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 The laws of human behavior are as “fixed and as immutable as the laws which govern the movement of the planets and

man”, if he acts in accordance, will be released from his chains and “perfect harmony will exist in all the movements of

mankind” (quote from Carey, St. Clair, 198).

 Both the Northern coalmining industry and the Southern campmeeting religious movement of the 19
th

 century thrived on

concepts of transformation and production.  In my paper, I will argue that through similar methods of transformation both

parties strove for the ‘perfect harmony’ of a paradise-like community, a hypothesis I will call the Search for Eden

Hypothesis.

For the coalmining industry, an ideal community was accessible through the optimization of resources and the

accumulation of capital. The accrual of capital was thusly equated with the prosperity of both the individual and of the

industry itself.  In the metaphysical sense, the southern camp meeting religious movement aspired towards the same ideal

community, albeit unearthly.  Through spiritual transformation and total devotion to God, the convert was not only

promised entrance into the paradise of heaven, but would also find earthly paradise through their devotion and new

perspective of reality.  For both of these movements, the opposition or ‘otherness’ (defined by any person or set of ideals

contrary to those behind the Eden hypothesis) embodied the destruction and downfall of the unity of the community.  I will

argue that both quintessential nature and science played the negating role of ‘otherness’ and were, thusly, ignored and/or

manipulated by industry and devotees alike.

In my paper, I will discuss further these issues of prosperity, community and social hierarchy, the categorization of nature

versus man, and the strife for life and happiness in the Eden-like community.

Prosperity:  overcoming nature and science

Prosperity within the coalmining industry and the campmeeting focused on extraction and production.  The coalminer

extracted anthracite from the land, purified the material, and produced coal readily exchangeable for capital.  The

campmeeting's function was to extract past sins from attendees, purify their souls through devotion to God and the

acceptance of Jesus Christ as their savior, and to produce souls fit for arrival in Heaven upon death (Bruce, 102). Although

both camp-meeting attendees and laborers underwent similar processes of transformation, the camp-meeting devotee and

the industrialist had differing views of what means were necessary to achieve prosperity.  However, I believe that the

conquest of ‘untamed wildness’ (nature) and the rejection of many scientific theories were mutuallistic ideas coexisting

within these differing means.

The driving forces behind the campmeeting movement of the South lay in the need for community and the hopelessness of

many ‘plain-folk’ southerners’ lives.  I would then argue that, unlike the 19
th

 century coalminer, prosperity to the

campmeeting participant was not economically driven.  In fact, it was quite the opposite.  The ultimate sign of prosperity

for the convert was total devotion to God.  Through the camp-meeting, the attendee could obtain contentment from the

earthly works of Jesus, but the believer nonetheless acknowledged the main purpose of the Lord’s activity in the camp-

meeting was the assurance of a place in heaven for each individual.  Therefore, I would argue that transcendence into

God’s kingdom was the sign of total and ultimate prosperity to the devotee.  It was this promise of ascension through the

devotee’s relationship with God that could give one a ‘sense of worth’ and happiness with the world:

The plan-folk received “another world to live in” as a result of conversion.  At one level, that other world was a heaven

where their troubles would end forever; yet they also received “another world to live in” while they remained in this life

(Bruce, 98).
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 Therefore, as an emphasis of the Eden hypothesis, the campmeeting devotees viewed prosperity within the ultimate arrival

of the soul to Heaven (paradise/Eden), a place not of this earth.  For the coalmining industrialists, although religion may

have played an extensive role in their lives, prosperity meant the creation of a ‘Heaven on earth’ represented by an Eden-

like, highly productive, cohesive community distinguished by economic prosperity:

“In the perfect community every townsman would own his house and lot, with perfect security of person and property, and

there would prevail and intense civic pride in good management.  Local demands for labor would offer inducements to

youth.  Timber would be cleared, fertile acres farmed, manure applied to poorer lands, swamps drained to make

meadows….  Intensive agriculture, including mechanized farming methods would result in the division of farms into

smaller but more efficient units; railroads [in part locally owned] would be feeder lines to bring in iron and coal, and thus

create more capital (St. Clair, 193).”.

