
 

Mennonites, Anthropology, and 
History: A Complicated 
Intellectual Relationship1 

James Urry, Wellington, New Zealand 

If the aim of anthropology is to ascertain the processes of change or dy-
namics in human societies and cultures, why this timorous sticking to 
the primitives whom we can observe only in an instant, while rich data 
on change for centuries back are available on our own and other lettered 
civilizations?2 

Before I retired from my university, an anthropological col-
league remarked that I was not really an anthropologist, but a histo-
rian. A reliable source has informed me that a certain Canadian his-
torian of Mennonite descent has declared that my problem is I am 
not really a historian, but an anthropologist. Additionally, a historian 
of Mennonites in Russia cannot mention my work without first re-
minding readers that they are referring to “the anthropologist 
James Urry.”3 Of course both history and anthropology are merely 
disciplinary labels for subjects whose exact boundaries have never 
been clearly defined. There are so many varieties of history and an-
thropology that it is impossible to talk about either in the singular. 
Indeed, one might suggest that there are as many varieties of history 
and anthropology as there are, or at least have been, Mennonites and 
related groups. And this is not counting all the global Mennonites 
who have been added since the nineteenth century mainly through 
mission outreach and church planting. 
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Until recently, anthropological studies of Mennonites by either 
Mennonites or non-Mennonites have not been as prominent as his-
torical studies. Academic studies of contemporary Mennonite com-
munities written by sociologists and human geographers easily out-
number those of anthropologists. Mennonites, or those of Mennonite 
descent, have written many of these studies. Entries for each subject 
in the Mennonite Encyclopedia offer confirmation. The entries un-
der “Sociology” and “Geography” not only have more text with ref-
erences than the entry under “Anthropology,” but in the online ver-
sion (GAMEO) they have also been updated. The entry under an-
thropology has merely been transferred from earlier printed edi-
tions of the Encyclopedia and contains no references to guide a 
reader despite an early anthropological interest in Mennonites in 
the evolving discipline. 

A Pioneer Anthropologist and a Mennonite Connection 

In October 1884, an English academic delivered an address to 
the Anthropological Society of Washington on the subject of “How 
the Problems of American Anthropology Present Themselves to the 
English Mind.”4 The academic was none other than Edward Burnett 
Tylor, regarded by many as the father of British anthropology. In-
deed, during the latter part of the nineteenth century anthropology 
in Britain was known as “Mr. Tylor’s Science”.5 The author of many 
books and articles, Tylor had recently been appointed Reader in An-
thropology at the University of Oxford, the first academic post in 
anthropology established in Britain. 

A newspaper account of Tylor’s address reported that he said, 
“America was interesting to anthropologists in preserving old-fash-
ioned life.” As an example, he spoke of the Pennsylvanian Mennon-
ites, “the spiritual ancestors of the Quakers,” who “still live in their 
Puritan simplicity.” He claimed that “the manner” in which Menno-
nites lived “represent past stages of civilization” only to be found 
among contemporary non-European tribal peoples and peasant 
communities in France and Italy.6 

In the published version of his address, Tylor said that what in-
terested him most was “a certain element of old-fashionedness” in 
America.7 Away from centres of population in the areas first colo-
nized by Europeans, old-fashioned customs still “held their own 
with a tenacity somewhat surprising,” especially in comparison to 
modern Europe. He noted the continued use of the spinning wheel, 
“now scarce in England” but still present in Pennsylvanian Quaker 
households. This reminded him of his own youth, for Tylor had been 
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born into a London Quaker family of brass founders and educated 
in a Quaker school. Coming to America, Tylor obviously had taken 
the opportunity to visit Quaker relatives in Pennsylvania where he 
had encountered Mennonites.8 

Unlike Quakers, who Tylor suggested had “undergone much 
modification as to theological doctrine,” in America he found Penn-
sylvanian Mennonites the “least changed from their original condi-
tion.” For him, Mennonites represented a “very striking instance of 
the permanency of institutions” where a “society can get into pros-
perous conditions in a secluded place, cut off from easy access of 
the world.” He noted that some Mennonites dissented “from modern 
alteration and changes by a fixed and unalterable resolution that 
they will not wear buttons, but will fasten their coats with hooks and 
eyes, as their forefathers did.” This, he concluded showed “what te-
nacity custom holds when it has become [a] matter of scruple and 
religious sanction.” He admitted, however, that some Mennonites 
had conformed “more and more to the world” especially in “their 
dress and habits” and showed “symptoms of melting into the general 
population.” 

Tylor found American Mennonites an extremely interesting case 
as they offered “the spectacle of a phase of religious life, which, 
though dwindling away in the old-world region where it arose, is 
quite well preserved in this newer country, for the edification of stu-
dents of culture.” He was impressed that with “such plain traces of 
connection with historical Anabaptists . . . they may be taken as 
their living representatives.” This was illustrated by a copy of a 
hymnbook “anterior to 1600, but still in use,” that was presented to 
him and which contained a hymn “commemorative of the martyr 
Haslibach,” who had died in the sixteenth century.9 

Tylor, however, was not surprised to discover, as he put it, “in a 
secluded district, an old state of society resisting for a time the mod-
ifying influences which have already changed the world around.” 
Instead, he suggested this showed “the very processes” of resistance 
to “prevailing alteration which anthropologists have to study over 
larger regions of space and time in the general development of the 
world.” But while Tylor reported that the Mennonites he encoun-
tered found it strange that he should visit and wish to study them, 
they expressed even greater surprise that he intended to travel fur-
ther west and visit the Zuni. In response, Tylor reported that he had 
found: 

it hard to refrain from pointing out that, after all, there is a community 
of purpose between studies of the course of civilization whether carried 
out among the colonists of Pennsylvania or among the Indians of New 
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Mexico. . . . Investigation of the lower races is made more obscure, and 
more difficult through the absence of the guidance of written history, but 
the principle is the same. 

