Dissecting Perspectives on Faith, Family and Community, 1800-60:
The Society of Friends and the Children of Peace

By Louise Mussio

Introduction

The relationship between gender, family
and religion in Upper Canada is not well-
understood. Indeed, it is only of late that seri-
ous, scholarly interest has been given to this
multifaceted subject, most historians prefer-
ring either to ignore religion altogether, or to
study later periods in Canadian history for
which documentation is more readily avail-
able. Moreover, Canadian historians, unlike
their counterparts in the United States and
Britain, have generally limited their study to
“mainstream” denominations, a fact which
reflects the novelty of the discipline, and per-
haps the assumption that these groups em-
body the central elements of colonial
experience.! In discussing aspects of gender,
family, economy and belief in the lives of
Upper Canadian Quakers and Children of
Peace, this article creates a more accurate
sense of the colony’s cultural diversity. It also
demonstrates how Dissent was multivocal: in
addition to influencing political debate within
the colony, it was integral to the construction
of gender roles that differed significantly
from those espoused by the larger culture.

This is particularly the case with separate
spheres ideology which was essentially ir-
relevant to the lives of Quaker and Davidite
women and men during the first forty years of
the nineteenth century. Domesticity did not
function as a defining discourse — a goal to
which all colonial women aspired — as Jane
Errington has suggested. Amongst both
groups, faith was intimately bound up with
communitarianism — a way of life in which
individuals and families existed in symbiotic
relation to the larger community. Quaker be-
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liefs and practices created alternatives to tra-
ditional “peasant” family structures, which in
North America, as elsewhere, were typically
organised along patriarchal, authoritarian
lines. Friends communities combined tradi-
tional land settlement patterns, and the privi-
leging of the concerns of the many over the
desires of the few with patterns of child-
rearing and gender relations that accentuated
women’s contribution to group cohesion. Be-
cause of Quakers’ commitment to endogamy,
parenthood was viewed as a sacred, public
trust, a fact which bolstered both women’s
administrative and spiritual authority within
their communities. At the same time, this em-
phasis on good parenting encouraged men to
assume a nurturing role as both fathers and
keepers of the faith. The result was that the
distinctions between male and female roles
were often blurred. Moreover, it meant that
Friends communities were comparatively less
patriarchal than others of the time, though
they too bore the imprint of women’s tradi-
tional social subordination.

On the surface, gender relations amongst
the Children of Peace seemed to be even
more emphatically countercultural: women
played a prominent, public role in the com-
munity’s ritual life; furthermore, David Will-
son’s political rhetoric drew upon images of
feminine strength and spiritual superiority,
while in several of his writings he bolstered
claims to female independence before mar-
riage, and to wives’ authority over their hus-
bands. Upon further examination, however,
one finds that the effects of Willson’s level-
ling theology were more apparent than real. 2
This was particularly the case by the 1830s
when rising youth independence resulting
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from increasing market economic involve-
ment challenged Davidite elders’ ability to
maintain the group’s communitarian tradi-
tions. During this time, Willson used the spe-
cial, fatherly relationship that he had culti-
vated with young Davidite maidens as a
means of bolstering community cohesion in
addition to his own role as Hope’s great patri-
arch. By appealing to maidens’ loyalty to him,
love of their parents, and fear of the trials of
adult womanhood, Willson sought to control
the experience of courtship and marriage
within the community, and thereby maintain
its traditional moral economy. As both patri-
arch and prophet, Willson’s charismatic lead-
ership embodied, to a significant extent, the
aspirations of the founding generation versus
the young adults of the 1830s. The latter came
of age not only during an era of political tur-
moil, but during a time when the structure of
the family was experiencing a fundamental
shift away from its traditional moorings, to a
more modern form that privileged the rights
of individuals over the imperatives of the
larger community. Central to this shift was the
expression of youth independence through the
experience of romantic love, and Willson and
the elders’ desperation at their increasing in-
ability to reign it in.

In the first section, the establishment of
traditional,  subsistence-oriented  Quaker
communities in Upper Canada will be ex-
plored with direct reference to the ways in
which religious values formed the basis of
Friends’ peculiar way of life, centred on the
land. It will also discuss how Friends sought
to protect their communities through the en-
forcement of the Discipline, noting which sins
posed the greatest challenge to sect cohesion,
to 1840. In the subsequent section, the efforts
of the Children of Peace to maintain the tradi-
tional Quaker moral economy intact, while
accommodating David Willson’s prophetic
mission will be discussed. Furthermore, the
gap that developed between Willson’s rhetoric
of female equality and Davidite reality will be
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examined with particular reference to the
generational tensions that developed over
time, and that ultimately led to the demise of
this Dissenting community. Although the two
groups will be treated separately within the
text of the article, the final section will offer
concluding arguments for both sections.

I

Most Quaker migrants settled in Upper
Canada as a means of maintaining an alterna-
tive community, united in peaceful protest
versus the dominant society, and based on ties
of faith, family and mutual assistance. The
economic crux of the rural Quaker way of life
was subsistence farming: in older American
settlements, a scarcity of new land compelled
young men to leave Quaker communities in
search of better opportunities. This rent the
fabric of rural Quaker life, by shutting off its
main source of growth. As a result, Quaker
patriarchs settled large, extended families on
contiguous land holdings in a process of chain
migration that essentially transplanted
Friends’ communities from Pennsylvania,
Vermont, New York and New Jersey to the
Upper Canadian frontier.

Quaker pioneer life in Upper Canada was
organized similarly to other subsistence-
oriented, “peasant” communities in Europe,
New England and the American frontier.? In
many parts of the United States and Upper
Canada, families were organized along tradi-
tional, patriarchal lines: patriarchs settled
their families on adjacent farms, and directly
supervised production for inter-generational
family economies. In such circumstances, in-
dividual desires were sacrificed for the greater
good of the community, which was envi-
sioned in organic terms. Moreover, the
boundaries separating families from the larger
Christian community were indistinct: meet-
inghouse and hearth were of equal value in
nurturing individuals in the faith and were
often interchangeable: families played a cru-
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cial religious role; social welfare was the pur-
view of churches and families; and discipli-
nary cases served to regulate individual be-
haviour, by emphasizing obedience to author-
ity over harmony and love.* As Edward
Shorter has asserted, traditional families had
“gaping holes in the shield of privacy” which
allowed others beyond the nuclear family free
access to the household.>

Frontier Quaker communities in Upper
Canada adhered to many of the cultural stan-
dards dictated by economic subsistence. For
example, until at least the 1810s, Yonge St’s
Quaker sons worked on their father’s land,
and applied any surplus labour to their own
crops grown on a portion of this land, as a
means of acquiring a stake for land acquisi-
tion in later life. Parents assisted in the crea-
tion of new households by providing sons
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of Peace at “Hope” (Sharon)

with long-term land loans. When paid off, the
incoming cash would be used to buy land for
another brother, or to assist parents in their
retirement. Under such a system, sons re-
mained dependent to a great extent upon their
fathers, at least until they could purchase their
own land.® But in contrast to Mary Ryan’s
“Puritans, “Friends’ unique traditions, polity
and testimonies assisted in constructing a
qualitatively different settler experience.
While it can be argued that both Puritan set-
tlers to the western frontier, and Quaker set-
tlers to Upper Canada created communities
based on the values of spiritual tribalism, the
latter’s peculiar emphasis on child nurture, in
addition to its formal recognition of women’s
spiritual authority dislodged the traditional,
subsistence-oriented family from its patriar-
chal moorings. On a prescriptive level, rather
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than emphasizing the coercive power of the
pater familias over wife and children, Quak-
ers exalted the role that good parents, but es-
pecially mothers played in lovingly guiding
and correcting their children. Viewed as a
model for Quaker citizenship, the ethic of the
good parent was extended to the public realm:
through the power of loving mothers and fa-
thers, Quaker communities would grow in
harmony.

The vision of parenthood as a sacred,
public trust was intimately connected to
women’s administrative and spiritual author-
ity within Quakerism. And this authority was
buttressed by the economic conditions of pio-
neer farming which made the work of wives
and mothers vital to family survival. The ex-
ample of Upper Canadian Quakerism chal-
lenges Jane Errington’s proposition that the
Cult of True Womanhood, and in particular,
separate spheres ideology was a “hegemonic”
force in the colony from the early nineteenth-
century onward. Although she asserts that the
conditions of life for the vast majority of the
colony’s women mitigated against achieving
domesticity, she suggests that most Upper
Canadian women felt pressure to conform to
its dictates. Moreover, the outside world in-
creasingly judged them by the new standards.
Although Quakers were not immune to exter-
nal pressures, and despite the limitations they
placed on women’s authority, their vision of
gender relations differed substantially from
the ethic of separate spheres. By exalting the
good parent, Quakerism proposed domesticity
as a model for all people. And although the
sexes were to follow prescribed roles, the
Quaker ideal was less radically dichotomized,
with the boundaries between public and pri-
vate domains being indistinct.

In the following section, Quaker attitudes
toward children and proper parenting will be
explored. In addition, the gendered elements
of Quaker religious and community experi-
ence will be discussed with reference to both
the prescriptive literature, and to descriptive
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accounts, including Friends disciplinary case
files. The latter offers some insight into the
efficacy of Quaker attempts at social control,
which by the 1820s demonstrated increasing
signs of fragility. Alongside the divisions
caused by the Hicksite schism of 1828,
Quaker communities had always had diffi-
culty enforcing endogamy. As the years pro-
gressed, the problem became more pro-
nounced, and most individuals who married
out preferred to be disowned than to ac-
knowledge their transgressions. The inflexi-
bility of Quakerism’s own testimonies were
largely responsible for the situation: because
it was not an evangelical faith, disowned in-
dividuals were not easily replaced. Nonethe-
less, members’ increasing propensity to be
lured by the temptations of the outside world,
and to neglect Friends meetings were likely
related to factors beyond the sect’s direct con-
trol, including a reduction in geographical
isolation, mobility, and the attractions of po-
litical agitation.

By the time of the American Revolution,
and on the eve of Quaker migration to Upper
Canada, the sect was aware of its declining
numerical status: even in Pennsylvania, its
traditional strong-hold, Quakers made up less
than one-seventh of the colonial population.
William J. Frost suggests that fears of spiri-
tual decline strengthened the sect’s child-
centred focus as a means of ensuring the
preservation of the faith. The same end was
served by coinciding attempts to retrench the
Quaker discipline, which resulted in a less
worldly, more insular and more conservative
faith by the Revolution’s end. Although
Quakerism was guided more by a standard of
behaviour — one designed to foster simplicity,
self-restraint, usefulness and charity in oppo-
sition to unwieldy passions — than a set of
theological principles, the sect’s concern with
child nurture was distinctly related to its ideas
regarding sin and redemption. Unlike the Pu-
ritans who believed that Christ died for man’s
sins, justifying him while he remained at the
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core a depraved sinner, the Quakers believed
that Christ died so that he could enter man’s
heart and justify him, in the present-day, by
the Inward Light. The Light was God’s call to
repentance and a sign of His grace through
which humans could attain perfection from
sin. And whereas predestination underscored
the Calvinist’s powerlessness in the face of
God, Quakerism’s insistence on individual
free will in responding to the Inward Light
left greater room for human agency in the
cosmic order.”

Although both Quakers and Puritans were
agreed as to man’s fundamental worthless-
ness, the former maintained that infants were
born innocent. The idea that infants were de-
praved was contrary to the Quaker idea of
God’s infinite love and justice. Nonetheless,
the Fall of Man had a latent, but inevitable
effect: after a period of innocence lasting
from birth to age four to eight — years which
coincided with the beginning of schooling —
children were doomed to sin. Originally, the
perception that young children were faultless
inspired Quaker parents to treat their off-
spring with greater softness that their Puritan
counterparts. Within American evangelical
families, fears of damnation frequently in-
spired parents to attempt to crush any signs of
self-assertion and independence in their chil-
dren, beginning in the first few years of life.?
Upper Canadian Methodists shared this leg-
acy: children were naturally depraved, and
loving parents were encouraged to break their
wills.? Conversely, Quaker childrearing ideals
were more moderate to begin with, and by the
late eighteenth-century this tendency was
strengthened by the widespread shift toward
romanticism, and the sentimentalisation of
childhood.!® Although parents were to be
authoritative and vigilant in correcting their
children, they preferred less radical methods
than will-breaking: it was better to bend wills
rather than break them. This was achieved be
inculcating in children a sense of love and
duty towards their parents, as suggested by
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the following excerpt from the Yearly Meet-
ing of Women Friends, held at New York in
1816:

And for those...younger mothers,
whose “precious offspring are rising
like olive plants around their table,’
much solicitude has been felt [and]
many are the cares attending this stage
of our pilgrimage, and very important
its effects, both to the parents and the
children: how necessary then to seek for
that help which will enable us to pos-
sess our souls in patience, while by...
restraining love we are labouring to
subject the wayward passions of the
tender...mind and to suppress the first
buddings of evil. Thus we shall become
instrumental in preparing the way of the
Lord...We have also believed, that if
parents were careful to treat their chil-
dren, as they advance to riper years,
with prudent freedom, it would not only
tend to strengthen the bonds of affec-
tion, but produce a confidence...leading
to open the heart to a beloved par-
ent...!!

This example sets out several themes
regarding the importance of proper child nur-
ture as a parental trust. The best advice for the
raising of “precious offspring” was to be pa-
tient and loving, while keeping watch for the
emergence of evil tendencies even during the
prolonged period of Quaker infancy, and cer-
tainly during the “tender” years of childhood
that followed. The best means of suppressing
the “wayward passions” was to provide as
positive example for children to emulate, and
to make known the ways of the faith. In addi-
tion, a gentle parent’s loving correction would
assist in leading offspring along godly path.
The emphasis on godly parental example was
related, in part, to the practice of receiving
offspring of Quaker parents as “birthright
Quakers.” Unlike outsiders who had to prove
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their “convincement” of Quaker standards
and beliefs, Quaker children were accepted by
the meeting because their parents behave up-
standingly. It was assumed that a neglectful
and indulgent upbringing might cause a child
to deviate from the path of salvation, with the
result that birthright membership for children
came with a price: parents could be disowned
if they disregarded their duties.!? This sense
or responsibility extended to children’s
growth to maturity during the teen years, and
into the second decade of life. During this
time, the delicate ministrations of parents
would ideally strengthen the bonds of love
within the family, to the extent that they
would continue to possess their children’s
confidence. As a result, parents would be able
to maintain their position of moral authority
even as children became young adults.

