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CARL J. GUARNERI

Brook Farm and the

Fourierist Phalanxes

Immediatism, Gradualism, and

American Utopian Socialism

orn in Besangon, France, in 1772 into an age of revolutionary up-
heaval, Charles Fourier saw with a clarity that bordered on madness
that his mission was to bring order and justice to humanity. During
his career as a traveling salesman and commercial employee, Fourier

became fed up with the frauds of commerce: adulteration of products, loan

sharking, speculation in currency, and the creation of devastating artificial
shortages. In Lyons the misery of silk workers fighting with master merchants
over declining wages awakened him to the coming Industrial Revolution. To
reconcile conflicting social interests, Fourier began to tinker with schemes for
model cities and cooperative warehouses. By the time he was thirty, he had
come to believe that an entire economic system based on the anarchy of free
competition was wrong. A radical change was necessary, but it must be con-
structive, orderly, and peaceful. Having lost his inheritance in the French
Revolution when Parisian troops destroyed his entire stock of goods, Fourier
hated social conflict and hoped instead for a society guaranteeing class har-

" mony through scientific organization.!

About the same time that his fellow utopian visionaries Henri de Saint-
Simon in France and Robert Owen in Scotland were developing their ideas
of social reform, Fourier decided that the cure for the evils of competitive
civilization was the establishment of meticulously planned cooperative cotr-
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This design for a Phalanstery, Charles Fourier's concept of the communal palace
that was to house the world in exactly 2,985,984 communities, was published
hy Victor Considerant in Description du phalanstere in Paris in 1848.

munities called “phalanxes,” which would gather persons of all classes and
characters and spread throughout the world. In each community there would
be a huge central dwelling or “phalanstery” located on a large countryside
plot and surrounded by the workshops, fields, and cultural institutions that
provided a varied and fulfilling existence for every resident. Beginning in
1808 Fourier described this communal vision with painstaking detail in dis-
organized and difficult writings that went virtually unread until in the wake of
the July revolution of 1830 a circle of young French intellectuals embraced
them as the bible of their movement.?

Nothing was known of Fourier’s theory in the United States until it was
brought across the Atlantic by a young and energetic American convert. Al-
bert Brisbane, the pampered and somewhat pushy son of an upstate New
York landowner, embarked on a student’s tour of Europe in 1828. His search
for a creed took Brisbane to Victor Cousins lectures at the Sorbonne, to
Hegel’s in Berlin, to Saint-Simonian soirees in Paris, and finally in 1832 to
Fourier himself, whose private lessons converted the American into a dedi-
cated phalansterian within two months. The encounter gave Brisbane his life’s
work. Henceforth his “only aim,” he wrote 1o a friend, was “to transmit the
thought of Charles Fourier to my countrymen.” For a year and a half Brisbane
remained in Paris, working with Fouriers French disciples. Upon his return
to New York he tried to accumulate enough funds through land speculation
to finance personally the first American Fourierist community. But when the
bank panic of 1837 and subsequent depression ruined this scheme, Brisbane
had to rethink his plans. Instead of sponsoring a community himself, he
would translate Fourier's works and initiate a utopian socialist journal in the
hope of building popular support for a phalanx experiment. In Social Destiny
of Man, published in 1840, Brisbane provided the clearest and most compre-

hensive exposition of Fourier's theory then available in English. He had no
inkling, however, that a few years after its publication over twe dozen minia-
ture phalanxes would be established in the United States, or that Fourierism
{pronounced here as “Foor-yur-ism”) would become America’s most popular
and dynamic secular community movement of the entire nineteenth century.?

Though they are often lumped together as “utopian,” American movements
that have employed communal living have had varied constituents and put-
poses. Some were immigrant groups fleeing persecution or seeking to pre-
serve an Old World way of life in a New World setting; others were religious
sects that established godly enclaves apart from the world in order to practice
their beliefs or await Christ’s second coming, There have also been anarchist or
single-tax advocates attempting to demonstrate a monetary theory in a con-
trolled setting, secular reformers experimenting with new lifestyles, and even
profit-seeking colonization companies tinged with elements of cooperation.

