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Over five hundred years, Mennonites and their Anabaptist ante-
cedents have repeatedly fled persecution, bargained for toleration, 
and sustained an existence beyond the purview of any one nation. 
Conservative Low German Mennonites2 have achieved this by mi-
grating from one “host state” to the next and receiving special priv-
ileges from each. Why do host states grant Mennonites privileges 
and then rescind them? How do Mennonites fit into the broader po-
litical agendas of their host states and sustain their privileges in 
other contexts? What benefits do host states receive in exchange for 
tolerating Mennonites? 

While James Urry has established that Mennonites have actively 
engaged with political processes of the state to advance their inter-
ests,3 the reverse is also true. States engage with Mennonites in or-
der to advance their interests. Accordingly, Mennonite migration is 
best viewed as a negotiated relationship where the host state grants 
Mennonites special privileges in exchange for Mennonite settlers 
acquiescing to, and serving as agents for, the host state’s geopolitical 
agenda. The focus of this article is the wider geopolitical context in 
which Mennonite settlement occurs, rather than Mennonite settle-
ment itself. 

This article examines statecraft as a determining factor in the 
historical patterns of migratory conservative Low German 



112 Journal of Mennonite Studies 

Mennonites. It describes the geopolitical motivations of successive 
host states that granted privileges to conservative Mennonites and 
allowed, even encouraged, them to immigrate en masse. This article 
asks why host states accept and tolerate Mennonites rather than 
why Mennonites chose to migrate to a certain state. It studies factors 
that tend to repeat themselves over successive migrations and thus 
outlines a general framework of conservative Mennonite migration. 
The article then proceeds to survey the political circumstances be-
hind acceptance of conservative Mennonite migration in a series of 
host states, and demonstrates how each state utilized Mennonites in 
their respective geopolitical agendas. Accordingly, this article con-
tributes to a better understanding of Mennonite-state relations and 
the role of Mennonites in settler colonialism. 

Framework and Theory 

Building States, Forming Nations: Territorial and National 
Consolidation 

The distinction between state and nation features prominently in 
this article’s analysis. A state is a territory over which a government 
exercises sovereignty. Max Weber’s definition of a state is “a human 
community that (successfully) claims the monopoly of the legitimate 
use of physical force within a given territory.”4 The definition of 
state is preoccupied with geographic territory, whereas a nation is 
concerned with common characteristics that qualitatively link a 
population. A nation has been variously described as an “imagined 
political community” with “invented traditions” and mutual “con-
victions, loyalties and solidarities.”5 A nation typically has a shared 
“culture,” which is “a system of ideas and signs and associations and 
ways of behaving and communicating.”6  

States are territorially based and nations are communities of peo-
ple, but not all states form nations and not all nations have states. As 
Massimo d’Azeglio declared after the formation of the Kingdom of 
Italy, “We have made Italy; now we have to make Italians.”7 Con-
versely, nations without a state do exist, for example, the Kurdish 
people, whose homeland spans Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria. States 
can also encompass multiple nations. For example, the Austro-Hun-
garian Empire broke up into new states based on national lines. 
Thus, states may create nations, nations may create states, or states 
and nations may exist independent of each other. In a nation-state, 
the population of a nation coincides with the territory of the state, 
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realizing a core principle of nationalism, “which holds that the po-
litical and the national unit should be congruent.”8 

Conservative Mennonite migration has often been intertwined 
with processes of state- and nation-building. Mennonites migrate to 
a new territory with a mandate to engage in agricultural transfor-
mation. In exchange, they are granted special privileges. Mennon-
ites thereby contribute to the host state’s agenda of territorial con-
solidation, defined by Lorenzo Cañás Bottos as “settling would-be 
loyal subjects in marginal unpopulated areas, or in areas with un-
certain or contested sovereignty” for “economic, political and mili-
tary advantages.”9 In each host state where large groups of con-
servative Mennonites have migrated, they have settled in such lo-
cales. 

By strategically situating Mennonite settlement on the frontier 
where sovereignty is threatened by external neighbouring states 
and/or by internal dissident elements, host states extract maximum 
utility from the Mennonites’ ability to consolidate territory. This 
phenomenon is known as demographic engineering. Lachlan 
McNamee and Anna Zhang define demographic engineering as 
“state-sponsored resettlement and expulsion of people to alter the 
ethnonational composition of a region” employed by states “to fore-
stall secessionist minority mobilization and cross-border insurgen-
cies,” particularly “at contested borders with hostile powers.”10 De-
mographic engineering has regularly been a feature of Mennonite 
migrations, and their amenability to it is a reason why host states 
have tolerated their presence. 

Once a territory is consolidated by the host state to the extent 
that it is militarily secure and sufficiently developed economically 
to be accessible to other settlers, territorial consolidation habitually 
gives way to nationalist impulses and to a policy agenda of what can 
be called “national consolidation.” National consolidation involves 
securing cultural and linguistic conformity (and often universal mil-
itary service) from the land’s established population. It is an attempt 
at attaining cultural homogeneity through assimilation and the im-
position of an official nationality.11 According to Harris Mylonas, po-
litical elites are driven by a “homogenizing imperative,” and to 
them, “nation-building is not considered complete until there are no 
threatening non-core groups within their state.”12 To conservative 
Mennonites, national consolidation is unacceptable, as it leads to a 
revocation of their privileges and erasure of their distinctiveness. 
This, in turn, necessitates migration to another state. Having helped 
to make the proverbial Italy, conservative Mennonites have no de-
sire to become Italian. 
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Mennonite Privileges, “Loyalty,” and Industriousness 

The Dutch-North-German-Russian branch of Mennonites (whose 
descendants came to be known as Low German Mennonites) has a 
history of negotiating for tolerance by means of special rights and 
privileges. At first, these special rights were granted in agreements 
with local authorities and, later, in special charters from sovereign 
rulers. These were referred to as a Privilegium.13 The feudal prac-
tice of rulers granting special privileges to distinct classes of people, 
once common in Western Europe, waned with the rise of modern 
nation-states and liberal notions of equality through the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries.14 However, Mennonites who migrated 
eastward to the Russian Empire and then to North and South Amer-
ica placed increasing importance on obtaining a Privilegium, and 
came to see it as a pre-condition for migration to a new host state.15  

Mennonites’ Privilegia initially granted freedom of worship as 
well as exemptions from military service and swearing of oaths.16 
Later, they also included tax benefits, customary practices (such as 
separate cemeteries, educational systems, and institutions of mutual 
aid), and exclusive self-governing colonies with a concentrated vil-
lage structure.17 Mennonites tend to view any document that offered 
terms of settlement as a Privilegium, even though in modern states 
they were no longer royal charters. Sometimes, these modern Priv-
ilegia were documents of questionable legal standing.18 