Through the epistles produced in men’s
and women’s sections of the Yearly Meetings
in both Britain and America, the latter of
which select Upper Canadian Quakers at-
tended, one can get a sense of the advice
Friends were encouraged to follow. Copies of
epistles were carefully preserved, they were
frequently circulated and read in meetings,
and occasionally, particularly important ex-
cerpts were copied into Monthly Meeting re-
cords for Friends’ edification. Although the
epistles of the meetings of both sexes empha-
size parenthood as a sacred trust, it was ex-
pected that Quaker men and women would
approach the tasks of child nurture somewhat
differently. Male friends were encouraged to
be obedient to the duty of, “stirring up the
pure mind” in others, of pressing “the obser-
vance of those things which appear to be ne-
glected” and of “persever[ing] in the way of
peace” and in the “humble performance of
solemn obligation” for “by this means alone
can the parent, guardian, or the master, hope
to discharge his important and awful truth to
the lambs committed to his care, in the wil-
derness of this world.”13
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In contrast to fathers, whose direct re-
sponsibility seemed to increase as their chil-
dren grew to maturity, Quaker mothers were
acknowledged as having a more influential
role to play in their children’s early develop-
ment. In their hands lay the primary responsi-
bility of suppressing their children’s “first
buddings of Evil,” and of protecting their in-
nocent minds from “the enemy, who gilding
his baits according to their opening capaci-
ties” progressively weans them from the pur-
suit of divine things. Because mothers were
given the primary responsibility for child care
during the most tender years of development,
when sin made its first inroads in life,
women’s parenting task was more challenging
then men’s, despite the fact that duties were
shared. In contrast to the more direct methods
enjoined upon Quaker fathers, Quaker moth-
ers were to be careful of the differences be-
tween benevolent influence and smothering
love; between patience and laxity; and be-
tween firmness and authoritarianism. Through
restraining love, prudent freedom, affection-
ate correction and self-restraint, mothers were
to encourage habits of industriousness, kind-
ness, meekness and wisdom in their children.
More concretely, this would be accomplished
by assiduous attention to Quaker codes of
discipline. For example, children were to be
dressed in plain clothing so as not to encour-
age the growth of vanity and pride. They
would be taught to keep their anger in check,
and to control their tongues. In more devel-
oped communities, where reading material
was readily available, they would be pre-
vented from reading fantastical stories and
poems which would make them receptive to
lies. Furthermore, in addition to taking part in
family devotions, they would be brought to
meeting at the end of their “infancy” and be
made to sit still during silent worship.!4

Part and parcel of the Quaker concern for
their offspring was a desire to have them ac-
quire a “guarded and useful education” in the
rudiments of learning. Obtaining qualified
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Quaker teachers to instruct children was nec-
essary for outsiders could lead their tender
souls astray, betraying them into wrong-
headed principles and practices. While both
sexes were committed to making provisions
for the formal education of children through
meetings and committee work, it was felt that
Quaker women had a special role in educating
children unable to attend Friends’ schools.
There were few formal, Friends’ schools in
operation in Upper Canada.!>

Women’s special role as educators was
recognized, and indeed reinforced by the
Yearly Meeting of Women Friends at New
York in 1820. In their epistle, they asserted
that women “are under solemn obligations to
bestow upon [children] a suitable portion of
useful learning.” In the absence of Quaker
schools, mothers were expected to “spare
time from...domestic engagements” in order
to provide their children with the rudiments of
literacy, and a firm grounding in Friends spiri-
tual teachings.'® Indeed, providing children
with an education grounded in practical sub-
jects and in Quaker practices and beliefs was
so essential that it formed part of Friends Dis-
cipline, and meetings were regularly queried
to ensure that attempts were being made to
fulfill this solemn obligation. In this way, the
goals of community cohesion would best be
served. Children who were shielded from the
dangerous teachings of non-Quakers, and
who were solidly grounded and nurtured in
the Quaker way would resist the temptations
of other faiths, and or irreligion. Children
were innocent, yet exceedingly malleable: the
Quaker intent was to mould, protect and in-
struct them by the joint efforts of home,
school and meeting so that a barrier would be
constructed against the spiritual contamina-
tion of Quaker communities. As long as
Friends schools were few, the onus of respon-
sibility for children’s education was placed on
women and mothers.

Ideally, the solicitude adult Quakers dem-
onstrated to their offspring remained consis-
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tent as children reached their teen years, and
grew into young adulthood. Age fourteen to
twenty-one, constituted the period of Quaker
youth, and corresponded to the modern pe-
riod of adolescence.!” Despite the fact that
parents were instructed to guard versus sin’s
effects in their children from the period of
“infancy” onwards, this latter stage was tradi-
tionally recognized as being full of both grave
moral dangers and joyous spiritual possibili-
ties. Moreover, it was the time during which
Quaker parenthood was put to the test: young
people — males especially — faced the choice
of either indulging their passions, which
might include drinking, attending taverns and
dances, and keeping unsuitable company, or
of proving their spiritual maturity by uphold-
ing the Discipline. Young men often did both:
after a period of sinful indulgence, they
sought repentance.

This was certainly the case with Joseph
Gould, who confessed to being “a little wild”
in early manhood: he was fond of “balls,
dancing and wild company’ and of “gallant-
ing, first with one girl and then with another.”
In 1828, at age 20, his taste for boisterous
company caught up with him: he was brought
before the Yonge St. Monthly Meeting for
striking a man in anger, and after producing
an acknowledgment, he was allowed to con-
tinue as a Quaker in good standing. Burt it
was only several years later, after meeting his
future wife, that he turned his back on his bad
ways, with the wish that he could “obliterate
the history of the last five years of [his
life].”!® From the perspective of the Quaker
community, it was imperative for children to
make the proper choice, not only for their
own moral welfare, but also for the continued
growth of the Society of Friends as a spiritual
tribe. Because the denomination was en-
dogamous, and not conversion-oriented, the
continued existence of Quaker communities
depended almost entirely on young adults
keeping the faith, marrying within it, and per-
petuating it by raising up good Quaker chil-
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dren. It was expected that conscientious par-
ents would realize this, and be extra vigilant
during this decisive stage. Generally, this
meant that boys and girls were raised in a
similar fashion until they were preparing for
marriage. Young people’s sexual maturation
demanded a different parenting approach
based on the peculiar weaknesses of adoles-
cent girls and boys, and on the same-sex ties
between father and son, mother and daughter.

Both men’s and women’s yearly meetings
recognized their solemn obligations, but they
approached the problems of youth in different
ways. The former was rather more outspoken,
and addressed young men directly, often at
the end of published epistles. “[T]ender
youth” were warned that they were “in that
most critical time of life, in which men often
receive the bias which forms them into ser-
vants of their God, or warps they away from
his fear, and sometimes almost irretrieva-
bly...” Young men were chastised for “evi-
dently prefer[ring] the gratifications of nature
which is corrupt, and which tends to corrup-
tion, to the Cross of Christ which corrects its
hurtful propensities.” Furthermore, they were
enjoined to assist their elders in keeping
Friends’ testimonies alive, as they “ad-
vance[ed] in the ranks of righteousness,”!?
and they were encouraged to “submit to the
gentle admonition and restraint of those who
desire for you, above every other attainment,
a growth in... love of God.”?0

In contrast, the superior women’s meet-
ings were just as likely to address young
women via their mothers, as address them
directly. Unlike Quaker fathers, whose re-
sponsibilities were coterminous with those of
all mature, adult Quaker men, Quaker moth-
ers were encouraged to foster close personal
ties with their daughters during this critical
phase, so as to shield them from moral dan-
ger. This was in addition to the tasks of public
parenting entrusted to all mature, adult female
Friends. And whereas young men were
deemed prone to committing a wide variety of
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sins, “sin” for young women was nearly syn-
onymous with marital infractions, and more
specifically with marrying out of the Society.
Take for example, the following excerpt from
the Epistle of the Yearly Meeting of Women
Friends held in New York in 1824:

A tender solicitude has been felt, that
mothers...be instructed to prepare the
way of the Lord in the minds of their
precious offspring, that when they at-
tain to ripened years, a free and confi-
dential intercourse may be maintained,
that so ascendancy may be preserved
in their affections. — The distance and
reserve sometimes practiced, between
mothers and daughters, (especially at
that period of life when it may be said
that the latter walk in ‘slippery places’)
have subjected them to injurious re-
straint, and exposed them to the danger
of seeking associates, amongst those
whose converse and example are cal-
culated to lead out of the simplicity of
the truth...and eventually to the form-
ing of connexions in marriage with
those whose religious sentiments and
views may differ from their own.

In the lines that followed, the women united
in the view that godly parents would nurture
godly offspring, and that children would be
“preserved from mixing with unsuitable com-
pany...thereby avoid[ing] the many snares
which attend their increasing years.2!

This select examination of early
nineteenth-century Yearly Meeting epistles
provides one with a sense of Quaker attitudes
toward questions of gender and family within
its highest circles of consensus. In addition, it
raises the question of how deeply North At-
lantic Quakerism was influenced by, or indeed
mirrored the rising cultural ideologies of the
surrounding world, namely that of separate
spheres. According to several historians,
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separate spheres ideology emerged in the late
eighteenth to early nineteenth centuries in the
large centres of Great Britain and the United
States. In Britain, it paralleled the rise of in-
dustrialisation whereas in the United States,
separate spheres was intimately bound up
with economic diversification, which in-
volved the encroachment of wage earning on
family farm production. As economic produc-
tion and exchange shifted away from the
household, the association of middle class
women with the “domestic sphere” became
more conspicuous. Despite the fact that such
women carved out space for themselves
within what was increasingly envisaged as a
masculine public world — most notably,
through charitable associations and move-
ments for reform — the prescriptive literature
pronounced an “emphatic sentence of domes-
ticity” upon them. In an ideal world, women’s
opportunities would be limited to the roles of
wife, mother, nurturer, and devout Christian.
In the private realm, women would provide
order and solace to men immersed in the
amoral public world of politics, business and
the market. From this emerged the sense that
the differences between the sexes were natu-
rally quite pronounced. To women were at-
tributed the qualities of superior delicacy,
sensibility, imagination and piety whereas
men were accorded such traits as rational
prowess, bodily strength, and daring. Men
were less religious due to their harder hearts,
and stronger passions.??

The prescriptive literature of early
nineteenth-century Quakerism, prior to the
Hicksite schism in 1827-28 does not truly re-
flect the ideology of separate spheres, despite
some similarities. Although it was understood
that Quaker men were more directly engaged
in the larger world of politics and business —
this was particularly so in Great Britain —
while Quaker women were more intimately
connected with children and family, the im-
portance that the sect placed on proper child
nurture meant that the worth of both sexes
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was substantially defined by their parenting
abilities. Furthermore, as illustrated by the
above excerpt from the Yearly Meeting of
Women Friends, the boundaries between male
and female parenting styles were not, in real-
ity, that explicit. Mothers may have been en-
couraged to foster close ties with their nubile
daughters, but nevertheless, some preferred to
adopt the “distance” and “reserve” that many
would consider characteristic of a family pa-
triarch. Proper parenting may have been the
measure of Quaker citizenship, but well into
the nineteenth-century, this concept proved
resistant to the dictates of separate spheres
ideology, and its more pronounced sentimen-
talisation of the mother-child bond.

According to Phyllis Mack, the Quaker
parenting ideal was rooted in the systematiza-
tion of the faith which took place in the
1660s. With the creation of separate women’s
meetings, Quaker leader George Fox intended
to create a mechanism to promote the sect’s
commitment to holy childrearing and the
spiritualization of household relations. He
understood that mothers were “oft-times more
amongst [their children] than the men, and
“may prevent many things that may fall out,
and many times they make or mar their chil-
dren in their education.” By exalting women
as “Mothers in Israel” rather than “adminis-
trators or deputy husbands, Friends projected
domestic values into the public sphere” while
avoiding the pitfalls of defining women’s
roles in a way that would directly challenge
men’s domination of public space.?3

In the context of a wider patriarchal cul-
ture, in which women’s characters were
moulded to please fathers, husbands and male
ministers, and in which women were forced
to rely on persuasion as the only means of
asserting authority, the creation of the Quaker
women’s meeting was a radical step. This
new standard insisted that Quaker women
were to answer first to the community’s cote-
rie of female superiors, including elders, min-
isters and overseers, and only second to their
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husbands or the sect’s male leaders. Moreo-
ver, the women’s meeting was empowered to
inquire into Quaker proposals for marriage:
the couple would present a written marriage
proposal, signed by both parties, to the Prepa-
rative Meeting of which the woman was a
member. This would be forwarded to the
Monthly Meeting, and if the prospective hus-
band and wife were both members of said
meeting, those assembled would appoint a
committee to examine their characters. This
included ascertaining whether the couples’
parents had consented to the match, and en-
suring that the rights of any children from a
previous marriage would be adequately pro-
tected. After a month or more deliberations,
the couple would return to both men’s and
women’s meetings, to receive the committee’s
decision. If the members came from different
Monthly Meetings, the onus was on the man
to produce a certificate from his Monthly
Meeting proving that he was clear to marry.2*
This process forced men into a subordinate
posture vis a vis female Quaker elders, and it
suggested that they would be forced to accept
continued intrusions into their households
after the wedding day.?> Such developments
challenged seventeenth-century notions of
gender relations which emphasized women’s
radical subordination to men in all areas of
life.26

Despite the creation of separate, gendered
business meetings, it would be more accurate
to say that in reference to the various relations
of the sect, Quaker elites prescribed a system
of overlapping as opposed to separate
spheres, even by the early-nineteenth century.
Although Quaker women were deemed to
have greater power over children, while
Quaker men had greater authority over finan-
cial matters and questions touching on the
sect’s public role, both sexes equated good
parenting with  upstanding citizenship.
Moreover, both served as elders, clerks and
overseers, and on committees struck to dis-
cuss their communities’ most pressing con-
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cerns, including prospective marriages. In
addition, the sect recognized ministers of both
genders, and as such valued them equally as
vessels of the Inward Light. And unlike those
descriptions of separate spheres ideology
which presupposed that the True Woman
would be irrational, and highly emotional,
Quaker women were expected to have a well-
developed sense of order and justice, along-
side a tenderness of heart which their male
counterparts to a significant extent were pre-
sumed to share. The most important point
here is that ideally, both sexes would partici-
pate in faith communities governed by the
values of spiritualised domesticity.

Despite the hardships of pioneer life,
Quaker migrants to Upper Canada in the late-
eighteenth to early-nineteenth centuries suc-
cessfully established communities guided by
the peculiar testimonies of their faith. More-
over, in some ways, it is likely that the rural,
subsistence orientation of such early settle-
ments buttressed Quaker commitments to
spiritualized domesticity, which formed the
basis of women’s authority within the sect.
During the early to mid-nineteenth century,
rural folk, Quaker and non-Quaker alike,
geared production toward meeting the subsis-
tence needs of their households. According to
Marjorie Griffen Cohen, the role of female
household labour, and its contribution to capi-
tal accumulation has been neglected by schol-
ars concerned more with the development of
market versus subsistence production. During
this period, labour was divided according to
gender, but men and women were inter-
dependent and worked in close cooperation
with each other. Cohen argues that women’s
household production was critical to the sur-
vival of family farms, and eventually to the
process of capital accumulation in an inauspi-
cious context of labour scarcity, volatile ex-
port markets, and underdeveloped local mar-
kets. More directly, because families were fed
and clothed by means of women’s productive
efforts, men were free to engage in market
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production, and market income was geared
toward capital accumulation.?’

A sense of what life was like for first
and second generation Upper Canadian
Quakers can be gleaned from the few per-
sonal recollections available to posterity. For
example, Joseph Gould’s father and mother
migrated to Canada from Pennsylvania in
1805, and settled on 200 acres of wild land in
Uxbridge, joining a handful of Quaker fami-
lies — only a dozen in all. Gould was born as
the township’s second white male child, in a
log shanty which his family occupied for
more that twenty-five years. For several
years, they were the only white settlers of
Uxbridge, which was located thirty miles
from the Yonge Street settlement. Settlers
were scattered miles apart, and there were no
roads linking them to each other and to larger
centres, but for a rough track through dense
forest. In his recollections, Gould emphasized
the importance of reciprocal labour ex-
changes, mutual assistance and neighbourli-
ness in those early days, and he notes that
members of both sexes and individuals of all
ages joined in the work of harvesting wheat
and haying. At other times of the year, work
likely reverted to a more gendered pattern.
Typically, men and older boys hunted, made
simple tools, sowed crops, worked the fields
and performed heavy, outdoor chores such as
chopping wood for fuel, whereas women and
older girls kept house, worked the garden
tended the children, and produced enough
food and clothing for the entire family.28

Rachel Webb Haight’s “Recollections of
Daily Life” provide a more detailed descrip-
tion of what life was like for Quaker mothers
and daughters in Yonge Street’s second gen-
eration families. She noted that her parents
had married in 1823, with “few of the world’s
goods...little more that the clothes on their
back” which were the product of home la-
bour. They began their lives together in a
small log house, which was little more that “a
shelter from the storm.” Eventually they
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moved to a new house, erected “near grand-
father’s dwelling, which was quite a commo-
dious frame building.” After her grandmother
died in 1837, she and her family moved in
with their grandfather. Rachel stayed there
until she married, in 1846, at age
twenty-two.2?

