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The purpose of this essay is to consider the implications that recent social 
histories of eighteenth-century Pennsylvania have for a new understanding of 
Pennsylvania German identity. The fields are related and share many 
similarities. Both ask questions about the ordinary lives of everyday people, and 
both use a great variety of sources. These include the statistical: records of birth 
and death, tombstone inscriptions, family trees, tax and assessment lists, census 
reports, emigration interviews, immigrant servant contracts, servant auction 
records, and all manner of church records; as well as the non-statistical: personal 
letters and diaries.* In addition, the two disciplines have each produced a 
staggering amount of research. According to Don Yoder, “Of all the ethnic 
groups of early Pennsylvania, the Pennsylvania Germans have been both the 
most vocal and the most researched.”  ̂ But, as we shall see, the field of 
eighteenth-century Pennsylvania social history has matched Pennsylvania 
German studies for scholarly production. The difference between the two fields 
lies in the amount of research done recently. The social history of Europe and 
America from the Middle Ages on took off twenty to thirty years ago just a 
decade or two after the bulk of scholars in Pennsylvania German, scholars like 
Preston Barba, Walter Boyer, Albert Buffington, Russell Gilbert, Heinz Kloss, 
Marion Dexter Learned, Wilbur Oda, Harry Hess Reichard, Earl Robacher, 
Alfred Shomaker, and John Stoudt were retiring—and not being replaced with 
scholars in the field. To date, revisions of the social history of Pennsylvania have 
not been examined for their im paa upon the conventional view of Pennsylvania 
German culture and ethnicity. For this reason, the time for such an examination 
has come.

From an updated and more precise portrayal of life in colonial 
Pennsylvania, it should be possible to estimate more accurately the true status 
of Pennsylvania German culture within the larger social configuration. At the 
same time, it must be remembered that the social history of eighteenth-century 
Pennsylvania may always be incomplete. We still cannot say what life was like 
for all colonial Pennsylvanians throughout the century. Despite all recent gains, 
and they are considerable, the line between the unique and the generalizable 
remains somewhat obscure, although on occasion even the most discerning
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historian is tempted to make the leap of analogy, to suppose what “must have 
been true” for similar areas.  ̂ For the purposes of this analysis, then, studies of 
Philadelphia, Germantown, Reading, Southeast Pennsylvania, Lancaster County, 
and the “backcountry” will be viewed as part of a composite only, not an 
absolute description, but a representative model for comparison to the 
traditional portrayal of the Pennsylvania Germans. The model begins with the 
migrant experience.

Social historians have rendered our view of the seventeenth- and eighteenth- 
century immigration to North America more comprehensive and comparative, 
and have put the circumstances of Pennsylvania’s immigrants into a larger 
perspective. They agree that eighteenth-century emigrants left many areas of 
Europe, not only German-speaking areas, for similar reasons: overpopulation, 
wars, high taxes, bad weather that destroyed crops, panible inheritance practices 
that rendered many poverty stricken, and generally increased indebtedness.^ 
From German-speaking areas they were drawn and actively recruited to 
numerous locations in Russia, Prussia, Austria, France, and Spain, often after 
many long years of migrating within their own countries and regions.^ Within 
this larger mural of European emigration, the transatlantic migration of English- 
and German-speakers to North America was unique because it resulted not from 
a government program to attract settlers, but from a market-based business 
venture that accommodated the needy, profited the wealthy, and created 
economic opportunities for those in between.* New evidence suggests, 
additionally, that specific groups where drawn to specific locations not only for 
the promise of opportunity, but also for the safety of informal social networks. 
From Nova Scotia to the Mosquito Coast, emigrants tended to follow the path 
of people they knew.^ In the case of the German-speaking immigrants to 
Pennsylvania these pathways shaped the immigration into Philadelphia as well 
as further settlement across the commonwealth to the south and west.*