Among America’s communal utopias the Fourierist phalanxes hold a spe-
cial place. They are the classic case of the nineteenth-century ideology that
Marx and Engels derisively called “utopian socialism,” as opposed to their
allegedly “scientific” brand. A more neutral name was supplied by Arthur
Bestor, who called these kinds of plans “communitarian socialism.” Whatever
the label, the idea was to supplant existing society with model communities
derived from a rational philosophy and a clear blueprint. In the aftermath of
the Enlightenment, communitarianism emerged as a reform program that
might leapirog over the slow, piecemeal changes of politics, yet also avoid the
violence of revolution. This “third force,” discovered by reason and spread
through example, would reconstruct society totally but peacefully.t The Fou-
rierists were the most persuasive of those preaching such an all-embracing
“social science.” Unlike the Shakers, Mormons, or Oneidans, they were not
a religious sect, nor did they adopt communalism provisionally or practice
it in isolation from the world. Like the Owenites or the Icarians, but with a
far larger American contingent and a much clearer program, they embraced
communalism as the form by which—and to which— they hoped to convert
all of society. The phalanxes were self-consciously part of a movement that
aimed to reshape a conflict-ridden and disordered society into a new world
of harmony and order. Model communities weére both the levers of social
change and the ultimate form the renovated society would take.

In fact, for Fourierists, as {or no other group, the precise form of the
utopian future was clearly marked out.’ Humanity, according to Fourier, was
inexorably progressing through increasingly complex stages of existence be-



ginning with Savagery and Barbarism and continuing through Civilization
and would eventually culminate in a Harmonic society of intricately Planned
phalanxes. But there was a much shorter road to utopia. Ever since the
Greeks, the material preconditions of Harmony had been satisfied; only the
correct theory was missing. It was Fourier’s genius—as he immodestly pro-
claimed—to have discovered this “divine social code,” the precise arra}nge-
ments that would impel a sudden leap to Harmony. Deducing the detalls_of
phalanx existence from a scientific analysis of human “passions,” Fo?.xr{er
claimed that they had all the rigor of mathematical calculations. Fourierist
communities were thus demonstrations rather than experiments, intendec? to
illustrate scientific truth rather than to proceed by trial and error. To Fouriers
mind, a communal way of life did not develop; it was simply set up in full
dress from a rational plan. o
That plan was grandiose as well as specific. According to Foun.er, exactly
1,620 men, women, and children—twice the number of distincnve human
personality types that Fourier had found —were to inha‘bit a sprawling, mul-
tistory phalanstery whose wings enclosed landscaped inner cogrtyarfls and
whose entrance faced a vast parade ground. Inside, a splendid variety (?f
apartments, communal rooms, and circulation galleries would 'house resi-
dents and promote spontaneous association. Across {rom the r.nam dwelling,
workshops and storehouses would frame the public square. This central ch.ls—
ter of buildings would be situated on a beautiful tract of 6,000 acres with
abundant gardens, carefully tended orchards, and inviting forests. 'Members
would arrange themselves through the simple force of attraction mt_o hun-
dreds of specialized work groups gratifying every interest, and their con-
tented labor would produce so much that consumption and leisure, not pro-
duction, would be their main preoccupation. ‘
The grand and all-too-specific vision of Fourier’s phalanx dazzled P.&merl-
can reformers in search of a concrete community plan, but ultimately it hurt
the Fourierist movement. With expectations for palatial living aroused so.ab-
surdly high, Fourierists were too easily disappointed with eruggh.ng, ltt‘tie
communities that looked nothing like Fourier’s phalanx. And Fourier’s “in-
stant” rather than gradual approach to communalism steered movement !?ad-
ers in the wrong direction when they were faced with scaled-down projects
and real-world decisions. In the end, leaders such as Brisbane and the faithful
rank and file found it hard to accept that the American phalanxes might never
approach Fourier’s monumental plan. o
Few commentators have recognized, however, that the Fourierist mm.fen
ment involved far more than phalanxes. Hoping to demonstrate cooperative
principles and to spread their influence in the larger society, the Fourierists

established outside the phalanxes a reform network comprising dozens of
local clubs, mutual insurance groups, cooperative stores, and urban com-
munes. Fourier himself had paid only fleeting attention to such transitional
projects; they represented an important amendment by his disciples to the
- “instant community” idea. lronically, it was in these gradualist institutions,
more than in the short-lived phalanxes, that the impact of American Fouri-
erism endured.

Fourier’s theory was actually a vast and eccentric universal philosophy that
inchuded ideas about the origins and demise of the solar systemn, the psycho-
logical makeup of humanity, and the course of human and animal history, as
well as visions—nmuch too explicit for most nineteenth-century tastes— of a
free-love utopia where “passional attraction” governed refationships. When
Brisbane and his American colleagues imported it, they carefully edited the
masler’s ideas, peeling away what Fourier called “the new amorous world”
from “the new industrial world,” then paring down the remainder to a practi-
cal communitarian program while still preserving enough of the larger theory
to show that their blueprint was “scientific.” Basically three main ideas were
lelt: a critique of present-day society, a community plan, and an overlay of
propaganda harmonizing Fourierism with prevalent American beliefs ¢

At the start there was the conviction that the competitive system of the
present must be replaced. Competition under capitalism reduced society to
an “insane war of efforts and interests” whose waste, anxieties, and exploita-
tions victimized all classes.” With uncanny loresight the Fourierists predicted

that unlimited competition would lead to an “industrial feudalism” where
people would either endure enslavement by monopolies and corporations or
lead a bloody rebellion against them. European society was mired in poverty
and oppression, but in the New World there was still time and space to plant
the seed of a different order.