Haight provides a detailed description of
the regular tasks of the typical rural Quaker
wife, living on a mixed farm. In her work, she
was assisted by her daughters — if she had
them — who remained at home until they got
married. Alternatively, she could hire another
family’s daughter as a domestic for about
seventy-five cents a week. Haight recalls that
domestics were in large supply, and that many
farmers’ daughters served in this capacity be-
fore marriage. On a typical day, they baked
bread and cooked meals in an open fireplace.
Cooking large dinners was a “face burning
task” but meal preparation was only the final
step in the extended process of food produc-
tion. Haight recalls helping her mother dry
fruits and make pies and sauces from produce
grown in their garden. These tasks were labo-
rious, as were churning butter, making cream,
pressing cheese and pickling. In the winter,
pigs were butchered and women assisted in
salting, drying and smoking pork, and in pre-
serving deer meat in a similar fashion. Haight
also notes how the “thrifty housewife” of the
1830s would cultivate numerous herbs such
as camomile, peppermint and ivy. These were
used as medicines at a time when doctors
were scarce and rarely called upon.30

When not engaged in food production and
preparation, farm women were kept busy
making candles and straw hats for the men, in
addition to making clothes for the family, and
invariably, washing them. Haight notes that
her “mother was well acquainted with the use
of the spinning wheel... and... the manage-
ment of the wool from the time it left the
sheep’s back until the yarn was ready for the
weaver...” After being pressed at the fulling
mill, the women made the cloth into dresses,
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sewing every stitch by hand. In addition, “full
cloth” was woven for men’s suits and coats,
in addition to wool blankets. Yarn was also
used for knitting mittens, socks and hosiery.
Moreover, women dried and spun flax into
cloth used for trousers, linens, and sacks.
Haight recalls that select farm women were
weavers of both linen and wool, and produced
cloth for cash.3!

Although such accounts are fragmentary,
they provide one with a tangible sense of the
integral role women played within the Upper
Canadian Quaker household. They do not,
however, mention that female labour in both
reproductive and productive terms was criti-
cal to the success of farm households. Due to
the labour-intensive nature of early farming,
having several children was viewed as an as-
set, for a large family meant that more land
could be cleared and put into production. Up-
per Canadian women married in their early
twenties, and usually bore offspring into their
forties, with the result that most of their adult
lives were dedicated to caring for children,
and producing food and clothing to fulfill
subsistence needs. Only a small proportion of
women who presided over very large families
— particularly those with several daughters —
were themselves able to produce goods for
local markets.32

While historians are in general agreement
regarding the interdependence of the sexes
within the context of rural life, they come to
different conclusions regarding opportunities
for the expression of female authority within
such communities. For example, in her study
of nineteenth-century farm families of the
Nanticoke Valley, New York, Nancy Grey Os-
terud asserts that rural conditions created an
experience of relative gender equality which
mitigated against the adoption of separate
spheres ideology and its inherent notions of
female inferiority. Osterud emphasized the
fact that while labour was divided according
to gender in farm households, tasks were dis-
tributed with much flexibility, and there was
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considerable cooperation between the sexes,
particularly in dairy operations. Formal and
informal social activities furthered this sense
of mutuality, and when women were excluded
from groups that wielded authority, they re-
sponded by forming auxiliary associations
that drew men in, rather than creating exclu-
sive female enclaves. Osterud accents the
multiple ties that bound rural communities
together across age, gender and social rela-
tion. In contrast to this view, Cohen asserts
that the patriarchal productive relations which
underscored rural Upper Canadian life guar-
anteed female subordination. Because male
heads of families owned the means of agricul-
tural production, by both custom and law,
wives and children “were the proletariat of
the family farm, the workers whose labour
was regarded according to the good fortune or
goodwill of the owner.”33 Even though
women’s and children’s labour was central to
the family unit’s survival, they had no legal
right to articles produced by the sweat of their
brow. As such, women’s social inferiority was
guaranteed.

Although there is much value in Cohen’s
assessment, its economic determinism is
rather stark, with regard to groups such as the
Upper Canadian Quakers, a sect whose rela-
tions were governed by a system of alterna-
tive values, in opposition to the state and the
wider society. In this sense, approaches that
are more wide-ranging, such as Osterud’s
provide more depth and subtlety, with the re-
sult that women’s lives become much greater
than the sum total of economic victimization.
While it is difficult to assess the subtle, gen-
der dynamics operative amongst Upper Ca-
nadian Friends, It Is clear that while the sect
supported spiritual roles for women that chal-
lenged current assumptions of male superior-
ity, the basic social fabric that guaranteed fe-
male subordination remained intact.

British common law dictated male domi-
nation of property in nineteenth-century On-
tario. Although single women over age
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twenty-one and widows were entitled to the
same property rights as males, inheritance
practices, legal restrictions and norms dictat-
ing proper behaviour meant that few such
women controlled property. Additionally, the
law upheld the view that the work women
performed for their families did not require
remuneration because such work was their
God-given duty. Until 1859, married women
in Upper Canada had no legal right to own
property, for according to William Black-
stone, marriage made husband and wife one
“and that one is the husband.” In return for
the right to be supported by her husband, a
wife forfeited her rights to the products of her
labour, to her children, and to independent
action. A woman’s legal inferiority was only
emphasized when her husband or father died.
Daughters were rarely given an equal share in
their father’s estate, likely due to the assump-
tion that another male, - either a husband or
brother — would support them. Although wid-
ows were legally entitled to own property, it
was rare for women to obtain complete con-
trol over their husbands’ estates after they
passed away, particularly when there were
children involved.3?

According to the provisions of Upper Ca-
nadian law, a woman’s material fate was en-
tirely dependent upon her husband’s felt duty
to provide for her after his death. While the
Quakers did not radically contest the gen-
dered basis of distribution of property, the
sect’s commitment to community cohesion,
and its faith-centred approach to questions of
day-to-day life offered an alternative to state-
sponsored social regulation designed to fulfil
the needs of individuals, defined as adult,
male property-holders. This meant that when
faced with poverty, a Quaker widow could
call upon Friends for material assistance. In-
deed, Quakers were encouraged to show lib-
erality proportionate to their means in reliev-
ing the needs of the poor. The Quaker disci-
pline dictated that charity be disbursed in
complete confidentiality. But, one can only
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speculate how often Quaker widows relied
upon their community for support. The re-
cords do show, however, that monthly meet-
ings of both sexes were required to make col-
lections for relieving the poor of their own
sex on a quarterly basis. And although women
were encouraged to apply to the men’s meet-
ing when unable to collect enough money or
provisions from their own ranks, the fact that
they were entrusted with financial responsi-
bilities, however “traditional” in focus, sug-
gests that female Friends had more official
control of property than most women of the
time.

And yet, the assessment of the extent of
female authority within Upper Canadian
Quakerism is ambivalent at best. Unlike other
denominations, Quakerism backed up female
power within families — particularly, the
power of the spiritual mother — by giving
women substantial control over marriages,
and hence, over men. Moreover, it provided
women with religious and administrative
structures through which to voice their con-
cerns, nurture female spirituality, and deal
with the problems of discipline peculiar to
their gender. Additionally, Quaker women
were placed on a relatively equal spiritual
footing with men, and could attain the posi-
tion of overseer, elder, or minister within the
Society. This differed markedly from the
practices of other denominations. For exam-
ple, Presbyterians, male and female alike
were disciplined by male ministers and
church elders, nominated by male members.
The situation was not as extreme amongst the
Baptists, who maintained that all believers
were responsible for overseeing members’
behaviour; nonetheless, male deacons and
ministers wielded the sole power of discipli-
nary enforcement. Neither denomination al-
lowed women to become preachers. Within
the Methodist Episcopal Church until the
early 1830’s, and in two smaller Methodist
connections into the second half of the
nineteenth-century, some women did preach,
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although they were not treated the same as the
male counterparts: they were paid much less
for equal work, and by mid-century they were
shut out of the position altogether.3¢ In con-
trast, the Society of Friends’ commitment to
the female ministry and to harnessing
women’s maternal and moral energies for the
faith, via the offices of the sect, and the ad-
ministration of its discipline was long-
standing and secure.

But while Quaker women had more ac-
cess to positions of authority within their
communities than their non-Quaker counter-
parts, it is important to note that within united
Quakerism, women’s role was limited by the
male leadership, whereas men’s power was
less circumscribed by the corresponding fe-
male authority. For example, prospective fe-
male elders were subjected to a more rigorous
process of examination by the opposite sex
than were prospective male elders. Moreover,
female ministers who felt a call to travel on
religious “business” were required to seek the
approval of the men’s meeting, after having
secured the consent of the women’s meeting,
while male ministers were only compelled to
obtain female approval for extensive visits,
beyond the limits of the Quarterly Meeting.3’
As a result, women’s movements were more
constrained by male Quakers than vice versa.
This was perhaps due to concerns regarding
women’s safety. More cynically, it may have
reflected traditional fears of scandal, and the
need to ensure that female ministers were ac-
companied by appropriate companions on
their journey.

In addition, women’s Preparative and
Monthly Meetings were not allowed to re-
ceive or disown members without the concur-
rence of the men’s Monthly Meeting. The
women’s meeting was to bring the particulars
of such cases to the attention of the men’s
meeting, and if no consensus emerged, a joint
committee of men and women would labour
together in order to reach a harmonious
settlement.3® In several disciplinary cases, it
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would appear that the men’s meetings pro-
vided little more than their formal agreement
regarding women’s disciplinary decisions, but
this may be more a reflection of the sect’s
consensual style than men’s practice of giving
women a free hand in such matters. It is hard
to say. Men’s authority over women is more
pronounced in those many “difficult cases”
requiring the appointment of a joint commit-
tee. For example, in the “Twelfth Month” of
1806, the Women Friend of the Yonge Street
Monthly Meeting requested their male coun-
terparts to assist them in a visit to Kezia
James, “who hath been guilty of unbecoming
behaviour in A meeting for worship — and
Through A turbulent ... spirit hath been en-
deavouring to Defame the Character of
friends — Not only Amongst Members — but to
those Not of our society - Whereby she hath
wilfully Asserted things which Appears to be
false.” The underlying assumption was that
women were not as capable of judging such
cases as men, or alternatively, that women’s
power of persuasion was not enough to con-
vince errant females of the gravity of their
sins, and of the need of repentance. The min-
istrations of sisters, and Mothers in Israel
having failed, women may have called upon
the more stern authority of fathers, as moral
reinforcements, and spiritual enforcers. Per-
haps this was the case with Kezia James, who
later rejected the attempts of the joint com-
mittee to bring her to a sense of her transgres-
sions: in February of 1807, it united in “the
opinion that the Charge against her was Justly
Supported” and thus disowned her.? It is pos-
sible that the women’s meetings’ frequent re-
course to the joint committee reflected a pecu-
liarly female, Quaker style of investigation.
During the American Hicksite schism of
1827-28, women on both sides of the contro-
versy, prior to making decisions, sought
greater deliberation, prolonged attempts at
reconciliation, and recommended multiple
inquiries more frequently than men who fa-
voured swifter action. This is related to Os-
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terud’s argument regarding rural women’s
approach to community concerns: they sought
to forge links across gender rather than rein-
forcing all-female associations. Moreover, it
is likely that the tendency of women’s meet-
ings to seek male assistance was strengthened
by connections linking Quaker office-holders
of both sexes. As Albert Schrauwers has
shown, in the early nineteenth-century, a
small coterie of “weighty” Quakers — the
sect’s social elites — monopolized most com-
mittee positions in both men’s and women’s
meetings. Quite often, married couples domi-
nated the sect’s affairs. At Yonge St. for ex-
ample, Amos and Martha Armitage, and
Thomas and Martha Linville were the meet-
ing’s de facto leaders, for a quarter of a
century.*0 As such, requests for assistance
likely drew upon the social ties which bound
elite men and women together, often but not
exclusively in opposition to women of lesser
status in the community.

To be sure, the nature of women’s author-
ity within united Quakerism was somewhat
ambivalent. But this ambivalence reflected
the sect’s understanding of revelation, in addi-
tion to women’s role within their families and
within the larger “Family of Love.” On the
one hand, women could be preachers and
prophets. But traditionally, their ability to
command public space was not justified by
appeals to feminine piety or via the glorifica-
tion of the weak. Rather, Quakers based this
right upon their belief, derived from Galatians
3:28, that “male and female are one in Christ
Jesus, and he gives his Spirit no less to one
than to the other.” Self-annihilation or “killing
the creature,” which represented all that was
willful and base in one’s character, preceded
the gift of the Spirit. As such, early Quakers
assumed authority as political prophets by
disengaging from their social identity, and
allowing God to speak through them. Because
preaching was a public, male activity, female
preaching depended more emphatically upon
women’s ability to transcend their woman-
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hood. On a day-to-day basis, however,
women were envisioned as “Mothers in Is-
rael” who drew their authority from their role
as parents to correct unruly children, and in-
struct younger women on how best to nurture
their families, and keep their homes. By for-
mally recognizing this type of female power,
through the creation of women’s meetings
and religious offices, women’s private role, in
addition to the domestic values of mutual love
and discipline, were propelled into the public
sphere. Although radical in its challenge of
patriarchal assumptions, Quaker women’s
public authority derived either directly from
God, or from a godly extension of their “natu-
ral” role and not from a conception of equal
rights.4!

Quaker men and women, through their
intimate roles as parents of children, and
through their more public vocations as par-
ents of the larger sect were expected to guide
young people toward an acceptance of full
adult responsibility within the community,
and to ensure that others remained obedient to
Friends’ discipline, throughout their lives. As
Quakers, individuals were required to sub-
sume their passions, and to spiritualize all so-
cial relations for the greater good of the
community of faith. Rather than adhering to a
confession of faith as a guide to group iden-
tity, Quakers focused on questions of behav-
iour: good deeds and upright moral conduct
were the proper fruits of inward illumination.
On a spiritual level, the Quaker discipline was
intended as a path to religious enlightenment
through self-control, and through the correct
ordering of social relations. On a tribal level,
it was a means of avoiding spiritual contami-
nation by the “other”. American Quakerism
had emerged in the late eighteenth century as
a purified and reformed sect, cautious of the
sullying effect of worldly values and of un-
seemly relations with those who stood outside
of Friends’ definition of piety. Quaker disci-
pline attempted to reinforce group harmony
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and the integrity of its spiritual family versus
a godless world.*2

The means by which Quakers attempted
to reach this end were frequently oppressive
of individual freedom. As mentioned, Quaker
polity allowed for the appointment of male
and female overseers whose duty it was to
ferret out moral transgressions, which I have
broadly categorized under the following ru-
brics: drink and diversion,*? disorderly con-
duct,** going out of plainness,* gossip and
dishonesty,*¢ verbal and physical violence,*’
neglect of meetings,*® in addition to sins per-
taining to marriage and sex,* war and gov-
ernment,> and business and legal concerns.5!
Overseers usually began their investigations
by visiting alleged offenders personally.>2 It is
likely that many cases were dealt with infor-
mally. However, if a transgression were seri-
ous enough, of a persistent nature, or likely to
cause a public scandal that would defile the
good name of the Society, the case would be
brought up in the Preparative and then the
Monthly Meeting. By this point, enough in-
vestigative groundwork had been done to as-
certain that the errant party was likely guilty
of the charge. The Monthly Meeting would
then appoint a committee overseers to “treat
with the offender” in an effort “to make him
sensible” of his sin. If the sinner wholeheart-
edly acknowledged his wrong-doing verbally,
and then in writing, he or she could be al-
lowed to continue as a member of the Society.
If an acknowledgement was not procured, or
if the acknowledgement did not appear to be
sincere enough, the person was disowned, and
advised of his or her right to appeal the
decision.”?