It is now widely recognized that the momentum of the market-based 
economy that financed the migration also gave shape to colonial life, drawing 
immigrants together in the New World and forcing them apart. By the early 
eighteenth century, Pennsylvania was not the frontier wilderness many have 
imagined, but a rapidly growing marketplace.’ As Stephanie Wolf has put it: 
Contrary to the title of Carl Bridenbaugh’s well-known book, there is no such 

thing as a ‘city in the w i l d e r n e s s . T h e  largest cities and tiniest towns 
depended on customers from the surrounding countryside, and, conversely, rural 
farmers and artisans relied on the market provided by cities and towns." The 
fundamental basis of this market was land, so much so that the eighteenth 
century can easily be called a land rush. Immigrants rushed first to acquire land, 
and then to turn that land into capital either by selling it for a profit, or by 
transforming it into marketable goods through family, servant, and/or slave 
labor. Scholars uniformly agree that this belief in the inherent right of the 
individual to acquire land and to accumulate wealth generated the extreme 
individualism and self-interest that characterized the Middle Colonies,
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distinguished them from New England and the Southern Colonies, and made 
them the prototype for the westward expansion of North American society.'^ 

Also widely recognized today is the ethnic diversity of colonial 
Pennsylvania. The land rush and the marketplace that sprang up in its wake 
brought a great mix of people together: Native Americans, English, Dutch, 
German, Swiss, Swedes, Scotch-Irish, French, and Africans, Lutherans, 
Reformed, Anglicans, Quakers, Catholics, Mennonites, Amish, Presbyterians, 
Baptists, Dunkards, Free Thinkers, Separatists, Schwenkfelders, Jews, assorted 
hermits, and a substantial number who espoused to no faith at all.”  But, 
significantly, it did not necessarily bring them closer together in meaningful 
ways. Belief in the right to property went hand-in-hand with a belief in the right 
to privacy, to guard the “private sphere,” for which the Germans, in particular, 
were well known.”  The vast majority of colonists and immigrants tended to 
stick to themselves and leave others alone, and, perhaps surprisingly, there was 
little community spirit or interaction.”  Pennsylvania cities and towns had 
equally diverse and quite rigid socio-economic structures. In Reading in 1773, 
for example, less than 250 taxpayers living in one-half square mile fell into nine 
distina occupations with artisans in thirty-five different specialties.”  Even in the 
countryside, only 60-70 percent were farmers, and according to Lemon, this 
number sank to 30 percent in some townships in Lancaster and Chester 
counties.”  Even on the frontier in Middletown in 1779, 25 of 72 taxpayers were 
craftsmen.** Paxton listed forty-two in the same year.*’  When we consider that 
virtually all types of work in cities and rural areas were also done by black 
Africans through the 1770s, the mix of peoples, nationalities, skin color, 
languages, religion, and occupations is impressive.^® But the mix was clearly 
divided along economic lines with roughly 10 percent of the population 
controlling up to 30 percent of any area’s wealth.^*

As has been noted time and time again, Pennsylvania was not really “the 
best poor man’s country.”^ To be sure, the majority of those who arrived early 
with capital and mature families tended to increase their wealth substantially, but 
those who arrived early without capital and mature families, and those who 
arrived later, after the 1730s, rarely improved their lots over a lifetime.^’ For all 
of the luxury and services enjoyed by the wealthy, employment opportunities 
simply did not keep up with population growth,”  and unemployment soared. 
Servitude among British subjects in Philadelphia was at 29 percent in 1773 and 
among Germans at 45 percent between 1785 and 1804, figures that are indeed 
lower than previously believed by twenty percentage points.”  But lower 
incidence of servitude does not correlate with a higher incidence of independent 
income or employment. An estimated third of Philadelphia’s residents (the same 
percentage as in European cities) struggled to make ends meet and could be 
forced below the poverty level by any number of random events: shifts in the 
market place, unemployment, bad weather, accident, illness, pregnancy, or the 
addition of a child to the family.”  Debt was a widespread problem for all 
colonists, including Germans,”  and according to B. G. Smith, the poor dressed
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and ate like prisoners or wards of the poorhouse with many resorting to stealing 
to get by.^* Even when available, charity did not scratch the surface of the 
need.^’  “Giving” in the City of Brotherly Love was astonishingly meager, in 
amounts that covered one-thousandth of the real need, and the “Society for the 
Assistance of Needy and Poor” was not founded until 1794.’° Given available 
statistics, a poor person could conceivably have received little more than one 
charitable meal in a calendar year.

