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A NOTE ON TRANSLATIONS AND SPELLING 
In this dissertation. High German, Mexican Mennonite vernacular Low German 

{Niederdeiitsch), as well as Spanish words, phrases or quotes are abundant. To facilitate 
the reading process, I have translated all non-English renditions, indicating the nature of 
the original by preceding translations with the acronyms "HG" ("High German"), "LG" 
("Low German"), and "SP" ("Spanish"). 

I based the orthography of the Low German variety on Herman Rempel's 1995 
Mennonite Low German dictionary Kjenn Jie Noch Plautdietsch? (LG; Do you still know 
Low German?), but modified his spelling by adding an "n" as final letter to verbs in the 
infinitive form. While some Mennonite groups drop this final letter, the people I worked 
with in Chihuahua did pronounce it. Thus, I write ^^spatsearen," where Rempel uses 
''spatseare" (LG; to visit, to converse, to court, to date). 



During the early 1920s, Old Colony Mennonites emigrated from Canada to 

Chihuahua, Mexico in order to continue their b'aditionai ways of life in nearly isolated, 

agricultural communities. As their ancestors had done for centuries, they continued to 

live in opposition to "the world." While the Old Colony Mennonites basically succeeded 

in living their distinct, conservative ideology, economic necessities and real world 

opportunities caused internal disagreements, excommunications and the fomiation of a 

new, liberal church, the General Conference, among their midst. 

North American Mennonite and some European scholars have recorded the history, 

political economy, socio-religious organization, linguistic and cultural characteristics of 

these so-called "Mexican Mennonites." What their large-scale perspectives have failed to 

capture is the everyday lives of the cultural group, the lives of women in particular. 

Women's worlds have been invisible in the official discourse on Mennonite history, most 

of which is male-dominated. 

This dissertation explores the everyday lives of Mennonites in the colonies near 

Cuauhtemoc, Chihuahua through Mennonite women's eyes. Women's multiple roles at 

the household level in times of health and illness, and women's moral identities are its 

focus. Women's habitus and discourses are cenU-al in perpetuating Mennonite gendered 

and moral identities. These identities, expressed in everyday moral living, are the 

foundation to Mennonite women's health work and local meanings of health. The 

ethnographic descriptions of women's lives demonstrate how ideology becomes 
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operationalized, and the contrasting of existing literature with my flndings exemplifies 

the articulation of ideology and gender. 

As an understanding of local Mennonite women's lives requires an appreciation of 

Mennonite history, socio-economic structure, and the values and norms reproduced by 

women during their everyday lives, this dissertation has a comprehensive, four-fold 

structure: Part I summarizes the history of the Mennonites near Cuauhtemoc and analyzes 

its representational politics; Part II lays out the anthropological processes of fieldwork 

and writing; Part III describes the contemporary everyday lives of Mennonite women 

with a focus on their gendered work, including health work, and socializing practice; Part 

IV discusses the socialization processes of Mennonite women, inherent challenges in 

Mennonite social structure, and the ways in which Mennonites cope with these 

challenges. 

\ 
\ 
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INTRODUCTION 

The American-style grocery and department store, Futurama, at the entrance of 

Ciudad Cuauhtemoc in Chihuahua offers an air-conditioned shopping experience. The 

products sold provide a sense of globalism: shoes designed in Italy, blouses from 

Guatemala, kitchen tools made in China, milk from US cows, Mexican chorizo and 

Mennonite cheese. Mennonites shopping in the store are easily recognizable by their 

outward appearance. Of northern European cultural and genetic heritage, a stereotypical 

Mennonite is tall, blond and blue-eyed. Young women and girls generally wear bright, 

colorful dresses with floral designs, while older women prefer darker colors. White socks 

or stockings, comfortable walking or pretty dress shoes, and scarves around their heads 

complement their outfits. Men and boys typically wear blue overalls or blue jeans, cotton 

shirts, boots and a cowboy hat or baseball cap. 

I gathered first impressions as I carefully watched Mennonite families in the store. 

The women pushed the carts, maybe one child in their arms, and of^en with several other 

children in tow, while their husbands picked the products and placed them into the cart. A 

native speaker of German, I tried to understand what they spoke about as I lingered in the 

aisles of the store. My attempts to understand their conversations were futile. My native 

language, the language of contemporary northern Germany, did not seem to have much in 

common with the language of a people whose ancestors came from the Low German 

speaking areas of coastal/northern Europe a couple of centuries ago'. I watched as 

families made ready to leave the store. The men paid and their wives carried the bags of 



groceries, while walking behind their husbands to their pick-up trucks in the parking lot. 

Throughout my stay in Cuauhtemoc, I saw these practices again and again at Futurama, 

fruterias (SP; stores selling fruits, vegetables, other foods and some household items) and 

machinery shops: the man picks and pays, the woman follows and carries; the man drives 

and takes care of business, the woman and children sit inside the truck. 

My very first impressions of Mennonites in January 1995 were gained in public, non-

Mennonite. i.e. Mexican spaces. The women 1 had come to learn about appeared 

insecure, shy and subdued. They appeared passive; they followed and they waited. Two 

years later, in 1997, I began to see Mennonite women in their own spaces, in their 

colonies, their villages, their homes or their relatives', fiiends' or neighbors' homes. 

Images of subdued Mennonite women transformed into images of women as active 

movers and shakers in their families and households. Some of these women, especially 

older matrons, wielded a lot of power within their own social contexts. 

This dissertation explores the everyday lives of Old Colony and General Conference 

Mennonites in the colonies near Cuauhtemoc, Chihuahua through Mennonite women's 

eyes. Women's multiple roles as domestic managers in times of health and illness are 

central to my dissertation as are women's moral identities. I will pay special attention to 

the habitus of Mennonite women, women's discourse that is distinctly Mennonite, and 

silences that are telling. Understanding local Mennonite women's lives requires an 

appreciation of Mennonite history, economy and social structure as well as values and 

norms reproduced by women during their everyday lives. I will thus antecede the 

' The historic origins and migrations of the Mennonite groups in Chihuahua are described in detail in 



ethnographic elaborations on women's lives by summarizing socio-economic and religio-

cultural aspects of the local Mennonites from a historical perspective. This history - as all 

history - has been written from the perspectives of particular biases, and I will analyze 

the representational politics of those who have written about the Chihuahuan 

Mennonites' past and present. Several theoretical approaches have been useful in making 

sense of the complex issues addressed in this dissertation. Woven into the chapters, I 

outline each of these theoretical approaches, as they have been influential to my work. In 

summary, this dissertation leads the reader on a journey from historical glimpses of the 

Mennonites in general, and the Mexican Mennonite groups in particular, to issues of 

representation, before it focuses on contemporary Mennonite women's everyday lives, 

and concludes with an overview of the ways in which Mennonite social structures and 

processes impact upon Mennonite women's lives. In the remainder of this chapter. I 

provide a brief preview of what follows in this dissertation. 

PART I (MENNONITES IN MEXICO: HISTORY AND REPRESENTATIONS) 

explores the history and representations of those Mennonite groups who migrated from 

The Netherlands to Prussia, Russia, Canada and later Mexico. North American 

Mennonite scholars have generated the majority of literature pertaining to the Mennonite 

groups now located near Cuauhtemoc in Chihuahua, Mexico. 

In Chapter 1 (Strangers and Pilgrims: A History of the Mennonite Groups of 

Chihuahua), I summarize these documented five centuries of history, group formation 

and identity. This summary is carried by political economy approaches in the tradition of 

Chapter I. 



Eric Wolf and William Roseberry. I stress in which ways Mennonite history is 

intertwined with the histories and political economies of Europe and North America, and 

I also emphasize the importance of Mennonite socio-cultural characteristics in shaping 

their own history. I thus strive to show local and global processes and structures that have 

concurrently shaped Mennonite society and culture throughout history. From the 

beginning, Mennonites have taken an active role in shaping their histories and identities 

in opposition to "the world." 

Chapter 2 (Representations of "The Me.xican Mennonites") describes and analyzes 

the representational politics of existing depictions of the Old Colony and General 

Conference Mennonites in Chihuahua. The analysis of historical representations is 

supported by Antonio Gramsci's concept of hegemony, Raymond Williams' "selective 

tradition," and Pierre Bourdieu's ideas of the relationship between habitus and history. In 

August 1997, the Manitoba and Swift Current colonies in Chihuahua celebrated their 75"* 

Anniversary. This celebration offered insight into the recent and more distant Mennonite 

history from the perspective of those who lived it. At the same time as it reflected a part 

of history that took place in northern Chihuahua, it also reflected Mennonite discourse -

as it has been typical for North American Mennonites - on a more global history of 

Mennonites as one people. In this chapter, I analyze, compare and contrast the 

representations of North American Mennonites and those of the local Mexican 

Mennonites. I also discuss how the official history of and discourse on Mennonite 

identity formation, both of which are generated from male perspectives, impact upon 
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female Mennonite Identities. In concluding this chapter, I draw attention to journalistic 

representations of the contemporary, everyday lives of Mennonites in Chihuahua. 

Before I describe Mennonite women's everyday life routines, PART 11 (DOING 

ANTHROPOLOGY) explores my own position within local General Conference and Old 

Colony Mennonite families and communities, and gives insights into the processes of 

fieldwork, as well as the processes of translating ethnographic knowledge into a written 

document. Describing in detail the ways one has worked today is standard practice in 

ethnographic writing, and Lila Abu-Lughod's Writing IVomen's Words - Bedouin Stories 

(1993), and her exemplary use of the feminist concept of positional ity, have been 

particularly influential to this dissertation. 

Part in (EVERYDAY LIFE: WOMEN'S WORLDS) delineates the routine everyday 

lives of Mennonite women in times of health and illness. Living in rural, religiously 

based communities, women's lives are characterized by a gendered and hierarchical 

social structure, as well as by annual, seasonal, weekly, and daily rhythms. While 1 

include Mennonite women's discourses, 1 particularly approach women's everyday lives 

with the help of Pierre Bourdieu's concept of habitus. 

In Chapter 4 {Waut schaufts?: Women's Work), I introduce women's economic 

household (re)production with the help of Ave case studies on Old Colony and General 

Conference Mennonite women from both farming and entrepreneurial households. 1 then 

analyze the rhythms of women's different work activities as they are linked to natural, 

cultural and religious phenomena. 



Chapter 5 (Serving and Spatsearen) describes women's socioreligious (re)production 

of households, families and communities. By volunteering in community service, and by 

engaging in social visits, women partake in the everyday reproduction of Mennonite 

social and moral identity. 

In Chapter 6 (Everyday Living as Health; Women's Health Work and Local Meanings 

of Health), I shift attention towards women's roles in reproducing healthy communities 

through a combination of health behavior and everyday moral living that is embedded in 

local meanings of health. The Household Production of Health (HHPH) serves as the 

main theoretical framework for understanding women's everyday and emergency health 

work. The HHPH concept is at the center of my academic focus, because it conveniently 

brings together my interests in women, work and health within one single framework of 

thought. Larger than "the individual." and smaller than "the community," "the 

household" allows a focus on individuals and their actions within and across this unit, 

thus allowing a view of "community" from the bottom-up. An understanding of 

"households" as flexible units in which individual women's everyday lives are negotiated 

within the context of ideological principles and larger socio-political and economic 

structures and processes, allows for a multifaceted picture of women's lives. After a 

survey on the context of Mennonite health, I describe some of women's domestic health 

care practices and women's participation in female therapy management groups. A case 

study on one General Conference woman's struggle for health introduces topics around 

women's health and female support networks. I conclude the chapter by analyzing local 



meanings and discourses on health as they emerge from women's practices and 

narratives. 

PART IV (WOMEN IN MENNONITE SOCIETY) concludes this dissertation by 

summarizing some of the ways in which social structures and processes impact upon 

Mennonite women's lives. Chapter 7 {Daut haben wie emma soo jedoonen: Life 

Transitions and the Socialization of Women) summarizes how women are socialized into 

their adult roles throughout childhood and adulthood via Mennonite institutions and by 

habitus, i.e. everyday processes of socialization. Mennonite religious teachings, 

institutions and habitus thus combine at the household and community levels in shaping 

major aspects of Mennonite women's everyday lives; their economic, socio-religious and 

health productions. Each of these aspects of women's lives is influenced by the type of 

income-generating work pursued by the male household head, which in turn is subject to 

a long history of religious and economic traditions, as well as to the contemporary 

location in rural, northern Mexico. 

In Chapter 8 (Social Challenges and Coping with Adversity), I briefly look at the 

ways in which men and women cope with social challenges that arise from Mennonite 

socio-cultural and economic structures, as well as contemporary socio-cultural and 

economic changes. In general, while Mennonite men respond to conflict by splitting into 

separate groups and by largely isolating these groups from surrounding influences, 

Mennonite women's coping strategies are characterized by cooperation and mutual aid 

that is anchored in women's everyday female support networks within extended families. 



In concluding, I draw attention to the contributions my dissertation makes. This study 

offers insight into how ideology and gender articulate in everyday life practices; it offers 

an example on how women live ideology in ways that theorists such as Max Weber could 

not have addressed; it points to the centrality of "work" as a multidimensional concept; it 

draws attention to a concept of "health" that transcends a mere functionalist definition by 

making well-being and suffering key components; and. Anally, it expands the Household 

Production of Health concept from mere economic and social production to the 

production and reproduction of an ideology and moral identity. 
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PART I: MENNONITES IN MEXICO: HISTORY AND REPRESENTATIONS 

In 1922, about 7000 Old Colony Mennonites with a Dutch-Prussian-Russian heritage 

began to migrate from Manitoba. Canada to the Bustillos Valley in Chihuahua. Mexico. 

These Mennonite groups continued a centuries-long tradition of group splitting and 

migration caused by internal and external pressures related to ideological and economic 

issues. Until recently, almost exclusively North American, i.e. Canadian or United States. 

Mennonite scholars have documented the history, and economic and socio-cultural 

aspects of Old Colony Mennonites. Only recently have Mennonites from Chihuahua 

begun to offer their own versions of lived history in northern Mexico. 

Chapter I (Strangers and Pilgrims: A History of the Mennonite Groups of Chihuahua) 

summarizes the history of the Old Colony and General Conference Mennonites who 

today live in the Bustillos Valley in the vicinity of Ciudad Cuauhtemoc. The first part of 

this chapter outlines the official Mennonite discourse on history and identity formation as 

it has been written down by North American Mennonite scholars, while the second part 

describes aspects of the short history of Mennonite colonies in Chihuahua. 

Chapter 2 (Representations of "The Mexican Mennonites") offers a discussion on 

existing representations of Old Colony and General Conference Mennonites in 

Chihuahua. AAer analyzing the North American Mennonite discourse on history, group 

formation and identity as summarized in Chapter I. I first describe the 75"* Anniversary 

of the Manitoba, Swift Current, and Santa Clara Colonies' that took place in Chihuahua 

' One year later followed the SO'"* Anniversary of the Los Jagueyes Colony, located about 70 kilometers 
north of the Manitoba Colony. This festivity partly echoed the previous 75"* Anniversary celebration. Since 
my research was predominantly conducted in the Manitoba Colony, suffice it to say that the goal of the Los 
Jagueyes event also was lo praise God for his guidance and to honor the pioneers for their ventures and 



during August 1997. I then show how the representations of Chihuahuan Mennonites 

simultaneously compare and contrast with those produced by North American 

Mennonites, which reflects the Mennonite historical tendency of being united against the 

world but split among themselves. Mennonite official representations of their own people 

have produced only few reports on everyday life and gendered issues. In contrast, 

journalists, predominantly from Northern Europe, have addressed both of these topics in 

their recent descriptions of Mennonites in Chihuahua. I briefly introduce and analyze 

these journalistic texts. 

CHAPTER 1: Strangers and Pilgrims: A History of the Mennonite Groups of Chihuahua 

"The Mennonites" have always been a heterogeneous people. The label "Mennonites" 

has been used to refer to various groups following Anabaptist traditions that began to 

form in parts of geographical regions of what are now Switzerland, Germany, Belgium, 

and the Netherlands during the early 16"* century. Any generalization about "the 

Mennonites," or "the Me.xican Mennonites" blurs historical and contemporary 

complexities. The Mexican Mennonite groups are parts of a complex puzzle of a people 

whose history traces them back to Europe almost SOO years ago. For anthropological 

studies that attempt to understand contemporary Mexican Mennonite groups, it is 

pertinent to pay attention to their formative period and their religious beliefs, to patterns 

of group fusion and flssion, dynamics of migrations, as well as to contemporary 

sociopolitical and economic structures and processes. 

sacrifices. The younger generation was to be instructed in history, and Triends and former Los Jagueyes 



Mennonite history- in general is characterized by religious zeal, persecution, group 

splitting and migration. Referring to their people as "strangers and pilgrims," in following 

the biblical phrase in Hebrews 11:13. authors such as Dyck (1995a. b) and Warkentin 

(1987) summarize highlights of Mennonite religious ideology pertaining to 

"other%vorldliness," persecution, migration and sufTering. This religious ideology and its 

corresponding behavior by Mennonite groups occurred in the context of the wider 

sociopolitical and economic processes, and the geographical frameworks of their times. 

The comple.xities of Mennonite history can be comprehended by combining 

traditional anthropological micro-approaches with post-World War II macro-economic 

and political discourses. During the post-World War II era. anthropologists and other 

social scientists began to work on integrating global and local perspectives on politico-

economic structures, histories and cultures. The early models, modernization theory, 

dependency theory, and world-system theory, were academic responses to real world 

situations that focused on structural conditions.^ Some of the later models that emerged 

from the so-called political economy paradigm - a label for heterogeneous intellectual 

and political movements that criticize the homogenization of what actually are multiple 

forms of capitalism (Roseberry 1988) - began to integrate structural with historical 

approaches. One of the innovations came from Marxist traditions and advocated going 

beyond history as a by-product of economic analysis and instead making history a central 

inhabitants were welcomed fortheir homecoming (DM R, Vol. 7. No. 13. July 15. 1998. p. 19) 
- The origin and history of Mennonile groups is a comple.x set of stories. For the purposes of this 
dissertation it can only be partially covered, and only along certain lines. For more details on the histor>' of 
Mennonite groups see Bender and Smith (1974), Epp (1974), Klippenstein and Toews (1977). Loewen and 
No!t(l996), Sawatzky(1971), Schroederand Huebert(l996), Wedel(1901). 



point of departure. By stressing the importance of processual dimensions in unequal 

political and economic power structures, historically oriented scholars placed structures 

back into their appropriate time frames. In Europe and the People mthout History 

(1982), Eric Wolf delineates histories of non-Westem countries as they are intertwined 

with European economic and political expansionist histories. Wolf thus situates the local 

into the global. Similarly. William Roseberry (1989) has called attention to the need for 

unifying structural and processual approaches to anthropological subjects "at the 

intersection of local and global histories." Roseberry (1989:126) strongly called for 

placing "culture in history." Both Roseberry (1988. 1989) and Wolf (1982) were of 

seminal importance for new anthropological work that began to emerge during the 1980s. 

The insight that larger historical structures and processes impact upon local cultures 

and people's everyday practices has been pertinent to my study. The Mennonites' group 

and identity formation processes, their multiple international migrations and relocations, 

their host countries' motivations to admit these isolationist settlers, as well as 

Mennonites' everyday life are deeply embedded in local and global political economies 

beginning in the 16"* century and continuing until today (Epp 1974 and 1982). From the 

beginning, the people who later became known as Mennonites shaped their own ways of 

life and identities based on oppositions to their surrounding environments. In doing so. 

after persecutions ebbed away, they generally were very successful in allying with 

dominant state powers to secure a place for their socio-religious. economic and political 

structures. From the point of view of the host countries' governments, the Mennonites 

^ For more information on these models, see. for example: Cardoso 1972; Chirot and Hall 1982: Frank 



have been welcome state subjects due to their well-known and highly valued agricultural 

productivity. Mennonite societies thus have found intriguing ways to negotiate resistance 

and accommodation within global structures and processes. 

1.1. Little People:^ Anabaptist Origins. Processes of Group Formation and Migrations 

In this section, I describe macro- and micro-level socio-historical structures and 

processes pertaining to the Mennonite groups located northwest of Cuauhtemoc. 

Chihuahua. I trace their origins by summarizing a history of group fusion, fission and 

migration in the context of national and international politics. These historical processes 

and structures are well described in the literature by Canadian and U.S. Mennonite 

scholars, as are the internal reasons that contributed to group splitting and migrations. 

Issues pertaining to faith, suffering, morality and identity, including the provenance of 

Anabaptist, are the focus of this historical description. 

Beginnings and Beliefs During the 16"* century, various protestant movements' 

throughout Europe struggled to break away from the Roman Catholic Church that - as 

seen by reformists - had become a powerful and corrupt institution. Reformation 

movements were made possible by the rise of nationalism within Europe, by an economy 

that due to explorers' voyages was substituting the main commodity, land, with metals 

1966: Klaren 1986; Rostow 1993 [I960): Shannon 1989: So 1990: Wallerstein 1991. 1993. (1974). 
^ "Little People" is my translation of the German diminutive Mennoniienvdiklein. I repeatedly encountered 
this self-reflective term in the Cuauhtemoc area, especially during official events such as the TS'** 
anniversary celebration of the Chihuahuan colonies. In reference to the Chihuahuan Mennonites. this term 
first seems to have been used by Schmiedehaus (1948). 
' These include the Protestant movements of Martin Luther (I483-IS46), Ulrich Zwingli (I484-IS3I). and 
Johannes Calvin (1509-1564). 



and other natural resources, as well as by emerging humanism with its emphasis on the 

power of reason and education (Loewen and Nolt 1996:59-61). 

The religious roots of the Mexican Mennonite groups can be traced to 16"* century 

left wing groups of the Swiss Protestant Reformation (Bender and Smith 1974; Smith 

1957). Some of Ulrich Zwingli's followers opposed the compromises both he and Martin 

Luther had made with the Roman-Catholic Church and political leaders of Switzerland 

and Germany respectively. The Protestants following Luther and Zwingli organized their 

reformed churches as state churches which included the entire population of the country. 

But to those who stubbornly adhered to the original tenets of the reformation movements, 

church and state should be separated. They held that a vital church should be composed 

of a community of believers only. During January 1525, a small group of these Brethren, 

the name they had given themselves, held a prayer meeting during which they baptized 

one another. This symbolic act of adult baptism inspired their enemies to call the 

Brethren "Anabaptists" which literally means "rebaptizers." Henceforth the term 

"Anabaptists" has been used to refer to those religious groups who originated in Europe 

during the 16"* century and who practice adult baptism" (Bender and Smith 1974:17.20-

22). 

The Anabaptist movement needs to be understood in the context of the dissolution of 

medieval Europe. It was a movement led by young intellectuals against Roman Catholic 

and Reformation church organizations that cooperated with the states in controlling and 

exploiting its peoples. The "Radicals." as the Swiss Brethren were also called, demanded 
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social and economic changes. They rejected the wealth and power of the Catholic 

Church, the corrupt lives of Catholic clergy, and the socioeconomic oppression of the 

peasantry. The Anabaptists, themselves, did not conform to the established order. They 

rejected church membership based on birth and refused military service. The symbolic 

rebaptism and consequent adult baptism stood for a community of believers based upon 

adult confession of faith and baptism only. Church membership, according to the 

Anabaptists, could only be a matter of personal commitment (Redekop, Ainlay, and 

Siemens 1995:6-8). 

Anabaptists sought to establish a community of voluntary believers who would form 

a living church of Christ, separated from the world but united within. Convinced that 

word and deed must be one. Anabaptists stressed the outward expression of their beliefs 

in everyday life as reflected in plainness, humility, and mutual aid (Bender and Smith 

1974:41; Dyck 1987:377; Loewen 1993). The following quote by Bender and Smith 

(1974:42) illustrates the Brethren's intentions: 

Among the Brethren the goal was that the inward experience of repentance 
and conversion should be in evidence by a newness of life in Christ. ... 
Conrad Grebel, Menno Simons, and their associates insisted upon the 
practice of the presence of Christ in action. They interpreted the Christian 
life to be not so much the inward experience of the grace of God. as 
Luther did, but the outward application of that grace to all human conduct 
and the consequent Christianization of all human relationships. 

' The term "Anabaptists" today refers to Amish, Hutterite and Mennonite groups. The ethnic offspring of 
these groups originating in Central and Northern Europe today are mainly found in the Americas. 
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The foundations of Anabaptist beliefs' reflect the Brethren's intentions of expressing 

these beliefs "in action": (1) The concept of the church favored a fellowship of true 

believers only, namely those who repent, believe in the forgiveness of sins and request 

baptism. Adult baptism was the symbol of these beliefs. (2) Communion was only for 

those who had been baptized as adults and thus had become part of the unity of members 

with Christ. (3) The concept of nonconformity of the church to the world was realized 

through separation from the world, i.e. the gathering of believers into their own Christian 

society. (4) The practice of brotherhood and love among the members of the church was 

expressed in mutual aid, i.e. the sharing of possessions to meet everybody's needs. (S) 

The ban, based on Matthew 18, 15-20, was applied to those erring members who would 

not repent. (6) The principle of peace, love and nonresistance was applied to all human 

relationships. This principle demanded the complete abandonment of war, violence, and 

the taking of human life. Consequently, military and even governmental positions, both 

making use of violence, were not acceptable to Anabaptists. (7) The separation of church 

and state was an outcome of the principle of non-resistance. (8) The principle of freedom 

of conscience liberated individual conscience from its 'loyalty' to secular rulers, which 

became widespread in Europe only during the 1 Q"* century. Anabaptists would not swear 

but instead use a simple "yes" or "no." At the same time as the congregation was 

detached from a secular ruler, it very much relied on the pastor for preaching, teaching 

and counseling. 

Important to Anabaptist beliefs is the principle of Gelassenheit, translated by 

Stephenson (1980) as "resignation" or "giving-up-ness." Accordingly, individual 

salvation can only occur collectively when individuals humbly submit personal interests 

to God's rule and to the community of believers (Epp 1974; Miller 1993; Redekop 1966; 

' This summary is based on Bender and Smith 1974:42-46. and Loewen and Nolt 1996:95-97. 



32 

Redekop. Ainlay and Siemens 1995; Smucker 1976). The following quote illustrates this 

unique principle of salvation: 

... the individualistic emphasis and secular rationality that modern 
capitalism presumes and fosters [described by Weber], are ... directly 
antithetical to the religious ethos and teachings of Anabaptism. 
Anabaptism presumed that human beings are by nature self-centered, 
aggressive, and antisocial, but it argued that the individual could only be 
saved from the self-destructive tendencies of selflshness or egotism by 
becoming member of the religious community and submitting to the 
collective will (Redekop, Ainlay. and Siemens 1995:38). 

Persecution and Survival The social and political reaction to Anabaptist beliefs and 

practices, which contradicted and threatened medieval socio-cultural, economic and 

political conditions, including the material interests of the clergy and the nobility, 

resulted in ferocious measures of persecution. Persecution began immediately after the 

Anabaptist church first emerged in 1525 and took the form of legal policy, projected and 

executed by governmental authorities (Bender and Smith 1974:47-48; Redekop, Ainlay. 

and Siemens 1995:7). 

Detailed descriptions of persecution on the part of the Catholic and Lutheran 

churches, as well as the political leaders linked to those churches, dominate the literature" 

on early Mennonite history. In 1529. Emperor Charles V of the German Empire passed a 

law against the Anabaptists, under which 30.000 people were killed by the Inquisition. 

The Martyrs' Mirror"* lists 800 names, many of these representing groups of up to ten 

' For example, see Bender and Smith (1974). and Wedel (1901). 
Original accounts and testimonies of this suffering were collected and published as early as IS62. This 

publication was later enlarged and became the famous Martyrs' Mirror by Thiehman Jansz van Braght. 
published in Holland in 1660. In 1748, Mennonites in Pennsylvania translated the book from Dutch into 
German, and in the 1880s it appeared in English (Bender and Smith 1974:30; Loewen and Nolt 1996:170-
171). 



33 

people who were killed between 1524 and 1600. Wedel (1901:8-9) describes some of the 

tortures Anabaptists had to suffer: 

Women and girls were drowned in large barrels, in rivers or in lakes. They 
laid some into open coffins, placed iron bars over their chests and legs, 
and then buried them alive, [from HG. my translation] Frauen imd 
MiUlchen wurden in grossen Fiissern, oder in Fliissen and Seen erlninkl. 
Manche legie mem auch in offene Sdrge. schoh ihnen eiserne Riegel ilher 
die Bnist iind Beine und begruh sie dann lehendig. 

Wedel (1901:9-15) continues to describe the suffering of certain martyrs of both sexes, 

but he stresses that both men and women remained firm in their faith and proved well-

read in the scriptures during interrogations. Martyrs kept up their spirits and encouraged 

their fellow believers by singing Christian hymns in their cells and by writing 

encouraging letters to their families. 

In their introduction to an overview of Mennonite history. Loewen and Nolt (1996) 

establish the continuation of suffering and persecution of Anabaptists by giving several 

examples, one each, from Swiss beginnings, to Friesland. to Russia and to the United 

States. "The ghosts and echoes from the past." the two authors state, "tell us something 

important about Anabaptist beliefs." They reveal the "high price" the believers paid. 

"They were willing to suffer, even die. for the truth they had found" (Loewen and Nolt 

1996:19-20). 

Despite large-scale suffering, the Anabaptist faith could not be eradicated across 

Europe. After centuries of persecution, church and political leaders ended their fatal 

opposition. While Switzerland did not tolerate its Mennonite population until 1815. the 

Dutch fully permitted Mennonite presence in 1798, which however, was more than 200 

years after the last execution of 1574. The outcomes of the persecutions varied according 
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to region and country. While they had successfully destroyed Anabaptist churches in 

South Germany. Austria and Tyrol, persecutions in Switzerland and the Netherlands did 

not manage to fulfill their deadly missions (Bender and Smith 1974:23. 47 and 49). As 

the Netherlands gained complete independence from Spain during the late 16th century. 

William of Orange granted religious tolerance under which the Mennonites began to 

flourish (Schroeder and Huebert 1996:112-113; Wedel 1901:15-16). 

Persecution, torturing and killing of Anabaptists could not kill the faith that quickly 

spread from its cradle in Zurich, Switzerland (1525)'" and reached the northern shores of 

Germany and the Netherlands during the early 1530s. These northern followers of 

voluntary church communities, originally unified only by their religious beliefs, gradually 

came to be identified as one ethno-rcligious movement, the Dutch-North-German 

Mennonites, which became distinct from the Swiss believers (Francis 1948:103; Redekop 

1995:10). These northern Anabaptists look back upon a 400 year long history of 

migration that led various of their groups from the Netherlands to Prussia, then Russia. 

Canada. Mexico and South America (Bender and Smith 1974; Epp 1974 and 1982: 

Savvatzky 1974; Smith 1957). In the following summary of Mennonite migrations, 1 trace 

the Mexican Mennonite groups from their beginnings in the Netherlands and Northern 

Germany to their settling in Chihuahua, Mexico," before 1 turn to their local history in 

Chihuahua. 

Northern European Anabaptists The Swiss Brethren's message arrived in the city of 

Emden, Germany and in the city of Amsterdam, Holland during 1530, and soon it also 

reached other regions of the Netherlands. Melchior Hofmann had carried the seeds of the 

Brethren's faith to northern Europe. Unfortunately, Hofmann's emphasis on the imminent 

See Figure I: Central Europe around ISSO fFrom Schroeder and Huebert 1996:9). 
" For a visual description of these movements and group organization, see Figure 2: The Migrations of 
Mennonites from the Dutch Lowlands to Mexico's High Plateau. 
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return of Christ brought much confusion to the movement. Although Hofmann rejected 

violence, the majority of his followers formed a radical militant branch of Anabaptism. 

Their occupation of the city of Munster ended with a bloodbath and the return of the city 

to its original authorities after only one year in 1535'- (Bender and Smith 1974:24: 

Loewen and Nolt 1996:105). 

During these years, a minority of Hofmann's followers remained peaceful and 

observed the Swiss Brethren's doctrines. This peaceful branch of the Northern 

Anabaptists was organized under the leadership of Obbe Philips in 1533. The Obbenite 

Brethren were the beginning of the Dutch Mennonite movement, following the basic 

doctrines and practices of their Swiss predecessors. Obbe Philips ordained his brother 

Dirk Philips, David Joris and Menno Simons as elders. It was Menno Simons who would 

play the major role in the formation of the Northern Anabaptist movement, which by the 

early 1540s had come under his leadership (Bender and Smith 1974:31-32: Schroeder and 

Huebert 1996:112-113). 

Menno Simons" was a Catholic priest in Witmarsum, Friesland. the town he had been 

born in. when he began doubting Catholic teachings and practices. In his writings he 

makes clear that "seductive sects" did not lead him to fall from Catholicism, but that his 

insights concerning baptism etc. were gained with the help of the Holy Spirit through 

intensive reading and pondering of the Bible. He became impressed with Anabaptist 

doctrines and convictions that were held so strongly that neither threat of torture nor 

death could stop them. At the same time. Menno Simons distanced himself from the 

violent branch of Anabaptism. and informs us that he had admonished, talked to. and 

preached about their use of violence, but that he had not succeeded, since he remained a 

For a detailed story of this episode, see Loewen and Nolt (19%: 103-108). 
" See Figure 3: Portrait of Menno Simons (1496-156 h (From Schroeder and Huebert I9%:iii). 
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Catholic, and all he could do was moum their violent deaths (Simons 1982:9-10). But he 

began to feel responsible, and in January of 1536 he finally followed his conscience, 

renounced his priesthood, and went into hiding outside of Witmarsum. The shed that hid 

him also served as a secret meeting place for local Anabaptists. Here he was baptized by 

Obbe Philips and married Gertrude, his ''faithful helpmate for many years." Soon the 

hide-out was discovered, but the small congregation managed to escape to the area of 

Groningen. In 1537, Menno Simons accepted the position as elder and was ordained by 

Obbe Philips (Bender and Smith 1974:32, 36-37; Schroeder and Huebert 1996:iii. 113). 

Shortly after ordaining Menno Simons. Obbe Philips left the Anabaptist movement 

and Menno Simons became the dominant figure among Dutch and Northern German 

Anabaptist groups. Continuing persecution, but also the nature of his influential work, led 

Menno Simons, his wife and three children to move repeatedly. In 1554, they - as did 

other families - followed the invitation of Bartholomaeus von Ahlefeld who, impressed 

with the Anabaptists, offered them asylum on his Fresenburg estate. Menno Simons and 

his family moved to the village of Wuestenfelde, north of Bad Oldesloe in Holstein. 

Throughout the German states of Schleswig and Holstein. sympathizing noblemen 

invited the Dutch Anabaptists who were known as hard-working farmers capable of 

transforming marshy lands into fertile farmland (Bender and Smith 1974: 33: Schroeder 

and Huebert 1996:112-113; Simons 1982:15). 

As elder, Menno Simons served Anabaptist congregations across northern Europe and 

also participated in public debates in Emden und Lubeck. His writings'^ -he published 

twenty-four titles between 1539 and 1561 - were extremely influential. His most famous 

book was Foundations of Christian Doctrine (1540) which, directed at the contemporary 

political and religious authorities, renders many of the original Anabaptist doctrines. 

For the complete works of Menno Simons see Simons 1982 (originally 16"* century). 
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Working unceasingly, Menno Simons organized peaceful Friesian and Flemish 

Anabaptist groups that, due to his accomplishments, eventually were known as the 

"Mennonites," the ancestors of Mexican Mennonite groups" (Bender and Smith 1974:33. 

113; Klippenstein and Toews 1977:5; Schroeder and Huebert I996:iii. 113). 

The strongest growth of the Mennonite movement"' occurred in the northwestern 

provinces of the Netherlands, Flanders and Friesland. from 1540 to 1570. Here, 

congregations composed of artisans and merchants from the middle class were 

established in the cities, but peasant congregations also existed (Bender and Smith 

1974:34, 63). Sawatzky (1971:1-2) stresses that especially in Flanders, congregations 

moved into the countryside as a means to avoid the Spanish Inquisition and to maintain 

*'the 'integrity' of such 'cultural islands' that rested upon strict conformity in secular and 

religious matters." 

These early congregations focused on their inner development and stressed detailed 

knowledge of the word of God. Their members lived a quiet, pious life. They held quiet 

services since organ and singing was forbidden to them. A ban was extended to everyone 

who did not follow the holy expression of a Christian way of life, void of pride and full 

of humility. Their own judges solved internal quarrels, but no one took up public offices. 

Due to their hard work, they often were wealthy and could invest their riches into far 

reaching charities (Wedel 1901:20-21). 

These early Mennonite congregations, however, were far from being a uniform group. 

Two major factors may have hindered the formation of a homogeneous religious group 

under a single "Mennonite" label. First, the 16"' and the first half of the 17"' centuries 

were times of denominational turmoil, when the different groups argued about how 

" Mexican Mennonite family names today comprise an impressive resemblance of typical Frisian. Flemish 
and North German telephone book listings. For a regional grouping of family names, see Harder 1977:6-7. 
"• See Figure 4: North Western Europe - A Center of Anabaptist Activity (From Schroeder and Huebert 
1996:5). 
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Christian principles were to be expressed during everyday life. Second, opposing 

congregations were members of different ethnic groups with contrasting characteristics. 

While the Friesian groups and their churches valued individual independence, the 

Flemish accepted regulations binding for the individual that were agreed upon during 

church meetings. Since these Flemish groups that had fled persecution to Friesia were not 

easily accepted by their Friesian brothers and sisters, they formed their own 

congregations. The mistrust among the two congregations and those that had split off 

from them went so far that mixed marriages were punished with the ban (Wedel 1901:21 -

24). 

Amongst such religious disagreements, two men. Luebert Gerrits and Hans de Ries. 

made a name for themselves through their struggles for peace. In 1610 these two men 

worked out a creed that served as basis for all following Mennonite creeds. The twelve 

articles of the 1639 document reflect the moral status quo of that time; faith and tradition 

should be guarded; preachers should be supported, as well as the poor; before the 

remarriage of a widow or widower the children should receive their part of the 

possessions; the youth should not be in contact too freely: the youth should not marry 

without their parents' permission; marriages should not be fancy; commerce should lake 

place outside of taverns; alcohol and tobacco should be avoided; business should be 

conducted honestly; clothing should not be luxurious, neither should houses nor boats; 

brothers or sisters who move away should receive a letter of reference; one should 

admonish others about unbefltting behavior (Wedel 1901:2S-27). 

The most influential creed, however, was written in Dortrecht, Holland in 1632. The 

eiders and preachers of seventeen mostly Flemish parishes signed its eighteen articles. 

This creed later was accepted by other Mennonite groups, including Prussian Mennonites 

(Wedel 1901:28). 
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The etTorts around unifying opposing Mennonite groups during the early 17th century 

were supported by fostering a historic consciousness. Wedel (1901) provides us with a 

revealing account of the process that led to one of the most famous sources of early 

Mennonite testimonies, namely the above mentioned Mariyrx' Mirror (\660): 

In order to maintain consciousness of the historical position of their 
church and in order to make the blood-sealed inheritance of their fathers'^ 
important to the younger generation, 17"* century congregations 
experienced a great zeal in finishing and editing this great, venerable 
portfolio: "The Martyrs' Mirror". Soon it found its way into hundreds of 
families and rightly was honored as an archive of our fathers* testimonies 
of faith. The origin of this book is a chapter in itself, the beginnings of 
which reach down to the first years of the Anabaptist movement in the 
Netherlands. The reports of Anabaptists' persecutions, interrogations and 
endings, as well as their last letters, admonitions and prayers were 
recorded on single sheets. They were read with tears and guarded and 
valued as little treasures, since the Spanish Inquisition strove to destroy 
them. These writings kept up the courage of the persecuted and recruited 
new members for the cause, [from HG; my translation] Um sich ihrer 
kirchengeschichllichen SteHung hewuflt zu hleihen umi namentUch Jem 
jiingeren Geschlecht das mil Blul gesiegehe Erhe ihrer Vciler wichlig lu 
mac hen. zeigte sich vom Anfang cies / 7. Jahrhunderts an grosser Eifer in 
den Gemeinden in der Feriigsielliing unci Herausgahe jenes grofien, 
ehrwiirdigen Folianten, der hald unler dent Tilel: "Mdrlhyrerspiegel " 
seinen IVeg in hunderte von Familien /and und mi! Rechi als ein Archiv 
der Glaubenszeiignisse der Viiter verehrl wurde. Die Geschichte der 
Entsiehung desselhen bildei ja ein Kapitel fur sich, dessen Anfange bis in 
die erst en Jahre der Tdujerbewegung in den Niederlanden hinahreichen. 
Auf losen Blailern wurden da die Berichte von den Verfolgtmgen der 
Tciufer, ebenso ihrer Verhore und ihres Endes aufgeschrieben, - ehenso 
ihre letzten Briefe, Ermahnungen und Gebete. Unler Thrdnen wurden sie 
gelesen und wie kostbare Kleinode gehiilel. da die spanische Inquisiiion 
hinier denselben her war. um sie zu vernichten. Sie hielien Ja den Mul der 
Verfolgien aufrechi und war hen der Sache neue Genossen (Wedel 
1901:36). 

" While Wedel correctly reports that martyrs were of both sexes, he continues his history of Mennonite 
church and life by using the generic "he." e.g. "our fathers." which silences the strong support of women in 
these historical affairs. 
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Prussia Although the communities in the Netherlands grew and developed, they were 

not spared from repression and persecution. Consequently, large numbers of Mennonites 

sought refuge in more tolerant regions of northeastern Germany and northwestern Poland. 

At the end of the 16"^ centur>'. Mennonite settlements could be found (I) along the upper 

Weichsel river. (2) within the city of Danzig. (3) within the city of Elbingen. (4) within 

the lower plains between the cities of Danzig and Elbingen. and (5) in eastern Prussia. Of 

special interest to this study of Me.xican Mennonites are those Mennonites who settled in 

the West Prussian - then under Polish rule - Vistula Delta, i.e. the delta and lower tlood 

plains of the Vistula and Nogat rivers between the cities of Danzig and Elbingen.'* Not 

much is known about the early history of the Polish - and German-Prussian Mennonite 

settlements. A letter by Menno Simons to a congregation in Prussia in 1549 hints of early 

settlement in the east, but reliable information about first settlements in Prussia is 

missing. Dutch Mennonites began their emigration to Prussia during the 1530s. where 

they continued to settle until 1570. While the more urban. Flemish Mennonites moved to 

the cities, the Friesians settled in the countryside. Not only did Dutch Mennonites find 

protection under Northeastern German and Polish noblemen, they often were invited and 

granted special protection by them. The reason behind this generosity was simple; Dutch 

Mennonites were known for their skills and industry in turning marshy lands into fertile 

farmland (Redekop 1969; Sawatzky 1971:2-3; Schroederand Huebert 1996:115; Wedel 

1901:8, 62-65). 

Within the cities, Mennonites became increasingly involved in urban life and took up 

various occupations, such as merchant, manufacturer, craftsman, artisan, town laborer, 

etc. (Bender and Smith 1974:63; Schroeder and Huebert 1996:115). Outside the large 

cities, the first generations of immigrants had to struggle hard in working the swampy 

'* See Figure 5: The Vistula Delta (From Schroeder and Huebert 1996:11). 
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marshes and many died of swamp fever (malaria). But eventually the marshes of the 

Vistula and Nogat rivers were turned into fertile farmland and the communities began to 

flourish. These pioneering activities can be considered the beginning of later agricultural 

pioneering work done by Mennonite groups (Bender and Smith 1974:63; Schmiedehaus 

1948:24; Schroederand Huebert 1996:115). 

Along with differences related to an urban or a rural way of life came ditTerences in 

religious and everyday practices. While the urban communities worked with preachers 

from the Netherlands during their earlier time in Prussia, the rural communities were 

content with preachers elected from among themselves. These rural communities 

centered on the family. Their quiet. Christian-based family life and conservative guard of 

all tradition eventually led to seclusion from the outside world. Wedel's descriptions 

illustrate this "conservativism:" Preachers were elected through the lot. Usually wealthy 

men got elected, because preachers had to serve without compensation. Elders decided 

upon most binding regulations. The use of the Dutch language within the church services 

was alive until about 1750. Sermons were mostly read. Teachers from within the group 

taught school. Over time, local communities became church communities, several of 

which formed a colony within which "the inherited church doctrine often was stronger 

than personal conviction" [p. 85. my translattoiT}(Wedel 1901:70, 80-85). 

As described earlier, the 16"' century was characterized by the fusion and flssion of 

Friesian, Flemish and other Mennonite groups. Those Mennonites that had emigrated to 

Prussia took with them their Dutch heritage, i.e. church tenets and regulations as well as 

customs that had begun to shape during their early years of persecution (Wedel 1901:30). 

Along with their cultural and religious baggage, however, the congregations also brought 

their animosities against each other. Wedel (1901:65) credits Menno Simons with the 

difficult task of bridging these animosities by minimizing differences and stressing 
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commonalities. From 1546 to 1553. Menno Simons worked along the coast from Wismar 

to Lithuania, visiting Mennonites. teaching and baptizing the youth. 

Over a course of more than 200 years in the Vistula and Nogat river deltas, the 

Prussian Mennonites adopted the local German dialect and "established the cultural 

solidarity and folk identity (Gemeimchaftssimy which marked their group coherence 

ever since" (Sawatzky 1971:3). Religious beliefs were consolidated, economic activities 

shaped, and Low German was adopted as the everyday language. High German replaced 

Dutch during church service and schools in this area only around the 1750s. By the end 

of the 18"^ century, the Mennonites in Prussia "had developed national or ethnic 

characteristics because of their isolation and life in separate communities" (Loewen and 

Nolt 1996:204; Schroeder and Huebert 1996:115). 

The Mennonites' industry and wealth provoked contradictory reactions from their 

Prussian hosts during the 16"* century. While fellow citizens often envied Mennonite 

accomplishments gained through hard work, urban councils, single Catholic Church 

leaders, and other authorities welcomed and protected Mennonite groups. The reason for 

this protection usually centered on the Mennonites' economic value to the host cities or 

estates (Wedel 1901:66-67). 

This 16"* century toleration of Mennonite groups in Prussia by its kings and nobles 

eventually grew into full citizenship. They were praised for building dikes and turning 

previously non-worked soil into fertile land. Various letters of protection (Schuizhrkfe) 

from the Polish government during the 17"* century as well as the early 18"* century 

''' Wedel (1901:92) also points out the Dutch Mennonites' acceptance of a German identity; "Hundreds of 
families followed the Russian invitation and said good-bye to their old native country to which their 
ancestors had moved from Holland, in which they had shed-ofT the Dutch and had become German in 
language and customs", (from HG; my translation) Hunderle von Fami/kn folgien [der russischen 
EinladungJ und sagten dent alien Heimallande LebewoM, wohin ihre Vorfahren aus Holland gezogcn 
waren, wo sie im Laufe der Jahre das HoUandische abgeslreifl und Deutsche geworJen waren in Sprache 
und Gesillung. 
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granted Mennonites recognition on a state level with special privileges. These special 

rights guaranteed them religious freedom and their own schools. In the country, they had 

been able to lease the same lands over and over again, until the lands became their 

property. As "a valuable element in the population" (ein wertvoUes 

Bevolkeningselemenit), Mennonites received their first-time special status based on their 

economic accomplishments as quiet, peaceful Prussian citizens (Wedel 1901:74-75). 

Their consciousness to be only "strangers and pilgrims" ended with these privileges 

and political recognition (Wedel 1901:75). But the Mennonites' recent worldly 

citizenship was soon put to the test when events during the 18"* century changed the 

political picture. Again persecutions, this time of a political and economic nature, 

haunted the Mennonites. Prussia had become a kingdom and developed into a military 

state. The East Prussian Mennonites faced trouble under the "soldier-king" Frederic 

William I. who began his reign in 1713. Unsuccessful in recruiting Mennonite men into 

his military service, he expelled Mennonites from his country. After some had actually 

left for Polish Prussia, he heeded his consultants* advice and permitted these industrious 

citizens to stay. 

In 1772. when Poland was divided for the first time, much of the Prussian area, 

formerly ruled by Polish kings and inhabited by Mennonites. fell under German Prussian 

authority under Frederic William II, "The Great." The Mennonites were able to buy 

religious freedom in paying annual sums of money for the up-keep of a military academy 

instead of participating in active military service. The Polish-Prussian Mennonites were 

not spared during this new era and suffered blackmailing of large sums by the Polish 

Catholic church. But economic restrictions were not that easily escaped. Over the years. 

Mennonites had increasingly acquired land and the German-Prussian government now 

was worried that, with the non-military stance of an increasing number of landowners. 
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the state would lose its potential for defense. Thus, the government under Frederic 

William 11 prohibited the purchase of new lands by Mennonites during the second half of 

the is"* century, which was much supported by the Lutheran state churches. This 

restriction in landholdings caused considerable problems, especially for the poor and 

landless, because the Mennonites' main economic activity approved by their church was 

agriculture. But even these hardships were exceeded in severity during the IQ"* century. 

Based on the 1848 decision of the Frankfurt Parliament, which was in the process of 

working out a democratic constitution for Germany, religious convictions could no longer 

excuse anyone from civic duties, not even military service. As a result, the German 

Mennonites' special privileges were removed in 1867 (Bender and Smith 1974:67; 

Loewen and Nolt 1996:206-213; Sawatzky 1971:3; Schroeder and Huebert 1996:115: 

Wedel 1901:76-77.91). 

While the Mennonite communities tried their best to live through these hard times, an 

unexpected way out of this situation appeared in 1786 when the Russian messenger 

Georg von Trappe visited the Mennonites in Prussia in order to publicize the Russian 

Colonization Law of 1763. This law granted special privileges, among others, the right to 

settle as closed groups with self-determined administration, freedom of religion and 

exemption from taking oaths, exemption front military and civil service, and the right to 

have proper schools and churches. Czarina Catherine the Great, who had issued this law. 

invited foreign colonists to settle on land north of the Black Sea and the Sea of Azov, 

recently taken over from the Turks (Sawatzky 1971:4-5: Loewen and Nolt 1996:213; 

Schroeder and Huebert 1996:115; Wedel 1901:92, 121). 

In 1786. two delegates, Jakob Hoppner and Johann Bartsch. were sent to Russia to 

inspect the land and to work out privileges. Wedel (1991:24) details the personal 

sacrifices these men made for the sake of their brothers and sisters in faith: 
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Big sacrifices were made by both of these men to this mission. Hdppner 
left his wife and six small children back home to run his modest business, 
a small store. These two men thus need to be honored for their courage, 
faith in God and love for their people, [from HG; my translation] Grofie 
Opfer, welche diese beiden Manner der Sache brachten. Hdppner liefi 
seine Fran und seeks kleine Kinder zuriick, die sein bescheidenes 
Geschdft, einen kleinen Kramladen, betreiben sollten. Mut, Gottvertrauen 
und Liebe zu ihrem Volke mufi den beiden Mdnnern daher nachgerUhmet 
werden... 

The list of privileges they asked from the Russian government is revealing. It shows 

how previously persecuted people have become a rather well established group with not-

so-small collective self-confidence. The privileges requested and granted were, among 

others; religious freedom, the non-swearing of oaths, the right to control their own 

German speaking schools, exemption from military service, the right and obligation to 

establish locally autonomous agricultural colonies, the right to establish factories and to 

engage in commerce, special rights in harvesting hay and wood, water rights, protection 

of their settlements, initial material support as well as loans and a ten year tax e.xemption. 

In August 1787, Catherine the Great and the Russian Chancellor signed this agreement 

(Bender and Smith 1974:67; Sawatzky 1971:5; Wedel 1901:124). 

The delegates were hardly back in Danzig, when the news of their return traveled 

from settlement to settlement. The question of emigration became the "burning topic of 

the day" in all gatherings (Wedel 1901:127) and all of a sudden the Prussian authorities 

strongly opposed a Mennonite exodus. Since the government specifically refused to issue 

passports to the propertied farmers (Wedel 1901:128), "the first several hundred families 

who trekked by wagon to Chortitza were the landless and city labourers, mostly from 

Danzig" in the Vistula Delta (Harder 1977:8). These families joined in the first 

organized, large-scale emigration of Mennonites that occurred, already, between 1787 
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and 1789. They founded the Chortitza Colony in 1789, named after the Chortitza River, a 

tributary to the Dnieper River near the city of Alexandrowsks. The Chortitza settlement 

later was called the "Old Colony"-" (Bender and Smith 1974: 68; Loewen and Nolt 

1996:215; Sawatzky 1971:4; Schroeder and Huebert 1996:116; Wedel 1901:92, 124). 

Further restrictions in Prussia led to a second wave of emigration from Prussia to 

Russia. Leaving Prussia in 1803, after most of them had sold their farms at good prices, 

these Mennonites founded the Molotschna Colony - the largest colony in South Russia -

on the east bank of the Molochnaya river close to the Sea of Asov near Berdiansk in 

1804. The new settlers had to suffer fewer hardships than the first wave of immigrants in 

setting up their colony. Importantly, they could bring their ministers and elders with them 

to the new land. These settlers were not only wealthy farmers, experienced in agriculture, 

but the soil and climate of their land was better for farming than that in Chortitza. They 

also profited from the already established Chortitza Colony in more than one way. Since 

Molotschna was closer to urban centers along the Sea of Asov. the market for their 

agricultural and industrial products was closer than that for the more remote Chortitza. 