This relation between histories written and unwritten informed 
German eighteenth-and early nineteenth-century studies where the 
terms Ethnographie and Ethnologie were in use long before they, 
and the project of anthropology, were taken up in Britain.10 So it is 
unsurprising that Tylor’s passing anthropological musings on Men-
nonites has a link to a German Mennonite intellectual with a back-
ground in this older tradition. This was Wilhelm Mannhardt, born 
into a Mennonite family in Friedrichstadt and whose father Jakob 
was the founder and editor of the influential Mennonitische Blät-
ter.11 Wilhelm was a leading German folklorist and ethnologist 
whose concept of “survivals” influenced Tylor and other important 
writers in anthropology, folklore, and religion such as Sir James 
George Frazer.12 

Survivals, Mennonites “Out of Time,” and Ethnographies of 
Peripheries 

The idea of “survivals” is key to understanding Tylor’s view of 
Pennsylvania Mennonites, as it was a concept common to nine-
teenth-century thought—in anthropology, history, and general sci-
ence.13 In spite of his Quaker origins, by 1884 Tylor was a convinced 
follower of Charles Darwin and his ideas on evolution through nat-
ural selection. Evolution had occurred over an immense period, 
much longer than had previously been thought, especially by theo-
logians. Species had evolved gradually inhabiting the earth for long 
periods before becoming extinct. The discovery of fossil remains, 
including those of earlier humans, added additional confirmation of 
Darwin’s ideas. But living species carried signs of earlier life forms 
and if studied scientifically they could provide vital clues to evolu-
tion and the stages through which life had developed. Such features 
were thought of as survivals, still existing in the contemporary 
world and ranging from the most simple and primitive to the most 
complex and advanced. As in the natural world, human biology and 
culture revealed similar evidence of evolution. Modern humans 
were the most advanced living species on earth but could also be 
ranked by their biology and culture. Scientific racism was one con-
sequence of such thinking with, not surprisingly given the times, 
white, Europeans ranking above other “coloured races” and, if fur-
ther refined, Englishmen higher than most other Europeans. 
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Tylor was more interested in culture, or as he put it “custom,” 
than in biology. In 1871 he wrote, “evidence aiding us to trace the 
course which the civilization of the world has actually followed is 
that great class of facts to denote which I have found it convenient 
to introduce the term ‘survivals.’” These facts included “processes, 
customs, opinions, and so forth, which have been carried on by force 
of habit into a new state of society.” Although “different from that 
in which they had their original home,” such survivals remained “as 
proofs and examples of an older condition of culture out of which a 
newer has been evolved.” Tylor also suggested that although such 
proofs “in themselves” might be insignificant, their study was “ef-
fective for tracing the course of the historical development through 
which alone it is possible to understand their meaning.” This was a 
factor vital in “ethnographic research to gain the clearest possible 
insight into their nature.”14 

Later anthropologists would be highly critical of nineteenth-cen-
tury ideas of biological and cultural survivals, often rejecting them 
completely. The noted American anthropologist Robert H. Lowie 
suggested that whenever an ethnologist of his generation heard the 
term survivals, “he crosses himself four or five times and mutters 
some cabalistic phrase such as ‘historical method’ designed to ward 
off the noisome influence.”15 The problem was that while there may 
be differences in the size and complexity of different social groups 
in the present, all have existed for exactly the same time. No human 
group stopped or fell out of the historical processes of production 
and reproduction. Moreover, none have stayed exactly the same; all 
have been involved in processes that nowhere have resulted in exact 
duplication of their way of life through time. Every group, in itself, 
is non-replicatory. No group is situated out of time, lost in total iso-
lation, and waiting for history to begin. 

Many years ago, I suggested that when considering contempo-
rary Australian Aborigines, the use of the term “traditional”—to de-
scribe people living “a traditional way of life”—was best avoided.16 
In terms of Mennonites, I have discussed similar terminological 
problems, explaining why I preferred “conservative” or  
conserving” for those groups who appear to have resisted change 
mainly on religious grounds.17 Historian Royden Loewen, however, 
equates “conservatism” with fundamentalist/evangelistic groups in 
North America and prefers to speak of “traditionalist” communities, 
although he too recognizes that his choice of term has problems.18 

Popular discourse and news reports, however, continue to sug-
gest that there are still “isolated” peoples living totally changeless 
lives. Accordingly, colourful accounts regularly appear of previ-
ously uncontacted “tribal” peoples in the Amazon, the Highlands of 
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New Guinea, or more recently the Andaman Islands who apparently 
are still living in the “Stone Age,” “untouched” for “30,000” years. 
Clearly, they are “survivals” living in the present. In media reports, 
Amish and Old Order Mennonites are frequently described as living 
“survivals” of a way of life that elsewhere has passed. These too are 
a people “out of time” who remain separate from the modern world. 
Naturally, contemporary scholars do not conceive of other cultures, 
including Amish or Old Order Mennonites, in such ways. Or do they? 