In exchange, Mennonites provided benefits and utility to the 
state, sometimes explicitly, in the form of direct payments, or im-
plicitly, by developing and consolidating territory. In this way, Men-
nonites leveraged political loyalty and their economic industrious-
ness in contested, marginal borderlands. Industry and “industrious-
ness” are recurring adjectives that have been invoked and used to 
justify Mennonite migration over the centuries.19 But for conserva-
tive Mennonites, “loyalty” to the state corresponds to the extent that 
their religious practices—notably nonresistance and separation 
from the world—are respected. They are industrious subjects more 
than they are loyal patriots or dutiful citizens.20 Mennonites demon-
strate a limited scope of loyalty that is better described as a “quali-
fied allegiance.” This has been the impetus behind repeated migra-
tions, because it has forced Mennonites to seek marginal land on a 
contested frontier where even such qualified allegiance is valuable 
to the state. Host states tolerate conservative Mennonites when “ge-
opolitical considerations outweigh . . . civic equality.”21 
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Consolidating Territory, Displacing Indigenous Peoples 

Despite the community’s relatively small population, the process 
of territorial consolidation by Mennonites is considerable on a 
global scale. Though frequently described as a people without a 
homeland, Yann le Polain de Waroux et al. have noted that Mennon-
ite colonies in Latin America paradoxically cover a total land area 
larger than the Netherlands (which may be called their original 
“homeland”). This figure excludes several hundred thousand hec-
tares of land privately owned by Low German Mennonites in the 
Chaco.22 Although the industriousness of Mennonites has brought 
economic benefits to host states, it has come at the cost of negative 
environmental impacts, as short-term toleration has taken prece-
dence over long-term sustainable practices.23 

Consolidating territory also meant that, as expedience dictates, 
Mennonites have settled in and furthered the aims of states on dif-
ferent sides of conflict. For example, Mennonites migrated from the 
Vistula Delta to Russia after Russia contributed to the dismember-
ment of Poland. In Russia, Mennonites contributed to the Crimean 
War, in which Great Britain was an adversary, only to reach out to 
British officials sixteen years later to inquire about North American 
immigration. In the 1870s, Mennonite settlers aided Canada in con-
solidating its northwest frontier, thereby guarding against the 
United States’ perceived expansionist tendencies, yet Mennonites 
also settled in the United States. Most notably, a generation after 
Mennonites contributed to Paraguay’s victory over Bolivia in the 
Chaco War, a migration from Paraguay to Bolivia occurred. 

Through their process of migration and territorial consolidation, 
Mennonites have been involved in the displacement of other peo-
ples. This holds true for, among others, Cossacks and Tatars in South 
Russia, Métis and First Nations in Western Canada, and Enlhet in 
the Chaco. While Mennonites believed they were settling beyond the 
reach of the state, the state sought to extend its reach by way of 
Mennonite settlement.24 Consider the following summations of Men-
nonite migration to Russia, Mexico, Paraguay, and Bolivia, by schol-
ars David G. Rempel, Martina Will, Esther Breithoff, and Lorenzo 
Cañás Bottos, respectively: 

The country’s security in the areas in question and their economic needs 
required in both of them a more stable and reliable colonizing element 
than that which hitherto had been furnished largely by her native sons, 
most of whom, in the first place, had fled to them because of their hatred 
of the government and their dislike for the social, economic and religious 
order which this government promoted and defended. Moreover, if the 
great potentials of these territories were to be developed and fully 
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utilized, it seemed essential that a people of a higher cultural level be 
brought in to serve as model settlements for the indigenous population 
as well as the Russian peasant who in due time might be established 
there.25  

Overlapping goals of pacification, restoration of economic and popula-
tion resources, and the pursuit of a European ethnic ideal were all fur-
thered by the federal government’s decision to permit the Mennonites to 
migrate to Mexico.26 

The newly arrived Mennonites had done their share by materialising 
their host country’s vision for the Chaco: establishing a firm human pres-
ence, exploiting the land in the western understanding of the term and 
reconnecting it with the rest of the patria.27 

From the perspective of the state,  the  Mennonites  seemed  to  provide  
several  benefits. First, they would recognize the legitimacy of the Boliv-
ian state. Second, their sedentary character was more compatible with 
the way states “act, think and see” than the transhumant indigenous 
hunter-gatherers, and it was expected that the former would have an in-
fluence on the latter to settle. Third, the state valued the Mennonites’ 
contribution towards the economic development of the area through put-
ting previously “unused” land into production.28 

Across time and space, the motivations behind host states wel-
coming Mennonite settlement have not changed. Mennonites have 
been repeatedly utilized to settle and develop territory in the wake 
of conflict. While history offers many examples of state-sponsored 
demographic engineering of territories, Mennonites are a unique 
example of how one group of people has been repeatedly utilized in 
that process.29 

 

The Cyclical Nature of Mennonite Migration 

Conservative Mennonite migration is inherently cyclical because 
it is a transitory process. The granting of privileges is dependent on 
the ability of Mennonites to consolidate territory that, from the per-
spective of the state, is inaccessible, unproductive, and/or disputed. 
In so doing, Mennonites lose their desired isolation from the outside 
world and make it possible “for the state to consolidate its authority 
over them.”30 The very process of Mennonites’ consolidating the 
frontier tends to extinguish Mennonites’ exceptionality and, with it, 
the state’s need (and justification) for granting privileges. Having 
attained territorial integrity and economic productivity, the state 
then attempts to transform into a culturally homogeneous nation-
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state. Accordingly, Mennonites’ privileges can be, and often are, re-
voked. The exceptions, to date, are host states in Latin America 
where Mennonite privileges persist because Mennonite settlers re-
tain their demographic, economic, and/or strategic importance. 

Although Mennonites are initially utilized by the state to displace 
or change “undesirable” elements of the population on the frontier, 
after the frontier is sufficiently consolidated, Mennonites become 
“undesirables” themselves. Once in consolidated territory, Mennon-
ites become geopolitical liabilities as non-nationalistic, nonre-
sistant, unpatriotic citizens. As Reina Neufeldt notes, “Mennonites 
occupied an intermediary location in the hierarchy of desired clas-
ses of settlers—sometimes lower, sometimes higher depending upon 
what was most important at the time to those making the judge-
ment.”31  

National consolidation occurs when notions of civic equality and 
assimilation outweigh other geopolitical concerns. Ironically, these 
are geopolitical concerns that the Mennonites helped to allay.32 John 
Eicher observes that “some Mennonites thus rode a wave of nation-
alism from borderland to borderland thereby preserving their com-
munities and their cultures even as they literally sowed the seeds of 
their own dispersal.”33 Similarly, Ben Nobbs-Thiessen describes 
Mennonites as having “engaged in a historically recurring form of 
subimperialism,” being both “victims and agents of imperial and na-
tional expansion.”34 

As the host state embarks on consolidating the nation, it revokes 
Mennonites’ privileges and the process begins anew. Mennonites 
fall victim to their own success and transform themselves from de-
sirable migrants to expendable, unpatriotic settlers. In essence, 
Mennonites are utilized by the state as mere interim agents of colo-
nization. They are but the “pointy tip of the ploughshare of colonial-
ism.”35 In Cañás Bottos’ words, “having initially worked for the state, 
the Mennonites then attempt through migration to remain separate 
from the nation by finding a new state that will privilege territorial 
consolidation over nation building.”36 Thus, conservative Mennonite 
migration is a pattern marked by privilege-granting to induce immi-
gration, followed by settlement and consolidation of territory, and, 
finally, emigration spurred either by privilege-revoking by the host 
state (seen in Europe-Russia-Canada) or by internal disagreement 
and sanctions over technology and community (seen more promi-
nently in Latin America). 