Consequently. Molotschna soon became richer than Chortitza (Loewen and Nolt 

1996:215. 216; Schroeder and Huebert 1996:116, 117; Wedel 1901:92). Not by accident, 

after some 85 years of colony life in Russia, it was largely discontented, disillusioned and 

poor people from the Chortitza colony who moved on to Canada. 

Russia The Mennonites had migrated a long way from Prussia to southern Russia for 

the sake of their religious convictions.-' 

•" The exact meaning and reference of the name "Old Colony" varies over ihe course of history and with 
different groups using it. 
•' See Figure 6: Migration from the Vistula to Southern Russia (From Schroeder and Hubert 1996:13). 
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On the long trek to South Russia, Mennonites thought of themselves as the 
children of Israel on their way to the Promised Land, a land which God 
had prepared for them (Loewen and Nolt 1996:220). 

There were many problems, hardships and sufferings during their journey and their 

pioneering years. Since the stream of immigrants was composed of families of both 

Flemish and Frisian heritage, deep-seated prejudice and the hindrances of old church 

regulations had to be overcome. Marriage between members from different churches, for 

example, was still punished by banning both individuals involved. Even worse, not a 

single preacher was allowed to accompany these first emigrants. The Prussian 

Government refused to issue visas to the ministers or elders who generally were well-to-

do. propertied farmers. The non-presence of elders translated into weakened spiritual 

church life and socio-cultural activities. Only elders could serve the church communities 

with baptism, communion and marriage, which became painfully clear when ten couples 

asked to be married during their trek to their new lands in southern Russia. Close to their 

destination the emigrants learned that the Russian government considered the area chosen 

by the delegates Bartsch and Hoppner now unsafe due to local war activities. The 

disappointment about having to move to a less favorable environment led to accusations 

against and serious trouble for the two delegates. Soon, however, the new settlers realized 

that the soil of their reassigned landholdings was. indeed, fertile. But although the 

Russian government attempted to keep its promise concerning material aid. their 

shipments sent to the colony often ended up in the hands of thieves. Basic bodily needs 

became pressing and "with crying eyes housewives asked themselves how they should 

dress their families" (Wedel 1901:132; my translation). Poor nutrition and continuous 

rain during the fall of 1789 caused many settlers to fall sick with dysentery and die. 

During the following spring these pioneers began to build villages and work the fields. 
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But their hardships continued during the founding years until settlers had learned to 

adjust to the new physical environment of hard soils and irregular rains (Loewen and Nolt 

1996:214-215; Wedel 1901:128-132, 140). 

Eventually the Russian colonies began to flourish, and they were blooming by the 

beginning of World War I in 1914. For the first time in their troubled history, the 

previously persecuted Mennonites had been welcomed, respected and privileged by the 

highest government authorities. They thus had the opportunity to shape their communities 

in the religious, socio-cultural. political and economic spheres. Their new existence 

eventually modified their identity as Mennonites from a predominantly religious to an 

ethno-religious group. While they continued and elaborated certain traditions, they also 

shaped distinct administrative, socio-cultural and economic characteristics, which today 

are known as "Russian Mennonite" and which were transferred to Canada and later to 

Me.xico by the more conservative groups (Bender and Smith 1974:68. 71; Loewen and 

Nolt 1996:218; Sawatzky 1971:5-6). 

Mennonites in Russia continued their religious heritage. They held on to the 

"principle of nonresistance. non swearing of oaths, the simple life, nonconformity to the 

world.... They likewise maintained the orthodox Christian faith, based their doctrines and 

practices on the Bible, and gave the church a central and powerful place in their life" 

(Bender and Smith 1974:69). They remained dependent on Prussian communities in 

church affairs and for a long time received support in form of advice, regulations, 

preachers and elders. Church buildings, located in the middle or at the end of the village 

with an adjacent cemetery, had no church towers, and were plain but pleasant inside. 

Church activities regularly took place on Sunday mornings. The sermons read had been 
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hand-copied and transmitted from generation to generation, and the singing featured 

traditional tunes" (Wedel 1901:153.206). 

While Prussia initially supported religious needs in the new colonies, the colonists 

took care of their schooling needs locally. A male community member was asked to 

instruct children in reading, writing, and some math. Unfavorable conditions of schooling 

- the lack of teaching material and the teachers' predominant preoccupation with famiing 

- were remedied during the 1840s and 1850s. when Johann Cornies". a major leader in 

the school reform, established "central schools" in both Chortitza and Molotschna. The 

new school brought general high school education and teacher training to the colonies, 

and soon the colonies' teachers received a certain income in cash and natural produce. 

The Mennonites also established a girls' school and - based on Comies' educational 

vision - instructed Mennonites and non-Mennonites alike in farming and village 

administration. Based on a solid education and economic security, the colonies in Russia 

also established hospitals and asylums, and organized mutual aid insurance (Bender and 

Smith 1974:71; Loewen and Noll 1996:226-227; Wedel 1901:146. 151-152). 

At the same time as the Mennonites continued traditions they had brought with them 

from Prussia, changed political and economic contexts fostered a group formation 

process that gave the Mennonites in Russia a distinct character, which they later brought 

to Canada and then to Mexico. 

The group formation process of Mennonites as a socio-religious entity had begun in 

Prussia but now was directly impacted by Russian colonization policies (Francis 

1948:104). Since the protection and privileges granted to Mennonites by the Russian state 

" Wedel's biased description of church conditions during the first SO years in Russia is characterized by 
negative attributes assigned to Russian Mennonites. For example. Wedel writes that churches were "lacking 
the tower," that "church life was restricted ... to services on Sunday moming." and that the singing 
followed "old. worn-out tunes" [from HG: my translation] (Wedel 1901:153). 

For more information on Johann Comies (1789-1848) and his work see Loewen and Nolt (1996:223-
229). 
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were linked to official colony membership, the previous Anabaptist principle of voluntary 

church membership based on personal conversion gave way to church membership at 

time of birth (Bender and Smith 1974:71). 

Wedel (1901:207) calls this type of church '"Volkskirche." which would best be 

translated as "ethnic church" in which church rites developed a sociopolitical 

connotation: 

In Russia, Mennonite faith and ethnicity became almost identical. It was 
nearly impossible to separate culture, social life, and religious faith. ...To 
get married or hold office in a Mennonite colony, one had to receive 
baptism and belong to the church. A Russian Mennonite was a member of 
an ethnic group. Thus Mennonite peoplehood, begun in Prussia, was 
confirmed and further developed in Russia. The Russian government 
considered Mennonites an ethnic group, distinct from all other German 
settlers. Sometimes being Mennonite had little to do with faith and a 
Christian life (Loewen and Nolt 1996:219). 

The Russian government initially supervised the administration of the colony, but 

expected the Mennonites to work out an autonomous administrative apparatus. They had 

no choice but to break with their principle of the separation of state and church. Certain 

men from within the community were elected to secular oflices. The Mennonite colonies 

thus were set up to form a "church-state," a state within the Russian state (Loewen and 

Nolt 1996:218; Wedel 1901:140, 147). 

At the head of the colony was the Gebietsami (HG; regional office), composed of a 

Schreiber (HG; keeper of the minutes) and the Oherschulze (HG; general superintendent) 

who was elected from all the villages' elected Schuhen (HG; mayors). These mayors 

headed village meetings and maintained order. Each village took care of certain matters, 

such as hiring the village shepherd and teacher, of distributing available agricultural lands 

and of taking care of the impoverished (Wedel 1901:147). 



The highest religious leaders, the Aliesie (HG; elders) of both original colonies. 

Chortitza and Molotschna, were consulted by the Furxorgekomiicc (HG; care-giving 

committe) and by the Gchieisami (HG; regional office) in decision-making processes. 

Schools were under the supervision of the elders and Prediger (HG; preachers) who 

negotiated with the Behordan (HG; authorities). As preachers began to cooperate with 

each other, they participated in conferences during which the elders began to establish 

their almost monarchic position. Their words and suggestions were accepted without 

discussion and gradually the elders became convinced that they should be the only ones 

to make decisions in regard to important church questions. Since the regional office 

supported the order of things, the elders declared themselves to be the top church 

administration in 1850 (Wedel 1901:170-171). Wedel (1901:171) comments on this 

development: 

That this step carried a certain state-clerical trait which was incompatible 
with our democratic principle they had hardly noticed, (from HG; my 
translation) Das dieser Schriii einen gewixsen siaaiskirchlichen Zug an 
sich trug, der sich mit dem demokratischen Prinzip unsere Gemeinschafi 
kaum verlrat, hahen sie selber schwerlich gemerkl. 

As requirements for church membership and the political organization of Mennonites 

in Russia changed, so did the nature of their economic endeavors. The 18"' century 

pioneering settlers of Chortitza had suffered due to poverty and hardship, but their lot 

was eased during the early years of the 19'*' century when several rich Mennonite families 

from Prussia arrived in Russia. Before founding the Molotschna colony, these new 

settlers spent the winter months in Chortitza and left money or loans with their hosts. 

This second wave of immigrants received good advice from the first wave on how to 
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work the soil so that the pioneer conditions of the Molotschna colonies were relatively 

favorable (Wedel 1901:141-142). 

With the help of the Agricultural Society whose life-long chair Johann Cornies had 

been very influential, Russian Mennonites developed new farming methods, introduced 

new crops and organized a new cooperative (Bender and Smith 1974:71; Loewen and 

Nolt 1996:224). 

Originally, the Mennonites* privileged status, their religious freedom and their 

military exemption, were based on their well-known diligence and pious ways of life, 

which the Russian government intended to serve as a model for other settlers (Wedel 

1901:138). As before in Prussia, the Mennonites' hard work and thrift again led them to 

prosperity in Russia (Loewen and Nolt 1996:18). From the beginning, the Mennonite 

colonies in Russia developed an economic character that pushed religious aspects 

towards the background. The soon blooming economy of the colonies became well 

known and the Russian Czar Alexander I. praising his hard working subjects, visited the 

Mennonite colonies in 1819 (Wedel 1901:143, 206-207). The Russian emperor's visit 

was the first visit of a nation's political leader, which at later points in Mennonite history 

was followed by visits of the Canadian Governor General of Canada in August 1877 

(Schroeder and Huebert 1996:142), and the Mexican presidents Plutarco Elias Calles 

(November 1925), and Carlos Salinas de Gortari (May 1990). 

While sociopolitical and economic processes fostered Mennonite group formation, 

religious dissonance caused several subgroups to split off from the originally established 

settlements to form new colonies. The moral life inside the colonies must have seemed 

impeccable to the outside, since rarely, if ever, did a Mennonite have to face the criminal 

court. The colonies, providing for their poor families and the younger generations, 

demonstrated the functioning pragmatism of their Christianity. Still, colony life was not 
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as peaceful as it might have seemed from the outside. Growing contradictions between 

teachings and living led to movements that tried to reform everyday life. Baptism, for 

e.xample. had basically become a mere civil act rather than a religious one. since it was an 

absolute prerequisite for marriage. Discipline within the communities existed only in 

principle and was often violated without repercussion. One of the stricter churches -

whose members were also involved in the migration to Canada — is the Kleine Gemeimie. 

founded in 1812 by preacher Klaas Reimer (Bender and Smith 1974:69; Wedel 1901:168. 

207-208). 

Besides intra-group schisms related to spiritual and moral disagreements, the 

emergence of Anwohncr (HG: a landless class) due to land shortage caused group 

splitting (Bender Smith 1974; Loewen and Nolt 1996:219; Sawatzky 1971:7). 

Two-thirds of the Chortitza and Molotschna*^ families were landless by 1870. because 

the land belonging to the original 6000 settlers was limited. Two factors intensified the 

land problem of a growing population: the division of individual farms was prohibited by 

Russian laws, and the handing over of rented crown lands and pastures to landless 

Mennonite families was opposed by Mennonite landowners. As a result, two classes 

emerged. The impact of different classes went beyond economics, since only land

owning male farmers could vote for clerical and colony leaders. Eventually the problems 

of landlessness began to be solved as the Russian govemment permitted the division of 

farms, as landowners agreed to divide, sell or rent crown lands, and as the colonies 

bought land from Russians to establish so-called daughter colonies for a new generation 

of future farmers. At the same time, the industries established under Johann Comies 

continued to provide alternatives to farming. As large numbers of Mennonites emigrated 

from Russia to Canada during the 1870s. the problem of landlessness due to population 

See Figure 7: Mennonite Colonies in Southern Ukraine (From Schroederand Huebert 1996:15). 
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growth was solved for those remaining in Russia (Bender and Smith 1974:68; Loewen 

and Nolt 1996:229-230; Sawatzky 1971:4). 

Of the many colonies in southern Russia, the following - in chronological order of 

their founding years and with their sources of settlers - were involved in migrating to 

Canada: Chortitza (1789, Prussia). Molotschna (1804. Prussia). Bergthal (1836. 

Chortitza), and FUrstenland (1864, Chortitza) (Schroeder and Huebert 1996:117). 

However, already before the mother-colonies helped to establish daughter-colonies for 

their settlers in need of land, internal group schisms and splitting had led to new church 

communities. 

Although Mennonite colonies were "removed from 'worldly' influences" (Sawatzky 

1971:5). they were not completely "isolated." Mennonites had always maintained active 

links to their immediate and wider sociopolitical contexts. In Russia, after initially 

encountering hostilities, they became trading partners with several normadic groups 

native to the area north of the Black Sea and the Sea of Azov. Local Russian peasants 

began to work for Mennonite farms and industries, and ethno-religious groups such as the 

Russian Old Believers. German Lutherans and Catholics also belonged to local groups 

interacting with Mennonites (Loewen and Nolt 1996:217-218). 

Just as the Mennonite colonies were incorporated within regional contexts, they also 

were affected by national politics and international developments. As Russia partook in 

the general European growth of militarism and nationalism, the politics of Tsar 

Alexander II with regard to minority groups changed from acceptance to rapid 

assimilation. Policies emphasizing integration and Russianization replaced special 

status.-' For the Mennonites these new Pan-Slavistic policies meant the end of their 

A footnote in Sawatzky (1971:6) reads: "The immediate cause of the abrogation of the privileges of the 
foreign colonies in Russia, which included the Volga Germans and others, was related to affairs in Europe. 
Germany continued to have guardianship over the rights of German colonists in Russia, a fact abhorrent to 
the Pan-Slavists. In 1870 Bismarck made a deal with the Russian government whereby, in return for Russia 



55 

autonomy. Their delegates to St. Petersburg returned with the conviction that the times of 

special privileges had come to an end. Soon, the German language no longer was 

accepted for administrative communication and Russian became a mandator)' school 

subject (Sawatzky 1971:6: Wedel 1901:189). 

While the learning of the host countries* mother-tongue seemed acceptable to the 

majority of Mennonites. they never approved of military service. Concerns grew as in 

1870 the news of a general compulsory military service spread throughout the colonies. 

Russian Mennonites, insisting on their principle of non-resistance, made plans to 

emigrate on a large scale and their delegates traveled to the United States and Canada-'' to 

investigate the possibilities of resettling in either country (Sawatzky 1971:6; Wedel 

1901:187-190). 

As the news of emigration reached the Russian government. General von Todleben 

visited the Mennonite colonies to offer alternative, but still obligatory state services that 

could substitute for military service. Interestingly enough. Mennonites accepted 

noncombatant subsidiary forestry service which they thought could be easily tied to their 

religious instruction of young men (Bender and Smith 1974:72; Sawatzky 1971:6-7; 

Wedel 1901:191-193). 

But about one third of the Mennonite families, especially the conservative and 

landless ones, had already decided and were prepared to leave Russia. The military 

question, in conjunction with land shortage, landlessness, and inadequate alternative 

economic opportunities, as well as inner-group ideological disagreements had become the 

most important factors for emigration to the US and Canada. 

refraining from involvement in the Franco-Prussian War. Germany relinquished its guardianship rights with 
respect to the German colonies in Russia." 

Schmiedehaus (1948:44) informs us that while Wedel (1901) writes about the first deputation to America 
leaving in the summer of 1873. an official report by the Canadian agriculture ministry of January 1874 
mentioned that delegates had come to Canada in 1872 and then again in 1873. 
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Canada The second large-scale migration in Mennonite history within less than 100 

years included at least 18.000 Russian Mennonites moving to North America between 

1874 and 1880. This trek was aided by the US and Canadian governments which "at this 

time [were] actively canvassing Europe for immigrants" (Sawatzky 1971:8). Both the US 

and Canada offered free land, freedom of religion, control over schools, and granted the 

Mennonites the right to adhere to their German language. While Canada allowed 

exemption from military service, the US govemment only promised to respect the 

Mennonites' religious convictions. Thus, "attitude determined destination" (Sawatzky 

1974:43). About one third of all Mennonites to leave Russia for Canada came from the 

most conservative and poorest groups that originated in the Chortitza Colony. Canada 

was their favored destination because the Canadian government offered land en hloc 

granted on the basis of homesteading. On these land units, the Mennonites could establish 

"closed colonies" modeled after the ones they had left behind in Russia. The other two-

thirds, mostly from the more progressive and tolerant Molotschna colony, settled in the 

United States-' (Bender and Smith 1971:71, 99, 122. 128; Loewen and Nolt 1996:242; 

Sawatzky 1971:8-9). 

In order to understand which of the Mennonite groups continued their voyage to 

Mexico only a few decades after settling in Canada, it is fmportant to trace which Russian 

groups settled where, and what happened to them in Canada.-' Among those 

approximately 7.000 Mennonites who came to Manitoba, the extremely conservative Old 

Chortitza Colony and its daughter colonies transplanted their internal differences that had 

See Figure 8: Emigration to America during the 1870s. Figure 9: Migration to Manitoba 1874-1876. and 
Figure 10: Mennonite Settlements in Manitoba 1974-1878 fProm Schroederand Huebert 19%: 71.72). 

The following part on group migration and reorganization is based on several sources: Bender and Smith 
1974:122. 128; Dyck and Harms 1994:6. 7. II; Sawatzky 1971: 9-17: Sawatzky 1974:43. 44: 
Schmiedehaus 1948:54; Schroederand Huebert I9%:I42. 
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already resulted in separate groups across the ocean only to experience renewed group 

splitting. 

The two land units in Manitoba, the so-called East and West Reserves, were settled 

by Russian Mennonites who, except for the Kleine Gemeinde. all came from the Old 

Chortitza Colony. In 1874. the Kleine Geme 'mde (founded in 1812 by Molotschna Colony 

Mennonites) and the community (a Chortitza daughter colony founded in 1836) 

first settled on the East Reserve. The soil of this reserve was not very fertile, so several 

Kleine Gemeinde families settled along the Scratching River near Morris instead. 

The permission to settle west of the Red River just north of the international border 

with the United States was granted in 1874. and two years later the West Reserve was 

officially founded. In 1875, a small group of the Chortitza Old Colony (founded in Russia 

in 1789) arrived at the West Reserve. Together with settlers from the Chortitza daughter 

colonies Fiirsienland (fownded 1864) and Bergthal (founded 1836), the younger of which 

provided the majority of settlers, they came to occupy the western part of the West 

Reserve. 

The wave of migrations from Russia to Canada had not yet ebbed, when Manitoba 

Mennonite groups already experienced conservative regroupings and split-ofTs. In 1878. 

parts of the Bergthaler Mennonites moved from the East Reserve to yet-unoccupied 

eastern portions of the West Reserve. Inner-group disagreements, the scarcity and low 

productivity of land, as well as flooding and lost crops during the two previous years had 

triggered this resettlement. Consequently, those Bergihal members who remained on the 

East Reserve changed their name to Chortitza Mennonite Church. On the West Reserve, 

the conservative Chortitza group and its still closely attached daughter colony 

Fiirstenlami reacted to the presence of more progressive Bergihal groups by using the 

"disciplinary powers of the church." To "reassert their integrity in membership and 
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doctrine" (Sawatzky 1971:13). the Chortitza and Fiir.slenland groups merged during the 

early 1880s and adopted the official name "Reinldnder Mennonites" under the leadership 

of Elder Johan Wiebe of Fiirstenland. This Reinldnder Church, however, has always 

been better known as the "Old Colony." One decade later, during the 1890s. the great 

majority of the West Reserve Bergihal group split away to form another rather 

conservative church, namely the Sommerfelder. 

The already versatile picture of Mennonite communities in Canada became more 

complicated as. in 1890. Mennonites from Manitoba began to move westward to 

Saskatchewan for various reasons. Sommerfeld. Chortitza and Old Colony members 

settled in the Hague-Osier area north of Saskatoon, while oxhcr Sommerfeld and Chortitza 

Mennonites founded new homes in the vicinity of Herbert. In 1900. Old Colony 

Mennonites established another settlement south of Swift Current. After 1900. 

Mennonites from the US came to western Canada to take up homesteads, while still other 

immigrants came directly from Russia and Prussia. Many of these more recent 

newcomers to Canada were more liberal-minded Mennonites who displeased most of the 

conservatives and their church leaders. 

The above summarized group reorganizations and formations in Canada reflect the 

tremendous tensions e.xperienced among and within the various Mennonite groups. Inner-

and intra-group schisms occurred in the context of Canadian government policies, as well 

as international developments that intensified contrasts between "conservative" and 

"liberal" elements among the Mennonites. 

In the following paragraphs. I describe the pioneer years and examine historical 

developments that brought about the groups' splitting. Although "the history of these 

groups" in Manitoba "has not been fully recorded" (Dyck and Harms 1994:5). some of 

the initial difficulties of pioneer life in Canada have been remembered. 
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The recently arrived immigrants lived in "uncomfortable sod houses" and suffered 

"grasshopper plagues, hot winds, and occasional prairie fires" (Bender and Smith 

1974:99). The Mennonite pioneers survived these troubled times with the help of 

qualities that stressed "family and group solidarity, courage, fortitude, self-reliance, and a 

simple sustaining faith in supreme guidance" (Harder 1977:9). In searching diaries, 

letters, family records and other sources written by members of the Kleine CJemeinik'. 

most of whom emigrated to Manitoba in 1974. Loewen (1993) became aware that the 

actual migration process was characterized by an emphasis on the extended family as the 

core migrating unit. Families traveled as a unit, including those who were disabled, ill. 

elderly or poor. Individuals who expressed their emotions in personal records testify to 

the suffering associated with the loss of family members during the voyage, either 

through death or through failure to pass the medical checkpoint in Liverpool. England. 

The families' strengths lay in overcoming the hardships of migration through the sharing 

of material goods and shelter by extended families during the pioneering years (Loewen 

1993:92-93). 

Johann S. Rempel (1977:22-27) recollects the 1874 emigration experience of the 

Bergthal Church. In Russia, this group "was comprised of about 500 families with five 

villages of 145 owners of full farms, several smaller farm owners, and perhaps twice as 

many families of landless folk... Most of them could be considered poor, and many of 

them went into debt for part or all of their trip'" (p. 22). The beginnings in Manitoba were 

tough, and the pioneers were dissatisfied with what they learned was their new home: 

a desert wilderness, no railroad, roads or bridges, no settlers for miles around... The only 

avenue of communication by which Manitoba could obtain its necessities was the Red 

River" (p. 23). The spreading dissatisfaction lead to a further resettling to the United 

States by a few who owned sufficient resources. Rempel also recalled his own emigration 
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experience at age twenty-one. when he and his family Joined in the Bergthal Church 

migration in May 1875. Hardships to be overcome began with stormy weather while 

crossing the North Sea and continued upon arrival in Toronto. Canada with the news that 

grasshoppers had eaten up most of Manitoba and that the poorest emigrants would be 

much better off by staying in Ontario for some time. When this group continued their 

journey across the Great Lakes about a year after leaving their homes in Russia, their boat 

got frozen in Lake Superior. With food supplies exhausted and passengers already 

experiencing hunger, the boat continued on its route after fifteen days. The rest of the 

Mennonites' voyage to Manitoba was uneventful. 

Reimer and Klippenstein (1977: 34-37) recorded similar frustrating pioneer 

experiences for the Scratching River settlement. In the fall of 1874. Kleine Genwimk' 

members settled an area west of the Red River. "Beginnings were difficult." they tell the 

readers. "Shelters had to be erected for the people, as well as for the cattle and horses... 

The first winter several families sometimes lived in one home. Houses were built of sod 

with holes dug into the ground (a semlin)" (p.3S). Further obstacles needed to be 

overcome: the building material had to be transported forty miles from Winnipeg to the 

new settlement, new dug wells often carried only salt water, and there was no fuel close 

by. "^Undernourishment and diseases took a heavy toll among the old and the very young 

during those years" (p. 35). Although some families preferred to move south to Kansas or 

Nebraska to profit from more favorable weather, the remaining Scratching River 

colonists survived due to fertile soil and with hard labor. 

Originating from among the most conservative elements within the Russian colonies, 

the Mennonites in Canada strove to recreate the old order they had come to consider their 

own. The outward expression of a communal living style based on agriculture within a 
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solid landbase and village communities was extremely important, especially to the 

members of the Reinlamkr Church (Dyck and Harms 1994:7). 

Conservative Mennonite leaders have long recognized that the 
maintenance of community solidarity as they understood it was possible 
only from an agrarian base and 'colonial' habitat (Sawatzky 1974:46). 

Only from this agrarian base could church leaders enforce strict discipline according to 

ultra-conservative guidelines for the entire church community, not only during religious 

ceremonies, but for everyday life throughout the week: 

Each of these groups was noted for its ultra-conservativism and strictness, 
aimed at separation and isolation from 'worldly' (that is. secular) 
influence, maintained by stem church discipline which encompassed 
authority over civic life and schools, building style, household 
innovations, vehicles, clothing, and language (Sawatzky 1971:12). 

In a 1919 letter to the Canadian government. Mennonite leaders provided the Canadian 

officials with detailed descriptions of Old Colony Mennonite life and faith."' As it 

becomes clear from this letter, "the religious and cultural life of the Manitoba Mennonites 

was marked by very conservative attitudes" (Bender and Smith 1974:128). I have 

summarized and translated this memorandum since it illuminates ideals and practices of 

the Old Colony old order: 

Considered sacred by the Canadian Mennonites. the government letter 
of July 23. 1873 serves as basis for their privileges that include the right to 
religious schools. The Mennonites. continuing to believe that a 

This letter accompanied their plead to Canadian officials to leave the privileges granted to them in 1873 
untouched, especially the right to maintain their own religious schools in the German language. But the 
Canadian government's answer to the Mennonites' pledge was negative. 
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government's word is inviolable since installed by God. began to build 
their own schools upon arrival in Canada. The children learn three main 
subjects (reading, writing and arithmetic), which is exactly what they need 
to live the rural lives their parents live. The teachers, all sufficiently 
educated, are people of character. Children attend school regularly from 
ages 7-13 for girls and 7-14 for boys. All children, except for those that 
are weak or sick can follow the class material. There are no illiterate 
individuals among the Mennonites. 

As the underlying principles of schooling shows, the Mennonite 
community is not only connected in religious matters, but also in mundane 
ones. Their faith demands that the commandments of the Holy Scriptures 
are heeded in ordinary as well as in religious matters of life. 

The schools prepare children to become good rural community 
members, to move ahead, to be diligent, simple, hospitable, ready to help, 
and charitable. Because of our schools, children learn (a) loyalty and 
obedience towards the government, (b) to live lives on farms in the 
countryside to which their bodies, habits and occupations are adjusted, (c) 
to live a communal life with mutual aid. Cooperation in common 
activities, as well as mutual aid in the form of material support of 
individuals is generally practiced. In all relations. Mennonite children 
learn to live simply, diligently and unselfishly. The church takes care of 
the poor, the sick and the weak, as well as the mentally disabled. 
Mennonites believe that they have caused the Canadian government little 
or no costs in their legal administrative body or in hospitals. They live 
peacefully with their non-Mennonite neighbors who they respect highly. 
During the war, Mennonites also gave the full amount or more of taxes for 
national occasions (Schmiedehaus 1948:61-68; summary and translation 
from HG mine). 

Any attempts on the part of the conservative churches to strictly maintain the old way 

of life had to consider change that was imposed from outside, as well as that sought after 

from within Mennonite groups. Efforts to maintain old ways had to be ensured against 

this background of enforced and voluntary change, which often led conservative leaders 

to ultra-conservative reactions. 

The formation of the Reinldnder Mennonite Church was one such boundary-creating 

measure. When Bergthal church members moved from the East to the West Reserve 

around 1880. Old Chortitza and Furstenland community members had the opportunity to 
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join the less conservative Berglhal church. The Filrstenland Elder, Johan Wiebe. serving 

since July 1875. thus called a meeting to remind church members of their reasons for 

leaving Russia. Not only the exemption from military service and full control of schools, 

but the Mennonites' increasing involvement in secular matters such as government 

positions had been at stake. In Canada they wanted to "restore a more pure church." 

Those who agreed with Elder Wiebe to differentiate themselves from more progressively 

minded Mennonites, formed the ReinUinder Mennonite Church and thus signed a new 

church register (Dyck and Harms 1994:7). 

Meanwhile, those Berglhal Mennonites who moved to the West Reserve established 

their ''traditional Mennonite cultural landscape and follow(ed) their inclination to engage 

in commercial rather than subsistence agriculture." Mennonite farming communities thus 

overcame early pioneer life hardships and became prosperous (Bender and Smith 

1974:99; Sawatzky 1974:44). 

While economic change followed a more internal dynamic, external pressure imposed 

by the Canadian government and international forces began to affect the Mennonite 

political organization, the school system and the privileges of non-resistance, i.e. their 

freedom from military service. In 1880. the provincial legislature began to install 

municipal governments to which the Old Colony of the West Reserve were opposed. 

Suspecting outside interference, they refused cooperation with provincial authorities and 

generally ignored municipal matters. Old Colony members who did not follow church 

decisions were excommunicated, but were usually taken in as members by the Berglhal 

church (Sawatzky 1971:12-13). 

By far the most complicated issue leading to inner- and intra-group differences 

concerned the school privilege.'" A government change in policy was met by the 

The following elaborations on the school problem are based on Sawatzky 1971; 14-24. 
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willingness to change from within certain groups. In 1871, a newly formed Canadian 

educational board made denominational schools eligible for financial support. While a 

number of Mennonite schools took advantage of this incentive, although it required 

participation in the public school system, the Old Colony remained suspicious of possible 

implications. Business men from the West Reserve Berglhal group supported the creation 

of public schools and the teaching of English at Mennonite schools. In 1889. some 

Bergthal members opened a teacher-training school in Gretna. If they took matters into 

their own hands to the authorities' satisfaction, or so went their rationale, they might 

prevent non-Mennonite involvement. Beginning in the 1890s. education among 

Mennonites improved as public schools taught both in the English and in the German 

languages. But the majority of the Bergihal and Old Colony Churches, backing their 

conviction with the ban. were against this new school system. 

Canadian official policy, however, did not support the inner dynamic of Mennonite 

school improvement. The 1890 Manitoba Schools Act, which required public schools to 

be nonsectarian and English-speaking, increased inner- and intra-group tensions. Since 

this Act did not include compulsory school attendance, conservatives continued or 

reverted to private schools. In 1907. the provincial government demanded that all public 

schools must henceforth fly the Union Jack. Many Mennonite public schools quickly 

returned to private status. 

More severely, in 1916. in taking advantage of national anti-Mennonite sentiments, 

the Manitoba government made monolingual English schools mandatory. That same year, 

the School Attendance Act demanded attendance at public schools for children between 

seven and fourteen. Again, the Old Colony did not comply. Finally, during the fall of 

1918, the Manitoba authorities' patience had come to an end. Instead of persuading 

resisting parents, they fined them, brought them before courts and even confined them in 
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prison. The troubled Old Colony members had to choose between persecution from the 

world and excommunication from their church. Their church leaders had interpreted the 

school dilemma as "a test of the faithful by which unity and like-mindedness could once 

more be established" (Sawatzky 1971:24). The more basic reason behind the school 

question, however, was the conservative Mennonites' conviction of a close relationship 

between their language and the maintenance of their faith (Bender and Smith 1974:99). 

Also during 1916, the national government enforced the military registration of all 

males between the ages of sixteen and sixty-five. The Mennonites' fear that this was a 

first step towards national military service was justified as in 1917 all Canadian young 

men - Mennonite or not - were called for conscription. But the Mennonites declared 

themselves conscientious objectors and promptly were brought to court (Sawatzky 

1971:24-25). 

Relocating to Mexico After about two decades of living in Canada, the Mennonites 

were faced with a variety of adverse situations within and outside their groups: a need for 

land, everyday influences from the Canadian society, the existence of groups of liberal 

Mennonites. a weakened authority of conservative leaders, reduced community 

cohesiveness. and direct government interventions related to local administration, 

education and the e.xemption from military service. These influences and conditions led 

certain groups of the Mennonites to modify their traditional way of life while others 

decided to evade such forces by emigrating to "new frontiers where the old order might 

once more be recreated" (Sawatzky 1971:29-30). 

During a conference in July 1919. ultra-conservative section of the Old Colony 

Mennonites - the former Russian Chortitzer and Fursienlander groups who had 

reorganized as the ReinUinder Church but were officially known as "Old Colony" - voted 
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for emigration." They immediately began to seek a country that would guarantee them 

special rights concerning language, religion and schools. Their three settlements in 

Manitoba, Swift Current and Hague-Osier had agreed upon relocating to a single tract, 

and thus sent a combined delegation of six men to South America: Klaas Heide and 

Cornelius Rempel from Manitoba, David Rempel and Rev. Julius Wiebe from Swift 

Current, and Johann Wall and Rev. Johann P. Wall of the Hague-Osier district. The 

delegates' efforts in Brazil and Argentina did not lead to the desired outcome, but neither 

did land offers from the US, Quebec, or, again, Brazil. They all failed because of the 

Mennonites' persistent demand for certain privileges. While actively seeking emigration 

possibilities, Old Colony leaders continued their attempts to sway Canadian officials. 

They appealed to various government authorities, reminding them of the economic loss in 

case of a Mennonite mass exodus. But the Mennonites' hint at this loss did not move the 

Canadian government, and so the conservative leaders were compelled to make their 

threats of emigration a reality. 

John F. D. Wiebe. a member of the Krimmer Mennonite Brethren who had 

immigrated to Canada from Kansas, first examined the possibility of moving to Mexico. 

As owner of a real estate and insurance business, he was well aware of the future land 

reforms in post-revolutionary Mexico, as well as of vast entrepreneurial possibilities. 

Wiebe went to Mexico City in 1920 and made contact with Arturo J. Braniff, brother-in-

law to Alvaro Obregon, the Mexican president. Upon returning to Canada, he directed the 

Old Colony Mennonites' interests toward Mexico. The news about Mexico stimulated a 

series of delegations. The first delegation came from the Hague-Osier group, the second 

from both the Hague-Osier and the Swift Current groups, and the third also included 

'' The following descriptions about the Canadian search for land and privileges, and their arrangements to 
leave Canada are based on the following sources: Dyck and Harms 1994:8; Epp 1982:122: Sawatzky 
1971:27-28 and 31-SS: Schmiedehaus 1948:54. 
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Manitoba Old Colony members. This 1921 delegation was composed of Klaas Heide. 

Cornelius Rempel. and Rev. Julius Loewen of Manitoba; Benjamin Goertzen and Rev. 

Johann Loeppky of the Hague-Osier district; and David Rempel from the Swift Current 

settlement. The group investigated various tracts of lands, but none appealed to them. 

They were searching for land that allowed them to continue the agricultural practices they 

had adopted in Russia and continued in Canada. On February 17. 1921, A.I. Villareal. the 

Minister of Agriculture, and Arturo J. Braniff joined the delegates and accompanied them 

to an audience with president Alvaro Obregon. At first, the president was not eager to 

grant privileges for sectarian schools taught exclusively in German, but his enthusiasm lo 

win a large group of enterprising farmers to northern Mexico was stronger than his 

scepticism. The written privileges signed by President Alvaro Obregon and the Minister 

of Agriculture. A.I. Villareal, on February 25, 1921, reached the Mennonite delegates 

while still examining land in Durango. 

The Old Colony's initial intention of relocating all of their three groups onto one 

single tract of land did not materialize due to internal mistrust and quarrels. When 

Manitoba and Swift Current representatives feared that the less well-endowed Hague-

Osier relatives might need financial support in paying for a joint land purchase, the 

Hague-Osier group ventured into emigration by itself. 

John F. D. Wiebe directed the SwiA Current and Manitoba Mennonites' interest 

toward the Hacienda Bustillos in Chihuahua that belonged to the estate of Carlos 

Zuloaga. Pleased with the fact that com, oats, barley and potatoes could be grown 

without irrigation, the Manitoba Old Colony bought 150,000 acres on September 6. 1921. 

while around the same time Swift Current Colony members decided upon a tract of 

75.000 acres. Both pieces of land sold at $8.25 in U.S. gold per acre. 
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With the purchase of land in Chihuahua, selling their propeHy in Canada was the next 

hurdle to be overcome. Originally, upon the community leaders' suggestion, land and 

buildings were to be sold in one single transaction at a uniform price per acre. Buildings 

were included in that price, only the landless were granted a valuation of their buildings. 

Although agreement on this arrangement was less than enthusiastic, land en blue was put 

up for sale, but never was sold in one transaction. As attempted sales did not materialize, 

and as the prices per acre began to fall during the post-WWI era. tensions around the sale 

arose. Some sold their property privately, which led to excommunication, while others 

simply lost interest in emigration. But in early 1922, pressured by developments in 

Canada, in addition to the initiated land contract in Mexico, the church leadership 

allowed private sales. By February 1922. enough emigrants-to-be had sold their property, 

and between March I and March II. 1922. six trains (four from Manitoba, two from 

Swift Current), began the Old Colony migration to Mexico." 

Old Colony Mennonites made up the majority of about 6.000 migrants'^ to Mexico. 

The Swift Current. Saskatchewan and Manitoba groups moved to Chihuahua, while a 

small group from Hague-Osier. Saskatchewan went to Durango. The majority of 

Sommerfeki Mennonites established the Menno Colony in the Paraguayan Chaco in 1926 

and 1927, but a smaller portion of Sommerfetd members from the West Reserve In 

Manitoba accepted the Hacienda Santa Clara offered by one of its heirs, a well-known 

member of a Chihuahuan banker family. David S. Russek. The privileges granted to the 

Old Colony members were extended to the Sommerfetd group. The Kleine Gemeinde. 

'' The majority of the Old Colony group from the Hague-Osier area remained in Canada. As they were 
tmancially ready to move to Mexico. unHivorable reports of pioneering hardships had reached Canada and 
the desire to emigrate no longer was strong enough (Sawatzky 1971 :S0). 
'* The Canadian census of 1921 shows a number or2l.29S Mennonites in Manitoba, while Saskatchewan 
had a Niennonite population of 20,544 (Sawatzky 1971:18). 
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who among the conservatives had offered the least resistance to changes in Canada, 

emigrated to Mexico during the late 1940s with the onset of World War II. 

The exodus of great numbers of conservative Mennonites from Canada to Latin 

America, as well as further Mennonite immigrants from Russia to Canada after the two 

world wars, changed the reiigio-cultural Mennonite life in Canada. The Old Colony 

church reorganized in Saskatchewan and in Manitoba in 1929 and in 1939 respectively 

(Bender and Smith 1974:127; Dyck and Harms 1994:8). 

1.2. Mennonite Colonies in Northern Chihuahua 

Whv Mexico? Mexico was not the first country to admit Mennonite settlers in spile of 

their demand for special privileges, nor were Mennonites the first foreign special status 

settlers in Mexico. The first observation recognizes that Mennonite migrations and their 

host countries' motivations to admit them are embedded in national and global political 

economies, and the second observation of the Mennonite role as the backbone for 

Mexico's integration into the global economy situates Mennonite colonies vis-a-vis the 

history of Mexican state formation.'^ 

The emergence of the Mexican state has been characterized by negotiation processes 

among the national and the regional government levels, and among local Mexican people 

and foreign settlers (Collier 1994; Cox 1969; de la Pena 1981; Friedrich 1977; Nugent 

1993; Sawatzky 1971). These state formation and negotiation processes - one important 

aspect of which has centered on the nature of socioeconomic structures and processes 

related to land tenure and land use - offer the appropriate framework for a contextualized 

For discussions on "tiie stale" and "stale fonnalion." for example, see: Abrams (1988), Alonso (1994). 
Corrigan and Sayer(l98S). de la Pena (1981). Friedrich (1977), Joseph and Nugeni (1994). 
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understanding of Mennonite experiences in Chihuahua, as well as their relationship to 

Chihuahuenses between the 1920s and 1990s. 

Me.xican history has early on been shaped by its emerging capitalism (Amin 1992: 

Cockcroft 1990). This historical "acceleration of the construction of capitalism" (Amin 

1992:11) was an uneven development that heavily relied on a more or less forceful and 

on-going "primitive accumulation of capital' - defined by Marx (1977) as "nothing else 

than the historical process of divorcing the producer from the means of production" - in 

constructing an export economy dependent on foreign investment (Cockcroft 1990; 

Nugent 1994b). The Mexican state's continuing endeavors of constructing a capitalist 

economy reached far into the Mexican countryside, impacting upon forms of land tenure 

and land use (Bartra 1982: Stavenhagen 1970). 

National politics and agrarian reforms in Chihuahua have assumed historical fomis 

that, although embedded in national processes, differ from other regions in Mexico 

(Nugent 1994a). At the regional level, national politics articulated with the determined 

politics of Chihuahua's elites, the interests of capital-strong foreigners, and the diverse 

Chihuahuan population. While the colonial state had set up military colonies to stabilize 

its northern frontier. Porflrio Diaz granted incentives to a United States religious group 

known as Mormons (Cox 1969; Miller 1993). The cofonization projects that were part of 

the post-revolutionary state's rebuilding program brought Mennonites to Chihuahua in 

the early 1920s (Aguilar 1992 a and b; Sawatzky 1971). As means towards Mexican 

national political and economic goals, each of these settler colonies engaged in 

negotiations and struggles with neighboring populations and the stale of Chihuahua, but 

appealed to the national state for protection (Cox 1969; Nugent 1993; Sawatzky 1971). 

The frequent agrarian struggles of Mexico, reflecting rural people's agency and 

resistance to forms of capitalist domination (Roseberry 1989). resulted in two large-scale 
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sociopolitical upheavals, each of which were followed by a national constitution 

addressing agrarian issues. During the course of the 1910 revolution. Article 27 of the 

Constitution of 1917 was issued. This article determined that all land and natural 

resources belong to the state that is responsible for their distribution and use (Whetten 

1948). But the actual redistribution of land was slow and often merely a political reaction 

to political problems (Tobler 1988; Nugent 1993). 

The sale of large tracts of land to foreign farmers in the 1920s can be contextualized 

within Mexico's history of attracting foreign capital. In light of this history, the Zuloaga 

family's sale of land to Mennonites under President Alvaro Obregon is part of the post-

revolutionary state's capitalist reshaping of agrarian landscapes (Whetten 1948:154). 

which was enforced in spite of protests from local governments and the agrahsuis 

(Aguilar I992a.b). The Zuloaga landowners opted for the sale of parts of their land to 

prevent possible dispossessions based on Article 27 of the new constitution. 

After the Mennonites had secured their Privilegium from President Obregon in 1921. 

they began to settle their colonies during the following year" (Miller 1993; Sawatzky 

1971). As described in the following section, the pioneering Mennonites initially suffered 

under tensions and conflicts emerging from opposing interests of Mennonite and local 

Mexican populations. From the perspective of the people of Chihuahua, the arrival of 

Mennonites immediately after the revolution reflected the state's betrayal of 

revolutionary goals. The rejection of the Mennonites by the regional government and the 

local people should thus not be a surprise. After angry confrontations, the Zuloagas and 

the Mexican state intervened in favor of the Mennonites. and in 1925 the agraristas were 

resettled with compensations (Nugent 1993; Sawatzky 1971). 

See Figure II: The Mennonite Colonies near Cuauhtemoc. Chihuahua. Mexico for the Mennonite 
Colonies in the Bustillos Valley. 
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Pioneering Years In August 1997. Mennonites celebrated 75 years in the Bustillos 

Valley, thanicing not only God and the Mexican government for the past three-quarters of 

a century, but also extending special gratitude to the pioneers.^'' The pioneers" 

descendants thanked the early settlers for their faith, their hard work, their experience, 

and their ability to adapt, all of which enabled them to change the vast, empty land - as 

the Mennonites saw it through the eyes of farmers - into a fertile agricultural landscape. 

Some of the memories of the early years were captured in autobiographies and in the 

writings of the German immigrant Walter Schmiedehaus." The JuhiUinmshuch "75 Jahre 

Mennoniten in Mcxiko " (HG; the anniversary book "75 Years of Mennonites in 

Mexico"), collected and compiled by Rempel and Rempel (1997) is a comprehensive 

pictoral history. In historical and contemporary pictures with accompanying captions, the 

Jubildumsbuch briefly summarizes the pre-Mexican Mennonite history, and then focuses 

on the background and process of the emigration to Mexico. It provides historical 

pictures and facts on San Antonio de IDS Arenales. the Bustillos Valley, and the mining 

town Cusihuiriachic. The book reflects on Mennonite and Mexican differences in their 

means of transportation and ways of working the soil, and it depicts the Mennonites* 

economic changes from horse to tractor-powered agriculture. The visual stories introduce 

different colonies, villages, families and special groups of settlers, such as the 

Mennonites from Russia, and they show how San Antonio de los Arenales gradually 

changed into the Cuauhtemoc we know today. The JnhiUiumshuch reports about the 

The 75"* Anniversary of Mennonites in Mexico is described in Chapter 2. 
Walter Schmiedehaus is highly respected and still warmly remembered especially by those who had a 

chance to meet him personally. Schmiedehaus. who first came to San Antonio de los Arenales in 1933. 
offers a valuable outsider witness report, although readers ought to be aware of his romanticizing approach 
(see Chapter 2). From the Mennonites* perspective, it is not surprising that several pages of the 
Jubildumsbuch are dedicated to him. The preface mentions that his book "Einc feste Burg isi unser Con" 
(1948) narrates the history of the Old Colony and Summerfekler more precisely than anyone else has done 
yet. The Mennonites are especially grateful to him because during those first years no other outsider 
assisted them in word and deed as much and as willingly as Schmiedehaus (Rempel and Rempel i997;i.\). 
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development of two Mennonite school systems (General Conference and Kk'ine 

Gemeinde), introduces some modern businesses, honors Walter Schmiedehaus for his 

historical work, shows pictures of Mexican presidents visiting the colonies and serves as 

a surprising forum for many family snapshots. This book is not only interesting, but also 

highly important because - with its exclusive focus on the history of the Mexican 

Mennonite groups - it is the first of its kind made by members from within these groups. 

Along with other sources. I heavily rely on Rempel and Rempel (1997) to narrate the 

Mennonite pioneer history in Mexico. 

The first groups of Mennonites to arrive in San Antonio de los Arenales. as 

Cuauhtemoc was called until 1928. did not give the image of poor, fearful refugees, but 

that of wealthy, self-assured farmers. They had rented whole trains and had traveled with 

all their belongings, and with families, friends and neighbors from Canada to Mexico for 

eight days to settle as a closed colony, with written privileges, on the land they had 

bought in a foreign country. When they got off the train at their destination, they 

encountered a small Mexican settlement more than 2000 meters above sea-level, with 

wind and big clouds of dust blowing over it. Standing there, all the eye could see was the 

Bustillos Valley they had bought from the Zuloaga family, a vast prairie limited only by 

gigantic mountain ranges at the horizon. Thirteen trees stood around the station, together 

with a few adobe houses, a large storage building in which they were allowed to 

temporarily store some of their belongings and a big cistern. San Antonio had neither 

businesses nor doctors. The state of Chihuahua had been known for mining, but even 

more so for cattle breeding and export. The Bustillos Valley, too. had been used for 

raising cattle, but the revolution had decimated the numbers of cattle (Rempel and 

Rempel 1997:47. 221; Sawatzky 1971:62; Schmiedehaus 1948:113-116; 134-136). 
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Mexican observers could see hundreds of Mennonites getting off the train. Standing 

on the station ramp talking to each other in Low German were men and boys with 

European-looking caps or black hats, women in long dark dresses with bonnets and black 

scarves around their heads, and girls in dresses or skirts and white scarves with stitched-

on flower ornaments. They had brought a wide variety of farming and personal 

belongings, such as Belgian working horses, chicken, geese, heavy farming machinery, 

wagons, wooden beams and roofmg material, entire parts of barns, furniture and kitchen 

utensils (Klassen 1997a; Rempel and Rempel 1997:48-49; Schmiedehaus 1948:117-118). 

The Old Colony group that came to Mexico from Manitoba, Canadian had bought its 

new landholding, the Manitoba Colony in the Bustillos Valley, as a single tract of land 

(150,000-odd acres). Sawatzky (1971:57) describes how the Old Colony acquired and 

administrates the Manitoba Colony in Chihuahua: 

The Manitoba Altkolonier [HG: Old Colony] proceeded to found two 
holding companies, each in the names of two prominent members of their 
community ... and a trust organization known as the Waisemmu^*' to take 
titles to the property acquired by them. These companies, duly registered 
under Mexican law, in which the entire Manitoba Altkolonier emigrant 
community was included as "unnamed members," committed themselves 
to the administration of these lands, the collection and payment of taxes, 
the retirement of the residual debt, and such other affairs as might from 
time to time require regulation. In short, they were to represent the secular 
arm of colony administration. 

The delegates had already sur\'eyed the land, and taken their plans to Canada for a 

first village layout. While each person making land reservations for Mexico had the right 

38 Wahenamt (HG). or Wdsemimu (LG). could be translaled as "bureau of orphan afTairs." Rempel 
(1995:168) explains (hat the Weiscnaunti is "an early Mennonite financial institution designed to assist 
Mennonite orphans and widows." 
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to select the village, the lot decided the locations for the house and garden, and for the 

field tracts. "Usually, of course, people chose to emigrate with their neighbors to a village 

in the new homeland which bore the same name as the one left behind in Canada" 

(Sawatzky 1971:109). The actual orientation of the villages and their customary 

Streifenfluren (HG; individual narrow fields that create a landscape in "stripes") was 

decided upon in situ, because the layouts attempted to grant each villager equally 

valuable soil. Families usually owned between 160 and 200 acres, divided into one 

village field for the home and farm buildings, at least two additional fields, and between 

30 to 40 acres in pasture. But several families, who had been landless in Canada, were 

allowed to reserve fractional farm units in the new Manitoba Colony villages. Since the 

traditional street villages would thus have become too long and not functional (e.g.. 

children needed to be able to walk to school), the Mennonites opted to form "twin" 

villages, such as Gnadenthal and Gnadenfeld. Campos 2-A and 2-B respectively^' 

(Sawatzky 1971:112-115). 

After their arrival at the train-station in San Antonio de los Arenales. the pioneers 

continued their journey to their new homeland with horse-drawn carriages and occasional 

cars. They immediately set up preliminary tent villages and began breaking and working 

the soil with their horse-operated farming equipment, as well as tractors. Historical 

photographs show these tent settlements in the middle of grassland with a few thin 

clusters of trees. Inside the tents, women set up their preliminary homes and conducted 

housework. The first trains had arrived in March, and the dusty spring storms and below 

freezing night temperatures must have taken their toll on the young and weak, as a picture 

of a baby in his coffin indicates. The men were working on the new homes as soon as the 

Since the German names were confusing to the Mexican government and postal service, all villages were 
required to have numbers in addition to their German names. Alphabetical or numerical suffixes to the 
village numbers (except for some of the original villages) are the result of villages established later on 
previously unoccupied colony land (Sawatzky 1971:11S). 
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villages were laid out. Used to building their houses from wood, the pioneers first built 

wooden houses, but quickly (already in 1923) adopted the local adobe building style, 

which was not only cheaper, but also insulated better than wood. As soon as their houses 

had roofs, the families moved to their new homes and the hardships of tent life were over 

(Dyck 1995b; Klassen. 1997b; Rempel and Rempel 1997:50-52; Schmiedehaus 1948: 

119. 141). 

Although the pioneers had escaped the fragile life in a tent, the beginning years 

brought them more hard times. As agriculturalists, they struggled with the harsh 

Chihuahuan climate and unfamiliar soil. As immigrants, they faced unexpected adverse 

policies from the Mexican government, hostilities from local farmers, and recurrent thefts 

and violence from lawless neighbors. Nevertheless, the Mennonite colonies in Chihuahua 

began to flourish. The difficult founding years and first successes are described by 

Sawatzky (1997), and in individual autobiographies and memoirs (Dyck 1995b; Harms 

1995; Langin 1996).'" 

In terms of agriculture, the pioneer farmers had to adjust to a new climate and to 

unfamiliar soil. The first few years created additional hardships, with droughts alternating 

with good precipitation years. One pioneer described the arrival year as the driest the 

region had experienced for 20 years. Mexican families were so desperate that they asked 

Mennonites for help. The following year of 1923 saw better times. New immigrants 

brought food for people and animals. When the land was blessed again by plenty of rain, 

lightning claimed a toll on one Mennonite life. Some families decided to return to 

Canada. The year 1924 was dry, which forced the Mennonites to eat a lot of corn, again 

to be relieved by another wet and fertile year in 1925 (Dyck 1995. 1995b). 