These inequities caused much resentment and many social problems. One 
was a rapid increase in tenancy and extremely crowded conditions, and landlords 
could be surprisingly unchristian in their treatment of tenants, often putting 
families and children into the streets.”  Tenants then went in search of new 
lodgings and work, and in so doing joined a mass of colonial migrants for, 
contrary to what many imagine of the eighteenth century, transience and 
mobility was the rule rather than the exception.”  Studies conducted by Jackson 
Turner Main, James Lemon, Stephanie Wolf, and George Franz indicate a 
mobility rate ranging from 30-50 percent per decade among the landed classes 
near the coast as well as in frontier towns, where the rate could skyrocket even 
higher.”  Most work in the seaport and countryside was seasonal. Large 
numbers of immigrants roamed the cities and towns in search of work, and many 
left bitterly poor country families to seek work in the cities, all joining together 
in the same unemployed masses that had prompted them to leave Europe in the 
first place. This transience amongst immigrants contributed, understandably, to 
a feeling of alienation within the community as a whole. Social historians 
concur that there was, in fact, no solid base to social life that might have unified 
people, not even, as is now widely recognized, the church.”

O f course, it goes without saying that many of these poor and transient 
were women. Feminist historians have recently documented the fact that many 
women, in addition to running the home, made substantial contributions to the 
family income, particularly in the lucrative butter industry, contributions often 
superior to that of their husbands.”  But these successful women were still in the 
minority. Twenty to forty-five percent of the women in two Philadelphia 
wards, for example, worked as servants or slaves in 1775.”  Marriages often 
failed, as they do today, because of the differing expectations partners brought 
to their relationships, and the majority of female heads of household were much 
poorer than their married counterparts.’ * Courts frequently prosecuted female 
defendants for debt and a variety of crimes.”

It is not surprising then to learn that recent studies of eighteenth-century 
family structure and function mirror the problems and changes of the larger 
society. The family was as associational and mobile as the larger society, and 
hardly resembled our idealized version of extended families in days gone by. To 
be sure, where families had the means to live together, the dominant pattern was 
the nuclear family living in a single dwelling, adhering to the practice of partible 
inheritance, and families took basic care of their children. But children grew up 
fast and left home early to make their own way, and, surprisingly, there is little
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evidence of warm kinship lies/° In eighteenth-century Pennsylvania, 
opportunities favored individuals free of responsibility, ready to move, and open 
to new ways. The family that prepared children for these opportunities best was 
the small family, pragmatic and utilitarian, a necessary, but temporary station in 
a single life.^' Within any family, individual members could drift into vastly 
different lifestyles, even different religions, with stronger commitments to them 
than to the nuclear family itself, as clearly evidenced in Leo Shelbert’s study of 
the Thommen family

Minus the advances in industry, medicine, and technology of the last two 
hundred years, in fact, everyday life in eighteenth-century Pennsylvania bore an 
uncanny resemblance to the society we live in today. Indeed, social historians 
tend to view life in the eighteenth century as qualitatively modern because of its 
mix of ethnic groups, market economy, disparate social classes, and dense 
population. They recognize that unemployment, exploitation, squalid poverty, 
social alienation, the breakdown of the family, and all related problems, so often 
blamed on nineteenth-century urbanization and the industrial revolution, 
already plagued the Middle Colonies in the eighteenth century.^’ Colonials in 
this region seem to have been caught in a historical moment in which family ties 
weakened before the development of any compensating “community 
accountability.”^ Finally, the efficient, market-based relocation of Germans to 
America that relied on the profit motive, the assistance of established ethnic 
communities, and flexible financing and credit, established a precedent for the 
mass migrations of the nineteenth century. ’̂ One might say, then, that the 
eighteenth century ushered in the deprivations and injustices of the century to 
follow.

