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Ideas of Community, Communities of Ideas


Wall has argued that Colonial society, despite its regional diversity, was a culture “dominated, in every region, by community values and expectations.”
 These expectations shaped all levels of social interaction, including child-rearing practices. Even the institution of marriage, that would become, in the 19th century, an extremely personal one, was not exempt. "Community . . . exerted its influence even when its goals were contradictory or when they ran contrary to the needs and desires of couples." This form of community structure did not always work to prevent disaster. In the Salem witch trials of the late 17th century, Boyer and Nissenbaum see a community in crisis. "What was going on was not simply a personal quarrel, an economic dispute, or even a struggle for power, but a moral conflict involving the very nature of the community itself."
 Nor did it remain unchanged. Wall asserts that the shattering of religious consensus, the increasing complexity of the economy, population growth and migration were all developments that “eroded the practical basis of traditional community life.”
 Driving these developments and challenging traditional perceptions of community structure was an event that would permanently alter colonial life.
When the British tightened their control on the city of Boston in 1774, they did so in a city whose continued viability was already in question. While the other colonial port cities of Philadelphia and New York had seen increased population growth throughout the 18th century, Boston's population actually declined after 1740. The spring of 1775, under occupation by the British, saw the trickle turn into a flood as over 10,000 Bostonians--some two thirds of the population--fled.
 The autumn of 1777 saw a similar, though less extreme, mass exodus in Philadelphia as British troops began their nine month occupation of that city. In both cases the cities suffered physical damage, yet in each case the upheaval of occupation allowed returning colonists the opportunity to reaffirm and redefine their sense of community. 
In negotiating the dividing lines between occupier and occupied, or even between Tories and Patriots, colonists also faced the challenge of determining how they would react to the small but growing population of former slaves. “Philadelphia’s appeal for blacks was at once symbolic and real . . . the City of Brotherly Love came to epitomize the North Star legend of freedom for many slave and free blacks.”
 This perception of community drew free and fugitive blacks to Philadelphia. It was a perception that was not completely misplaced. In the decades preceding the revolution Philadelphia had become a focal point for abolition. “By 1770, six years before the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting issued its epochal edict vowing disownment of all members who did not free their slaves, the abolitionist movement in Pennsylvania was in full flood.” 
 Manumission of slaves and, at the same time, inmigration of free blacks was altering the balance between slave and free. The black community of Philadelphia was not yet a geopolitical unit within the confines of the larger city. Unlike plantations where slaves lived in delineated communities, Philadelphia’s slaves lived by twos and threes in white households. Even freed blacks did not immediately establish segregated areas but lived, as did other colonial city dwellers, in a mixed social environment. This did not mean that community building was impossible. The “walking city” of Philadelphia provided opportunities for free blacks, those serving indentures, and even slaves, to intermingle, form families, and congregate in the city’s public spaces, especially the area of the burial ground set aside for their use and in the courthouse.

While the Quakers had led the abolitionist movement, other groups “participated in the growing conviction that slavery was immoral, uneconomical, discouraging to laborers who had to compete with slave labor, and, in the context of the growing rift with England in the 1760s and 1770s over American liberties, inconsistent with the ideology of freedom and equality upon which the colonial argument against England was based.”
 While the rhetoric of the patriots may have held out hope for a more promising future, the practice of the British military was more immediately enticing. Rumored earlier, but then actually put into practice by Lord Dunmore in Virginia in November of 1775, the British offered immediate freedom to any slave who would desert their masters and fight against the patriots. When the British marched into Philadelphia in 1777, many Philadelphia slaves took the opportunity to join them. “This was not only a way of escaping bondage but, equally important, provided a means of contributing to the British victory, which many slaves thought would bring about a general emancipation.”
 Unfortunately, in some cases that freedom was short-lived. 
Thernstrom
 has argued that social mobility in America is tied to physical mobility. When success cannot be achieved in one community people will move to another community in search of it. This form of mobility was not always open to Philadelphia’s free black population. As the revolutionary war period had shown, escaping to freedom did not ensure continued freedom. Leaving a community where one was recognized as a free person for an area where one could not prove it opened up the possibility of capture and enslavement. In the face of this daunting threat the option of staying, even under less than ideal conditions, was often the more reasonable choice. For black Philadelphians, this meant continuing to build their community. However, for freed blacks from surrounding states, Philadelphia’s “concentration of freed blacks promised some security against a hostile world”
  within which one might find community, economic opportunity, and the chance to establish a family. 
Boston provided a similar magnet and in the years after the Revolutionary War, showed a similar pattern in the development of its black community. By 1790 the black population was the highest of any Massachusetts town. Like Philadelphia many years earlier, one of the first signs of a burgeoning and self-aware black community was in the allocation of a separate black burial ground in 1792.
 This was followed by the creation of the African Humane Society, an organization designed to provide funeral expenses and aid to widows, as well as the creation of a black school.
Though it held special dangers for former slaves, inter-societal migration was not limited to the black population. Post-revolutionary Americans were on the move both between rural and urban locations and within cities themselves.
 In Boston, as in Philadelphia, living arrangements and industrial functions occurred side by side, often within the same building. A shop owner might share shop space with another owner while living behind the shop. Outbuildings on the same property might be let to another family. As Boston’s population and economy began to recover and grow these patterns changed. Building both shaped and reflected changing perceptions. Both cities saw an increasing reliance on building patterns that separated industrial functions from domestic arrangements. Wider streets, building businesses that were prone to fire in less crowded areas, providing fire fighting equipment, and, after 1803, requiring all buildings over 10 feet to be made of stone were some of the ways Boston city leaders addressed the challenges of population growth.
 As the population grew, those who could afford to do so built larger, fashionable, homes in the south and west. In both Philadelphia and Boston, black communities coalesced around churches serving black congregations. According to Nash, “black Philadelphians, confronted with [a] rising indifference and outright hostility, instinctively realized that they must move from a position of dependence upon white benevolence to one of self-reliance.”
 This segregation was encouraged by the building of affordable housing clustered around these churches in Philadelphia, and increasingly, in Boston’s west end.

Philadelphia and Boston continued to define themselves as communities through a variety of ways. Almshouses and poorhouses had traditionally provided a barely adequate safety net for those members unable to provide for themselves. However, communities also continued the practice of “warning out”, that is, alerting more recent immigrants that such safety nets would not be available to them should they choose to stay. This practice was particularly directed at Boston’s black population when, in 1800, provisions of an earlier act were used to force blacks who were not citizens of Massachusetts to leave under penalty of law.
 This community self-awareness was also evident in the rancorous series of debates surrounding the establishment of theatres as Bostonians struggled to decide whether they would maintain the values of their provincial heritage. Despite the fact that Bostonians clung to their traditional form of town government, by the beginning of the 19th century both Boston and Philadelphia had been, and would continue to be, altered by their new populations. Their citizens would continue to shape and reshape their definition and practice of community.
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