The key driving force behind the expansion of the coal industry lay within ideas of nationalism and freedom from a

“servile dependence from other countries” (St. Clair, 92).  It was assumed that through the development of the railroad (in

which anthracite was needed to produce the iron for railroad ties) that the US could become completely independent from

other nations, fully exploit her resources and rely solely on local industry.  According to Carey, a proponent of the coal

mining industry, it is the nature of man to “associate,” and that from “association” come all the good things, all the utilities

that man desires.  “Association” meant economic exchanges between partners with differing services, commodity or ideas

(St. Clair, 226).  Accordingly, as the population of a community increased, the possibilities of association and productivity

increased within that community.  Following Carey’s principles, capital and labor would then prosper together in a land of

unlimited resources.  We see here that according to the coalminers’ philosophy, harmonious links between agriculture and

industry, capital and labor, the exploitation of resources and production lead to increased amounts of capital, i.e. prosperity

for the country and for the individual (happiness=accumulation of wealth=happy communities of homeowners):

“We penetrate the Mountains to bring out treasures to add to your comfort and prosperity (St. Clair, 242).”

Following the same logic, the optimization of capital necessitated optimal extraction of resources from the land.  In order

to obtain an increased amount of capital, it was necessary to apply methods of ‘total-use’ towards mining practices.  This

meant that once a large deposit of anthracite was found, it was crucial to extract all qualities of the resource from the mine

and continue extraction until the resource of the vein was exhausted.  From there, the miners would continue in the same

areas in search of other anthracite veins.  It is important to note that this approach to mining was based on the assumption

that all resources are virtually unlimited in quantity and that all faults chosen by speculators would be accordingly

productive:

“We now possess no means of measuring the extent of the powers of the earth.  It produces now vastly more than it did

half a century since, and the close of the present century will see it rendered greatly more productive than at present.  When

we cast our eyes over the surface of the globe, and see how land is the portion that is yet totally unoccupied-how large a

portion of that which appears to be occupied is really so, only to the extent that its powers can be reached with the worst

machinery, and that the chief part of those powers is, as yet, unappropriated,-that twice, or thrice, ten, or twenty, or fifty

times the population could be supported, even with our present agricultural knowledge, on land that is now partially

cultivated-and that there is a great extension of production as science is brought to the aid of the agriculturalist, we cannot

hesitate to admit that the productive power of land exists in measureless quantity (St. Clair, 191)”

  Once we see that hope for prosperity and happiness lay in a philosophy of total land-use, we can more easily understand

that any findings showing a limit to the amount of extraction from the land would lead to a sense of hopelessness, failure

and the outrage associated with the miners’ responses to claims by geologists.

Scientific ‘proof’ or ‘fact’ only showed to negate the main principles and driving forces behind both the coal mining

industry of the north and the campmeeting religious movement of the South.  The coal mining industry was developed

upon fronted capital and speculation of geological formations.  Therefore, contradictory studies were labeled as against not

only industry, but also against the prosperity of the individual and the ultimate creation of a fruitful and happy nation.  The

industrialist saw a plot of unused land as useless unless subject to intense and total cultivation.  I would argue that this

total-use philosophy of the industrialist is imperative to understanding the coalminers’ refusal of Roger’s and, likewise,

other scientists’ claims:

“Pessimistic reports by geologists about the places where landowners and operators had sunk their mines were passed off

as mere theories concocted by mischievous college professors who had failed to consult experienced miners (184).”
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  In this sense, the reports of Roger’s disclaiming the use-value of the coalmine properties went against the ‘faith’ of the

nation in its’ own industry and hard working laborers.  Likewise, I would like to contest that for the converts, science

would have to represent a contradiction to the ‘miracles’ associated with God’s creations.

 As we know today, creationism is highly separated from academia and scientific practice.  It would then follow that the

conflict between ideology omnipresent in much of scientific theory and the ideals associated with prosperity for both

industrialists and converts were the catalysts of the rejection of science in these arenas.

Creating Community, Transformations and Hierarchy

It was through the campmeetings of the South and the coalmining expeditions that communities were created out of the

‘wilderness’ and ‘sinful’ ways of nature.  It is important to note that in both circumstances, the geographical locations of

the initial projects were both sparsely populated and lacking in community structure.  It is, therefore, reasonable to say that

it was the actual formation of the campmeeting and the coalmines that created subsequent communities.

 I would like to suggest that it was the intrinsic need for humans to both make sense of their environment and to feel as

though they ‘belong’ that made the creation of an instant community highly appealing to plain-folk of the South and many

of the immigrants associated with the coal mining industry.  In both cases, the individual would ascend from the external

world of nature, enter into a liminal zone, then if aided by industry (as is the case of the laborer) or by God (as is the case

of the sinner) the individual would be lead to the internal world of respective paradises, both on earth and in Heaven (see

Figure 1).