Fourier’s phalanx was that seed. In contrast to the chaos of current “Civi-
lization” the world of the phalanx would be both personally fulfilling and so-
cially harmonious. In these model communities individuals would voluntar-
ily form “groups” and then “series” of groups oriented around one task, such
as carpeniry, education, household work, or gardening. Working in teams
and alternating jobs about every two hours, community members would be
stimulated to greater productivity and at the same time develop the various
aptitudes of their personal makeup. Cooperation would be ensured by guar-
anteeing everyone a minimum wage and maintenance in sickness or old age;
by adopting a complex system of dividing up the community’s profits (certain
fractions going to labor, capital, and skill); and by having each member own
part of the community through joint-stock shares.



Finally, the Fourierists presented their theory as a universal and all-recon-
ciling reform. While declaring that theirs was a nonsectarian venture in
which all religions were welcome, Brisbane and the American Fourierists
made a special appeal Lo evangelical and liberal Protestants. To these they as-
serted that the phalanx was Christian love in practice and its dissemination
would bring the millennium so many nineteenth-century Americans thought
was at hand. To temperance, peace, and antislavery reformers, the Fourier-
ists extended their sympathies and presented communitarianism as the in-
dispensable precondition for realizing their goals. To conservatives worried
about overturning established society, Fourierists demonstrated that their
proposal was nonviolent, respected the rights of capital, and created a true
“harmony of interests” between social groups and classes. To those wary of
pledging allegiance to a single philosopher’s doctrine, the Fourierists ex-
plained that the principles of “social science” were universal, and they
adopted the name “Association” rather than “Fourierism” for their creed.

Fourier himself would settle for nothing less than the full complement of
1,620 Harmonians ensconced in a Versailles-like palace. Legend has it that
the Frenchman waited in his apartment every noon for the millionaire who
would underwrite the first phalanx. But Brisbane, impatient for success and
sensing that the time was ripe, streamiined Fourier's blueprint for the Ameri-
can audience In his popular pamphlet Association (1843), he advocated
stripped-down phalanxes of a few hundred persons in the countryside not far
from major cities, and he provided a model constitution. Brisbane stressed
the compatibility of the phalanx plan with American ideals of sel{-govern-
ment, personal freedom, equity, and social progress. Nowhere in French
Fourierist literature did such a simple and practical version of the phalanx

appear.

Within just three years after addressing the public, Brisbane was rewarded
with two major victories. The first was the conversion of Horace Greeley, the
colorful and soon-to-be famous editor of the New York Tribune. When he read
the copy of Social Destiny of Man that Brishane presented to him, Greeley
sensed in Fourier's plan the kind of partnership between labor and capital he
had been preaching as a Whig publicist. Greeley promptly offered Brisbane a
column in his daily paper, and on March 1, 1842, a series of articles, “Associ-
ation; or, Principles of a True Organization of Society,” was inaugurated.
Through the Tribune and other papers that picked up the column Brisbane
was able to introduce Fourier’s theory into thousands of reform-minded
households across the northern states. Long after the editorial agreement ter-

minated, Greeley gave the Associationist movement valuable publicity, d
fended it against critics, auended its conventions, and invested tho i of
dollars in its phalanxes.® , el
Brfsb-ame‘s second major triumph came when Brook Farm enlisted in the
POUH{.iI‘lSt moverent. Perhaps the most celebrated of all American communal
experiments, Brook Farm was founded in 1841 at West Roxbury Massachu.-
isetts, outside Boston by George Ripley and a circle of Transcende,ma!ist min-
isters, reformers, and writers. Among them was the young Nathaniel Haw-
thorne, who drew on his brie{ Brook Farm experience for the novel Blithedale
Romance (1852). Ripley’s idea, as he wrote Ralph Waldo Emerson, was L;
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Our objects, as you know, are to insure a more natural union between in-
tellectual labor than now exists; to combine the thinker and the worker
as far as possible, in the same individual; to guarantee the highest men:
tal freedom, by providing all with labor, adapted to their tastes and tal