It is interesting that ethnographic research and published ac-
counts of Mennonites and related groups have tended to concentrate 
on “Plain Peoples” such as Amish groups, conservative Mennonites, 
and to a lesser extent, Hutterites. The Amish and Plain Anabaptist 
Studies Association (APASA) announces itself on its website as “a 
network of scholars, service providers, instructors, plain people, 
and others interested in the study of the Amish and plain Anabap-
tists.”19 Its open-access journal publishes almost exclusively in this 
area. As well as Amish and “Plain Peoples,” conservative Mennon-
ites in Latin America, or immigrants from these communities who 
have resettled in North America, are also included. The term “plain 
Anabaptists” is a little vague on the APASA website as it relates to 
people in the present rather than in the past, least of all to the Ana-
baptists of Reformation Europe.20 While they may have appeared ra-
ther “plain” in their religious practices when they first settled in 
North America, at that time their dress and use of technology, at 
least until the middle of the nineteenth-century, was not very differ-
ent from that of their neighbours. In 1884 Tylor might have viewed 
their ways as old-fashioned but even he could still connect them with 
aspects from his own immediate past. 

As I have indicated, human geographers and sociologists pio-
neered academic studies of contemporary Mennonite and related 
groups in the United States, Canada, and Latin America.21 A number 
of these studies used what were claimed to be “ethnographic” meth-
ods.22 More recent studies of Mennonite groups in South America 
have been written mostly by anthropologist-ethnographers, alt-
hough the majority are devoted to conservative, Old Colony Menno-
nites.23 Such studies, however, only cover a small fraction of Men-
nonite communities in the Americas. Long ago the anthropologist-
sociologist Roland Frankenberg criticized ethnographic research in 
Britain because it over-concentrated on remote, mostly rural 
“Celtic” communities of Britain. Such work he suggested produced 
quaint studies of what he termed the “tassels,” peoples on the 
fringes of Britain’s more populated mostly urban areas.24 The same 
could be said of much of the anthropological-ethnographic research 
on Mennonite communities. Mennonite “tassel” communities exist 
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on the peripheries of a much larger Mennonite world. Strangely, 
however, these fringe groups have been more thoroughly re-
searched than the many other Mennonite groups also connected his-
torically with an Anabaptist ancestry and those in the contemporary, 
wider global Anabaptist world.25 

When I began my own Mennonite research, I originally had in-
tended to study a community in Belize but only to show that they 
could not possibly have remained “out of time” just because they 
were isolated and appeared to reject change. Early on, I came to 
realize that first I needed to understand what had happened to Men-
nonite communities in nineteenth-century Russia before their an-
cestors had immigrated to Canada in the 1870s. I never got to Belize. 
My perspectives changed as I began to further explore Russian 
Mennonite history and communities in Canada who arrived after the 
Russian Revolution. The rest, as some say, is history. My history. 

In contrast, many studies by anthropologists, human geogra-
phers, and sociologists lack original or detailed historical analysis. 
Instead, the complex pasts of the communities under study are dis-
pensed with in a brief paragraph or, in the case of monographs, in 
an opening chapter. These depend on secondary sources and are 
usually shallow or generalized and often contain errors. Further-
more, the ensuing discussion, with some exceptions, appears only 
slightly to be informed by the historical prologue.26 

Some anthropologists have made efforts to connect their ethno-
graphic research with historical sources even if these are second-
ary.27 In other cases, a historian has attempted a form of “ethno-
graphic” research directly within a Mennonite community or com-
munities, combining historical methods with material collected 
through contemporary interviews, as in the recent work of Royden 
Loewen.28 Loewen, a Mennonite with connections within conserva-
tive communities, brings to his work a rather different understand-
ing than research conducted by a non-Mennonite. But such a con-
nection can be both an advantage and a disadvantage.29 While Men-
nonite and Amish researchers occasionally claim a “sympathy” with 
close-knit conservative communities, this is often expressed implic-
itly rather than explicitly. In some cases, it can result in the com-
munities under study being projected as somehow “closer” to an ide-
alized Anabaptist past or way of life. Other Mennonites living in 
modern, industrialized society are portrayed as having strayed from 
the path of righteousness. At the same time, certain aspects of life 
in conservative communities might be avoided if they threaten to 
cast an unfavourable light on all Mennonites. 
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Ethnology, Ethnography, and History 

Tylor’s greatest work is perhaps his two-volume Primitive Cul-
ture, published in 1871. It begins with what many still consider one 
of the most foundational definitions in anthropology. Unfortunately, 
it has often been misquoted and misunderstood. Tylor wrote: 

Culture or Civilization, taken in its wide ethnographic sense, is that com-
plex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, 
and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of 
society.30 

The “definition” is misquoted when the phrase “or Civilization” is 
omitted. Sometimes the omission is indicated, sometimes not.31 So 
what did Tylor mean by “Culture or Civilization” and why is it sig-
nificant? 

For Tylor, “Culture” was not a variety of “cultures” frequently 
spoken of today. It was singular. Linked with “Civilization,” it indi-
cated the process through which all humankind became “civilized.” 
Some societies were more “civilized” than others but all could be 
arranged along a continuum from the most primitive to the most ad-
vanced. This continuum included biological differences identified in 
his time as a variety of “races,” although Tylor did not dwell on such 
matters. He preferred to concentrate on other human activities and 
customs that had survived in more advanced societies. These, he ar-
gued, showed how progression had occurred through various earlier 
cultural stages. His interests included folklore, children’s games, 
and local folk celebrations, matters that today are of little concern 
to anthropologists in Britain and North America.32 Franz Boas, un-
doubtedly the most influential anthropologist of the first half of the 
twentieth century, continued to show an interest in such matters, 
though for very different reasons.33 

Boas’s anthropology took a radical turn from most nineteenth-
century evolutionary anthropologists and, although not entirely re-
jecting the idea of evolution, he challenged many of its assumptions. 
This especially involved the idea that peoples could be ranked as 
backward and more advanced on the basis of biology and culture. 
His thinking drew in part on a much older German philosophical 
tradition when he argued that anthropologists needed to understand 
the different historical trajectories of human groups. In 1888, just 
four years after Tylor’s address, Boas suggested the aim of ethnol-
ogy was to study “the history of mankind.” This included “language, 
customs, migrations, [and] bodily characteristics” through a study 
of the “whole of mankind” from “its earliest stages . . . up to modern 
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times.”34 He later wrote that by adopting such a historical approach 
other cultures soon lost the “appearance of absolute stability,” a 
problem he attributed to the time limits imposed by ethnographic 
research. Boas’s historical approach showed that all cultures were 
“in a constant state of flux and subject to fundamental modifica-
tions.”35 