Richard MacMaster has demonstrated
that early Friends’ communities in Upper
Canada were made up of Quakers disowned
in their meetings of origin, Quakers who
never associated themselves with Friends
meetings in the new settlements, in addition
to those in good standing.’* Within this con-
text, it was hoped that disowned individuals
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would suffer a sense of shame and feel the
pain of being spiritually disenfranchised, even
while they continued to take part in farm and
family life. This may have been the case with
an anonymous Yonge St. Quaker, who was
the object of Theodore Winn’s death-bed ut-
terances, as recorded by Winn’s mother,
Phebe in 1806:

... [M]Jany were the savoury expres-
sions and advices which he utterd
[sic]...[T]Jo one who had turnd [sic]
his back on our meetings and disre-
garded our testimony in respect to
bearing Arms he said [‘]when thou
wast in the heighth of thy obstanancy
[sic] I have retird [sic] alone and on
my bended knees solicited that Father
of mercies on thy behalf[.] Earnestly
entreating him to return and being
again drawn Forth in Supplication he
prayd [sic] earnestly after the return
he expressed it For that poor Depar-
ture...%

This scene bears the marks of a “good”
Quaker death, one in which the individual’s
mind was preoccupied with the salvation of
friends and family members. But it also un-
derscores the habit of vigilance that animated
the lives of righteous Friends. This habit was
fostered, formally and informally, not only
within communities and meetings, but also
between jurisdictions. The disciplinary
authority of the Monthly Meeting would fol-
low errant individuals if they moved to new
settlements, leaving questions unsettled. For
example, late in 1811, the Yonge St. Monthly
Meeting received a complaint against John
Masters from Muncey Monthly Meeting in
Pennsylvania alleging that he drank to excess,
quarrelled, swore and fathered an illegitimate
child, for which reasons he left their neigh-
bourhood. Upon investigation, Masters ac-
knowledged all charges except “that of being
the father of the Child” and informed the
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committee that he would return to Pennsylva-
nia in the spring to face the meeting.>¢

In the following section, quantitative data
collected from disciplinary cases treated in
Quaker men’s and women’s monthly meet-
ings, at Yonge St. for the periods 1807-10,
1825-8, and 1837-40 will be examined for
insight on the gendered orientation of infrac-
tions, and on Quakers’ ability to maintain
over time, the testimonies which formed the
basis of their distinct communities. It is first
necessary to note the challenges facing the
historian in search of rich, documentary de-
tail. For example, Monthly Meeting minutes
pertaining to the adjudication of disciplinary
cases are at once intriguing and remote.
Quakers kept records on individuals and their
transgressions, in addition to the names of
appointees to committees struck to treat with
offending parties. Month to month, meeting
minutes noted whether progress was being
made, and finally, they noted when decisions
were made to testify against their errant breth-
ren and sisters, and conversely, when it was
deemed appropriate to receive sinners back
into the meeting’s good graces. But due to
Quakerism’s consensual style, the minutes of
all business meetings reflect only the deci-
sions agreed upon by those assembled. Dis-
agreements, contentious issues, and points of
debate were routinely left off the record, leav-
ing many questions as to the exact motives
that underlay both decisions to disown, and to
pardon errant Quakers. In addition, meetings
did not record the exchanges that occurred
between transgressor and committee, and as
such, the reasons for one individual’s appar-
ent obstinacy and another’s willingness to be
forgiven are unclear. This consensual style
also obscured the work of many other Quaker
committees, including those struck to discuss
the validity of an individual’s calling to the
ministry. And because accounts contained in
letters, journals, and reminiscences are pre-
cious and few, it is nearly impossible to round
out disciplinary case information with other
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reports.

That being said, much can be learned
from the available case information, which is
presented as follows. For the 1807-10 period,
thirty-nine individuals appeared before the
Yonge St. Monthly Meeting to face a total of
fifty charges. Twenty-five of these individuals
were men, and fourteen were women, but
only one woman was guilty of more than one
charge: in 1809, Lydia Ray was disowned for
the dual charge of neglected attendance at
meetings, and for joining the Methodists.57 In
contrast, eight men were guilty of multiple
infractions, usually involving drinking, or less
frequently, selling alcohol. For example, in
1810, Seba Armitage was charged with drink-
ing to excess and behaving in an unbecoming
manner. Two years earlier, John Huff was
disowned for retailing spirituous liquors to
the Indians, attending a military training, and
leaving the meeting's jurisdiction without ap-
plying for a certificate.’® During this period,
54.3% of male infractions involved, in order
of descending importance, drink, disorderly
language or conduct, diversion, and to a much
lesser extent, verbal or physical violence, for
a total of nineteen cases. Fourteen percent of
cases involved either attending a militia train-
ing or accepting government office, while
there were only two meeting infractions, and
one business infraction which involved
Ephraim Dunham cutting “cedar timber that
was not his own” in 1807. A further 14% of
infractions involved issues of marriage and
sex: only three men married non-Quaker
women during this period, and only one was
charged with fornication. Of twenty-five indi-
viduals, 36% were disowned, while 56% ac-
knowledged their errors and continued as
Quakers in good standing.>®

Of the fourteen women charged by the
Monthly Meeting, fully ten answered to mari-
tal or sexual infractions: seven married non-
Quakers, two attended marriages accom-
plished contrary to Friends’ discipline, and
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one Sarah Hill committed fornication with a
man she subsequently married. Two neglected
attendance at meetings, one was disorderly
therein, and the infractions of two others re-
main unclear. In contrast to Yonge St.’s men,
57% of its female sinners were disowned,
while 35% proffered acknowledgements ac-
cepted by the Meeting.%0

From January 1825 to September 1828,
forty-seven men who committed fifty-eight
infractions were investigated by the Yonge St.
Monthly Meeting. By this point, fewer infrac-
tions — only 36% - involved, in descending
order, verbal or physical violence, drunken-
ness, diversion, and profanity. Nonetheless,
incidents of assault versus the opposite sex
increased from zero to four. About 33% of
infractions involved issues of marriage and
sex, with thirteen individuals marrying non-
Quakers. Three men neglected meetings,
three were charged with joining the militia,
two were embroiled in business/legal con-
cerns and the nature of seven cases remains
unclear. Fifty-five percent of individuals were
disowned by the meeting, while 34% pro-
ferred acknowledgements, which the meeting
accepted. From September to December of
1828, nearly forty individuals were charged
with meeting infractions, the largest propor-
tion of whom were disowned for joining the
Hicksite faction of Quakerism.®! Women’s
key area of concern continued to involve
marital/sexual transgressions. From January
1825 to September of 1828, twenty-three of
thirty-five infractions, or 66%, fell under this
category: notably there were twelve cases of
marrying out, and four pertaining to fornica-
tion. Moreover, two women were charged
with attending a place of diversion, one with
using unbecoming language and another with
acting unbecomingly. Within the latter part of
1828, several women were disciplined for
seceding to the Hicksites, but far fewer than
those that came before the men’s meeting.
62% of women were disowned during the en-
tire period, while only 13.5% were accepted
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back into the fold.62

During the final period in question which
stretches from January of 1837 to December
of 1840, the men’s meeting at Yonge St. re-
corded seventy-five infractions committed by
forty-eight individuals. There were twenty-
three individuals who committed multiple
infractions, but this time, few involved alco-
hol. Charges involving, in descending order,
disorderly conduct, drink and diversion, ver-
bal and physical violence, and plainness de-
clined to 21.3%. Infractions pertaining to war
and government rose to 13.3%, largely due to
participation in the Rebellion of 1837, and
business/legal infractions remained low at
2.7%. Marriage/sexual infractions accounted
for 28% of the total, with nine individuals
marrying non-Quakers, and seven marrying
contrary to discipline; two individuals were
charged with fornication. Twenty-one men, or
28% of the total were charged with meeting
infractions, the majority of which pertained to
neglected attendance. Seventy-three percent
of the men were disowned, while 10% were
accepted back. The remaining cases were still
under consideration as of December of 1840.
The same meeting recorded thirty-eight in-
fractions committed by twenty-eight Quaker
women, nearly 48% of which involved
marital/sexual infractions, with the majority
marrying non-Quakers. Incidences of diver-
sion, disorderly conduct and “going out of
plainness” remained low. Meeting infractions
accounted for 34% of all sins. Seventy-eight
percent of female transgressors were dis-
owned, while 21% proffered acknowledge-
ments, which were accepted.®3

These figures provide only a snapshot of
the conditions prevailing within the Yonge St.
Monthly Meeting from 1807 to 1840, but
nonetheless, one can discern a few important
facts and trends. Beginning with a compari-
son of men’s and women’s monthly meeting
information through all periods, one notes
that infractions were in significant measure
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gender-specific. This reflected, in part, the
legal boundaries separating men’s concerns
from women’s: only men could join the mili-
tia, or accept a government office, and be-
cause they controlled most property, only men
could be charged with dishonesty in business,
incurring dishonest debts, initiating court pro-
ceedings versus a Friend, or selling spirituous
liquors. While business/legal sins remained
very low in all periods studied, Quaker men
in the first two periods could not easily resist
pressures to attend militia trainings. This was
likely due to the meeting’s proximity to
Yonge St., which was used as a military
road.® Other infractions, while not expressly
“masculine” were almost exclusively commit-
ted by men. During the periods in question,
only men were charged with gambling,
drunkenness, participation at a chiveree, utter-
ing profanities and verbal and physical vio-
lence. Plus, men were more likely to be
charged with attending a place of diversion,
such as a tavern, unbecoming conduct and
language, and slander. In all periods, few in-
dividuals of either sex were charged with go-
ing out of plainness, though prior to 1810,
men were somewhat more likely to do so.
Conversely, women’s infractions were gener-
ally limited to sins against the marriage testi-
mony, and neglected attendance at meetings.
Men also committed these sins, but within a
wider disciplinary infraction range. In addi-
tion, individual men were more likely to be
charged with multiple infractions than
women.

What this suggests is that aside from the
marriage testimony, women were much more
likely to behave according to the Quaker ideal
than were men, particularly during the first
decade of the nineteenth century. This per-
haps reflected gendered notions which made
certain actions, such as drinking, fighting, and
cursing completely unacceptable for Quaker
women, though early to mid nineteenth-
century Baptists and Presbyterians seemed to
have shown no particular sense of outrage

Canadian Quaker History Journal, No. 69-70, 2004/5

over women’s drinking.® It is also likely that
women had less opportunity to commit cer-
tain diversionary sins such as attending a tav-
ern: compared to men, whose work likely in-
volved forays to local markets, and extended
business trips, women’s work was confined to
home, and the daily needs of the household
would not permit much time for leisure, par-
ticularly for married women who had children
to care for. Young, single women were some-
what less constrained, which likely accounts
for the diversionary sins of women as a
whole.%6

Taken together, male cases of drink and
diversion, disorderly conduct, gossip and dis-
honesty, and verbal and physical violence de-
creased from 53.9%, to 38.6%, to 20% of to-
tal infractions in each successive period be-
ginning with 1807-10. As time progressed,
proportionately fewer individuals were caught
drinking, selling or distilling spirituous lig-
uors, which largely accounts for the de-
creases. This probably reflected the sect’s in-
creasing commitment, not only to temper-
ance, but also to discouraging the distilling
and retailing of liquor.¢” As such, from 1807
to 1840, there appears to have been a shift
toward greater decorum, and a movement
away from “rougher” definitions of masculin-
ity which historians suggest characterised the
pioneer period in Upper Canada. But it is im-
portant not to exaggerate this effect. For ex-
ample, chiverees, that emblem of pre-
industrial, vigilante justice continued to pose
an occasional problem at Yonge St. into the
1830s. In one case, occurring in 1826, Ste-
phen Rogers, and James and Isaac Eves were
charged with assisting in “tarring and carry-
ing a woman on a rail” for which the former
was disowned, the other two being suffi-
ciently penitent.®8

From 1804-28, seventy-two marriages
were conducted with the approval of the
Yonge Street Monthly Meeting. Because most
settlers came from Pennsylvania, it is not sur-
prising that most marriages occurred between
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Pennsylvanians, though a fair proportion oc-
curred between Pennsylvanians and Vermon-
ters. Individuals sought mates in Preparative
Meetings other than their own, with the larg-
est number of marriages occurring between
Yonge Street and Uxbridge, the most widely
separated groups. Whitchurch and Uxbridge,
which were also quite far apart, were next.
Furthermore, by 1828, “all but five families
(where there had been marriages) were re-
lated or had intermarried” with certain fami-
lies inter-marrying frequently.®® These pat-
terns suggest that Quakers, separated by dis-
tance within the settlement, maintained strong
ties with others who hailed from the same
place of origin in the “old country,” and pre-
ferred to select marriage partners amongst the
large network of extended kin which bound
certain groups of Friends more tightly to-
gether than others. Done properly, marriages
were a matter of both family and faith.

From 1804-28, however, fifty-seven
Quakers married out of the community. And
interestingly, the data for 1807-1810 suggests
that there was some correlation between the
number of marital infractions and disown-
ment rates. During that period, few men were
charged with such sins compared to women,
and the women’s meeting’s disownment rate
was much higher at 57% versus 36% for the
men’s meeting. From 1825-28, prior to the
Hicksite schism, the percentage of men dis-
owned by the meeting rose to 55%, which
likely reflects, to some extent an increase in
exogamous activity.”0 Traditionally, Quakers
who had “married out” were loathe to con-
demn their marriages as sinful, and when they
did, it was difficult for them to muster enough
sorrow to convince disciplinary committee
members of their sincerity. In contrast, ac-
knowledging error after a bout of drunken
diversion, or after striking a man in anger was
much easier to do, in that it did not require
one to cast aspersions upon one’s chosen
spouse and the future of one’s family. The
former were obviously sins of passion, which
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sullied the reputation of both individual and
community. It was much more difficult to
conceive of marriage in such terms, and as-
sent to the official view that exogamy resulted
from esteeming fleshly lusts above Divine
truth -- a truth that only Quakers were
deemed to possess. As such, it is not surpris-
ing that of fifty-seven Yonge St. Quakers who
married non-Friends from 1804-28, thirty-
four became permanently estranged from the
faith community.”!

That exogamy was a serious problem for
Upper Canadian Quakers implies a few
things. If faced with the prospect of finding
no suitable Quaker to marry, individuals were
willing to look beyond the sect, even if that
meant inviting community censure, and suf-
fering disownment. In this case, individual
economic and perhaps emotional necessities
were placed above the interests of maintain-
ing the purity of the Quaker community. Al-
though Quakers traditionally demonstrated
respect for women who remained unmar-
ried,”? the facts of rural life were such that
they staked their economic livelihood on the
prospect of marriage. As mentioned, fathers
ensured that their sons would receive the
lion’s share of their estates for this very rea-
son. As an alternative to years of service to
elderly parents, and dependence upon married
brothers, Quaker women who could not find a
suitable mate within the sect, chose to marry
either non-Quakers, or perhaps men whom
the Society had disowned, or whose families
had fallen away from the faith. It is also pos-
sible that economic considerations were aug-
mented by romantic ones, particularly in the
later periods for which data was collected,
though this is difficult to establish due to the
scarcity of descriptive documents.

As noted previously, for men it was nearly
impossible to create new farm households
independently because women’s productive
and reproductive work was integral to both
their survival and success. Cases of exogamy
leave many questions unanswered, however.
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The lower incidence of male exogamy as
compared to female from 1807-10 might be
explained with reference to the patriarchal
land-loan system, which encouraged sons’
dependence upon their fathers. But it is un-
clear how fathers would have reacted to those
sons who chose to marry non-Quaker women.
It is possible that some fathers may have tac-
itly complied — though the meeting registered
no cases of parents conniving in this way dur-
ing the periods in question — particularly if
they themselves had selected non-Quaker
spouses, or if they felt well-disposed towards
those family members who had. Tacit consent
may also have been given to both sons and
daughters if a match promised to be advanta-
geous economically, though the historical re-
cord is silent in this regard. Furthermore,
there is some indication that individuals of
both sexes who married out were less likely
to be directly related to Quakers in positions
of authority, which suggests that pressure to
maintain the sect’s marriage testimony was
greater amongst the sect’s elite families. It is
also possible that some men sought mates
outside of the faith, due to an impatience with
the special powers accorded to women within
the Quaker community. As long as Quaker
women were expected to answer first to the
women of the meeting, and second to their
husbands, the authority that Quaker men
could wield over their wives and families was
significantly restricted. Choosing non-Quaker
wives may have given men greater control
over their households. If this was the case,
gender conflicts likely contributed to the pro-
gressive breakdown of Friends’ communities
in Upper Canada by 1860.