ents, and securing to them the fruits of their industry; . . . and thus t(;
prc.epare a society of liberal, intelligent, and cultivated persons, whose re-
lations with each other would permit a more simple and whol,esome life

than can be led amidst the pressure of our competitive institutions.* ,

Fi?nerson, like the spirited feminist Margaret Fuller, was too individualistic 1o
}'om such a community, but Ripley attracted a talented group of young ideal
ists. Throughout its brief life Brook Farm had a campuslike atmezsg he:e”
Wl1ere unmarried men and women in their twenties predominated sociI;l and‘
fiterary discussion flourished, and room visits and moonlight wa’lks created
a casual and free—though quite proper—social life. Its showpiece was the
community’s school, which attracted students from around the country and
gave them excellent practical as well as classical training. ’

| By late 1843 the Brook Farmers wanted to breaden their membership and
increase the community’s efficiency. Through Brisbane’s badgerin 151 1
and other Transcendentalists were already familiar with Fourier's thfc;l' ZE{
[_h.ey were‘ encouraged to adopt it by Greeley, a frequent visitor, and b;l )their
fru.an.d William Henry Channing, nephew of the great Unital‘rian reache
William Ellery Channing. Early in 1844 the Brook Farm Associafion a r
noun_ce'd its intention to become the Brook Farm Phalanx. The transition [tlo_
FO]..lrlerlSm was actually quite smooth, contrary to the assertions of Lindsa
Swift and others.*® Ripley had always envisioned Brook Farm as a model ex)—(

© periment i i e
P ent in class cooperation, and Fourierism linked this mission 10 a grow
ing nati i i -
_. g national movement, boosting the community’s morale and democratizing



Josiah Wolcott's Large Landscape of Brook Farm pictures the tranquil
rural setting of the Fourierist community in the 1840s. The urban
expansion of nearby Boston later swallowed this scene.

its membership through the recruitment of carpenters, shoemakers, and other
artisans. Brook Farm, in turn, became the Associationists’ propaganda head-
quarters, whose members took over the Fourierist weekly Harbinger, made .it
into a first-class organ of literary and social criticism, and lectured on Associ-
ation across New England and upstate New York.!! Until a disastrous fire de-
stroyed its new phalanstery in March 1846, the community was the lively
center of American Fourierism.

With Brisbane and the Brook Farmers promoting Association and Greeley
endorsing it, Fourierism was bound to command a hearing in reform circles.
But no one was prepared for the enthusiastic, almost frenetic response Lo
communitarian socialism in the early 1840s. The depression of the late 1830s
had put clerks and craftsmen out of work; religious revivals left converts anx-
jous to practice a more fervent Christianity; and middle-class Americanls were
swepl up in a wave of reform enthusiasm. Fourier’s rejection of p.artla_l ar?d
gradual measures coincided with the emergence of a new romantic fauk.1 in
immediate and drastic action among reformers on both sides of the Atlantic. 12
These events converged with long-term trends such as the decline of artisan

self-employment under early industrial capitalism and the rise of journalism
and reform as legitimate career choices for middle-class youths. The stage had
been set for communal experimentation, and Fourierism’s assurance of rapid
success, its appeal to American ideals, its prestigious backers, and its seem-
ingly scientific blueprint made it the preferred doctrine among communitari-
ans. The Associationists’ propaganda succeeded beyond their wildest dreams:
no less than twenty-eight miniature phalanxes sprang up on American soil
between 1843 and 1858. At least 15,000 Americans became personally in-
volved at one time or another in the Fourierist movement.

A brief look at three of the most important phalanxes illustrates some of the
forces at work in the rise and fall of the communal phase of the Fourierist
movement. The Sodus Bay Phalanx was one of several communities founded
in the “Burned-over District” of western New York. This region was a notori-
ous seedbed of new religions and reform crusades—Finneyite revivalism, the
Miilerite movement, and Mormonism among them—and after Brisbane’s
lecture tour late in 1843, Fourierism swept through it like wildfire.!* Spurred
by local religious revivals and reeling from declining wheat prices and the
slowdown of traffic on the Erie Canal—effects of the recent depression—
Rochester Fourierists flocked into four different phalanx attempts. The Sodus
Bay, the most promising of them, was established in 1844 at a scenic site on
Lake Erie formerly inhabited by Shakers. Yet despite the community’s strate-
gic location and the substantial buildings and fine orchards it inherited, the
experiment was a disastrous failure. A too-generous admission policy and the
promise of a year's sustenance before any payment was due brought a rush
of unqualified applicants who quickly put the community in debt. Over-
crowded accommodations hastened the spread of typhoid fever, which de-
pleted the labor force. To add to the community’s problems, a serious dispute
broke out between evangelical Protestants and religious liberals over issues
such as work on Sunday and control of phalanx education. The two factions
became, according to one observer, “opposite and hostile elements, which
have no more affinity for each other than water and oil, or fire and gunpow-
der.”!* As families began leaving in 1845, the community sold its crops to re-
pay them for cash advances and went bankrupt. In April 1846 the handful of
remaining members dissolved the experiment.