The health conditions of the Mennonite settlers' early years in Chihuahua are described in Chapter 6. 
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Besides suffering from droughts, the pioneer farmers had to adjust to a new climate 

characterized by dry and rainy seasons, the latter with fierce thunderstorms. The pioneers 

had to dig drainage ditches and construct protective dikes to prevent flooding. They 

learned that life in their new homeland depended on rains during the rainy season, which 

changed the lifeless prairie into a green garden almost overnight. 

Although the Me.xican government had invited the Mennonites to demonstrate large-

scale farming with strong horses and tractors to their own small-scale farmers, the 

Mennonite first had to learn from the Mexicans how and what to grow in their new 

environment. They planted oats, but wheat farming was not as successful as in Canada 

and flax had no market. Thus, after some experimenting, they quickly adapted by 

growing Mexico's national crops. Pictures reveal that as early as 1923 Mennonites began 

to plant com and beans. To supplement the early agricultural produce, they hunted wild 

geese, ducks, coyotes and rabbits with rifles and traps. While agricultural work during the 

1920s and 1930s was largely performed by horse-powered equipment, more and more 

farmers began to use tractors during the i940s and 1950s. The agricultural landscape 

gradually became more mechanized, with horses being completely replaced by tractors. 

Mennonites from Chihuahua began to buy tractors and plows in Mexico, but also to 

import new and used farm equipment from the United States, and occasionally Canada 

(Rempel and Rempel 1997: 63-85; Sawatzky 1971:117-120. 251-254; Schmiedehaus 

1948:120-122). 

The Jubilaumsbuch photographs also reveal a gendered division of labor that, 

however, was not always strictly followed. While working the fields was men's work, 

women were photographed in their gardens, or doing laundry. During peak agricultural 

seasons, though, women, as well as children, girls and boys alike, helped in getting in the 

harvest and other related tasks such as cutting oat sheaves into horse feed. Although men 
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seemed to be the major operators of agricultural machinery, some women and children 

knew how to do this type of work. For example, one picture features a daughter driving 

the tractor cutting oats, while her father operates the binder pulled by the tractor. Another 

picture taken in 1936 shows a young woman working the house garden with the harrow 

pulled by two horses (Rempel and Rempel 1997: 63-79.92.97. If.). 

As the pioneers mastered their new environment, the Mexican government suddenly 

set up hurdles that threatened the Mennonites' privileges. Mexican farmers practiced 

resistance against the foreign farmers, which jeopardized Mennonite land ownership, and 

violent acts and thefts threatened Mennonite lives and belongings. 

Among the hurdles set up by the Mexican government, the most severe threat to the 

Mennonites' privileges occurred when President Lazaro Cardenas had the Mennonite 

schools closed in May 1935. in accordance with the new constitution that called for 

schools to be void of religious influence and prejudice, and the closure and confiscation 

of churches. The mayor of Cuauhtemoc and the governor of Chihuahua received an 

official document urging them to see that the new church and school laws would also be 

applied in the Mennonite villages. The Mennonites were alarmed, but disagreed on what 

action to take. While they sent delegates to Mexico City to secure their freedom of 

schools, they also sent delegates to Canada in order to secure information on whether the 

Canadian government would change its mind in regard to the freedom of Mennonite 

schools. The Canadian government had no such intentions. Thus, delegates once more 

embarked on a journey to Mexico City. After nine weeks in Mexico City. Cardenas 

granted the Mennonite delegates an audience and re-instituted the Mennonites* freedom 

of schools that had been granted to them under President Alvaro Obregon. The local 

Chihuahuan authorities initially attempted to ignore the president's instructions, but 
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eventually had to comply. In January 1936. the schools opened again (Dyck 1995b: 

Rempel and Rempel 1997:193; Sawatzky 1971: 150-155; Schmiedehaus 1948:184-185). 

During the first two decades, conflicts, violence and theft added to the new settlers' 

insecure, uncomfortable and dangerous lives. When the Mennonites settled their land, 

they realized that agraristas - Mexican farmers - were not only all around but within the 

boundaries of their newly bought land. For the first two years, conflicts between 

Mexicans and Mennonites took the form of conflicts between farmers and cattle herders 

who share the same territory. For example, while Mexican cattle ate Mennonite 

seedlings. Mennonites cut grass as feed for their horses. During the early years, most 

colonists probably were ignorant about Zapata's motto: those who work the land own it. 

They also did not know that the revolution had resulted in an agricultural reform that 

affected the possessions of the lalifundistas. Similarly, local agraristas probably were not 

informed that the Zuloagas had sold their land to avoid losing it to agraristas without 

compensation. The agraristas probably also did not know that, despite the reform, the 

government still operated a department of colonization which invited well qualified 

foreign farmers to settle in Mexico. Seeking help, the Mennonites asked the Spanish-

speaking Schmiedehaus to plead their case in Mexico City. After two years of 

negotiations, the Mexican landowners were blamed for creating the land conflict between 

agraristas and Mennonites. Finally, with the support of Chihuahua's governor and the 

Mexican president, the conflict was resolved to the disadvantage of the Zuloagas. but to 

the advantage of the Mennonites and maybe also the agraristas. The latter had to leave 

their farms located on land bought by the Mennonites. The Zuloaga family had to pay 

each agrarista family $200.00 to cover moving costs and give them good farming land 

near San Antonio de los Arenales as well as parcels of land for their homes in the town 
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itself. The last of the agraristas left the colonies in mid-1925 (Rempel and Rempel 1997; 

299-300: Sawatzky 1971:68-70; Schmiedehaus 1948: 147-173). 

Although the land conflicts between Mennonite newcomers and Mexican agrarisias 

had been settled, life in Chihuahua continued to be difficult for the Mennonites. Problems 

with theft and violence intensified during the late 1920s until the late 1930s. Thus, in 

1929. the Mennonites asked for federal protection and allowed soldiers to be stationed on 

their colonies. In addition. Mennonites took precautions to protect themselves (Sawatzky 

1971:147-148). The pioneer Isaak Dyck (1995b) remembered that thefts during the 1930s 

were so abundant that Mennonites began to arm themselves, and to form self-defense 

groups, although self-defense contradicted their pacifist creed. During the winter of 1931. 

almost every night families or stores were robbed, women or girls molested or raped in 

their homes, and individuals or even entire families killed. Sadly. Dyck reports that even 

Mennonites were among the thieves. 

Against all odds, those who survived and who were willing to remain in their new 

Chihuahuan colonies, not only fostered business and progress in Cuauhtemoc, but also 

made progress themselves. San Antonio de los Arenales began to grow and bloom. 

Through newly gained business opportunities with the Mennonites. Mexicans and 

foreigners, especially numerous German immigrants, came to the former train station and 

together shaped a new town. Two banks - although banks were hardly present in even 

bigger and older Mexican towns - sprang up shortly thereafter since the Mennonites were 

used to banks, deposits and checking books. The Cardon brothers. Mormons from the 

Dublan Colony in northern Chihuahua, traded with gasoline, cars and tractors. Other 

businesses opened, mostly staffed by Germans. The early German immigrants functioned 

as a bridge between the town and the colonies. During the late 1920s, new Mennonite 

families from Russia settled in town and established their own successful businesses. In 



only fifteen years, the little train station San Antonio de los Arenales had become a 

bustling town that developed into the third most important city in the state of Chihuahua 

(Rempel and Rempel 1997:213, 223; Sawatzky 1971:125-127; Schmiedehaus 1948: 139-

143). 

Established Colonies The Me.xicans and foreigners who had been attracted to do 

business with the Mennonites, became a valuable local market for the Mennonites' 

agrarian products.^' Corn, beans, and oats, in particular, became the main field crops. 

While cattle, along with pigs, provided for meat production, the far more important 

contribution to the Mennonite economy was milk. Mennonite cheese is well- known 

within and beyond the Mexican borders. But while the colonies as a whole flourished 

economically, they began to suffer internally from an increasing land-shortage, from a 

growing landless class, and from inner disagreements. Those in economic need, and those 

in search of a better future with the help of a more extensive education and the possibility 

of more independent business decisions, tumed to various strategies for survival, not ail 

of which were approved by the Old Colony Church. It came to numerous 

excommunications and with them to the formation of a new church, the General 

Conference Church. This more liberal church has helped to prepare the ground toward the 

acceptance of more technology and better-planned entrepreneurship. Old Colony 

members would slowly follow this trend and emulate new methods as introduced by 

General Conference businessmen. Members from both churches have thus taken on 

manufacturing businesses and orchards as alternatives or in addition to more traditional 

agricultural endeavors. 

The following descriptions on the Mennonites' entrepreneurial endeavors are synthesized from Sawatzky 
(1971: 140-263). and complemented from my fieldnotes (1997.1998). 
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Throughout their history, the Mennonite self-sufficient agrarian economy enabled 

them to maintain a fairly isolated life style. During the pioneering years in the various 

stations of their history, Mennonites sustained themselves from their own fields, gardens 

and stables. Once their colonies were established, they continued to live off their own 

land, but they channeled their surplus goods into outside markets. This commercial plant 

and animal production was dependent on outside entrepreneurs to distribute their surplus 

products to external markets. In Chihuahua. Mennonite entrepreneurs shipped butter and 

meat products to markets in Mexico City already by 1933. Com. beans and oats lacked 

effective distribution facilities until the late 1930s, when the Mexican post-depression 

economy began to reorganize its market and improve its infrastructure. From then on. the 

Mennonite colonies were generally able to dispose of their commodity surplus. The 

Mennonites have also benefited from the Mexican government's stabilization efforts of 

prizes that affect the Mexican staple foods, namely corn and beans (Sawatzky 1971: 207. 

208. 211). as well as from other repeated agricultural subsidies that have been granted by 

state and federal policies. 

The establishments of local Mennonite newspapers and a radio station near 

Cuauhtemoc during the 1980s have proven very useful to the Mennonite economy. While 

Sawatzky (1971:213) still reported that the Mennonites lacked "accurate information in 

the colonies with respect to the state of the market owing to the absence of newspapers 

and radios," Mennonite entrepreneurs today may stay well informed about local, national 

and international markets by listening to the Low Germany radio news, or by reading the 

local German newspapers. Both types of media facilitate the distribution of goods outside 

and inside the Mennonite colonies. 
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While the external markets are male-dominated, internal markets are both male- and 

female-oriented/* Sawatzky (I971:2!4) mentions the Mennonite internal market; 

The perishable crops produced by the Mennonites in the several colonies -
generally small amounts of potatoes, tomatoes, melons, and orchard 
produce - are absorbed to some extent by the local internal market. 
Surpluses are usually sold in the nearest large urban center... 

The "perishable crops." Sawatzky refers to. come from both, men's fields and 

orchards, and women's gardens. The media facilitate women's participation in an internal 

market, with either private or store sales. Women place or react to adds, and buy or sell in 

these internal markets. While open markets such as the ones known among the Mexican 

neighbors do not exist among the Mennonites. there are numerous village stores 

throughout the colonies. A traditional feature of the Mennonite villages since their 

Russian times, these stores sell local farm products, as well as other foods or use items. 

Some stores specialize in medical supplies, others in kitchenware and cloth, some in 

garden tools or plants, etc. (Sawatzky 1971: 262: Fieldnotes 1997. 1998). 

Another Mennonite business in which women participate - as I will discuss further in 

Chapter 4 - is the milk, butter and cheese production. Women privately sell small 

amounts of milk or homemade butter in the internal market. But women also contribute 

to the Mennonite dairy industry, since many women take care of milk cows, regularly 

The terms "external" and "internal" refer to the boundaries of Mennonite society. "External" thus 
describes the local, regional, national and international non>Mennonile markets, while "internal" here refers 
to the Mennonite market in the Bustillos Valley, but may also refer to the national and international 
Mennonite economic exchanjjes. 



milk them, and ensure the sanitary regulations of the milk's storage before the cheese 

factory picks it up. 

The cheese industry in the Bustillos Valley has long been central to the Mennonites' 

economic success. It began in the Manitoba colony near Cuauhtemoc in 1931. when a 

Mennonite who had temporarily worked in the Mormon settlements near Nuevo Casas 

Grandes brought the skills of cheese-making to his home colony. He convinced two 

farmers to invest in the new business, and together they persuaded a Mormon cheese-

maker to share his know-how and to help them in establishing a Mennonite cheese 

factory. Since cheese is a valued food among Mexicans, the new product found a ready 

market. In 1936. the Mennonites began to sell their cheese directly, without middlemen 

(Sawatzky 1971:141). 

Basically due to illiteracy and the lack of knowledge of basic principles on business 

and finance, several severe set backs to the Mennonite dairy industry occurred during the 

1970s and early 1980s. Elusive contractors met deliveries of substantial shipments to 

several large Mexican cities with bad checks. The consequences of this experience were 

huge fmancial losses, bankruptcy of cheese factories and unemployment for many local 

workers. On a positive note, though, this experience also served as a wake-up call that 

prompted measure towards better education along the lines of state-educational standards. 

Today, there are several successful cheese factories operating throughout the colonies 

in the Bustillos Valley. Their milk supply comes from individual Mennonite farms, many 

of which depend on the milk income, especially in years when their crops fail. While in 

1971. Sawatzky (1971:239-240) could still report that "...there is little incentive toward 



the implementation of good sanitation practice." and that "animals are not tested for 

diseases such as brucellosis .... tuberculosis, and undulant fever." today the milk and 

cheese production is under close internal and extemal scrutiny. The MCC. in cooperation 

with Mexican veterinarians, is implementing higher sanitary and health standards among 

Mennonite cattle, and Mennonite cheese factories, too. have become subject to Mexican 

health standard inspections. 

But the economic success of the Mennonite colonies in the Bustillos Valley as a 

whole was tainted by an increasing scarcity of land. With land shortage, a new social 

landscape emerged which was composed of increasing numbers of Mennonite families 

who did not work their own farmland. This land shortage hit the colonies already soon 

after they had arrived inl922. According to Sawatzky (1971:162-163). "the more 

desirable portions of the Manitoba colony, from the point of view of accessible water 

supplies, were filled up and. indeed, were experiencing considerable population pressure" 

by 1938. While new villages continued to be built on previously marginal land, the once 

abundant colony land was all taken and since then the Old Colony has been searching for 

additional land suitable for settlement and cultivation. 

Members of the Old Colony Church acquire land either as private investors, or 

through the mother colony that instructs delegates to buy land for daughter colonies. Each 

land acquisition becomes subject to colony administration. The Old Colony thus founded 

various new colonies in Chihuahua and in other Mexican states, as well as in countries 
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such as Bolivia and Belize/^ During the late 1950s and early 1960s. Mennonites also 

rented several thousand hectares from Mexican settlements adjacent to the colonies, but 

this practice has declined (Sawatzky 1971: 163-192). Instead, another practice that was 

caused by land-shortage and poverty emerged: temporary migrant labor of individuals or 

entire families to Canada. 

Those who did not see permanent or temporary migration as a solution to their 

landlessness and poverty focused on alternative business opportunities and increased 

mechanization. The Old Colony leadership of the 1960s, however, did not approve of 

these alternatives and did not shy away from excommunications: 

Industries - the hammer mill factories, the rolled-oats factory, and the 
sawmills. ... much of whose potential market lies outside the colonies, 
have been subjected to considerable ecclesiastical discouragement. ... 
Unlike the cheese factories, whose market situation generally is such that 
they have little need to actively promote their products, these must do so. 
To their operations the owners tend to consider the use of electricity, the 
motor truck, and the telephone essential. ...Ownership and operation of 
motor vehicles and the installation of telephones are also strictly 
prohibited to all AUkolonkr (i.e. Old Colony). ...The effect to date has 
been that the majority of the most progressive and inventive among the 
Alkolonkr have been subjected to excommunication. ... three of the 
largest manufacturing concerns in the Alikolonier colonies in Chihuahua 
have formulated tentative plans to relocate outside colony boundaries at 
Quinta Lupita,... If such a development actually occurs, more than twenty 
men presently employed by them will also have to move or give up their 
jobs. ... [Footnote:] It is of interest to note that the three villages in which 
they [the industries] were located in 1965 had thirty-three families of 
Amvohner [HG; the landless], many of whom derived their livelihoods 
from these industries (Sawatzky 1971: 262-263). 

In (hese new colonies. Mennonite pioneers, today, mostly with the support of the Canadian MCC. 
experiment with new crops, such as cotton, watermelons, or various herbs. See Fiuure 12: Mennonite 



Excommunications are meant to induce repentance and formal apologies that allow 

the reintegration of the aberrant members into the community. Individual Old Colony 

Mennonites thus experience strong pressures to conform to stringent everyday life 

standards within clearly defined boundaries that leave little room for variation. Those 

who did not conform and were excommunicated during the 1960s literally were cut off 

from all economic and social networks. They thus faced the challenges of surviving 

economically and of assuming new identities either within another Mennonite community 

or - almost impossible - outside any Mennonite fellowship. 

About 40 men and women faced these challenges beginning in the 1960s, when they 

were excluded from the Old Colony Church, mainly for using rubber tires on tractors, and 

for buying pick-up trucks. The wives of these non-repenting individuals were 

excommunicated because they remained loyal to their husbands, thus maintaining the 

support of immediate family members. These banned Old Colony members formed a new 

community that initially was assisted by former Russian Mennonites and German 

expatriates in Ciudad Cuauhtemoc, as well as by the Canadian General Conference 

Church."'"' Over the years, the formerly excommunicated families prospered and build the 

now strong, liberal church community of the General Conference. 

Today, every "liberal" or "conservative" Mennonite who can afford it owns a car. 

truck, or both, plus perhaps a modem tractor. The rubber tire dispute, however, has come 

Colonies in Mexico (From Schroeder and Huebert 1996:86) for contemporary Mennonite Colonies in 
Mexico. 
•44 

Histor\' shows that Mennonite community disagreements repeatedly led to the direct split of 
communities when the opposing factions were each led by a church leader. The historic processes of inner-
group schisms and splitting that began during their time in Russia have been described earlier in this 
chapter. 



to an official end only in 1997, when Old Colony Church leaders lifted the ban from 

those individuals who had initiated the change toward rubber-tired vehicles. Today. Old 

Colony and General Conference Church members cooperate on various projects, for 

example, the old folks home, but not without the liberals' initiative and the conservative 

leaders' initial disapproval, followed by silent endorsement. 

The presence of the General Conference Church directly impacts upon the 

effectiveness of e.xcommunications and the acceptance of innovation. While Old Colony 

members continue to conform to their church leaders' pressures, excommunication has 

theoretically become a superfluous institution, since Old Colony members can. and 

actually do, change their own or their children's church membership to that of the 

General Conference Church, in order to avoid excommunication. The first generations of 

General Conference members thus socially emigrated from various conservative churches 

for an array of reasons, such as the need for economic survival and innovation, or the 

wish for more extensive education for their children. The General Conference thus is a 

rather heterogeneous group which grows by second, third, etc. generations bom into the 

community, but also by continuing new arrivals of first generation members from various 

conservative churches. 

The innovative spirit of General Conference Church members also affects the more 

conservative churches, even though change here may come with a slower pace. Members 

from both churches own successful manufacturing businesses or fruit orchards. Although 

the Mennonite immigrants to Chihuahua had brought agricultural machiner>' with them 

when they entered Mexico, many farmers could not afford to bring or buy large 



equipment, such as threshing machines and binders. Some Mennonites solved this 

problem by manufacturing those machines they needed for themselves and for sale to 

fellow Mennonite farmers. Bean threshers, for example, which were built in several 

shops by 1932. sold for about a third of the market price for used threshers imported from 

the United States. But in 1937. other Mennonites began to import new and used farm 

machinery from the United States for profit. After World War 11, this import business 

began to boom again, with Mennonites from Mexico searching the markets in both the 

United States and Canada. These private entrepreneurs have become so successful, that 

small groups of them now specialize in searching the markets to the north for importable 

agricultural machines (Sawatzky 1971: 246-247. 253. 255). Today, these imported goods 

can be seen along the highway between Cuauhtemoc and Obregon. 

Also visible from the highway are some of the commercial apple orchards owned by 

Mennonites, as well as factories that produce for markets in Mexico and the U.S. 

(textiles, steel and cast iron products). Fruits, such as apple and pear have been part of 

women's kitchen gardens early on, and their surpluses were sold in the colonies and 

nearby outside markets. But the first commercial orchards came into being not before the 

1940s. Their slow appearance was not only related to the fact that orchards require capital 

which has to rest for several years until orchards yield any returns, but also to the fact that 

the Mennonites considered themselves "farmers," rather than "gardeners" (Sawatzky 

1971:236). In 1965 and 1966, however, new orchards were planted in the Manitoba and 

Swift Current colonies that held several thousand trees. In 1966. a large cold-storage 

plant was built in Quinta Lupita, which helped in prolonging the seasonal availability of 



orchard crops, and encouraged increased orchard production (Sawatzky 1971: 236-237). 

Until today, new orchards with up to 60.000 trees continue to be planted. 

Sawatzky (1971:237) makes the interesting point that innovative ideas and 

techniques, such as those needed for maintaining healthy and productive orchards, often 

were first adopted by General Conference Church members who already were under the 

ban for previous economic activities that were forbidden under Old Colony Church rule. 

The spread of innovative business approaches from the General Conference towards the 

Old Colony thus is somewhat limited. Today, however, with the recall of the ban. such 

intluence and cooperation might be more possible than ever. One case in point of 

ongoing and intensifying cooperation is the monthly Geschafismannerireffen (HG: 

businessmen's meeting). During these meetings, businessmen from General Conference. 

Kleine Gemeinde and Old Colony Churches seek to improve their operations by listening 

to outside speakers and by exchanging information and experiences. 

The 1922-Previlegium granted to the Mennonites by President Alvaro Obregon has 

been the single most important factor for the overall success of Mennonite settlements in 

the Bustillos Valley. Except for Lazaro Cardenas' attack on the Mennonites* privileges 

during the 1930s, the Mexican government has honored Obregon's promises that allow 

the Mennonites to live their lives according to their own convictions. But while the 

Mexican government has maintained good relationships with the Mennonites. the 

Mexican people have not always approved of their immigrant neighbors. Sawatzky 

(1971:204-205) points out that objections to the large numbers of Mennonites in 

Chihuahua often appeared "in the form of polemical attacks in tabloid-type periodicals, to 



the exclusiveness of their way of life. Coupled with this is an increasing level of protest 

against further area expansion by them, of a kind very similar to that experienced by the 

Hutterian Brethren... in South Dakota. Montana, and the Prairie Provinces of Canada." 

However. Mennonites born in Mexico have the same rights to land ownership as the 

native populations. 

While the Mennonites in the Bustillos Valley largely remained "cultural islands'* 

(Whetten 1948:164). they have been eager to maintain good relations with regional and 

national governments, and they have been striving to build peaceful relationships with 

their Mexican and indigenous neighbors.^^ 

In the colonies near Cuauhtemoc, over the years, the number of Mennonite men 

becoming fluent in Spanish has increased, and economic relationships and inter-

dependencies of Mennonite farmers and businessmen with local Mexicans have grown 

tighter. Today. Mexicans generally appreciate the economic potential Mennonites have 

brought to the region, ready to acknowledge that almost one third of Chihuahua's 

economic volumes is created by the Mennonite economy. While Mexicans have 

expressed tolerance for the Mennonite faith,, however, they do not always understand the 

everyday life choices Mennonites make. Stereotypes and prejudice between the 

populations are well alive, largely due to minimum contact beyond economic interaction. 

Old Colony and Kleine GemeinJe Mennonite women rarely have an active 

knowledge of their host country's language, which forces them to stay within their worlds 

Much could be said about the socio-cultural and reh'gious relationships between both conservative and 
liberal Mennonites with Mexicans. As space does not permit such a discussion, the very brief, incomplete 
description that rollows has to suffice. 



of Mennonite households, villages and colonies. In contrast, second generation General 

Conference women are basically fluent in Spanish. This language skill, and increased 

contacts with the Mexican neighbor population, has already led to the first few 

intermarriages between General Conference Mennonite women and Mexican men. These 

marital unions are condemned by the Old Colony Church, and sometimes only tolerated 

by individual General Conference Church members. But the inter-ethnic social relations 

are intensifying as both local Mexican and General Conference Mennonite children 

attend the private General Conference school that is certified by the state of Chihuahua 

according to Mexican school standards on the primuha and secundaria levels. Instructed 

by Mexican and Mennonite teachers alike. Mexican and Mennonite children grow up side 

by side in a trilingual (i.e.. High German. Spanish, and English) school environment 

where they get to know each other closely. 
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CHAPTER 2: Representations of "The Mexican Mennonites" 

The conservative Mennonite groups in Mexico have attracted considerable attention 

from two professional, non-anthropologist groups, in particular from North American 

Mennonite scholars and Northern European journalists. Only recently have some of the 

Mennonites in the Cuauhtemoc area begun to represent their own global and local 

history. In this chapter I critically read, compare and contrast these various 

representations of "the Mexican Mennonites." 

North American, in particular, Canadian Mennonite scholars,' understandably are 

interested in the conservative groups located in Latin America because most Mennonite 

groups in Mexico and further south have migrated from Canada not even eighty years 

ago. In addition, masses of Mexican Mennonites can still claim Canadian citizenship and 

- forced by economic and survival pressures - have been returning to Canada over the 

past twenty-five years. As a result of this migration pattern, the interest of the Canadian 

Mennonites in their Mexican relatives has grown even further. Canadian Mennonite 

scholars' studies on the Mennonite groups in Mexico, as described in the first part of this 

chapter (2.1. Mennonite Scholars' Images), have produced descriptions that are generally 

concerned with historical processes, socioeconomic organization, language and ethno-

religious identity from a male perspective. These Mennonite scholars' studies offer 

crucial information not only on the Mennonite groups in Mexico, but also on Mennonite 

scholar's representations of their own people. At the same time that these studies help to 

^ German academics, especially folklorists and linguists, have also produced some literature on Mennonites 
in Mexico, perhaps inspired by increased exposure to Mennonites from Russia, who have been returning to 
Germany as Rupianddeutsche (HG; Russia-Germans) for the past several decades. 
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locate the Mennonite groups in Mexico spatially and historically, they also capture 

dominant Mennonite discourses and key cultural values. 

This master-narrative on Mennonite history and peoplehood was reflected in the 

Chihuahua Mennonite groups' celebration of the 75"* Anniversary in Mexico. 1 describe 

this celebration in the second part of this chapter (2.2. Bis hierhier hat uns tier HERR 

geholfen: 75 Aniversario Menonitas en Mexico, 1922-/997), and then compare it to the 

Canadian Mennonite discourse (2.3. History Reconsidered). The local aspect of this 

recent history is intriguing in that it narrates history from the perspective of those who 

have lived it. While the anniversary represented a separate history that unfolded in 

northern Chihuahua, it also reiterated the Mennonite discourses of global history and 

identity of Mennonites as one people. Unlike North American Mennonites who tend to 

exclude Mexican Mennonites from the global unity of all Mennonites based on economic 

and educational grounds, the anniversary strongly advocated the unity of all Mennonites 

based on faith. 

Canadian Mennonite scholar and the local Chihuahua Mennonites* representations of 

their people share a macro-perspective, and a general neglect of women's historical, 

economic and socio-religious participation in Mennonite history and identity. Joumalists' 

accounts of the everyday gendered lives of local Mennonites are often impressionistic 

and limited to fleeing observations of dress, diet, and public behavior in spaces such as 

schools and churches. Northern European (especially Dutch, Belgian and German) 

joumalists, photographers and TV crews tend to document the "curiosities" of their long-

lost expatriates, and often trace some common ancestry as a means of appropriating the 
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exotic "otiier." In "Reading National Geographic," Lutz and Collins (1993) have 

analyzed the role National Geographic has played in the West's appropriation of the non-

Western world in the form of photographed images. Interested in what the images of non-

Western peoples tell us about their Western producers and consumers, these authors 

incite us to look at how pictures are framed by "issues of power, race and histor>'." "The 

photograph," they contend, "can be seen as a cultural artifact because its makers and 

readers look at the world with an eye that is not universal or natural but tutored" (xiii). 

Pictures are also commodities sold by a magazine to a public desiring to see something 

new and exotic. In this sense, journalistic articles and photographs of Mennonites in 

Mexico can be understood as both "cultural artifacts" and "commodities" feeding the 

curiosity hunger of Northern European audiences. 

2.1. Mennonite Scholars' Images 

Canadian and U.S. Mennonite as well as Northern European scholars from the 

academic fields of history, sociology, geography, and linguistics have produced an 

impressive body of literature on Anabaptist and Mennonite issues. The majority of these 

writings are concerned with historical processes, socioeconomic organization, and ethno-

religious and linguistic identities of the various Canadian, United States and Russian 

Mennonite groups. Similar topics have been the focus of attention for the comparatively 

little material published on the Mexican Mennonite groups. 

In the previous chapter, I used some of this academic literature to describe the socio-

cultural heritage and to trace the origins of the Old Colony and consequently General 

Conference Churches in the Bustillos Valley in Chihuahua. But beyond merely learning 
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about Mennonites in Mexico, a critical reading of Mennonite scholars' writings on their 

own people in general reveals a politics of representation that reflects Mennonite 

dominant discourses. In the section to follow, I briefly analyze mostly Canadian 

Mennonites' studies in order to identify dominant Mennonite discourse and themes of 

identity reflected in this literature. 

Various scholars have traced the Mennonites back to their religious and ethnic roots 

in northern Europe. In a nutshell, their group and identity formation can be summarized 

as follows; Friesian and Flemish folk groups, unified under the leadership of Menno 

Simons during the first half of the Id'** century, became known as "Mennonites." the 

ancestors of Mexican Mennonites (Klippenstein and Toews I977;5). These voluntary 

seekers, originally unified only by their religious beliefs, gradually came to be identified 

as one ethno-religious movement, the Dutch-North-German-Russian Mennonites (Francis 

1948:103; Redekop 1995:10). Their migrations were triggered by several external factors, 

including the host countries' changes in policy towards them, economic conditions, such 

as lack of farming land, as well as intra-group schisms and splits (Bixler-Marquez 1989; 

Dyck 1994; Sawatzky 1974). With each migration, the conservative and the landless were 

the first to migrate and they attempted to recreate what they had come to consider their 

identity (Sawatzky 1974). Several Mexican Mennonite groups, notably the Old Colony, 

have succeeded in transplanting this Dutch-Prussian-Russian sociocultural and economic 

heritage to Mexico (Miller 1993; Redekop 1966; Sawatzky 1971 and 1974) and thus are 

considered to have descended from the most conservative elements that migrated from 

Prussia to Russia to Canada and finally to Mexico (Sawatzky 1971:2). 

Generally, authors have located Mennonite identity in macro and structural factors: a 

history of persecution, the socioeconomic and religious systems and hierarchies particular 

to them, the isolation of their colony, their village and agricultural structures, as well as 
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their traditional material culture (Dyck 1987; Eighmy 1989; Epp 1974 and 1982; Francis 

1948; Redekop 1966; Warkentin 1987). This approach to Mennonite history makes sense 

considering that Mennonites have always stressed the outward expression of inner 

beliefs. Today, such markers of conservative identity can still be observed in Me.xico. 

One integral part of traditional identity, which has received special attention in the North 

American and European literature on Mexican Mennonites, is village school education 

and the German language. In her dissertation. Hedges (1996) approaches language use 

and identity among the Old Colony Mennonites in Chihuahua from a socio-linguistic 

perspective. In reviewing the literature, she observed how previous scholars (such as 

Fretz 1945; Redekop 1969; Sawatzky 1997) have criticized the Old Colony's - as they 

saw it - dreadful state of education that resulted in the ''functional illiteracy" of High 

German. According to Hedges (1996:190-191), "authors agree that High German is the 

language of the church and the school while Low German is the language of the home. 

They believe that most Old Colonists do not understand spoken High German."^ But two 

scholars, namely Redekop (1969) and Sawatzky (1971), have "realize(d) that the 

significance of the Old Colony Mennonite school lies not in the skills it purports to 

impart, but in its role in the socialization of children into Old Colony Mennonite life" 

(Hedges 1996:193). In establishing that "conceptions about language and society are 

culturally constructed...," Hedges (1996:195) avoids ethnocentrism and instead focuses 

on "the social meaning of language and literacy for the Chihuahuan Old Colony 

Mennonites." 

In contrast to the Mexican Mennonites' continued struggles to maintain colony-based 

ways of life, the North American Mennonites' multitude of groups with both Swiss and 

' Throughout my fleldwork. Old Colony women and men repeatedly proved their abilities in speaking and 
understanding High German, usually after they had given themselves less credit than they deserved. 
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Dutch-North German-Russian heritage have adapted to their host societies. In 

"Mennonite Life," a brief booklet on the Mennonite Church in the United States and 

Canada, Hostetler (1954:27,28) raises the question on Mennonite identity survival: "Will 

they maintain their distinctive life in the changing modem world? What keeps them 

going?" Hostetler proposes that the Mennonites who have formed from a "small group of 

learned men in Switzerland ... held together by voluntary, rational, and adult commitment 

to principles ... have strayed a long way" from their origins. "Today," he argues. 

"Mennonites are bound together largely by tradition, by custom, by kin, and by "we" 

feelings." These "we" feelings are strengthened by "vigorous teaching, pro.ximity. strong 

family and community life." But Hostetler recognized signs of "community 

disintegration" during the mid-20"* century: 

A distinctive language no longer safeguards Mennonite isolation. 
Distinctive dress remains in some regions, but on the whole it is being 
modernized or in some ways modified. Geographic isolation does not help 
one bit. Their farmers and merchants are as modem as any. In education 
they are not different from other people, except that they are beginning to 
have their own schools (Hostetler 1954:28) 

Strong integrative forces that hold Mennonites together, Hostetler argues, counteract 

these disintegrative forces: "trained and very capable leaders," and the "acceptance of 

education and church-supported colleges." Interestingly, although Hostetler recognizes 

the importance of traditions, customs and kin networks for a sense of community, he 

chooses to stress the role of Mennonite institutions (the church and the school) in 

maintaining identity. 

The changes within Mennonite society, undergone in adapting to their host societies, 

have led to renegotiations of Mennonite identity and have inspired Canadian and United 
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States Mennonite scholars to participate in a search for identity, which is reflected in the 

literature. The North American Mennonites' "identity crisis" (Drieger 1973; Redekop et 

al. 199S). thus, is one reason for the scholarly focus on structural organization in the 

Mexican colonies. In Canada, this "crisis" was intensified with the migration of large 

numbers of Old Colony members to Mexico during the 1920s, which led to the loss of the 

traditional socioeconomic hierarchy, the break-up of the traditional village system, 

increased urbanization and mechanization, the adoption of new occupations and roles, 

and the experiencing of new situations (Bender and Smith 1974:127; Drieger 1988:21; 

Redekop et al. 1995; Sawatzky 1974:45). Thus, while some Canadian Mennonites opted 

for "survival migration," most North American groups chose to avoid emigration and 

instead made certain concessions to their host societies. In doing so, they eliminated the 

structural features of what they had considered to be their ethnic identity, while keeping 

alive discourses on Mennonite socio-religious identity (for example. Burkholder and 

Redekop 1976). 

Two general themes can be identifled in these Canadian and U.S. publications on 

Mennonite identity: attempts to reconcile (I) the Mennonite ideal of "peoplehood" with 

the reality of splitting up into new groups, and (2) the ideal of separation from the world 

with increasing worldly economic involvement. 

By holding external reasons such as impingement on special privileges or pietistic 

influences, responsible for the "identity crisis" (Epp 1974, 1982; Jaquith 1971; Loewen 

1993; Peters 1988; Redekop 1966; Smith 1957), structural factors are identified as basic 

to identity. Only few scholars admit to internal explanations for changes within 

Mennonite groups (Drieger 1973; Francis 1976; Redekop 1966; Sawatzky 1994). The 

static, structural view of Mennonite history and identity has recently been criticized 

(Loewen 1992 and 1993; Miller 1993; Winland 1993), and Mennonite scholars 



too 

increasingly approach identity in ways thai go beyond structural characterizations and 

also beyond a unitary view of Mennonite heritage (Juhnke 1988; Sawatzky 1988) by 

focusing on the dynamics of entrepreneurship and everyday life (Loewen 1992 and 1993; 

Redekop et al. 1995). Several social histories have made use of diaries, letters and 

memoirs that reveal the importance of social relations within the community, the village, 

and the household for the political and economic dynamics of Mennonite groups today 

and in the past (Klippenstein and Toews 1977:9; Loewen 1992, 1993; Redekop et al. 

1995). 

These micro-level interactions within larger structures are precisely what I observed 

during my research. Unfortunately, a focus on Mennonite economic identity has 

marginalized the Mexican Mennonites. Inspired by a "time of crisis," Smucker 

(1976:219) reviewed historical and fairly contemporary (i.e. twenty-flve years ago) 

socioeconomic models of Mennonite groups with a special focus on traditional religious 

principles and their place within a context of changing sociopolitical and economic 

environments. But when it came to evaluating the adaptation of the early semi-

communaP commonwealth model of Russia in Paraguay and Mexico, the Mennonites in 

Mexico are only mentioned in passing; 

Surely one of the oldest strategies for people seeking an alternative to 
present socioeconomic problems is to move on to another place. In the 
case of the Old Colony people it is a quest for release from the 
encroachments of post-industrial societies; thus the migrations to Mexico 
and to the remote areas of Alberta and British Columbia that provide 
temporary isolation before the "world" moves up to the community 
(Smucker 1976:236). 

^ In the so-called "European village system." the Mennonites in Russia were dependent on each other based 
on financial and social support systems, as well as a mi.\ture of private and communal land distributions 
(Smucker 1976:230). 
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In a more recent study, Redekop et al. (1995) discuss the history of Mennonite 

entrepreneurs and the tensions their activity creates between religious beliefs and 

economic realities. They argue that entrepreneurial practices sanctioned by church 

leaders have always been part of Mennonite life, although they have "been denied and 

agrarian life idealized" for religious reasons which stress the importance of submitting to 

the will of God and of the community (Redekop et al. 1995:27, 59). From a religious 

perspective, economic aggressiveness and individualism are not desired. However. 

local entrepreneurship in the North American Mennonite community is 
massive. Practically every Mennonite community can identify numerous 
businesspersons who have become unusually wealthy and successful 
while operating within the norms of the Mennonite society, especially in 
farming and related activities. Hence, innovating and taking risks in 
e.xpanding milking, feeding, and cash-cropping operations are almost 
standard. But related activities such as milling and manufacturing, 
merchandising of almost every agricultural commodity, manufacturing of 
agricultural implements and materials, constructing buildings, and 
servicing machinery and horses, are also e.xtensive (Redekop et al. 
1995:51). 

According to my own experience, the same quote holds true for the Mennonite groups in 

Chihuahua, Old Colony, General Conference and others alike. A study in how far class 

differences crosscut community membership would be most interesting. 

But Redekop et al. have not taken seriously such dynamics within the ''conservative" 

Mennonite colonies in northern Mexico. Mennonites in Canada and the US. they argue, 

are predominantly urban and are moving away from the "local entrepreneur" toward the 

"cosmopolitan entrepreneur".^ In contrast. Old Colony Mennonites in Canada. Mexico. 

* Redekop et al. (1995:45) define "local entrepreneur" as "one who serves the Mennonite community and is 
dependent on its good will for economic survival." whereas the "cosmopolitan entrepreneur" is "one who 
has transferred his dependence onto the larger impersonal market economy and whose lifestyle and 
business practices tend more to conform to the host culture's norms." While the colonies in Me.xico are 
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Belize and Bolivia are mainly farmers. According to the authors, these agrarian groups 

are only "a small fraction of the total Mennonite population" and their experiences are 

quite different from those of the "bulk" majority, the "mainstream Anabaptist-

Mennonites" (Redekop et al. 1995:55). I find it rather inappropriate to favor certain 

Mennonite practices only because they have found their way to the majority of members, 

especially when these members are those who deviate most from the original Mennonite 

tenets. Although beliefs and practices are continuously negotiated within and between 

communities, only an ideological insecurity in Canadian and US "Mennonite ethnicity" 

can e.xplain such derogative judgment towards those groups, namely conservative 

Mexican Mennonites and other Latin American groups, who struggle so hard to maintain 

their traditional economies and value systems. Unfortunately, with a shift in focus from 

Mennonites as persecuted believers who express their beliefs through certain practices 

within a relatively isolated ethnic society, to a focus on Mennonite economic 

achievements within a multiethnic and multicultural setting, Mexican Mennonites have 

become "the other" within the larger Mennonite community. 

It is ironic that some scholars have marginalized Mexican Mennonites as "not-

belonging" and as "backward," because it is precisely these Mexican groups who have 

been so strongly determined to remain true to their Anabaptist origins (Warkentin 1987). 

otherworldliness and colony-based ways of life. The fact that socio-cultural information 

on Mexican Mennonites (Dyck 1971; Fretz 1947; Miller 1993; Peters 1988; Sawatzky 

1971; Warkentin 1987), on Canadian Mennonite families and everyday life (Loewen 

1992 and 1993; Redekop 1986), and on women's participation in historical and 

contemporary structures and processes (Epp 1987; Klassen 1994; Peters 1985; Rich 

basically self-sufTlcient. they do interact with their Mexican neighbors and the Mexican economy at large 
in economic terms. 
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1983; Toews et al. 1992) is sparse, seems to be more than academic neglect. Mennonite 

scholars have stressed topics that reflect official discourses among and within Mennonite 

societies that locate identity in historical and socioreligious. male dominated structures 

and processes. 

Winland (1993) has observed that the abundant but often biased historical and 

sociological literature is matched by a lack of anthropological approaches. Winland's 

anthropological analysis of Mennonite identity, based on Bourdieu's "theory of practice" 

and Merleau-Ponty's "phenomenology," shows that ambiguity and conflict are inherent 

in Mennonite struggles for identity and are the basis for a "continuous renegotionation of 

the boundaries and meaning of a 'universal community of believers' " (Winland 

1993:131). 

As my research shows, Mennonites in Mexico are part of this "universal community.'* 

Mennonite networks continue to cross national boundaries on both a personal level, such 

as cross-border visiting, intermarriage, and open letters published in Mennonite 

newsletters, and on an institutionalized level. The Canadian MCC,' for example, reaches 

out to Mexico, while Mexican Mennonites have sought support from Kansas groups to 

establish health insurance for themselves. Individual Mennonites from Mexico also 

attend the Mennonite World Conference, which "meets every five or six years for 

fellowship and the sharing of ideas" (Dyck 1987:377). As Francis observed in 1948, 

Mennonites "are united by a marked tve-feeling which is kept alive by regular 

correspondence, periodical literature, and frequent personal visits" (Francis 1948:106). 

As we will see in the following section of this chapter, Mennonites in Mexico tend to see 

themselves as part of the overarching Mennonite identity, not as "the other." 

^ In 1920, North American Mennonites founded the Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) as a relief 
agency for the needy worldwide, and as an outlet for Mennonite volunteers. Dutch Mennonites had 
organized a similar agency already two hundred years earlier(Dyck 1987:377). 
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2.2. Bis Hierhier Hat Uns Per HERR Geholfen:' 75 Aniversario Menonitas En Mexico. 

1922-1997 

The actual celebration of the Mennonite groups near Cuauhtemoc lasted only three 

days, but exerted its influence far beyond both time and space. Local Mennonites 

invested immeasurable time, effort and dedication to prepare the celebration and also to 

rework the event in post-celebration get-togethers. Sober but covertly enthusiastic 

newspaper reports covered every such event. Local groups had set out to celebrate their 

local history and presence in Mexico, but at the same time they continued to hone the 

connections to their global history as embodied in historical large-scale migrations. Past 

and present migrations of ethnically German Mennonite groups have created, and will 

continue to create, a diaspora of and exchange between Mennonite groups that connect 

countries worldwide, but especially in the Americas.^ It was not surprising to see 

Mennonite visitors from near and far who had come on their own or who had been sent as 

representatives. Mennonites from various settlements in Mexico, including La Honda. 

Zacatecas and Nuevo Casas Grandes. Chihuahua, but also as far as the US. Canada. 

Belize, Bolivia and Paraguay' had come to participate in and to witness the festivities. 

The spirit of this anniversary thus was local and global at the same time, reminding 

Mennonites of their unity in separation. As the event also involved high-ranking Mexican 

political guest speakers, local Mexicans also came to see how their neighbors would hold 

their fiesta. 

Preparing and Anticipating I learned about the upcoming 7S"* Anniversary celebration 

on my very first day of fieldwork in March 1997. From then on I would hear or read 

^ Bis hierhier hal uns der HERR geholfen (HG: Hitherto hath the LORD helped us), (i Samuel 7; 12) 
^ During the celebration, the local Mexican Mennonites also created a link to non-ethnic German 
Mennonites worldwide, which will be discussed in this chapter later on. 
° MZ (Menno-Zeitung), No. 10, August IS. 1997. p. I; OMR (Deutsch-Mexikanische Rundschau). Vol. 6.. 
No. 15, August 6, 1997. JS, p. 2; DMP (Die Mennonitische Post). Vol. 21. No. 9. September 5. 1997. p. I. 
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about the celebration once in a while, and the closer the event came, the more it was at 

the center of attention in the local media and in personal conversations. 

While the SO"* Anniversary in 1972 had been organized entirely by the MCC. this 

time Mexican Mennonites wanted to be in charge without outside help. Already one year 

prior to the event, several committees responsible for the planning and implementation of 

the celebration had been elected upon the wish of the local Geschichlsverein (HG; 

Historical Society)' (DMR, Vol. 6, No. 8, April 23. 1997, JS, p. 1). Publicity via local 

Mennonite media was high on the organizers' agenda. 

One of the two local newspapers served as medium to publicize the upcoming 

anniversary and to foster the Mennonites' curiosity and support. It informed about the 

reasons behind the celebration, introduced the program and exhibits planned, dispersed 

fears and doubts that had been expressed in regard to the anniversary, and outlined the 

general benefits of such an event. Several of the committees and their work were 

Introduced. For example, the Executive Committee was responsible for the preparation of 

the exhibition rooms. Two subcommittees were working on a parade, which 

demonstrated changes in Mennonite economic life and activity to the younger 

Mennonites and to the Mexican neighbors. The Executive Committee also planned to 

show the interior of a house with furniture, china, a stove, tools to make butter and 

cheese, a crib, etc. (DMR, Vol. 6, No. 9, May 7, 1997, JS, pp. 1-2). As the Dinner 

Committee introduced its activities, it acknowledged that the upcoming anniversary 

would be a social get-together and they asked rhetorically: "Wo isi ein Fesi. wo nicht ein 

schmackhafles Essen geboten m'rd? " (HG; "Where is a feast that would not offer a tasty 

' The local Historical Society is a temporary organization interested in collecting as much historical 
material as possible on those Mennonites who emigrated from the Old Colony by Chortizta. the 
Furstenland Colony and the Bergthaler Colony in (he Ukraine in Russia to South Manitoba during the 
i870s (Rempel and Rempel 1997: viii). 
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meal?") The Committee planned to offer two traditional Mennonite meals daily (DMR. 

Vol. 6, No. 11, June 4, 1997, JS, pp. 1 -2). 

As each of the committees introduced itself, all committees made sure to remind the 

reader of the purpose of the celebration. The Executive Committee explained eloquently 

that the objective was to thank God and the Mexican government for 75 years of peace 

and protection: 

As repeatedly mentioned before, it is the wish and the prayer of all the 
different committees, that for those who participate in the anniversary, the 
main thing really is to thank the almighty God and to praise him for the 
past 75 years he has blessed and guided the Mennonites here in the 
Bustillos Valley and the larger surroundings. Then we also want to thank 
the federal, as well as the state and municipal governments that in general 
they have been friendly towards our colonies which could develop and 
continue under their protection with relatively few exceptions, ff^ie schon 
vorher immer wieder envdhni, ist es der Wumch und das Gebel der 
verschiedenen Komitees, dass es alien, die daran [an der Jubiliiumsfeier] 
teilnehmen werden. wirklich in der Hauptsache darum gehen moge, in 
erster Linie dem lieben Gott zu danken und zu ehren dafiir, dass er in den 
verflossenen 75 Jahren uns ais Mennonilen hier im Tal von Bustillos und 
der weiteren Umgebung immer wieder so gesegnel, und so gut gefiihrt und 
geleifet hat. Dann wollen wir aher auch unserer Federalregierung, sowie 
auch der staallichen und munizipalen Regierung danken dafiir, dass sie im 
Grossen und Ganzen den Kolonien immer .so freundlich gesonnen gewe,sen 
sind, und dass unsere Kolonien sich unler ihrem Schuiz haben entwickeln 
und forrbestehen konnen, mif verhdlfnismcissig wenigen Ausnahmen (from 
HG; my translation; DMR, Vol. 6, No. 8, April, 23,1997, JS, pp. 1-2). 

Several articles addressed the question of what the profits made from the entrance 

tickets, the dinner tickets or other sales would be used for. After covering all the expenses 

the anniversary would accumulate, any profits would be donated to the Allenheim and to 
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Unser Hoffnungsheim^° as well as saved for a future Mennonite museum (DMR. Vol. 6. 

No. 8, April 23. 1997. JS. pp. 2; DMR. Vol. 6. No. 12. June 19. 1997. JS. pp. 1-2). 

The committees used the media to address the Mennonite public with two requests. 

First, they asked people to buy tickets early in order to help finance the planning and 

preparation activities (DMR, Vol. 6. No. 13. July 2, 1997. JS. p. 1). As of June, the 

tickets were available." Some businessmen bought tickets for their workers, others made 

sure that those with less fmancial resources could also spend one day at the festivities, 

because everybody was meant to rejoice, to praise and to be thankful (DMR. Vol. 6. No. 

12, June 19, 1997, JS, pp. 1-2). Second, the committees asked the public to contribute to 

the activities. The Dinner Committee needed more donations, such as cattle, butter and 

cream, as well as more volunteers. It also announced that it needed several villages to 

bake pastries and biscuits, to help serve tables during the celebration, to do dishes, etc. 

The Dinner Committee expressed its gratitude for help already received, such as 

donations of money or milk for curd from the queserias (SP, cheese factories), and the 

assistance of one young man who had helped with warming up milk and wrapping the 

curd to be frozen (DMR, Vol. 6. No. 11. June 4, 1997, JS, pp. 1-2). 

In July, the preliminary program was printed (DMR. Vol. 6.. No. 13, July 2. 1997. JS. 

pp. 2-3). informing the readers in more detail what their tickets would be worth. Many 

events and attractions were planned; a parade that featured the development of 

transportation and agricultural machinery, choir performances, speeches, including that of 

the Governor of Chihuahua, morning and evening programs, Traktor festhaUen (HG; a 

tractor tug-of-war), demonstrations of straw pressing and threshing with historic 

machines, tourist trips to villages, drama performances and the premiere of a newly made 

The Mennonites have two innovative social facilities, the Ahenheim (HG; Elders' Home) and Unser 
Hqffhtingsheim (HG: Our Home of Hope, a home for individuals with disabilities) which serve members of 
all the various local church communities. 
" See Figure 13: Anniversary Tickets. 
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historical documentary film about the Mennonites in Mexico (DMR, Vol. 6, No. 15. 

August 6.1997, JS. pp. 1-2). 

The Governor's visit, the drama and the documentary received intensive newspaper 

coverage. When the Governor Francisco Barrio Terrazas visited the Manitoba Colony in 

April 1997. the Mennonites used the opportunity to invite him to their anniversary 

celebration and encouraged him to extend the invitation to the Mexican President Dr. 

Ernesto Zedillo Ponce de Leon (DMR. Vol. 6. No. 7. April 9. 1997. JS. p. 1). The 

Governor of Chihuahua indeed opened the anniversary celebration. 

The drama "Die Delegatenreise 1921" (HG; "The Journey of the Delegates 1921") 

featured the delegates' travels from Canada to Mexico in search of land in 1921. Written 

by local Mexican Mennonites with the help of the delegates' diaries, the drama 

speculated upon possible conversations among these delegates (DMR. Vol. 6. No. 13. 

July 2.1997. JS. p. 4). 

For the purpose of the 75"' Anniversary, the Mexican Mennonite Historical Society 

had commissioned the documentary about the Mennonites in Mexico. It was made by 

Otto Klassen from Winnipeg. Manitoba. Canada, and acted out by local Mexican 

Mennonites. Klassen, who also wrote the script, based his film on the books. They Sought 

A Country: Mennonite Colonization in Mexico (1971) by Leonard Sawatzky, and on Die 

Altkolonier Mennoniten in Mexiko (1982) by Walter Schmiedehaus. The two part 

documentary focuses on the Mexican Mennonites* farming systems, while it only alludes 

to the social organization of the different Mennonite groups.The first part of the film 

(29 minutes), "Altkolonier Mennoniten wandern von Kanada nach Mexiko" (HG; "Old 

Colony Mennonites Migrate from Canada to Mexico"), briefly summarizes the history of 

A third part, released in 1998, documents the TS'** Anniversary and also attempts to show the 
contemporary social life in the colonies. 
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the Mennonite migrations since 1530. before it explains the reasons why some of the 

Mennonite groups left Canada. After depicting the journeys of the delegates to Mexico in 

1921. this first part concludes with the emigration of Mennonites from Canada and their 

arrival in Mexico. With the arrival at the train station in Cuauhtemoc, the stage is set for 

the second part of the documentary (54 minutes) called "Pioniere in Mexiko -

kanadische Mennonilen kolonisieren in Mexiko" (HQ; "Pioneers in Mexico - Canadian 

Mennonites Colonize in Mexico"). This part tells the story of the Canadian Mennonite 

groups establishing their villages in Mexico, and adjusting to their new environment 

during the past 75 years. The film places special stress on the settlers' diligence and 

perseverance which - together with God's help - led them to change the half desert into a 

rich agricultural landscape (DMR. Vol. 6. No. 13. July 2. 1997. JS. p. 4; DMP. Vol. 21. 