Many among the generation of British anthropologists who fol-
lowed Tylor adopted approaches similar to Boas involving a combi-
nation of ethnology and ethnography. Ethnological research in a 
limited culture area was viewed as “survey” research but this also 
involved “intensive” ethnographic research of particular groups. By 
the early twentieth century, however, British anthropology began to 
focus more on ethnography than on ethnology. In Britain, this shift 
in focus is primarily attributed to the influence and writings of the 
Polish/British anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski. Malinowski’s 
major fieldwork in the Trobriand Islands resulted in several de-
tailed ethnographic monographs. His methodology, outlined in his 
first ethnographic study, stated that an ethnographer was “to grasp 
the native’s point of view, his [sic] relation to life, to realize his vi-
sion and his world”.36 Malinowski’s “method” later became known 
as “participant observation,” although it is unclear whether he ever 
used the phrase. His method was to have profound consequences 
beyond mere methodology. As a prerequisite to pursuing a career in 
anthropology, a person first was required to conduct ethnographic 
fieldwork with a particular group of people using participant obser-
vation.37 

After the United States became a global power following the end 
of the Second World War, a new generation of anthropologists added 
further research regions to the earlier generation’s primary focus 
on the Americas. In the process, they adopted similar ethnographic 
research strategies to that of British anthropologists although they 
retained a concern with “culture,” a term that subsumed and ex-
panded the more limited emphasis of British “social anthropology.” 
As “ethnography” transmuted into a methodology central to the dis-
cipline of anthropology, it was stripped of part of its meaning. An 
anthropologist was originally an ethnographer not just because they 
followed a specific research methodology, but also because “field 
work” resulted in the writing of an account of another culture. The 
term “ethnography” contains the suffix graphy, Greek for a text, re-
vealing this wider meaning.38 

In the work of anthropologists, however, and increasingly among 
a wide range of people who are not anthropologists, the term “eth-
nography” has become associated with “doing research” using a 
face-to-face methodology. For many, ethnography has been reduced 
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merely to research that involves “speaking with people and record-
ing what they say.”39 This confuses “oral history” with ethnographic 
research while muddling ethnography with anthropology as if they 
involve identical methods and the same outcomes. It does not help 
that even anthropologists often use the terms ethnography and an-
thropology interchangeably. One anthropologist, Tim Ingold, has 
criticized this confusion. Ethnography, he suggests: 

aims to describe life as it is lived and experienced, by a people, some-
where, sometime. Anthropology, by contrast, is an inquiry into the con-
ditions and possibilities of human life in the world. Anthropology and 
ethnography may have much to contribute to one another, but their aims 
and objectives are different. Ethnography is an end in itself; it is not a 
means to anthropological ends.40 

In addition to this confusion is that “ethnology” has largely van-
ished from the anthropological agenda in the English-speaking 
world and with it the link between ethnography, anthropology, and 
history. Indeed, there is little connection left between an ethno-
graphic study of a specific socio-cultural community carried out 
through participant observation within a limited period of time, and 
the positing of grand, and sometimes grandiose, anthropological 
“theories.” This has occurred more by default than by design. How-
ever, a British contemporary of Malinowski, Alfred Radcliffe-
Brown, viewed all attempts to reconstruct the pasts of non-literate 
peoples as speculative, “unscientific” and unworthy of the disci-
pline. In America, “ethnology” survives in the titles of two major 
academic journals although the articles published rarely focus on 
ethnological issues as Tylor and others once conceived these. Some 
aspects of ethnology in North America have been transformed into 
“ethnohistory,” a specialized subject with its own journal that ini-
tially focused on interactions between Europeans and the peoples of 
the Americas. 

In France, however, anthropologists have maintained a broader 
perspective. As one noted French anthropologist has stated, anthro-
pology as a discipline “starts with ethnography, goes on to ethnol-
ogy” and only then “ends in anthropology.” Ethnography involves 
“the collection of data,” ethnology its analysis in “a comparative 
framework” out of which models are constructed,” and finally an-
thropology, “which is a project more than a science.” It addresses 
the older “philosophical” issues of anthropology by attempting to 
make sense of general problems “in social life such as cultural var-
iability.”41 

The idea of a “comparative framework “in anthropology has been 
a sensitive issue since nineteenth-century anthropologists used the 
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term “comparative method” to describe their ideas of different evo-
lutionary outcomes. As later anthropologists distanced themselves 
from such views some even claimed that comparison was impossible 
or at least best avoided. A solution was suggested many years ago 
by Fred Eggan, an American anthropologist influenced by both 
American and British anthropology who proposed that comparisons 
should be “limited” to peoples who live in proximity and have his-
torical connections, in other words, by considering time and space 
within a specific framework.42 

My own Mennonite research and publication have been more 
ethnological than strictly ethnographic or anthropological. I cer-
tainly have used ethnographic methods in my research with various 
Mennonite communities. Whether this constitutes “participant ob-
servation,” I will leave the Mennonites involved to decide. My re-
search has also involved intensive research into Mennonite publica-
tions and archival collections including non-Mennonite records. As 
Mennonites are a diverse people with a complex history of interac-
tions with other Mennonites and non-Mennonites, it has necessarily 
involved limited comparisons in Eggan’s sense.43 In more recent 
years, other writers have considered similar matters in a wider 
framework using the concept of “transnationalism” in their discus-
sions of contemporary and past Mennonite communities.44 