Although it was a much more efficient and prosperous community, the
Wisconsin Phalanx nevertheless fell prey to some of the same difficulties.
Founded in 1844, it was representative of the Fourierist communities on the
midwestern frontier. Southport (now Kenosha), Wisconsin, had been settled
by migrants from upstate New York and Vermont. When business in the Lake
Michigan seaport stagnated, this band of artisans gathered to discuss Bris-



bane’s Tribune columns, then headed inland with their families to try cooper-
ative farming. (Unlike Brook Farm the western phalanxes recruited members
with farming experience and had almost as many children as adults.) As hard
workers without the busy social life of the Brook Farmers, they built a solid
economic base: the community ran a successful farm and reduced its debt
year by year. But there were underlying conflicts and pressures. While the
community’s leader, Warren Chase, was a militant freethinker, other mem-
bers were Baptists and Methodists committed to a sirict code of personal
conduct. And whereas Chase and his followers wanted to adopt Fourier’s
communal system as quickly as possible, other members were interested in
cooperative production but not in “unitary dwellings” and shared meals. Fi-
nally in 1850, when key members leaped at the chance to sell their property
at a hefty profit, the Wisconsin Phalanx disbanded !

The North American Phalanx was established in 1843 with Brisbane’s as-
sistance by a group of Albany storekeepers and artisans. Within a few years
it. became, according to a contemporary observer, “the test-experiment on
which Fourierism practically staked its all in this country.” !¢ On the sandy
soil of New Jersey a diverse band of Associationists recruited from throughout
the northern states built the most profitable and carefully organized phalanx.
As the Fourierist community closest to New York City, the North American
attracted a steady stream of visitors, received ample publicity in the Tribune,
and benefited from the investment capital of sympathetic New York mer-
chants. And as the last surviving phalanx, it attracted faithful Fourierist veter-
ans from communities that had already dissolved. The surges of both capital
and membership were mixed blessings, however. There was constant tension
because Brishane and the New York patrons wanted to build the North Amer-
ican into a full-scale model phalanx immediately, while resident members
preferred to evolve slowly. [n addition, some influential members, mostly
nonresidents, wanted to make the phalanx more religious. In 1852 they split
ol to form a competing phalanx, the Raritan Bay Union, a lew miles away.
When in September 1854 the North American Phalanx’s mill burned down,
the remaining members voted not to rebuild it with outside capital. One year
later the community closed.!”

Each of the iwenty-cight antebellum phalanxes had its own history, and
important differences existed among them; but from this distance one can see
conunon patterns. In the initial excitement neighbors and strangers-organized
the little phalanxes far too hastily and with 100 littie capital. Most of them
compounded the problem either by failing to secure full title 1o the property
or by buying far 100 much acreage for their needs. Added to this was the fail-
ure to screen new members carefully: in many cases a useful skill or some
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capital to invest was the only requirement, and the probationary period was
allowed to pass without a careful look at the candidate. The result was that, as
Horace Greeley lamented, “scores of the conceited, . . . the selfish, . . . the
pugnacious, . . . [and] the idle” were permitted to join the new phalanxes.'¥

All the phalanxes faced the problem of how {ar they should-—or could—
implement Fourier’s formidable plan. Brook Farm was unique in that as a pre-
existing communal experiment converted to Association it expected to adopt
Fourierist practices gradually. All the other communities were founded under
the Fourierist rubric, but they too had to compromise. Because of their lim-
ited membership and capital, none could aim to be a model phalanx along
Fourier's guidelines. But most communities put into practice, to the degree
they felt was possible or desirable, Fourier's system of work in groups and his
idea of dilerential rewards for different kinds of work. Most gathered together
persons from diverse religious and occupational backgrounds: far from being
havens of dreamy ministers and intellectuals, as many people today still be-
lieve, the phalanxes attracted an artisan majority—large numbers of formerly
self-employed carpenters, printers, masons, and shoemakers—but unfortu-
nately in most communities not enough farmers.'> Most community mem-
bers lived in scaled-down phalansteries that resembled modern two-story
apartment buildings and shared their meals in a common dining hall, al-
though a few families inhabited separate cottages. Despite Fourier's dictates to
the contrary, all the phalanxes were conservative in sexual and family rela-
tions: within a somewhat freer social atmosphere than Victorian households,

. the traditional nuclear family still predominated, sex roles were governed by

nineteenth-century stereotypes, and children were raised by their parents.
Thus for reasons ranging from lack of capital to ideological disagreement,
Fourier’s specifications for a full-blown model phalanx could not be met.