So much for every wistful, romantic notion we ever had of the first 
Pennsylvania Germans. Where in this piaure, data, and statistics are they? 
Where are the hard-working but happy, prosperous but humble Pennsylvania 
Germans eating apple butter and scrapple, and singing folksongs with their 
extended families on pristine farms? Statistically, nowhere. The demands of 
survival seem to have precluded any concern for the maintenance of an ethnic 
culture. The lives of ordinary people were fraught with enormous uncertainty. 
In addition to the obvious threats of war, Indian attack, and disease, colonial life 
was highly complex and risky. Bailyn claims that political factions “reduced the 
politics of certain colonies to an unchartable chaos,” and no matter how pacific 
Tully’s portrayal of Philadelphia politics between 1725 and 1755, local histories 
support Bailyn.^ Even more significantly, those who emerged unscathed from 
the endless fallout from political wrangling could only have fallen into two 
groups: the landless or the landed. Haberlein has already demonstrated that 
“landlessness was synonymous with poverty,”^̂  and, while the landed may have 
eluded abject poverty, for most of the century throughout the commonwealth 
they struggled, if they did not actually come to blows, over clear titles to their 
property. Shepard estimates over 100,000 squatters on the frontier alone in 1726, 
and the practice continued past the establishment of the Mason and Dixon Line
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in the 1760s/* All of these squatters stood in danger of losing their property for 
any number of reasons over periods extending in some locations over a lifetime. 
The story of land titles in Pennsylvania, beginning with William Penn’s illness 
and death, is notorious, well documented, and testifies to the fact that acquiring 
and holding on to property constituted an enormous gamble for most land 
owners.^’ Landless (meaning poor) or landed, with worries of this magnitude, 
who had time to reflect on “identity,” ethnic or otherwise?

This is not to say that there where no ethnic German communities, the 
Ephrata Cloister being one good example. That colonial America was ethnic 
from the very beginning, and that some groups were German-speaking are 
undisputed points.^ That this ethnicity generated a meaningful identity for 
individuals, however, is questionable. There is no written evidence of the term 
“Pennsylvania German” in the eighteenth century, and no evidence to suggest a 
linking of identity among German-speakers from isolated religious clusters 
whose numbers were, relative to the total number of German-speakers, very 
small. The social history fails to turn up our “Pennsylvania Germans,” not in 
name, and certainly not in the ennobled configuration that we might imagine. 
As Stephanie Wolf has observed in Germantown, these myths seem

to be based partially on nineteenth-century observations of rural 
Pennsylvania Dutch life-styles and a superimposition of them onto 
the history of Germantown; and partially on grandmother and 
grandfather reminiscences of a time that seemed stable and close knit, 
in comparison to the vastly different way of life brought about by the 
introduction of the railroad and the factory system.^'

What we associate with the term “Pennsylvania German” is perhaps best 
regarded as a modern construct.