Working with oral history, Royden Loewen offers a “limited” 
comparative approach involving groups who allegedly share “con-
servative” views, such as Mennonites in North and South America 
and groups not directly related such as the Amish.45 His approach 
appears to be informed, in part, by the idea that some Mennonites 
and related groups are closer to a line of continuity with fundamen-
tal Anabaptist ideas and values than others. This is because they ap-
pear to have maintained a certain “traditionalist” way of life 
whereas others have surrendered to the modern “world.” The notion 
is that in all these “conservative” groups there have been similar 
continuities of tradition in their rather different pasts and lack of 
contact. This implies that they are inappropriate for the kind of “lim-
ited” comparison advocated by Eggan. It has long been suggested 
that Amish have not maintained traditions without compromises but 
instead they have strategized their interaction with the larger Amer-
ican society. Such claims have been subject to criticism on method-
ological and theoretical grounds as they are based on a paradigm of 
“negotiating with modernity.”46 However, the comparative study of 
Amish and more distant Old Colony Mennonites has not yet been 
subjected to similar critical examination. 

Previous comparative studies for Hutterites and Amish have 
used the idea of acculturation when discussing similar issues.47 This 
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was a term coined in American anthropology to refer to “culture 
change” in “contact” situations. British anthropologists preferred 
the term “social change” to acculturation. But neither approach re-
quired consideration of the extended history of those peoples under 
discussion. To varying degrees both assumed that “change” was the 
opposite of “continuity.” In other words, continuity was the pre-
sumed norm and people simply replicated their ways of life over 
long periods of time until forces, usually external, came to disturb 
their reveries.48 

Another result of the ethnographic approach has been the use of 
collective names for quite diverse groups. The term “Amish” con-
ceals considerable variations especially when viewed in historical 
terms. The approach has also involved the invention of new collec-
tive identities. Research into “transnational” Mennonites in Latin 
America has seen the creation of a new ethnic identity in the form 
of the term “Low German Mennonites,” sometimes abbreviated to 
LGM. Earlier writers spoke of “Low German–speaking Mennonites” 
but this new identity, stripped of a direct linguistic connection, has 
been widely adopted by anthropologists and non-anthropologists, 
Mennonite and non-Mennonite alike.49 Many who have adopted this 
term claim to use an “ethnographic” approach in their research, but 
the differences contained in the term LGM remain unanalyzed.50 
Such a criticism is not new. In 1970, in reviewing Calvin W. 
Redekop’s book on Old Colony Mennonites, the anthropologists Jaq-
uith and Pennacchio expressed puzzlement at his “insistence on re-
garding the extended and structurally differentiated ‘Old Colony’ as 
though it were still one unified corporate group.”51 

Tradition, Transition, Transformation 

Many nineteenth-century intellectuals, like Tylor, were aware 
that they were living in an age of material, social, and intellectual 
change even if they frequently disagreed on its causes, or where 
these might lead to positive or negative change. They could, how-
ever, generally agree that transformations were the result of human 
not divine action, as this was an increasingly secular age. Karl Marx 
believed history followed scientific laws and proposed that primi-
tive communism had been succeeded by feudalism and then capital-
ism. Eventually the contradictions implicit in capitalism would also 
result in its collapse, to be succeeded by a new, and hopefully better, 
way of life. 

Other nineteenth- and twentieth-century thinkers proposed in 
their own terms the causes, conditions, and processes of 
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transformation underway. Émile Durkheim suggested that societies 
were founded on different forms of solidarity, with organic solidar-
ity, based on kinship connections and religious ritual, giving way to 
a society free of superstition. In this form of society, organized 
around what he termed mechanical solidarity, kinship declined in 
significance as its dominant role was succeeded by a division of la-
bour based around status and role. Another sociologist, Max Weber, 
also recognized that modern society was different from earlier 
forms in the rationalization of its systems. Ferdinand Tönnies ar-
gued that community (Gemeinschaft) was succeeded by society (Ge-
sellschaft). 

The ideas of Marx and Durkheim have not been particularly in-
fluential in American Mennonite studies. However, Tönnies’s terms 
have been adopted, especially among sociologists, Mennonite and 
non-Mennonite. Gemeinschaft is mostly identified with conserva-
tive Mennonite groups, usually sympathetically, while Gesellschaft 
is associated with “worldly” Mennonites who have “assimilated” 
into larger, often non-Mennonite society. It is perhaps no coinci-
dence that the Mennonite Encyclopedia has an entry under “Com-
munity” that mentions Tönnies but no entry under “Society.” The 
ideas of Marx, along with his fellow author Engels, are usually con-
sidered in the context of their discussions of “revolutionary” Ana-
baptists and how their ideas were later appropriated by Communist 
historians.52 Weber’s sociological contributions are better recog-
nized in the new online German Mennonitische Lexicon than in the 
North American online Encyclopedia.53 His argument, that in the 
development of Western society there is a connection between the 
emergence of Protestantism and the rise of capitalism, is a subject 
over which much ink has been spilt, but it remains highly relevant 
for Mennonite studies even if the identification of Anabaptism with 
Protestantism remains problematic.54 As the issue is best considered 
in a historical context, discussion of Weber’s ideas have tended to 
be written by Mennonite historians rather than by either Mennonite 
anthropologists or sociologists .55 

It is not, however, a matter of favouring one intellectual and their 
ideas over another. Instead, like many intellectual issues, it is the 
relationships within the ideas they proposed that are important. In 
the case of Marx his distinction is between pre-capitalist and capi-
talist forms; in Tönnies’s the relationship is between community and 
society; in Durkheim’s, it is his ideas of the contrast between organic 
and mechanical solidarity; and finally for Weber it is between Prot-
estantism and capitalism. I would suggest, however, that all these 
intellectual ideas are best considered in historical contexts. 
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The reality is that in the long term all human societies have un-
dergone transformatory processes. Such changes involved not just 
major revolutions in forms of production, distribution, and labour 
but also changes in social and political organization. In turn, the 
shift from agricultural to predominantly industrial production is as-
sociated with the increased use of technology, commercial prac-
tices, the rise of nation-states, and a decline of local, kinship-based 
societies along with the expansion of education, widespread literacy 
and, as Weber suggested, increased rationality in human affairs. 