By 1840, Yonge St. disownment rates for
both men and women had risen to 73% and
78% respectively. This cannot be explained
solely by the continued, high incidence of
marital infractions.”> By this point, neglected
attendance had become a significant problem
amongst Orthodox Quakers at Yonge St. The
figures are most dramatic for the men’s meet-
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ing, 4% of whose charges for 1807-1810 were
attributable to meeting infractions. By 1837-
40, the number had increased to 28%. The
figures for the women’s meeting are less dra-
matic, but nonetheless, by the latter period,
34% of infractions involved neglected atten-
dance. Often, neglected attendance and mar-
rying out went hand-in-hand, with the one
preceding the other. For the period 1837-40,
however, many men were charged with ne-
glected attendance in addition to taking an
active part in seditious activities, or in the
Rebellion.”* The high disownment rates for
the 1825-28 period are largely attributable to
the Hicksite schism, which erupted in the
Pickering Preparative Meeting in the Eighth
Month (August) of 1828, and which put an
end to Quaker unity in Upper Canada, and
North America.

In the main then, the key factors which
worked against Quaker community cohesion
at Yonge St. were internal: the marriage tes-
timony which was designed to ensure the
unity and purity of Friends' communities ver-
sus the outside world was difficult to enforce.
Also, the rigorousness with which marital in-
fractions were punished served to alienate a
steady stream of Quakers whose behaviour
was upstanding in other respects. The Hick-
site schism, more notable than the Davidite
schism, as far as numbers were concerned,
created two competing sects, and compro-
mised the unity of Quakerism, in both the
United States, and Upper Canada. Further-
more, in the Yonge St. settlement, the pres-
sures of the larger society, most specifically
the demands of the Canadian state for military
requisitions and militia men, and later on the
enticements of political reform further chal-
lenged Quakers’ ability to maintain their dis-
tinct way of life during the Upper Canadian
period.

Despite such challenges, Orthodox Quak-
erism in Upper Canada continued to grow at a
moderate pace, until the Gurneyite-Wilburite
Separation of 1881, which involved a quarrel
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over attempts to evangelicalise the sect, di-
vided it into two branches — “Conservative”
and “Progressive.” After a movement for re-
vival infused Orthodox meetings with new
life in the 1870s, and early 1880s, Quakerism
experienced significant decline. This was pre-
ceded by a considerable relaxation of disci-
plinary enforcement: old rules were annulled
or ignored as Quakers took an attitude of en-
couraging the lost lamb, as opposed to judg-
ing and disowning the offender. For example,
by the late 1850s, individuals were no longer
disowned for marrying out, or for being mar-
ried by a magistrate or priest, though some
form of acknowledgement expressing the de-
sire to retain one’s membership was still re-
quired. In the last twenty years of the
nineteenth-century, several meetings were
laid down, and numbers ebbed. The Separa-
tion of 1881 occurred in the midst of a revival
within Orthodox Quakerism, which initially
swelled its ranks. Unfortunately, by the
1890s, few remained convinced members:
most drifted away to other denominations
with the waning of revival ardour.”

It is to this latter period that one must look
for clear evidence of Quakerism’s decline as a
faith based on traditional structures tightly
binding individuals to the larger sectarian
community as “family”. Once the discipline
was no longer enforced, church bodies lost
the power they once had to compel individu-
als to conform to moral dictates designed to
serve communities based on ties of kinship,
faith and reciprocity, and to keep them pure
from the effects of moral error. By the late
1850s, Quakers joined other Protestant de-
nominations in treating sin as a matter of pri-
vate struggle: although spiritually guided by
the larger community, individuals approached
moral issues as opportunities for interior re-
flection, and the deployment of greater self-
control. Furthermore, a relaxation of the mar-
riage testimony suggests that marriage was
envisioned less as a bulwark of exclusive
Friends” communities, than an opportunity for
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individual fulfillment. In turn, families be-
came more autonomous and less open to the
intrusions of the church into the domestic
sphere. It is likely that these changes were
assisted by the rise of consensus Protestant-
ism in the second half of the nineteenth-
century. As the number of professing Chris-
tians rose, as the struggles which had sepa-
rated Church from Dissent faded, and as the
values of evangelical Protestantism became
enculturated in English-speaking Canada,
Quaker testimonies such as those pertaining
to plainness of dress, and intemperance were
no longer distinct. The boundaries between
Quakerism and the outside world became
more permeable during this period, as evan-
gelical influences shifted Orthodox members
increasingly toward the cultural mainstream.
In addition, as the difficult conditions of pio-
neer farming gave way to more intensive rural
development, a process which led to the for-
mation of an agricultural middle-class by
mid-century,’¢ it is likely that many Quakers
found themselves less in need of the eco-
nomic assistance provided by the faith com-
munity. This fostered a greater sense of inde-
pendence, and assisted in transforming the
relationship between individuals and Friends’
communities.

Although the decline of communitarian-
ism amongst Upper Canadian Quakers ap-
pears much clearer after mid-century, histori-
ans have put forth evidence that this process
was underway, in certain Friends communi-
ties, as early as the 1810s and 20’s. A lack of
descriptive evidence, however, makes it diffi-
cult to make direct links, during this period,
between the rise of commercial capitalism on
the one hand and insular nuclear families, in-
dividualism, and modern courtship on the
other. This is certainly not the case with the
Children Peace, who are treated in the follow-
ing section. During the 1830s, rising market
activity by young farmers was paralleled by a
marriage and courtship crisis that singled the
failure of the sect’s attempts to maintain
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community cohesion, and to protect its tradi-
tional way of life.

The schism of David Willson and one
quarter of the Yonge Street Quaker population
was a struggle between old Quakerism and
new orthodoxy: as Friends in the North Atlan-
tic world began to em-
brace elements of the
evangelical creed, includ-
ing Biblicism and an ex-
press belief in the divinity
of Christ, Willson rose up
in protest, and asserted the
superiority of progressive
revelation via the Inward
Light. His own mystical
revelations led him to be-
lieve that Spirit super-
seded Christ in power. Just
as the Spirit had entered
Christ, who acted as a per-
fect example of human
triumph over sin, so could
the Spirit enter all people
who sought knowledge of
the Lord by following
Christ’s lead. Once God
was internalized, Scrip-
tures and creeds were no
longer necessary.

Soon after the schism, the sect organ-
ized itself along Quaker lines. But in 1816,
corporate, disciplinary authority was rejected
in favour of an emphasis on the centrality of
the Inward Light. This theoretically strength-
ened individual spiritual power and auton-
omy, but in reality, it refocused the sect’s di-
rection on Willson’s own messianic sense of
mission. Although not enforced, several
Quaker cultural practices were maintained as
the sect moved to consolidate itself geo-
graphically by resettling on lot 10, concession
2, East Gwillimbury Township. This settle-

Canadian Quaker History Journal, No. 69-70, 2004/5

Early Painting of David Willson attributed to
Richard Coates.

ment would become the village of Hope, later
re-named Sharon. From 1819 through the
next decade, a “paternalist gerontocracy”
emerged alongside Willson’s prophetic lead-
ership, further challenging the sect’s profes-
sion of egalitarianism. This tendency was
only reinforced in the early 1830°s when eld-
ers gained even more control of the sect
through the establishment of the Yearly Meet-
ing of Committees. During
these years, generational
tensions emerged which
threatened the unity of the
Children of Peace, and
which were never success-
fully resolved. In combi-
nation with external politi-
cal, economic and cultural
factors, this resulted in the
precipitous decline of the
group from the mid-1840s
onward.”’

The Children of Peace
constituted an attempt to
maintain the traditional
Quaker “moral economy”
against the hostile incur-
sions of the outside world.
As mentioned, rural
Quaker communities in
early Upper Canada were
based on ties of faith, kin-
ship and mutual assistance
as opposed to commercial exchange. The
economic bulwark of this system was subsis-
tence farming: Yonge St. Quakers owned their
own farms, and acted with little regard for
market demands in producing crops to meet
household consumption needs. Community
needs and moral imperatives dictated eco-
nomic choices. Capitalist pressures increas-
ingly threatened the Quaker moral economy,
enticing them to seek the highest price for
their produce or goods that the market would
allow. This, combined with the military har-
assment Willson and his followers experi-
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enced during the War of 1812, led them to
reject worldly pressures by taking refuge in a
transformed version of traditional Quaker
isolationism.’8

The Children of Peace maintained Quak-
erism’s traditional moral economy through a
number of means, including charity, school-
ing and building projects. Most importantly,
however, they struggled to maintain the
Quaker subsistence farming tradition whereby
fathers loaned land to sons until they obtained
money for purchase. But as the cost of land
rose after 1825, new farms could not be cre-
ated without significant debt, which could
only be liquidated by marketing crops. As
younger sect members began to start new
farms, they found themselves in the difficult
position of depending upon the “subsistence
insurance guaranteed by their moral econ-
omy” while finding it impossible to tear
themselves away from market production in
order to participate in unpaid, community-
oriented work projects. Operating from a
more secure economic position, the sect’s
elders sought to preserve the traditional moral
economy, often at the youths’ expense. This
resulted in increasing inter-generational dis-
cord, particularly during the 1830s as young
farmers “played their new-found (but precari-
ous) independence” against community de-
mands. In response, the parental group subsi-
dized the creation of new farms by taking on
the burden of capital costs themselves. As
recompense, they demanded that young heads
of families participate fully in the communal
life of the sect, most notably by donating their
labour for the building of the temple.”

What Schrauwers and other historians of
the sect neglect, however, is a discussion of
the Davidite conceptualization of family,
community and gender roles.8? In attempting
to preserve the sect’s moral economy, Willson
drew upon seventeenth and eighteenth-
century Quaker and Puritan notions that based
the social order on a tight fit between family,
church and community, to the extent that the
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wishes of the individual were subordinated to
the interests of the larger group. The Children
of Peace were envisioned as a large family
gathered together under the spiritual leader-
ship of its “father,” David Willson, and
guided by the elders of the sect. The elders
sought to strengthen both Willson’s and their
own authority over younger members as a
means of perpetuating a common culture
based on subsistence farming. The patriarchal
tendencies of the sect were mitigated, how-
ever, by its emphasis on the Quaker doctrine
of the Inward Light, which provided a theo-
retical justification for the spiritual, social and
political equality of all people. Willson sought
to resolve the inherent tension between the
individualism fostered by the doctrine of the
Inward Light and the communitarian ethos of
patriarchy by means of his unique, prophetic
role. Willson’s advanced understanding of
God’s will made him the first among equals,
and in this capacity, he constituted both the
bulwark of patriarchal authority within the
sect and its central proponent of egalitarian-
ism. This seemingly contradictory blend of
egalitarian and patriarchal notions of family
and community was mirrored by Willson’s
proposals to reform the Upper Canadian alli-
ance of church and state by turning it into a
peculiar combination of monarchy and de-
mocracy, a system which would be tied to-
gether by a godly, Patriot King. This leader
would act as the guarantor of liberty, hum-
bling himself so that the people would be ex-
alted.

The tensions between egalitarianism and
patriarchy were also manifested in the ways
in which Willson and the sect conceptualized
gender roles. Willson exalted and idealized
women on visionary and rhetorical levels, to
the point of suggesting that gender roles be
inverted. He also envisaged marriage in egali-
tarian terms, in addition to ensuring that all
women — young unmarried ones in particular
— played a central role in the ritual life of the
sect. At the same time, however, Davidite
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women’s opportunities to exercise egalitarian
political power were reduced in comparison
to their Quaker counterparts, whose roles
were institutionalized within the Discipline of
the Society of Friends. In one sense, Willson’s
symbolic inversion of traditional gender roles
served his larger political purpose by tapping
into a theological view that attributed to the
most marginal members of society the great-
est spiritual, and hence political and social
authority. Furthermore, on a visionary level,
he associated both himself and the larger sect
with the humble woman as icon. Over time,
however, this was used to reinforce the power
of the sect’s elders by creating a core of
young believers whose first loyalty lay with
Willson and to the larger community whose
will he embodied. Consequently, Davidite
women — especially the young — traded their
authority in sect governance, for a special re-
lationship with the sect’s prophet and patri-
arch. This served the dual purpose of bolster-
ing women’s authority within marriage and
fostering sect unity.

Because of its lack of formal discipline,
sect cohesion depended greatly upon the sub-
ordination of individual, nuclear families to
the larger sectarian one. Since Willson em-
bodied patriarchal authority within the sect,
the authority of individual heads of house-
holds had to be reduced. This did not pose a
problem in the first fifteen years or so of the
sect’s life, when its adult membership was
relatively small, because Willson and the eld-
ers represented the interests of the majority of
the sect’s nuclear families.8! By the late 1820s
to the 1830s, however, as increasing numbers
of children of the founding generation came
of age and married, and as most of them were
forced by higher debt loads to engage in cash
cropping, several of the sect’s latent tensions
with regard to marriage and family came to
the fore. By the early 1830s, the sect experi-
enced a crisis of apocalyptic proportions cen-
tred on the destabilizing effects of rising
youth independence. As a result, Willson and
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the elders attempted to regain control over the
younger generation by influencing its percep-
tion and experience of courtship, marriage
and family formation. The battle to maintain
the authority and order of the larger sectarian
family versus the competing claims of indi-
vidual nuclear families was expressed in re-
ligious terms, as a contest between God and
evil, in which the cosmic fate of both indi-
viduals and the larger community hung in the
balance.

Willson and Davidite elders focussed
most of their attention on the sect’s girls, and
young women of marriageable age. By exag-
gerating the dangers of courtship and mar-
riage, and by praising young women on their
strength and superior piety, Willson encour-
aged them to put parental wishes first, and to
delay marriage as long as possible, channel-
ling their ardour toward worship in King
David’s house. Although less than successful,
gaining control of the sect’s young women
through marriage was the corollary of con-
trolling young men’s access to land. Both
means of control were intended to preserve
the traditional moral economy of the sect, by
bolstering not only parental authority, but also
Willson’s prophetic leadership.

From 1812 to 1816, the Children of Peace
were organized along Quaker lines into Meet-
ings for Worship, the Business Meeting, the
Select Meeting of Elders, and the Yearly
Meeting which served to unite Davidites,
scattered as they were among the Queen St.,
Uxbridge and Yonge Street settlements. The
Select Meeting of Elders was composed of six
men and six women who were to set and
maintain sect discipline. In 1816, after a se-
ries of internal struggles, in addition to the
community’s failed attempt to rejoin the So-
ciety of Friends, the Children of Peace re-
jected Quakerism’s corporate structure and
jural authority, and rallied around David Will-
son’s charismatic leadership based on the
primacy of the doctrine of the Inward Light.
Now, both men and women met together in a
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single Monthly Meeting. Although the settle-
ment of the sect at Hope preserved the earlier
patterns of subsistence farming and kinship
ties upon which Quakerism’s moral economy
was based, the changes in Davidite polity
made for a very fluid structure. Lacking a
formalized system of social control, the sect
turned to more subtle means of ensuring
group cohesion. David Willson, in his role as
the sect’s spiritual leader, visionary, and patri-
arch was at the centre of these efforts, a fact
attested to not only by his high public profile
as itinerant minister, but also by the volumes
of published and unpublished writings that he
produced. But unity was also fostered by the
gradual emergence of a “paternalist geron-
tocracy” made up of the sect’s “twelve eldest
brethren in years.” Made up of members of
both sexes, this group came to dominate the
administration of sect affairs through the
Monthly Meeting, which meant that its con-
sensual nature was undermined.?2

Until 1812, in their lives as Quakers,
seven of the ten founding female members of
the Children of Peace participated in the
Yonge Street Monthly Meeting as overseers,
elders, or assistant clerks, and ten of ten par-
ticipated in committee work.?3 While the
Children of Peace maintained a high level of
female participation in sect governance until
1816, its reorganization on the basis of the
Inward Light, and around Willson’s charis-
matic leadership resulted in the demise of
women’s traditional source of control. Once
women’s power was no longer entrenched in
the regulations governing the sect, their abil-
ity to exert authority in business meetings was
likely eroded. Indeed, the Quakers had pro-
vided women with separate meetings, as a
means of guaranteeing their participation in
governance; whereas Willson’s mixed-gender
meetings tended to silence the female voice.