As the granting and revoking of privileges are directly linked to 
the economic favourability of territory, conservative Mennonites 
prioritize ethnoreligious values over economic advantages and, 
therefore, migrate early, often, and voluntarily in situations where 
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“pull” factors predominate (in the form of Privilegia combined with 
an increased availability of marginal land). Conversely, liberal Men-
nonites are more reconciliatory toward national consolidation 
and/or more inclined toward economically favourable land. They 
migrate later, less frequently, and sometimes as refugees when 
“push” factors predominate. In such cases, Privilegia are rarely 
granted.37 This explains Royden Loewen’s finding that Dutch Men-
nonites in the Netherlands (Doopsgezinden) have the weakest sense 
of a Mennonite identity despite remaining nearest the movement’s 
geographic origins.38 In contrast, Low German Mennonites in Latin 
America form what Loewen calls a “village among nations.”39 

While many adjectives are employed in describing conservative 
Mennonites, I prefer Lorenzo Cañás Bottos’s use of “trans-statal” to 
describe their migration-based external relationship with host 
states. I propose the term “extranational” to describe their unique 
internal ethnoreligious characteristics because they remain outside 
any state-sanctioned nationality.40 Mennonites sustain their extra-
national identity through trans-statal migration. Striving to be “in 
the world but not of it,” conservative Mennonites accept the state 
but reject the nation.41 

History and Migrations 

The Geopolitical Climate of Early Anabaptism 

The wider Anabaptist movement arose out of the Radical Refor-
mation in the early sixteenth century. Its core tenets include that 
baptism should be limited to conscious believers (meaning adults, 
rather than infants), that believers should remain separate from 
non-believers and the “evil” of the “world,” nonresistance, and re-
fusal to swear oaths.42  

Early Anabaptism’s links—perceived or real—to the German 
Peasants’ War of 1524–25 and the Münster Rebellion of 1534–35 mo-
tivated authorities to suppress Anabaptism, for they thereafter as-
sociated the movement with “violence, disorder, dubious practices, 
and the promotion of subversive doctrines.”43 Anabaptism was made 
a capital offense in the Holy Roman Empire in 1529 at the Diet of 
Speyer and by the 1535 Imperial Decree of Charles V.44 Therefore, 
it became a matter of survival for Anabaptists (including Mennon-
ites) to find toleration by proving their utility to the state. As Eicher 
notes, one of Mennonites’ “most effective strategies for maintaining 
religious beliefs and close communities was fleeing to marginal 
lands on imperial borders.”45 The following subsections 
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demonstrate how states have utilized conservative Mennonite mi-
gration as a tool to advance statecraft by consolidating and demo-
graphically engineering territory. 

The Dutch Republic 

The Habsburg Netherlands, which approximate geographically 
today’s Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg, were fiefs of Holy 
Roman Emperor Charles V and, later, Philip II of Spain. In 1566, the 
Dutch Revolt broke out. It was both religious and nationalist in char-
acter. The Duke of Alba, known as the “Iron Duke” for his punitive 
and brutal measures, was dispatched to suppress the rebellion.46 

Mennonites were persecuted in the northern provinces until Wil-
liam of Orange implemented wider religious tolerance. In 1577, Wil-
liam offered a letter of privileges to Mennonites in Middelburg, Zee-
land, and ordered authorities not to punish them for refusing to arm 
themselves in defense of the city and for refusing to swear an oath 
of loyalty.47 He invoked contributions made by Mennonites in sup-
port of the war in the form of substantial funds to aid his military 
campaign.48 The successful capture of Middelburg by William re-
sulted in the recall of the Duke of Alba and contributed to the con-
solidation of the nascent Dutch state.49 Further religious toleration 
came with the 1579 Union of Utrecht and the 1581 Act of Abjuration, 
the latter the Dutch Republic’s de facto declaration of independ-
ence.50 

Poland, Prussia, and the Vistula Delta 

As early as the 1530s, small numbers of Mennonites began set-
tling in the Vistula Delta. The region, including the city of Danzig 
(now Gdańsk), had been the subject of conflict between Poland and 
the Teutonic Knights throughout the fourteenth and fifteenth centu-
ries. Poland claimed the territory by decree in 1454 and, after de-
feating the Teutonic Order in the Thirteen Years’ War, by treaty in 
1466. The region was further impacted by the Polish-Teutonic War 
of 1519–21, formally ending in 1525. Albert, the former Grand Mas-
ter, withdrew from the Teutonic Order and became of Duke of (East) 
Prussia while giving fealty to Poland. In Royal Prussia, repeated 
floods between 1526 and 1543 devastated the low-lying lands.51  

Dutch-speaking Mennonites in the Vistula Delta and wider Prus-
sia found relative tolerance owing to their ability to drain marshland 
and turn marginal land productive. The Mennonites’ utility to the 
state, in turn, demanded the state’s toleration of them. In Ducal 
Prussia, throughout the 1530s, 1540s, and 1550s, Duke Albert 
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repeatedly issued orders expelling Mennonites from the land, but 
these orders were weakly enforced or altogether ignored. In Royal 
Prussia, “various authorities,” including the Polish king and eccle-
siastical authorities, “ultimately permitted Mennonites to settle in 
most areas of the Vistula Delta.”52 

By 1547, the proficiency of Mennonites in draining land was suf-
ficiently known for Danzig sent Philip Edzema to the Netherlands to 
entice settlers who could drain the lowlands.53 In doing so, Edzema 
became the first in a long line of intermediaries who would facilitate 
Mennonite migration.54 Mennonites were no longer merely religious 
refugees fleeing persecution but desirable settlers worthy of re-
cruitment. Danzig city council stipulated that in exchange for 
properly draining the land, Mennonites could have local self-gov-
ernment in their villages, pay only “reasonable dues,” and have 
rights of inheritance.55 In rudimentary form, these are remarkably 
similar to privileges Mennonites would continue to seek more than 
four hundred years later.56 