In my senior years at school, I was taught economic history in-
stead of political history. Before I became an anthropologist, I was 
interested in archaeology and my first degree included physical an-
thropology, human evolution, and material culture alongside social 
anthropology. It was inevitable, I suppose, that my Mennonite writ-
ings often pay attention to social, economic, and material issues in 
the context of the emergence of modern industrial society. This be-
gan with the commercial revolutions of the late Middle Ages, later 
European expansion overseas, and technological changes in agricul-
ture and industry. As their history dates from the Reformation pe-
riod of the sixteenth century all Mennonites have lived through 
these major economic and social transformations. 

In some of my writings I have adopted the terms of another in-
tellectual to discuss this transformation. These are “Agraria” and 
“Industria,” terms proposed by the philosopher, sociologist, and an-
thropologist Ernest Gellner.56 By capitalizing his terms Gellner in-
dicated they were more ideal types in the tradition of Weber rather 
than actual states. For Gellner, Agraria and Industria indicated 
more than just economic modes of production. They involved suc-
cessive stages in the transformation of society and culture. Industria 
relates to developments in society involved in the economic transi-
tion that first began in earnest in eighteenth-century Britain fol-
lowed by other areas in Europe and North America. Such develop-
ments have long been recognized, particularly by economic histori-
ans.57 

Gellner, however, was neither a historian nor an economist. His 
argument for a transition from Agraria to Industria centred on the 
crucial social and cultural consequences connected with the deve-
opment of Industria. These concerned the formation of nation-states 
and nationalism, the learning of new skills not “on the job,” but 
through formal education in state-sponsored schools and universal 
literacy. People in Industria were no longer tied to local rural com-
munities nor dependent on kinship networks. Instead, they were 
made mobile, free to seek opportunities and employment in new oc-
cupations and industries. These were usually located in rapidly 
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developing urban centres, where new factories and offices were lo-
cated. This permitted them to take advantage of skills learned in the 
classroom and not in the home, farmyard, or field. But the other as-
pect of Industria, and its connection with nationalism, is that ulti-
mately a person’s allegiance was to a secular nation-state, no longer 
to kin, community, or church. While people were to serve the state 
by becoming economically productive, they were also required to 
defend it through armed service. 

It should be obvious now why I find Gellner’s ideas relevant to 
the study of Mennonites. Since the late eighteenth century disagree-
ments over state education and military service have been among 
the major issues dividing Mennonites from the governments of the 
lands in which they have settled. They have also divided Mennonite 
communities over which action to take in response to government 
policies. Such factors, combined with the need to sustain expanding 
Mennonite populations, have been a major cause of Mennonite mi-
grations to new lands. State-sponsored education has also chal-
lenged the authority of religious leaders whose power is derived 
from their ability to interpret the Bible drawing on its agrarian im-
agery and to insist on a particular form of economy and community. 
The rejection of military service is based on religious non-resistance 
and can involve a wider rejection of state service. As a result, 
modernism is resisted and agrarian conservatism is championed to 
maintain continuity linked to an often imagined past. 

For conservative Mennonites this also has resulted in a rejection 
of ideas of progress. Those Mennonites who favour progress have 
championed a discontinuity with past ways and interpreted history 
as a story of development and an abandonment of archaic ideas and 
practices.58 These very different attitudes to progress and moderni-
zation have had profound consequences for different Mennonite 
communities. 

Progress, Modernization, Degeneration 

Like most nineteenth-century anthropologists and other secular 
writers of his age, Tylor strongly supported the idea of progress.59 
He believed advances in scientific knowledge and technology could 
only lead to a better future for all humankind. In his consideration 
of progress, however, Tylor also noted that earlier religious views—
he refers to them as “theological”—stressed degeneration over pro-
gress. As outlined in the Old (Hebrew) Testament, humankind’s 
“fall” and expulsion from the Garden of Eden was the initial indica-
tion of degeneration. Although Christ came into the world to save 



30 Journal of Mennonite Studies 

humankind, the Book of Revelation spoke of a final reckoning when 
the degenerate would be eternally damned and only the righteous 
“saved.” 

Most early Anabaptists believed the end times were imminent.60 
When this proved to be not as close as predicted, such beliefs faded 
although not always entirely. In their place new dangers were iden-
tified. These included a belief that through association with the evil 
“world” a person’s salvation would be at risk. To ensure the possi-
bility of salvation for themselves and their descendants communi-
ties needed to separate themselves from non-believers and degen-
erative forces. By forming such communities, Mennonites stepped 
outside the world and its downward path that ultimately could only 
lead to damnation in the final days. Any idea of “progress” was 
therefore a delusion of the damned. 

Mennonite reactions to later developments created by the tran-
sition to Industria have varied and continue to do so as the global 
impact of industrialization intensifies. As we live in less optimistic 
and more uncertain times than Tylor, it is perhaps unsurprising that 
Mennonite and related communities who appear to have rejected 
progress and apparently attempted to maintain a “traditional” way 
of life are idealized by outsiders. In popular accounts conservative 
Mennonites and Amish appear to live a better way of life than people 
in the industrial, consumer world of modernity. 