Some of what we have learned about the Pennsylvania Germans turns out, 
m fact, to be erroneous. It is a commonplace in Pennsylvania, and was at the 
time of Benjamin Franklin, to hear that the advanced agricultural development 
of Pennsylvania resulted from the superior farming practices of the Pennsylvania 
German farmers. This was not entirely correct. Even though agricultural 
praaices produced a more than adequate diet, one of “rude plenty,”^ the farmers 
of southeastern Pennsylvania, the heart of Pennsylvania German country, 
farming the most productive soil in North America, did not farm as productively 
or as efficiently as their “contemporary English” counterparts.’ ’ Moreover, this 
failure seems to have resulted from nothing more than sheer complacency. 
While the soil supported them in a comfortable lifestyle, and better than what 
many or most remembered from Europe, they contented themselves with very 
low production in their fields and livestock, and ignored the warnings and advice 
of agriciJtural reformers who ui^ed them repeatedly to rotate and fertilize fields, 
to exercise more care in the feeding and breeding of livestock, and to cut the cost 
of labor.”
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And this recalcitrance cannot be blamed on the ignorance of the “Dumb 
Dutch,” a label one still hears frequently in Pennsylvania. The literacy rate of 
adult German males who arrived in Philadelphia between 1727 and 1775 was 
about 70 percent and reached mass literacy by the time of the Revolution. 
German immigrants were as literate or better than the general colonial 
population and the populations they emigrated from, and may have increased 
literacy in Pennsylvania by 15 percent.”  Evidence from servant contracts for 
German children between 1771 and 1804 indicate that “the proportion of 
servants receiving education was high,” equally high for both genders, and 
increased over the last quarter of the century.”  Book ownership and the trading 
of German and English books was common.®  ̂ As the social history makes clear, 
then, the literate “Dutch” were probably no dumber or smarter than their 
colonial counterparts.

Were there any Pennsylvania Germans in colonial Pennsylvania? From the 
bulk of evidence on which social historians agree, one would have to say 
“probably not.” What we imagine today as an ethnic identity probably did not 
exist before the nationalistic and regionalistic waves of the nineteenth century.** 
And yet, a clearly defined ethnic group did emerge in the nineteenth century, 
and surely not out of thin air. What, if anything, transpired in the eighteenth 
century that allowed for an ethnic “congealing” in the nineteenth? The answer 
to this puzzle might lie in those areas about which social historians fail to 
concur. The first is the issue of harmony. Some scholars emphasize the relative 
harmony that existed within the melange of national, racial, religious, and social 
classes by focusing on the precedent for diversity established in the earliest years 
of settlement and on William Penn’s ideology of tolerance. Greene, for example, 
warns against exaggerating “both the extent and the importance of [ethnic] 
variations” and points out that the “rich cultural diversity of the Middle Colonies 
should not blind scholars to the emergence of a common culture core as a result 
of a steady process of social amalgamation.”*’  He concludes that “in their 
housing and in their farm buildings, in their agricultural practices, in their diet, 
and in their willingness to move, they all displayed an astonishing similarity.”*® 
Schwarz argues that “Pennsylvanians tended to ignore potentially divisive 
differences,” as a result of “some mixture of a number of factors that were 
conducive to group interaction, tolerance, or at least indifference.”*' She goes on 
to claim that “perhaps because of continual interaction with ‘outsiders,’ firm 
stereotypes tended not to develop. Preconceived notions about a particular 
group broke down as its members were viewed as individuals.”*̂  Becker found 
that “prejudice [against Jews and Catholics] in Reading was isolated rather than 
systematic.”** Tully goes so far as to suggest that community members “formed 
familylike attachments . . .  to form organic communities that in turn gave order, 
context, purpose, and—at the risk of being trite—meaning to the men and 
women who were members,” which, one must concede, may have occurred in 
certain places at certain times.** Finally, Lemon claims that “polemics, jealousy, 
and German newspapers were not necessarily signs of deep social divisions,” and

53



that “interaction among members of groups was common in rural a r e a s . F r o m  
these descriptions, one might easily envision an atmosphere of peaceful 
coexistence in Pennsylvania communities.