In many ways Fourierism had promised everything to everybody with the
idea that “social science” would harmonize any differences that resulted from
full freedom. Behind this lay the naive faith that under the proper conditions
Baptists would get along with freethinkers and intellectuals would make great
farmers. 1t did not work out that way. Disputes arose at various phalanxes
over issues such as compulsory religious services, communal dining, drink-
ing of alcohol, and differential wages.?® Even when phalanxes were successful,
there was always the temptation to sell one's shares at a profit and buy cheap
land nearby. Faced with these kinds of pressures and disagreements, most of
the antebellum phalanxes died early deaths. Twelve lasted just one year, only
eight survived for more than three years, and the longest-lived, the North
American Phalanx, held out for a mere dozen years.

Studies of long-lived utopian communities have found that genuine com-
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All these points were driven home in a debate between Brishane and John
Humphrey Noyes, the Fourierists’ rival and the shrewd, charismatic found-
ing father of the Oneida Community. In response to Brisbane’s staternent of
Fouriers scientific claims, Noyes made a distinction between the “deductive
socialism” of the utopian socialists and his own “inductive” brand. “We do
not believe,” Noyes wrote, “that cogitation without experiment is the right
way 1o a true social theory.” Enduring communities evolved gradually from
experience rather than from a preconceived blue
apparently scientific. By patient]
as “the miraculous result of gett
claimed to sidestep

print, however imposing and
y building consensus rather than expecting it
ing together vast assemblages,” the Oneidans
“the limitations and impossible conditions of Fouri-
erism.”*? Noyes, whose Oneida experiment lasted thirty-three years, had the
better of the argument. Clearly Fourier’s vision of an immediate, monumen-
tal, and conclusive communal demonstration damaged the Associationist
movement. Once they had read Fourier's splendid description and seen the
palatial phalanstery in the engraving Brisbane brought back from France, As-
sociationist leaders could not let g0 of the dream of a
established quickly from a “fresh start.”

The last such fresh start was attempted in 1855 as the North American Pha-
lanx was breaking up. For years Brisbane had been trying to interest Victor
Considerant, the leader of the French Fourierists, in founding a Fourierist
colony on the American frontier. When Louis Napoleon's coup d'état put an
end to socialist agitation in France, Considerant finally looked to the New
World. In 1853 he and Brisbane toured the American West on horseback and
chose a site near preseni-day Dallas for a gathering of the Fourierist remnang
from two continents. The result was the ill-fated colony of La Réunion, where
a few dozen Americans and 300 Frenchmen struggled with drought, rattle-
snakes, and internal divisions before giving up in 185923 Thys as an orga-
vement Fourierism was dead in the United States by the

impressive but isolated experiment, Silkville, was estab-
lished by a wealthy Franco-American patron in Kansas in 1869 2+

grand model phalanx

The American phalanxes were not, as it turned out, the germs of a new social
world. But they did serve in more subtle ways as agents of change. The expe-
rience of living in community, however short lived, was not easily forgotien.
As Paul Goodman once observed about small communal experiments, “Per-