Larger Mennonite migrations to the Vistula Delta began after 
1562 when the Loitz (Loysen) family invited Dutch Mennonites to 
settle on their large estates at Tiegenhof. The Loitzes received these 
lands as security for loans extended to the Polish Crown. In ex-
change for building homes and draining the land to make it arable, 
Mennonites were given freedom from military service and free use 
of the land in the form of long-term, hereditary leases.57 Additional 
estates were leased to Mennonites beginning in 1565.58 The utility of 
Mennonites in developing the land was acknowledged in the first 
Privilegium, a 1642 charter given by Wladislaw IV. Priviliegia were 
issued or confirmed by every succeeding Polish king thereafter.59 

Despite their nonresistance, Mennonites’ civic contributions 
during wartime continued to demonstrate their strategic utility to 
Poland (known after 1569 as the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth). 
In the early seventeenth century, Adam Wiebe of Harlingen became 
Danzig’s chief of water works, and was later named a Royal Engi-
neer. Wiebe’s works included a water system for Danzig’s city cen-
tre and a suspended cable-car system he used to build and fortify 
Danzig’s walls against Swedish invasion. Ironically, Mennonites 
were not typically permitted to live behind the protections of these 
city walls built by one of their own.60  

As a war tactic during the Swedish Deluge of 1655–1660, King 
Carl Gustav ordered the breaching of embankments in order to flood 
the Delta.61 This necessitated Mennonites subsequently draining the 
land. Despite the increasingly intolerant Counter-Reformation tak-
ing hold in the country (which in 1658 led to the banishment of 
Polish-speaking, nonresistant Unitarians living further inland), 
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Dutch-speaking, nonresistant Mennonites were granted royal pro-
tection by John II Casimir’s 1660 Privilegium. Once more, economic 
and geopolitical factors prompted these privileges. John II’s protec-
tion was granted to avoid “extreme depopulation and a considerable 
loss and reduction in [Poland’s] income.”62 During the 1733–1735 
War of Polish Succession, Mennonites in Danzig served as firefight-
ers and prevented a major outbreak of fire in the city.63 

From the 1530s to 1795, Poland was in a near-constant state of 
war. Coupled with its internal political weaknesses, this resulted in 
its irreversible decline, even after Sweden ceased to be a great 
power. Once Ducal Prussia attained sovereignty in 1657, the Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth found itself at a crossroads between 
three ascendant continental powers in Austria, Prussia, and Russia. 
Successive partitions of Poland by those three countries in 1772, 
1793, and 1795 resulted in the end of Poland-Lithuania as an inde-
pendent state.64 Ultimately, Prussia’s annexation of the Vistula 
Delta brought increasing militarism and restrictions on Mennonite 
land acquisitions, thereby providing the impetus to immigrate to 
Russia. Yet, Poland’s protracted state of conflict also provided a 
continued need for the Mennonites’ economic industriousness and, 
by extension, a sustained justification for toleration under the Polish 
crown. 

The Russian Empire  

Mennonite settlement in the Russian Empire began in 1789 in 
territory formerly of the Zaporizhian Sich, a semi-autonomous Cos-
sack polity in present-day Ukraine. Just beyond the rapids of the 
Dnipro River lay the island of Khortytsia, historically significant as 
an ideal geostrategic location and an important centre for the Cos-
sacks. The region of Zaporizhia stood at the crossroads between the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, the Russian and Ottoman Em-
pires, and the Nogai Horde. Accordingly, for centuries, Khortytsia 
Island was used by Cossacks to repel invasions and launch offen-
sives, depending on the loyalties required of the moment.65  

After rising against Poland in 1648, Cossacks tenuously accepted 
Russian suzerainty in 1654. Afterward, the territory vacillated be-
tween Ottoman, Polish, and Russian control. Zaporizhia came under 
exclusive Russian control in 1686.66 Though the Zaporizhian Cos-
sacks generally remained supportive of the Russian Empire, peri-
odically they gave reason for Russia to question their loyalty. For 
example, after partaking in an unsuccessful rebellion in 1709,67 Za-
porizhian Cossacks fled to the Crimean Khanate until they were 
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allowed to return in 1734. To Russia, the Zaporizhian Cossacks were 
a source of “constant instability.”68 

In 1763, amid a series of wars with the Ottoman Empire, Russian 
Empress Catherine the Great issued a manifesto intended to entice 
foreign settlement on its southern frontier. In 1764, Catherine estab-
lished the province of Novorossiya (literally “New Russia,” or South 
Russia). Seeking new sources of revenue, Russian authorities began 
eyeing the “vast fertile territory” of Zaporizhia. Not surprisingly, in 
tandem with its expansion to the south, Russia also gradually eroded 
the autonomy of the Zaporizhian Cossacks.69  

Following the Russo-Turkish War of 1768–1774, the Treaty of 
Kuchuk Kainarji “radically altered the geopolitical situation in the 
south by eliminating the endemic threat from the Crimea” which 
“terminated the historical justification of . . . Ukraine as a border-
land,” and “made the protection afforded by the Zaporozhian Cos-
sacks seem superfluous.”70 Pugachev’s Rebellion of 1773–1775, to 
the east, also made Catherine determined to impose greater control 
over the borderlands. Consequently, in 1775, under orders from 
Catherine and Prince Grigory Potemkin, the Russian army de-
stroyed the Zaporizhian Cossacks’ fortress, forced their surrender, 
and annexed the territory. Potemkin took Khortytsia as his personal 
estate and distributed other lands amongst Russian nobles. Some 
Cossacks remained in the region as farmers. Others resettled in Ot-
toman territory, accepted the Sultan’s rule, and established the Dan-
ubian Sich.71  

In 1783, Russia formally annexed Crimea in violation of the 
peace with the Ottomans.72 As tensions mounted, Potemkin, realiz-
ing the utility of the Cossacks to Russia in the event of conflict, man-
aged to recruit a small number of volunteers. However, in 1784, the 
majority of the former Zaporizhian Cossacks rejected Potemkin’s 
overtures and demanded the return of their military regalia and 
their territory in Zaporizhia.73 In 1785, Catherine, seeking “a more 
suitable and reliable colonizing element” than the “fickle” and “un-
reliable” Cossacks, reissued her manifesto.74 Continued tensions 
with the Ottomans and a provocative 1787 visit by Catherine to New 
Russia and Crimea led to the 1787–1792 Russo-Turkish War. The 
outbreak of hostilities necessitated the re-mobilization of the former 
Zaporizhian Cossacks, now known as the Army of the Faithful Cos-
sacks. In late 1787, they became “an integral part of the Russian 
forces.”75 