Women'’s loss of a guaranteed place in the
governance of the sect did not appear to be
offset by an increased reverence for the spiri-
tually egalitarian doctrine of the Inward
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Light. Although Willson’s chosen confidante
and advisor was Rachel Lundy, there is no
direct evidence to suggest that she or any
other female members of the sect became
regular ministers.®* Interestingly, women’s
decline in power was masked by Willson’s
theology, which relied on an insistently
female-centred rhetoric, as this excerpt from
one of his early hymns suggests:

...Will Christ the inner temple build
/By her that did his feet anoint/ The
same my father did appoint/ her sec-
ond cup shall be fulfilled [sic]...The
woman’s [sic] soul did wash the
ground/ Because the sacred place was
found/ Where on the inner temple
stands/ Hence forth let it be ever said/
That by a poor female or maid/
Anointed Jesus with her hands/ The
woman did discern [sic] his End/ Her
substance did she freely spend/ Pound
[sic] forth upon a Saviour’s feet/ The
same hence forth the temple build/
With more compassion was she filled
[sic]/ Than men that sat with him at
meat/ See where the woman has
begun/The lowest state beneath the
sun/ The same foundations doth lay/
The same the pillars of the work/ That
the designs of men hath broke...8>

Here, there reader encounters Mary of
John 12: 1-7. Willson likely believed that this
woman was Mary Magdelene, a former pros-
titute and one of Christ’s closest disciples.
Knowing that Jesus’ days were numbered, she
purchased an expensive perfume with which
to anoint his feet and wiped it with her hair.
Conversely, the men present at this dinner
scene appeared to be lacking in faith and
compassion. According to Willson, this hum-
ble woman was chosen to construct the inner
temple of the spirit, which stood in stark con-
trast to the “designs of men” which lay in ru-
ins. It was precisely her lowly state that

116



The Society of Friends and the Children of Peace

would enable her to build the foundations of
this temple. Men of power and supposed wis-
dom, who exalted themselves in Christ’s
presence would be incapable of constructing
this vessel of the soul.

In cultural and political terms, this hymn
is linked to Willson’s constitutional ideal of
monarchical republicanism, which was based
upon an inversion of social relations in which
those of humble estate would be raised up,
through the agency of a benevolent and
egalitarian-minded king. This vision, which
was developed more fully during the 1830s,
framed the sect’s participation in the larger
culture of reform opposition versus the Upper
Canadian Church-state. It will be discussed at
greater length below. In the hymn, Christ the
king exalts the lowly woman for her superior
spiritual gifts, and in spite of her lack of tem-
poral power. On one level, Willson associated
himself with the messiah, while associating
his sect with the woman as temple builder:
indeed, his 1817 hymn harkens back to his
visions of 1812 which had alerted Willson of
his divinely-ordained role as prophet and pro-
tector of a new, purified church which was
depicted in feminine terms, as a strong, sen-
sual but virginal woman with “power...like
fire.” Alternatively, this gender association
extended to all those who lacked power in
Upper Canadian society: both God, and an
idealised, benevolent monarch would recog-
nise their superior piety.36

Davidite women played a key, symbolic
role in the elaborate rituals Willson created as
a means of commemorating his visions. As an
observer noted in 1825, the Children of Peace
“go in procession to their place of worship the
females taking the lead, being preceded by
banners and two of their number playing on
the flute.” Men followed in a separate line,
and as they entered the meeting house, the
sexes sat on separate sides of the room. The
banners depicted Willson’s early visions, and
as John Mclntyre has suggested, they re-
minded the marchers of his “divinely inspired
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mission.” In addition, a special Choir of Vir-
gins, dressed in white to symbolize their pu-
rity, played a significant role both in the ritual
processions from meeting house to temple for
the monthly almsgiving service, and in the
itinerant services Willson held at Markham,
York, and Sheppard’s Inn in York Township.
This choir was made up of several of the
sect’s young unmarried women.8” When in
York, the procession travelled down King
Street from Lawrence’s Hotel where they
stayed, to the Old Court House where serv-
ices were usually held, which took about an
hour. According to the Rev. Isaac Fidler, Will-
son “never performs such religious errantry
without being accompanied by his virgins, six
in number, selected from among the females
of his household for their superior voices.”
These young women travelled in the same
waggon as Willson, while in one of the other
waggons followed as many youths.38

Kate Brennagh has argued that young
women’s participation in public processions
was a testament to both their equality within
the sect, and to their disregard of the restric-
tive elements of separate spheres ideology. By
participating in marches, Davidite women
ignored social prescriptions relegating them
to the private sphere, and crossed over into
“male territory” — the public domain. While
the public role of Davidite women calls into
question the validity of separate spheres ide-
ology, particularly within Upper Canadian
agricultural communities, assertions of female
equality must be qualified.?® Linda Colley has
noted that female Britons often participated in
public processions during this period; how-
ever, she likewise cautions against hastily
concluding that such public participation was
evocative of the social and political power of
women.?0

Similarly, Willson’s efforts to educate the
young girls and women of Hope must not be
viewed as simply the product of an “enlight-
ened” espousal of gender equality. To the con-
trary, such efforts were designed to secure the
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dependence and subordination of younger
members to older ones in the absence of a co-
ercive mechanism of group control. At Hope,
boys and girls attended primary school at the
first meeting house beginning in 1819. But in
addition to this, in 1818, a girl’s boarding
school, known as the “female institution” was
established in a log house on the settlement. It
was subsequently moved to a frame house
that Quaker traveller Jacob Albertson identi-
fied as Willson’s own, and then to a larger
edifice opposite the meeting-house. Under the
special tutelage of David and Phebe Willson,
girls twelve years of age and older were
taught traditional feminine skills, such as
cooking and spinning, in addition to lessons
in reading. The girl’s boarding school was
thus central to the sect’s ability to foster a set
of shared values and to further group cohe-
sion. This appears to be particularly so, when
one notes that the need for a girl’s boarding
school at Hope would hardly have been nec-
essary: most families were situated close to
the village; moreover, the curriculum was
heavily oriented towards the teaching of skills
normally passed down from mother to daugh-
ter. There is some evidence to suggest that
parents sent their daughters there because
Willson could bring them up better than they
could.®! This attests to the faith sect members
placed in their leader’s abilities, and suggests
the extent to which Willson was able to act
not only as spiritual patriarch, but as an actual
father to the sect’s girls. This demonstrates
two things: firstly, the prime importance Will-
son placed on cultivating the loyalty of the
sect’s young women; and secondly, that ties
to the larger sectarian family were fostered at
the expense of those that bound members of
nuclear families together.

By 1830, the increasing participation of
the sect’s young families in the market econ-
omy had led to a crisis centring on the inabil-
ity of the older generation to control its chil-
dren’s behaviour. As such, Willson and the
elders attempted to maintain sect unity by
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preventing younger, wealthier members from
purchasing extra tracts of land, and by dis-
pensing lands concentrated in their own hands
to other members of the sect according to ne-
cessity. The crisis deepened as the younger,
wealthier heads of households refused sub-
mission to elder control. With the sense that
the “Judgements of Almighty God are now in
the earth,” the Yearly Meeting of Committees
was formed in 1832. Eight communities were
created to “repair the breaches in Israel” and
to oversee the sect’s various concerns. Com-
posed of both elders and young heads of
families, two of them were designed specifi-
cally to respond to the latter’s particular
needs.”? But for the most part, the power of
the elders was significantly increased, once
again at the expense of group consensus. As
such, while Willson’s theology and the rituals
of the Children of Peace remained theoreti-
cally rooted in a spirit of egalitarianism, in
practical terms, the elders were accorded an
increase in political authority that mirrored
their economic power within the sect. Addi-
tionally, the committees struck to “correct our
female Institution according to the will and
mind of the Parent,” to “order the neighbour-
hood and the inhabitants,” and to advise those
involved in idle diversions represented a de-
parture from informal means of maintaining
sect discipline and cohesion.?3

Additionally, these records provide in-
sight into female participation in sect govern-
ance: women’s names were only listed for
those committees charged with organizing
funerals, caring for the sick, tending the Fe-
male Institution, and arranging feasts. Women
did not serve exclusively on any one commit-
tee; moreover, they were exempted from all
other committees, including those which
wielded disciplinary authority. Whereas under
Quaker rule, and under the early forms of
Davidite governance, both men and women
had relatively equal claims to the exercise of
community control, by 1832, the Children of
Peace had effectively reduced women’s

118



The Society of Friends and the Children of Peace

power in this regard. Nonetheless, the records
demonstrate that women participated as eld-
ers, with both Rachel Lundy and Mary Will-
son co-signing reports on the group’s behalf.
This suggests that authority within the sect
must be understood in both generational and
gendered terms. Men had access to all forms
of leadership, but with participation weighted
in the elders’ favour. In contrast, women were
restricted on both gendered and generational
bases. Female elders had more authority than
young Davidite women, but less authority
than male elders, and perhaps less authority
than younger male members who served on
disciplinary committees. Young Davidite
women were at the bottom of the sect’s gov-
erning hierarchy.®*

But by 1830, the crisis that pit communi-
tarianism against individualism was ex-
pressed in another important and related way,
namely, through the increasingly frantic at-
tempts of Willson and the elders to control the
courtship practices of the younger generation.
It was in this context of crisis that Willson’s
special relationship with the young, unmar-
ried women of the sect proved particularly
useful. Evidence demonstrates that he at-
tempted to mould young women’s attitudes
toward courtship, love, marriage and family,
so as to ensure that they acted with the best
interests of the larger community in mind.
Willson judged that these interests would be
best served if young women — maidens in
particular — placed their loyalty to their par-
ents and to himself above both foolish desire
and allegiance to perfidious suitors and irre-
sponsible husbands. By playing on maidens’
fears of marriage and childbirth, and by ap-
pealing to their sense of pride rooted in their
superior piety, virtue, and freedom, Willson
sought to delay their decisions to marry and
to influence their choices of suitors as a
means of controlling the actions of the sect’s
young men, who had grown increasingly res-
tive under elder control. At times however,
Willson’s negative rhetoric regarding mar-
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riage pointed to a more extreme solution to
this crisis--namely, that the younger genera-
tion avoid marriage altogether. All in all, this
constituted an adamant rejection of the grow-
ing North American cultural tendency to em-
brace both romantic love and the right of in-
dividuals to select their own marriage part-
ners, a trend that some historians suggest ac-
companied the transition from subsistence to
market economics.”

According to the traditional Quaker the-
ology of marriage, the love of husband and
wife grew out of a greater love of God, and as
such, the essential goal of courtship was to
ensure that a couple’s desire to marry was
based on divine will, and not on worldly mo-
tives such as greed or lust. Exogamy was
closely related to this theological view: not
being the will of God, it bore the taint of sin-
ful motives. Placing human above divine will
in the act of marriage would result in an un-
sanctified union, meaning that the couple
would be plagued with poor health, discord,
wayward children, and sad events reminding
them of their fall from grace. Eighteenth-
century Quaker custom dictated that before
courting, a man had to notify all four parents
of his intentions before emotional involve-
ment occurred, thus ensuring that they knew
and approved of the potential match. Once a
couple decided to marry, the Monthly Meet-
ing ascertained their readiness to do s0.%

Evidence suggests that the Children of
Peace maintained these elements of the
Quaker theology of marriage intact, while
modifying the means of controlling the court-
ship experience in such a way that Willson
became the bulwark of both parental and
community authority. Aside from several
wedding songs and marriage certificates,
Willson and the sect produced comparatively
few documents pertaining to courtship, love
and marriage prior to 1830. That the usually
prolific Willson did not feel compelled to
dwell on the subject until after 1830 suggests
that for the most part, younger members of
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the sect in the 1810s and 1820s courted and
married in a manner acceptable to the sect’s
prophet and elders. This means that they
complied with Willson’s wish that they not
“marry with Strangers, lest we shall bring in a
wicked generation of Canaanites that know
not the will of the Lord and [that] will destroy
our inheritance and make captives of our
children.” As for the exact nature of the pro-
cedure surrounding courtship and marriage
amongst the Children of Peace, it is not alto-
gether clear. However, one observer asserted
that Willson acted as a courtship broker, in-
forming maidens of proposals of marriage,
and setting up two-hour appointments for
prospective brides and grooms to meet, after
which a final decision, favourable or other-
wise was made. As such, it is likely that ac-
ceptable courtship and marriage practice, al-
though not enforced by a set discipline, would
have involved obtaining Willson’s consent to
any prospective match, in addition to the con-
sent of parents.”” What is more certain is that
Willson and the elders attempted to limit the
unsupervised interactions of young men and
women, in order to control the courtship
experience.%®

By the 1830s, Willson and the elders’
feared that their authority was being under-
mined by the younger generation’s independ-
ent tendencies. For example, in 1831, the sect
passed a resolution on “the expediency of our
young males and females meeting together on
such subjects as is common on earth,” stating
that such encounters were to be avoided, as
they were “injurious to the female charac-
ter...unprofitable to the male” and generally
detrimental to the entire society.”® Moreover,
in March of 1835, the sect approved a set of
advices pertaining to courtship and marriage
celebrations. This document states explicitly
what a number of Willson’s poems, hymns,
wedding songs and in memoria had implied
for several years. As such it would be instruc-
tive to examine its contents more closely.
First of all, it attempts to arrive at a scriptural
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understanding of God’s will regarding mar-
riage, and comes to the conclusion that God
“hath [not] appointed man to Marry.” When a
couple married, in “ages that were of old...
the parties took Each other in the presence of
the people and then performed a married
life.” This reflected the Quaker practice of
marriage, but not the Quaker understanding of
it, for they believed that God had ordained the
institution, and thus it was blessed. Adam and
Eve had been united before the Fall, and as
such matrimony was a sinless institution.
Davidites believed that a couple’s decision to
marry had to be based on the conviction that
it was God’s will. Willson nevertheless sug-
gested that marriage was not ordained by
God. And even though He continued to will
people to enter this “solemn Covenant,” the
idea that marriage was a human custom, insti-
tuted after the Fall of man into sin, suggests
that it bore the taint of man’s fallen nature.!%
The question of who could best ascertain
the will of God in such matters was crucial to
the courtship crisis of the 1830s. In short,
Willson, the elders and the parental genera-
tion of the sect believed that they embodied
the will of God, and that young people’s in-
creasing tendency to “choose [their] own
companion([s] through the Intoxication of
what is called youthful love,” demonstrated
that they were motivated by sinful desire.
This threatened the traditional moral order of
the community for “the parent is cut off from
a voice on this binding subject which once
was all and all.” Whereas parents could once
guide their inexperienced offspring in the
ways of the Lord, “now every one hath taken
whom he or she hath chosen to place their
eyes upon and the sight of the eye hath be-
come the direction of life...” The primary re-
sult was that children “have gone into ways
that God never hath appointed in the choice
of their companions and in the performance
of their marriage...” Unions unsanctified by
God — or by parents and the sect’s leaders
who interpreted His will — could only lead to
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destruction, not only for individual couples
and their offspring, but also for the larger
community. As such, God’s “aged and af-
flicted people” set themselves the task of
“awaken[ing] our young to the danger of mar-
riage” in the following way:

We hear the doleful news...the young
mother is gone to the grave, but the
little thirsting orphan is left to weep.
He must be cast into the hands of a
borrowed mother ... and soon he fol-
lows his mother down to the grave, or
endures a thousand weary nights to
live. When the Lord so frequently do-
eth this with his people” querie if the
marriage day should be merry... If
the mother liveth a few years, she
beareth a few feminent [sic] Children.
The living Cry with hunger, the
scanty breast is often produced to the
babe, and the parent must haste fro
bread for his young: he can scarcely
call at the house of the Lord, to wor-
ship there, because of his young, he
has become too lean to pay his of-
frings [sic] or perform his vows.

