults and children, concerts, 

and dancing (Figure 2-I- ). Public criticism among members for self-

improvement, what they called the "law of love," was expressed in 

community meetings in the Great Hall. On Sundays, the hall was also used 

to entertain outsiders (sometimes, over 1,000) who were curious about the 

community. They were only charged for the food that they consumed: 

strawberries and cream were a favorite. 

 
Figure 2-II- . The Great Hall with stage. Source: Ingolf Vogeler, with 

permission of the Oneida Community Mansion House. 

 At Oneida, socializing occurred in comfortable sitting rooms and 

lounges for conversation, music, and arranged sex (Figure 4-I- ). The 

reading room and library allowed members to develop their intellectual 

abilities. The library  held the subscriptions of over 100 journals and 

newspapers and many books. Children had their own library. Because they 

only worked about 6.5 hours, they read, discussed, and socialized a great 

deal indoors and outdoors in the gardens. 

 
Figure 2-II - . The upper sitting room was used for reading, 

conversations, and to meet love-making partners, who had been 

pre-scheduled. The doors in the back and balcony led to rooms 

used for love-making, after which each person returned to their 

own bedrooms for the night. Source: Ingolf Vogeler, with 

permission of the Oneida Community Mansion House. 

 