It was in this context that, in 1786–1787, two Mennonite deputies 
negotiated their petition for settlement with Potemkin and accom-
panied Catherine during her triumphal tour of Crimea. The deputies 
chose a settlement site near Beryslav and close to the naval base at 
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Kherson. Potemkin approved the deputies’ petition in July, and be-
fore returning to Danzig, the deputies had the petition confirmed by 
Catherine and the Russian chancellor in St. Petersburg. The first 
Mennonite settlers departed for Russia in late 1788. Yet, upon their 
arrival in South Russia in spring of 1789, Potemkin compelled the 
Mennonites to settle at the Chortitza colony (named for Khortytsia) 
rather than near Beryslav as previously agreed.76  

Ostensibly, Potemkin’s reason for the relocation was that Ber-
yslav was too close to military activity, although by 1789, the Otto-
mans were on the defensive and some distance away, and the con-
struction of Kherson continued unimpeded.77 Authorities continued 
to deny Mennonite requests to settle at Beryslav even after Potem-
kin’s death in 1791 and the end of the war the following year.78  

The relocation of the Mennonite settlement site was linked to the 
remobilization of the Zaporizhian Cossacks and done to benefit Rus-
sian statecraft.79 The rationale for this was twofold. First, the timing 
of the Cossack remobilization fell within the brief period between 
the departure of the Mennonite deputies in the summer of 1787 and 
the arrival of Mennonite settlers in spring of 1789.80 Unless Potem-
kin was being deceitful from the outset (which seems unlikely),81 
some intervening factor in that period must have been the catalyst 
for moving the settlement. To secure the former Zaporizhian Cos-
sacks’ loyalty, Potemkin promised them land in the Kuban—despite 
their wishes of returning to Zaporizhia. Then, throughout 1788, Cos-
sack forces increased in importance as they fought in Russia’s cam-
paigns prior to the Mennonite arrival.82  

Secondly, Catherine refused to allow the Faithful Cossacks to set-
tle so close to either the Danubian Sich (in Ottoman territory) or in 
Zaporizhia after the war to “prevent a revival of separatist senti-
ment that might arise if they were to stay in their home territory.”83 
Further, Catherine wanted to erase the Zaporizhian Cossacks from 
popular memory and, even for the remobilized Cossack army, for-
bade the use of the name “Zaporizhian” after 1775.84 Both of Cathe-
rine’s aims were furthered by Potemkin, who compelled Mennonites 
to settle at Khortytisa, an area both strategically and symbolically 
important. The burgeoning Mennonite settlement provided a physi-
cal buffer to Cossacks re-establishing themselves in Zaporizhia and, 
additionally, allowed for a new national vision of “New Russia” to 
take hold in the symbolically charged land.85 As Oleh Gerus ob-
serves, “the Russian government was able to harness the military 
capacity of the Ukrainian Cossacks and, at the same time, keep them 
outside of the traditional Ukrainian lands. This effectively negated 
their traditional role in Ukrainian life.”86 
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From 1792 to 1795, in the wake of the war, 25,000 Faithful Cos-
sacks were resettled to the Kuban region, where they became known 
as the Black Sea (and later, Kuban) Cossacks.87 The Cossack reset-
tlement coincided with the second wave of Mennonites, who arrived 
in Zaporizhia from 1793 to 1796. Again, Russia denied them permis-
sion to settle near Beryslav.88 Better to settle “fickle,” militant Cos-
sacks farther away in the Kuban and better to settle Zaporizhia, the 
fertile heart of New Russia, with loyal, agrarian Mennonites. Admit-
tedly, with an absence of hard evidence, any explanation of Potem-
kin’s motives remains speculative. One cannot say with certainty to 
what degree these two moves were linked. But both were Potemkin’s 
ideas and done at his behest. Potemkin is described by his biog-
rapher “as an outstandingly gifted statesman.”89  

Potemkin’s moves would have consequences for both groups. For 
Mennonites, the change in settlement site resulted in controversy. 
They protested their relocation to the inland, open, hilly steppes as 
further removed from markets in Beryslav, Kherson, and Nikopol 
and a place where their lowland farming methods were not suitable. 
The resulting discontent contributed to the excommunication of the 
two deputies who had negotiated with Potemkin. One was tried, con-
victed, and briefly imprisoned.90 As for the Black Sea/Kuban Cos-
sacks, they clung to their Zaporizhian heritage and, into the final 
years of the Russian Empire, attempted to reclaim their former mil-
itary regalia and traditions.91 In 1912–1913, entrepreneur Mykola 
Bohuslavsky proposed forming a Kuban cooperative society in order 
to buy all land on Khortystia from German (Mennonite) colonists.92 
Other Ukrainians, such as nationalist poet Taras Shevchenko, la-
mented the German (Mennonite) presence on Khortytsia.93 Anar-
chist Nestor Makhno, whose followers terrorized Mennonite colo-
nies during the Russian Civil War, “considered his movement heir 
to the Zaporozhian traditions.”94 Today, Khortytsia Island houses the 
Khortytsia National Reserve, a cultural centre, and a museum with 
a historic replica of a Cossack fortress.  

In 1800, Catherine’s heir, Paul I, issued his Charter of Privileges, 
attracting further Mennonite settlement. In 1804, the Molotschna 
colony, approximately one hundred miles southeast of Chortitza, 
was founded.95 In the first years of settlement, the Molotschna col-
ony was still subject to raids by nomadic Nogai Tatars who had been 
repeatedly resettled by Russian authorities. It was hoped the Men-
nonites would “civilize” this population and transform them into 
loyal, sedentary peasant farmers.96 Mennonite settlers thus aided in 
consolidating Russia’s newly acquired frontier while Russia’s mili-
tary continued expanding it with the Russo-Turkish War of 1806–
1812.  
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Mennonites would later become involved with Russia’s war ef-
forts in the 1854–1856 Crimean War, when they were ordered to haul 
supplies and evacuate soldiers. Russia’s defeat in the Crimean War 
would lead to its period of Great Reforms in the 1860s and 1870s, 
during which a program of “Russification” and compulsory state 
service caused one-third of the Mennonite population to immigrate 
to North America. The fortunes of Russia’s nonresistant Mennonites 
would rise and fall with the successes and defeats of Russia’s mili-
tary.97  

Canada 

After Canada offered generous terms of settlement in an 1873 
letter from the Department of Agriculture (viewed as the Canadian 
Privilegium), Mennonites began immigrating to the province of 
Manitoba in 1874.98 Manitoba and the North-West Territories had 
only been legally incorporated into Canada in 1870 after the Red 
River Resistance, which was mounted by the Métis under the lead-
ership Louis Riel, contested Canadian expansionism.99 Into the 
1870s, Indigenous peoples challenged and disrupted Canadian au-
thority and governance in Manitoba, leading to a marked difference 
between its claimed legal status by Canada and the reality on the 
ground. Adam Gaudry refers to this as the creation of a “fantasy of 
sovereignty.”100 At the same time, the Red River Settlement was also 
the subject of interest for American annexation.101 These two factors 
prompted the Canadian government to dispatch a military force to 
the area.102 It is not surprising that one of the two Mennonite land 
grants in Manitoba was situated directly along the US-Canadian bor-
der.  