No. 7/8, August 1. 1997. pp. I and 11). 

The Deutsch-Mexikanische Rundschau also addressed doubts and fears expressed in 

regard to the anniversary celebration. Some Mennonite individuals pondered the question 

of whether they would display their wealth without making neighbors envious or without 

having to pay more ta.xes. One Executive Committee member replied to such fears by 

recalling President Plutarco Eh'as Calles' visit to the colonies on November 18. 1925. 

During the visit, the president saw the newest Mennonite-owned threshing machines and 

expressed pride about these modern agriculturalists who had been welcomed to Mexico 

as Musterbauern (HG; exemplary farmers). To show the best machinery then and today 

could only mean that they did not disappoint the Mexican government during the past 75 

years, because the Mennonites want to be exemplary farmers. An Old Colony man told 

the writer of this article that he did not think it to be right to hide their agricultural income 

and achievements just to save on taxes, because if he could do good business in this 

country he would gladly pay taxes. After all, people should give the emperor what 
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belongs to the emperor and to God what belongs to God. Furthermore, the Executive 

Committee member continued by reminding the Mennonites that if they did not want to 

expose their machinery to the poor in Mexico, then they should also hide their new. big 

vehicles or their old John Deere "G." Millions of Mexicans did not even make the official 

minimum salary. It would be important to continue to be exemplary farmers through 

diligence and perseverance with God's help. Mennonites should not be conceited, but 

thankful colonists. While nobody, the E.\ecutive Committee member concluded, should 

think higher of themselves than they were, neither should they think lower of themselves. 

Inferiority complexes could lead to depression, and that's why the celebration was meant 

to be encouraging and an occasion to thank not only God but also the government for 

their leadership and protection (DMR. Vol. 6. No. 13, July 2, 1997, JS, pp. 3-4). 

Two issues later, in response to the same question, the writer explained that various 

E.xecutive Committee members thought that there was at least 20 times as much modern 

machinery and vehicles along the highway from Cuauthemoc to Rubio than would be 

visible during the parade which would mainly exhibit old machines (DMR. Vol. 6. No. 

15. August 6, 1997. JS, pp. 3). 

Old Colony church leaders, in particular, seemed to reject the 75"* Anniversary 

celebration as an exhibition of mundane-ness and pride. At the monthly sewing circle" 

meeting in June, one woman mentioned that she had heard about several Old Colony 

preachers who discouraged their parishes from attending the celebratory event. This 

woman asked the sewing circle members to pray that everyone would understand that the 

anniversary was an expression of thankfulness. The prayer request was accepted - after 

The General Conference and Kleine Gemeimk' have church-based women sewing circles that meet 
regularly for work and prayer. I attended General Conference sewing circle meetings, which I will address 
in Chapter 5. 
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all, the women attending the circle were busily making aprons to be sold during the 

anniversary. 

Support and enthusiasm for the anniversary seemed to be stronger than negative 

voices or doubts, and the preparations for the celebration continued in a well-organized 

manner. Each of the eleven committees'* was responsible for certain aspects of the 

celebration which in reality were prepared by numerous people who had offered their 

services before and during the event. I describe the efforts that went into the preparations 

by describing two days of work directed by the Dinner Committee that was the only 

exclusively female committee. The two days of food preparation in which I participated 

were only a fraction of the time and efforts the women contributed to the anniversary. 

The quotes below, from my fleldnotes, reflect the major characteristics of the women's 

food preparation. First, these preparations were very work intensive, second, the women 

were nevertheless in good spirits and enjoyed their cooperation, and, third, they were 

pleased with their work. 

During the morning of August 6. 1997, eighteen women met at the church 
kitchen and its adjacent community hall to make hamburgers. The amount 
of food processed was very impressive to me. We had about 100 kg 
hamburger meat to make 1500 hamburgers! When we were done with our 
work, one woman joked; there are only two missing! ... The work went 
smoothly with different tasks performed simultaneously by different 
women. We placed the meat in five big tubs. It was thawed but still very 
cold. One woman said that the blood should stay with the meat, because 
someone else had told her that this gives an especially good flavor. The 
other women said that if this were so, they would leave the blood with the 
meat. We mixed the meat with the other ingredients. It smelled good. 
While several women tasted the raw meat, one woman surprised me by 
just smelling it. She noticed me watching her and said that she never 
tasted, but only smelled it. Meanwhile, other women cleaned potatoes and 
grated them, while still others worked with onions. At the same time, the 
chairwoman of the Dinner Committee was busy organizing the women in 

See Table I: Committees Organizing the 75"* Anniversary. 
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their shifts and tasics such as serving food, cleaning tables and doing 
dishes during the three days of celebration. Done with mixing the meat, it 
was time for lunch. We left for one of the Mennonite restaurants and the 
women continued to be in a good mood. They talked about their families, 
sickness, weather and gardening. After lunch we continued to make 
hamburgers. While some women rationed the meat in small measuring 
cups and made little balls, others pressed these into flat burgers between 
two sheets of paper which two girls had cut previously. Meanwhile, 
women in the kitchen were cooking sauce and doing dishes (Fieldnotes. 
August 6, 1997). 
The day I helped making tVreneckes^^ was similar to the previously 
described one. There were 17 women, most of whom were older. Younger 
women, it seemed, were needed at home with their children. This kind of 
work takes the commitment of an entire day. The dough had already been 
prepared the day before by three women. They used 160 eggs for the 
dough! ... Around I pm we finally had lunch: Wreneckes with 
Schmandfetts^^ smoked sausage and mamialade. Delicious. The women 
were in a good mood, happy with their work. They thought that they did 
not have to be embarrassed about the quantity and quality of food they 
made.... Then they joked that if there were not enough Wreneckes for the 
celebration they probably had to give an explanation: the cooks liked them 
too much... They were also talking more seriously about whether they had 
enough food. They said they would not feel bad if it was not enough 
because they had worked hard. They also planned ahead about working 
during the celebration ... They seemed to enjoy working in the company of 
other women. Indeed, at one point someone said that with so many women 
together it is really good working. ... Later, one woman, probably in her 
60s, came up to me and said: "You will never forget this, will you?" "No." 
I said, "I will never forget this". "I am glad," she replied. (Fieldnotes. 
August 8, 1997) 

No one seemed to have counted those who offered their time, energy or resources 

before, during or after the festivities. One estimate came up to about 1000 helpers. Many 

of these donated one day, others all three days of the anniversary, and many helped 

uncountable hours, even months before the event (OMR. Vol. 6. No. 17. September 3. 

1997. p.l). 

''Wreneckes" are dough pockets filled with curd. 
"Schmandfeir is thickened, falty milk mixed with pork lard to make sauce. 
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Celebrating 75 Years of Mennonites in Mexico The efforts of the committees and the 

many volunteers were rewarded by a 75"* Anniversary celebration that delivered what it 

had promised during its publicity campaign. The program was versatile and inspiring, and 

the festivities well attended. The following observations of an imaginary omni-present 

and omni-cognizant visitor'^ serve the purpose of describing the activities and exhibitions 

of the very intense three-day event in a condensed one-day version of August 14. 

The celebration took place on the fenced premises of a cooperative grain storage 

facility just outside of Cuauhtemoc." Before the event, the organizers cleaned the 

buildings and the surrounding terrain. In the major storage building they built a stage, 

arranged the chairs for the audience and lined the walls next to the entrance with 

structures for exhibition booths. The smaller building served as kitchen and dining room, 

with one third of it separated off as a theatre for the drama and the documentary film. 

Outside the buildings, industrial and commercial exhibition boots were arranged and a 

decorative "75" planted in colorful flowers. Outside the premises, volunteers had worked 

hard to firm the soil to make walking and driving easier. Next to one of the shorter sides 

of the fenced area, an adjacent pasture was marked as a parking area to accommodate the 

many vehicles of the anticipated visitors. 

At the entrance, an attractive wooden gate in the form of a house front with two doors 

as the actual entrance, a decorative window in the middle and colorful flowers in front 

welcomed the visitors. It was a facade that had specifically been manufactured for the 

anniversary, as indicated by the writing in big red letters: "75 ANIVERSARIO 

MENONITAS EN MEXICO 1922-1997. 

The following descriptions are based on my fleldnotes flrom August 14 through 16. 1997 and ihe 
information found in the three anniversary program brochures which accompanied the daily programs. 

See Figure 14: Plan of the TS'** Anniversary Premises. 
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It was early in the day; the program would not start for another hour. Inside the bigger 

grain storage, vendors and advertisers were still busy displaying their merchandise or 

setting up their exhibitions. Sara Martens was arranging the books at her booth. To her 

left, the school center of the Los Jagueyes Colony was almost set, showing its impressive 

array of schooling material. While the booth to her right was still empty, one booth 

further on the radio and newspaper crew was putting up signs, arranging a table and 

displaying cassettes for sale. Later during the morning, the still empty booths on this side 

of the storehouse would fill up with a display and sale area by the MCC, with a shared 

booth featuring the local Mennonite bible school and an independent business woman 

working for a foreign cosmetics company, with the credit union display, with a cheese 

store selling its delicious Mennonite cheese, and with a store offering anniversary 

souvenirs such as the anniversary history book, the aprons made by the sewing circle, and 

various other souvenirs adorned with the logo of the 75"* Anniversary. 

Soon the first hour was up and it was time to leave the storehouse to watch the 

parade. The premises around the storehouse had filled up with Mennonite and Mexican 

visitors. They had arranged themselves into two long groups on each of the parade route. 

Everyone was waiting for the parade, which the program had described as follows: 

A train of vehicles and agricultural machinery will pass the visitor rows 
solemnly to illustrate the course of the economic development 
symbolically. Buggies and carriages will be in front. Tractors and 
agricultural machinery will follow. First the old equipment and then 
increasingly modem machines. Ein Zug von Fahrseugen und 
Ackergeraien soil feierlich bei den in Re then stehenden Gdslen 
vorbeiziehen und sinnbildlich den Werdegang der wirlschafllichen 
Entwicklimg schildern. Buggys und Wagen sullen voranziehen. Dann 
sollen Traktore und Ackergerdte folgen. Erst die dlleren Gerdie und dann 
immer neuere. (HG; my translation; Programmheft, August 14, 15. 16. 
1997) 
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Everyone waited patiently for about 20 minutes, when finally the Governor of 

Chihuahua. C.P. Francisco Barrio Terrazas. who was going to inaugurate the festivities, 

his wife and the mayor of Cuauhtemoc. Lie. Jose Luis Carrasco Quintana, arrived. Now 

twenty-four vehicles, starting with the buggy and ending with the newest field machines, 

began to roll through the waiting crowds, accompanied by loudspeaker explanations in 

Spanish during their first round, and in Low German during their second round. This 

morning, on August 14. most of the men participating in the parade held serious and 

pleased faces. The following morning, on August 15. the atmosphere of the parade 

changed with its drivers. Adult men continued to steer the vehicles, but now young men. 

almost boys, and even a young woman joined them. Young women or girls accompanied 

several of the young drivers. The air of solemnity gave way to cheerful faces and even an 

occasional waving of hands at relatives and friends detected in the crowds. During the 

second day. none of the high Mexican officials was present. 

Those not interested in the parade inspected the articles for sale inside the larger 

building, while others were getting ready for the morning program. As soon as the second 

part of the parade was finished, the chairs arranged in a half-circle facing the adorned 

stage began to fill until about three quarters of them carried one of the many visitors. 

After the introductory music by the orchestra and choirs. Mennonite officials extended 

words of welcome. Then Mayor Quintana and Governor Terrazas officially opened the 

festivities by acknowledging their positive relations with the Mennonites. When this 

Spanish part of the program was over, a few Low German announcements, another choir, 

and a prayer finished off the morning program. For the following two days, each morning 

program was filled with music and speeches given by Mennonite men who were 

preachers, businessmen or both. 
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It was time for lunch. Uncounted women and girls had been volunteering all morning 

to prepare a delicious meal. Now the food was ready to be served and the visitors were 

hungry. The lines in front of the dining hall grew, in spite of the heat of this mid-August 

day. Everyone was relieved to finally set foot in the dining hall and thereby evade the 

burning sun. Once in the shade, the demanding stomachs were distracted by the 

admirable exhibition of a traditional Mennonite kitchen's interior, which adorned the 

otherwise bare wall of the building to their left. Kitchen cabinets, painted milk cans, 

bread boxes, a wooden baby carriage, samples of different kinds of bread, a bucket with 

potatoes, a vase full of widely opened red and yellow roses, a table with white linen, a 

high-chair next to the table and many more Mennonite kitchen utensils and furniture 

captured the eye. 

Once the plate or bowl was filled, there was no time for such detailed observations. 

The hungry guests stormed the tables inside the dining hall or under the tent shelters right 

outside. Next to the dining court under the tent, two carousels were constantly kept 

rotating by those children who had already eaten, or who were so distracted that they did 

not realize their hunger. 

For those who were done eating or who skipped lunch, there was plenty of time for 

other activities. Each of the three program brochures was worth a closer look. Written in 

both High German and Spanish, they not only contained the day's program, but also 

featured a recent map of the Mennonite Colonies near Cuauhtemoc, for the first time 

published statistical data on the colonies, especially the Manitoba Colony, and printed 

most of the orators' speeches word for word. 

Besides reading the brochure, many visitors used the opportunity to inspect the indoor 

booths that they had left out during the morning. To the left of the storehouse entrance 

the General Conference sewing circle exhibited some of their beautiful crafts, such as 
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quilts and stitched kitchen towels. Throughout the three days, members of the sewing 

circle hardly ever attended this booth. This apparent negligence was but a necessity, since 

most of those women who could have attended it were working in the kitchen or in the 

dining hall. Towards the back of the storehouse, ne.xt to the stage, several booths 

displayed historical information. Closest to the stage was a booth that showed the interior 

of an office with a desk, a cabinet and a couple of chairs. The wall was decorated with the 

photos of those men who had served the colonies as delegates in 1921 and as Vorstehcr^^ 

for the Manitoba Colony between 1922 and 1997. 

To the right of this political history booth, the interior of a Mennonite living and/or 

sleeping room demanded attention. Rustic wooden furniture with glass cabinets 

displaying Sunday china, a bed. tables, and a baby crib captured the eye. Antique and 

comfortable, the furniture sent out an air of plain, Mennonite coziness. 

It was a much smaller exhibit that won the competition for attention and admiration 

among old and young alike. The model farm of Delegate Klaas Heide^° was always 

surrounded by amazed crowds who examined all the details of this miniature. Anyone 

who wanted to read the sign accompanying the model had to practice patience: 

This is a miniature of the farm which the leader and delegate Klaas Heide 
built in Blumenort during the founding years. Dieses ist eine 
Miniaturnachbildung von der Wirtschafl die der Volksfiihrer and Delegal 
Klaas Heide in den Anfangsjahren in Blumenort aufgehaut hat. (HG; my 
translation; Fieldnotes, August 16,1997). 

Although many children seemed interested in this model, most of them had focused 

their attention on something else. Sitting on chairs or standing behind those seated, they 

Vorsteher are the highest secular leaders of a Mennonite colony. 
See Photography I: Model Farm of Delegate Klaas Heide. 
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were glued to a video featuring Shirley Temple. One of the MCC women had acted upon 

her observation that not much was being offered for children during this festivity. 

After one and a half hours of lunch break, the afternoon program was about to begin. 

Versatile in nature, every visitor was able to find something to do. For those who wanted 

to avoid the heat, the inside exhibits always invited a new look around, which also 

offered opportunities to run into some relatives, neighbors or friends. Once in a while, 

brief special events took place, such as during one afternoon, when a well-known 

Canadian nurse was honored for her many years of service to the Mennonites in Mexico. 

Occasionally, the orchestra or one of the choirs entertained with music. 

The other two indoor aAemoon attractions were the drama performance and the two-

part documentary film. The second part of the documentary might have surprised some 

people in the audience. As the written history and the anniversary speeches, the focus of 

the film clearly was on the male economy, on fields, cows, apples and machines. But 

very briefly, the film also captured a snapshot of pioneer women's lives. The pioneer 

woman was described as a competent housewife who did laundry, cooked, sewed, was 

thrifty, helped out working in the apple plantations, milked the cows, and maintained a 

house garden. In one scene of more recent times, a young woman was driving the tractor, 

while the man flung the hay up on the wagotv. While the documentary's depiction of 

women clearly showed women's economic involvement, the film-makers chose the term 

*'housewife," which reflects the Mennonite term that summarizes women's activities in 

the farm setting.'' 

Outdoor activities also took place during the afternoon. For those who wanted to 

leave the anniversary terrain, tours to various nearby villages or queserias were available. 

As I discuss in Chapter 4. the term "housewife" needs to be contextualized with changing Mennonite 
rural economies, and also located within feminist discussions on women's work. 
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Those who stayed on the premises were entertained by two demonstrations. The major 

outdoor activity that attracted large clusters of people was a special tug-of-war game 

called "Traklor fesihallen" (HG; holding back tractors). Men, and in a different round 

boys, held on to one of several strong ropes attached at the rear of various types of 

powerful tractors and pulled back, while the tractor tried to drive forward. Whoever 

pulled stronger, would win. The number of people needed to prevent the tractor from 

moving, or even pulling it backward was counted. Everyone, participants and spectators 

alike, loved this activity so much that they ignored the big clouds of dust it created. Less 

dusty, since watched from a respectful distance, but also popular was the demonstration 

of historic threshing and straw pressing machines. 

The day's heat had fmally accumulated enough to discharge in a thunderstorm with a 

full rain shower. Everyone sought shelter in one of the buildings. Not disturbed by the 

rain and cracking thunder, people continued to socialize. All day long they had been busy 

meeting or talking to neighbors, friends, relatives or new acquaintances. The festive 

Mennonite crowd was made up of various church communities, including General 

Conference, Kleine Gemeinde, Goitesgemeinde and Old Colony members. It was the 

dress code of the women that gave away the church they belonged to. Seldom would one 

Mennonite be seen alone. The crowd of people subdivided itself into groups of family, or 

groups differentiated by gender and age: young men, older men, women with children, 

and girls or boys. Groups of young men and groups of young women roamed the 

premises and socialized with each other. Young couples walked ne.xt to each other. At the 

side of the celebration, young mothers quietly fed their babies, and occasionally a young 

man happily held his baby. So as not to disturb the program inside the storehouse, women 

with babies or very small children positioned themselves at the back of the audience. If a 
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baby started to cry. the mother lightly covered it with a blanicet. or carried it outside until 

calmed down. 

The thunderstorm passed as quickly as it had come, and people headed towards the 

dining facilities to get new energy for the evening program. For another two hours after 

dinner, the evening was filled with music and speeches. At the end of the day, the 

anniversary had offered a full program of music, speeches, exhibits and socializing. 

Here I end the observations of the omni-present and omni-cognizant visitor who took 

upon herself the task of describing the activities and exhibitions of this intense three-day 

event in a condensed one-day version. Caught in socializing or focusing on single events 

or exhibits, a more regular visitor may not have noticed all the different activities 

occurring simultaneously. Similarly, as the festively arranged storehouse's acoustics 

rendered the speeches unintelligible from most listening locations, the recurrent themes 

of the celebration may have eluded visitors. Fortunately, the speeches, and thus the 

themes and sentiments of the anniversary were reproduced in the daily anniversary 

programs, partially replayed over the radio and printed in one of the local newsletters. In 

the following, I let the Mennonites speak for themselves by summarizing the speeches 

held during the three-day event. 

Words of Gratitude. Words of Responsibility From the very beginning, the 75"' 

Anniversary was cast as a celebration of the Mennonites* gratitude towards God and the 

Mexican government for 75 years of peace and prosperity. But above all. the celebration 

was held in the honor and glory of God. The festivaPs guiding text embodies this 

glorification: 

And one cried unto another, and said. Holy. holy, holy, is the LORD of 
hosts: the whole earth is full of his glory. (Isaiah 6:3) Und einer riefzum 
andern und sprach: Heilig, heilig. heilig isl der HERR Zebaolh, alle 
Lande sind seiner Ehre voll! (Jesaja 6:3) 
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The themes of thankfulness and praise reoccurred throughout the celebration in 

biblical quotes, music and speeches. The theme of the celebration was taken from the 

song with the same title: "Grosser Gott wir loben dich " (HG; "God Almighty. We Praise 

Thee")." Sung every day by the entire assembly, the singing served as a reminder of why 

the celebration was taking place. The sentiments of thankfulness and praise, but also of 

responsibility were major themes in the speeches held by various male individuals. They 

focused not only on the past 75 years and the present anniversary celebration, but also on 

the future of the Mennonite groups in Mexico. In the following. I summarize" the 

speeches according to the core issues raised throughout the celebration. 

The first speech was guided by the question: "Who are the Mennonites today"? The 

speaker answered by locating the Mennonites of Mexico in their wider historical and 

global contexts. As he set faith above ethnicity, the picture of a worldwide Mennonite 

family emerged. Of the almost one million Mennonites worldwide, the "white 

Mennonites" - whereby he referred to those groups who descended from Swiss and 

Dutch-German Mennonites - are no longer in the majority. Through missionary work." 

over half a million people worldwide have been converted in Africa. Asia. Central and 

South America. The differences among Mennonite groups worldwide are not so much 

found in their doctrines, but are largely located in daily living, as well as in the degree to 

which groups stress certain convictions. On a large scale, though, Mennonites 

demonstrate unity. During the past decades, this worldwide unity of Mennonites has been 

most visible in the Mennonite World Conference, which first took place in Europe in 

1925 and is now held every five to six years. This conference serves as a forum for 

See Figure 15: "Grosser Got! wir lohen dich." the Anniversary Theme Song. 
All the speeches were reproduced verbatim in the three anniversary program brochures: Pri)grtiinnihe/i 

August 14, August IS. and August 16. 
The majority or Mennonites in Mexico, namely the conservative Old Colony Church, does not 

mission ize. 
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discussion, companionship, community and worship (Jubilaumsheft. August 14, p. 3). In 

less global and less explicit terms, other speakers echoed the sentiment of the unity of 

different groups. 

Focusing on their own groups in Mexico, the speakers examined various reasons for 

leaving Canada and for moving to Mexico. By briefly summarizing the Mennonites' 

history of migration from Holland to Russia to Canada and then Mexico, the speakers 

acknowledged the Mennonite characteristic of group splitting and migration. The reasons 

given for leaving Canada summarized both external and intemal causes. When the 

Canadian government began to intervene in various Mennonite affairs, its intervention 

with their schools was the most important and most sensitive issue. While the Old Colony 

Church never complied with Canadian reforms, individuals from other church groups, the 

Bergihaler. Sommerfeldcr and also Choriiizer. welcomed the improvements of schools by 

the Canadian government. The differing reaction to interference in the school system and 

curriculum led to tensions between and within church communities, and even within 

villages. As the Canadian government substituted non-Mennonite teachers for Mennonite 

teachers, even those favorable to change now rejected it. The Canadian government 

ignored the wishes of the Mennonites, and thus the school controversy amounted to one 

of the major reasons for Mennonites to leave Canada" (jubilaumsheft, August 14, pp. 6. 

8, 10). 

"Why Mexico?" asked one of the speakers, and he briefly summarized Mexico's 

motives from a Mennonite perspective: Mexico had just emerged from a bloody 

revolution resulting in a new constitution. Before the revolution, five percent of the 

population owned 95% of the land, but according to the new law, landowners were no 

2S 
Internal and e.xtemal reasons for migration, as well as endeavors to find a country willing to grant new 

privileges are discussed in more detail during the second part of this chapter. 
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longer allowed to own more than 200 hectares of land. As the handful of Chihuahuan 

landowners feared their land would be confiscated, they preferred to sell it instead. In 

addition, the post-revolutionary Mexican government was enthusiastic about attracting 

Mennonites to their country because the President General Alvaro Obregon wanted to 

raise Mexico from the ruins of civil war. The Mennonites seemed a good choice since 

they were known to be good farmers. The Mennonites thus were granted the religious, 

linguistic and especially educational freedom they had requested (Jubilaumsheft. August 

14, p. 8). 

After 73 years, the Mennonite groups in the Cuauhtemoc area thanked God for the 

firm belief of their ancestors, which made them strong enough for such hard pioneer 

work. The speakers at the 75"* Anniversary abundantly lauded and thanked the early 

settlers for their accomplishments Through their toil, the pioneers shaped a new Heimai 

(HG; homeland) in a new country in order to live their faith. During nearly eight decades, 

the Mennonites had transformed a semi-desert into a God-blessed, rich country full of 

corn fields and apple orchards. Since God had blessed the hard work and efforts of the 

pioneers with progress, the Mexican government had not been disappointed with the 

people it had invited into its country based on an image of the Mennonites as good and 

experienced farmers. The Mexican government was to be thanked for 75 years of peace, 

and for the freedom of church and schools (Jubilaumsheft. August 14, pp. 5. II). 

During these three quarters of a century in Mexico, though, the Mennonites again had 

- through later migrations and group splitting - become a unit composed of various 

church communities. Although they did not always agree, they strove for unity: 

The anniversary celebration is proof that our various congregations can be 
united in Christ: that we can laud, praise and thank God as one (my 
translation). Die Feier des Juhilaumsfestes ist ein Beweis dafiir. dciss wir 
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aiich als verschiedene Gemeinden in Chrislus eins sein konnen: dass wir 
gemeinsam Got! loben, preisen und danken konnen. (HG: Jubilaumsfest. 
August 15. p.l I). 

The speaker's claim for unity in diversity was backed by his summary of Mennonite 

beliefs that - ideally - are enacted in everyday life. The way in which Mennonite faith 

and morals become a way of life is eloquently described in the following quote: 

For the Mennonites of the past and also today. Christianity or discipleship 
without Nachfolge (Literally "succession." Here it means to follow Jesus" 
example and to practice real fellowship.) is Christianity without Christ. 
Ethics (morality) is an important part of Jesus Christ's good message. 
Love is considered to be at the heart of discipleship. Thus, defenselessness 
and love for the enemy absolutely belong to morality. E.xcept for 
emphasizing a healthy economy and pacifism, the Mennonite discipleship 
increasingly stresses the value of sensitizing believers in the area of 
justice... in order to be an advocate for the poor and suppressed. The latter 
ought to be helped in a practical way. Nachfolge increasingly took the 
form of social service and help. Mennonites have attempted to help the 
poor by giving their time and their skills in soothing human misery and in 
healing the sick. The Committee for Emergency Assistance was founded 
by the Dutch Mennonites in 1725 and still is active today. In 1920. the 
MCC (Mennonite Central Committee).... was founded in North America 
due to similar causes and continues to operate today, mostly with great 
support from almost all congregations. The majority of Mennonites feels a 
spiritual unity with all believers who acknowledge Jesus Christ as their 
personal Savior and Lord, and who seek the path of succession (my 
translation). FUr die Mennoniten in der Vergangenheii und auch heute. isi 
das Chrislenlum oder die Jiingerschafl. ohne die Nachfolge. ein 
Chrislenium ohne Chrislus. Die Ethik (die Siltlichkeil) ist ein wichtiger 
Teil der gtiten Nachricht von Jesus Chrislus. Die Liebe wird aufgefassi als 
das HerzsUick der Jiingerschafl. so dass die Wehrlosigkeil und die 
Feindesliebe absolut zur Silllichkeii gehdren. Ausser der Belonung aiif die 
gesunde Wirischafllichkeil und dem Pazifismus. wird in der 
mennonitischen Jiingerschafl auch immer mehr Werl darauf gelegl. die 
Glaubigen im Bereich der Gerechtigkeil immer mehr zu sensibili.sieren.... 
um mehr fiir die Armen und Unterdriickten einzuslehen und auch prakiisch 
was fiir sie zu tun. Die Nachfolge hal immer mehr die Form des Diensies 
und der Hilfe an der Gesellschafi angenommen. Die Mennoniten hahen 
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versucht, den Armen zu helfen, indent sie ihre Zeil iind ihre 
Geschicklichkeil zur Linderung der menschlichen Not und Heilung der 
Kranken gehen. Das Komitee fur Mithilfe in Notfcillen wtirde von den 
hoUdndischen Mennonilen im Jahre 1725 geghindel und ist auch heule 
noch aktiv. Im Jahre 1920 wurde das MCC ... wegen iihnlicher Ursachen 
in Nordamerika gegriindet, und wird heuizutage weilergefiihrl und 
meistens mil grosser Vniersiiiizung von fas! alien Cemeinden. Die 
Mehrheil der Mennonilen fiihil eine geislliche Einheil mil alien Clauhigen. 
die Jesus Chrislus als ihren persdnlichen Heiland und Herrn anerkennen. 
und die den Weg der Nachfolge suchen... (HG; Jubilaumsheft. August 14. 
1997. p. 4) 

By stressing the enactment of faith in everyday life. Mennonites render the concept of 

Nachfolge as the most crucial criterion of their beliefs that goes back to their beginnings 

in Zurich. Switzerland, during the IS20s. The early Anabaptists believed that Ulrich 

Zwingli overemphasized grace and neglected Nachfolge. According to the Anabaptists, 

only adults should be baptized upon their confessions of faith, church and state should be 

separated and non-resistance practiced. All these tenets went against the political, social 

and religious order of the 16"' century and thus were major points of disagreement 

between reformation leaders such as Zwingli and the Anabaptists. The Mennonite 

community of believers became a group of people who strove to follow Christ and his 

e.xamples in their everyday lives, whereby each individual essentially depended on the 

community. Mennonites tend to stress the importance of the local community as the true 

church, while they consider their global church as a spiritual concept or "goal". Today, 

however, local communities have become more open to dialogue with other Christians 

(Jubilaumsfest, August 14, pp. 3,4.5). 

The belief in lived Nachfolge led to non-compliant ways of life, which soon were 

punished by persecution. Attempts to escape persecution soon spread Anabaptism 

throughout Europe. The former Dutch priest Menno Simons, joining the northern 

Anabaptists in 1536. fostered a structural organization and offered goal-oriented. 
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biblically grounded doctrines. He named one of his writings, the Grundhuch (HG; 

Foundations), after his favorite biblical verse^® in which he laid out Mennonite beliefs and 

life ways, one of which was their willingness to suffer, even to die for their faith. Several 

orators at the 75"* Anniversary pointed out that due to the strict interpretation of their 

Christian faith, Mennonites have always suffered, been ridiculed and persecuted. Today, 

the Mennonite church continues to be a suffering church due to persecution in certain 

parts of Asia, Africa and Latin America. The speakers compared these e.\periences of 

suffering to those of the Israelites whose God, who also is the Mennonites* God. remains 

the same: a God who protects and a God who punishes. Just as God guided the Israelites 

through their enslavement, their exodus from Egypt and their migration through the 

desert, so did he guide the Mennonite ancestors across the world in good and bad times. 

As the history of the Israelites shows, God helps those who fear him and who follow him. 

those who need and accept his help. But God also punishes, or withholds his blessings 

from those who are grouchy, ungrateful or do not praise him (Jubiliiumsheft. August 14. 

1997, pp. 3, 5-6, 10). 

Envisioning the Future The descendants of those eternalized in the photographs now 

celebrated their anniversary. With all the blessings they had received, the celebrating 

Mennonites concluded, they should not only be thankful for the past 75 years, but should 

also continue to be thankful into the future. One speech laid out why thankfulness was 

important and how it could be achieved: "In order to encourage each other towards a 

grateful way of life, we must carry grateful attitudes in our hearts. This is easier to say 

than to do, and at times it must have been difHcult for our parents and grandparents. 

Some people cannot accept God's ways and they may become very unhappy people, 

because where a grateful way of life stops, envy and discontent move in. A life guided by 

For other foundation can no man lay than that is laid, which is Jesus Christ. (I Corinthians 3:11) 
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a thankful heart is good, because it teaches to give up one's ego and to place it under 

God's will in all life situations. The happiest people are not those who own the most, but 

those who thank the most. God wants his children to be thankful, because ingratitude 

leads to darkness. In contrast, a thankful and positive attitude casts a warm light of love 

and gratitude onto everything and everybody" (translated and paraphrased by me; 

Jubilaumsheft. August IS, pp. 7 and 8). 

Thankfulness for the past and gratitude as a way of life shape a Mennonite present 

and future of responsibility and challenges. "Zusammenarheii" (HG; "cooperation") here 

was the key word. A guest speaker from Paraguay explained how the three different 

communities in Menno. Chaco, had learned to cooperate, first in areas of health, then in 

Christian service, and fmally in economic and educational areas. Arrogance and pride of 

one congregation believing itself better than the other, he argued, were obstacles to 

cooperation (Jubilaumsheft, August 16. p. 4-5). 

Another speaker (Jubilaumsheft. August 16. p. 7 and 8) addressed three possible 

areas of cooperation and challenge among the Mennonites in the Cuauhtemoc vicinity: 

economy, education and spirituality. According to him, present projects needed to be 

strengthened and new projects envisioned; 

In the economic realm, Mennonites had learned to increase their com. cheese and 

apple production by utilizing irrigation, chemical fertilizers and modem techniques. But 

after 75 years of agricultural experience in the Bustillos Valley, they now realized that its 

water table was falling and that the demand for their produce might no longer be a given. 

Competition among NAFTA partners and on the world market now was on the agenda. 

Staying competitive means to work out problems and challenges together. 

The speaker acknowledged schooling to be a sensitive issue for most Mennonites. In 

Holland, he reminded his listeners, Mennonites were among the most educated people. In 



128 

Russia, education declined after fifty years. A school reform during the 1840s required all 

teachers to have a formal education and the level of education went up again. Fifteen 

years after migrating to Canada, some groups again instituted formal teacher education, 

while others did not deem it necessary. Disagreement on the type of school had often led 

groups to split up. The Mexican Mennonite groups' ancestors saw their children's 

education as crucial in passing on their faith to their children, and thus willingly took on 

the hardships of migration. Mexico had generously tolerated the Mennonite schools, 

except for the Lazaro Cardenas incident. Now. thankfulness needed to translate into the 

realization that they had not always done their best, and into the responsibility of bringing 

schools back to higher levels in order to educate better citizens for the Mexican country 

and better citizens for eternity (JubilSumsheft, August 14. p. 8. and August 15. p. 6). 

Schools, this speaker argued, were very important for the colonies, for their healthy 

economic development and for the spiritual life in the congregation. If all those 

responsible for education would come together, future cooperation in schooling should be 

possible. 

In regard to the spiritual realm, leaders from various churches would only have to 

meet and cooperation would follow. Although they were split worldwide into many 

different congregations, the Mennonites almost always agreed on the initial Anabaptist 

core teachings, such as non-resistance, baptism upon confession of faith, and Nachfblge. 

Well-organized cooperation in economic, educational and spiritual-Christian areas 

now. at the end of the millennium, was not only in demand, but constituted a challenge. 

The speaker envisioned various challenging future projects: a centralized milk industry 

cooperative needed to compete successfully with large private and foreign cooperative 

businesses, a Mennonite health insurance, and a Mexican Mennonite HUfswerk (HG: 

Relief Organization) which would cooperate with the MCC and other Hilfswerke 
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worldwide. Some cooperation, however, had already materialized in such projects as the 

Alienheim, Unser Hqffhungsheim, the credit union, the savings bank, and the Ackerhau-

Versicherungskasse (HG; agricultural insurance). Fire insurance and other traditional 

institutions also continued to serve the Mennonites well. Finally, this speech praised the 

way in which so many committees, composed of numerous men and women from five 

different congregations and from six different colonies, had cooperated - a phenomenon 

never seen before. 

After the Big Event With the conclusion of the three day celebration, the anniversary 

continued to linger on in spoken or in written form, with the donation of a Mennonite 

monument by Ciudad Cuauhtemoc, and through a post-celebration event honoring 

committee members, volunteers and those who had contributed with exhibition booths. 

Two local and at least one Canadian German writing Mennonite newspaper^^ reported 

about the 75"* Anniversary as a successful endeavor thanks to the help of many hundreds 

of volunteers. An estimate of SOOO visitors participated during the first day of the 

celebration, while the total attendance of all three days was estimated at 12,000 people 

from the Cuauhtemoc area, including Mexican neighbors, as well as visitors from North 

and South America. All newspapers praised the anniversary as well organized and 

peaceful with only a few minor incidents. About one hundred Mennonite men had helped 

the Cuauhtemoc police forces to keep order on the festivity premises and the parking 

areas. The visitors, who described the celebration as well organized and versatile, were 

pleased or even enthusiastic. On a more critical note, some of the speeches might have 

been too long, especially since the echo inside the storehouse made the amplified 

The following description - if not indicated otherwise, is synthesized from articles in the following High 
German-language newspaper issues: DMR. Vol. 6. No. 16. August 20. 1997: DMR. Vol. 6. No. 17. 
September 3~. 1997: DMR. Vol. 6. No. 18. October I. 1997; DMR, Vol. 6. No. 21. November 19. 1997: 
DMP. Vol. 21. No. 9. Septembers. 1997; DMP. Vol. 21, No. 10. September 19. 1997; MZ. No. 10. August 
15. 1997; MZ. No. 11. August 22. 1997; MZ. No. 12. August 29. 1997; MZ. No. 16. September 26. 1997: 
MZ. No. 23. November 14. 1997. 
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speeches difficult to understand. While all newspapers publicized photos taken during the 

event in several issues, the Deiusch-Mexikanische Rundschau printed several of the 

speeches given at the celebration. The local German radio program broadcasted several 

speeches as well, and soon cassettes were available for sale to the general public. 

Reminding readers that the anniversary took place under the main theme "Grosser 

Got! wir loben dich" almost all parts of the program, the exhibits and activities were 

addressed. In remarking that the food was plentiful and the flowers were pretty, even 

women's work received some attention. Certainly, it was clear to everyone involved that 

"spatsearen " during the event was Just as important as the official program. 

The post-anniversary newspaper articles stressed three aspects of the program. First, 

the parade was praised as clearly having featured the development of machinery as well 

as the parallel economic upswing. Many pictures, depicting the various vehicles and 

machines exhibited, honored the parade. 

A second aspect of the program, the model farm of Delegate Klaas Heide. must have 

impressed every visitor. The writer of the captions accompanying the two pictures in the 

Memo-Zeitung (No. 23. November 14. 1997. p. 6) states that some people had invested 

great effort in building the farm in all its details: the towels drying outside, the Hausfrau 

(HG; housewife) with a hoe working in her garden, the flowers in this garden and in front 

of the house, the broom on the porch, the dog in front of the stable door, the tractors, the 

farmer next to the cistern, etc. The walls actually were built with miniature adobe bricks, 

the roofs were made of corrugated tin. and the little windows had been bought in El Paso. 

Texas. Something like this could also be part of a future museum, the writer concluded 

his observations. 

The third aspect of the anniversary that greatly captured the attention of the 

Mennonites was the participation of the two high Mexican officials during the opening. 
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The praise for the Mennonites by the Governor of Chihuahua and the Mayor of 

Cuauhtemoc resounded through the Mennonite press. Both politicians, e.xpressing their 

pride in Mexican Mennonites. pointed out that these citizens had progressed 

economically while at the same time maintaining their strict religious convictions and 

traditions. The Governor's speech was reproduced in German translation in one of the 

local issues: 

Today we take all of you by the hand in true brotherly feeling. Today we 
all want to thank God. the same God. the same Spirit, for these 75 years of 
Mennonite presence in Chihuahua. 75 years, in which you. your fathers, 
grandfathers and great-grandfathers have given your skills to this country. 
Skills in work, in orderliness, in saving, in discipline, in respecting the 
elderly, in respecting the law and in many other virtues... During this three 
quarter's of a century we have learned a lot from the Mennonites... Today, 
just as did the government 75 years ago. we would like to express to all of 
you our good will in the name of the government of Chihuahua... In these 
roots, in this loyalty to its own character, lies the great strength of the 
Mennonite people... I am honored and I congratulate myself to be with 
you today, and to officially inaugurate these festivities of 75 years of 
Mennonites in Chihuahua (from HG; my translation). Heuw nehmen wir 
euch alle hei Jer Hand in einem wirkiich hriklcrlichen Gefiihi Heme 
woUen wir -usammcn mil Ihnen diesent, demxelhen GoU, Jiesem seihen 
Geist, fiir diese 75 Jahre Anwcsenheit von Memonilen in Chihuahua 
danken. 75 Jahre in welchen Ihr, Eure Voter, Grossvdier iind 
Urgrossvdter diesem Land eure Fcihigkeiten gegehen haht. Fcihigkeiten in 
Arbeit, fn Ordmmg, des Sparens, der Diszipfin, des Re.spektes gegen die 
Alteren. des Respektes zum Gesetz und die vielen, vielen anderen lyerte... 
IVdhrend diesem dreivierte! Jahrhundert hahen wir vie! von den 
Mennoniten gelernt... Heute, genaiiso wie die Regie rung vor 75 Jahren. 
wollen wir Ihnen alien im Namen der Regierung von Chihuahua unseren 
gufen Willen aussprechen... In diesen Wurzein, in dieser Treue zum 
eigenen fVesen hat das mennoniti.sche Volk eine grosse Kraft. ... Ich bin 
geehrt und gratuiiere mir, heute mit Ihnen zu sein. und formell die 
Arbeiten dieser FestUchkeiten von 75 Jahren Gegenwart der Mennoniten 
in Chihuahua zu eroffhen (DMR. 6. Jhrg. Nr. 16. 20. August 1997). 
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As if to match this laudatory speech, the major of Cuauhtemoc felt inspired to honor 

the Mennonites with a memorial statue. He envisioned a monument that expressed how 

Mexicans perceived of a typical Mennonite. Governor Barrio was asked to inaugurate the 

monument, located by the western city limits on the road to Rubio. Both local 

newspapers published photos of the statue, described its appearance and explained its 

symbolism. According to this statue. Mexican politicians highly value the Mennonites* 

contributions in various economic areas. The statue depicts a Mennonite man holding a 

sickle in his left hand. This sickle, together with the oat sheaf next to him. represents the 

Mennonite economic contribution through harvests. Oats were introduced to the area by 

the Mennonites. which expanded and strengthened the economy. The milk can next to the 

statue represents the colonies' major source of income: milk and cheese. The apple in the 

man's right hand symbolizes the major income of Cuauhtemoc that the Mennonites 

strongly support. Since the apple is a symbol of Cuauhtemoc, it also stands for the 

cooperation between Mennonites and Mexicans. The municipal government and the 

colonies shared the cost for this bronze monument of 600 heavy kilograms standing on a 

two-meter high concrete pedestal. 

Although well intended and probably well received, one of the newspapers evaluated 

the statue and the Mennonites whom it was modeled after, in a more critical voice. The 

government's praise of the Mennonites' economic endeavors evoked satisfaction, but it 

also led to a certain troubled feeling: 

Us Mennonites want to be the silent ones of the country, and we should 
follow the bible and its teachings. But our faith and love for the word of 
God was not noticed so much that it was taken into consideration. Would 
it not be gratifying, if our native neighbors had recognized our love for the 
word of God so clearly, that they would have incorporated a Bible 
somewhere into the sculpture? ... Can our neighbors not see our faith in 
the word of God? Do we live out the biblical objectives so insufficiently? 
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(from HG; my translation) tVir Mennoniien wollen die Stillen im Lande 
sein. die sich an die Bibel und ihre Lehren hallen sollen. Doch ist unser 
Glaube und die Liebe fur das IVorl GoUex nichi soviel gesehen warden. 
dass es in Betracht genommen wurde. Ware es nicht schon, wenn unsere 
einheimischen Nachbarn unsere Liehe an das IVort Goiles so deuilich 
erkannt hallen, dass sie irgendwo im Denkmal eine Bibel mil eingeplani 
hdllen. ... Sehen unsere Nachbarn unseren Glauben an das IVori Goiies 
denn nichi? Leben wir die bibli.schen VorsiUze so schlechi aus? (DMR. 6. 
Jhrg.. Nr. 21. 19. November 1997). 

This critique was intended more as a self-questioning and self-criticism than as a 

critique of those who had fashioned the monument. But nowhere criticism was heard that 

the statue only depicted a male Mennonite. but not also a female Mennonite. as providing 

all the economic contributions. Would not a monument featuring both a man and a 

woman have represented the Mennonites' economic contributions more completely? 

Women's work, as I will discuss in Chapter 4. not only is complementary to and thus 

crucial for men's work, but also includes money-generating activities. 

Towards the end of the year, one more celebration in conjunction with the 75"' 

Anniversary took place. On December 6. the chair of the Executive Committee sent out 

an invitation letter for a post-anniversary celebration to all committee members, the 

businesspeople who had rented booths and their spouses for December 15. and for the 

volunteers and members of the men's choir for December 20. To be held at somebody's 

storehouse in one of the villages of the Swift Current Colony, this recognition celebration 

was an opportunity for the exhibition committee to hand out the wooden certificates of 

appreciation it had made for every committee member and exhibitor. The program also 

included short speeches, singing of the hymnals already sung during the anniversary, a 

showing of the two parts of the documentary film, a raffle of some souvenirs and a coffee 

break (Invitation letter from the Executive Committee Chair. December 6. 1997). Thus, 

before the year could pass, a final celebration concluded the anniversary year. 
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2.3. History Reconsidered 

What then is a Mennonite? ... I should admit readily that I cannot really 
define a Mennonite. The word describes a group of people that hold a 
common religious belief. They suffered great hardships because of this 
long enough, and in sufficient isolation, to become an ethnic and cultural 
entity. One cannot say that a Mennonite is a German, a Dutchman, or a 
Russian, although throughout the group's history large numbers have 
merged with other nationals about them. Mennonites in Canada may well 
be in the last phase of e.xistence as more and more accept the general 
culture about them, encouraged by tolerance and the mutual respect of 
members of our Canadian mosaic (Harder 1977:1). 

Harder's definition reflects the strong tendency in Canadian and U.S. Mennonite 

scholarship to define "Mennonites" on the basis of a "shared** history and symbols that 

created a bounded ethnic and religio-cultural "entity" characterized by certain internal 

structures. As this perceived unit fails to be isolated and its boundaries become 

permeable. "Mennoniteness'* becomes threatened, and an "identity crisis" emerges. Such 

a definition of "identity" can be deconstructed, as the concept of "identity" is more 

complex than simply a matter of "structure.** Group identity is a socio-cultural 

construction of meanings and everyday practices that is embedded in historically shaped 

political and economic contexts that are continuously contested and negotiated. Rather 

than a stable "thing,** "identity'* is inscribed in the changeable discourses and practices of 

specific socio-cultural. political, economic, gendered, spatial and temporal conjunctions. 

"Identity," thus, is not so much about "being" as something that has occurred in the past, 

but about historically contextualized "becoming" in the present and future. 
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Static definitions of group identity have tended to follow Barth's (1969) 

conceptualization of ethnicity as a bounded formation - though not necessarily a 

territorial unit - constructed and maintained through social interactions based on 

culturally constructed differential categories and standards. Alonso (1994:391) criticizes 

such conceptualization of ethnicity by pointing out the two variants of ethnicity that are 

used simultaneously in such identity construction: While "what is called race... privileges 

somatic indexes of status distinctions such as skin color, hair quality, shape of features, or 

height,'' the second variant that "is called ethnicity ... privileges style-of-life indexes of 

status distinctions such as dress, language, religion, food, music, or occupation." The 

combined use of these concepts of race and ethnicity in identity construction, however, is 

dangerously flawed: 

The false precept that underlies such observations is that ethnic groups are 
genetically pure breeding populations with distinct, homogeneous, and 
bounded cultures. Ethnicity is thus rendered primordial and ethnic groups 
become viewed as superorganisms characterized by unique repertoires of 
cultural traits that can be transmitted, borrowed, or lost (Alonso 
1994:392). 

While "ethnic constructionists are the most visible critics of primordialists." Alonso 

finds fault with their focus on discourse and their failure to "recognize fully that ethnicity 

is invented in the course of cultural, political, and economic struggles. ...The point 'is not 

to declare ethnicity invented and stop there, but to show in historical perspective how it 

was invented and with what consequences'." While Alonso supports the constructionsts' 

processual view of ethnicity, she stresses that "this fluidity is limited by hegemonic 

processes of inscription and by the relations of forces in society" (Alonso 1994:392). 



In his Prison Note Books, Gramsci lays out the concept of hegemony as pertaining to 

"the rule of other [than proletarian] classes at other periods of history," and as " 'cultural, 

moral and ideologicar leadership over allied and subordinate groups." Hegemony thus 

refers to "the formation of a new ideological 'terrain.' with political, cultural and moral 

leadership and with consent" (Forgacs 2000:423). Gramsci stresses the importance of 

"consent" in supporting the leadership's interests: 

The 'normal' exercise of hegemony in what became the classic terrain of 
the parliamentary regime is characterized by the combination of force and 
consent variously balancing one another, without force exceeding consent 
too much. Indeed one tries to make it appear that force is supported by the 
consent of the majority, expressed by the so-called organs of public 
opinion - newspapers and associations..." (Gramsci in Forgacs 2000:261). 

For Gramsci. hegemony is a dynamic process that can produce only temporary 

stability, and thus "the fact of hegemony presupposes that account be taken of the 

interests and the tendencies of the groups over which hegemony is to be exercised, and 

that a certain compromise equilibrium should be formed" (Gramsci in Forgacs 2000:211). 

Hegemony thus simultaneously is lived in everyday experience and constantly 

renegotiated, thereby opening opportunities for counter-hegemonic forces to establish 

their own hegemony. 

Important for the construction of hegemony is "an intentionally selective version of a 

shaping past and a pre-shaped present, which is then powerfully operative in the process 

of social and cultural definition and identification." In other words, a "selective tradition" 

is "passed off as 'the tradition' " (Williams 1977:115). In her study on "the re

presentation of the past in scholarly texts and Mexican popular and official discourse." 

Alonso (1988) 
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examines how nationalist re-presentations of the past, produced by those 
in control of the state system, appropriate and transform local and regional 
histories and the memories of subordinated groups through the strategies 
of naturalization, idealization and de-particularization. ... Through these 
strategies, a selective tradition of nationalism which is key for the 
consolidation of the idea of the state, is produced by the institutions and 
personnel of the state system. This tradition is critical to the construction 
of hegemony by agents and institutions of the state system (Alonso 
1994:389). 

This selective tradition, as part of hegemonic processes, simultaneously coexists with, 

and is contested by alternative traditions based on popular social memories. As social 

memory is central to a construction of social meaning, history, i.e. social memory, 

becomes an important ground upon which official and popular memories are negotiated. 

As only hegemonic discourses have the power to speak for "the nation." "counter-

histories articulate the voices of peasants, women, workers, ethnic groups, but never the 

voice of an all encompassing imagined community." "Thus, histories are not about the 

past which is dead... but instead, about a past which lives in and has significance and 

consequences for the present" (Alonso 1988:46-51). 

The dynamics of Mennonite history and re-presentations of history can be interpreted 

through the prisms of "hegemony" and "selective" tradition. Throughout history. 

Mennonites have shaped their identity in opposition to existing hegemonic forces. But 

gradually, internal and external processes of Mennonite groups created their own 

hegemonies. The Mennonites' ruling classes, i.e.. the church and secular leaders as well 

as wealthy landowners in general, defended their ideological and material interests via 

the consensual maintenance of "tradition" based on religious doctrine and - if consensus 

failed - via force by e.xcommunicating those individuals who refused to conform to 

church rules. However, at certain points in history, excommunication of non-compliant 

community members became a powerless means to stop counter-hegemonic 
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developments based on renewed common sense and everyday practices grown out of 

changing socio-political and economic contexts. Counter-hegemony thus led to the 

formation of a new Mennonite group that organized lives around a reformulated 

hegemonic order as yet another variant of Mennonite identity. The hegemonies associated 

with different Mennonite church variants today, thus define and redefine themselves not 

only against "the world," but also against each other. 

As I intended to demonstrate in the Chapter I. Mennonite selective traditions 

commemorate a history and ethnic identity that is characterized by religious tenets, 

persecution and suffering, migration, the emergence of political, socioeconomic and 

religious systems and hierarchies that are associated with "isolated" colony life, and 

group fusions and fissions. While the selective traditions of Mennonite representations 

mainly center around both the unity and segmentation of Mennonite groups thereby 

focusing on structural features, alternative representations of everyday life, and especially 

women's lives, have been pushed into the background until recently. I now brietly 

examine both official and alternative narratives of Mennonite history and identity as 

found in both Canadian and U.S. scholarly literature and during the 75"* Anniversary in 

Chihuahua. 