Figure 1. Inside/Outside world models of 19
th

 Century

Nature, “wilderness”, life of sinner Nature, “wilderness” outside world

-------------------  /\   -------------------           -----------------  /\  --------------------

via camp meeting                God mining/resource extraction

Jesus transcending

liminal space forces  

--------------------\/   ------------------- ------------------  \/   --------------------

  redemption, heaven, life of convert  prosperity, civilization, happiness 

The campmeeting religious movement was fundamental in the formation of community structure in the frontier of the

South.  The transformation of sinner to convert was synonymous to the transformation from hopelessness to promised

salvation and eternal happiness.  This transformation was a transitory process through liminality that could only be

overcome through total faith in God.    The only members of the camp-meeting community were those who had

successfully crossed this liminal boundary and had outwardly professed their devotion to the Lord.  Therefore, both

idealistically and physically, the coming together of a campmeeting meant automatic community and superiority of

members over the ‘sinners’ of the outer world:

“There was, in other words, a sense of unity, of peoplehood, involved in the metaphor of a heavenly Canaan as well as a

hope of a new world.  At one level, this sense of unity grew out of a feeling of exclusivity which was part of how the saints

saw their religious organization (Bruce, 115).”

 I would tend to believe that the possible escape from the reality of everyday lives was the initial attractant for many ‘plain-

folk’ at the camp meetings.  After undergoing transformation, however, the soul would participate in the community for

less selfish reasons, a sense of devotion (to community and to God) and the overwhelming sense of rebirth.

Communities built around the mines were created under similar circumstances.  The majority of areas where mines were

blasted were located in mountainous regions of New England, where there were little if no preexisting communities.

Almost all of the laborers of the coal mine were recent immigrants from Europe and, thusly, transients without friends and

oftentimes bachelors without families.  Therefore, the creation of a coalmine was instantly coupled with the creation of a

coal community.  It was not only favorable to the laborers, the creation of an ‘immediate community’ was also financially

rewarding to the owners of the mines:
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“…And still more profit could be had from construction houses for the miners who lived in the patches close to the

collieries. Baird turned to the “Great Coal Land Proprietors in Great Britain” for his model of how a colliery’s community

should evolve.  It was a rosy vision.  “tis customary,” he wrote, “…when Leasing a Colliery to a Contractor or Tenant to

put up rows of 20-40 Small Stone houses with garden Ground to each, Charging the Contractor an interest of 4pc.  On the

Cost-the Contractor rents them to the collieries and others at 8 pc. Nothing can equal the neatness and Comfort of these

snug dwellings-the husband sticks regularly, Year in, and Year out, to his daily task-the wife keeps all in order at home,

every child at 7 or 8 years gets to work among the Coal, or in the Neighboring Manufactories-Saturday Night collects all

the wages and all the family together, and the Sabbath becomes really a Swason of rest and of Delight-the Boys and Girls

soon take pride in keeping their little Garden and dwe3lling in Superior order-their industry and saving is shown in their

dress-their little parlor gets a Carpet, a Mantel Glass, and often a Sofa &c. (79).”

I would like to present that the miners too went through transcendence from impure to pure, in many ways synonymous to

that of the convert.  The immigrant arriving in America represented a form of ‘otherness’ that was dangerous to the order

of the community.  The new laborer, therefore, needed to undergo transformation in order to enter the inner world of

prosperity and the coalmining community.  This transformation could only be through the extraction and purification of

anthracite from the earth.

For camp-meeting attendees, subordination to the community was coupled with the ultimate subordination and

commitment to God.  Within the campmeeting society, there existed a hierarchy of internal community structure.  The two

groups of the camp-meeting congregation were the ‘insiders’ (those who had experienced conversion) and the ‘outsiders’

(those who had not yet converted).  As components of the ‘insiders’ category, preachers, white exhorters and back

exhorters were the progressional leaders of the camp meeting (see Figure 2).  Interestingly enough, the hierarchy existing

within the campmeeting would take on a cyclical form with the concept of ‘backsliding’.  This backsliding meant that a

convert could fall from grace and become a sinner once again.  In this case, the individual would be returned to the outer

world and would have to attend another campmeeting to rejoin the Heaven-destined community.