But these same and other scholars also emphasize the fierce guarding of the 
private sphere that dominated colonial Pennsylvania, and the squabbling, 
criticisms, and deeply held antipathies between groups and within groups of 
Germans themselves. Even Tully admits that “at any given time, clashes between 
personalities who agreed completely on the importance of peace and amity were 
certain to be taking place,”“  and Franz has demonstrated that religious and 
ethnic differences could be “polarized” by outside pressures, real and perceived.‘  ̂
Yoder highlights the lack of cordiality between the Germans and the Irish, which 
escalated into dutch-irish riots on election days, quoting a Scottish observer: “the 
very sound of an Irishman’s voice will make a Dutchman draw down his 
eyebrows, gather up his pockets, and shriek [s/c] into himself like a tortoise.”** 
In a rigorous expose of German cantankerousness, Roeber notes that 
Christopher Sauer, son of the well-known German newspaper publisher, “nearly 
lost all hope of deterring German speakers from suing one another,” while 
Pennsylvnia lawyers claimed that: “If we did not have the Germans, two lawyers 
would have to ride on one h o r s e . I t  may well be that such discord was 
generally internal, not between groups. But when the interaction of diverse 
groups can be described as “a general lack of antagonism” and as evidence of 
“peace and harmony” even by the same author in the same article, there is much 
room for interpretation, and the issue appears to be a case of the glass being half­
full or half-empty.

The second issue open to interpretation is that of continuity. Was there 
continuity in the lives of immigrants and their grandchildren, or was the 
transatlantic crossing a break with the past and a step into a new culture? 
Virtually all of the social historians of the eighteenth century emphasize the 
similarities and continuity among peoples who left Europe for the same reasons, 
at the same time, under the same circumstances, and faced the same hardships 
and challenges.^' But most of these and others also point out the inherent, 
dramatic differences between regional European groups, the fact that English- 
speaking and German-speaking peoples hailed from very different areas and 
circumstances within their own language group, and often had nothing in 
c o m m o n . Y o d e r  is particularly clear on this point with regard to the 
Pennsylvnia Germans, and Becker identifies patent economic, political, and 
educational distinctions between the Lutheran and Reformed Germans in 
Reading.^’ Again, one need not read far to be struck with the contradictions 
inherent in this issue. Greene, who recognizes “astonishing similarity” in the 
lifestyle of diverse immigrant groups, also points out the “melange of cultural 
configurations in which modes of land use, community structures, strength and 
nature of religious ties, inheritance practices, and patterns of family and social 
relations varied considerably within the same political jurisdictions.”^̂ So, we 
are left with both astonishing similarity and considerable variation. Considering
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the length of most migrations, sometimes over generations even before leaving 
Europe, and considering that eighteenth-century Pennsylvania was a culture in 
transition, it is hard to judge the degree of continuity it offered to individual 
immigrants and families. The intrepid Anglicization of the Middle Colonies in 
general may have represented, at different times, continuity for some, culture 
shock for others.^*

These areas of interpretation have implications for an understanding of 
Pennsylvania German cultural history. If we accept the view that adaptation to 
a newly emerging American culture united diverse groups into a relatively 
harmonious whole, then we might not expect regional European traditions, 
ideas, and values intact at the end of the century. If, on the other hand, we 
accept the view that there was continuity of lifestyle from Europe to America 
within individual groups that tolerated each other from a distance, then the 
survival of European culture in America, or of German culture in Pennsylvania, 
seems more plausible. In the case of the Pennsylvania Germans, as their name 
implies, both arguments seem to be valid.

German-speakers certainly constituted a “presence” in eighteenth-century 
Pennsylvania. By the middle of the century, and the height of German 
immigration, they comprised about 50 percent of the total population of the 
commonwealth.^* They supported two German newspapers and their preference 
for authentic Gothic script put Benjamin Franklin’s German newspaper out of 
business.^ In their speech and manner of expression they maintained the same 
images and metaphors of farm and countryside that had been part of their 
discourse in small German villages.^ They truly struggled with English notions 
of law and property, tended to be less economically well-off than their English 
neighbors, and less likely to engage in politics or community leadership.”  They 
lived more or less apart from their neighbors, and were most welcome among 
them when it was thought that they had money to purchase land and goods.*® 
While often praised publicly. German-speakers were viewed privately by many 
as different and unsavory, surly and ill-natured,*’ and were frequently the 
scapegoats of disgruntled politicians.** They did not attract the attention of 
Benjamin Franklin and prompt his notorious comment about “Palatine boors” 
because they blended into the landscape.** Perhaps the best evidence for the 
maintenance of German culture in Pennsylvania and the Middle Colonies comes 
from Thomas Jefferson who, while traveling in the Rhineland recognized “the 
origin of whatever is not English among us,” and “fancied [himjself in the upper 
parts of Maryland and Pennsylvania.”** Clearly, then, the Germans were 
distinguishable from their neighbors.