Academic studies written by Mennonites and non-Mennonites of-
ten lack a material focus except for discussions of the problems con-
servative groups have experienced with adoption of new technolo-
gies. Beyond this, conservative Mennonites and related groups are 
often seen as the legitimate inheritors of Anabaptist traditions. This 
promotes the view that throughout history Mennonites and related 
groups have favoured a rural, agrarian lifestyle. A consequence of 
this view, especially in ethnographic studies where an understand-
ing of history is rarely considered, is that one section of the contem-
porary Mennonite world is more closely studied than the other. 
There has also been a tendency by Mennonite researchers with con-
nections to the conservative Mennonite world to favour one version 
of the story of their past over another. Connections that link Menno-
nites with commerce and proto-industry before industrialization, of-
ten associated with pre-modern urban centres, have been ne-
glected.61 

Although the ideal for many Mennonite communities might have 
been to remain separate from the world, there have always been 
problems in maintaining such a stance. Even before the beginnings 
of industrialization, Mennonites have needed to deal with external 
markets and the non-Mennonite world. Expanding populations have 
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required new settlements to be established and when lacking land 
to pursue farming, new occupations were found. Certain goods and 
services essential to the maintenance of community have had to be 
obtained from non-Mennonite suppliers. This has always proved 
easier for some Mennonites than others. Those Mennonites in the 
Dutch Republic and their fellow brethren settled in and around 
northern ports such as Hamburg, Altona, and Danzig combined 
commerce with market-based agriculture early in their histories. 
Unsurprisingly, Mennonites from Danzig and the Vistula region, 
who from the end of the eighteenth century onwards established 
communities in Russia, were therefore well primed to benefit from 
Russia’s agricultural and industrial progress during the nineteenth 
century. 

Far from being a continuity with the past, ideas and practices 
associated with modernization have their origins in the nineteenth 
century. During this century, some Mennonites became increas-
ingly willing to adapt to new conditions and seize new opportunities. 
Others, in response to both external pressures from outside the 
Mennonite world and internal influences from within, reacted less 
positively. These Mennonites in Europe, Russia, and North America, 
often independently, developed strategies to “conserve” what they 
saw as essential religious values and practices threatened by mod-
ernization. In a sense, therefore, both “conservative” and more 
“progressive” Mennonites underwent social, cultural, and religious 
transformations. Some became more conservative and others more 
progressive and accepting of modernization, including advanced ed-
ucation. The forces involved in this polarization could stem from the 
transition from Agraria to Industria; those who followed the path of 
conservation favoured aspects of Agraria while progressives pre-
ferred Industria. 

If, from the outset of settlement in Russia Mennonites were mar-
ket-oriented, as the nineteenth century advanced, production soon 
shifted from local to global markets, first in the production of sheep 
wool and later grain. To expand agricultural production, prosperous 
Mennonites purchased private estates, employed non-Mennonite la-
bour, and increased their use of modern farming technologies. Some 
agricultural machinery was made in Mennonite-owned factories 
and agricultural products were processed in Mennonite-built 
and -operated establishments, at first such as a woollen cloth factory 
and later numerous flour mills.62 Such economic expansion needed 
capital and as differences in wealth increased so did inequalities 
within Mennonite communities and between Mennonites and their 
largely peasant labour force. In this way, in the transformation from 
Agraria to Industria, Russian Mennonites became part of not only 
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industrialization but also of capitalism, with all its structural and 
moral contradictions.63 

Similar transformations were underway among some Mennonite 
and related groups in North America even before the first immigra-
tion of Russian Mennonites. Responses to modernization varied 
from group to group, especially for those who followed a path of con-
servatism. For a number, the full effects were often not felt until the 
twentieth century.64 Among Amish and related groups the process 
was less sudden than for Mennonites from Russia who immigrated 
in the 1870s and settled in frontier regions. The challenges intensi-
fied, however, as internal pressures caused by demographic factors 
and external pressures, from growing participation in a capitalist 
market economy, increased. The majority of Amish and related con-
servative groups have remained in Canada and the United States 
and adapted to many of the challenges of the modern world while 
maintaining a degree of distance from the larger society. For the 
descendants of Russian Mennonites, the challenges were met rather 
differently by those who settled in Canada and others in the United 
States.65 

Not all Mennonites were entirely comfortable with the benefits 
afforded by economic progress and modernization. The association 
of modernization with an increased influence of the state, national-
ism, militarism, and educational reform in the name of progress be-
came matters of concern. Some Mennonites developed strategies to 
avoid these external threats, but they also had to resist moves by 
other Mennonites keen to take advantage of the benefits of progress 
and modernization. As in Russia, communities became polarized 
and divided; “true” believers frequently chose to separate them-
selves from other Mennonites and the lands their predecessors had 
pioneered. As governments became more persistent in their de-
mands for immigrant communities to integrate into modern society 
and the nation, conservative communities were forced to choose be-
tween either submitting or following a different path. Once more in 
their history this involved following the path of emigration.66 

Conservative religious leaders in Canada rejected attempts by 
provincial and national governments to impose their will, especially 
in terms of education, and on religious grounds encouraged emigra-
tion to Mexico and Paraguay.67 This option arose when new land be-
came available and governments were willing to accept immigrants 
with their “special” requirements. These centred on freedom of re-
ligion, exemption from military service, and control of their own 
schools. Often emigration meant moving to new frontier areas lo-
cated in consolidating states, with different climatic conditions, an 
absence of established markets, and undeveloped economies still 
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largely dependent on agriculture. In time self-sustaining, viable 
communities might be established, lands cultivated, and markets 
developed as governments strengthened and stabilized. But reset-
tlement under such conditions often proved difficult. Settlers had 
moved from Industria back to Agraria. Attempts to develop more 
prosperous communities saw a re-emergence of the old struggles 
between progressive and conserving forces, especially in Latin 
American communities. 