The anniversary of 1997 was an intriguing event in that it narrated history from an 

emic perspective. The celebration not only represented and reinvented parts of "Me.xican 

Mennonite" history in a strong show of Mennonite group cohesion, but also reflected 

socio-cultural realities, values and interests of those Mennonite groups who organized the 

event, thereby revealing the existence of group schisms and opposing hegemonies, social 

hierarchies and class. The three-day celebration was an event of the present that pointed 

towards the past, and thus embodied Gramsci's notion of the connection of conjunctural 

(i.e. moment-specific) and organic (i.e.. quite permanent) conditions (Forgacs 2000:201. 
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427). While the hegemonic discourse during this event echoed previous themes, its 

emphasis diverged from that found in Canadian and U.S. scholars" writings. An analysis 

of the 75"' Anniversary generates three major observations: the llrst relates to Mennonitc 

unity based on theology and its historical consequences, the second to Mennonite local 

and global histories of fusion and fission, and the third to everyday life and gendered 

identity. 

The official Mennonite narrative stresses unity based on a shared history of beliefs 

and suffering, and on a shared socio-religious. economic and political old order that 

emerged in dialectic to the "worldly" order. Original Anabaptist religious tenets led to 

churches of voluntary believers who were baptized upon confession of faith to Join a 

community that was separated from the world but united within. The strong conviction of 

the importance of the unity of word and deed shaped outward e.xpressions of beliefs in 

everyday life. The Anabaptist principle of Gelassenheit meant that individual salvation 

could only occur collectively, through the humble submission of personal interests to 

God and the community of believers. Firm in their beliefs and everyday practices, which 

contested the existing hegemonic realities of various European regions. Anabaptists were 

willing to die for their cause. 

During the early 17"' century, efforts to unify the various ethnic and congregational 

groups following Anabaptist tenets were concentrated on fostering a common historical 

consciousness. Early Anabaptist literature, especially the Martyr*s Mirror (1660). played 

an important role as - to use a Gramscian phrase - a "so-called organ of public opinion". 

In northern Europe. Anabaptists gradually formed an ethno-religious movement, the 

Dutch-North-German Mennonites. In Prussia, they consolidated their beliefs, 

standardized economic activities, and traded Dutch for German language and customs. 

They adopted the local Low German as their everyday language, and allowed High 
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German to replace Dutch in churches and schools. This group formation was aided by the 

Prussian ruling classes (kings and nobles) who guaranteed special privileges of religious 

freedom and schools. Previously persecuted because of their contestation of hegemonic 

power, the Mennonite groups found themselves as privileged citizens under political 

powers who valued their economic achievements more than they were concerned with 

their non-conforming way of life. But when the national and international political 

landscapes changed, the new rulers re-instituted persecution of Mennonites. this time in 

political and economic forms by removing their special privileges and by restricting their 

landholdings. 

Rather than being absorbed into the emerging hegemonic rule, large numbers of 

Mennonites preferred to emigrate to where they could again live under a political system 

that granted new privileges. During migration, Mennonites typically thought of 

themselves as the children of Israel on their way to God*s Promised Land. Their socio-

religious ethnicity that had grown out of an originally religious identity in Prussia, now 

was directly impacted by Russian colonial policies. The protection and privileges granted 

to Mennonites were linked to colony membership. Thus the original membership based 

on baptism gave way to (partial) church membership at the time of birth. The Mennonites 

also had to break with their principle of separation of state and church as they were 

expected to maintain an autonomous administration. Mennonites. reshaping their identity, 

stressed faith and persecution, and the authority of the church ministers. In giving their 

church leaders the highest power. Mennonites instituted a new - their own - hegemonic 

order. 

In Canada, the Mennonites who had originated from the most conservative groups in 

Russia strove to recreate this old order from Russia that they had come to consider their 

own. The outward expression of a communal living style based on agriculture within the 
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solid land base and village communities characterized by mutual aid was extremely 

important to them. Within these boundaries they strove to continue their religious and 

cultural life based on privileges granted by the government, and realized by their 

religious schools and churches. As the Canadian government pulled back their support 

and exerted forceful strategies to ensure hegemony, conservative church leaders 

interpreted these threats as a test to maintain unity in a counter-hegemonic manner. Not 

willing to yield to secular power, Mennonites again migrated to a new "promised land." 

During the 75"* Anniversary of Mennonites in Chihuahua, the anniversary's 

organizers and orators, most of them from the liberal General Conference community, 

continued this discourse on unity in faith and shared history. They expressed their 

gratitude to their pioneering ancestors - not only to those who had gone to Mexico, but 

also those who had left for Russia and later Canada. Those pioneers had been willing to 

take hardships and suffering onto themselves in the name of their faith. Accepting the 

burden of "God*s chosen people." a people destined to always live in a hostile 

environment (world)" (Miller 1993:45). the speakers extended this vertical line of 

ancestry further back into the past by comparing their own people's experience of 

suffering with that of the Israelites. This near-equation enhances the meaning and identity 

of existence within a divine context on earth. 

Although different interpretations of faith, i.e.. translations of faith into everyday 

practice, have led Mennonite groups to split and migrate, the anniversary celebrated faith 

as the unifying power of Mennonites that links groups together over time and space. In 

doing so. the anniversary celebration contested the common depiction of Mexican 

Mennonite groups as being separate and different from Canadian or United States 

Mennonite communities. As I discussed earlier. Canadian or U.S. Mennonite scholars 

tended to "other" Mexican Mennonite groups, i.e.. to distance themselves from Mexican 
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Mennonites through a focus on economy and education. By focusing on faith (Nachfolgc 

and service), the speakers during the anniversary evoked historical and global unity of all 

Mennonite believers, no matter what congregation, nationality or ethnicity. 

A close look at the history of Mennonites, however, reveals exactly this: nationalities, 

ethnicities and congregations. As the Anabaptist faith, conceived by members of the 

Swiss Protestant Reformation movement, spread north, it settled in several nations among 

members of various ethnic groups and economic classes. In the north, members of the 

middle class, urban artisans and merchants, peasants, and those who intentionally 

established rural communities as a means to avoid the Spanish Inquisition, formed 

congregations. These communities were composed of either Flemish or Friesian groups 

whose mistrust of each other went so far that mixed marriages were punished with 

excommunication. 

Friesian and Flemish groups transplanted their animosities to Prussia where - even 

after 200 years - mutual perceptions of "difference" could not die out. Intermarriages 

between these two Mennonite ethnicities were still punished with e.xcommunication even 

during the early years in Russia. But while the groups in Russia eventually consolidated 

as "the Russian Mennonites" in sociopolitical, economic, and material matters, 

continuing religious dissonances led to the splitting off of sub-groups from the originally 

established colonies. As the Russian government - reacting to international developments 

- changed its minority group stance from acceptance to assimilation with policies that for 

the Mennonites meant the learning of the Russian language and the loss of military 

exemption, outside pressures intensified internal group differences. Opposing the new 

policies, the most conservative, along with the less affluent and the landless, decided on 

emigration to Canada. There, the government's hegemony was not only flexible enough 
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to allow special privileges - even though only temporarily - but also actively recruited 

European farmers as model immigrants. 

In Canada, the Mennonite groups from Russia e.xperienced renewed conservative 

splits, regroupings, and resettlements based on inner-group disagreements, but also linked 

to economic realities. The tremendous tensions of inner- and intra-group schisms 

occurred in the context of Canadian government policies, as well as intemational 

developments that fueled "conservative" and "liberal" discourses and practices among 

Mennonite groups. The changing national government's policies affected previously 

granted privileges concerning schools and pacifism, and placed conservative church 

leaders into the uncomfortable position of having to maintain an old order not only 

against changes imposed from the outside, but also against those individuals within their 

groups who accepted these changes. As a result. Mennonites began to suffer either under 

the Canadian law enforcement, or under their own leaders* obedience measures. After 

only two decades in Canada. Mennonites faced external and internal pressures upon and 

among their conservative and liberal groups, which caused some to modify their 

traditional ways, while others again looked for emigration as a means to maintain their 

old order. As the Re inlander Church, known as the "Old Colony." voted for emigration, 

the leadership had been successful in instilling consensus for the maintenance of their 

socio-religious hegemony. 

After about 50 years in Chihuahua, the Old Colony Church leaders' hegemonic rule 

again lost its struggle against a counter-hegemonic rule. The General Conference Church 

emerged as several non-complying individuals and their families had been placed under 

the ban - caused by the rubber tire controversy - but managed to establish their own 

church with support from a third Mennonite party. Now separate though interacting 

hegemonic structures, the two churches continue to contest each other's convictions and 
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practices. The 75"' Anniversary is a case in point of Old Colony Church leaders 

contesting General Conference initiative and project realization. 

The anniversary revealed segmentation not only among, but also within the different 

church groups. While the more liberal groups, well-to-do business men. and men in 

general were predominantly involved in the festival planning and organization, the 

conservative groups were underrepresented. due largely to their active disapproval of the 

festivities. Intensive publicity via newspaper and radio attempted to convince opposed 

groups or individuals of the good purpose and morality of the anniversary. Such 

advertising activity originated mainly from General Conference sources and spread to 

other churches, their leaders and skeptical members. Crossing church boundaries, many 

poor people may not have had a chance to attend, although employers or well-to-do 

community members had helped at least some of them to obtain entrance and dinner 

tickets. Also underrepresented. as I will discuss shortly, were women and children's 

interests. 

The diasporic Mennonite unity in faith that reaches so far back in time and space has 

not been achieved in everyday reality. The anniversary reflected a sense of self-

confidence on part of the local Mennonites vis-a-vis the global Mennonite community. 

They had. for the first time, published a history book about their own history in Mexico. 

The anniversary organizers also seemed to make a point to break free from Canadian 

Mennonite influence by insisting on being the sole organizers of the festivities. The 

anniversary celebration thus reinvented Mennonite history by simultaneously stressing 

unity and revealing group difference that continues across the Bustillos Valley along 

social and denominational lines. 

With the master narrative's focus on macro-structures and processes, the micro-view 

of everyday life within Mennonite communities has largely been lef\ out of Mennonite 
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representations of their history and identity. The importance of everyday life for a 

historically grounded identity becomes clear when we consider Bourdieu's understanding 

of the relationship between history and hahitus. This relationship helps us to grasp how a 

sense of "Mennoniteness" could have been maintained in the context of a complex puzzle 

of migrations, group splits, and re-organizations. Bourdieu defines "hahiius "as practices 

that are adjusted as they interact with other agents within a range of preexisting 

possibilities, "the intenUonless invention of regulated improvisation" (Bourdieu 1977:10. 

79). "History", according to Bourdieu. is the product of hahitus. which itself not only 

emerges out of history but also continues history. The individual and collective practices 

of everyday life, i.e.. hahiius. are quite self-regulatory and carry on a continuity that 

transcends larger structural changes. Histor>' thus is embodied and enacted in individual 

and collective bodies, which allows for continuity within change. Bourdieu expresses 

these ideas elegantly: 

The hahitus. a product of history, produces individual and collective 
practices - more history - in accordance with the schemes generated by 
history. It ensures the active presence of past experiences, which, 
deposited in each organism in the form of schemes of perception, thought 
and action, tend to guarantee the 'correctness' of practices and their 
constancy over time, more reliably than all formal rules and explicit 
norms. This system of dispositions - a present past that tends to perpetuate 
itself into the future by reactivation in similarly structured practices, an 
internal law through which the law of external necessities, irreducible to 
immediate constraints, is constantly exerted - in the principle of the 
continuity and regularity which objectivism sees in social practices 
without being able to account for it... (Bourdieu 1990:54). 

The habitus - embodied history, internalized as a second nature and so 
forgotten as history • is the active presence of the whole past of which it is 
the product. As such, it is what gives practices their relative autonomy 
with respect to external determinations of the immediate present. This 
autonomy is that of the past, enacted and acting, which, functioning as 
accumulated capital, produces history on the basis of history and so 
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ensures the permanence in change that makes the individual agent a world 
within the world (Bourdieu 1990:56). 

While historical accounts of Mennonite domestic life are basically non-existent. 

Mennonite scholars have recently begun to acknowledge the importance of everyday life 

structures such as "the family" (Redekop 1986). Several studies have given attention to 

the central role of the "family" for Mennonite survival, especially in times of hardship 

and suffering. For example. Wedel (1901) points out that quiet. Christian-based families 

who conservatively guarded their traditions carried rural communities in Prussia. This 

family-based life-style, together with other qualities, continued to be important for the 

pioneers to Russia and later to Canada: 

This first group of Mennonite pioneers (1874 Chortitza immigrants to 
Manitoba] has left us a rich heritage which remains for us to develop. In 
less than two hundred years it has had to face a grim struggle for survival. 
first on the steppes of the Ukraine and then in the prairies of Canada. Like 
other groups facing this situation, it emphasized these qualities that made 
survival possible: family and group solidarity, courage, fortitude, self-
reliance. and a simple sustaining faith in supreme guidance (Harder 
1977:9). 

Redekop (1986:90) points out that beyond such general statements, "any sort of 

systematic documentation of the actual extent and importance of kinship among 

Mennonites" has been scarce, as has been published knowledge on "the practical 

implications of kinship, in terms of various kinds of mutual aid and support." Focusing 

on the Kleine Gemeinde Church in Manitoba. Loewen's (1993) more recent research of 

personal documents such as diaries and letters confirmed the importance of the extended 

family as the core migrating unit which made survival of strenuous conditions during 
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migration possible. More importantly. Loewen (I993:i.\-x) argues that families -

including women - play an important role in the reproduction of identity: 

The examination of the Kleine Gemeinde and its descendants during the 
three generations between 1850 and 1930 illuminates the strategies that 
conservative, agrarian people employed to reproduce their life-worlds. The 
strategies were carried out within three social schemes. The everyday lives 
of the Kleine Gemeinde reveal that the family, which included the kinship 
networks, the household economic units, and the domestic sphere of 
women, was their primary social unit. On the community level these 
families were tied together by the lay-oriented church congregation: it 
encouraged a deep piety, ordered social relationships, and defined social 
boundaries. This closely-knit community and the exigencies of its 
reproduction called for a judicious interaction with the outside world and 
especially the market economy. The factors of family, church, and market 
thus worked together to ensure a measure of continuity in a changing 
environment. Here was an old world reproducing itself within the new. 

Mennonite scholars thus have been aware of the importance of everyday life 

structures and processes within the socio-political and economic structures they made 

central for their historical narratives. Why did they silence most of the history of 

Mennonite everyday life? One could argue that history as a discipline has traditionally 

focused on major political and economic events at the expense of everyday life. But in 

the case of Mennonites, the collective character of the people under study has intensified 

this characteristic of an academic discipline. Anabaptist groups had early learned to avoid 

persecution by being die Siillen im Lamie (HG; the silent ones in the country). For safety, 

but probably also for reasons of modesty, they did not want their everyday life exposed. 

An alternative explanation for the lack of written history on everyday life is that those 

who lived history often were too occupied with their everyday lives to write it down. "Ich 

habe schun oft claran gcdachi" (HG; "I have frequently thought about it"), an article by 

Uwe Friesen originally published in the Paraguayan Mennonite newspaper "Menno 
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Aktuell" and reprinted in a Chihuahuan Mennonite newspaper, discusses the 

phenomenon of history inscribed in everyday experience without being written down on 

paper: 

The history of these past 70 years is not written, it is experienced, suffered 
and lived. In this sense it is written, but it is put onto paper only in exerpts 
and in documentary form. It is now one of our tasks to preserve it in 
written form and to pass it on. 70 years of the Menno Colony [in 
Paraguay] are more than just progress and well-being. The efforts and hard 
work of the pioneers that contributed to the existence and development of 
the Colony say more about the history than mere dates and numbers. Only 
a few of the Colony's pioneers are still alive. But their personal 
experiences and adventures of 70 years of life in the Colony are valuable 
for future generations, (from HG; my translation) Die Geschichtc dieser 
70 Jahre schreihen wir nichi, sie isl erlehl, erliiien und geleht. in deni 
Sinne isl sie geschriehen. aher zu Papier gehracht wurde sie hisher niir 
auszugsweise und dokumentativ. Es gehorI nun auch zu unseren Aufgahen, 
sie schriftlich fesizuhallen und weiterzugehen. 70 Jahre Knionie Menno 
sind mehr als nur Forlscfville und Wohlergehen. Mithen und schwere 
Arbeit cier Pioniere, die zum Beslehen und zur Eniwicklung der Kohnie 
heigelragen hahen. sagen mehr aus iiher die Geschichle als nur Dalen und 
Zahlen. Von den Pionieren der Kohnie lehen schon nichi mehr viel. Ihre 
pcrsonliche Erfahrung und Eriehnisse in den 70 Jahren der Kohnie sind 
aher werivoll fur die zukiinfiigen Generationen (DMR. Vol. 6. No. 14. 
July 16. l997JS.p. I). 

The scarcity of written history on the Mexican Old Colony Mennonites in general, 

and history written by those who lived it. has early on been noticed. Already in 1948. 

Walter Schmiedehaus (1948:3) laments that he could not find much literature on the Old 

Colony Church written by its own members. He found some autobiographies, however, 

in which - as he states - humility and Goitesfurchi (HG; fear of God) turned these reports 

into written sermons within which the word of God places historical facts into the 

background. At the same time, he could not access much information in Old Colony 

schools, because history has not been part of the traditional curriculum. 
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The local Chihuahuan Mennonite Historical Society has begun to collect historical 

material about their Mexican Old Colony groups, thus filling a gap. not only in history 

reconstructed by insiders, but also a gap in material documenting everyday life. But 

Rempel and Rempel (1997: viii) note the difficulty associated with this task as they have 

found little material because those who lived this section of history did not seem to be 

concerned with writing it down for later reference. At the same time, they criticize 

historians who are members of other Mennonite groups for having written Mexican Old 

Colony history from their subjective points of view. The history of the Old Colony is so 

peculiar that it should be written separately (Rempel and Rempel 1997: viii). 

Interestingly. Rempel and Rempel themselves are General Conference members, i.e.. 

"outsiders." although they grew up the Old Colony way. Their connection to their Old 

Colony roots seems to outweigh superficial differences between the two groups. 

The JuhiUnmshuch (Rempel and Rempel 1997) that resulted from the Historical 

Society's efforts, to my knowledge, is the first historical document produced by 

descendants of those who have lived this history. The photographs and their captions, as 

well as historical essays, capture continuity and change in material possessions, in work 

and leisure, and in the well-being and suffering of women and men. adults and children. 

In contrast to autobiographies and memoirs with their strong focus on hardships and 

sufferings, the photographed history - for the most part - thus provides a vivid image of 

people and their everyday lives. The book introduces colony after colony, village after 

village, which fills history with real life images. The names of colonies, villages and 

people personalize this history. The juxtaposition of old and new makes change over time 

visible and tangible. The snapshots and posed photographs portray people - young and 

old. women and men - at work and play in the fields, on the farms, in their gardens, at the 

doctor's, outside churches or in schools, with their machines and horses, with their dogs. 
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or with their stores and agriculture related businesses. Some photographs reveal the 

inside of houses, room arrangements, furniture, relatives or friends visiting, or women 

working in kitchens. While the photographs captured peoples' appearances over the 

years, the text narrates passages of people's lives. 

This alternative narrative on Mennonite history contests the official history of mere 

hardships and sufferings woven into the known autobiographies and memoirs of men. 

many of whom held church or secular offices. By looking at this alternative, pictorial 

history, we access the everyday lives of plain people in times of change and continuity. 

However, pictorial historical material also needs to be subjected to critical analysis as 

pictures - just as all forms of representation - not only preserve a moment in natural or 

posed everyday life, but also encapsulate the dominant ideology behind notions of 

"everyday life." In "Family Frames - Photography Narrative and Postmemory." Marianne 

Hirsch (1997) examines photography as "the family's primary means of self-

representation." She points out that photographs are cultural constructions that can be 

manipulated. Photographs reflect or contest the ideal family and group intemal relations, 

but they also represent "a notion of truth." 

One such "notion of truth" is the gendered character of Mennonite everyday life 

which is clearly depicted in the Juhilaumshuch, but which has not received much 

attention in dominant discourses on Mennonite history and identity. In her article 

"Women in Canadian Mennonite History: Uncovering the Underside." Marlene Epp 

(1987) addresses Canadian Mennonite women's changing roles throughout the 20"' 

century which occurred in the context of changes among Canadian women in general. 

Epp begins her article with an overview of the neglect of previous historical work to 

consider women's history. She argues that Mennonite women have been denied a sense 

of identity as far as their historical lives have been left out of official historical records. 
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The importance of uncovering women's history lies in acknowledging gendered everyday 

life, and giving equal value to women and men's spheres: 

Women's history can also seek to discover and describe the spheres of 
activity that have traditionally been unique to women. This approach 
recognizes that men and women have historically predominated in 
separate and specific activities and that the importance of women's sphere, 
the household, has been underestimated in the writing of history. Using 
this method, topics such as the domestic arts, childbirth and childrearing. 
female networks, and women's sexuality and reproductive life are given 
more visibility and become worthy of academic study (Epp 1987:91). 

During the past few decades, Canadian and U.S. Mennonite women have increasingly 

published literature on women's history and women's lives, revealing separate gendered 

everyday experiences. For example, in "Going by the Moon and the Stars." Pamela 

Kiassen (1994) presents and interprets the life stories of two Canadian Mennonite women 

who grew up in Russia, survived the turmoil and sufferings of World War II. and 

emigrated from Germany to Canada with the support of the MCC which sought out 

Russian Mennonite refugees in Germany. In telling their stories, both women are caught 

in the tension of "telling" and "being humble." but they nevertheless tell their stories 

which are closely tied to their gender and religious identities. While one of the women 

frames her story within the Mennonite dominant discourse of '*triumph through disaster 

with the assistance of God and men" (p. 72), the other woman recounts her life in an 

alternative voice, more detached from church and men. The author, interested especially 

in religious identity, reveals the ways in which women ascribe value to domestic and 

church forms of religious life: 

In the same way that men control the access to communal Mennonite 
identity through writing history, they control the access to communal 
religion through regulating ecclesiastical ritual. When all of the preachers 
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in the colonies were killed or exiled, the church life of Russian 
Mennonites died too. Within some families, a domestic ritual life did grow 
to replace the formal religion forbidden and destroyed under communism. 
Despite their mother's ritual of prayer and storytelling, and the women's 
reopening of the churches during the German occupation, many of these 
Mennonite daughters consider themselves to have grown up "without 
religion" (Klasscn 1994:19). 

Katherine Martens and Heidi Harms (1997) have written a more recent document on 

Canadian Mennonite women's e.xperiences. identities and histories. In their frank book 

"In Her Own Voice - Childbirth Stories from Mennonite Women." the authors present 

women's birthing stories that reveal how much these stories are located within broader 

Mennonite and non-Mennonite historica! contexts, and in the context of women's entire 

live. The women whose stories are presented in this collection, break up the silence 

around childbirth which, as Martens and Harms note, is linked to Mennonite religious 

beliefs, morality, and social structures: "We have a long history of not telling, then, 

which becomes a kind of forgetting" (p. viii). This "collective amnesia" (p. viii) is 

remedied partially by the stories of these three generations of women whose childbirth 

experiences at home or in the hospital reflect that they were "struggling not merely to 

survive a rite of passage but to find dignity and meaning in the experience" (Martens and 

Harms I997:xvi). "In Her Own Voice" was well received in Canadian Mennonite 

communities, as it was reviewed for one of their German-language newspapers^' that is 

distributed throughout the Americas. In fact, I was alerted to this book by one of the 

Canadian Mennonite women working for the MCC in Chihuahua. As she introduced this 

book to a group of Mexican Mennonite women, she had tears in her eyes, because 

"finally someone had bothered to listen to the women." 

" DM P. Vol. 21. No. 7/8. August 1. 1997. p. 7. 
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The gender division of Mennonite everyday life is very much alive in the Chihuahuan 

Mennonite communities. During the yS'** Anniversary, a gender division of labor in 

committee membership, in preparation and celebration work, as well as in social 

interaction during the festivity was predominant.^® 

The gender composition of the committees working for the anniversary can serve as 

an example. Table I: Committees Oruanizinii the 75"' Anniversarv shows the number of 

committee members for each committee divided by gender and identified by a number of 

married couples. A brief glance at the numbers reveals not only a greater number of men 

participating but also the gender specific task allocation. While a total of 104 individuals 

volunteered for 14 committees, only 2S of these were women. Among the women and 

men. 12 were married couples serving on the same committee. Four women were single, 

earning wages with work outside their homes. The gender-specific division of labor 

shows that women "monopolized" the dinner committee with no male members, and 

shared other tasks with male committee members, some of whom were their husbands." 

The differential numbers of women and men in committee participation and the 

gendered distribution were not the result of chance but reflect a general gender division 

of labor. Women's tasks reflected and reinforced women's socially accepted. ever>'day. 

family and community rolesr the preparation and serving of meals, acting as hostesses, 

office work and creative/artistic work (for example, sewing aprons sold during the 

celebration, manufacturing and decorating the entrance gate, and rehearsing music and 

drama performances). 

There are exceptions to the rule. For example, a young man helped to make curd, and a woman drove a 
tractor during the second day parade. 
" These were the Host Committee, the Manufacturing of the Entrance Gate Committee, the Personnel at 
the History Club Ofllce. the Afternoon Program Committee, the Rehearsals Tor the Play "Journey of the 
Delegate 1921" and the many choirs. 
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Men. on the other hand, were exclusively in charge of the majority of committees: 

men made up the Executive Committee, the Security Committee, the Storehouse 

Committee, the Program Committee, the Parade Committees, and the Exhibition 

Committee. Men led the ceremony and gave speeches, demonstrations and games. Their 

participation was geared towards the higher-level administration, representation, security 

and economic tasks. In general, men assumed the status ofofncialness." 

The social division of labor also extended to the segmentation of visitors into groups 

based on family, gender and age. Family groups, or groups of women, men. girls or boys 

dominated the scene. The program was largely geared towards adults, and 

overwhelmingly to male adults. While men could enjoy active participation in all 

programs, women's activities were limited to rides to the villages or inspecting exhibits. 

Although one of the newspapers (MZ. No. II. August 22. 1997. p. 14) showed the 

picture of children playing tug-of-war with an "M-John Deere" tractor noting that the 

many young people at the anniversary celebration by no means were forgotten, the 

statement is not quite accurate. First, besides the popular tractor pulling, the only other 

child-appropriate activity offered during the anniversary celebration was a manual 

carousel. Second, the "children" testing their muscles with a tractor were only boys. 

Although there was some overlap, the gendered character of the committees, the 

distribution of responsibilities during the anniversary, and the gendered celebration 

activities reflected a general tendency of men's greater visibility in conjunction with 

public, economic and administrative roles. Except for the choirs and the orchestra, 

women's participation played out on the level of domestic tasks. In this way. the 

celebration rendered women hardly visible. e.xcept as passive visitors or active kitchen 

workers. If Mennonites are die Stillen im Lande (HG; the silent ones in the country), the 
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women present during the anniversary definitely appeared die Stilkn in der Cemcindc 

(HG; the silent ones in the community). 

From the Mennonites' perspective. ditTerent degrees in visibility do not necessarily 

translate into higher or lower values attached to gendered work. For example, homemade 

food - as I discuss in Chapter 5 - is a very important aspect of Mennonite social 

interaction. Women spend hours to prepare a homemade meal from scratch to serve their 

families or guests. During the food preparations for the anniversary, women showed great 

skills as cooks, organizers, and managers. In conversations, women dispersed their fears 

of not doing an adequate job, and - by giving their best - they expressed their usually 

non-verbalized pride in their work. Meals served during the anniversary were well 

appreciated and praised. 

While the disparity of gendered participation before and during the celebration can be 

attributed to an extension of everyday gendered roles, it also seems to be the result of an 

unequal gender composition of the anniversary committees. As later chapters will show , 

the Mennonite gender division of labor is complementary but overlaps, with women's 

work described as important and valued. If - hypothetically - all the committees had 

been composed of equal numbers of women and men. the anniversary might have 

reflected the everyday world of the Mennonites more precisely. The model house of the 

1920s delegate to Mexico. Klaas Heide. can serve as a case in point. Built by six women 

and four men. it vividly depicts a balanced picture of gendered life. 

2.4. Journalists' Images 

The Old Testament is hanging around in front of the school: Noah (son of 
Lamech) and Aaron (son of Abram). Abram (son of Tharah). Benjamin 
(son of Jacob). Jacob (son of Isaac) and Isaak (son of Abraham). In the 
sum of the truly converted are David and Daniel, in the whiff of wild 
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flowers are Eva. Sara and Judith. Plautdietsche (LG; people who speak 
Low German) in traditional, simple clothing, all subject to the same 
scourge of God. Northern action types, as we fancy them at the Friesian 
water front or in historic Prussia fighting the sea. now located on the dry 
Bustillos plateau, they reflect not only the typical-Anabaptism and 
nonconformism, but also their by several degrees of latitude colder blood 
and their different historical pasts. Especially at a funeral; During the 
farewell, as it becomes a matter for the Campo, the entire 
neighborhood.(from HG; my translation) Tor dem Schiilhaus des Campo 
siehl das Alle Testament herum: Der Noah (Sohn Lamechs) undder Aaron 
(Sohn Amrams), der Abram (Sohn Tharahs), Benjamin (Sohn Jakohs), 
Jakob (Sohn Isaaks) und der Isaak (Sohn Abrahams). In der Summe der 
wahrhaft Bekehrten der David und der Daniel, im Hauch wilder Blumen 
die Eva, Sara und Judith. Plautdietsche in traditioneller, einfacher 
Kleidung, die alle unter der gleichen Gottesgeissel stehen. Nordische 
Tatmenschentypen, wie man sie sich an der friesischen Waterkant oder im 
historischen Preussen im Kampf mit dem Meer vorstellen kann, denen im 
trockenen Hochtal von Bustillos neben Typisch-tauferischen, 
Eigenbrdtlerischem, das um etliche Breitengrade kiihlere Blut und die 
gleichen Vergangenheiten anzumerken sind. Gerade heim Begrdbni.s. 
Beim Abschied, wie er zur Sache des Campo, der gesamten Nachbarschaft 
wird (Langin 1996:185). 

The quote above is representative of journalistic descriptions of Mennonite groups in 

Mexico in that it establishes the Mennonites' link to the past, their "exotic" appearance, 

their "strange" customs, and their "difference" from their Mexican host society. Even in 

short articles, authors manage to establish a tension between the identities of 

"Mennonites" and "Germans."" On the one hand, journalists evoke the reader's 

perceptions of the Mennonite being different due to their "traditionalism" and "exoticism: 

"they are the Old Testament incarnate. But on the other hand, they evoke a colloquial 

feeling of Germans being very similar to Mennonites due to their alleged "Germanness." 

i.e. journalists perceive of them as being "northern action types." This "assertive" type-

Journalists seem fascinated with Mennonites as Germans stuck in the time tunnel. Bringing this fixation 
along on their visits, they only came to perpetuate their own images for their readers, some of whom in turn 
stop by at the Mennonite colonies during their backpack tours through Mexico to see these "e.\otic" 
Germans for themselves. 
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casting is delineated in strong contrast to the Mexican host culture, often expressed in 

Mennonite "blood" being "colder" than that of Mexicans and Mennonite minds being 

more "practically" oriented than those of Mexicans. This attempt at "blood invocation" or 

the attaching of "ready-made sets of identifications" is what social theorists have called 

"the primordialization of ethnic groups," i.e., the idea that "ethnicity is tlxed. 

fundamental, and rooted in the unchangeable circumstances of birth" (Cornell and 

Hartmann 1998:48-49. 248-49). Thus, journalists' use of primordialist rhetoric in such 

essentialist forms is the relentless simplification of the historically grown difference and 

complexity of both "Germanness" and a distinctively formed "Mennoniteness" that has 

become culturally autonomous. Moreover, journalists' emphasis on the resilience and 

endurance of Germanness among the Mennonites starkly caters to the idea of a diasporic 

globalism of Germanness and thus alludes to dangerous notions of earlier German 

nationalist and expansionist concepts of an imperialist "Deulschium, " i.e. "Germandom." 

Some short-term investigators come non-informed, misinformed, or with detlnite 

preconceptions about what the Mennonites in Chihuahua are like. Since journalists or TV 

crews have little time to spare, they are often unable to get the information or footage 

they seek to support their preconceived images. In one case, a local Mennonite woman, 

who had assisted a German TV crew in getting access to Mennonite activities, told me 

that the crew was disappointed when they realized that Mennonites are not as closed off 

and isolated as they had imagined. 

The result of short-term visits and limited access to information are often 

generalizing, stereotyping, superficial, and mostly faulty accounts. This is the case, even 

though journalists do realize that there are different groups of Mennonites that can be 

classified as "conservatives" and "liberals." But the attachment of such labels based on 

external differences, such as use of machinery and technology, choice of profession, and 
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clothing, are too easily translated into fundamental differences between the groups 

(Heisenberg 1991:2; Langin 1996:213; Unknown 1998:5). The traditional socio-religious 

institutions of the Old Colony, namely their schools and churches, are especially targeted 

by Journalists as examples of the curious customs of the Old Colony. In discussing 

traditional schools, articles hardly ever fail to mention the large size of Mennonite 

families (DPA/FAZ, 1987:7; Heisenberg 1991:2). Authors point out the absence of 

subjects taught at contemporary "worldly" schools from the religiously based traditional 

"village school" curriculum. They stress that the High German used at school is not even 

understood by the schoolteachers themselves (Buscher and Towell 1996:142). Similarly, 

the sermons at church are said to be understood neither by the preacher nor the 

congregation (Buscher and Towell 1996:143; Langin 1996:216). Observed everyday 

behav io r  and  gende r  dynamics  a r e  sub jec t  t o  gene ra l i za t i ons  and  b i a se s :  women  don ' t  

smoke; work is distributed strictly according to gender; women work long and hard days; 

women are bashful and do not speak to strangers (Buscher and Towell 1996:134; 

Heissenberg 1991:2; Simon and Towell n.d.:92). Generalizations such as these deny 

Mennonite actors their individuality and distort information. For example, the strangers 

to whom women "do not speak" should be read as "male strangers." Women will react 

quite differently to "female strangers.** 

First impressions of "the Mexican Mennonites" in Chihuahua that center around 

"unusual" external appearances and behavioral characteristics, such as distinct dress 

codes, the Low German language, and traditional forms of worship (DPA July 2. 1987; 

Heissenberg 1991; Simon and Towell n.d.; Unknown 1998:5). easily cast Mexican 

Mennonite groups as curious European residuals of times long past. Mennonites are 

depicted as stubbornly following the austere life-style of farmers who still continue their 

Protestant reformation legacy: 
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In spite of the long pilgrimage all over the world, they maintained their 
traditions that are hundreds of years old (from HG; my translation; 
Heissenberg 1991:1). 

It is. as if time in Neuendorf suddenly came to a still stand one hundred 
years ago (from HG; my translation; Unknown 1998:5). 

Articles underline the oddness of the Mennonites: tall, light-skinned, blond and blue-

eyed. the men wear overalls, while the "pale" women wear old-fashioned, high-necked 

dresses and straw hats with ribbons (DPA July 2. 1987:7; Heissenberg 1991:1-2). 

Women's dress code and behavior seem of special interest as they reflect female morality 

(Heissenberg 1991:2; Langin 1996:214). In the following quote, while the descriptions 

seem correct, the choice of words and phrasing'^ reveal the author* s ethnocentric 

attitudes and her construction of "old-fashionedness" and "backwardishness": 

... hair. Still moist it is plaited into braids and put up high. Its accurately, 
razor-sharp drawn mid-parting gives their stem faces an additional 
expression of strictness. The Fehr women, too. wear the prudish uniform 
costume of their forbearers (Allvorderen) - dark, high-necked, unadorned 
dresses which inhibit immoral thoughts (dumme Gedanken) in anyone. 
"Women (IVeiber)^^ should not be pretty through their jewelry or clothes, 
but through their deeds by which they follow Chrisl". says Margaiete 
Fehr. "To follow Christ", among the Mennonites means work, work and 
once more work. The bible verse "Earn your bread in the sweat of your 
face...." (Verdiene dein Brot im Schweisse deines Angesichts) for them is 
daily reality. Already at three, four years of age. children have to carry out 
their first tasks, feeding chicken and ducks, collect windfall, help with the 
harvest." (from HG; my translation) "... Haar. Noch feucht wird es zu 
Zopfen geflochtan unJ hochgexteckt. Der akkurale, messerscharf gezogene 
Miiielscheilel verleiht ihren ernslen Gesichlern zusatzlich einen Ausdruck 
von Sfrenge. Auch die Fehr-Frauen trcigen die hiedere Einheilsirachi der 

As in all translations throughout this dissertation. I attempt to maintain the original tone of voice. 
The High German tenn "Weiher (women) has a negative, derogative connotation. Throughout my slay in 

Chihuahua. I have never heard a similar Low German word in use. Instead, women are called "Friies" 
(LG. women) or "Friiesmemchtin " (LG; women folks). 
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Ahvonieren - Junktc. huchgexchiossenc. schmiicklose Kleider. die 
niemamlen auf Jiimme Gecianken ktmmen lassen soUen. "Die Weiher 
soUen nichi schon sein durch Schmuck und Kleidimg, sondern dutch ihre 
Talen. in denen sie Christus michfolgen. " xagi Margarete Fehr. "Christus 
nachzufoigen, " das heissi hei den Mennonilen Arheil, Arbeit und nochmal 
Arbeit. Der Bihelspruch "Verdiene dein Brot im Schweifie deines 
Angesichts" ist fiir sie tdgliche Realitat. Schon mit drei, vier Jahren 
miissen die Kinder erste Arheiten verrichten. Hiihner und Enten fiittern. 
Fallobst samnteln. hei der Ernte helfen. (Heissenberg 1991:2) 

The local Mennonite Low German language, falsely called "overseas dialect" (Langin 

1996:213). and its everyday use has been primilivized and also depicted as "strange": 

Some languages have 40 words for the color green. The Mennonite Low 
German has only one word for: going out, looking at girls/boys, flirting. 
having a Rendezvous, visiting relatives or friends or neighbors, sitting 
somewhere to chat or talk seriously - whatever. For everything, hence. 
that is not work or the sleep of the just. This word is "spazieren ". 
Someone who wants to sit down and chat will say: "Wir woUen ein wenig 
in der Stuhe spazieren. " (HG; Let's visit in the living room for a while.) 
(from HG; my translation) Es giht Sprachen, die hahen 40 Worter fiir die 
Farhe Griin. Das mennonitische Plait hat ein einziges l^ort nur fur: 
ausgehen, nach den iVhidchen/den Jungs .sehen. flirten, ein Rendezvous 
haben, Verwandte oder Freunde oder Nachbarn hesuchen, irgendwo 
sitzen und plaudern oder auch ermtlich reden - was immer. Fiir aHes 
ehen, was nicht Arbeit is! oder der Schlaf des Gerechten. Dieses Wort 
heifit "spazieren Schldgt Jemand vor. sich hinzusetzen und zu plaudern. 
sag! er: "Wir wollen ein wenig in der Stube .spazieren. (Buscher and 
Towel I 1996:141) 

The obvious "otherness" of Mexican Mennonites also is detected in their unfamiliar 

rituals and behavior. Journalistic texts and snapshots often present traditional church 

services, including funerals (Simon and Towell n.d.:94) and congregation meetings. Not 

only the unadorned church room, but the black dresses and the unusual "monotonous" 

and "a-melodic" (Unknown 1998:2) singing are commented on. 
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Of special mention in journalistic descriptions is behavior that does not conform to 

Mennonite moral norms. Articles seem eager to uncover the more "human." the "sinful" 

side of Mennonite life. Headlines such as "Fernsehen ixi ihr einziges Lasla " (HG; "TV 

is their only vice") (Heissenberg 1991:1-2) are among the less sensationalist descriptions. 

Other authors (Simon and Towell n.d.:94-96) have, in te.xt and photo, capitalized on girls" 

forbidden smoking, unusual public displays of affection, and Old Colony dating 

practices, including the occasional pre-marital intimate relationships. More tragically. 

Buscher and Towell (1996:137) describe the Brommkjriesel (LG; spinning top) game of 

the male youth, where teenagers attempt to get their pick-up trucks to turn around their 

own axels on two wheels, that, not surprisingly, has resulted in frequent accidents and too 

many deaths. 

In trying to make sense of Mennonites without a deeper understanding of the people 

and reason behind customs and behavior. Mennonites in Mexico have been described in 

ways that are similar to the way colonial nationals have described "primitive" or "third 

world" subjects under their rule. Ethnocentric judgments depict the Mennonites in 

Mexico as "childlike." "backward." "lacking education" and "not capable of taking 

adequate control" of their contemporary problems. 

There is something childlike about his hard working sons. well, about all 
the men in general. Their shyness towards strangers, which suffocates 
each attempt to harmlessly chat on the village street. Or their switching 
into unembarrassed curiosity and asking questions as though they were 
children. A childlike quality also lies in their wildness and the occasional 
brutality, their Brommkjriesd'gamc... He pulled the plastic-globe from the 
closet. ... He is looking for Germany, the Netherlands. Menno Simons' 
country. He cannot find it. (from HG; my translation) £/u «.v KindUches ist 
auch an seinen harl arheilenJen Sohnen, fa an Jen Mcinnern iiherhaupi. 
Die Schen Fremden gegeniiher. die jeder Versuch einer harmlosen 
Plaiiderei aiif der Dorfstrafie in Schweigen erstickt. Oder umschiiigt in 
unbefangene Neugier und in Frugen. wie sie Kinder stelien. Das Kindliche 
isl auch in ihrer fVildheil und der gelegenllichen Brutalitdt. im 
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Brummkreiselspiel (139) ... "Er holt seinen Plastikghbus vom Schrank... 
Er sucht Deulschland die Niederlande, Memo Simons' Land. Er findet es 
nichi (Buscher and Towell 1996:139) 

Some reports ascribe the contemporary problems of Mexican Mennonite groups to 

both external and internal causes. These articles point out that drought, NAFTA, cheap 

US imports, and the low valued peso threaten the Mennonites' existence in Mexico. In 

addition to these external conditions, socioeconomic problems are depicted as self* 

inflicted by the ''pious, intentional analphabetism of the Old Colony", and the internal 

disagreements of the different groups which make internal charity and alleviation of 

problems difficult (Buscher and Towell 1996:132; Simon and Towell n.d.:90 and 95). 

Some journalists also set out to find the underlying causes of Mexican Mennonite poverty 

and their "northward rush" to Canada which in turn leads them to live and work in 

exploitative conditions: 

... Many have been granted citizenship their forefathers held, but those 
who work as sharecroppers are unprotected by Canada's minimum-wage 
laws. Men. women and children, some only eight years old, work in the 
fields from dawn to dusk for as little as 8S [Canadian] cents an hour. At 
night, families of 15 and 20 huddle in shanties. Shocked by the migrants' 
woeful state. Towell visited Mennonite colonies in Mexico, where he 
discovered why the northward rush had begun. Too little land. Too many 
children. Fields board-dry after a three-year drought. Cattle eating cactus. 
Families surviving on milk, bread and jam. Two out of three farmers 
landless • bankrupted by a flood of low-cost food poured across the border 
by U.S. agribusiness (Simon and Towell n.d.:93). 

As mentioned before, at the same time as Mennonites are subjected to "othering." 

German journalists unreflectively seem eager to construct similarities between Mennonite 

and German identities. This endeavor can be traced back to the early efforts of non-

anthropological (and in this case also non-joumalistic) writers, such as the former 
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German Consul Walter Schmiedehaus (1947. 1948), who overtly romanticizes "the 

Mennonites."^ He described the Old Colony as 

... a German ethnic splinter called 'Old Colony' Mennonites ... A German 
folk-tribe (Volkssiamm) which has been uprooted from its "home soil" for 
almost two hundred years, but has maintained its primordial ways through 
all its migrations until today, because of their community which is so 
deeply anchored in the religious realm, (from HG; my translation) ... ein 
Jeuischer Volkssplilter genannt die "Allkolonier," MennonUen... Ein 
Volksstamm also. Jer seii hold zweihunden Jahren dem Heimathoden 
eniwurzett ist, sich aber aiif Grund seines im Religiosen tie/ verankerten 
Gemeinwesens auf seinem langen Wandenvege seine ureigenste Arl his 
:um heuiigen Tage erhcdien hat (Schmiedehaus 1948:1). 

As romanticized and primordialized subjects, the Mennonites become inhabitants of 

the "Last Islands of God" (Langin 1996). These islands, seemingly material as well as 

spiritual, evoke a popular German "Aussieiger " mentality." Heissenberg (1991:1) 

mentioned the proverbial German diligence that created materially different landscapes in 

northern Me.xico. At the same time, such "islands" seem to offer lives in isolation from 

the real world. On Sundays, pious, traditional Mennonites have been said not to "put 

down their hymnals all day long" (Unknown 1998:2). Out of reach for Wehmenschen 

(HG: worldly people), those "Last Islands" are only accessible to Germans through 

romanticized notions of "Germanness" based on such common roots as work ethic, 

language, and food: 

Neat fields and perfectly straight rows of fruit trees line the wide, bumpy 
roads that lead into the idyllic villages of 500 souls. The originally 

34 
It is only fair to mention, though, that his writings not only otTer valuable historical information, but are 

also valued and appreciated among the Mennonite groups in Chihuahua, who remember the late Walter 
Schmiedehaus as a loyal friend and supponer of the Mennonites. 

With "German "Aussieiger " mentality." i refer to a perceived readiness for social withdrawal that is 
captured in the widespread saying "Reifjurdie Imel" (HG; "Ready for the island"). 
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German village names "Blumenthal." "Gnadenfeld." ... are used less 
frequently even by the inhabitants. Over the years they got used to the 
numbers that the Mexicans substituted for German names that, to them, 
only are tongue twisters. ... The kitchen smells as grandmother's used to; 
the Sunday meal is simmering on the stove: chicken with potatoes, rice 
pudding and fruit compote.... Later, breakfast evokes feelings of home in 
the [German] visitor: instead of Mexican scrambled or fried eggs with hot 
chili sauce and refried beans, we have bread with butter, cheese and home 
made marmelade. (from HG; my translation) Ordenlliche Felder unJ 
schnurgerade Ohsthaumreihen scinmen die hreiten, holprigen Wege, die in 
die idyllischen 500-Seelen-Ddrfer fiihren. Die urspninglich deutschen 
Ortsbezeichnungen Blumenthal. Gnadenfeld werden .selhsl von den 
Bewohnern immer seltener henutzt. Man hai sich im Luufe der Jahre an 
die Nummern gewdhnt, durch die die Mexikaner die fiir sie 
zimgenbrecherischen deutschen Namen ersetzt ha hen. ... In der Kiiche 
duftet es wie bei Grossmutlern, aufdcm Herd kuchell das Sonntagsessen: 
Huhn mit Kartoffeln, Michreis und Ohstknmpott ... Beim anschHefienden 
Friihstiick kommen dem Besucher Heimatgefiihle auf: Statt mexikanischen 
Ruhr- oder Spiegeieiern mit scharfer Chilisofie und Bohnenhrei giht es 
Brot mit Butter. Kdse und .selh.stgeniachie Marmelade.... (Heissenberg 
1991:2) 

The construction of a common "Germanness" between contemporary national 

Germans and ethnic groups of German descent is fortified by comparing "Mennonites" 

with "Mexicans." Besides the physical characteristics of the people themselves and the 

environment they create, some Mennonite and Mexican core values are juxtaposed: 

Next to the moustached, pot-bellied Mexican neighbors, the tall, blond 
Mennonites appear yet taller and blonder and more world-fleeing, (from 
HG; my translation) Nehen ihren schnauzhartigen. kugelhduchigen 
mexikanischen Nachbarn wirken die grossen blonden Manner noch grofier 
und blonder und weltfliichtiger (Buscher and Towell 1996:134). 

As different as their physical appearance is their material environment: Mexicans use 

"rusty busses and old American cruisers" on "dusty, straight roads which are wider than 

the dirty bordering houses are high" (from HG; my translation. DPA July 2. 1987:7). 
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Similarly. Mexican ramhos reflect poverty and carelessness towards the environment, 

while Mennonite settlements are just the opposite: 

Everything is clean and orderly, the plain gray houses have shiny white 
window-frames, the farms are surrounded by gray, precisely made fences. 
(from HG; my translation) Alles ist sauher unii orJeni/ich. die schlichten 
graiien Hauser hahen strahhnd weifie Fenslerrahmen, die Hofe sind von 
ebenfalls graiien, exakt gemimerten Mauern umgehen." (Unknown 
1998:5). 

The Mexican neighbors on the one hand are said to respect the Mennonites for their 

diligent work ethic and their honesty, and they profit from temporal jobs during the 

har\'est time and from Mennonite charity. On the other hand, they are characterized as 

still puzzled by their Mennonite contemporaries who largely remain endogamous and 

reject modern consumerism. They live in two worlds, where contacts remain superficial 

and knowledge about each other is based on stereotypes and gossip (Heisenberg 1991 ;2: 

Unknown 1998:2). 

Unfortunately, lively Journalistic descriptions such as those discussed above have ihc 

potential to deceive one Into thinking that they reflect reality. For a split second. 1 am 

tempted to replicate short-term visitors* fascination with encountering German-speaking 

people in Mexico. Initially, feelings of connectedness and common identity are evoked in 

the encounter, while simultaneously feelings of difference emerge. The confusion also 

occurs among the Mennonites. many of whom seem ready to slip into a modem German 

identity, not knowing what has become of their place of origin during the past centuries. 

Heissenberg (1991:2) captured one General Conference man's opinion on this topic: 

"We love this language [German] and still feel we are Germans." G. H.... 
says. And he adds laughingly: "When I say tomorrow, then I mean 
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tomorrow and not any time like the Mexicans." (from HG; my 
translation) "Wir liehen diese Sprache und fiihlen uns immer noch cds 
Deutsche, " sag! GH aus Blumenau. Und Uichelnd fugt er hinzu: "IVenn 
ich morgen sage, dann meine ich auch morgen und nichi irgendminn wie 
die Mexikaner. " 

But Mennonites also recognize differences. While they call themselves "Dielsche." 

they refer to Germans from Germany as "Dietschlander," both meaning "Germans." 

Encounters between traditional Mennonites and modem German citizens create tensions 

between the identities of these groups. Mennonites repeatedly expressed their perception 

of themselves as "German," while they also committed themselves to being "Mennonite." 

and "Mexican or Canadian citizens." During my summer 1995 visit to the Mennonites in 

the Bustillos Valley, one well-known widower among the colonies in Chihuahua 

expressed his impressions about me at our first encounter in front of one of the local 

Mennonite bookstores; "You could be one of us. but actually you could not be one of us." 

This Mennonite sage summarized the key to the problem in his straightforward 

observation. The common ground of Germans from Germany, and German-heritage 

Mennonites in Mexico is based on e.xternal, linguistic, romanticized and ideological 

similarities emanating from a common past a couple of centuries ago. In capitalizing 

upon differences and similarities, journalists manage to create a picture of "Mexican 

Mennonites" that blurs the boundaries of this common heritage, but is attractive to 

readers back in Europe. The different reports have in common a supertlciai contact and a 

generalizing attitude that does injustice to the versatile aspects of Mennonite life. Real-

life people disappear behind stereotypical "Neufelds" or "Abrams." Casting Mennonites 

in light of "century-old traditions." reflects a static, ethnocentric view that assumes 

Mennonites still continue to follow medieval practices without the slightest modiflcation. 
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Instead of attempting to give an impression of everyday life, as tiiey propose to do. 

journalists tend to focus on 'how it ought to be.' on male perspectives of keeping the 'old 

order' alive, and on church leaders' perspectives. While non-anthropologists also notice 

that some things are not always the way they are said to be. most of their observations 

focus on departures from ideal behavior. In sensationalist reports. Mennonites are judged 

against their own ideals and ideology and then ridiculed because they cannot measure up 

to their own standards. Such judgments are oblivious of the fact that "the ideal" and "the 

real" contrast in cultures worldwide. 

Do Mennonites in Mexico have any interest in how they are depicted? I believe this 

question can be answered in the afflrmative. When I visited women. I noticed that they 

made sure their hair was in order or that they were wearing pretty scarves. Taking 

pictures almost always involved arranging dresses and posing. One of the Old Colony 

women who was filmed for a documentary video shared with me that if she had known 

she would actually appear on that video, she would have changed from her oldest 

working clothes into her nicest clothes. She and others further criticized the Canadian 

filmmakers for mixing footage shot in Durango and Chihuahua to create a universal 

representation of "Mexican Mennonites." Thus. Mennonites will appreciate positive and 

balanced reports on their people, beliefs and ways of life. One of the strongest indicators 

that Mennonites are not indifferent as to how they are represented is the fact that they 

have been very active in funding and founding their own museum in the Bustillos Valley. 

The beginning of the construction of this museum has recently been celebrated in a public 

event. 



168 

PART II: DOING ANTHROPOLOGY 

CHAPTER 3: An Anthropologist at Work 

Criticizing non-anthropological studies to increase anthropological authority is not a 

new strategy in ethnographic writing. Pratt (1986:27) has drawn attention to this 

well-established habit among ethnographers of defining ethnographic 
writing over and against older, less specialized genres, such as travel 
books, personal memoirs, journalism, and accounts by missionaries, 
settlers, colonial officials, and the like In almost any ethnography dull-
looking figures called "mere travelers" or "casual observers" show up 
from time to time, only to have their superficial perceptions either 
corrected or corroborated by the serious scientist. 