haps the very transitoriness of such intensely_ motivatesi inténtional.cct)m\ril:};
nities is part of their perfection. Disintegrating, they ‘1rrad1ate fsoc;e; n);umt
people who have been profoundly touched by the e.xcuemer-lt of co ) y
life, who do not forget the advantages but try to reahze_ the}rn in rllev\{ w;y a.n.ne.s.‘
Perhaps these communities are like those ‘ittle msfgazmes and Tittle t zu -
that do not outlive their first few performanc§s, yet frohr; them comes
vitality of the next generation of everybody’s }1terature. N
From this point of view communal experiments are educ‘at‘umax1 poor:
ments that send out “graduates” to enact many of the groups'ldfaasf throug]
their lives in the larger society. The later careers of the Aésomatlo-mst m;ve:
ment’s “alumni” testify to their enduring commitment to Innovation s{n kre:
form. Several phalanx leaders, most notably Charles Sea!'rs, Nathan lee ;rs
and Alcander Longley, led or joined subsequent commur_utgnan expe;me .
after the Civil War. Albert Brisbane and other ex—Founerlst.s k}elpe. 20825
ganize the reform-oriented American Social Sciencc‘: Association .13 oy .
John Orvis of Brook Farm carried cooperative prinmpigs to the Gilde g::il
labor movement through his leadership of the 'Sover‘mgn.-s ofTLnd;;strgna:r
the Knights of Labor. Building on their apgrentlceshlp V\«.’lth e ;L ils §Or:
George Ripley later became the dean of American bogk ‘rewevxfers, an e o
mer colleague John Dwight was recognized as Aiper_1cas leading crinum e S.t
Elizaheth Blackwell of the Philadelphia Associatloms‘ts graduated as t- e fir
woman medical doctor in America, and Fourierist ideals played an Hngi
tant part in her lifelong drive 1o extend medl.cal care tczl \;om('enr i:; o
poor. Henry James Sr., father of the great novelist, blen.de. O-ul,:lz n
the mystical theology of Swedenborg to emerge as a dlstln%u;ls ? FAmeri_
pher in his own right. Stephen Pearl Andrews beca.me one of the 11:; ert
can anarchists and the man who introduced phoneltlc shorthand to [. e c;uh ;
States. The outspoken, charismatic feminist Mane Howland centinue unzl
Fourierist-inspired campaign for the liberation of women through c.onlirzl “
work and cooperative households into the 1890s. Dozen§ of Fou.n:_r.ls m §
and women, including William Henry Channing and the. mfluential journad -
ist Parke Godwin, played important roles in the .Repubhcan P‘artyz cr:zan
against slavery, seeing it as the culm'mation. of their que'st fow:'1 a JU.SE r:mbers’
society.?® Even when Fourierist communalism was la brief phase in m
lives, it made a lasting impact through them on society aF 1§rge. .
It is especially important to recognize that ['{’fe Fourierist mo;en:incmes
compassed much more than the phalanx expenment.s. In tw_o D?A e
Fourierists formed local clubs affiliated with the Am.encan Union od ssd ;
lionists where ordinary people heard utopian-socialist lec.tures, read an j
bated Fourier's works, and contributed funds to the national movement.

“Religious Union of Associationists” was organized, with William Henry
Channing as minister, to function as a nondenominational socialist church 27
The “Woman's Associative Union” made and sold craft work to suppoit the
movement. The New England Industrial League promoted workers’ producer
associations, while the Workingmen's Protective Union organized cooperative
stores. These Fourierist-inspired organizations existed simultaneously with
the phalanxes, so that at any point in time the movement embodied different
forms and degrees of cooperative socialism among which members and sym-
pathizers could choose, ranging from fundraising groups to cooperatives to
the phalanxes themselves.

All this represented a substantial innovation in Fourierism. Especialty after
the sudden leap to Harmony through phalanxes failed to materialize; many
Associationists turned to more limited and gradual reforms. These were
meant to demonstrate the benefits of Association on a small scale and win
new converts. As a series of increasingly encompassing cooperative institu-
tions, they might also serve as stepping stones to full cooperative living in a
phalanx. Occasionally in his writings Fourier had meniioned or sketched
such transitional institutions as communal kitchens, model farms, and mu-
tual credit institutions, but he never considered them more than an unattrac-
tive last resort. As Nicholas Riasnovsky has noted, Fourier’s “heart and hope
remained in the trial phalanx.” His American followers made an important
departure from the idea of instant community when the American Union of
Associationists embraced such transitional reforms.

In The Harbinger local utopian-socialist clubs were urged to create a pro-
gressive system of “guarantees” (Fourierist jargon for cooperative institutions)
among members. Cooperative stores were established by clubs at Albany,
New York, and Lowell and Nantucket, Massachusetts, while Philadelphia and
Albany Fourierists also set up disability and life insurance plans.?* One group
of projects, pioneering plans for “unitary dwellings,” was especiaily forward
looking. Thirty years before the first large-scale apartment building appeared
in America, Fourierists developed elaborate blueprints for hotellike resi-
dences with common dining and recreation rooms, 0 be located in town or
in the suburbs near a commuter railroad. Members would live in separate
apartments and most would hold jobs in the outside society until enough
capital was collected 1o begin group workshops. Such cooperative house-
holds were established in existing housing during the 1840s by two groups
from the Boston Union of Associationists, and in the next decade by as many
as 100 utopian socialists who joined the “Unitary Household” on Fourteenth
Street in New York City. Married and single members moved together into
townhouses and ran them as cooperatives, sharing housework, meals, and



rental expenses. These “combined households™ were America’s first urban

communes.*®

Outside the affiliated unions, the Fourierists’ publicity and support for
gradualist reforms had even greater influence. The Associationists promoted
mutual life insurance as a positive reform because the mutual method of
democratic control and profit sharing through dividends was a perfect ex-
ample of Fourierist techniques. One of their warmest suppmtters, I?hzur
Wright Jr., became known as the “father of life insurance” for his invention c?f
reliable valuation tables and his crusade to rid the young industry of unethi-
cal practices.“. In addition, such Fourierist authors as Brishane, Thomas ].
Purant, Charles Sears, and Victor Considerant, by promoting interest-free
mutual banks and currency reform, contributed to an important debate over
“greenbacks” and the credit system among Gilded Age reformers.* o