Canada was attempting to consolidate the territory and trans-
form its “paper jurisdiction” into actual authority over the north-
west.103 Mennonites, with their ability to thrive on the open and tree-
less plain, suited the needs of Canadian statecraft particularly 
well.104 Canada, so desperate to attract these agrarian settlers, over-
looked concerns about cultural assimilation to permit bloc settle-
ment, amended its homestead legislation to allow for Mennonites’ 
semi-communalist practices, and practiced borderline “subterfuge” 
with the British government. In turn, this nearly caused diplomatic 
issues with Russia.105  

As Canada continued its westward consolidation of the North-
West Territories with the Numbered Treaties between 1871 and 
1921, Mennonites were at the forefront in settling the land. Although 
not acting as agents for the Canadian government, Mennonites were 
what Reina Neufeldt labels “implicated subjects,” in that they 
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nonetheless benefitted from advancing Canadian statecraft.106 The 
establishment of Mennonite settlements followed the dispersal of 
the Métis, who, unlike First Nations, were not in the government-
run reserve system and migrated northwest instead.107 Whether the 
Métis dispersal was an intentional scheme of dispossession by Can-
ada or not,108 even the most charitable defense of the Canadian gov-
ernment acknowledges that its “performance in Manitoba left much 
to be desired,” and that the Department of Interior had “special 
problems of dishonesty and inefficiency.”109 The inefficient and un-
satisfactory dealings of the Métis with Canada must be contrasted 
with the comparatively expeditious and enthusiastic manner of Can-
ada’s response to Mennonite requests in the same period.110 The Su-
preme Court of Canada would later rule that the Canadian govern-
ment failed to implement land grant provisions with the Métis as 
constitutionally required.111  

In 1891, six years after the North-West Resistance, a new Men-
nonite settlement was founded at what became Rosthern, Saskatch-
ewan, a short distance from Duck Lake, Fish Creek, and Batoche—
all sites of battles in 1885. Other settlements at Hague-Osler, Swift 
Current, and Carrot River soon followed.112 Mennonites began set-
tling in what became Alberta in 1901.113 In the 1930s, Old Colony 
Mennonites established settlements in northern Alberta, in the 
Peace River region, and at La Crete—again in the vicinity of Métis 
settlements.114  

In the first decades of the twentieth century, and especially after 
the First World War, the provincial governments of Manitoba, Sas-
katchewan, and Alberta pursued national consolidation by imposing 
compulsory attendance at accredited, English-language schools. 
Mennonites perceived this as a violation of their Privilegium of 
1873. Although they made exhaustive legal appeals and sent re-
peated petitions to different levels of government, repeated prose-
cutions and fines led to 8,000 Mennonites emigrating to Mexico and 
Paraguay between 1922 and 1930.115 

Mexico 

In 1922, Mennonites from Canada began settling in the northern 
Mexican states of Chihuahua and Durango. These areas had been 
devastated during the Mexican Revolution of 1910–1920. Chihua-
hua, subject to multiple American military incursions, was the for-
mer base of the revolutionary General Pancho Villa. During the “Pu-
nitive Expedition” to capture Villa in 1916–1917, American forces 
under American General John Pershing and Lieutenant George S. 
Patton advanced 516 miles into Mexican territory. Pershing 
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requested, but was refused, permission to capture the city of Chi-
huahua. Further American cross-border military engagements oc-
curred in 1919.116  

Mexican Constitutionalist General Álvaro Obregón, who had de-
feated Pancho Villa’s army and forced the withdrawal of Pershing’s 
expedition, became president in December 1920.117 Obregón then 
took steps to reconstruct the state and consolidate his grip on power. 
Less than three months after becoming president, he offered Cana-
dian Mennonites a Privilegium, in a letter of concessions, to induce 
settlement in Villa’s former stronghold of Chihuahua. Obregón’s of-
fer occurred in spite of revolutionary rhetoric of distributing land 
among Mexican peasantry enshrined in Article 27 of the 1917 Con-
stitution.118 Believing it to be suitable for agriculture, Mennonites 
purchased ranching land at an inflated price. Their purchase meant 
the land-owning Zuloaga family could profit while avoiding any 
postrevolutionary expropriation schemes. It also resulted in the 
eviction of peasant tenant-farmers (campesinos) from the land.119 In 
order to secure the Mennonite migration, Obregón stationed troops 
at Cuauhtémoc. The soldiers went so far as to fire at Mexican na-
tionals to protect Mennonites and their property.120 

Beyond economic development, Mennonite settlement served 
Obregón’s two strategic aims. Firstly, Mennonites would help se-
cure Mexico’s northern border with the United States and ensure 
state sovereignty. Secondly, their capital and food supply would pac-
ify the region, quell revolutionary activity, and undermine Pancho 
Villa’s base of support.121 Villa was subsequently assassinated in a 
complex plot in 1923, which Obregón, if not actively complicit in its 
orchestration, tacitly approved.122 Mennonites factored heavily into 
Obregón’s agenda of statecraft and indirectly enabled him to elimi-
nate Villa’s threat to his hold on power in the early postrevolution-
ary period. 

Today, the estimated number of Mennonites in Mexico ranges 
between 74,000 and 100,000, with 90 percent of this population in 
Chihuahua.123 Other than a brief closure of their schools by the gov-
ernment in 1935, Mennonites in Mexico have generally maintained 
their privileges. However, tensions have periodically emerged be-
tween Mennonite colonies and an expanding Mexican state’s re-
forms to social security, military service, land ownership, and free 
market economics.124 In addition, internal debates and schisms 
within Mennonite colonies have been provoked by the adoption of 
new technologies.125 Both factors prompted further migrations to 
other states in Latin America. 
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Paraguay and Bolivia 

Mennonites from Canada were offered a Privilegium by Para-
guay in 1921 (Law No. 514) to settle in the Gran Chaco. Colonization 
of the Chaco commenced with the founding of Menno Colony in 
1927. The region was disputed and simultaneously claimed by Bo-
livia. On the day the first Mennonites arrived in Paraguay, they were 
welcomed as “the vanguard of a mighty army, come into the land to 
strengthen our possession” and as “an army of peace which carries 
the plough as an offensive weapon with it and which presents the 
cross of Christ as its defensive weapon.”126 Given this rhetoric, it is 
not surprising that the Mennonite presence in the Chaco helped pro-
voke a conflict between actual armies over a disputed possession. 
Military skirmishes began at almost the same time as Mennonite 
colonization. Mennonites first set out to survey the Chaco on Febru-
ary 12, 1927.127 Fourteen days later, Bolivian forces captured a Par-
aguayan foot patrol and killed a soldier with “what might be consid-
ered the first shot of the Chaco War,” which was later fought from 
1932 to 1935.128  