The document closes with a plea that children
consider these things before they marry. In
order to avoid the Lord’s chastising hand,
they were to “enquire often at the gates of
wisdom before you pass your word or per-
form your vows,” and to “[k]eep from the
dead watches of the night in all your Inter-
course, one with no other for there is a deep
snare in it...” Most importantly, they were to
keep away from strangers, and “if marriage
must make you happy” they were to gather
together in the presence of their brethren and
in the fear of God, declare their intention to
take each other as husband and wife, signing
their promise with a seal.!0!

These passages testify to the profound
anxiety that sect leaders felt with regard to
courtship and marriage. Central to this anxi-
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ety was their conviction that the unsanctified
marriages of the younger generation consti-
tuted the principal challenge to sect cohesion.
The lusts of youth had made them independ-
ent of both God’s will and parental control,
causing them to reap the rewards of death,
orphaned or sickly children, and importantly,
a lack of prosperity which forced young men
to neglect their religious duties as they sought
to feed their young — a reference to their in-
creased participation in the market economy.
In addition to this, Willson and the elders
were concerned that such deceptions were
luring maidens into marriage before they
were old enough, a fact which exacerbated
the sorrows parents felt when many were led
“to the grave in the morning of their day.”102
Even more negatively, marriage produced
misery, while it was suggested that the entire
process of family formation was to blame for
young people’s lack of participation in the
sect’s moral economy. Although unsanctified
unions were largely to blame, ironically, it
was implied that sect unity and survival
would best be served if the younger genera-
tion refrained from marrying altogether.

One must be careful, however, to distin-
guish between Willson’s and the elders’ per-
ception of events and reality. They had as-
serted that a plague of child and maternal
mortality had descended upon the sect’s
young families in punishment for the sins of
youth. However, an examination of the genea-
logical record demonstrates that this view was
not based on reality. During the sect’s exis-
tence, three of 132 female members were
known to have died in childbirth. Of these
three, only two had perished prior to March
of 1835: Sarah Lundy Willson in 1826 and
Hannah Dennis Willson in 1830. Tragically,
both had been married to David Willson’s son
John. A random sample of twenty-five of the
sect’s families demonstrates that a majority of
sixteen had not experienced the death of at
least one child, under the age of ten, while
nine of twenty-five families had. Interestingly,
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from 1830 to 1835, three children under the
age of three died compared to only one be-
tween 1820-1829. With regard to women
marrying too young, the average age of mar-
riage for the sect’s females was 19, while the
male average was 25. While Davidite men
married at about the same age as their coun-
terparts in the province’s other pioneer com-
munities, Davidite women married a year or
so earlier than theirs, thus suggesting that the
sect’s concerns about brides being too young
had some comparative basis.!03

In all, however, these figures imply that
Willson and the elders exaggerated the fre-
quency of maternal and child mortality, as a
means of suggesting that God disapproved of
youth’s disruption of the sect’s traditional,
communitarian emphasis.!% Within the his-
tory of the sect to 1835, only two women had
died in childbirth. Moreover, the increased
incidence of childhood death in the early
1830s was in accordance with the much
higher number of marriages in that decade
compared to the 1820s. It stood to reason, that
as more individuals married, and as more
children were being born, a greater number of
children would also die.!® Nonetheless, rea-
son alone cannot account for the emotional
impact that these deaths had on the commu-
nity. Indeed, it appears that Hannah Willson’s
death in childbirth on November 22, 1830,
two months shy of her twentieth birthday so
shocked and saddened the community that it
acted as a kind of psychological watershed
point, afterwhich discussions of courtship,
marriage and family took on an increasingly
sombre tone. It also served to bring several of
Willson’s latent concerns regarding these is-
sues to the fore. Furthermore, Willson’s writ-
ings during this period demonstrate that he
used Hannah’s death, and the infant deaths
that followed as a means of exerting moral
and religious pressure on the younger genera-
tion — but particularly on its young, unmarried
women — to curb its independent tendencies.
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For example, David Willson wrote a
memorial for Hannah Willson that sounds less
as a remembrance of the deceased, than as a
warning to young maidens to take the lessons
of her death to heart. In it, Willson had Han-
nah proclaim: “But oh I saw a setting sun/ As
many maidens more will see/ For when they
do as I have done/ They will come trembling
down to me.” And suggesting that there was
“in the land an angry God,” he pleaded with
young women to “[p]repare thy heart take
Hannah in.” Willson continues, speaking for
young maidens in the first person, by remark-
ing on the frightening sight of the deceased.
He queries “[w]hy should I haste to see my
fate/ While I’'m so weak and young,” juxta-
posing this sentiment with a description of the
joylessness of married women. Then, in cho-
rus, the young maidens vow to “step aside”
from the “beaten path” of marriage, to which
“the lawless run” and to fear the wedding day,
for while the “earth may boast of...[o]ur
youthful morn it soon destroys/ When bal-
anced in the scale.” They end with a set of
promises: firstly, to seek for joy in God and
His laws, rather than in “walks by night or
vile deceit” with young men; and secondly to
avoid “afflict[ing] the aged breast, “they vow
to remain “firm in worship” placing their trust
in their parents’ guidance.!106

It appears that the lessons Willson sought
to teach regarding Hannah’s death were taken
up with zeal by the young women of the Fe-
male Institution, who felt so moved as to pub-
lish “our mutual agreement in the House of
the Lord” on December 5, 1830. Addressing
their statement to “parents and Elders,” they
remarked that the “visiting hand of God has
caused us to look back on our late practices of
life and wonder... in the separation of our
little band of Sisters who were educated to-
gether in our little female institution, we seem
to be led as lambs to the slaughter, not know-
ing what is before our eyes.” Lamenting the
“alarming” death of their “dear... Sister Han-
nah Dennis,” they resolved to “turn a little
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aside from the common course of life...in
which we see so many go down to their
death,” and to place their parents’ wishes be-
fore their own. They pledged to be humble,
and to give their attention to “moderate indus-
try, useful history, and the necessity of orphan
females and aged mothers,” while single. Fur-
thermore, they vowed to “keep no male com-
pany to offend the House of Lord,” and to
forever abstain from “secret interviews by
night.” If God provided them with a change
agreeable to their parents” will and “the gray
headed in the House of the Lord,” they prom-
ised to contribute to the support of the Whole
institution” according to their abilities.107

Although Hannah’s memorial bears no
suggestion that she was anything but a faith-
ful member of the community, Willson was
able to convince the young unmarried women
of Hope that her death was a sign of God’s
displeasure with their behaviour, particularly
when they so gave into their own wilfulness
as to allow themselves to be courted in secret.
Such actions defied God’s will, which was
synonymous with both the will of their par-
ents and of the community's Elders. In order
to appease an angry God, and to ensure that
they did not cause their parents any grief, they
were to devote themselves to worship, creat-
ing a virtuous home, moderate work, and to
caring for the neediest female members of the
community. In short, they resolved to place
the needs of the larger sectarian family above
individual desire, while recognising that this
represented a divergence from common cul-
tural practice.

Possibly, the impact of Hannah’s death on
young Davidite women was augmented by
the apparently prophetic wedding song that
David Willson wrote for her and John Will-
son. Although Upper Canadian law did not
recognise Davidite marriages, unless couples
remarried by a justice of the peace or an ap-
proved minister, Willson composed hymns,
signed by witnesses, which substituted as
marriage certificates. The fact that Willson
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wrote all of these wedding songs testifies to
his special authority within the sect, and to
his attempts to articulate its understanding of
marriage. The wedding songs written during
the 1820s underscore the solemnity of the
marriage vow, and the couple’s commitment
to sharing both life’s burdens and joys in the
traditional Quaker fashion — as helpmeets,
and “companions of the mind” or spirit. Al-
though these early songs tended to dwell on
such sober themes as the weariness of life and
on the couple’s submission to destiny, the
wedding songs of the 1830s demonstrate a
much more pungent negativity intimating fu-
ture marital misery for the couples, and the
certain demise of youthful love.!8 No excep-
tion was Hannah and John Willson’s wedding
song, whose central theme was the plight of a
little orphan, “born without a father’s care”
and deprived of his mother’s love. It con-
cludes: "Thus we see the child oppressed
[sic]/ Parents for the orphan weep/ Eer [sic]
you down in pleasures lie/ Through prayer
reenter into sleep/ Parents and the child may
die.”1 On a general level, the increasing
negativity of wedding songs suggests that
marriage had become a central source of ten-
sion in the life of the community. More spe-
cifically, however, the fact that Willson had
presaged Hannah’s death likely served to in-
crease the weight of his opinion, particularly
among young women who had been taught to
be especially loyal to the sect’s prophet and
patriarch.

During the next few years, Willson’s writ-
ings suggest that he sought to reinforce young
maidens’ resolve to remain unmarried, and
obedient to their parents by contrasting the
utopian qualities of maidenhood with married
life, typically characterized as a female dys-
topia. A particularly salient example of this is
the hymn “To be sung after meat by the fe-
male Children of the house of the Lord, Is-
rael’s God,” written in the early 1830s. The
title suggests that Willson intended the hymn
to be sung regularly by the sect’s girls, after
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supper, perhaps with the view that its lessons
could best be internalized by frequent repeti-
tion. The song stressed the benefits of celi-
bacy:

...We are a little orphan band/ Thats
[sic] left our house and home/ To
travel to a joyful land/ Where bright-
est virtues known/ We will put on our
robes of white/ In peaceful union join/
Appear like clusters sweet and ripe/
That’s bearing on the vine.../ King
Jesus placed us in the midst/ And
there our place shall be/ With glory
crown upon our heads.../ For ancient
David well [sic] sing.../We will not
haste to wedding bands/ As thought-
less children do/ Nor crying Infants in
our hands/ Soon bid our peace adieu/
We still will praise our maiden name/
Till storms of angers oer/ Why should
we drink a mothers pain/ Before we
are one score/ Well in the churches
bosom rest... [and] marry as we
need...110

This hymn speaks to the centrality of young
virgins in the ritual life of the sect, who
donned their “robes of white” and took their
place “in the midst” of celebrations, singing
“for ancient David” in all glory. Images of
beauty and lush nature surround the virtuous,
young maidens, as they vow to rest secure in
the “church’s bosom” until they are at least
twenty. The hymn implies that it would be
absurd to forfeit their present esteem and
peace for the trials of motherhood. Maidens’
role “for ages yet to come” was to be sweet
and virtuous, bringing comfort to aging par-
ents, while rejoicing in their celibate state un-
til the troubles that the sect was experiencing
subsided.

Willson exalted maidens for their superior
piety and virtue, as a means of rejecting the
more mainstream ideal that women were hap-
piest as wives and mothers. In this way, the
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concept of family and social organisation
promulgated by the Children of Peace con-
trasted with separate spheres ideology. At the
same time, he proved to be quite adept at tap-
ping into young women’s natural fears of
leaving childhood behind in favour of married
life. It was common for young women of the
middling ranks in late eighteenth and early
nineteenth century America to express pro-
found anxiety about this rite of passage. They
recognised that marriage could bring much
evil and unhappiness, and many appeared re-
luctant to forfeit the benefits of girlhood —
close connections to parents, safety, freedom
and amusement — for marriage and its poten-
tial trials, including poor harvests, ill health,
financial troubles, loss of sexual control, and
death in childbirth.!'! Time and again, Will-
son made an art out of these fears, contrasting
the virtuous play, freedom and homosocial
solidarity of girlhood’s “secret cause” with
the anxiety —producing scenes of motherhood.
Indeed, as young maidens “like plants of
honour gr[e]w,” mothers “toil[ed] and cr[ied]
with half a score of young ones by.” Such
sights were not only occasions for trembling
fear, but also reminders to young women to
avoid “evil company,” and to set their gaze on
the Lord."2

In attempting to dissuade Davidite women
from acting independently when selecting
mates, Willson accented the dangers of un-
sanctioned and unsanctified courtship, in ad-
dition to attacking young men for being unre-
liable. These are the main themes of “Oh
pride thou for to human right...” written in
1831. The hymn tells the story of an innocent
maiden who went walking “one pleasant
morn” whereupon she saw a youth who had
been seeking her. He laid his “gentle arms”
upon her and told her that for years his soul
had sought her. The maiden folded her hands
on her bosom but he “with love... forced
them from [her] breast,” with the result that
she lost her “maiden rest” and bore a child.
Dissatisfied, the youth abandoned her and her
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weeping child, making the woman realise that
his flattery had fooled her. Mournful, she
longed for her lost freedom, and instructed
maidens to shun the “sweet Imbraces [sic]” of
“sons of adam” whose “hearts are full of
treachery.”113

These hymns suggest that the uncon-
trolled nature of sexual attraction and roman-
tic love had begun to seriously undermine
Willson’s and the elders’ grip on the younger
generation. Willson’s juxtaposition of inno-
cent maidenhood with male carnality must be
viewed in this light. Such appeals were based
on the common view that by accepting or re-
jecting men’s advances, young women were
in control of sexual expression. Moreover,
they tapped into the rising cultural tendency
to equate femininity with superior virtue in
contrast to the “natural” masculine propensity
for lust. Fearing that maidens’ innocent and
“tender-hearted” natures would make them
vulnerable to male deception, such hymns
underscored the dangers of taking suitors’
loving words at face value. Pregnancy, aban-
donment, early marriage, death in childbirth
or a woeful married life could be the only re-
sults of such inauspicious beginnings. Willson
advanced that the best prophylactic against
such fates was a longer stay in “Eden’s gar-
den” — a reference to the sexually pure world
of girlhood, where females lived peacefully
and in harmony with God, resisting suitors’
advances until they too experienced this har-
mony, and “bowed down to kiss [their]
hands.” In short, before young men and
women courted each other, they were to
“court the messiah” and “triumph in his
name.” Importantly, once young men took
“King David [as their] armour” — a double
entendre designed to support David Willson’s
claims to patriarchal and prophetic authority
-- they would “defend the rights” of young
maidens, with all rejoicing in the blessings
thus received.!’* Young people’s happiness
rested in the continued subordination of their
own wills, to the “will of God” which Willson
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and the elders claimed to embody.

Interestingly, there is evidence to suggest
that Willson employed similar arguments in
order to convince young married women to
place loyalty to the sect — and by extension,
loyalty to Willson and the elders — above loy-
alty to their own husbands. A poem entitled
“Female history or the Mother’s peace” writ-
ten in the early to mid 1830s is a particularly
strident example of this. It echoes the 1835
“marriage ceremony” in linking the perils of
“youthful love” and unsanctified courtship
with marital woe, men’s participation in cash
cropping, and male tendencies toward irrelig-
ion. The difference, however, is that it offers
women a means of regaining God’s favour,
after having been punished for the sin of self-
will: by serving the Lord as master, wives
could re-establish order within their marriages
and obtain the balance of power therein. In
the process, gender roles would be inverted.
The poem’s narrative voice is female, and she
begins her song at eighteen, when she
“thought [her]self a woman... fit for courting
by young men.” Cynically, she remarks that
she “sold [her]self to be a wife,” as many
women do, but despite the sweetness of the
wedding day, she soon “wearied [sic] in the
marriage yoke/But found the chains could not
be broke.” Burdened with tears, she prayed to
God for death, while her husband “did oft
lament/And of his courting did repent.” With
this, the bloom of youthful love passed away,
“[a]nd fruit paid for the marriage day.” No
sooner had her cheek dried than she was
“confined to nurse a son,” the result being that
her husband was “bound for bread/To sweat
and toil till he is dead.” To make matters
worse, her nursing duties prevented her from
attending meetings for worship. When she
“told [her] boy to stay at home/And one day
nurse the babe alone... he began to frown and
scold... [saying] that he must till the field for
gold... [and] had not time to tend the church.”
She continues:
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And I must of the house take care/
With every thing thats placed there/ 1
left the wheel for heavens sake/ And
none knows how my heart did ache/
My husband he did fret and scold/
And says hes [sic] lost both Joy and
gold/ And my insides began to burn/
To see this world sad overturn/ But I
did... try the strength of my own arm/
In twain did part the marriage chore/
By the Jehovah calld the Lord/ And
males again may try to bind/ With
tears and groans may court my mind/
111 first go hedge go ditch or plow/ To
no such lords no more Ill bow/ ... Im
bound henceforth to serve the Lord/
And lead the husband by the cord/ He
many a day on earth did rule/ And
made the male the greatest fool/ But
now Ill sweat and pull the string/ My
husband to the church Il bring/ Il
also bow my heart and pray/ That he
in fitts won’t run away/ If so I hope
hell not return/ To learn my free born
soul to mourn.!>

This document suggests that Willson and the
elders viewed the nuclear family and its inde-
pendent tendencies, as a potential menace, not
only to the husband and particularly the wife,
but also to the larger sectarian family. Inter-
estingly, even having children was viewed
somewhat negatively: as mothers nursed their
babies, and as fathers were forced to work the
fields to support their families, both parents
were drawn away from the religious duties
that tied them to the larger community. But
Willson placed most of the blame on male
individuality: men’s greediness and hardness
of heart compelled women to take on the
lion’s share of responsibility in tending the
church, which increased female authority
within the family. Recalling his earlier “vi-
sion” of the pious woman as temple builder,
Willson suggested that because of men’s fail-
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ures, within both nuclear and sectarian fami-
lies, God had ordained the disruption of the
unity of husband and wife and the reversal of
traditional gender roles.!'® Willson offered
young wives greater rights within marriage, if
they sided with him and the elders of the
community against their errant husbands. In
this way, the “Mother’s Peace” was less a cri-
tique of marriage as a restrictive institution,
than an attack on the individualism of young
men — a vice which led them to shirk their
religious obligations, and which made them
exceedingly difficult to control. As a result,
the unity of the sectarian family was deemed
to be more important than the unity of the nu-
clear family, particularly when it proved in-
creasingly difficult to dissuade young married
men from the economic practices that severed
them from community life. In this context of
crisis, Willson’s special relationship with
Davidite women, together with his powerful
rhetoric were instrumental in convincing them
that their primary allegiance lay with the
large, sectarian family that he himself had
“fathered.”