Far beyond being a mere stylistic means to establish authority, I believe such criticism is 

imperative, especially as contemporary anthropologists are struggling with issues of the 

politics of representation. In writing this ethnography, I have been confronted with 

problems of representation. I have experienced "concerns - with how to imagine and 

value difference, how to foster both empathetic forms of understanding and historically 

grounded perceptions" (Lutz and Collins 1993:xiii). Thus I was also affected by the 

persistent problem of discussing sensitive issues when the community that is written 

about can, and should, read what has been written about them. I have attempted to paint a 

realistic picture of Mennonites as I have experienced them during my field research. Of 

course, I cannot claim freedom from bias. But I contend that anthropological biases can 

be turned into assets if anthropologists lie out their theoretical backgrounds, disclose their 

research methods, and reveal their relations to the people studied. In this sense, I want to 

reflect on my own ethnography, and I will position myself within the context of the 
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Mennonites. Besides laying out my research methods, I especially intend to show the 

ways I have worked and connected with the people I studied. 

In the first part of this chapter (3.1. Traveling, Making Contacts, and First 

Impressions), 1 describe how I first went to the field, how I made initial contacts and 1 

summarize my preliminary findings about the Mennonites in the Bustillos Valley. In the 

second part (3.2. Research Design and Fieldwork), I reveal my building of relationships 

with Mennonites, and I lay out my methodological approaches. In particular, I disclose in 

which ways the actual experience of fieldwork modified my preconceived research 

design and conceptual points of departure. In the third part (3.3. Writing Processes), I 

reflect upon the epistemological processes involved in doing fieldwork and in writing 

about this experience. I discuss some contemporary approaches to the construction and 

transmission of knowledge, and I describe my own strategies in writing this dissertation. 

3.1. Traveling. Making Contacts and First Impressions 

Traveling and Making Contacts All I knew about "the Mennonites" in January 1995 

was what I had read in Leonard Sawatzky's by now "classic" book They Sought a 

Country: Mennonite Colonization in Mexico (1971). I had also been fortunate to attend a 

guest lecture by Kelly Hedges at the University of Arizona on "The Mexican 

Mennonites" and their differential use of languages, namely Low German, High German 

and Spanish. This was the focus of her dissertation in process, which was finished in 

1996 and which I had the opportimity to read after my return from Chihuahua in 1998. 

Herman Bleibtreu, who has worked with Mennonites in Chihuahua for several years, 

had been my first real link to "the Mennonites" in Mexico. During an independent study I 
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took with him, we discussed his ethnographic experience and my intellectual curiosity 

peaked. Finally, he suggested that I should go "down there" to see for myself. Before I 

knew it, he put me on the phone with Sara Martens,' one of his long-standing connections 

in Cuauhtemoc, Chihuahua. Excited and apprehensive about what to say to a 

"Mennonite," it did not occur to me to speak to her in German and I began in English. 

But far from being shy, she asked me: ''Sprechen Sie gar nicht Deutsch?" (HG; "Don't 

you speak German?"). Embarrassed, and blushing, I quickly switched from English to my 

native language. I had made first contact. 

In January 1995, my husband Michael and I were on our way to Cuauhtemoc to meet 

Sara Martens. After an uneventful drive on the flat, monotonous and littered Mexican 

highway between Ciudad Juarez and Ciudad Chihuahua, the beauty of the rugged 

mountains that rise between Ciudad Chihuahua and Ciudad Cuauhtemoc pleasantly 

surprised us. When we finally arrived at our destination, and drove into the city of 

Cuauhtemoc, we were greeted by a huge statue of its patron, Cuauhtemoc, the last of the 

Aztec rulers of Mexico. 

Except for our license plate,, our old Volkswagen diesel rabbit was indistinguishable 

from most of the Mexican cars on the streets. Unaccustomed to the "Mexican way of 

driving," we carefully made our way through the Calle Morelos, our windows rolled 

down and listening to the noisy Ranchero tunes that greeted us from the little stores 

lining the street. The atmosphere was typical of a Friday afternoon: cars were cruising 

through the street in stop-and-go manner, and pedestrians were trying to find their way 

^ All Mennonite names used are pseudonyms. 
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both on the sidewalks and across the streets. In this busy afternoon hour, we soon 

witnessed that Cuauhtemoc indeed was a city of las Ires culturas} We took notice of 

Mexican caballeros whose outfits were not much different from those of Arizona 

cowboys: high-heeled boots, jeans. Western shirt and cowboy hat. Mexican women and 

teenage girls strutted down the streets in brightly colored dress. Raramuri men from the 

sierras were hard to pick out of the crowd, but the women were visible in their wide, 

colorful skirts and scarves. They walked through the streets, of^en in groups, 

accompanied by children. We also observed advertisements in German at local 

pharmacies, hospitals, stores with veterinary supplies, restaurants etc. Then, as we drove 

on, we noticed Mennonite men, women, and children. Would these be future informants, 

we wondered? 

Although our car might not have seemed very out of place, our faces were. Just as we 

were examining our surroundings, so we became objects of scrutiny. Occasionally we 

would hear '^dolares, dolares," the constant slogan of the illegal currency traders in 

caballero-look. As we would soon learn, this invitation to exchange dollars into pesos 

was yelled to every Grmgo-looking person driving or walking through the sureets of 

Cuauhtemoc. In a similar manner, Mexican boys swarmed our car at almost every U'afiic 

light to clean the windshield, trying to make a few pesos from the foreign looking 

persons. Following the directions on Herman Bleibtreu's hand-drawn map, we finally 

turned into a quieter street in search of the Mennonite bookstore. 

^ "Las Tres Culturas," or "The Three Cultures" is an annual festival held to honor each of the tree cultures 
- Mexican, Rardmuri (as the Tarahumara Indians of the Sierra Madre call themselves) and Mennonite - at 
home in or around Cuauhtemoc. 



172 

Libreria la Fuente de Vida is a Mennonite-owned and operated bookstore in 

Cuauhtemoc.' We were to meet Sara Martens at the store but she had left for the 

countryside to spend the weekend with her aging parents. A Mexican friend of Sara said 

she would be back in two days and directed us to another friend of hers, the nurse Lena 

Schmitt. Lena worked at a Mexican gynecologist's office in town. Lena, like the other 

Mennonite women we had seen while driving through town, was quite dressed up. She 

expected my arrival and greeted me with a friendly smile. Within only ten minutes, we 

were communicating in three languages: German, English, and Spanish. Before Lena sent 

us off to the Mennonite-owned hotel along the highway, she invited us for Faspa* at her 

house for the following day. At that point, I had not the slightest idea of what Faspa 

would consist of in a Mennonite house. To my delight I was indulged with Mennonite 

baked goods as well as cheese and sausage. Faspa would become one of my main 

settings for conducting informal interviews. 

The mix of several languages and cultures in Cuauhtemoc initially captured our 

attention and we wondered how Mennonites interacted with their non-Mennonite 

neighbors. A sign at the west entrance of Cuauhtemoc states that Cuauhtemoc has close 

to 70,000 inhabitants. However, people told us that by now, probably there are about 

140,000 residents. Originally a small train station town called San Antonio de los 

Arenales from which cattle were loaded and transported, Cuauhtemoc grew into the small 

city it is today largely due to the presence of Mennonites. The cattle business continues to 

^ This store is a non-profit endeavor by the Comite Menonita de Servicios (SP; Mennonite Servicc 
Committee), a Mennonite missionary organization from Canada. 
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be important in Chihuahua, but apple plantations and fields carrying crops such as com, 

beans and wheat have complemented the picture. 

Today, Cuauhtemoc is a busy town supported by successful surrounding agricultural 

endeavors and a small but increasing number of maquiladora industries. It is 

characterized by many small businesses selling boots, sombreros and other types of 

clothing, by uncountable fruterias that sell delicious juicy fruits and vegetables, as well 

as by numerous restaurants and bars, and a fairly large Coca Cola plant whose red-white 

towers rise high above Cuauhtemoc. Interestingly, these towers once were the granaries 

that belonged to a Russian Mennonite immigrant family. Schmiedehaus (1948:137) 

observed that the huge building, originally used for cattle and thus a symbol for 

Chihuahua's cattle industry, was expanded by the silo-towers by Jacob Renpenning and 

thus  t r ans fo rmed  in to  a  symbo l  fo r  ag r i cu l tu re  and  g ra in  p roduc t ion .  S imi l a r ly ,  t oday ' s  

Coca-cola plant serves as a symbol of modernity made in the U.S.A. 

Tourist shops are as good as absent, maybe because most tourists are only passing 

through Cuauhtemoc on their way to the "real" Chihuahua, namely the spectacular 

Barrancas del Cobre or Copper Canyon. But meanwhile^ many Raramuri^ the original 

inhabitants of these Barrancas, have been forced by rigorous environmental disruption 

and drug trafficking to leave their beautiful canyons to be left to the tourists. Many 

Raramuri themselves have exchanged the mountains for the city in search of a "better" 

life. Raramuri work for Mexican families or beg for money in town, but also are hired by 

* Rempel (1995:43) explains that Faspa is "a traditional Mennonite light meal between lunch and supper." 
According to my e.\perience, Faspa consists of coffee and usually sweet baked goods, homemade bread, 
jam, butter and maybe Mennonite cheese and sausage. 



t74 

Mennonite entrepreneurs and families outside of town. Their labor is most needed and 

valued during the fall apple harvest. 

The Mennonites mainly come to town to do business. They come to go shopping, to 

see a doctor, to go to the bank, or to stop by at the Mennonite bookstore, the Mennonite 

owned travel agency, the quesena (SP; cheese factory) or the Low German radio station' 

run by a Paraguay-bom Mennonite. Besides some Mennonite families who came to 

Mexico from Russia between 1924 and 1926 (Rempel and Rempel 1997:213), there are 

some individual Mennonites from "the colonies" who live in town either because of their 

work, or because they have married into Mexican families. The plaza, which beautifies 

the view from the Palacio Municipal, the city hall, is always populated by Mexicans and 

by Raramuri, but occasionally Mennonites join the leisurely atmosphere of the plaza -

not to mention the hundreds of homeless dogs who, looking for a bite to eat, struggle to 

live in dignity. 

Outside of Cuauhtemoc, the cultural mix that characterizes the city becomes 

disentangled. My biased focus, of course, is on the Mennonites, so I will ignore what 

pertains to Mexicans and Raramuri by and large. When the Mennonites began to come to 

Chihuahua in 1922, they bought large tracts of land that were to be settled exclusively by 

them. In the "colonies," Mennonites arranged their living spaces into campos (villages) 

and transformed the rough landscape into agricultural land. Driving along the "Mennonite 

Highway," the part that connects Ciudad Cuauhtemoc with Ciudad Obregon, one drives 

through the middle of the Manitoba Colony that was originally settled by Old Colony 
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Mennonites in 1922. Driving at night, the lights, far and near, give away the locations of 

the long one-street villages. There are countless rows of light either parallel or on a right 

angle to the highway. Driving during the day, the eye can spot villages laid out close to 

the highway, as well as villages in the distance. The differences in their construction and 

their beautiful gardens and colorful flower arrangements incite the traveler's curiosity. 

Most houses along the highway are businesses, especially businesses related to 

agriculture, such as irrigation supply, seeds and fertilizers, tractor and machine shops, 

junkyards, and small construction companies. During the past couple of years, 

Mennonites have also opened restaurants along the highway and their Mennonite, 

Mexican or American cuisines are attracting both Mennonite and Mexican customers, 

occasional tourists and frequently anthropologists working in this area. Other 

constructions along the highway are spacious, modem and new looking homes that differ 

from most houses located in the villages by their occupants' obvious, fortunate, flnancial 

situation. 

What about meeting people? During my second day in Chihuahua, I wrote: "It is 

exciting to be in Mexico and hear Piatt (HG; Low German) and rather unusual to see 

"blond and blue eyed" people. Indeed, it is easy to recognize "Mennonites" (Fieldnotes: 

January 7, I99S). As it turned out, it is both easy and not so easy to get to know 

Mennonites. As we stayed at the Mennonite motel along the highway, we had some 

opportunity to talk to the family who owned the motel. It would be more accurate to say 

that my husband had the opportunity to talk to the owner who could understand High 

^ In early 1998, the German radio station moved to its new headquarters in one of the Mennonite campos 
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German. I had communication problems with the landlady and her daughters. They were 

not used to my High German and only spoke their traditional Low German which I had 

trouble understanding. My determination was bom: I had to learn Low German. 

Although the motel owners were members of the Old Colony Church, they directed 

us to a General Conference Church that we could attend on Sunday. Here, I no longer had 

communication problems. Almost everyone seemed to speak High German. A young 

man approached us and inquired with my husband who we were and what we were doing 

in this area. As it turned out, he was Bemhard Loewen, the "radio man." He announced 

us to the congregation during the service, later invited us to join him for lunch and then 

gave us a tour through two of the close-by villages. I also noticed Peter Friesen, a 

Canadian Mennonite, and Tina Dyck, the two individuals running the other Mennonite 

bookstore located on the highway, as well as Eva Stoesz, the "famous" teacher from 

Canada who had taught in Mexico for about three decades. She, too, invited us for dinner. 

The following Monday I Anally got to meet Sara Martens at the bookstore in town. 

For four hours we had our first, socially and anthropologically productive encounter. I 

was quite surprised when she asked whether I had met Peter Friesen,. Bemhard Loewen 

and Eva Stoesz. While talking to Sara at the bookstore, I also met Elisabeth Harms, a 

Canadian Mennonite who was working in Chihuahua through the MCC, the Canadian 

"Mennonite Central Committee." Elisabeth invited me for a visit later during the week. 

"It seems like we met all the important people," I commented in my fieldnotes 

(Fieldnotes, January 9,1995). Indeed, we had met the majority of those local Mennonites 

(SP; villages), just outside of Cuauhtemoc. 
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who hold key positions between the Mennonite colonies and the surrounding Mexican 

society. They are publicly visible and thus the first contact for outsiders interested in the 

Mennonite communities. While they themselves are "outsiders" to these communities to 

varying degrees, they are curious and concerned about those who are inquiring about 

their fellow Mermonites. 

The German radio station invited us to be interviewed for the evening Kinderstunde 

(HG; children's hour). We complied with this wish, telling children a little about how 

each of us had grown up in Germany. Two years later, in 1997,1 was surprised to meet a 

person who remembered me from this radio appearance. Unintentionally, we had 

received some free "publicity." But for now our first week was over, we had seen some 

places, had met a handful of people and I had gathered some initial information and first 

impressions. The people seemed friendly and just as curious about us as we were about 

them. Thus I decided to return to the Bustillos Valley. 

During the summer of the same year, Michael and I again traveled to the Mennonite 

colonies near Cuauhtemoc, this time to stay for four weeks. I had asked my husband to 

join me again in order to see whether he would be willing to spend a year or so in 

Chihuahua. Afier all, I had gone to Oklahoma for my master's degree when his own 

dissertation research on Native Americans had drawn him to that part of the U.S. Two 

years later, in August 1997, he did join me in the field for one year, postponing his own 

research plans in South Korea. 

The second time, instead of taking the route through El Paso, Texas, we crossed the 

border at Douglas, Arizona. The landscape between this border town and Cuautemoc is 
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breathtakingly beautiful, dominated by two high mountain ranges with narrow serpentine 

roads and sparse population. We had explored that route a couple of months earlier when 

returning to Arizona from our first trip in January. Unfortunately, since we had left the 

border rather late, it was getting dark and we missed out on the surrounding beauty. As 

this was open-range country, we were more concerned about being stopped by a horse or 

a cow crossing the road, than about being stopped by robbers, as Daniel Nugent warned 

us later, unaware of our oblivious attitude to such dangers. We were indeed relieved, 

though, to be warmly welcomed by the Mennonite motel owners who we were lucky to 

catch just before they went to sleep. 

Not only did we know where to stay this time, I also knew where to go to pick up on 

my work through the contacts I had established about six months earlier. My major 

interest this time was to begin learning the Mennonite Low German with my two 

teachers, Sara Martens and Tina Dyck, each located at one of the two local Mennonite 

bookstores. In return for their assistance, I agreed to help out at the stores with whatever 

work there was, and also to correct correspondence and publications they had to do in 

High German or English. I quickly realized that learning the language surrounding 

certain topics, for example "health terms for doctors," "family terms" and "women's 

work," I would get excellent snapshots of Mennonite life. Inevitably, language classes 

extended into courses on socio-cultural topics. We also read Low German stories about 

topics of interest to Mennonites and about life in the colonies. This way, I could elicit 

information about socio-cultural aspects of Mennonite life, as well as issues of health. 
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Each of the bookstores offered another advantage for me to get my fieldwork started. 

My physical presence in a public place frequented by Mennonites from all walks of life 

offered me the opportunity to "see" people, as well as "be seen." The latter was more 

important than the first, because undoubtedly people would ask my teachers in Low 

German - which during the first few days I could only guess at - who I was and what I 

was doing there. Not shy at all, the inquisitors would fix their eyes on me and scrutinize 

me from head to toe. 

Another public space at this point in my research was the Sunday morning church 

service at one of the General Conference Churches. In the church, people had the 

opportunity to examine the German visitors who lived in the United States, and they also 

were offered the opportunity to approach us. Relatively few people actually approached 

us verbally beyond a friendly greeting, though. Two years later, this behavior had not 

changed much. 

Those who approached us, or whom we approached, inquired about our intentions. 

This gave me a chance to make my study known in a nutshell: I came here because I 

wanted to leam about Mennonite women's lives, their work and issues of health, but 

first, I wanted to leam Low German. Interestingly, everybody gave me their opinions 

about where exactly, with whom and how I should conduct my research. While some 

offered me the opportunity to study their families, the majority directed me towards "the 

others," i.e., one of the church communities to which the speaker did not belong. One 

person made it very clear that I needed to be trusted and that people had to realize that I 

would not laugh at them. Part of earning this trust, my teachers had also emphasized, was 



t80 

learning to speak Low German because the women in the villages, in particular, speak 

neither German nor Spanish, nor English. I would leam later that village women could 

speak, or at least understand, more German, and even Spanish, than they were given 

credit for by "modem" Mennonites or by they, themselves. 

While I knew that trust was something that I would have to work on, I had already 

learned that by moving into public spaces and by allowing people to look at me and to 

inquire about my intent, my presence would be spread by word of mouth via the 

incredibly efficient Mennonite grapevine. Eventually, during the course of our long-term 

stay in 1997/1998, we too would become part of this grapevine in two senses: we were 

talked about and we were talked to. We would also find ourselves a place in a special 

category of the kinship identification system of the Mennonite colonies. We fit in with 

the people who did not really fit in: expatriate Mennonites of non-Mexican origin, such 

as temporary Canadian MCC workers and those Mennonites who had migrated to Mexico 

from Canada, Paraguay or the United States to work for only a short time but had already 

stayed for several years. Besides these foreign nationals, we would also fit in with a 

certain group of local Mennonites^ namely non-married Mennonite individuals,, most of 

whom were female. Our association with these two, sometimes overlapping, groups was 

especially obvious during the family-oriented holiday seasons. At Christmas and Easter 

time, we were adopted into the family of those who had no family. Certainly, the fact that 

we were Germans, i.e., that we were somehow related to these Mennonites of German 

heritage, must have facilitated our acceptance and integration. 
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First Impressions During the two preliminary short-term visits to the Mennonite 

colonies, I learned my first lessons about these fascinating, but little known Mennonite 

communities. My fieldnotes offer valuable information which reveal the dynamic 

complexity of people often described as "coming straight out of the 16"' century." A brief 

summary of my first insights into the Mennonite colonies will hint at this dynamic 

complexity. 

The seven Mennonite colonies located in the Bustillos Valley of Chihuahua^ are 

populated with an approximate estimate of 50,000 inhabitants. Originally, the colony 

boundaries were also the physical boundaries for one of several church communities. 

Today, however, "colony" is not necessarily congruent with "church community." 

Several of eight Mennonite Churches - namely, the Old Colony, Reinldnder, Kleine 

Gemeinde, Sommer/elder, General Conference, Goltesgemeinde, EMC (Evangelical 

Mennonite Church) and EMMC (Evangelical Mennonite Missions Church) Churches -

can be found in one colony. For example, the Manitoba Colony, originally founded by 

the Old Colony Church, now also hosts Kleine Gemeinde, General Conference and 

Gottesgemeinde. As different church affiliations co-exist in the geographical area of one 

colony, so they do in many villages and families. In other words, the complexities of 

Mennonite society as reflected in the church membership composition of colonies, 

villages and families make it almost impossible to place people into the famous, or 

maybe infamous, black boxes of analysis. 

^ The colony names are as follows: Manitoba Colony, Swift Current Colony, Ojo de la Yegua, Santa Rita, 
Santa Clara, Los Jagueyes and Quinta Lupita. Also sec Figure 12: The Mennonite Colonies near 
Cuauhtemoc. Chihuahua. Mexico. 
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It puzzled me that Mennonites seemed prone to infighting. Not only was there 

fighting among different church communities, but also among members of the same 

community. One of my early informants, however, did not think that this was surprising. 

'7/m Auftrag der Bibel (HG; In the name of the bible)," she said, "sollen sie ja fiir das 

fVort Gottes streiten, wenn auch nur mil Argimenten (they are supposed to fight for the 

word of God, albeit only with arguments) (Fieldnotes: July 31, 1995). 

I also detected various means of social cooperation such as the Beefring (HG; 

literally: beef circle). Here, a system of reciprocity has been established such that 

neighbors help one another with the winter butchering of cattle and in exchange receive 

pieces of beef Another culturally unique feature of cooperation that I learned about was 

the Felafniss (LG; engagement), which in the Old Colony Church is more important than 

the actual wedding. Associated with the Felafniss were certain kinds of food, such as 

Kringel, Tweebacks (LG) - both types of bread - and Pflaumenmoos (LG), a cold and 

sweet dessert concoction with plums and other types of fruit which 1 was lucky to enjoy 

two years later. 

My husband spent much of his time talking "business" to other men,^ which enabled 

him to gather information pertaining to large-scale economy. He learned that during the 

past fifteen years Mermonite economy became increasingly mechanized. Farmers now 

use large modem farming machines that are seen throughout the valley during harvest 

time. But more famous are the Mennonite queserias. During the time of mechanization, 

the cooperation between Mennonite and Mexicans had also increased, with each 

attempting to leam the language of the other party. Male Mennonites seem to have been 
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more successful in learning Spanish, though. For the Mennonites in Mexico. Low 

German is a spoken, but not a written language that makes foreign language learning 

more difficult. Although both Mexicans and Mennonites appreciate the other's presence 

in doing business, inter-ethnic cooperation has not eradicated stereotypes on either side. 

While Mennonites are described as boring and backwards, Mexicans are often described 

as lazy and dishonest, to name just a few negative stereotypes. 

The economic change during the past few years seems to have affected economic 

mobility. While some Mennonite families were affected positively, others were not so 

lucky. Early on in fieldwork we were made aware of class differences and alerted to the 

fact that there were differences between farmers and handy men. Mennonite society not 

only differentiates according to class, but also according to gender, age and marital status. 

Social interaction is circumscribed according to "membership" in a combination of these 

categories. For example, unmarried women, the Sitzengebliebenen (HG; spinsters), can 

no longer freely socialize with their former, now married, friends and thus create their 

own social group that may have once a month Sunday afternoon get-togethers. 

Over time, my early impressions of Mennonite women as subdued and passive 

shifted. I noticed women peddlers driving around with loaded pick-up trucks to sell fruits 

and vegetables in Mennonite villages and bringing their wares to sell to Mennonites 

living in town. This image of business-minded women contrasts with the stereotype of 

Mennonite women who "lose" their personal identity through marriage; "When a woman 

marries a Mr. Harms, she becomes a "Harmsche," i.e. a member of the man's family. She 

is Frau (HG; Mrs.) Peter Harms.... The wife is nobody" (Fieldnotes: August 12, 1995). 
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This stereotype is fostered by such practices as women calling each other by their 

husband' s names changed into the possessive form. The last name "Harms" thus 

becomes "Harmsche" which denotes the woman as "property" of, or at least as belonging 

to, the man with this last name. I had difficulties adjusting to this practice throughout my 

stay. On one occasion towards the end of my fieldwork in 1998, a woman introduced 

herself as Abram Petersche, and although 1 already had my husband's name on my 

tongue - "Michael Reinschmidtsche" - I just could not say it and so 1 introduced myself 

as "Kerstin Reinschmidt." Her disapproving glance reproached me for my pride. When I 

later recounted this incident to a friend of mine, a General Conference woman who had 

grown up the Old Colony way, she laughed and said that it was just that way among 

them. 

Women's worlds seem to be more complicated than first impressions would have 

had me believe. Work was gendered and within each gendered arena of work there were 

established social norms as well as spaces for interaction. For example, some of the 

church communities, the General Conference and the Kleine Gemeinde, also had a 

Nahverein (HG; sewing circle), which seemed to indicate women's "liberal" ways of 

life. These sewing circles are opportunities for women to get together and establish a 

sense of group identity, and they are also a source of social support. However, sowing 

circles are far from being "feminist."^ To the contrary, they reinforce the status quo by 

the type of work women choose to do for purposes of charity and also by the topics 

^ Feminism, of course, has different meanings for different people. During a lecture (Lecture Notes, April 
IS, 1999), Dr. Helen Henderson stated; "feminism means a focus on power relations and attempts to 
change these relations." 
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addressed during the "lecture" which follows the sewing. Still, the sewing circle has 

appeal to enough women to keep it working and besides its charity functions it can be 

a 

interpreted as a source of strength for women . 

Another early observation that struck me related to health care seeking: Mennonite 

"women don't speak Spanish," and "their husbands translate when they go to the doctor's 

office." I immediately wondered whether husbands translated, or even spoke Spanish, 

proficiently enough to speak for their wives, and whether they would feel comfortable 

enough to address issues related to women's health. Several people informed me that 

issues such as pregnancy and anything related to female reproduction were "taboo" 

among the Mennonites. "Only young couples," I was told, "practice family planning. Old 

Colony members do not plan their families." After several months of fieldwork, I learned 

that these generalizations were reflections of Mennonite norms, not necessarily actual 

behavior. 

When 1 asked about general health problems among Mennonites, one of my close 

informants, a Mennonite nurse mentioned the following issues: (1) little is known about 

contraception, (2) problems of self-medication, (3) nutrition/diet leads to overweight,. (4) 

insufficient education, and (5) lack of Seelsorger (HG; pastor who gives psychological 

attention, more specifically, who attends to the souPs needs). Many Mennonites had no 

health insurance, although some Mennonites were enrolled in Mexican health insurance 

plans, and in 1997 a small group of Mennonites was in the process of establishing their 

own Mennonite-run health insurance. When I asked informants about health, I would 

* I discuss the General Conference sewing in Chapter S. 
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elicit stories about accidents, health care seeking, symptoms and, quite fascinatingly, 

minute details of the stages of suffering endured by those who had died. It took me until 

after my return from the field in 1998 to begin to realize in which ways these illness and 

death stories could be a key to understanding the Mennonites in the colonies near 

Cuauhtemoc, Chihuahua. 

Blessed with new social contacts and enriched by ethnographic first impressions, we 

left the Cuauhtemoc area for a second time taking the northern route through the 

mountains. We came through the northern colonies that have a different look from those 

closer to Cuauhtemoc. "They seem to be built exclusively by adobe constructions, and 

the fields are cleaned as if Heinzelmdnnchen (HG; little gnomes who secretly do people's 

work at night) had offered their help. The people living here are said to be conservative. 

Beautiful landscape. We can't wait to come back to "Mennonite Country' " (Fieldnotes: 

August 16, 1995). 

3.2. Research Design and Fieldwork 

In March 1997, two years after making first contacts and gathering initial impressions, 

I returned to the field for my dissertation research. My anthropologist husband, Michael, 

could not accompany me, because he was bound for South Korea to conduct another 

fieldwork project. Fortunately, my then seven-year-old Doberman-Labrador, Shosho, was 

eager to accompany me wherever I went. After days of bureaucratic hassle getting ready 

to go, 1 peeked into Mark Nichter's office and informed him that I was finally "on my 

way to El Paso." He laughed and told me it sounded like a line from a song. The entire 
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trip to Cuauhtemoc with overnight stays and some business in both Tucson and Juarez, 

took me three days. 

On the road to Cuauhtemoc, with all the Mexican paperworic stuffed into the front 

compartment of my little blue diesel rabbit. I switched on the radio, tuned into a Mexican 

station, and celebrated my "going to the field." I recalled Daniel Nugent's description of 

going to the field in the first chapter of his book "Spent Cartridges of Revolution" (1993). 

In his book, Nugent contrasted Malinowski's being "set down" on an island "alone" with 

his experience of driving to the site of his fieldwork with a companion anthropologist. 

The Chihuahua mountains reminded him of his home in southern Arizona, and the 

"natives" were "Mexicans" who "did not appear profoundly different" from those two 

anthropologists who wanted to learn about the history of the revolutionary town of 

Namiquipa (Nugent 1993:1-2). I also was driving into a familiar landscape and the people 

I was about to live with "did not appear profoundly different" from me, as a German 

national. Herman Bleibtreu. an anthropologist who has lived with Mennonites in Mexico, 

had joked with me that I might be mistaken for a "runaway" Mennonite. Driving down 

the highway past the sign to "Namiquipa," I would feel the "fieldwork fever" growing 

inside me. I was ready to meet "the Mennonites" again. 

In the field In general, the Mennonites met my renewed presence with curiosity or 

interest and genuine welcome. While I was aware of the Mennonite practice of gendered 

social interaction, to a certain extend I also moved within the men^s world in order to 

gain their approval for my work, and for the purpose of information gathering. But the 

vast majority of my social contacts was with married or unmarried women. Women 
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questioned me about my visit, my intentions, my nationality, my family and where I was 

lodging. Many women expressed surprise, admiration, and even some consternation that I 

had driven all the way to Cuauhtemoc by myself. My acceptability within their 

communities, 1 believe, was facilitated not only by the fact that 1 was born and raised in 

Germany and that I was able to learn Low German fairly easily, but also by my 

husband's long-term presence and my parents' short-term visit. Mennonites could see me 

as member of a family, which is a crucial social unit and point of departure for them. 

But I also consciously worked on being accepted by the Mennonties. Throughout my 

fieldwork, I patiently answered women's questions. While the fact that I was "still in 

school" was often met with little understanding, my broad declaration that I had come to 

"learn about women's lives and health issues" solicited some responses of interest, but 

just as often signs of indifference. More tangible seemed my plan "to learn Low 

German." This endeavor was met with approving amazement, especially when 1 

demonstrated my seriousness with an increasing command of Low German. Even though 

initial exposure to the Low German spoken by the Mennonites in Chihuahua leaves a 

High German speaker puzzled, the languages are similar, so that with continuous 

practice, I became fluent in Low German after a couple of weeks. 

Throughout my stay, women invited me to come over for coffee, lunch or dinner. 

Sometimes 1 invited myself - for a visit, not the food - because women expressed their 

doubts about knowing anything of interest to me. I built up personal relationships with 

women, some of which are still ongoing. 
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While explaining my interests to women in broad terms, asking for their cooperation 

in this study, and eliciting information, I had detailed questionnaires in the back of my 

head. These questionnaires were based on the big mental suitcase full of anthropological 

theories that I had brought with me from the university. As it turned out, the application 

of these models and the soliciting of information were not always possible and my 

questions created confusion and astonishment. "What do you do for your health?" simply 

seemed to be a question that was not part of the Mennonite cultural register. "Being in the 

field" thus challenged me to question my theoretical baggage, store it away temporarily, 

and then rediscover it with the help of what Mennonites taught me. 

Since my interest in "health" was not soliciting elaborate answers, 1 shifted my 

strategy from asking specific and problem-solving questions to "hanging around." By 

conducting broad based ethnographic research on women, with increasing participant 

observation, I began to develop a feeling for Mennonite communities and for women's 

interests. 1 observed women's everyday lives, their interactions with others, and their 

work. 1 frequently participated in their work activities, helped to bake, cook, sew, 

butcher, move, temporarily supervise children,, do garden work, or the like. I listened to 

what women talked about, noted what they did not talk about, and began to recognize that 

specific topics are restricted to certain social settings. 

It did not take long to realize that "work" was an ever-present topic. As a matter of 

fact, instead of asking, "How are you doing?" Mennonites greeted each other by 

inquiring what the other person was doing: 'Waut schaufts?" (LG; "What are you 

working?"). I will pick up on these interesting phenomena in Chapters 5 and 6. As time 
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passed, I began to get a feeling for daily, weekly, seasonal, and annual cycles as they 

affected the intertwined secular and ecclesiastic rounds of agriculture and economy in 

general, as well as socio-religious activities and family life. Ever attached to the talk 

about "work" was the talk about "weather," among both women and men. When the sky 

was covered with clouds carrying the promise of rain, they would say the weather was 

good: "Scheenet Wada" (LG; "Nice weather"). As a city person from a rainy part of 

Northern Europe, it took me a while to appreciate their idea of "good" weather. 

Eventually, though, I not only grasped but also experienced their point that agricultural 

production depended on rain. More importantly, beneficial weather, however defined, 

always means a general communal and familial relaxed atmosphere low in psychological 

and emotional tensions. Women also talked about the sick, those who had been involved 

in accidents, the dying, and the suffering associated with each occasion. While women 

enjoyed discussions of family and community affairs,'' politics and economics were topics 

more characteristic of male discourse. 

Talk is a very effective medium to carry news from family to family, from village to 

village, firom colony to colony, even country t& country. But verbal communication is 

more than the transmission of news, though: it is a social event that finds its culmination 

on Sunday or holiday visiting. "Spatsearen," a Low German word with a range of 

meanings from "to visit" or "to converse," to "to cruise," "to court" and "to date," on 

Sunday ai^emoons refers to the visiting that takes place among family and friends with 

^ "Family" and "community" in the case of Mennonites need to be understood as both local and national as 
well as global or international. Mennonite family members and church groups - and here I am only 
thinking about those with Dutch>Prussian>Russian descent - spread into various comers of the world and 
this way create an international web of kinship ties. 
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the purpose of communicating while sharing meals, peanuts or sunflower seeds, and 

sodas or coffee. Sunday afternoon visits constitute an almost ritualized time of 

socializing. In fact, for the conservative churches, spatsearen is the only church 

sanctioned recreational activity. 

In addition to informal social networking as an avenue through which information is 

shared and spread, a more formal method now exists, namely the local Mennonite media, 

which at the time of my stay consisted of two newspapers and a radio station transmitting 

news in both Low and High German. The radio program is an especially crucial source of 

information for women who can often be heard saying "Birnhoat saed jislren daul..." 

(LG; "Bemhard", i.e., the radio announcer, "said yesterday that..."). Important for me 

was the media's "insider"'" perspective on topics relevant to my interest in women, work, 

and health. 

Observing women's work and interaction, and listening carefully to their 

conversations, I identifled "work" as the target of initial investigation. Work as a research 

topic not only coincided with my interests, but also was an accessible topic that permitted 

me to gain insight into social support networks and was important for a later 

concentration on health. I realized that female networks not only extended within and 

between group membership lines (family, village, church, colony), but also were 

important for women's mutual practical and psychological support. 

My focus eventually expanded from "work" to "health" and the relationship between 

the two. It gradually became clear that my interests were important to Mennonites in a 
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reversed manner: it was not health and preventive measures that were at the center of 

Mennonite attention, but accidents, sickness, death, and very detailed accounts of 

individual suffering. These narratives had to be closely linked to Mennonite identity, but 

how? It seemed that Mennonite women negotiated and processed their experiences 

between everyday life realities and Sunday church teachings within an overarching frame 

of morality. 

Instead of focusing on "health," thus operationalizing my theoretical interest in the 

HHPH, 1 followed the Mennonite's guidance away from "health" towards "work" and 

"non-health," i.e. a more functional depiction of health based on fulfilling work roles. 

Only from that vantage point, "health" began to make sense as important but non-stressed 

in Mennonite society. The answers I solicited reflected that for Mennonites, health 

seemed to be something given and controlled by God, derived from good moral standing, 

and expressed and experienced in everyday practice. 

Samples and Methods Studying the personal experiences of women and their families 

related to work and health relies on refined anthropological approaches based on trust, 

inter-personal relationships, and long-term interaction. In the following^ 1 describe the 

sampling criteria and methodology of this study. 

How does one sample a population of about 50,000 Mennonites spread over a 

geographical area of over 200,000 hectares, grouped into seven large colonies, and eight 

church communities (DMP, Vol. 21, No. 9, Sept. 5, 1997, p. 1; Sawatzky 1986:239)? 

Should one exclusively work with the Old Colony Mennonites who are the largest, most 

'insider" is placed in quotation marks, because the directors of both audio and visual media are male 
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conservative church group? Or should one claim "representativeness" by taking a small 

sample from each group? 

1 decided to work with women from the two congregations on the extremes of a 

continuum: the conservative Old Colony and the liberal General Conference. Importantly, 

the General Conference Church was founded by those former members of the Old 

Colony Church who had been excommunicated some thirty years earlier. Practical 

constraints, namely my limited time and flnancial resources, led me to concentrate on the 

Manitoba Colony with some contacts in other colonies. The Manitoba Colony alone 

stretches out over 60,000 hectares with a total of 56 villages, which not only meant a 

large population to sample from but also required much driving. While the first Old 

Colony immigrants from Canada had founded the Manitoba Colony in 1922, the original 

congruence between geographical area and church membership gave way to a diversity of 

other Mennonite churches. People with different church affiliations thus share one 

geographical unit. Each village is located in relative proximity to either Ciudad 

Cuauhtemoc or Alvaro Obregon, which means that the distance from a village to a 

Mexican physician is within a driving range of between a few minutes to up to two hours, 

depending on village location and the seasonal condition of roads. 

After determining which colony and which communities to work with, I decided to 

collect data from three main units: (I) the General Conference, (2) the Old Colony, and 

(3) Mennonite and Mexican health care practitioners." The first sample includes 16 

non-local Mennonite outsiders. 
" See Table 2: Sample la-li: General Conference Families: Table 3: Sample 2a-2b: Old Colony Families: 
and Table 4: Sample 3: Health Care Practitioners. 



General Conference women between the ages of 29 and 71. They are members of eleven 

families living in 15 households. Ten of the women are from four families and thus are 

related to one another as mothers, daughters, daughters-in-law and sisters-in-law. One of 

the women and her family temporarily lived with her parents who moved into their own 

house right next door as soon as the new house was finished. Six of the women are 

without relatives in my sample, but two are very close friends. 

The second sample is composed of 14 women between the ages of 20 and 45 from 

two Old Colony extended families distributed over eleven households. In one family 1 

closely worked with two sisters and their sister-in-law, all of who lived in separate 

households within the same village along with the sisters' parents.'- The other extended 

family consists of ten brothers, one sister and their nuclear families. Working with this 

single sister, her female in-laws and some of their daughters provided me access to 

eleven women from eight households. More precisely, I worked with the single sister and 

four of her female in-laws, two of whom are sisters (married to two of the ten brothers). I 

also included one of these two sisters' sister-in-laws into the study. One generation 

further down, the three married daughters of the oldest brother, and two uiunarried 

daughters of another brother provided me insight into processes of socialization and 

change related to work roles of younger generations. At the same time, the two unmarried 

daughters, and one of the married daughters still lived with their parents. 

Although I did not gather statistics on village residency, 1 can say with certainty that preferably at least 
one consanguineal or affinal kin of a woman live in the same village or in easy commuting distance. 
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The sample of 12 health care practitioners includes one formally trained Mennonite 

doctor, seven Mennonite nurses, one female Mennonite healer, and three Mexican 

physicians. 

I grew close to 21 other people outside the sample I initially selected. Through 

networking, 1 gained access to three Kleine Gemeinde women. The other 18 individuals 

included unmarried General Conference and Gotlesgemeinde women, Canadian and 

Mexican MCC workers, and General Conference men. As in the case of any ethnography, 

there were many other people who contributed in valuable ways to my study. 

The choice of the anthropologist's accommodation is often overlooked as a "method." 

I decided that a strategically advantageous position for me would be to live in 

Cuauhtemoc. First, I already had connections in town, second, I did not want to associate 

with any one church in the colonies, and, third, I wanted to live in a space where 1 could 

relax from the day's work and And time and quiet to process my data. 

My husband, who joined me several months after my initial arrival, and 1 were 

privileged to move in with a Mennonite woman, Sara Martens, who lived simultaneously 

at the margins and the center of Mennonite society. She was known among all the colony 

women with whom I worked. If they did not know her personally, at least they knew that 

Sara Martens worked at the bookstore in town and they also knew her voice from the 

program broadcasts of the local Mennonite radio station. Sara had become a well-

respected "outsider," because - as a traditionally raised Mennonite - she was still a single 

woman in her late forties, and because she had lived in town for over a decade. Her 

customers from the village shared the recent news from the colonies with her. Besides 
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passing on bits and pieces of these news items, Sara was my first source on many issues 

and always answered my questions and inquiries insightfully and patiently. During many 

evenings of cooking and sharing dinner, we also listened to the radio news and then 

talked about what had happened. Moreover, always interested in where and how I had 

spent my day, Sara loved to listen to my reports, comment on them and enlighten me 

when I was confused. In short, Sara Martens initiated me into Mennonite norms, belief 

systems, social behavior, health and illness, and ethnic cuisine. Food production and 

consumption are very important to Mennonite culture, and I was to spend much of my 

time discussing in Mennonite kitchens. Sara helped intiate my palate and cooking skills 

to the wide variety of Mennonite food. Her Sommahorsch and Kjielkje recipes are still 

my favorites to make: 

Sommahorsch fLG: vegetable soup> 
Fry some bacon and add water. 
Place small potato squares and cut onions into the boiling water. 
Shortly before the potatoes are done, add buttermilk, dill, and 
chives. 
Lemon juice may be used according to taste to give the soup a 
more sour and thus refreshing taste. 
Serve with homemade rolls and butter. 

Kiielkie (LG: homemade noodles) 
From 1 egg, 1 cup of milk and I cup of flour make dough that 
should be neither sticky nor too hard. 
Roll out and place several layers of dough on top of each other, 
separated by flour to prevent sticking. 
Cut small, slender noodles from the dough. 
Boil water with a handful of salt and place the Kjielkje into the 
boiling water for a short time. 
Pour into sieve, place into bowl and add some fat to prevent 
sticking. 
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Enjoy with ham, Schmamtfal (LG; sauce from thickened cream 
and fat) and tomatoes. 
Leftovers are best enjoyed as fried KJielkJe. 

Learning Low German during the initial months of my project was the first step 

towards establishing trust relationships. The already mentioned greeting "What are you 

doing?" as well as women's further inquiries gave me the opportunity to present myself 

as a married woman who, besides wanting to learn about Mennonite women and their 

lives, also cleaned house, did laundry, cooked, baked, went grocery shopping and tried 

her hands in gardening. The confession that my first garden was about the size of a 

shoebox always resulted in broad grins on the women's faces whose gardens generally 

are the size of one or two tennis courts. 

Women's daily routines of morning chores made it necessary for me to adopt their 

work day schedule in a modified form. During the morning I often did chores around 

Sara's house and garden while she was at work. Sometimes I spent time with Sara at the 

store. During the afternoon I "transformed" into the anthropologist visiting informants, 

and in the evening I continued my researcher's role when writing fieldnotes or talking to 

Sara, but I also took on the role of friend and companion. I lived with Sara from my 

arrival in March 1997 until April 1998. The rest of our time in Chihuahua, we shared the 

spacious house of a widowed person. Since this house was located in a campo in which 

many of my women informants lived, I was able to reduce the amount of time I spent on 

the road. 

While Sara was one of the women I am especially indebted to for instructing me in 

Low German, my other teacher was Tina Dyck who worked at the newer Mennonite 

bookstore located along the highway between Cuauhtemoc and Alvaro Obregon. In 

return for their instruction I volunteered time to help out with several projects. These two 
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bookstores and the Mennonite media center do not only have educational or commercial 

roles within the Mennonite colonies, but also are central places to meet and chat. At each 

location I could be seen or heard and become the subject of people's curiosity. In 

addition, one large-scale event, the "75"' Anniversary of Mennonites in Mexico," offered 

me an excellent opportunity not only to witness history in the making, but also to 

participate in a public event. During this initial fieldwork phase I thus strove to gain 

familiarity with the Mennonite's language and culture; to develop an overview on issues 

important to Mennonites by listening to conversations and the radio program, as well as 

by reading the local newspapers; to intensify existing contacts and to make new contacts. 

Building trust with General Conference women was a more casual process than it was 

with Old Colony women for two reasons. First, while the Conference Mennonites have 

the habit of socializing after church. Old Colony rule prohibits this practice. Second, the 

General Conference women's groups and periodical social gatherings, none of which 

customary among Old Colony members,allowed me additional opportunity for making 

contacts. General participant observation among General Conference members during 

official gatherings allowed me to thoroughly survey this community. These official socio-

religious gatherings included regular church services, special services and events during 

the holiday seasons of Easter and Christmas, community concerts, the women's sewing 

circle year-round meetings, and the women's choir that met weekly during the winter 

months. I also accepted more private invitations for get-togethers during holidays or 

birthday celebrations. During the first couple of weeks I met with each of the three 

General Conference preachers, as well as with MCC workers to inform them about my 

intentions. Both preachers and MCC workers had realized a need to incorporate women 

Old Colony Churches and communities, however, are far from static. During my stay in 1998, the Old 
Colony began to offer evening school for teenagers who already had left school but were not married yet. 
They also started evening choir meetings that were mostly attended by teenage girls. 
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into their work aimed at supporting and improving the quality of village life. They felt 

that my project might support these goals and therefore approved of my presence. Thanks 

to the Mennonites' generous social ways, initial contacts easily expanded via networking 

and snowballing along the lines of my informants' kin and friendship ties. Some of the 

women of this network became key informants with whom I met regularly, and whose 

friendships I still cherish. 

My contacts with Old Colony women primarily emerged from within two extended 

families of different Old Colony churches, and not so much from within one larger 

church community. The "being-seen strategy" in this sense had rewarded my efforts. One 

morning in July 1997, while working at one of the newspapers, a Kleine Gemeinde 

member approached me to inquire whether I would be interested in teaching English or 

Spanish. After giving it some thought, I agreed to become their English instructor. For 

the following six months, I taught beginning English to a mixed group of Kleine 

Gemeinde and Old Colony adults, teenagers and children, altogether about 15 diligent 

learners. It took several weeks for me to realize that I was teaching members of two 

extended families. Both families later consciously agreed to participate in my project. 

This approval was also given by the other Old Colony extended family, whose members I 

had met during MCC classes for women on topics surrounding child rearing and 

children's health. Several key informants emerged from these Old Colony families, who 

eagerly took turns in inviting me to their homes. In those cases where I called for an 

appointment but women had already make different plans, they would often take me 

along. I was grateful when two related, young Old Colony families agreed to let me 

accompany them to their father's birthday celebration at a Mennonite settlement located 

in a more southern state. 
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During my visits, I was seldom alone with an informant. Either her children or 

grandchildren were around, or female relatives were staying over for the afternoon, or 

were just dropping by. I would listen to them and try to seize opportunities to insert a 

question into the flow of their conversations. These visits were convenient for asking 

women to recall their time-use, i.e. to ask them what they had been doing during this day, 

the previous day or the past few days. After becoming more familiar with key informants, 

I often just dropped by in order to observe daily work routines at a particular point in 

time. 

Besides participant observation and sensitive questioning, I employed a structured 

questionnaire'^ that I based on a combination of information gained during previous 

informal contacts and my own interests. The structured questions can be grouped into 

four categories; (I) personal history and demography, (2) women's everyday work 

routines, (3) household health, the household production of health, and health care 

seeking, and (4) women's health and its impact upon the household. Since the reality of 

Mennonite social life did not always allow me to go over these questions in a formal 

manner, I posed many of them during repeated informal interviews. Informal 

interviewing allowed for a relaxed atmosphere that was more comfortable for both 

informants and interviewer. 

As time went on, my methods became more formal and I refocused on health issues. 

With some of the General Conference women 1 collected personal life histories that 

especially paid attention to work and health. During the months of August 1997 through 

March 1998,1 had the opportunity to accompany two young Centra de Salud(^?\ Health 

Center) Mennonite nurses on their immunization routes through the compos, which gave 

me access to 19 villages in three colonies. I was able to access and observe the nurses' 

See Appendix A. Questionnaire I: Mennonite Women Kev Informants. 
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work in a total of 102 households. I focused my observations on socio-economic status 

indicators, women's activities at the time of our arrival, gendered reaction and reasoning 

around the vaccination of children, as well as the nurses' ways of working with their not 

always cooperative fellow Mennonites. Both nurses, as well as the other Mennonite 

nurses and the Mennonite physician, were asked to answer questions from separate 

questionnaires/^ 

During the last four months of fieldwork, I asked female informants to record daily 

activities and information pertaining to health on a piece of paper that I had divided into a 

charted table. I distributed 25 such tables and, with one refusal and two lost sheets, 

collected 22 weekly records for analysis. I used my visits to pick up the time-tables as yet 

another opportunity to ask more detailed questions about health related topics based on 

key issues the women had addressed on their tables. 

Since I had been instructed early by a General Conference preacher about the 

Mennonites' discomfort with formal interviews and note-taking, I usually left the pen and 

paper I carried with me in my backpack.^' I rarely took notes during informal data 

gathering and took only a few keynotes during structured interviews. I tape-recorded only 

one single interview towards the end of my stay, permission for which was only given 

hesitantly. Permission for taking photographs, however, was granted without problems 

because many families own cameras and also seemed to enjoy posing for pictures. When 

I recorded data at home immediately after a visit or an interview, I had the visual picture 

See Appendi.x A. Questionnaire 2: Mennonite Nurses, and Questionnaire 3: The Mennonite Doctor. 
During her dissertation research, Kelly Hedges (1996: 32) had similar experiences: "Because of the Old 

Colony restrictions about certain technologies plus a hesitation on the part of individuals to be recorded and 
a great hesitation on my part to cause people to feel uncomfortable, I tape recorded no interactions but only 
formal, well-attended events at which the tape recorder was not considered threatening, such as at auction 
sales. ...I realized that many Old Colonists were made uncomfortable by both the structured and formal 
atmosphere created by the interviewing process and more basically by the very sight of me with a paper 
and pencil. All subsequent information gathering was conducted informally and in a conversational style. I 
attempted at times to direct conversation toward certain topics, while at others I was content to allow it to 
follow a less constrained course." 
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of the farm, house or room in my mind, as well as where people were located. This visual 

image served me as a mnemonic device for remembering the sequence of interactions and 

the course of conversations. 

The information gathered and assembled in this dissertation, I hope, will generate 

pertinent insights into Mennonite women's everyday lives in the colonies near 

Cuauhtemoc, Mexico. The women who participated in this study may have had their own 

agendas in sharing their lives with me. In the end, what really counts is that someone 

interviews and records women about their lives and their female versions - in most of the 

cases for the first time in their lives - of what it means to be "Mennonite." During 

fieldwork I reciprocated some of the women's favors by bringing presents, helping 

women with their work, writing articles for the local newspapers, or proof-reading many 

of their newspaper editions. But my real gift, I hope, is this study which sheds light on 

Mennonite women's lives and provides a forum for their voices. 

Before I left the Cuauhtemoc area, I invited the women who had participated in my 

study to a mini-symposium reviewing my work. I wanted to share my preliminary 

analysis of the information with which they had entrusted me. The reaction of one elderly 

General Conference woman to my presentation and, in good Mennonite fashion, Faspa 

afternoon may hint at what paying attention to women's lives might mean to Mennonite 

women. This woman thanked me for the presentation because, although not much of 

what I had said was new to her, she had not really thought about all the work women do, 

neither about its importance to their families. Maybe my study will give Mennonite 

women one more reason to feel self-confident about themselves, their work and their 

families. Maybe this self-confidence will inspire them to continue to be creative, 

responsible and innovative for the sake of their families' and their own health and well 

being. 
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3.3. Writing Processes 

Epistemoloev During the 1980s, a shift in anthropological focus from structures to 

the processes of everyday life and lived experience brought with it a renewed interest in 

the anthropologist's role of gaining and transmitting knowledge. Anthropologists began 

to question the legitimacy of Western-biased ways of knowing, especially the prioritizing 

of the mind. Voices were heard that called for "lived experience" approaches (Jackson 

1989; Turner 1985). Turner revived Dilthey's concept of "Verstehen" that describes 

lived-through experience and intersubjcctivity as a basic unit of meaning: 

"Life" (Leben) and "experience" {erleben, literally, "living through") are 
key concepts in Dilthey's attempt to provide an epistemological and 
methodological basis for a humanistic science of the individual and the 
intersubjective sociocultural domain (Turner 1985:210). 

Taking "experience" seriously, anthropologists have to acknowledge the importance 

of how they carry and interpret themselves in the field, and they also have to be sensitive 

towards ways of knowing that go beyond mental grasping. This epistemological shift 

affects both fieldwork and writing processes. "Verstehen" at the site of and between 

bodies bridges the dichotomies of body and mind in understanding "others" during 

everyday life, and also during anthropological fieldwork. Anthropologists have the 

potential to utilize both mental and embodied processes of understanding. 