But the Pennsylvania half of the label was also pregnant with meaning in 
the eighteenth century. There is no evidence to suggest that German-speakers 
wanted to maintain their regional European identity or that German-speakers in 
one group “identified” with those in another.** For newly arrived immigrants 
there was little to be gained by it, and, as mentioned earlier, much else to worry 
about.** The persistence of the German language, it has been suggested, may
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have been due to continued immigration more than from any “conscious effort 
to retain ethnicity.”*̂  The Germans had been encouraged from day one by 
Pastorius and others to speak English for their survival and the betterment of 
their children.** English was spoken by many of them fairly early, and English 
church services, especially for young people, were common. By 1764, Henry 
Miller abandoned the practice of referring to German historical images in his 
German newspaper because his readers no longer responded to them.*’ The lives 
of most colonials had a distinctively English flavor to it.”  Finally, many 
German-speakers, though not all, joined the revolutionary movement and were 
accepted as active participants and patriots, surely testimony to their integration 
into American society.’ ’

Between the notions of harmony and continuity bantered about by social 
historians, then, we find in the Pennsylvania Germans a sort of equilibrium. 
Yes, the Germans retained their “Germanness” and were identifiable as such well 
up to the end of the eighteenth century. Yes, they adapted quickly and were 
accepted—even if at a distance. And, yes, as some claim, they may have assumed 
a public English face while maintaining a German one m private.’  ̂ They were 
distinctive and assimilating all at once, we must acknowledge, at different rates 
in different locations. The Germans in eighteenth<entury Pennsylvania exhibit 
some of what will become a genuine ethnic identity in the nineteenth century, 
but it has not yet congealed. It has not yet linked the various German-speaking 
groups into one, if, in fact, it ever will. Like many other groups at the end of the 
eighteenth century, the Pennsylvania Germans are poised on the edge.

The forces that will push them over are numerous and go beyond the scope 
of this investigation. But one force has already been at work in the eighteenth 
century and bears mentioning. That is the assignation or superimposition of 
identity onto the group. Much blame and maligning for this has fallen to the 
filiopietistic writers of the nineteenth century and to the tourist industry of the 
twentieth century.”  But, in truth, such rhapsodizing and mythologizing was 
well underway in the middle of the eighteenth century when Christopher Sauer 
contrasted “English cunning” and “ungodly English law” with “German Virtue” 
and godly German-speaking pietists.”’  ̂ Benjamin Rush’s now legendary praise 
of the German Inhabitants of Pennsylvania” had a tremendous impact on public 
thought, and his private scorn of them was shared by many of his fellow 
dignitaries. Through these descriptions, the label “German” was taking on ever 
new definitions, and it may be that what is clearly documented for Germantown 
occurred throughout Pennsylvania, namely, that the label was being applied to 
a dynamic, evolving culture qualitatively different from the original.’* By the 
end of the century, “German” would refer to an American hybrid that would 
continue to change over the next two hundred years.

To conclude, then, where social historians tend to agree, they paint a 
picture of life in eighteenth-century Pennsylvania that, for most people, bore a 
striking resemblance to the life of Hobbes primitive man: “solitary, poore, nasty, 
brutish, and short.” It is as sobering as it is disillusioning. Where the picture is
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muddled, however, they open the door for a careful analysis of the 
“Pennsylvania” and “German” halves of the label, and they have enriched that 
analysis with detail. From this, it is perhaps prudent to claim that if there were 
no ethnic Pennsylvania Germans in the eighteenth century, the seeds were being
sown.
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