Anthropologists, sociologists, and historians, especially those of 
Mennonite descent, have not always been forthcoming about the 
consequences for some Mennonite communities of the combination 
of conservatism and emigration. In 1970, two reviewers of Calvin 
Redekop’s The Old Colony Mennonites criticized Redekop for his 
statement that a visiting anthropologist, while he had been in the 
field, had commented that he had discovered the “closest thing to 
Shangri-La” among Old Colony Mennonites. The reviewers, who 
had conducted anthropological research among Old Colony Menno-
nites in Mexico, pointed out that this did not correspond with their 
own experience. Instead, during their research they had discovered, 
“among other things . . . dissension, poverty, defection, disease, di-
visive internecine struggle, gross economic exploitation, filth, dis-
astrous drought, murder, robbery, ignorance, repression, and in-
cest.”68 

In the almost fifty years that have passed since this statement of 
doubt on the utopian state of Old Colony Mennonite communities in 
Mexico was made these comments have attracted little attention. 
One of the reviewers, James Jaquith, was particularly concerned 
with increasing illiteracy among Old Colony Mennonites and pro-
posed that Mennonite Low German be transliterated into a written 
language and reading material be made available.69 While others 
have followed this initiative, without adopting Jaquith’s proposed 
system, and a translation of the Bible into Mennonite Low German 
has been made available, it has not prevented some Mennonite com-
munities from sliding further into illiteracy. This is somewhat ironic 
as one of the central tenets of the first Anabaptists was to promote 
literacy among its followers and an emphasis on literacy was con-
tinued throughout the history of Mennonites. Anthropologist-eth-
nographers have in the main left the task of revealing such problems 
to Mennonite writers of fiction. These writers have produced what 
might be called examples of in-house “literary ethnographies” that, 
while lacking detailed historical analysis, have promoted discussion 
and debate within and outside the Mennonite world on these is-
sues.70 
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Conclusions 

Anthropologists often identify ethnographic accounts as “being 
in the ethnographic present.”71 This is because the research on 
which they are largely based is conducted within a limited frame-
work of time. Ethnographic accounts of cultures other than their 
own also require a subtle translation into the language, ideas, and 
practices of their own world. Historians, while discussing a past 
very different from their own, also write their accounts in the pre-
sent. This too involves translation not just because the language of 
the past can be different from the present, but also because language 
itself is constantly in flux. But the focus of historians in many ways 
is different from the interpretations and explanations of anthropol-
ogists working as ethnographers. History as narrative involves an 
understanding of the past in terms of processes and sequences 
whereas ethnography does not.72 

I have often been asked by Mennonites why I, a non-Mennonite, 
chose to study Mennonites. The question involves an unspoken as-
sumption that Mennonites should study Mennonites because, as one 
Mennonite expressed it, ultimately, they are all members of the 
same tribe. The unspoken corollary is that I am not a proper mem-
ber. I study Mennonites not just because I find them interesting and 
intellectually challenging, but because I also know, as an anthropol-
ogist, Mennonites might not always be best at studying Mennonites. 
People live their lives, but they do not usually reflect upon them. 
What is commonplace for Mennonites is remarkable to me and so 
calls for interpretation and explanation. 

As a historian I am aware that Mennonite writers of their own 
past often lack perspective, a proper consideration of the broader 
context that situates them as part of a larger pattern of events. Too 
often Mennonites seem convinced that their predecessors lived lives 
separate from the wider world and only terrible external events 
forced them to seek refuge in other lands and re-establish commu-
nities. 

For instance, non-academics, and even some academics, state 
that Mennonite immigrants from Russia in the 1870s and the 1920s 
departed due to state persecution of the beliefs. In fact, the 1870s 
emigration was initiated by proposed law changes associated with 
wider reforms that required all Russian subjects to be conscripted 
into the military, reforms that were contrary to earlier agreements 
with Mennonites and a challenge to their beliefs. Other changes in-
volved education that in future would be conducted mainly in Rus-
sian, not German. Conservative Mennonites rejected these reforms 
but others, a majority, negotiated a compromise to military service 
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and accepted Russian language teaching. Behind the divides that led 
to emigration, especially to Canada, were much deeper, long-stand-
ing disagreements between different Mennonite congregational 
communities over previous decades. Immigrants from Russia to the 
United States, often more recent immigrants from Prussia to Russia, 
were in part driven by hopes of taking advantage of new opportuni-
ties in a new land to which other Prussian immigrants had immi-
grated earlier. Similar arguments could be made for later immi-
grants to Canada in the 1920s, often cited as people “escaping” the 
Soviet Union. The 1870 immigrants departed the Old World on tsar-
ist passports; the 1920s immigrants on Soviet passports. 

It might be useful here to apply a concept popular among anthro-
pologists and historians in recent years and suggest that Mennonites 
have possessed more “agency” than some believe. This applies not 
just to issues regarding decisions to emigrate, as in the examples 
noted above, but also the increasing participation of many Mennon-
ites in the political life of the lands in which they have settled. 

My personal experience, after almost fifty years of researching 
and writing about Mennonites, is that Mennonites have been active 
participants in the world and, as such, they have contributed to 
change and not just been victims of it. Trying to show this has in-
volved me, as an anthropologist and as a historian, in efforts to 
bridge the rather complicated intellectual gap between the past and 
the present, between history and anthropology. 
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