Based on Merleau-Ponty and Bourdieu's work, Casey (1996) has taken Csordas' 

concept of "intersubjectivity" a step further by applying it to places. According to Casey, 

culture is embodied and thus taken into places by bodies, where in turn it can be 
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perceived and known by bodies. Places, bodies and culture thus are engaged in an 

intimate relationship of sharing knowledge. The anthropologist, being in the field with 

her or his body, has access to this inter-relationship: 

... "knowledge" needs to be reconstrued as specifically placial, as a matter 
of acquaintance with places, knowing them by means of our knowing 
bodies. Such knowledge... is knowledge appropriate to the particularities 
of places in keeping with their felt properties and cultural specificities. It 
entails an understanding of place, where "understanding" is taken literally 
as standing under the ample aegis of place (and pointedly not under the 
protective precision of concepts). ... Merleau-Ponty (1964b: 120) suggests 
that the anthropologist has "a new organ of understanding at his disposal." 
Is this organ not an understanding of place? After all, the ethnographer 
stands in the field and takes note of the places he or she is in, getting into 
what is going on in their midst. The ensuing understanding reflects the 
reciprocity of body and place - and of both with culture - that is as 
descriptive of the experience of the anthropologist as of the native. ... 
(Casey 1996:45) 

This dissertation pays attention to lived experience as described by Casey. My own 

physical "being in the field" was as crucial as my mental presence and note-taking. 1 went 

to Chihuahua to gain insight into women's "realities" by participating in and observing 

their everyday lives, and by asking questions, la doing so. I was located in the natural and 

cultural landscapes of the Bustillos Valley and in the midst of Mennonite (and Mexican) 

societies. Verbal and non-verbal interaction patterns among Mennonites, as well as their 

emotional realms, became more familiar to me the longer I stayed. Not all of these 

patterns were explained to me verbally." As I adjusted to the Mennonite way of life, part 

of their ways also became my own ways. 

" For example, interactions of men and women in public and private spaces differ. Afier the General 
Conference Church Sunday morning service, congregation members generally socialize with relatives and 
friends before they leave for lunch. This public interaction is gendered, although not strictly. But I learned 
fairly quickly by perceiving the air of distance, the avoidance of eye contact, and the "closed" circles of 
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In order to express respect for their customs. I adapted my physical appearance 

towards Mennonite modesty standards. Ahhough I am most comfortable in jeans and 

with unrestrained hair, a long dress or skirt and tied-up hair became my standard 

fieldwork outfit. I also limited my make-up and jewelry to a bare minimum. Since I am 

not a Mennonite woman, this style of appearance was perfectly acceptable. My wedding 

ring often was the subject of conversation with conservative Mennonite women who wear 

no jewelry, not even a wedding band. 

Both consciously and unconsciously, I worked on bringing my behavior, my habits, 

and the way I spoke into harmony with what I observed among the Mennonites near 

Cuauhtemoc, which was facilitated by the fact that some of my German up-bringing 

resembled local Mennonite practices. Unlike many cultures, where looking into a 

person's eyes for longer than three seconds is considered rude, Mennonites not 

uncommonly look intensely at others, especially if of the same gender. As I grew up in 

northern Germany, this pattern of prolonged eye contact did not pose a particular problem 

to me. I also became re-accustomed to the shaking of hands. While in the U.S. it usually 

is customary for professional males to make use of this greeting ritual, shaking hands is 

part of my upbringing in Germany. Among the Mennonites it is the practice to briefly 

shake hands both among and between genders. Eating Mennonite style food did not take 

much adjustment on my part either, as their cuisine has remained very much in the 

German tradition.^' As someone who loves cooking - and eating - I was very interested 

in Mennonite recipes and soon began making my own Mennonite meals. As 1 made 

progress in learning to speak the Mennonite Low German, my tongue got used to 

males, that it was not really appropriate for me to greet an informant's husband or other male 
acquaintances. 

German food has often been described as "bland." but over the years has become less fatty, more diverse 
and spicier. Contemporary German cuisine is much influenced by Mediterranean and Asian ways of 
cooking. Mennonite cuisine in Chihuahua is essentially fatty, but also has incorporated outside influences, 
in particular. Mexican flavor, with chili sauce, tacos, etc. being part of homemade meals. 
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accommodating Low German pronunciation, although I maintained a High German 

accent. 

Learning about Mennonite women's lives thus was not only a mental process of 

observing and asking questions, but also very much a process at the site of my own body. 

By internalizing much of Mennonite habitus throughout my fieldwork period. I learned 

by "being there" as a whole person, i.e., intellectually as much as through my own 

e,xperience.'® 

Marcus (1986: 264-265) has postulated "ethnography originates in orality and only 

makes the transition to writing with difficulty." But ethnography originates from more 

than just orality. The process of e.\pressing embodied knowledge, i.e., knowledge gained 

intersubjectively on the basis of personal relationships, is a complicated one just as is 

knowledge accessed verbally. The written end product may only capture part of the actual 

experience and embodied knowledge. 

When I began to write this dissertation I found myself struggling with getting started 

on the reworking and analysis of my data. I found myself held back by an inner resistance 

hidden inside that 1 could only sense at first. Gradually it became obvious to me that the 

relationships I had formed with many Mennonite women in the Bustillos Valley were at 

the very center of my difficulties. How could t sit down and write about the women and 

their families who had become an important part of my life? How could 1 translate hours 

of socializing into written accounts? How could I write about what women had shared on 

the basis of trust and friendship in a scientific manner? In particular, I asked myself how I 

could present contested material which women had entrusted me in a manner that would 

not offend anyone. I had learned about Mennonite women's lives not only because I was 

This learning and adjusting process, however, should not be confused with "going native," as I was well 
aware of my being different from the Mennonites. 
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a researcher, but also because I was a friend. As the latter - a friend - I repeatedly was 

asked towards the end of my fieldwork period to settle among the Mennonites in Mexico, 

i.e. to buy a piece of land and a house, to live and to work in the Bustillos Valley. While 

some women had thus come to see me more as a friend than as a researcher, others were 

well aware of my two-fold position. One women explicitly stated this consciousness 

when she invited me to her father's funeral service, so that 1 could share her family's 

sorrow and also learn all about Old Colony Mennonite funerals. My writing reflects my 

close relationship with Mennonite women and their families. This close relationship is 

not so much based on a "shared history'' or a "shared German identity", as it is based on 

individual, personal relationships. 

Writing Culture Anthropologists' expeditions into research realms combining 

traditional anthropological micro interests, theories, and methods with post-World War 11 

macro-economic and political discourses have necessarily led to new types of 

ethnography. Marcus and Fischer (1986: 78), noting that world-system theory had 

effectively argued for the need to historically contextualize microprocesses, value these 

innovative ethnographies: 

The historicized ethnography is thus not only a corrective to its own 
ahistoric past, but also a critique of the way Western scholarship has 
assimilated the 'timeless' cultures of the world. 

Processes, people, agency, and resistance began to be placed into these micro-macro 

and historical perspectives, and writing ethnography soon received a new twist. As 

"[w]riting reduced to method: keeping good notes, making accurate maps, "writing up 

results" (Clifford 1986:2) no longer made sense, ethnographies were re-located in the 
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interdisciplinary realm of social, humanistic and literary sciences and began to 

experiment with writing styles. 

The ways in which anthropologists have criticized and refreshed conventional 

ethnographic writing are many. Ethnographies written in the new spirit, contest previous 

presentations of cultures as static, isolated, and monolithic phenomena. In Spent 

Cartridges of Revolution, Nugent (1993:7) reminds his readers that conventional 

ethnographies begin with the historical background, followed by a synchronic analysis of 

geography, economy, marriage and kinship, politics, religion, and myth, all presented in 

the ethnographic present. With his book, he intended to move away from "abstract, 

centrist and presentist descriptions towards a form of historical explanation" (Nugent 

1993:7-8). Af^er demonstrating the unsuitability of the "ethnographic present" by 

offering an at times comic description of Namiquipa in the "ethnographic present" 

tradition, he transcended his own static, isolated description of Namiquipa by drawing 

"The Big Picture" and "The Little Picture." In these narratives, he links Namiquipa to the 

history of the world, Mexico, and Chihuahua during the mid-1980s as it was of interest to 

Namiquipans, and he draws attention to internal agrarian and political processes. By 

offering the wider historical and spatial context, Nugent shows how the community of 

Namiquipa is interested in and affected by outside conditions, and how it has been 

formed in relationship to the state within historical processes. 

Other anthropologists have tackled the challenge of writing in a new ethnographic 

style from other angles. In Writing fVomen's Worlds, Abu-Lughod (1993:xvi) reveals that 

her book "is intended to present, in the form of a narrative, ethnography made up of these 

women's stories and conversations, a general critique of ethnographic typification." 

Through this attempt, she establishes a link between herself as "the daughter of an Arab 

and a Muslim" (p. xii) and the Beduins she worked with in order to go beyond the image 
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of representing an exotic "other." Influenced by feminist approaches, she made voice 

central to her writing. Concerned about how Arab societies tended to be portrayed 

previously, she hoped that "the wonderfully complex stories of the individuals [she] had 

come to know in this community in Egypt might challenge the capacity of 

anthropological generalizations to render lives, theirs or others' adequately" (p. xvi). 

Anthropologists thus sharpened their awareness of the politics of representation and 

the construction of the "other." Just as singer Sting asked: "Don't the Russians love their 

children, too?" in order to show during the Cold War era that "the Russians" were not the 

portrayed, heartless "enemy other," but fellow, feeling human beings, so anthropologists 

began to search for ways to go beyond making culture appear foreign and intangible. 

Abu-Lughod (1993:12) draws attention to the problem inherent to generalization, which 

has contributed to a "culture concept" that serves as "an essential tool for making "other." 

If internal differences are ignored, it is "easier to conceive of groups of people as 

discrete, bounded entities, like the "cultures" of "the Nuer," "the Balinese," ... populated 

by generic cultural beings who do this or that and believe such-and-such" (p. 9). In 

writing about "the Mennonites," I express heterogeneity by referring to "Mennonite 

groups," or "Mennonites in Chihuahua." the "Old Colony." the "General Conference." 

etc., and by associating individual women with a church community or a particular way 

of life. "The Mennonites," alone in the Bustillos Valley in Chihuahua, are characterized 

by both intra- and inner-group differences. 

In my own writing I have been influenced by these new styles and I explain in short 

the representational intentions of this dissertation. In avoiding static and isolated 

representations, I place the Mennonite groups near Cuauhtemoc in larger historical 

structures and processes. From the beginning, Mennonites emerged from, and reacted to 

local, national and world historical processes and structures. For this reason, I have 
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chosen to include time and space dimensions. Chapter 1 covers historical contexts of 

those Mennonite groups that are ancestors to the Mexican Mennonite groups. In Chapters 

4 and 5, I continue to pay attention to time by introducing local time of religious and 

women's everyday life rhythms. 

Space has taken an important, central position in both traditional Mennonite 

settlement patterns and Mennonite studies, as "isolated colonies" have been associated 

with the maintenance of a separate identity. But even Mennonite groups who strive for 

isolation have always been connected to the larger world. First, large*scale migrations 

located Mennonites in "this'' world, as these migrations were reactions to socio-political 

climates. Now located in northern Mexico, Mennonites intersect with Chihuahuans in 

their local histories even as spaces remain semi-separate. But a highway that runs through 

the colonies facilitates the entrance and departure from "separate" Mennonite spaces. 

Mennonite families and individuals are mobile, cross borders, visit relatives or search for 

jobs abroad, which the socio-political and economic surroundings of the Mennonites 

make both possible and necessary. Similar to Nugent's "Big Picture" and "Little Picture." 

Mennonites are touched by the world, Mexican and Chihuahuan realities, many of which 

are brought to them through the local or Canadian Mennonite media. I remember frequent 

discussions about the deaths of Lady Diana and Mother Teresa. More directly, Mennonite 

economy, for example, is influenced by NAFTA, by local disagreement between credit 

unions and their members, and even the frequent border practice of mordida. Even if they 

have less direct contact with spaces outside their households, villages or colonies, women 

take interest in external events and are affected by developments such as the devaluation 

of the peso, as increasing poverty makes everyday life more difficult. Throughout the 

chapters, I allude to spatial or macro/micro dimensions of Mennonite life, although the 

micro perspective remains my focus. 
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Mennonite groups in Chihuahua share common histories and certain socio-cultural 

and religious traits. But throughout my stay I realized that members of different 

communities distrusted one another. Women from both the Old Colony and General 

Conference Churches expressed their hope that people from the other community would 

recognize and respect them for what they were: different, but nonetheless real 

Mennonites. Predominantly, it is thus my intention to demonstrate commonalities in the 

women's everyday life practices that have the potential to foster understanding, trust and 

cooperation. These commonalities of women's lives, as I show in Chapters 4. 5 and 6 are 

related to women's roles as wives and mothers whose work and social activities are 

similar, although not identical. 

There are also differences in women's everyday lives among and within the local 

Chihuahuan Mennonite groups. These differences are not only dependent on whether a 

woman is a member of a conservative or a liberal church community, but are related to 

the professional occupation of her husband. While women often support their husbands 

with their work activities, women who co-operate a family farm have additional labor in 

the stables and the fields. In contrast, women whose husbands run a business or work for 

others do not have to take on such responsibilities, although some do help with their 

husband's office or craftsman's work. I attempt to convey these differences in Chapter 4 

by introducing women from the Old Colony and the General Conference Churches 

married to both farmers and businessmen. There are also some differences among women 

in terms of health care choices, whereby it becomes difficult to make generalizations 

according to community membership. 

By introducing individual women in Chapters 4 through 6, by sharing the 

particularities of their lives, parts of their personal histories, their priorities, some of their 

problem solving strategies, their future plans and past decisions, 1 present Mennonite 
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women as individuals who possess agency within the realm of their worlds. Thus, as 

Bourdieu (1977) has laid out, Mennonite women's habitus, allows room for women's 

"strategizing" within Mennonite social constraints. 

In writing about Mennonite women in Chihuahua. I also take seriously feminist 

scholars' call for awareness of power relations and positionality. Abu-Lughod (1993:5-6) 

has drawn attention to these feminist premises: 

... the first lesson of feminist analysis from Simone de Beauvoir on: 
relations - or, more accurately, constructions - of self and other are rarely 
innocent of power. To be feminist entails being sensitive to domination; 
for the ethnographer that means being aware of domination in the society 
being described and in the relationship between the writer (and readers) 
and the people being written about. 
... Many proposed altemative ways of knowing or seeking knowledge 
based on "women's experiences"... These efforts have made one important 
contribution: They have sharpened our awareness of the charged nature of 
claims to objectivity and the situatedness of all knowledge... Positionality, 
feminist theorizing teaches, not only is not a handicap but must be made 
e.xplicit and explored. 
Feminist work thus encouraged a heightened consciousness of two issues • 
standpoint and the power dynamics of self and other - that dovetailed with 
anthropologists' increasingly sophisticated attention to reflexivity in 
fieldwork and writing. 

It is not by accident that I include reflexive elements of writing, and that I place 

myself into all chapters beyond the "stylized arrival story" (Clifford 1986:13). In this 

chapter I have shown that I was not an isolated, detached observer, but a female 

anthropologist who brings her own personal life and background into the field. I disclose 

the kind of relationships I had with Mennonite women, whom at first I only read about, 

then observed discretely, and later actively approached during my fieldwork. As time 

passed. 1 was also approached by some of the women during and after my post-fieldwork 

period. Some of the many personal relationships developed into friendships. 
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While I became friends with some women, Mennonite women and I found ourselves 

in unequal power relationships not only based on my freedom of movement between the 

worlds of Mennonites. Mexicans and Americans, or my interested intrusion into their 

worlds, but also because of my association with academia and my ability to talk or write 

about "their" lives to outsiders. While Mennonite women and I had in common a German 

heritage of some sort, a language family and certain everyday activities, nevertheless my 

own e.xperiences as Wehmemch (HG; person of this world) within societies experiencing 

women*s semi-emancipation has always been very different from Mennonite women's 

experiences within a patriarchal, theocratic society. I was at the same time the insider and 

outsider in a Western society. But even within this relationship,^ similarities between a 

female researcher and the females researched did not allow for essentializing our 

experiences. Only on a broader human level could 1 And similarities between Mennonite 

women and myself: we were "people going through life wondering what they should do. 

making mistakes, being opinionated, vacillating, trying to make [ourselves] look good, 

enduring tragic personal looses, enjoying others, and finding moments of laughter" (Abu-

Lughod 1993:27). 

The knowledge I gained from my fleldwork experience, some of which is presented 

in this dissertation, thus is located in these gendered and ethnic power relations. Far from 

claiming completeness and truth in my representation of Mennonite women's lives and 

identities in the colonies in Chihuahua. I suggest that I have composed a "partial truth" 

(Clifford 1986). I situated this "truth" within my personal relationship with the 

Mennonites I worked with, and also within the context of my academic background and 

intention. In that sense, "what may alleviate some of the difficulties of the process of 

Usually unequal power relations are e.xacerbated in that anthropologists from Western societies study 
people of non-Western heritage. 
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constructing a narrative is to make explicit, as I will try to do, how one has worked'* 

(Abu-Lughod 1993:18). 
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PART III: EVERYDAY LIFE: WOMEN'S WORLDS 

During the 1980s, anthropologists began to combine regional, historical and cultural 

approaches (for example, see Ong 1987 and 1988; Scott 1985). In doing so, they began to 

focus on "real people doing real things" at the interface of structures and processes 

(Ortner 1984). The 1979 translation of Bourdieu's Outline of a Theory of Practice (1972) 

into English had triggered these practice-oriented approaches (Ortner 1984) that were 

influenced by Bourdieu's concepts of "embodiment" and "habHus." 

For Bourdieu, embodiment is intimately linked to habitus which is deflned as 

"systems of durable, transposable dispositions" produced within a particular structure 

(Bourdieu 1977:72). Dispositions "which are the essence of habitus are embodied in real 

human beings" (Jenkins 1992:75). As "the very basics of culture, the practical 

taxonomies of the habitus" (Jenkins 1992: 75-76), bodily dispositions at the same time 

exist beyond consciousness and generate practices (Bourdieu 1977:78). These practices 

are adjusted as they interact with other agents within a range of preexisting possibilities, 

"the intentionless invention of regulated improvisation" (Bourdieu 1977:10, 79). 

Acknowledging both the importance of agency,^ or better "strategizing" (Bourdieu 

1977:9), and constraint of interaction, Bourdieu stresses the latter. To him, actors only 

have illusions about their own rationality and decision making power (Jenkins 1992:73). 

In contrast, anthropologists focused on the "agency" inherent in habitus. Practice- and 

agency-oriented approaches led them to rediscover the importance of looking at how 

cultural categories and ideals are rendered meaningful in everyday practices (Jackson 

1989; Lambeck 1989). They successfully demonstrated that even "the most remote 
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village and poorest agricultural laborers have been fully integrated into a hierarchical 

system" at the same time as they realized that anthropological subjects are not "passive 

recipients of the dynamic penetration of the modernizing capitalist system" (Nash 

1981:405, 399). People's reaction to power structures, it was recognized, may result in 

different forms of resistance. This resistance is not only aimed at economic, but also at 

cultural domination (Worsley 1984:55). Anthropologists thus understood that people are 

not passive victims of larger powers, but instead are active agents who accept or resist 

change, and in turn are shaped by these processes (Marx 1970 [1846]; O'Laughlin 1974). 

Mennonites have been integrated in larger structures and processes from the very 

beginning, when they began to shape isolated identities in opposition to the world. While 

international and global political economies have influenced the Mennonite history of 

migrations, Mennonites have maintained their resistance to these worldly influences by 

stubbornly sticking by their own convictions and only slowly allowing for changes. The 

Mennonite groups in Mexico have managed to maintain their economic and cultural self-

determination in context of, but not determined by, the larger political, economic and 

cultural powers around them. 

Together with conscious decisions making, the everyday life practices of Mennonite 

habitus have been at the center of Mennonite identity. To be "Mennonite," thus, means to 

have embodied this identity through everyday life practice. Embodiment, according to 

Bourdieu, can be understood in three ways: (1) as located in the head as part of the body. 

(2) as existing in the practice of and between actors, and (3) as a practical ta.xonomy 

rooted in sensory experiences (Jenkins 1992:75). Based on this notion of embodiment. 
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Mennonite habitus simultaneously is conscious knowledge, but mostly unconscious 

practice, i.e. "'intentionless invention of regulated improvisation", that is continued by and 

between individual actors in everyday life. A focus on Mennonite practices makes 

possible an understanding of how individual actors make sense of their culture's values 

and economic realities as they interact with the Mexican and international communities. 

In the Mennonite communities of Chihuahua, most of everyday life is gendered. For 

the purpose of this study, the following chapters focus on Mennonite women's everyday 

life practices at the household level. Paying attention to women's everyday worlds 

permits the discovery of Mennonite culture beyond representations of Mennonite history 

and identity. 

Chapters 4 through 6 give insight into "households," i.e. those local structures and 

processes within which women are at the center of the basic units of everyday economic 

and social interaction. Generally operating along the lines of kinship and church 

membership, villages are made up of several groups of cooperating households. Studies 

around the world have shown that, internally, households are characterized by either 

cooperation or conflict,, as well as by negotiation processes. Mennonite households are 

patriarchal units of production and reproduction in which a gendered division of labor 

renders women's and men's work complementary. In the households I worked, conflicts 

certainly e.xisted, but were not aired out in front of me. Instead, women sometimes talked 

about other related or non-related women who had suffered from inner-household 

conflicts, neglect or violence. Few women expressed their own wishes when these 

diverted from their husbands', but instead assured that they would be fine with their 
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husbands' decisions, thus reinforcing gender hierarchies. Certainly, conflicts between 

women must exist, but within my sample I did not become aware of such. Since my 

woman-centered study focuses on female networks, I choose to highlight women's 

cooperation within and among households. 

In the following chapters, I describe different aspects of household production and 

reproduction, and the household production of health. By paying attention to women's 

roles within these multifunctional and basically self-sufficient "independent" units, we 

can recognize webs of social interaction which tie various households together in 

economic and social (re)production.' These household webs are embedded in the larger 

socio-cultural and economic contexts of the local Mennonite society, the Mexican host 

country, and even U.S. and Canadian economic and medical opportunities. 

CHAPTER 4: fFoM/ Schaufts?:- Women's Work 

Chapter 4 describes women's work within their households and in connection to other 

households. Preceding an ethnographic description of women's daily experiences. I raise 

several theoretical issues pertinent to a study on Mennonite women's everyday lives. The 

subsequent case studies of five women from two different church communities provide 

insight into women's quotidian routines. I then depict specific female work tasks and 

' Men, too, form socio-economic support networks. For example, they lend and borrow machines among 
one other (Redekop 1969, Sawatzky 1971). The differences and similarities of female and male networks 
are yet to be studied. 
^ "Waut schaufsi?" (LG; "What are you working?") could be compared to the American "What's up?" or. 
more to the point, "What are you up to?" But unlike the American English usage, "IVaui schau/si?" 
demands an actual listing (partial or full-blown) of activities on a person's current agenda. 
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show how they are located in women's social support networks, and embedded in the 

cyclical rhythms of daily, weekly, seasonal, and religious calendars. 

4.1. Gendered Work 

Bachelorhood is a minute exception considering the general readiness for 
matrimony. No one misses a partner for life as much as a farmer! House 
and farm call for the landlady, the housewife. Who else should manage the 
housekeeping, wash, sew, take care of the house, the garden and the small 
animals? Who should milk the cows, make butter and cheese, bake the 
daily bread and - not least of all - take care of the master of the house? 
All these are the tasks of the busy housewife, which need to be taken care 
of besides bearing and raising children. If it were not more or less the 
same with other farming peoples, one would be tempted to say that 
women among this "little people" [the Mennonites] almost have too hard a 
lot. (my translation from HG) Junggesellentum ist bei der allgemeinen 
Ehefreudigkeil eine ganz verschwindende Ausnahme. Niemandem fehlt ja 
auch die Lebenskameradin so sehr, wie gerade dem Bauern. Hans and 
Hof verlangen nach der Herrin, der Hausfrau. Wer soil sonst die 
Hauswirtschaft ftihren, waschen, nahen, die Wohnung, den Garten iind 
das Kleinvieh besorgen? Wer soli die Kiihe melken. Butter und Kcise 
machen, das tagliche Brol backen und - nicht zuletzt- fiir den Herrn des 
Houses sorgen? All dies sind Aufgaben der vielbeschaftigten Hausfrau, 
die auper dem Kindergebahren und Erziehen erfiillt werden miissen. Wenn 
es nicht bei andern Bauersleuten mehr oder weniger ebenso wiire, wiirde 
man versucht sein zu sagen, daP den Frauen unter diesem Volklein ein fast 
zu hartes Los beschieden ist (Schmiedehaus 1948:265). 

Walter Schmiedehaus addresses important aspects of Mennonite women's everyday 

lives. His early long-term observations recognize the household (house and farm) as a 

production unit. He describes the "housewife's" tasks as both productive (e.g., working 

with cows and dairy products) and reproductive (bearing and raising children). 

Mentioning "the farmer" as in need of a "partner" seems to imply that the work capacity 

of the female partner allows the farmer to go about his own daily business. From this 
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observation of gendered labor one could infer that both male and female partners and 

their work complement each other. But since the housewife also takes care of the 

"master's" needs, the gender hierarchy is clearly established: the wife serves the husband. 

Although Schmiedehaus assesses women's everyday work load as heavy, he immediately 

negates this observation by stating that other famiing peoples have similar harsh gender 

arrangements. 

In spite of its naturalizing and essentializing perspective, the above quote raises 

several topics of interest to a discussion on Mennonite women's everyday lives: women 

as household members in a mostly agrarian economy characterized by a gendered 

division of labor; women's productive and reproductive roles; and the value of women's 

work. 

Women's everyday lives are centered within rural households that are basic units of 

economic and social production and reproduction in the Mennonite agricultural 

communities near Cuauhtemoc. Traditional village layouts reflect the importance of 

households as the economic foundation of Mennonite society. Villages are made up of 

individual lots along each side of the village street. Each lot accommodates one 

household composed of several architectural features: house, bam, workshop, and house 

garden. While traditional houses are so-called IVohnstallhiiuser (HG; houses where living 

quarters, bam and workshop are under one rooO, today one frequently flnds separate 

buildings serving different purposes. 

These individual households cannot be considered isolated. Rather, everyday support 

networks link households together as families, communities, and villages in times of 

health and illness. A driveway, usually past the house garden, leads from the village road 

into the yard, thus connecting each household to the village through a shared street. More 

importantly, a close look at the actual construction of the adobe walls and wire fences 
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surrounding each farm shows doors and gates that connect neighboring households, and 

thus facilitate social or economic interaction between the various household members. 

Sometimes, but not necessarily, neighboring households are composed of related 

families. 

Old Colony and General Conference households generally consist of nuclear families, 

i.e., parents and unmarried children. Some households include a part-time or live-in 

Kjdakjsches (LG; house maids). A newly wed couple may live with one of the parents 

until they can afford their own household. Traditionally and preferred, households are 

male-headed. In reality, female-headed households do exist within Mennonite society, 

and take on unique forms. For example, widows who do not remarry are supported as 

female heads of their households by "Goote Manna " (LG; Good Men) whom they chose 

to carry out the responsibilities of representing the widows* financial, economic and 

administrative interests towards the Waisenamt^ and the larger community. While adult, 

unmarried women usually stay with their parents, work in the parental household, and 

take care of aging parents, some unmarried women, especially General Conference 

members, engage in paid work outside their paternal households. On occasion, these 

women may have their own apartment on their parents* lots. 

As reflected in the material construction of village household units and the variety of 

possible Mennonite household compositions, Mennonite households are flexible and 

changeable structures with permeable boundaries. Wilk and Netting (1981) have 

provided us with a useful definition of households that also applies to Mennonites. 

Realizing that "households" differ cross-culturally, they argue for the use of this concept 

as a context-dependent heuristic device. Their focus on "activity groups" favors a 

^ The Weisenaumt (LG; office for orphans) is an institution that assists Mennonite widows and orphans 
with financial matters. 
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processual definition of household over a structural one. Household processes can thus be 

recognized as fluid in structure, as having impermanent boundaries, and as embedded in 

larger contexts. As "multifunctional compromises," they can change their size and 

composition in order to meet the labor needs of productive tasks. 

A gender sensitive approach to Mennonite households reveals that the "activity 

groups" of individual households are characterized by a gendered division of labor.^ The 

gendered character among Old Colony Mennonite agriculture-based communities has 

long been noticed (e.g., see Schmiedehaus 1948). More recently, the master's thesis "A 

Comparison of Mennonite and Mormon Colonies in Northern Mexico" (Miller 1993:59) 

describes Old Colony Mennonite gendered roles: 

There are few acceptable occupational choices open to an Old Colony 
Mennonite [OCM]. The entire culture is centered on agriculture. The 
preferred and most prestigious occupation for a male is that of farmer. A 
successful agriculturalist is working with God's creation and fulfilling his 
purpose on this earth.... However, in keeping with their self-containment, 
the OCM still require numerous occupations which complement farming. 
These include owning or operating machine shops, furniture, 
manufacturing shops, cheese factories, village stores, gas stations, parts 
stores, and such things. Most of these alternative occupations are private 
endeavors and may be only supplemental sources of income. Others, such 
as cheese factories are community owned cooperatives which are managed 
by elected boards and run by paid personneh 

Gender roles are sharply defined for the Old Colony Mennonites. 
Consequently, there are few options open to an OCM female. Her role in 
life is that of wife and mother (few OCM females remain single). She is 
responsible for preserving and preparing food for her family. She and her 
daughters are responsible for the care of the house and young children, as 
well as gardening and assisting with other chores and harvest. 

* The gendered division of labor is accompanied by an allocation of tasks according to age. From an early 
age on, as I will outline in Chapter 7, children are assigned responsibilities according to their age and 
capabilities. 
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Paul Redekop (1986:83) summarizes Calvin W. Redekop's (1969:68-69) description 

of Mexican Old Colony Mennonite women's roles in similar terms: 

Redekop noted that in addition to her responsibilities within the 
household, the wife was expected to tend the garden, and to help with the 
farm chores during the harvest or in her husband's absence. Other 
authors... have also tended to verify that, in the various agrarian settings in 
which Mennonites have found themselves, child bearing, child rearing and 
homemaking have been the principal objectives of a woman's life. 

When asked, both Old Colony and General Conference Mennonite women refer to 

themselves as "wives" and "mothers," and they describe their work in terms not much 

different from those quoted above. From an analytical perspective that distinguishes 

between gender as a cultural construction and gender as a social role, it is possible to 

realize that the above descriptions of gendered work refer to the Mennonite ideology of 

gendered labor, rather than to its social reality. What women and men say about women's 

work, is not necessarily the same as what women actually do. Helen Henderson (1995:3) 

offers a definition of "gender division of labor" which is useful in reexamining 

Mennonite women's everyday roles: 

... [it] refers to the socially ascribed assignment of work and allocation of 
resources on the basis of categorical designation of individuals as female 
or male. The gender division of labor is a dynamic concept because gender 
roles are shaped by changing socioeconomic and historical-cultural 
factors... 

By defining "gender division of labor" as influenced by the combined forces of 

cultural categories, material conditions, and historical circumstances. Henderson suggests 

flexible gender structures. In contrast, labels such as "housewife" and "mother" create 

fixed categories that neither allow for change over time, nor give room for variation 
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within women's roles. Such labels thus essentialize women by ignoring the diversity of 

women's realities and experiences. In recent years, feminist positions have pointed out 

these diversities by questioning the unity of women, stressing women's fractured, 

multiple identities (Seidman 1994). In her powerful article "Mapping the Margins...." 

Kimberly Crenshaw (1994) shows how a world constructed around simplistic categories, 

in which feminism is placed above human complex identities and suffering, can have 

devastating consequences for women's experiences that spring from within multiple 

dimensions of identity rather than either-or categories. In drawing attention to the 

intersection of the categories "class," "race," and "gender," we are provided with a 

framework that recognizes intragroup differences. Categories and their intersections are 

not only sociocultural constructs, but also serves as guides to behavior and they have 

meanings and consequences for everyday life and experience (Butler 1990; Chavira-

Prado 1992; Crenshaw 1994; Henderson 1995; Moore 1988; Whitehead and Reid 1992). 

In the Bustillos Valley, Mennonite women's everyday experiences are characterized 

by intersections of church membership, economic situation, marital status, age, household 

composition, and individual interests. The term "Hussfru " (LG; "housewife") originally 

described women's activities in the farm setting, but carries new meaning for those rural 

households that changed from farming to entrepreneurial businesses. Some women's 

work thus has changed over generations within the same church, for example when 

daughters no longer tend house gardens or when they no longer care for small or large 

animals. More dramatic changes have occurred where women no longer belong to the 

Old Colony Church like their mothers, but instead to the General Conference Church. As 

members of this "liberal" church they have the opportunity, for e.xample, to intermittently 
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engage in wage labor.^ In both churches, families are likely to adjust gendered 

childrearing to household composition, i.e., girls may learn to work with their fathers, or 

boys with their mothers. Women and girls also take over their husbands' and brothers' 

work when they are absent, which, as Henderson (1995:3) has pointed out. is not 

uncommon in agricultural societies. Women also have personal interests, and while some 

enjoy gardening, for instance, others prefer to be productive at their sewing machines. 

In addition to having essentialist connotations, the labels "housewife" and "mother" 

are problematic from an analytical perspective, because they have been associated with 

"non-productive work." This association derives from 19"' century European social 

theory influences that link women to the "domestic/reproductive," and men to the 

"public/productive" sphere. Rosaldo (1974, cited in Moore 1988) defined "domestic" as 

institutions and activities organized around mother-child groups and "public" as 

institutions and activities that organize these particular mother-child entities. In linking 

women's subordination to their reproductive roles, Rosaldo derived women's status and 

their participation in domestic or public domains from their roles as mothers or caretakers 

(Moore 1988). In spite of its survival, the "domestic/public" dichotomy has been 

criticized for naturalizing the universality of mother-child units, as well as for implying 

women's universal subordination. Several anthropological studies have shown that these 

Western-biased naturalizing claims for cross-culturally valued mother-child units, 

mothers as "natural caretakers" and universal subordination of women are not universally 

true (McCauley 1990). Where clear-cut dichotomies and "mothers as natural caretakers," 

seem to be "true," studies on women's actual everyday life reveal that clear cut 

^ Although unusual, a few unmarried women from conservative churches have largely turned their backs on 
traditional roles and engage in paid work outside their parent's household. 
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"domestic/public" domains are more of a theoretical and sociocultural construct than they 

are a social reality. 

Old Colony and General Conference Mennonite women in Chihuahua are at the 

center of domestic groups organized around mother-child units. They are considered 

"natural caretakers" and they are subordinated to their husbands. However, a closer 

investigation reveals that "mother-child" units are not isolated, but connected to other 

mother-child units as well as to older female generations. These female networks are 

based on kinship relations, but also include female neighbors or friends. While women 

are responsible for child rearing, their everyday work demands frequently require them to 

leave older sisters or female cousins in charge of supervising younger children. Also, 

since boys begin to associate with their fathers at an early age. eager to help in men*s 

activities, men participate in the child rearing of male offspring. Although men are the 

official heads of households, they leave women with varying degrees of autonomy and 

authority in managing household processes and children. 

Thus, by shifting the focus from cultural ideas of gender roles to "what women and 

men do." feminist scholars have contested generic models of women's "domestic" roles 

(Moore 1988:30-31). Within their "domestic" spheres, women perform culturally and 

socio-economically defmed reproductive and productive tasks. Moore (1988:52) deflnes 

reproductive/domestic labor as childbearing and -rearing, childcare. cooking, cleaning, 

caring for the old and sick, and other household tasks. Although useful, this conventional 

definition of "reproductive" work leaves out the economic value of women's activities. 

As Henderson (1995:4) has pointed out. "throughout the world, women's work and 

contributions to the economy are underestimated." By defining "production as human 

activity that procures or increases the value of resources," Wilk and Netting (1981:6) 

have offered a definition of "productive" work that includes "housekeeping and domestic 
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labor of the kind stereotyped as nonproductive in our society." I find their inclusion of 

domestic tasks in "production" useful for a study on Mennonite households because these 

are largely self-sufficient "units" due to the labor of women, who grow, process, store 

and prepare food, who sew dresses, curtains, etc. While Mennonite women can redefine 

certain labor in the domestic setting as income generating - for Instance, they can sew for 

other women - the majority of women's work saves or limits expenditures which can be 

understood as "procur[ing] or increas[ing] the value of resources." By defining 

"production" in terms of material aspects of women's work, Wilk and Netting are able to 

classify "reproduction" as social relations. For them, "[sjignificant reproduction" should 

not be thought of as mere biological procreation, but "should therefore be thought of in 

terms of the mandatory socialization and enculturation of subadult humans that usually 

goes on in a family-household..." (Wilk and Netting 1981:6, 14). Beyond the household, 

reproduction also extends to community relations, where gendered kin networks and 

gatherings maintain and negotiate sociocultural practices. 

Mennonite women, thus, proactively engage in both productive and reproductive 

labor. Women maintain and increase the value of material (e.g.. house interior, money 

saved on shopping), organic (e.g., chickens, garden produce), and human (e.g., off-spring 

as emerging labor force) resources. They also reproduce social relations by educating 

their children and by engaging with female relatives and friends. Often their activities 

combine reproduction with production, and work that is usually "productive" without 

pay, can be used as income generating work. As the boundaries between women's 

multiple work roles are permeable, I have chosen to refer to women's roles as 

"(re)productive," thus symbolically reminding the reader that these roles are not clearly 

distinct. Where women's work generates income, it is referred to as "income-generating 

work," rather than "productive" work. 
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Mennonite women's individual and cooperative work at the household, village and 

community levels contributes to the economic and socio-religious (re)production of their 

households, families, and communities. Women's observation that they are "just 

housewives" is ideologically motivated and understates the processes of women's 

everyday lives. Most women who participated in this study thought that their work was 

valuable to their families, and while several women knew that their husbands appreciated 

their efforts, others thought that their husbands took their work for granted. Mennonite 

women in the Bustillos Valley thus evaluate their work and their position in Mennonite 

communities differentially, depending on their individual household situation. The 

academic literature is not in agreement on the issue of women's work either. 

Paul Redekop (1986:82-84), focusing on Mennonite ideology and institutions, has 

argued that the patriarchal structure of Mennonite marital relations is of "moditled 

nature." This modiflcation is e.xpressed in two social practices. The first is found in "the 

degree of respect maintained for each member of the family, and the general regard for 

the rights of each individual within the context of formally defined patriarchal authority." 

This regard ''derives from the broader emphasis ... on the essentially spiritual nature of 

marriage as first and foremost a union with God. This emphasis demands limits on the 

authority of the husband." The second Mennonite practice that modifies the patriarchal 

system derives from the Mennonite "practice of very egalitarian rules of inheritance." 

according to which husbands and wives have equal rights to the family farm and 

possessions, and ail children have equal inheritance rights. 

In contrast, Pamela Klassen (1994:11) focuses on women's everyday work realities 

and observes that the economic importance of women comes from a strong work ethic 

and a belief in the necessity of women's self-sacrifice: 
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Whether working at home, on the farm, or in the paid work force, 
Mennonite women, both in Canada and Russia, have always had a 
reputation for being hard workers.... Mennonite women are "workhorses," 
whether in the kitchen, the garden, as missionaries, or as the mothers of 
(often very large) families. While some of this hardworking character 
comes from the necessities of survival in pioneering agricultural 
settlements, much of it comes from what Marlene Epp calls Mennonite 
"norms of women's selflessness" (Epp 1987:93). Biblical references to 
wives' submission to their husbands and a history of martyrdom for the 
faith have provided models of quiet, gentle, steadfast women. 

Marlene Epp combines ideological and materialistic views on Mennonite women and 

describes their work as economically valuable and as their source for a sense of self-

worth. Discussing Mennonite social changcs in Canada, Epp contends that the positive 

values attached to rural women's contributions to the household^ become lost in the urban 

setting: 

Particularly for those women who remained caretakers of the home after 
the move to the city, emancipation may have actually regressed. In the 
setting of the family farm, the woman had well-defined economic roles 
and perceived herself, and was likely perceived by others, as an 
indispensable part of family production. She was in charge of much of the 
subsistence activity of the farm and in the reproduction of children to 
provide the hands that maintained the system. In ideological terms she 
may not have been considered an equal to her husband, but in terms of the 
division of labour she was. In this way she was less alienated than her 
counterpart in the city (Epp 1987:103). 

Ana Alonso (1992:166. 168, 182) has described a similar value loss of women's work 

with a move from rural to urban settings. For Namiquipan women, household work is "a 

source of pleasure, a form of personal and social re-creation." and "work and gusio are 

^ As in other societies, there are Mennonile households where women's work is not valued, and where 
women are not treated with respect. While I heard about several such cases, none of the women 
participating in my sample fell into these unfortunate categories. 
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forms of activity and experiences through which social identities are negotiated and 

social value is accorded to persons." Work, thus, "produces not only economic but also 

social value...". This meaning of work becomes lost for Namiquipan women in the 

United States for various reasons. As a result, women prefer to remain in Namiquipa. 

because "being a madre de familia is a source of social esteem and personal satisfaction 

in Namiquipa where the domestic sphere is a key social, political, and economic unit." In 

a similar way, Mennonite women's "domestic" work in rural households has grown 

historically and takes on special socioeconomic and cultural meanings. 

Mennonite women in the Bustillos Valley perceive their everyday lives through the 

culturally acceptable concepts of "housewife" and "mother." As such, women operate 

within the agricultural and rural settings of Mennonite household and village structures as 

they are embedded in the local Mexican host society. These external economic and social 

structures impact upon women's everyday existence and experience, or, as Bourdieu 

(1990:54) has expressed it, "the structures characterizing a determinate class of 

conditions of existence produce the structures of the habitus, which in their turn are the 

basis of the perception and appreciation of all subsequent experiences." "External 

necessities" of economic and social nature thus are realized and experienced in 

"specifically familial manifestations" of habitus - the "intentionless invention of 

regulated improvisation" - which may take shape, for example, in "forms of the division 

of labour between the sexes, household objects, modes of consumption, parent-child 

relations, etc." 

The habitus of an agricultural, religious people is shaped by cyclical rhythms of 

seasonal, religious, weekly and daily calendars. Kelly Hedges (1996:91-93) has pointed 

out the Old Colony Mennonite dichotomy of "everyday" and "Sunday-like" realms. She 

describes the latter as characterized by "formal rituals and events of the Sunday morning 
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church services and other Sunday events." The former, in contrast, is characterized by 

"work and work-related activities that take place in homes, on the fields, in stores, or in 

town," while "[l]eisure activities in this 'everyday' realm are few." But she paints a rather 

inflexible picture of the Old Colony organization of everyday life: 

In general, though, the everyday is predictable and expected. The women 
follow a strict schedule of household chores: washing is done on Mondays 
and Thursdays, perhaps, baking on Tuesdays and Saturdays. The men's 
work is usually tied to the seasons and weather but also follow a regular 
rhythm, and girls can expect visits from their boyfriends on Wednesday 
evenings. 

Although Hedges' description captures aspects of gendered and age group weekly 

itineraries, they are not "strict schedules." As habitus is flexible - "regulated 

improvisations" - these schedules are subject to women's manipulation and the 

individual households' needs. Furthermore, everyday activities such as cooking or caring 

for the cows are also performed on Sundays and other holidays, just as Sunday-like realm 

activities, such as praying and visiting, also take place during the everyday-realm. 

Furthermore, as the elaborations following in Chapters 4 though 6 will reveal, women's 

work is subjected to seasonal influences as well. Both female and male work activities 

also change at the end of the agricultural season, when during the winter and early spring 

the church calendar cycle influences everyday and Sunday-like activities. 

In the remainder of this chapter and in Chapters 5 and 6, I explore Mennonite 

women's everyday lives. Rather than consisting of reiterations of Mennonite history and 

religious beliefs, female identity consists of everyday practices of work and concrete 

social interaction. Women make sense of their lives through the everyday (re)production 
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of the household, the family and the community. In Chapters 4 and 5, I describe these 

practices, tendencies, regulations, in short, the habitus of work and social interaction as 

well as its reinforcement through moral discourses. In Chapter 6. I describe ways in 

which women's (re)productive work, social involvement, and Mennonite beliefs come 

together and impact upon the health of individuals, households, families, and 

communities. 

4.2. Eki Sie Blooss 'ne Hussfrii' 

The women whose everyday lives I describe in Chapters 4 through 6 all live in the 

Manitoba Colony. One General Conference and two Old Colony women live in a farm 

setting, and one General Conference and one Old Colony women's husbands operate 

businesses. Although women's lives in the Mennonite colonies in Chihuahua are not 

uniform, certain patterns of everyday life emerge. As the case studies demonstrate, 

women's everyday routines differ according to the household's economic context, church 

membership, household composition, household networks, women's stage in the female 

life cycle,^ and women's talents and interests. Influenced by these factors, similarities 

among women's lives are found not only within one church group, but also across church 

groups. Glimpses of women's everyday lives exemplify an important point: Mennonite 

women's experiences are based upon their daily routines rooted in socio-religious and 

economic contexts which are similar, but not the same, within different Mennonite 

churches. 

^ Ekj sie blooss 'ne Hiissfrii (LG; I am only a housewife). 
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The case studies lead the reader into women's homes, and describe room 

arrangements and household composition. Women's dress codes, aspects of their 

personalities, their "hobbies," and their ideas on morality, ideology and faith indicate that 

behind the strict cultural norms are unique individuals. As active agents operating within 

these culturally constructed regulations, women and their families disclose some of their 

future plans and wishes, some compromises and points of conrtict. as well as kept 

promises. Seeing the women in relationship to their own mothers and children allows 

insights into the continuity and change of Mennonite hahUus. 

Women's lives are characterized by specific work tasks, activities involving 

socializing, and by periods of rest, all of which materialize along a gendered division of 

labor.* In their time tables, women often did not mention their everyday routines related 

to cleaning up during the morning, making meals, or attending to the children. Neither 

did they mention situations of multi-tasking. In their multiple work roles. Mennonite 

women cooperate with mothers, sisters or sister-in-laws in doing certain tasks. Women's 

kin networks link together several households through cooperation. 

Women's work is shaped by their location in the female life cycle (i.e.. their marital 

status, the age of their children, the birth of their grandchildren) and the household 

composition (i.e. whether the children live in their parental homes or have established 

their own households). Household composition and age of children are important not 

only because of requirements for childcare and supervision, but also because women 

receive help from their children, especially girls, with their household chores and 

childcare of younger children. A household's general fmancial situation, and the 

husband's occupation are also important factors that influence women's income-

' A gendered division oflabor is followed, unless a household situation requires it to be modified, if there 
are no sons, or if the sons are too young, daughters will help their fathers with the work in the fields. 
Similarly, if there are no daughters, of if the daughters are too young, sons will help their mothers with the 
chores around the house. 
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generating work. While General Conference women are free to work outside the home 

during certain times of their lives. Old Colony members consider women's outside work 

shameful, and thus non-acceptable. 

In the following paragraphs, I introduce five Mennonite women. I quote - in 

translations from High German - the daily timetables they filled out upon my request. 

The women's names are pseudonyms; however, the socio-economic contexts I provide 

are real. Using the ethnographic present of 1997 and 1998,1 write about what women do. 

as well as where, when and with whom, in an attempt to reconstruct women's worlds as I 

have been able to experience them with or learn about them from the women themselves. 

Aeanetha Enns lives in the northeastern part of the Manitoba Colony close to where 

the valley ascends to the mountains. The straight, wide dirt road, characteristic of 

Mennonite villages, leads away from the highway at a ninety-degree angle. After a few 

kilometers, at one end of a long village, the bumpy dirt road turns into a smaller, curvy 

and even bumpier one. thus - along with a wire fence - marking the transition from 

Mennonite colony to Mexican rancho space. 

The relatively small house in which Aganetha and her family live occupies a lot 

within the Mennonite boundaries close to this point of transition. The residential house 

stands separate from the bam and the machine shed at a right angle, and is separated from 

the village road by the house garden. The house has three entrance doors, two of which 

face the yard. The door to the right leads to a long small bedroom that needs to be crossed 

in order to enter two adjacent bedrooms, one of which also functions as living room. The 

living room serves to host important guests, as well as the men's socializing room during 

Sunday afternoon visitations. The entrance door to the left leads to the house's largest 

room, the kitchen. It is the spacious center in which the woman of the house (and her 

daughters) not only prepares, but also serves food, supervises babies and smaller children 
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at play, works on crafts projects, socializes with family members, receives guests and 

entertains the female visitors on Sunday afternoons. From the kitchen, one door across 

the entrance leads into another bedroom, a second door further to the right leads to the 

Koma (LG; pantry) and a third door connects the kitchen with the rooms that can be 

entered through the entrance door described first. To the left of the kitchen is a smaller 

Spazierstiibe for the teenage girls, the restroom. a bathroom, as well as a huge deep 

freezer, a mirror above a sink, and an entrance door that faces the barn. 

Aganetha, forty-five years of age, and her husband Cornelius have lived on this farm 

for the past twenty-four years. Shortly after their wedding they moved from a 

conservative and rather poor Old Colony settlement in a Mexican state further south to 

the Manitoba Colony in Chihuahua. Today, Cornelius is a well-to-do farmer and 

businessman who not only owns land, but also a large dealership for used agricultural 

machinery. Most of his siblings (nine brothers and one sister) have followed their oldest 

brother to Chihuahua and now are raising their families in villages in the same colony, 

while other siblings make a living in Canada. Although Aganetha's nuclear family and 

her daughters* young families are large in numbers, she has time for her husband's 

siblings' families as well. Once, for example, her sister-in-law Helena Enns was home 

alone with her three children, while her husband was on a business trip in the United 

States. Aganetha's unmarried daughters took turns staying with their aunt over night. One 

day during the husband's absence, Helena and her children came to stay with Aganetha 

so that they would not be alone. 

Aganetha and Cornelius have six daughters between the ages of ten and twenty-three, 

and one sixteen-year old son. The son as well as three of his sisters are not married yet 

and live at home with their parents. One married daughter, Maria Wiebe. continues to 

live at her childhood home together with her husband Abram and their little daughter. 
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The other two married daughters have established households of their own in nearby 

villages along the highway. 

Dressed in traditional, dark-toned Old Colony dress with a large, dark scarf around 

her head, Aganetha radiates serenity and aloofness. Her soft speech is short and precise, 

her eyes hardly reveal any emotion. But once in a while these eyes send a warm sparkle 

of compassion, and sometimes her stoic face flashes a mischievous smile. Her occasional 

laughter is warm but kept short. Her hospitality is impeccable. Aganetha seems to carry a 

deep inner balance and strength which lead her through her days as the matriarch of this 

family. Her gentle criticism and conection of her children and grandchildren reflect her 

unquestioned authority in managing the household. 

While her sixteen-year old son helps his father and brother-in-law Abram with their 

agricultural work, Aganetha receives substantial help from the four daughters who live at 

home. As the ten-year old girl still attends school, it is mainly the married daughter and 

the two teenage, unmarried daughters who help Aganetha with the work inside the house 

and around the farm. The Ennsens have four milk cows, one calf, one bull, and one 

chicken that need care. With all the help around, Aganetha no longer works in the stables 

or the yard but lets the younger generation do this work. One day, for example, the 

daughters slaughtered ten chickens, fixed them up^and placed them into the deep freezer. 

The family was also planning to slaughter the bull, but decided to wait until the weather 

cooled down. 

Aganetha's major tasks include cooking, baking, doing laundry, and cleaning the 

house. Freed from some of her domestic chores, she also takes time to accompany her 

husband on occasional business trips, and to visit neighbors, friends, relatives, and the 

sick. Upon my request, Aganetha documented one week of her work in Jime on a time

table sheet; 
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Monday. June 8. 1998: Morning: I joined my husband on his business 
route. Afternoon: We went to see the doctor. Evening: I made dinner and 
after eating cleaned up the dishes. 

Tuesday. June 9. 1998: Morning: I made lunch. Afternoon: I did 
laundry. Then we had a visitor and spatsearen. Evening: We droye over to 
our neighbors. 

Wednesday. June 10. 1998: Morning: I cleaned the house. Afternoon: 1 
visited a sick woman. Evening: We went spatsearen. 

Thursday. June 11. 1998: Morning: I did the laundry. Afternoon: 1 
folded the laundry and took a nap. 1 am very tired. Evening: We drove to 
the store. 

Friday. June 12. 1998: Morning: I joined my husband going to town. 
Afternoon: I went spatsearen. Evening: I visited a sick woman and made 
dinner. 

Saturday. June 13. 1998: Morning: I cleaned up the breakfast and 
cleaned the house. Afternoon: I cleaned the house. Evening: I 
accompanied my husband to the fleld in order to look after the crops. 

Sunday. June 14. 1998: Morning: I went to church. Afternoon: We 
drove to a lake. Evening: We went spatsearen. 