As the magnitude of the dispute escalated, so too did the Men-
nonites’ involvement and the privileges extended to them. Para-
guay’s Mennonite settlement in the Chaco was bolstered by the ar-
rival of Mennonite refugees fleeing the Soviet Union, who estab-
lished Fernheim Colony between 1930 and 1932. In 1930, Paraguay 
extended its Privilegium to apply to Fernheim Colony. Unsolicited, 
Bolivia offered a similar Privilegium to Mennonites in the Chaco to 
guarantee “its respect for Mennonite autonomy in the event of 
war.”129 Presumably, Bolivia’s Privilegium would aid in securing 
loyalty or, at least, neutrality from Mennonite colonists. As Eicher 
notes, “neither Bolivia nor Paraguay knew how they would exploit 
the Chaco, but they perceived that the Mennonite colonies were es-
sential to that enterprise.”130 Both states ignored the Indigenous En-
lhet population.131 

Paraguay’s colonization of the Chaco using Mennonites was pro-
tested by Bolivia. In 1932, they required newly arriving Mennonites 
to have Bolivian visas. Paraguay responded by breaking off diplo-
matic relations. In July 1932, Bolivia’s foreign minister forbade 
Mennonite settlement in the Chaco without authorization by Bo-
livia.132 Two months later, war broke out and Bolivian soldiers 
briefly occupied Menno and Fernheim Colonies."133  

One reading of the conflict was that “Mennonite settlement in the 
contested Chaco on behalf of the Paraguayan government was the 
final provocation that led to war with Bolivia.”134 Yet Paraguay did 
not fail to shrewdly exploit Mennonite settlement to further its aims. 
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Paraguay protested to the international community Bolivia’s “un-
speakable acts” of targeting “defenceless Mennonite colonies estab-
lished in the Chaco, whom they have attacked with particular relent-
lessness.”135 Despite its rhetoric, Paraguay proceeded to make “in-
telligent use of local Mennonite communities in the Chaco to help its 
war effort,” for “Mennonite plowshares would function as 
‘swords.’”136 For their part, Mennonites profited from selling food to 
the Paraguayan army and “formed an integral part of Paraguay’s 
war machine”—though the more liberal refugees of Fernheim Col-
ony took a more active role than the conservative migrants of Menno 
Colony.137 

The Mennonites’ colonization of the Chaco on behalf of Paraguay 
“was a weapon that Bolivia could not match” and was consequently 
used as justification for Paraguay’s claim to the territory.138 A report 
by the League of Nations concluded, “In the colonization of the cen-
tral Chaco, the most important work is . . . being done by the Men-
nonites.” Despite having offered its own Privilegium to Mennonites, 
Bolivia labelled them “foreign capitalists who, under the protection 
of the Paraguayan army, exploit the eastern Chaco and help Para-
guay to retain a disputed territory.”139 It is deeply ironic that in an 
attempt to flee “worldly” governments by settling in the isolated 
Chaco, nonresistant Mennonites were being exploited to secure ter-
ritory for geopolitical considerations and provoked a war in the pro-
cess. As a result, their settlement was raised at the League of Na-
tions, then the “worldliest” institution extant. Mennonites were at 
once pacifists, provocateurs, pawns, and profiters of the Chaco War, 
in which Paraguay, the smallest and poorest country in South Amer-
ica, prevailed.140 

In 1939, four years after the Chaco War concluded, historian 
Harold S. Bender observed that Paraguay exercised no jurisdiction 
whatsoever over the Mennonite colonies. Bender stated that “Men-
nonites of the Chaco do constitute an absolutely independent 
state.”141 The pinnacle of privilege for Mennonites—de facto sover-
eignty—correlated precisely to their host state having the greatest 
strategic need for them, and with another state (Bolivia) competing 
for their loyalty. Aiding the Paraguayan state in the assertion of sov-
ereignty over the Chaco gave Mennonites their greatest degree of 
self-determination—even more so than during Russia’s expansionist 
wars of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

The end of the Chaco War concluded hostilities between Para-
guay and Bolivia but did this not abate either state’s domestic un-
rest. In 1947–48, Mennonite immigrants founded four additional col-
onies in Paraguay amid a backdrop of a civil war and the fleeing of 
400,000 Paraguayans.142 Today, Mennonites are a demographic and 
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economic powerhouse for Paraguay. According to Paola Canova, 
Mennonites dairy and beef production amount to 5 percent of Para-
guay’s gross domestic product.143 As of 2022, there are 38,731 Men-
nonites living in Paraguay. The 18,764 Mennonites in the Chaco 
comprise 8.8 percent of the region’s population.144 Law No. 514 has 
not faced any serious threat of being revoked. 

When Mennonites settled in Bolivia after the 1952 National Rev-
olution, they did so as part of the Revolutionary Nationalist Move-
ment’s “March to the East” program of internal colonization. Men-
nonites, among others, aided the postrevolutionary government’s ef-
forts in consolidating the lowlands, attaining territorial integrity, 
and spurring economic development in the Santa Cruz region. The 
first Mennonites from Fernheim Colony arrived in 1954. Conserva-
tive Mennonites began migrating after Bolivia offered a Privilegium 
(Supreme Decree 4192) in 1955, and came in greater numbers after 
an expanded Privilegium (Supreme Decree 6030) was issued in 
1962.145 Mennonites remain an integral part of the economy in Bo-
livia, producing a significant amount of soybeans and operating as 
prominent dairy farmers.146 In 1975, a decree by President Hugo 
Banzer revoked Mennonites’ privileges, but this legal change was 
not enforced, and Mennonites successfully negotiated for their rein-
statement in 1985.147 

British Honduras (Belize) 

Mennonites from Mexico began settling in British Honduras 
(now Belize) in 1958 amid a border dispute with neighbouring Gua-
temala and increasing internal political unrest. A 1948 threat by 
Guatemala to annex the territory by force had necessitated the de-
ployment of two British military companies and the permanent sta-
tioning of one in Belize City.148 Mennonites first visited British Hon-
duras seeking land in November 1955. In January 1956, a Mennonite 
delegation visited Belize City to negotiate terms of settlement. How-
ever, other than Mennonite delegates surveying land, little tran-
spired over the following two years.149 

In British Honduras’s election of 1957, the People’s United Party 
won all nine seats in the Legislative Assembly under the leadership 
of George Cadle Price. That December, accusations that Price in-
tended for British Honduras to be annexed by Guatemala prompted 
swift action from Britain. On December 6, British Governor Sir 
Colin H. Thornley requested an additional seven hundred British 
soldiers as reinforcements and dismissed Price from the Executive 
Council.150 Twelve days later, Thornley came to an agreement with 
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Mennonites that concluded the negotiations that had begun nearly 
two years earlier, in order to induce their settlement.151  