Figure 2.  Hierarchy within the campmeeting and the coal mine

Camp meeting Coal Mine

Preachers sometimes filled by Mine owner

Regular minister

White exhorters Mine manager

Foremen

White converts

Craftsmen

White Miners Contract miners

Unconverted *Black exhorters Wage miners

*Black converts Laborers

*Black Unconverted

*placement of white vs. black is estimated

Subordination to the community for the laborer meant that he too was subject to the internal hierarchies of the coalmine.

This hierarchy was very significant to the coalminer in that his level in the hierarchy was directly related to the amount of

money he received and, correspondingly, to his level of prosperity (remember that prosperity=economic prosperity=Eden

community=happiness).  The difference in wages between the levels of the mine were thereby crucial to the success and

structure of the community:
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 “The laborer’s work is fairly hard and this is the first work a stranger gets when first coming here and it has become the

custom for a man to labor first of all wherever he comes from.  Most labor for six to nine months before they get a place of

their own.  The laborer’s wage is one third of that earned by the miner (136).”

Therefore, within both the coalminer’s community and that of the camp-meeting, there were levels of participation and

status directly related to the community’s concept of prosperity.

Bringing it all together: Reaching out of the depths of evil and entering into Eden

What we have looked at so far are the concepts of prosperity behind the coalmining industry and the campmeeting, forms

of extraction and production that lead to transformation, the creation of community from naught and the cyclical form of

hierarchy within those communities.  From here, we can look more in depth into the role of nature in these extractions and

in the ultimate creation of a safe, culture or community (I am inserting ‘culture’ in here to instigate thoughts of culture vs.

nature in an either/or setting).

The supporters of the coalmining industry in St. Clair were certain that the ‘otherness’ of wilderness would give inevitably

give way to cultivation and industrial development.  To them, the future of St. Clair and the entire world was described as a

“vista of unlimited splendor and wealth”.   Following the above arguments, I would like to hypothesize that this wilderness

(nature) to be cultivated is synonymous to the ‘evil’ of people without religion in the campmeeting arena.  Likewise, the

actual cultivation of the land parallels the redemption of lost souls (we may even say, souls lost in the evils of the ‘untamed

world’).  Finally, the “vista of unlimited splendor and wealth, as such described by industrialists, is both synonymous to a

Garden of Eden of this earth and is equivalent to the promise of a place in the Garden of Eden of Heaven for camp-meeting

converts.  For the members of these ‘inner worlds’ of the coalmine and the camp-meeting communities, the wilderness of

nature was dark, evil, and foreboding:

“Throughout the proceedings, the theme was the courage and perseverance of the pioneers of the coal trade in the rescue of

their country from the dominion of the beasts of the forest, to place it under the rules of enlightened life (St. Clair, 238).”

“Following conversion, the saint recognized that he was part of and could draw his strength from an eternal community

founded by the divine and identified with mankind’s ultimate hope.  The convert’s values were no longer founded on the

hedonistic individualism of the frontier [equate the frontier to wilderness and the unknown], but upon a desire to maintain

the place in the community of saints which each member had achieved by his conversion.  Belief meant a complete

redefinition of self in corporate rather than autonomous terms (Bruce, 134).”

The only way for them to achieve prosperity was to transform this nature (whether it be human nature or the earth) into the

structure necessary for a civilized, pure community.  Nature had to be changed from bare and brightening, to beautiful and

fruitful.

For the coalmining industry, an ideal community was accessible through the optimization of resources and the

accumulation of capital.  In the metaphysical sense, the southern camp meeting religious movement aspired towards the

same goals.   Through spiritual transformation and total devotion to God, the convert would not only be promised entrance

into the paradise of heaven, but would also find earthly paradise through their devotion and new perspective of reality.  For

both of these movements, the opposition or ‘otherness’ embodied the destruction and downfall of society.  Both wild

human nature and the wilderness were viewed as direct threats to the wealth, well-being and prosperity of the community.

It was therefore necessary for both the coalminers and those involved in the movement of the Southern campmeeting to

extract all resources or pasts from this nature, pass them through a stage of ultimate purification and to accumulate their

community’s link to ultimate prosperity, capital and the human soul.  It was through these transformations that the

communities of the coalmining industry of the North and those of the camp-meeting religious movement of the South

attempted to arrive into a world of harmony and happiness, their Garden of Eden.
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