This special relationship had led to Brit-
ish traveller Thomas Rolph’s recognition that
Willson’s reordering of traditional family and
marital relations, through the creation of a
“polygamous” harem, had a direct bearing on
his attacks versus the newly evolving market
economy. He likened Willson to Mohammad,
“who, although possessing an extensive
harem is not quite so jealous of its houris...
‘holding all things in common’... What with
the influence of music, and the still softer at-
tractions — the founder of this new sect has
managed to induce farmers to dispose of their
farms, to take an acre lot in this new village
Priapus.”!7 Hyperbole aside, Rolph under-
stood that Willson’s attempts to escape mar-
ket economic encroachments depended upon
the subversion of the yeoman farmer, and of
domestic ideals based on the creation of the
separate nuclear family. Willson’s efforts to
dissuade young men from cash-cropping, to
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create a highly visible, loyal core of female
acolytes or “sect symbols,” and to strengthen
the ties of the larger, sectarian family to the
detriment of the integrity of individual fami-
lies, were explicitly patriarchal.

Indeed, from the sect’s earliest years,
Willson’s prophetic leadership was conflated
with the sense that he was its singular patri-
arch. Time and again, he asserted that he was
the “servant the Lord has chosen” and urged
his “children” to receive his words as they
“are from the Lord.”!'® He was even more
direct in the introduction to A Lesson of In-

increasingly difficult as young heads of fami-
lies began to depend on market production for
survival. One way that the elders sought to
meet this challenge was by controlling the
sale of land. But equally important was the
elders’ recognition of Willson’s special patri-
archal and spiritual role which bolstered the
moral authority of the founding, or parental
generation in general, and the power of the
elders in particular.

An example of this is found in Moral and
Religious Precepts, Church Ordinances, and
the Principles of Civil Government (1836),

struction, Written and Published for the Chil-
dren of Peace, which was used as a catechism
in the sect’s schools, beginning in 1816. In it,
he claimed to be “a father of a family of small
children... committed to... [his] care in this
life.” He believed that his sectarian children,
should look up to their parent for support and
for instruction in both temporal and spiritual
matters. Although Willson did not sustain ex-
clusive rights to spiritual leadership within
the community, he was its “principal minis-
ter.” Moreover, the sect’s elders supported his
special patriarchal and spiritual authority and
even amidst divisions recognised him as “the
first stone in our... congregation” and founder
of their community. As such, they believed it
best to esteem him as “the father of us all,”
and to be willing to serve him, just as he had
served them, “that he may advise us and our
children with Godly care and the respect that
a father should have for sons and daughters
who is by them respected. In the main, the
elders supported Willson as the sect’s spiritual
patriarch because they recognised him as a
prophet who “hath written much... [and who]
wrote truths which has proved to us that he
was favoured with some foreknowledge of
events, which has come to pass within our
knowledge.”!'® But Willson and the elders
worked in tandem: their joint aim was the
preservation of the sect’s distinct moral econ-
omy in the absence of a set discipline. As was
mentioned previously, after 1825, this became
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which was published in the context of the
community’s increasing inter-generational
strife, in addition to its participation in the
radical reform movement. In it, Willson at-
tempted to provide a blueprint for both suc-
cessful family life and constitutional reform
that by implication, centred on an idealisation
of social relations in the sectarian village of
Hope. Willson’s hybrid of monarchical repub-
licanism echoed the mid-eighteenth century
Whig ideal of the Patriot King, a morally
righteous and benevolent fatherly figure who
would be the focus of political unity in the
interest of the common good. Additionally,
Willson’s political ideal harkened back to
Paineite arguments that stated that the Rights
of Man were divinely sanctioned. According
to Willson, the ideal king would make the
poor and ignorant the peculiar objects of his
favour, thus demonstrating that he ruled
justly, according to egalitarian, Christian
principles. Within this system, the essential
outlines of establishmentarianism would be
maintained, while the relationship between
rich and poor would be radically reversed.!20
The loving care the king extended to his
subjects was mirrored by both Willson’s sense
of himself as sect patriarch, and by his vision
of the ideal relationship between parents and
children within the Children of Peace. Similar
to his idealised King, Willson’s leadership of
the flock depended upon his superior piety,
wisdom and justice — things that he readily
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accorded himself. Moreover, his conception
of community was based on an interdepend-
ent family model. For example, Willson as-
serted that the duty of parent to child went
from cradle to grave, during which time, the
former was responsible for giving the latter
the “whole necessities of a moral and relig-
ious life” as long as they lived. In turn, the
child’s duty was to respect his parent’s wis-
dom at all times, because of his advanced age
and experience. Although a son could provide
for himself at age twenty-one, at no time was
he to “declare himself independent of his fa-
ther’s love,” for this was “but the full time of
his childhood, and the beginning to be a
man,” when he needed parental guidance
“more than when he lay in his cradle.”!2!

Similar to peasant family structures in
both Europe and America, the settlement at
Hope depended upon a perpetuation of the
subsistence-oriented, corporate family econ-
omy that was based on the patriarch’s per-
sonal supervision and the settlement of his
sons on contiguous land holdings. The cor-
nerstone of this system was the continued in-
terdependence of family members over “gen-
erational time.” As such, it is not surprising
that family and community was conceived in
organic terms, with the “parents” of the sect
constituting the “vine” and their children the
“fruit.”122 But unlike other Dissenting com-
munities organised along patriarchal lines,
Davidites (and Quakers) sought to strengthen
the relationship between parent and child by
emphasising the bonds of love that kept the
latter in a state of benign dependence, as op-
posed to the more stern rhetoric of submission
to patriarchal authority that characterised the
“distant progeny” of other English Dissenting
denominations.!23 For a time, Willson’s model
was more effective because it instilled patri-
archal ideals through control of affections, in
addition to control of economic relations.
Willson’s ability to influence the opinions of
the community’s young girls with whom he is
especially close is a case in point.

Canadian Quaker History Journal, No. 69-70, 2004/5

But Willson and the elders were fighting a
losing battle. In the absence of strong disci-
plinary authority, and faced with a marked
rise by the early 1840s of large, commercially
prosperous, and independent farms owned by
individual Davidite families, the group’s eld-
ers found that they could no longer control
the behaviour of the younger generation. This
had exacerbated the internal divisions caused
by the participation of several young David-
ites in the Rebellion of 1837. The experience
dampened the radical ardour of Willson and
other Davidites, as did the political and relig-
ious reforms of the 1840s and 50s, which
served to redress several of their original con-
cerns. Furthermore, the involvement of local
government in schooling and in poor relief
eroded the group’s traditional role as educator
and welfare provider, which contributed to
the severance of ties that bound family, faith
and community closely together. At the same
time, Willson increasingly monopolised the
religious life of the community. This, along
with a further reduction in the importance of
the Inward Light doctrine impeded the de-
nomination’s potential for spiritual regenera-
tion via the emergence of new ministers. By
the 1860s, the community was in rapid de-
cline, as many of its younger members left the
village, some in search of land, and others in
search of opportunities in the rapidly urbanis-
ing centres of Ontario. In 1876, ten years after
David Willson’s death, the denomination was
incorporated into a charitable society, which
ceased operation in 1889.124

Conclusion

In the first section, the key elements that
contributed to the creation of traditional, ru-
ral, subsistence-oriented Quaker communities
in Upper Canada was explored in some depth.
Quakers in both Upper Canada and the larger
North Atlantic world modified the typical,
patriarchal orientation of the traditional,
communitarian way of life. In contrast to
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those communities in Europe and North
America which were organised along patriar-
chal lines, and which emphasised the coercive
power of the father in controlling both his
wife and offspring, Upper Canadian Friends
directed their attentions toward proper child
nurture, as the root of community harmony
and cohesion. The Quaker understanding of
childhood as a period of prolonged innocence,
bounded at the far end by grave moral dan-
gers, combined with its unique family-
oriented polity to encourage both parents to
approach child-rearing as a sacred, public
trust. In earlier times, this accentuated paren-
tal role, particularly the role mothers played
in their children’s moral development, had led
to the formal recognition of women’s author-
ity as elders, overseers and officers of the
church. Although they worked within separate
business meetings, and despite the disabilities
which Quaker women faced both within the
denomination and within the larger society,
Friends in Upper Canada did not subscribe to
the most extreme dictates of separate spheres
ideology. Rather, Quaker women’s guaranteed
authority within the community, particularly
their control over marriages, in addition to the
independent nature of agricultural household
relations, and the practice of joint cooperation
on Disciplinary cases mitigated against both
physical separation and the polarisation of
gender attributes.

As for information on how successful
Upper Canadian Quaker communities were at
maintaining their peculiar way of life, this
study has only “scratched the surface.” In or-
der to speak with certainty about the entire
range of Friends communities in the colony,
both Orthodox and Hicksite, a more exhaus-
tive, statistical analysis must be pursued.
Such a task is beyond the scope of this article,
however, my research has indicated some of
the main challenges to Quaker community
cohesion at Yonge Street. In descending order
of importance, these included the problem of
marrying out, a factor directly related to the

Canadian Quaker History Journal, No. 69-70, 2004/5

Quaker marriage testimony, and to the ten-
dency for marital infractions to end in dis-
ownment; schism, which in some ways re-
flects the failure of Quaker consensus to suc-
cessfully mediate between disputing parties;
state pressures such as military requisitioning;
the lure of reform activism; and the tempta-
tions of diversion, drink, crude words and
rough behaviour. After mid-century, however,
the challenges to Friends’ traditional way of
life became more pronounced, as economic
“progress,” consensus Protestantism and the
assumptions of liberal individualism sealed
its fate.

The rich documentary sources on the
Children of Peace have permitted historians
to speak with greater depth and certainty
about this peculiarly Upper Canada religious
group. In this article, I have argued that the
crisis of the 1830s over courtship and mar-
riage pointed to the irreconcilable differences
between the denomination’s espousal of indi-
vidualistic piety, with its rhetorical support of
gender equality, and its adherence to a patri-
archal system of family and community order.
Willson had attempted to effect an ideological
rapprochement between the two, which was
expressed most directly in his vision of mon-
archical republicanism: harkening back to
eighteenth-century notions of the social and
political order, he modelled family life on the
relationship between a benevolent, divinely-
appointed king charged with protecting the
welfare and liberties of his subjects. Willson
envisaged his leadership of the Children of
Peace in such terms: at Hope, he acted as a
divinely-inspired patriarch, commissioned to
care for his family of God’s chosen people.
Unfortunately however, the challenges of re-
ality meant that Willson’s stress upon female
participation and egalitarian community con-
sensus were increasingly outpaced by the ne-
cessity to maintain community order and
unity, a task which called for a strengthening
of patriarchal controls. In the matrix of this
struggle, Davidite women gradually lost po-
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litical power while Willson used the rhetoric
of gender equality to create a young female
coterie that was loyal to his prophetic and pa-
triarchal authority. But the most dramatic bat-
tle between egalitarianism and patriarchalism,
individualism and community, and subsis-
tence versus market economic involvement,
was expressed in the generationally-based
courtship and marriage crisis of the 1830s.
The community’s second generation came of
age at a time when rising land-debts necessi-
tated greater dependence upon cash-cropping:
successful participation in the market econ-
omy fostered an independence amongst
young heads of households which threatened
the traditional moral economy, most notably
by challenging the authority of Willson and
the elders. Aside from direct attempts to con-
trol the purchase and use of land, and in the
absence of a system of discipline, they en-
deavoured to maintain the ties that bound
family, faith and community so closely to-
gether through the more subtle instrument of
indoctrination directed at the denomination’s
young women and girls. It was hoped that
young women’s personal loyalty to Willson as
denominational patriarch would keep them
from the temptation of romantic love which
dangerously privileged individual desire, in
addition to the couple’s allegiance to each
other and to the nuclear family unit, over the
larger bonds of community.

On a more general level, this study sug-
gests a number of things. First of all, it is
clear that separate spheres ideology neither
mirrored the reality of gender relations
amongst the Children of Peace, nor was it an
ideal toward which women were encouraged
to strive. That being said, Willson drew upon
its belief in female moral superiority to serve
the purposes of both his egalitarian ideology,
and the necessity of patriarchal control. It was
perhaps this necessity that caused the erosion
of female political power within the group.
Furthermore, this study illuminates the rela-
tionship between the conceptualisation and
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practice of courtship, and notions of family,
faith and community within a context that has
been generally neglected: that of Upper Ca-
nadian agricultural and artisanal communities.
In lieu of church courts, by which other,
larger Canadian denominations of the era
controlled the sexual behaviour of individuals
in defence of the family,'> Willson and
Davidite elders took recourse to less formal
means of social control. Moreover, it was the
Dissenting family of God’s chosen people
assembled at Hope that they sought to defend,
versus the challenges posed by nuclear fami-
lies of increasingly independent means. That
the defence rested largely on attempts to dis-
credit the power of romantic love suggests
that the denomination’s tribulations during
the 1830s constitute the beginning of a transi-
tion from a traditional, communitarian-
oriented view of the family, to one based on
more “modern” notions that privileged indi-
vidual happiness, and the emotional bonds of
couples over ties to the larger community. As
such, the Davidite crisis over the meaning of
the family, and over courtship, love and mar-
riage provides the student of history with a
sense of the cultural dimensions that accom-
panied the transition from subsistence-
oriented to market-oriented production in Up-
per Canada.

Taken together, this study of the Quakers
and the Children of Peace in Upper Canada
accomplishes several things. Firstly, it points
to the intimate links between Upper Canadian
Dissent, on the one hand, and experiences of
gender and family, on the other. It also pushes
our historical understanding of such issues
beyond the traditional Anglican and Method-
ist parameters. In the process, it challenges
the notion of separate spheres ideology as a
widely recognised, but ultimately unreachable
set of values which colonial women valiantly
sought to emulate. In agreement with other
historians of gender, it asserts that separate
spheres ideology and its dichotomisation of
masculine and feminine, public and private
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realms is too stark and simplistic. However, it
goes a step further in suggesting that no one
model of gender relations was authoritative or
supreme prior to 1850. As such, it refocuses
the historiographical debate away from sepa-
rate spheres as a joint elite/bourgeois phe-
nomenon, and toward the persistence of early-
modern notions of family and faith, which
moulded the experience of gender within Up-
per Canadian agricultural communities into
the middle decades of the nineteenth-century.
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