In March 1958, Price was charged with sedition (for which he 
was later acquitted). Mennonite migration to British Honduras com-
menced the same month. That year, three Mennonite colonies were 
founded in British Honduras. One of them, the aptly named Spanish 
Lookout, extends to within ten kilometres of the Guatemalan bor-
der.152  

Tensions persisted between Guatemala and Britain.153 In 1981, 
Belize became independent, and Britain finally withdrew its major 
military presence in 1994 (although it continues to maintain a small 
training force).154 In Belize, Mennonites constitute 3.7 percent of the 
entire population, the highest of any host state.155 According to Carel 
Roessingh and Amber Schoonderwoerd, Mennonites “are commonly 
regarded as the economic motor of Belize” and “symbolize sound-
ness and reliability and therefore Belizeans are eager to do business 
with them.”156 Mennonites’ numeric and economic strength, coupled 
with the fact that Guatemala has not renounced its claim to Belizean 
territory, provide insight as to why the Belizean Privilegium has 
never been revoked.157  

Argentina, Colombia, and Peru 

The Mennonite migration from Bolivia to Argentina, which be-
gan in 1986, appears to be an exception to the general pattern. Men-
nonites had previously requested, without success, a Privilegium 
from the Argentine government in 1919–1921, and were again un-
successful in obtaining one in 1986. Moreover, Mennonite settle-
ment in Argentina did not occur along a contested border. However, 
the Argentine government promised Mennonites would not be co-
erced into mandatory military service. Mennonites also consulted 
Argentine lawyers for a report on Argentine laws. The report gave 
an interpretation of the laws as being broadly compatible with Men-
nonite customs and past requests for Privilegia, insofar as Argentine 
law provided for freedom of religion, the right to educate their chil-
dren, and the ability to make a simple declaration (rather than swear 
an oath) in front of a judicial tribunal. The Mennonite migration oc-
curred amid significant political instability.158 It was preceded by 
the defeat of Argentina in the 1982 Falklands War, the withdrawal 
of the ruling military junta, the staging of democratic elections in 
1983, and the prosecutions of the former junta leadership in 1985, 
and occurred during an economic crisis that led to widespread riots 
and the early resignation of President Raúl Alfonsín in 1989.159 
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A more recent migration has seen Mennonites from Mexico mi-
grate to Colombia.160 This movement began in 2016, during a par-
tially successful peace process that sought to resolve a civil war that 
has raged since 1964, driven by land disputes and highly contested 
territorial issues.161 Mennonites began settling in the Altillanura re-
gion, an area described as Colombia’s “agrarian frontier” but also 
“an attractive region for various armed groups,” where 59,000 peo-
ple were displaced between 1995 and 2016.162 Carolina Hurtado-
Hurtado et al. observe that land-grabbing has occurred in the Altil-
lanura to the extent it has been brought to “the core of the national 
agrarian debate.”163 Various legal, judicial, and political processes 
within the Colombian state have allowed for large-scale land acqui-
sition in violation of laws giving priority to land to low-income peas-
ants.164 

In 2017, Mennonites from Bolivia and Belize migrated to Peru 
and founded four colonies.165 This settlement again coincided with 
significant political instability. President Pedro Pablo Kuczynski 
was sworn into office in July 2016, but amid a deteriorating eco-
nomic outlook in 2017, faced an impeachment vote over corruption, 
and was forced to resign in March 2018. As of November 2023, Peru 
has seen five presidents since Kuczynski’s resignation.166 Although 
no formal Privilegia have been granted in Colombia or Peru, gov-
ernments have made informal commitments to respect Mennonites’ 
customs and ways of life.167 Continuing into the twenty-first century, 
Mennonites continue to migrate and settle on marginal, disputed 
land in the wake of conflict or amid political instability, in exchange 
for toleration granted by the state. 

Conclusion 

This article analyzes Mennonite migration patterns through the 
lens of geopolitics and statecraft. The privileges obtained by Men-
nonites over the centuries and through migrations were not obtained 
by accident. From the Polish-Teutonic Wars in the fifteenth and six-
teenth centuries to the Chaco War and Colombia’s civil war in the 
twentieth and twenty-first, Mennonites’ privileges have been 
granted, justified, and sustained as a result of geopolitical pressures 
on the host state—and rescinded in the absence thereof. Most prev-
alent among these geopolitical factors have been strategic military 
aims, the need to assert state sovereignty, and the need for economic 
development. These aligned with Mennonites’ ability to settle on the 
frontier, their provision of “qualified allegiance” to the state, and 
their overall industriousness. When new geopolitical realities have 
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taken hold and their privileges could no longer be justified by the 
state (in part due to the success of their settlement), conservative 
Mennonites have sought new host states in need of settlers to secure 
and develop contested, marginal territory. The exception to privi-
lege revocation has been host states in Latin America where Men-
nonites have maintained strategic, demographic, and/or economic 
importance to the state necessitating the continuation of privileges.  

By placing Mennonite migrations in a wider context, this article 
has attempted to address two issues. The first is a geopolitical anal-
ysis of the Mennonites’ conundrum of being “in the world, but not of 
it.” What results from Mennonite migration and who bears the bur-
den? Are Mennonites all that separate from what they seek to avoid? 
Despite their tenet of nonresistance, Mennonites have indirectly but 
repeatedly contributed to their host states’ military aims. While mi-
gration meant Mennonites could maintain their nonresistance and 
isolation from the world, these benefits to Mennonites paradoxically 
have arisen from conflict and geopolitical realities on the part of the 
host state. Are the consequences of migration—namely, the enabling 
of violence and displacement of their neighbours—consistent with 
Mennonite theology?168 It also raises broader questions about nation-
alism and wider geopolitical pressures, for what does it say if a non-
resistant, anti-modernist population is tolerated only where it ad-
vances state militarism and colonialism? 

Second, and more universal, this article demonstrates that inter-
nal narratives do not always hold up to external scrutiny. The pop-
ular historical narrative of Mennonites as a persecuted people in 
constant search of religious freedom is not wholly inaccurate, but 
nor is it the entire story. Despite persecution and displacement suf-
fered by Mennonites of prior years, their migrations were linked to 
(and made possible by) the persecution and displacement of other 
peoples. Generally, the Mennonite experience demonstrates that the 
line between being persecuted and being privileged is thin and eas-
ily transcended. Privilege is contextual and context can change all 
too rapidly. 

Although Mennonites have received Privilegia from various host 
states, they have received them in exchange for contributing to 
states’ geopolitical agendas. Mennonites have been tolerated only so 
long as they have provided utility to the state. Ironically, nonre-
sistant Mennonites have provided the most utility on disputed fron-
tiers in the wake or midst of armed conflict. In seeking privileges to 
escape the world, conservative Mennonites have paradoxically re-
inforced their role within it. 
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