The most impressive result of the Associationists’ promotion of limited
reforms was the cooperative movement. Whereas in England it was Owen-
ite ideas that stimulated working-class cooperatives {through the Rochdale
model), in the United States the Fourierists virtually founded the movement.
Through their magazines and clubs the Fourierists encouraged and spon-
sored consumer cooperatives, which they called Protective Unions. By the
end of the 1840s more than 230 such Protective Union stores were in opera-
tion in New England and New York, and many kept their doors open until the
Civil War.3® When Brisbane and other American Fourierists returned from a
visit to France in the late 1840s, they brought with them details of producer
associations started among French workers. Thanks to their publicity, by the
early 1850s cooperative workshops were organized among ironmoid?jrs, tai-
lors, printers, and seamstresses in Cincinnati, Boston, Pittsburgh, Providence,
and New York. Through their inspiration and support for cooperatives the
Associationists extended genuine practical benefits 1o tens of thousands of

men and women workers—far more than were touched by phalanxes. All.

these “transitional” organizations expanded the reach of Fourierism, and
many of them lived on long after the phalanxes disappeared. The success'of
such gradualist reforms was a tacit rebuke to the theory of instant commumty
through phalanxes, but it alse demonstrated the enduring appeal of Fouri-
erist ideals among nineteenth-century Americans.

Chronology

1772  Charles Fourier is born in Besangon, France. .
1808  Fourier publishes Theory of the Four Movements, his first substantive work,

1832 First Fourierist journal, La Réforme industrielle, published in Paris. Albert Bris-
bane meets Fourier.

1837  Charles Fourier dies.

1840  Albert Brisbane publishes Social Destiny of Man.

1841  Brook Farm {ounded in West Roxbury {now Boston), Mass.

1842  DBrisbane’s column in the New York Tribune begins. First American phalanx, the
Social Relorm Unity, established in Pennsyivania.

1843  North American Phalanx begins operations in Monmouth County, N J.

1844  Brook Farm officially converts to Fourierism. Fourierism peaks with (welve pha-
lanxes founded in 1844, including the Wisconsin Phalanx, near Ripon, Wisc.

1845  First Fourierist-inspired cooperative store set up.

1846  American Union of Associationists formed. Fire at Brook Farm precipitates
breakup.

1849  Wave of Fourierist producer cooperatives.

1850  Wisconsin Phalanx disbands.

1855  North American Phalanx dissolves; La Réunion colony of French and American
Fourierists settles near preseni-day Dallas, Tex.

1859  Breakup of La Réunion.

1867 End of the Protective Union (cooperative store) movement.

1869  Kansas Co-operative Farm (Silkville) Phalanx founded near Ottawa, Kans.

1892 Demise of Silkville, the last Fourierist experiment in America.
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JONATHAN G. ANDELSON

The Community of True
Inspiration from Germany to

the Amana Colonies

n gently rolling countryside along the lowa River in east-central lowa are

the seven small villages of the Amana Colonies, home 1o one of the most

successful communal societies in American history. The villages nestle

into the flanks of the valley on either side of the river, which meanders
southeast toward the Mississippi River seventy-five miles away. Five of the vil-
lages lie in a scraggly line one or two miles apart on the north side of the river.
The other two are separated by five miles on the south side of the river. The
bottomland adjacent to the river and some of the higher hills are forested. The
rest of the land has been cleared and is used for cattle grazing and crops;
fields of corn, soybeans, and hay thrive in the rich alluvial soil. Good stew-
ardship is evident in every direction.

Six of the villages have a grid-shaped layout, while one consists of a single
long street. Virtually all of the buildings on Amana property are located in the
villages. Numerous barns and other farm buildings can be found in one or
two clusters near the perimeter of each village. Modern houses, with widely
varying architecture, are concentrated in several locations. The core of each
village consists of houses, outbuildings, and shops dating from the nineteenth
century and obviously built according to a general plan. The architecture is
reminiscent of Georgian style: orthogonal lines, symmetrical form, and a
solid, no-nonsense look. The discerning eye can catch occasional intrusive
elements, such as picture windows, shutters, elaborate porches, and hal{-
timbering, all twentieth-century additions.