Once a week, whenever possible, Aganetha's two married daughters, who have their 

own households, spend a day at their childhood home. Together with their mother and 

their sisters, they work on projects either together or each for herself. In the past, they 

have made men's, women's and children's jackets for sale. One winter they 

manufactured about 1 SO jackets. But now they only sew, cross-stitch, bake or cook for 

themselves or each other. 

1 visited a few times during those days when the women turned the kitchen and its 

large round table into a tailor workshop. As they worked, the floor gradually became 

covered with pieces of cut off cloth or thread, only to be cleaned up when the women got 

ready for Faspa or ended their work. If they were not working on individual projects, 

each was doing one task for a common project, such as making dresses, one at a time for 

each of them. I admired the harmony with which the women worked together: smoothly 
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and swiftly within a rather turbulent kitchen. In between their work, one of the sisters was 

taking care of her hungry children. The smallest, a baby of a few months old. was 

wrapped in blankets and slept on the sofa in a comer of the room. While his thirteen-

month-old female cousin preferred to be close to her mother, the four oldest children, 

between three and tlve years of age, played in the kitchen or outside in the yard, mostly 

supervised by their ten-year old aunt. Once in a while, little accidents happened or 

disagreements erupted among the children and tears began to flow. They did not cry long 

because there was always someone older close by to pick the child up, to check on the 

injury or dismay, and to take care of the wound or console the little person. 

While Aganetha's husband Cornelius was not present during such afternoons, her son 

or her son-in-law Abram would stay inside the kitchen for brief periods of time. They 

took a short break from their work, had a quick Faspa, or picked up food to be brought to 

Cornelius working in the fields. 

After my first stay during an entire afternoon of cooperative work, Faspa, and 

conversation. Aganetha accompanied me outside to my car. She voiced her concern that 

all those people, the activities, and the noise inside her kitchen might have been too much 

for me because I was not used to being around so many children. If my verbal assurance 

was not enough for her to be convinced of my delight in spending time with them, my 

return visits to her family may have done the job. 

Maria Wiebe is Aganatha Enns* third daughter who, together with her husband 

Abram and their thirteen-month old baby girl, live at her parents* house. Like other 

young couples who live with one of the couples* parents, they are saving money for a 

home of their own. Abram works the fields and, together with his wife, takes care of the 

cows, whose milk is an important source of income for them. Abram milks by hand and 

although Maria also knows how to milk, she says that her husband gets more milk faster 
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because milking by hand takes a lot of arm and hand power. Maria's work consists of 

pouring the milk from the buckets into the milk cans, and she also feeds the calf. 

Like her mother. Maria starts to work at about 7:30 in the morning. While Maria and 

Abram work in the stable. Aganetha. or one of the younger daughters, looks after their 

little girl and also makes breakfast. Maria's work in the house often complements her 

mother's work. She takes care of the house, sews, prepares meals, bakes, and works 

outside in the yard and the garden. She also has a lot of diapers to wash. Washable cloth 

diapers are common among Mennonite women. But the presence of her mother also frees 

Maria for sewing frequently even during the summer, when most women are busy with 

their gardens. The variety of work Maria is engaged in is indicated in her one-week table 

diary: 

Monday. June 8. 1998: Morning: I cleaned the house and made lunch. 
Afternoon: I sewed a blanket. Evening: I worked in the garden and made 
dinner. 

Tuesday. June 9. 1998: Morning: 1 cleaned the house, worked in the 
garden and cleaned up the yard. Afternoon: My sisters and I made a dress 
for my mother, then we had a visitor and spatsearen. Evening: In the 
evening I accompanied my husband to the tlelds. 

Wednesday. June 10. 1998: Morning: I made a dress for myself 
Afternoon: I sewed several things. Evening: I cleaned the house and in the 
evening we went spatsearen. 

Thursday. June II. 1998: Morning: I did laundry and made lunch. 
Afternoon: I folded the laundry and ironed some of it. Evening: We went 
to the store. 

Friday. June 12. 1998: Morning: I cleaned the house and baked rolls. 
Then I made lunch. Afternoon: I cleaned up after lunch and sewed a little 
dress and something else. I baked cookies. Evening: I baked cake, made 
dinner and took care of the cows. I cleaned up after dinner. 

Saturday. June 13. 1998: Morning: I cleaned the house. Afternoon: I 
worked outside in the yard. Evening: I worked in the garden. Again I 
worked inside the house. 

Sunday. June 14. 1998: Morning: 1 took care of the house. Afternoon: 
I slept. Evening: I made dinner. 
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Inside the column "comments" on the timetable. Maria wrote that she has a lot of fun 

with her child. Indeed, the young girl often is at the center of attention of all the women 

and girls around who joke and laugh with her. Maria, herself, is a happy and outgoing 

person. Like her siblings, she is alert and very curious about the world I come from. 

During the time of my visits, the 20-year-old Maria was in her third trimester of her 

second pregnancy. Neither she nor her female relatives uttered a single word about Maria 

expecting her second child. No one treated her in a special way. On the contrary, her 

work schedule was rather full. Maria, wearing the smaller black scarf of Old Colony 

women, dressed in her regular clothes, which is only possible because the traditional 

Mennonite dresses are cut with a high waistline. Only once, rather une.xpectedly for me. 

one of Maria's aunts talked to me about Maria expecting her second baby. According to 

this aunt, people say that 

fVan ne Frii sel/si besorjl, woart soont nijch passearen. Oha woll doch 
noch moi Ekj Jleew nich see wea nich inlressearl, oba daut woart noch 
schwoa woaren. (my translation from LG) If a woman takes care (of her 
baby) herself (i.e., breastfeeds), such a thing (another pregnancy) will not 
happen. But maybe sometimes it does. I don't think she will be 
disinterested (in another child), but it (life) will be difficult (with a toddler 
and a newborn). (Fieldnotes: June 8. 1998). 

Susana Berg lives in the middle of a long village with mixed church membership (Old 

Colony. Kleine Gemeinde. and General Conference) close to Ciudad Cuauhtemoc. It is 

her husband's native village, while Susana herself grew up in a neighboring campo. Her 

parents originally were members of the Old Colony Church, but later joined the General 

Conference. Susana thus went to the young General Conference School when it was still 

located in Quinta Lupita. The curriculum of this school continues to be broader than that 
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of the traditional village schools of the Old Colony. During Susana's school years it even 

included home economics classes for the girls and woodworking for the boys. 

But Susana's parents later began to disagree with certain General Conference 

practices, joined the Goitesgemeinde. and moved to another colony north of the Manitoba 

Colony. With about an hour of car travel between them. Susana does not visit her parents 

very often, and she and her husband Jakob remain members of the General Conference. 

The difference in church membership causes some tension between the young woman 

and her mother. As a member of the General Conference, Susana is free to wear dresses 

and skirts, or even a pair of trousers, bought in town. I only saw her wear a scarf when 

winter and spring weather brought freezing winds. Her mother sometimes thinks that her 

skirts are too short, but Susana disagrees because, she reasoned, "who wanted to look like 

those women who wear very little?" (Fieldnotes, January 20, 1998) But disagreements 

seem forgotten when the family comes together for seasonal work activities. 

Jakob's parents live in the same village as Jacob and his wife, and thus Susana visits 

her mother-in-law regularly to join her and her sisters-in-law for work projects. 

Sometimes Susana helps her mother-in-law with her garden and receives some fresh 

garden produce in return. Susana herself does not have a vegetable or fruit garden, 

because she lacks the ground water and her husband already hauls water for her flowers 

from the nearby river during the driest times of the growing season. Susana delights in 

her decorative garden and likes the fact that her little son very much enjoys helping her to 

water the pretty flowers. 

Susana used to work as a secretary at one of the Mennonite stores, but when she 

began to have her family, she stopped working there. Now twenty-nine years of age. 

Susana has a five-year-old boy and a three-year-old girl. She would like to work out of 

the house again, maybe as a teacher for the primaria at the General Conference school. 
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once the children are older. Most men. she knows, forbid their wives to work outside of 

the house. 

Susana and her family live in a small, extremely clean and orderly house to which 

they had moved almost ten years ago. It is important to Susana that the house is clean and 

that the children eat healthy food, including oatmeal cookies. As other mothers. Susana 

shows great compassion, good-naturedness and patience with her lively children who not 

always make it easy for their mother. But at times even her patience has been tested too 

much and then she does not hesitate to discipline her children. A light clap on their rear, a 

threat of beating, or the reminder of telling their father already help. The children's father 

is very gentle and loving towards his children, and also very skilled in making his 

occasionally grumpy little girl laugh and smile again. 

With the two young children keeping her busy throughout the day. Susana now takes 

care of the house, her flower garden and the cows. Not all twelve hours of her working 

day are plain work, but include time with the children during the day and evening. 

Neither does Susana consider everything she does as work. Instead, sewing and working 

with flowers are her hobbies. On the one-week timetable, Susana captured her activities 

in May 1998 in considerable detail: 

Monday. May 4. 1998: Morning: My husband and I milked the cows. 
We had breakfast, then I cleaned up the house. I loosened the soil of the 
flowerbeds, then made lunch. We ate. Afternoon: I did the dishes and then 
talked to the neighbor woman. I planted and sowed flowers, and watered. I 
washed out the milk cans. Evening: I milked the cows by myself and 
rested. I cooked dinner, we ate. I did the dishes, bathed the children and 
then myself We went to sleep. 

Tuesday. May 5. 1998: Morning: My husband and I milked the cows. 
We had breakfast, then I cleaned up the house. I made butter and then 
went to the store shopping. I made lunch and we ate. Afternoon: I did the 
dishes and baked cookies. Then I planted petunias. I washed out the milk 
cans. Evening: My husband and I milked the cows, then I made dinner and 
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we ate. I formed the butter, then pasted the cookies together. I bathed the 
children and bathed myself. We went to sleep. 

Wednesday. Mav 6. 1998: Morning: My husband and I milked the 
cows. We had breakfast, then I did dishes. I did laundry, made lunch and 
we ate. Afternoon: I did dishes, and cleaned the bathroom. I watered the 
flowers. I folded the laundry and put it back into place. I washed out the 
milk cans. Evening: My husband and I milked the cows, then I made 
dinner and we ate. I did the dishes, bathed the children and then myself. 
We went to sleep. 

Thursday. Mav 7. 1998: Morning: My husband and I milked the cows. 
We had breakfast, then I cleaned up the house. The children and I drove to 
the parents-in-law's place. Later we had lunch there. Afternoon: We did 
dishes. In the afternoon we talked and rested. The children and I drove 
home. Evening: I washed out the milk cans, and we milked the cows. I 
made dinner and we ate. After I did dishes, we had visitors. Then we went 
to bed. 

Friday. May 8. 1998: Morning: My husband and I milked the cows. 
We had breakfast. I did laundry, made lunch and we ate. Afternoon: I did 
dishes and cleaned the bathroom. I watered the plants, then folded the 
laundry and put it back into place. Evening: I washed out the milk cans, 
and we milked the cows. I made dinner and we ate. I did dishes, we 
bathed and then went to sleep. 

Saturday. Mav 9. 1998: Morning: My husband and I milked the cows. 
We had breakfast, then I cleaned the house. I kneaded the dough for rolls, 
made lunch and then we ate. Afternoon: I baked rolls and went shopping. I 
fmished cleaning up the house, and also washed out the milk cans. 
Evening: We milked the cows, then I bathed the children. We had dinner 
and went to sleep. 

Sunday. Mav 10. 1998: Morning: We ate breakfast, went to church 
and then had lunch. Afternoon: I cleaned up the house a little and did 
dishes. We went to the cinema. Evening: My husband and I milked the 
cows, then we rested. After dinner we had visitors. 

Although Jakob takes non-agricultural, part-time and short-term jobs, he is a farmer 

who tends to the fields and the family's si.x cows. Milking is Jacob's responsibility, but 

Susana helps him with this work, and she also feeds and waters the calves. But she will 

take care of the cows if her husband is busy with other business. As the stables are 

located away from the living house at the end of their lot. Susana has to make sure that 
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the children are safe, either inside the house or in their yard before she starts milking. 

Susana is also very careful in securing the cows before she installs the milking machine 

and she is relieved when the difficult cow. the one who kicks, is taken care of. Indeed, 

she is very knowledgeable about cows. Susana makes and sells butter, and helps the 

family to save money by making juice, which is expensive to buy. 

Susana's day is framed by the milking schedule - twice a day at the same times each 

day. As temperatures rise during the summer, the milking schedule shifts from Sam and 

6pm in May to Sam and 7:30pm in June. During the hot months of the year, the work 

with the cows increases because Susana has to take measures to keep flies out of the milk 

cans and to keep the milk cool. While I have seen other women cool the milk cans in the 

cold water of deep cattle water troughs, or by keeping plastic bottles with frozen water 

inside the milk can, Susana wrapped - and changed if needed - large towels around the 

cans which were soaked with cold water. 

The family is still young, and Susana and Jakob continue to work on getting optimum 

workspace for each of their tasks and in ensuring their family's financial stability. Their 

small house is structured plainly and has two entrance doors. The door to the left leads 

into a big kitchen, which to the left has one room for each child. Along the corridor to the 

right of the kitchen is a bathroom, the parents' bedroom, and the Kama before the 

corridor opens into the living room. The Bergs have just remodeled the Koma to offer 

Susana optimal space for storing preserved and canned food. They now are building a 

garage as an extension to their house. It is a double garage because hopefully Susana will 

have her own car one day. At the end of the garage, which is adjacent to the house, they 

separated off two small rooms; one as an office for Jakob and the other as a laundry room 

for Susana. 
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Helena Enns married Peter, one of Gomel ius Enns" younger brothers, ten years ago at 

the age of seventeen. Helena and Peter now have three children: two girls age six and 

seven, and one four-year old boy. The two younger children are deaf. In 1998. the 

parents' tireless efforts to find help was rewarded. For a few weeks, two teachers, a 

married Mennonite couple from Belize, volunteered to give sign language classes to 

interested families in the Manitoba Colony.^ For the Ennsens, as well as the children's 

aunts, uncles and cousins, it was the first opportunity to improve their communication 

skills with the two children. Although both the children and the family members have 

been very creative in communicating non-verbally. the older the two very lively children 

become, the more difficult it is for them to communicate their ideas, and the more 

frustrated they are. After the short-term sign language course ended, the family continued 

to study the teaching material and to practice with the children. 

In spite of Helena's challenging family situation and extra workload, she modestly 

says that she only takes care of the house and the children, but that she also likes to have 

visitors and to visit others. Together with her sisters. Helena used to milk, but now that 

she no longer has cows or any other animals, she prefers to buy milk and milk products. 

She and her husband do not have farm animals, and thus tasks associated with usual 

husbandry are not required. But Helena performs all the other female tasks such as 

cooking, baking, cleaning, washing, and she maintains a garden during the summer 

months. Helena took the time to document some of her work during one week of May 

1998 on the weekly timetable diary: 

Mondav. Mav 18. 1998: Morning: I worked outside (in the garden). 
Afternoon: I continued to work outside (in the garden). Evening: I made 
dinner. 

^ Until then, no sign-language classes had ever been ofTered in the Manitoba Colony. 
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Tuesday. Mav 19. 1998: Morning: I took care of the house and made 
lunch. Afternoon: I washed my laundry and put it back into place. 
Evening: Now we have guests and we spatsearen. 

Wednesday. Mav 20. 1998: Morning: My sister is here, then my 
parents return from their trip to Canada. Afternoon: Spatsearen. Then I 
bake. Evening: I went to the store for a short time. 

Thursday. Mav 21. 1998: Morning: We went to church, it is Ascension 
Day. Afternoon: We slept. Evening: We went spatsearen. 

Friday. Mav 22. 1998: Morning: Today I washed all curtains. 
.ifternoon: I put the curtains up again. Evening: I brought dinner to my 
sister-in-law. 

Saturday. Mav 23. 1998: Morning: I cleaned the house and made 
lunch. Afternoon: I bathed our three children. Evening: We all went 
shopping in town. 

Sunday. Mav 24. 1998: Morning: We went to church. Afternoon: We 
had visitors. Evening: We went to bed. 

Helena and her family live in a modern version of the traditional Mennonite 

Wohnstallhaus (HG; residence-stable house) in a village that stretches out along the 

highway. The entrance door leads into a long narrow kitchen with a dining table. To the 

right, close to the entrance is the Koma. Behind the kitchen, a small corridor leads to the 

bathroom on the left, and the two small bedrooms for the children and parents on the 

right. Located at the end of the corridor is the living room. 

This small apartment is parted off from the huge concrete building that serves as a 

garage and workshop for Peter's business. Peter Enns trades with and repairs agricultural 

machinery. His good nature and sense of humor show when he offers to shake hands, 

black from the grease of machines. His work frequently demands that he travel to the 

United States to buy used machinery and then haul it to Chihuahua. But when he stays at 

his shop, he can rely on Helena to bring him lunch, even if she has to interrupt her visit at 

her sister's or sister-in-law's places. 

As the Ennsens originally grew up in a conservative Old Colony Mennonite colony 

further south, Helena is lucky to have Justina, one of her own sisters, close by. The two 
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sisters come from a big family of thirty-two siblings. Their mother had thirteen children, 

while their stepfather brought nineteen children into the marriage. With their mother far 

away in their home colony, the two sisters not only live close to each other, but they are 

emotionally very close and constantly cooperate, or help each other out. Justina takes 

care of her sister's children. Helena, in turn, helps with various tasks in and around the 

house. The two women visibly enjoy each other's company. Still young and of cheerful 

nature, they frequently play and laugh with Helena's children. 

At twenty-two. Justina has no children yet and thus has time for other work. She 

especially likes to sew Old Colony style dresses for herself and for others. Justina and her 

sister Helena often wear dresses made of the same colorful cloth on the same day. Justina 

and her husband are building a new house close to where they now live. Once the raw 

structure was standing, Justina started to fix up the inside of house, and Helena helped 

her a great deal. 

But the sisters' support network is larger than the help they give each other. They 

each married one brother of the eleven Enns siblings - brothers of Cornelius Enns. 

Aganetha Enns is their sister-in-law. and Maria Wiebe is their niece. Thus. Helena and 

her sister Justina frequently interact with their sisters-in-law and nieces, especially those 

who live in the same extended village. 

One afternoon in July 1998,1 found Helena canning peaches at Justina's place. They 

had bought three large boxes from a Mexican trader who drove his truck through the 

villages to sell his fruit. The sisters had started to can during the morning and were about 

to finish up in the afternoon with only half a box leA. Their mother happened to be 

staying with them for a few days and throughout the day, several sisters-in-law stopped 

by and helped with the canning process for a while. Not accidentally, Justina's husband 
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(who works for an older brother's agricultural machinery business) was in the United 

States for business. Justina's female relatives were making sure that she was not alone. 

Katharina Janzen. 43 years of age, grew up in an Old Colony family. She attended 

Darpschool (LG; village school) and learned to do what her mother did: taking care of 

their farm. Her mother used to prepare food, do laundry, take care of the cows and the 

chickens, and work two big house gardens. She grew enough potatoes to last an entire 

winter. Katharina and her sisters helped their mother. During the winter they sewed 

dresses, and used up bits and pieces of cloth to make blankets, floor mats and other useful 

items. With all this domestic work done, her family had everything they needed at home. 

They only needed to buy salt, pepper. t1our and sugar at the store in town. When 

Katharina was young, and this is still true for some women today, the family went to 

town only twice a year. 

Before Katharina got married, her former boyfriend and now husband. Franz Janzen 

used to drive over to Katharina*s village to see her every Wednesday and Sunday evening 

for two years. They visited in a separate Spazierstuhe. Katharina was not allowed to go 

with him in his car, and the only time she did. her older sister told on her. The girl's 

parents often do not get to know their daughter's boyfriend until he asks them for the 

girl's hand in marriage. 

Since Franz was a member of the General Conference Church. Katharina's father -

her mother had died when Katharina was nine years old - allowed her to be baptized at 

the General Conference Church. Had she been baptized into the Old Colony, a marriage 

to a General Conference man would have meant e.xcommunication for her. After her 

baptism. Katharina soon got married to Franz at the General Conference Church - this 

was twenty-one years ago. 
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After eleven years of marriage, when their boy was four and their girl two years of 

age, the family moved to Canada where they and Franz's father operated a business. 

When they lost everything, they went back to Mexico only to visit at first, but then they 

decided to stay. After several years of struggling for a stable flnancial situation, the 

Janzens bought a steel business in Mexico, which became quite successful. Now they 

also own a young apple orchard and a construction hardware business. The Janzen's 

prayer for help out of a financially disastrous situation had been heard, and they, on their 

part, acted upon their promise to always and gladly support those in need. Franz Janzen 

had been elected to serve on one of the four deacon teams'" of his church, and he and his 

wife are now very active in public service for the well being of their community. 

With their two children, fifteen and thirteen years of age. the Janzens live in a small 

house, the interior of which resembles a modem American rather than a Mennonite-style 

home. The main entrance opens into a corridor and then into a large living room to the 

left, and further down leads to the parents' bedroom and a bathroom. To the right of the 

entrance door is a long dining room behind which is a separate, spacious kitchen. In the 

back ortfie Rilchen is a large freezer and the Kama. A second corridor, with two adjacent 

rooms for the children, lies behind the dining room and connects the kitchen with the tlrst 

corridor. The kitchen also has a door to the garage that serves as the main entrance to the 

house. 

Katharina. besides raising the children, doing housework, and substantially helping 

with her husband's business, visits and supports women in physical or spiritual distress. 

Her weekly timetable shows how she manages to accomplish all her varied tasks 

throughout the week; 

The men are elected, and their wives are e.\pected to cooperate with their husbands in this Function. 
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Monday. Mav 4. 1998: Morning: We had breakfast. I did dishes and 
went to town to do some banking. Afternoon: I worked at the office. 
Evening: We visited with friends. 

Tuesday. Mav 5. 1998: Morning: I did laundry. Afternoon: I baked 
cake and cleaned up the laundry. Evening: We went to the preacher's 
house for a deacon meeting. 

Wednesday. Mav 6. 1998: Morning: I went to town to do business. 
Afternoon: I worked at the office. Later. 1 continued writing a play for a 
youth group. Evening: I went to a meeting at km 11 and again worked on 
the play. 

Thursday. Mav 7. 1998: Morning: 1 did housework and finished the 
play, then washed pants. Afternoon: I baked bread, my daughter and I 
went to town shopping. Evening: My husband and I went to several 
villages for business purposes. 

Friday. Mav 8. 1998: Morning: I went to the bank in town and worked 
at the office. Afternoon: I worked at the business the entire time. I pay a 
Mennonite woman to clean my house once a week. Evening: My husband 
and I went to a village to pick up something, then we had visitors. 

Saturday. May 9. 1998: Morning: I organized and cleaned the house, 
then I cleaned up around the house. Afternoon: I did laundry and baked a 
birthday cake. Evening: We spent the evening as family. 

Sunday. Mav 10. 1998: Morning: We went to church. 1 made lunch. 
Afternoon: We had visitors all day and did a lot of spatsearen. Evening: 
We drove around with friends. 

Katharina realizes that her work is different from her mother*s work. Although she 

used to enjoy milking the cows and doing other farm work, she considers her non-farm 

work, both at home and at the business, as work. Working from 7:30 am until 8:30 pm. 

Katharina remarks that some of her work is done for Scheiingonen (LG; feeling good 

about something). Working with the fiowers and writing plays and poems, for e.xampie. 

are for Scheungonen. The children help Katharina with the dishes and with cleaning up 

their rooms. The son has to do chores around the house because there is no other outside 

work for him to do. 
In spite of her tight schedule. Katharina makes the children the center of her attention. 

Every day she comes home to make or warm up a meal for the two of them when they 
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come home from school for lunch. Both children attend the Chihuahua state-recognized 

General Conference Mennonite school and receive an education that includes traditional 

reading, writing, and math components as well as religion, but also languages, and social 

and natural sciences. Katharina wants her children to learn more than she was able to 

learn in school. If they want to continue their schooling beyond the secundaria, she will 

support them. Indeed, the parents are both very curious about the world around them and 

once in a while satisfy their interest by taking brief vacation trips to the U.S. 

The Janzens are planning to sell their steel business in order to have more time for the 

family. What would it help them to become rich, they ask. if they did not have time for 

their family and friends? Once the business is sold. Katharina plans to plant a garden so 

that her children can learn what she once leamed from her mother. How would they learn 

otherwise? 

4.3. Rhythms 

Katharina Janzen has a regular schedule. Monday mornings are reserved for business 

in town, and Monday afternoons for driving her children to piano lessons. On Tuesdays, 

she can be found at home doing laundry and other domestic chores, and on Wednesdays, 

together with a female friend, she takes time to visit women in need or in distress. The 

two friends offer moral, hands on and, sometimes, financial support. On Thursday 

momings, Katharina is part of a women's bible study group and on Thursday afternoons 

of certain weeks or months, she attends the women's sewing club or General Conference 

choir. On Friday, Katharina works at the office for her husband's business while a 
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Kjaakjsche (LG; maid) cleans lier house. On Saturday, she continues her work, perfecting 

house cleaning projects to have her home orderly for Sunday, the day set aside for going 

to church, resting and socializing. For Katharina. with the types of work she is doing, the 

time of the year makes no difference in her routine, except that in July and August she 

makes marmelade. 

Katharina Janzen and the other four women introduced offer detailed insights into 

aspects of Mennonite women's everyday life in Chihuahua. Before I handed out blank 

timetable worksheets with the request that these women capture in a few words one week 

of their everyday lives, I had met them many times before. During most of our 

encounters, we engaged in Spatsearen. i.e.. visiting and talking. Sometimes, when the 

women were very busy. I joined them in their work tasks. At other times, my hosts 

invited me to work with them on something that they thought might interest me. For 

e.xample. one woman taught me how to bake cookies, a second woman invited me for 

lunch but thought I might like to see how to make Niidelsupp (LG: noodlesoup) from 

scratch, and a third woman took me to a neighbor's garden to cut grapes, which the 

neighbor sold. Occasiotuilly,^ when I asked the women for their time and attention they 

already had plans, but just took me along, even if they were headed to a funeral. 

When I asked for participation in my timetable project, the majority of women 

willingly agreed to fill the blank one-week table with their daily activities. I handed out a 

total of thirty-two sheets divided into the seven days of the week and sub-divided into 

morning, afternoon and evening. On the back of the table I wrote the following questions; 

"What kind of work did you do today? Who helped with the work? How do you feel 
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during the wori( (e.g.. healthy or sick? happy or sad?)? Is anyone in the family or among 

your friends sick or depressed/sad?" I asked the women to write down keywords or short 

sentences so that they would not have to spend much time on an extra chore. 

The majority of women returned the sheets. II out of 17 General Conference women 

returned their sheets filled in. During an appointment I talked to them about their sheets 

or asked questions from my standard questionnaire. I also interviewed four General 

Conference women who did not return their sheets. Ten out of 11 Old Colony and three 

out of four Kleine Gemeinde women returned their sheets, and I talked to all but one Old 

Colony woman. In total. 24 out of 32 women, i.e.. 75 percent of the sample, returned the 

timetables. The sampled women were between 20 and 71 years of age. Except for one 

woman - more precisely a "girl"" - who worked as a maid-in-residency. all of the 

women were married. All but one woman had children, and some women already had 

grandchildren. 

From these timetables and follow-up interviews, which also offered the opportunity to 

elicit clarifying and additional information about women's work routines, social relations, 

and issues of health, two patterns emerged. These patterns are characteristic for the rural 

Mennonite groups in the Bustillos Valley. Women's everyday routines take the shape of 

weekly and daily cycles embedded in larger seasonal and religious cycles, as well as in 

the Mennonite religious beliefs and work ethic. The commonalities of Mennonite 

women's everyday life, their work and socializing habits in particular, unite them as 

" Only marriage qualifies one to change one's status from "Mejal"{LG: girl) to "Frii" (LG: woman). In 
the Mexican colonies, women who are not married are unflatteringly called Oote Me'Jales (LG: "old girls") 
which, as some of my unmarried informants pointed out. reflects the value and strong social emphasis of 
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members of a larger socio-cultural community with common historical roots. But at the 

same time, these commonalities leave enough room for individual variability. 

In the following section. 1 show the cyclical nature of women's everyday routines by 

weaving together qualitative data - gained from participant observation, formal, and 

informal interviews - with qualitative and quantitative data gained from the timetables. 

Women's lives are arranged around certain core activities throughout the week and the 

seasons. On their time sheets, women wrote down a variety of tasks and activities which I 

grouped into several categories. Inside work includes: "childcare." "housework." 

"making food." "baking." "laundry," and "sewing." "Outside work" includes: "garden 

and yard work," "caring for cows or chicken." "business," and "shopping." "Spatsearen." 

"resting." and "religious activities" are additional categories which are described in 

Chapters 5 and 6. 

Taking care of children Women hardly mentioned childcare activities on their 

timetable sheets. Taking care of children is a full-time, continuous activity that either 

indirectly benefits the children, such as food preparation and house cleaning, or that 

directly is geared towards the children. The wide range of direct childcare work is 

reflected in the activities written down by women on their timetables. Women's 

comments show that the age of the children is decisive, and thus, the smaller the children, 

the more work women have ("there is always work with a baby"). Women attend to the 

children's physical ("give the baby/children a bath: dressed the children; fixed the girls* 

hair: brought the children to bed") as well as psychological and spiritual needs ("played 

being married, i.e.. of being situated in a patriarchal unit. Unmarried women contest the Mennonite ideal of 
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with my baby: read to the children; spent the evening as family; singing with the 

family"). Throughout the day. women supervise and assist their own children, as well as 

their relatives' children ("had sister's children at home; took care of sister-in-law's baby: 

grandchildren were here; take children to appointment"). From a very young age on. 

children like to "help" their parents ("my seven year old daughter helped me") and need 

to be supervised, often for their own safety. Husbands also may do their share in 

childcare. As one woman wrote: "My husband stayed with the children (while I went to 

church)." 

During my visits, younger children always were in their mother's or older sibling's 

close visual and/or audible range. They were either being cuddled by their mothers or 

were playing on their own or with each other. Older children often took care of their 

younger siblings so that their mothers could visit with their guests. But older children 

also seemed to enjoy visiting, occupying themselves quietly, listening, or joining the 

adults' conversations. When I stayed long enough to be invited for coffee, older children 

also took charge or helped with setting the table for Faspa. 

Housework Sarah Enns> an Old Colony woman, described the work she does during 

the morning as being "always the same:" doing dishes, wiping the floor, fixing the beds, 

etc. I was curious whether she did not get "bored" with always doing the same chores 

every morning. But instead of answering "yes" or "no," Sarah gave me a strange look and 

then said that she would get bored if she did not have any work to do. 

women as wives and mothers (also see Epp 1987:102: Klassen 1994:9-10). 
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Many women referred to what Sarah Enns described with the general term 

Morgenarbeii (HG; morning work). The morning work they described differs according 

to whether women live on a farm or not, and whether they have children or not. Women 

who tend to cows start their morning work early. The Old Colony woman Anna Thiessen. 

for example, usually gets up at 5:50am during the summer and starts her work ten 

minutes later, while her children continue to sleep for a while longer. Justina Enns. in 

contrast, does not have to take care of farm animals, so she gets up at 8:00am and then 

"hesorjt dam Hiiss " (LG; takes care of the house). Usually she does all the chores: doing 

dishes, wiping the floor, fixing the beds, cleaning up. etc.. Another young General 

Conference woman. Esther Krahn. explained that her mornings seem to be more regular 

than her afternoons. She wakes up her oldest daughter, gets her breakfast, and brings her 

to school. Back home, her toddler wakes up and needs to be taken care of. Esther then 

washes the dishes, fixes the beds, and does "whatever needs to be done in taking care of 

the house" before she makes lunch. 

Most of the housework is done during the morning and finished up during the 

afternoon. Although some housework is done during the evening hours, women 

expressed their preference to be done with such work at that time of the day. 

"Morgenarbeii, " or "doing dishes after breakfast, lunch or dinner." "cleaning the house." 

"cleaning one room, the floor, or the windows." or "bringing the house to order." are 

women's responsibilities that men hardly ever engage in. After a meal, men often get up 

and go about their own work, or they remain seated conversing with a guest, while 

women clear the table and take care of the dishes. 
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In general, housework is a solitary activity, although girls, and sometimes boys, help 

with this type of work. Some women are fortunate to have a paid Kjaakjsche (LG; maid), 

i.e., a Mennonite girl who already finished school but is not married yet. Women who 

have such help are free to invest their time in other activities, such as sewing or helping 

their husbands, while the Kjaakjsche takes care of regular housework, but also prepares 

meals and looks after children. 

When asking about a time to visit. I was mostly invited for the afternoon, sometimes 

for the evening, but very rarely during the morning. One time, Katharina Janzen had 

invited me during the morning so that I couid observe her work. When I arrived, she was 

just tlnishing up a cake and the yeast dough for her rolls was already rising. She had 

gotten up early to finish her cleaning tasks. 

As with childcare, the women did not always write down housework chores on their 

timetables as separate activities. But housework, i.e.. cleaning and keeping the house in 

order, are continuous, everyday routines. The 24 returned time tables'' showed a total 

count of 101 work activities related to housework, which was the highest count of all 

work activities categorized. While Mondays through Fridays show high counts (between 

II and 18), Saturday (with a count of 22) is the main day for doing housework. This is 

also reflected by women using the expression "Sinowenl hoolen " (LG; to hold Saturday), 

which means to clean up and order the house thoroughly in preparation for Sunday. 

Although Sunday is not a day to clean (thus a low count of four), certain tasks such as 

doing dishes still need to be done. For women the day of rest and socializing thus still 
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offers less rest than it does for men, who normally do not prepare food or clean up after 

the meal. 

"Doing dishes" or "wiping the floor" seem to be trivial work chores, and appear to be 

something that most women and some men are familiar with. However, conditions of 

housework differ not only from one culture to another, but also with economic 

conditions. In Chihuahua, for example, not all women had the luxury of warm running 

water in their homes. Although the sampled women all had this convenience, there are an 

uncounted number of poor households in the villages where women's housework is more 

of a challenge due to a lack of warm running water in their kitchens. These women, for 

example, first have to heat the water and then pour it into bowls on their kitchen counter 

before they can do dishes.'^ 

But women do more than just keep their house clean and orderly. Women play a 

major role in fixing up the inside of their houses. They adorn the interior with basics such 

as hand-made curtains, and decorate the house according to the season. Women also fix 

up the interior of a new house, paint the walls and ceilings, and move the interior 

furnishings from the old house to the new one. The major tasks involved in fixing up a 

new house may be done cooperatively with relatives, many of them female. I spent one 

day with two young sisters painting the interior of the younger sister's new home. My 

fieldnotes (June 15, 1998) of this day reflect women's cooperation - and my own 

exhaustion from this work: 

See Table 5: Tables 5a-d: Distribution of Tasks. All numbers mentioned in the following text can be 
found in these tables. 

I collected impressions of the range of household economic conditions when I accompanied Mennonite 
nurses on their immunization tours to a number of villages with different church and economic affiliations. 
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Justina and her sister Helena were already working when I arrived this 
morning. First I painted the comers, then I helped with the ceiling... The 
second Job was hard. To paint the ceiling means to bend the head over 
backwards and to use one's arms' power while stretching them up high. 
This is a very uncomfortable position, especially for the neck. While two 
of us were painting, one was repeatedly wetting and cleaning the floor in 
wide, powerful swings so that the white color, some of which was dripping 
from the ceiling, would not dry and stay on the floor... I asked Justina how 
she had learned to paint the walls and ceilings. She said by doing. 
Someone was painting and she helped. So it wasn't her first painting job... 
And there hadn't been a single day that she had to paint by herself 

Making Food Sarah Enns had invited Justina, her sister-in-law, and me for noodle 

soup Mennonite-style. I picked up Justina at her home around 10am and we drove over to 

Sarah's place. Sarah came out of the house to invite us in. Her apron was already white 

from flour, and the chicken was boiling on the stove. It occurred to me only later that the 

chicken must have been one of hers that she was generous enough to "sacrifice" for a 

lunch meal. Sarah's two pre-school children were playing in the kitchen while their 

mother continued to make lunch with a little help from Justina and myself The round 

kitchen table had turned into a noodle factory. Sarah proudly pointed to her noodle-

making gadget and wanted to know whether I also had such a machine. "No. I usually 

buy my noodles," I answered, slightly embarrassed. But Sarah seemed far too busy to 

reflect on my answer and continued to press her homemade noodle dough through the 

machine and to catch the noodles in a bowl with flour, which prevents them from 

sticking. After all the dough was turned into perfectly shaped noodles, Sarah cleaned up 

the table, saving the lefl-over flour from the table for the next time she was going to make 

Niiiielsup (LG; noodle soup), or maybe Kjielkje, another Mennonite noodle specialty. 

With the chicken ready to be eaten, it was time to briefly cook the noodles in boiling 

water. While we were waiting for the water to boil, which always takes a bit longer at this 

altitude of a little over 2000 meters, Sarah asked us to help her to make beef tacos. So we 
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fried the tortillas and the meat, cut the salad, tomatoes, onions and cheese, and then 

assembled the tacos. After fetching some Seida (oxSooda. LG; soda, usually Coca Cola), 

and setting the table, lunch was ready to be enjoyed. 

As the above narrative of making lunch shows, food processing is a complex of 

various activities. Since traditional Mennonite food is made from scratch, helping 

families to be self-sufficient, "making food" actually begins with growing plants and 

raising farm animals. It continues with harvesting or butchering, preserving and storing, 

before these raw foods can be prepared and consumed for lunch or dinner.'* Making food 

from scratch takes up a lot of women's time. In their weekly timetables, women did not 

always write down their daily meal preparation routines. Still, making food shows the 

second highest count (a count of 89) throughout the week. The majority of food 

preparation, including both breakfast and lunch, takes place during the morning, while 

preparing dinner is an early evening activity. 

Beyond just tilling stomachs, the consumption and preparation of food embodies 

historical and social experiences. Mennonite cuisine has incorporated dishes from Russia. 

Canada, and Me.xico into a basic German diet, and offers a culinary journey through the 

Mennonite history of migrations. While Wreninkje (LG; cottage cheese pockets) 

originated in Russia, and Muffins and Doughnuts were adopted in Canada. Mexican 

enchiladas, tacos, salsa and chili have become an integral part of the Mexican 

Mennonites' cuisine. The delights of Mennonite ethnic cuisine have been captured in 

several cookbooks from Canada and Mexico in both the English and the German 

languages.'^ These cooking books are widely used and make for an excellent gift among 

women. I began to collect Mennonite recipes in a little booklet and the women enjoyed 

Breakfast and Faspa mainly consist of home-baked goods. Since Mennonite women talk about bakins: 
separately from cooking and other food preparing activities, I have also treated them separately. 

See for example: Los Jagueyes (1992) Deutsches Kochbuch. and Doris Janzen Longacre (1990) More-
with-less Cookbook. 
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sharing their recipes with me. and later on inquired about my progress in acquiring 

Mennonite cooking skills. 

Sharing a meal - eating, and sometimes also preparing food - is a central part of 

v isiting. While afternoon visits are often crowned by an invitation to Faspa. lunch or 

dinner invitations are not uncommon according to my experience. One early afternoon I 

visited with Helena Enns who had told me to come to her sister Justina's. where she was 

going to spend the day. When I arrived during the early aAemoon. Justina asked whether 

I had eaten. Upon my honest "no. I haven't** Justina jumped up saying that they had just 

had lunch and she was going to warm it up for me. Helena immediately said that she 

should have thought about inviting me for lunch, and began to place dishes for all of us 

onto the table. My polite protest was ignored and although they had just flnished lunch, 

the sisters joined me in eating Komsiborsch (LG; cabbage soup). Eadschocken (LG; 

potatoes), and Heenafleesch (LG: chicken meat), so that I would not have to eat by 

myself. After lunch, throughout my visit, the table never was devoid of food: first 

popcorn, later cookies, then peanuts, and finally coffee with cookies. 

Baking Baked goods play an important role in the Mennonite diet, as they are served 

regularly with ever>'day meals, but also during special occasions. Baked foods include a 

wide variety of breads and sweet pastries. Different kinds of Tweeback (LG: rolls) and 

Bruoi (LG: bread) may be served for every meal. Sweet pastries such as Pei (LG: pei). 

Kuaken (LG: cookies), Schnetje (LG; Biscuits), and Platsa (LG; fruity pastries) may be 

served for Faspa, while Kjrinjels (LG; pretzel, twisted buns) - although not exclusively -

are offered during engagements, weddings, and funerals. 

In an interesting way. Kjrinjels and Tweeback play an important role in social 

interactions within the communities. Traditionally, the dough for Kjrinjels to be served 

during a wedding or funeral ceremony is prepared by the women of the affected family. 
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The women or their daughters distribute the dough, and with it the work, to women 

throughout the village. Several women and households thus cooperate in forming and 

baking pretzels and buns for the upcoming event. 

Knowing how to bake is expected from married women. Towards the end of my 

tleldwork. I finally had tackled the skill of making bread - although I had given up on 

forming the dough into little buns which never wanted to rise to double their size. But my 

landlord proudly told visitors who happened to stop by while we were having breakfast to 

sit down and try some bread because I had just learned to bake. Our visitors could only 

wonder why I had not known how to make bread earlier. 

Baking, i.e., preparing dough, kneading, waiting for the yeast dough to rise, forming 

the dough, and baking it in the oven is time consuming. But while the dough rises, or 

while the items are in the oven, women are free to pursue other activities while checking 

on the oven from time to lime. Women often begin baking during the morning hours and 

fmish up in the afternoon. According to the weekly timetables, women bake any day 

between Tuesday and Saturday, but they do not bake on either Sunday or Monday. 

Occasionally, financial need may compel women to use their baking skills for generating 

additional household income. 

Laundry Monday is Wauschdach (LG; laundry day). Driving through the Mennonite 

villages on a Monday morning or afternoon, women to the right and the left of the village 

road can be seen hanging up or taking down their laundry. 

Women usually start washing with their mostly semi-automatic washing machines 

during the morning. After lunch, they finish up their laundry work of ironing, folding, 

and putting clothes back in their appropriate places. Doing laundry is a good day's work. 

See the short story De Fdafnis/Die VeHobmg (LG/HG; The Engagement) in Ens et al. (1994a). Wam 
deii een Kit'ni em DarDlWas macht ein Kind im Dorf? (LG/HG: What's a child doing in a village?). 
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and Monday is the traditional day for this chore. On the timetable sheet, the count for 

doing laundry was the highest on Monday (a count of 12). although women also wash on 

other weekdays, but not on Sundays. 

Doing laundry is another single household chore which women usually accomplish 

without outside help, but potentially with the help of older daughters. Occasionally, in 

addition to doing their own laundry, women may help a female relative about to give 

birth by washing her family's clothes. Old Colony women with babies reported that they 

always had much work to do with the baby laundr\'. especially with the cloth diapers. 

One General Conference woman with two young children has developed her own rhythm 

for doing laundry. She washes her clothes alternately on Monday and Friday during one 

week, and on Wednesday during the next week. 

For some women, taking care of laundry means an extra source of income. One 

young Old Colony woman, for example, earns extra money by ironing other women's 

finely pleated Sunday skirts. 

Sewing During one afternoon at Aganetha Enns' house, when she and her daughters 

were busy sewing a dress, one of the daughters asked whether I would be interested in 

having a dress just like theirs. "Sure." I replied, "you could make one for me and I would 

pay you." The sisters offered to make me a dress from the same smooth, silky, purple 

colored cloth they used for their dresses. Aganetha Enns brought the box with the leftover 

cloth and measured it with her arm length. She was working so quickly that I could 

hardly see how she was measuring, but she concluded that there was enough cloth left for 

my dress. Wondering about my size, she suggested I try on one of their dresses. One of 

the daughters fetched a green Hower-pattemed dress and Aganetha Enns asked her to put 

on this dress over her own so that I could follow the intricate process of how to button 

and wear an Old Colony dress. I then tried it on in a room adjacent to the kitchen and 
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realized that neither my cowboy boots nor my partly loose hair fit with the dress. But I 

stepped back into the kitchen where everybody was already wailing for me. They nodded 

appreciatively and asked where it fit and where I wanted it to be changed. 

A couple of weeks later, my dress was ready to be picked up and I wore it contently 

on several occasions. Although not a Mennonite myself, both the Old Colony and 

General Conference women I knew appreciated me wearing an Old Colony style dress. 

During one occasion that brought me into contact with only Old Colony Mennonites for a 

couple of days. I had decided to wear a small black scarf, such as young Old Colony 

women, but also Kleine Gemeinde women wear. To my surprise, women complimented 

me on my new look although they wondered whether the scarf would not bother me. 

During a later social occasion, one woman was curious as to where my scarf was. but she 

did not insist on my wearing it. she just thought it looked good on me. 

For Mennonite women, dresses and scarves are more than just fashion. Women's 

clothes mark community membership, i.e.. membership in the general community of 

Mennonites. membership in a particular congregation, and marital status. Women's dress 

styles are not static, and thus are frequently the subject of criticism by Old Colony 

preachers during Sunday morning services. But the basic style has been passed on for 

centuries, symbolizing modesty, piety and morality. Mennonites can easily tell 

congregational membership based on the women's dresses, scarves and hats. 

Women, as well as men and children, have atddoaf'sche KjleeJa (LG; everyday 

working clothes) and sindoagsche Kjleeda (LG; Sunday clothes). Old Colony women 

wear a dress in a single dark color, such as black, brown, dark blue or dark red to church, 

while the Kleine Gemeinde Church also allows light or flower-patterned dresses. The 

General Conference has no official dress code and women are seen in dresses that range 
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from traditional, homemade dresses to Mexican town-bought, calf-long dresses or skirts 

and blouses. 

Sewing can be both, an individual or a social activity. The afternoons at Aganetha 

Enns' house serve as an example of sewing as a social activity that strengthens bonds 

among women. In general, women make dresses for themselves and for their daughters, 

and sometimes shirts and overalls for their sons and husbands. They also make useful 

items for their homes such as curtains and bed sheets. Of course, not all women sew. 

Some women did not like it. others had no time for sewing with small children around, 

and several women preferred to pay others for this work. Making dresses or other items 

thus opens an avenue of additional income for some women, while it is needless to say 

that those women who do sew (and bake and wash, etc.) play a very active role in saving 

major chunks of assets in their household budgets. 

The possibilities for making money with cloth and dress related activities are many. 

One Old Colony woman purchased cloth in bulk when visiting relatives in South 

America not only to make dresses for herself and her daughters, but also to retail some of 

the raw material to other women. Most women sew women and girls' dresses. Yei others 

may specialize in developing special creations. As mentioned earlier. Aganetha Enns and 

her daughters once sewed and sold iyaminkjes (LG; jackets). Men's and boys' 

Schlaubbekjse (LG; bib overalls) are occasionally fabricated by some women only to be 

sold. Widows, too, may need to use their manual skills for earning extra money. One 

widow, Mumptje Johan Rempelsche (LG; Mrs. Johan Rempel), besides renting out part 

of her house to a young Mennonite family, earned some extra money by making new 

bindings for bibles and kitchen towels with colorful stitched designs. 

According to the weekly timetables, sewing may be done any day except for Sunday. 

It takes place especially during the afternoon, after the housework is done. But women 
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may be freed for sewing during the morning hours if a married daughter who still lives at 

home, or a Kjaakjsche (LG; maid) takes over the housework chores. The small amount of 

sewing activities throughout the week is easily explained, because sewing is mostly a 

winter activity. The timetables also show a higher count for the Old Colony sample (11 

counts) over the General Conference sample (5 counts). This makes sense considering 

that General Conference women are free to purchase their clothes in town. 

Garden and Yard Work Mennonite homes are known for their clean and neat look. 

Women regularly invest time and effort in giving the outside of their homes such an 

appearance. They clean up the yards, mow the lawn, create decorative flowerbeds, and 

nurture practical house gardens. 

Since women filled out the timetable sheets between mid-May and late July, they did 

garden work regularly and frequently (a count of SS) throughout the week, e.xcept for 

Sundays. Outside work tends to be done during mornings and evenings, rather than 

during hot afternoons. In summer, the gardens bustle with working women and girls 

displaying wide strawhats rimmed with bright red, green or yellow fringes and held 

around the chin by wide ribbons in the same bright colors. Many woman wear gloves to 

protect themselves from the fertilizers and pesticides they use in their gardens. 

Old Colony and General Conference women alike expressed their eagerness for early 

summer to arrive so that they could become busy in their gardens. After a long, cold 

winter and a stormy spring they enjoy the outside work. Unfortunately, some women -

like Susanna Berg - were unable to plant a garden due to a lack of water in their villages. 

Women gladly show their gardens and express a deep interest in and concern for them. 

Sarah Enns had planted fruit trees and vegetables and repeatedly told me that she had 

Hopninj (LG; hope) that her plants would do well. Anna Thiessen's garden was not only 

large, but bountiful in neatly organized rows of vegetables, fruits, and herbs. The most 
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interesting feature of her garden was the grape vines that grew in long arching rows, 

forming a tunnel, which made cutting grapes very easy. One moming when I visited 

Anna Thiessen, she pointed to her fruit trees in disappointment. The trees had already 

bloomed, but the night frost had destroyed all of the blossoms and with this loss every 

hope for fruit." The General Conference woman Elena Frose is very busy outside during 

June, which she said she enjoys more than her work inside the house. She expressed pride 

in the fact that everything looks nicely in order. She appreciated her garden work as a 

source of personal fulfillment, aesthetic delight, and display of cultural values. 

Women grow a wide variety of vegetables, fruits, herbs and flowers. A Mennonite 

house garden may contain all of the following and more: potatoes, corn, tomatoes, green 

beans, squash, kohlrabi, lettuce, carrots, cucumbers, chilies, rhubarb, grapes, 

blackberries, strawberries, peach and apple trees, watermelon, parsley, dill, and 

chamomile, plus a large variety of flowers and decorative plants and bushes. 

Nurturing house gardens and flowerbeds requires a variety of tasks from women and 

their daughters. They loosen the soil, sow. plant, weed, irrigate, fertilize, and harvest their 

plants. Husbands or sons may do some of the heavy work such as breaking the hard, 

rocky soil after a long winter, or they may help out with their expertise in constructing 

garden beds. One afternoon, for example. I stopped by at Anna Thiessen's place, where I 

found her and her husband working on a cemented, raised planting bed for strawberries. 

This way, she said, she would not have to bend down so far. "Today," she continued with 

a smile. "I am my husband's worker and my daughters are the Kjaakjsches" (Fieldnotes. 

April 8, 1998). 

The Mennonite commercial orchards protect their trees from late frost by burning oil ovens placed 
throughout their orchards. During the early mornings in April and May. the smoke from these ovens hides 
the sky over the Bustillos Valley under dark, heavy clouds. 
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Once it is time to harvest the fruit and vegetables, women busily preserve their 

harvest, and their Komasch (LG; pantries) begin to fill up with meticulously arranged 

rows of canned vegetables and fruits, homemade juices, jams and marmalade. Some 

women also offer their surplus garden produce for sale over the local Gemian radio 

station and sell it to Mennonites without gardens who come to their homes in search of 

home-grown food. Other families may even load their large surplus on pick-ups and sell 

it by going from door to door. 

Use Animals Village Mennonite families, even if they no longer operate a farm, often 

have several types of use animals either for butchering or dairy purposes. Women, either 

by themselves or in cooperation with men and children, care for cows, chickens, rabbits, 

and pigs. Few people have sheep or goats. Households sell and buy live and butchered 

animals to each other, but the most important source of income for rural households are 

milk cows. Mennonite-owned cheese factories buy milk from the villages and produce 

varieties of the famous Mennonite cheese known throughout Mexico.^* 

Margaretha Blatz. an Old Colony woman, takes care of four cows. One evening, she 

was in the bam. milking the cows by hand when I arrived. Her husband led me to the 

stable where she did not hesitate to invite me to help. She was joking, though, because 

she knew I did not know how to milk. The milk was "like white pesos coming out of the 

cow." she said. A few nights ago. the neighbor's dogs had gotten into the bam and almost 

killed their calf Their own dog was so loud that they woke up and chased the dogs away. 

Now they had to doktren (LG; dealing with a health problem) a lot with this little calf, 

and one could still see the wounds. She then pointed to one of her cows with shaggy, dull 

The economic importance of dairy products in the state of Chihuahua is apparent by the fact that milk 
cows and cheese factories are subjected to Mexican health department inspections. The Mexican MCC is 
involved in reaching high standards for Mennonite milk and cheese production. In recent years, the 
possibilities for changing a farm household-based dairy economy to a larger-scale, more cooperative and 
more competitive economy is being explored. What such economic changes will do for women, their work 
and income possibilities remains to be seen. 
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looking fur. She also had taken care of this one a lot. Today, she said, she had taken a 

stick and removed the bugs from her ears. The cow stood perfectly still as if she knew it 

was for her own good. Margaretha Blatz then gave the cow a bath to get rid of fleas and 

other bugs to which sick cows are very vulnerable. Finished with her work, my host took 

otf a full-bodied, long-sleeved apron and as we walked towards the house, she said in 

best High German: "Arbeit machi das Lehen siiss." (HG; Work sweetens life). 

(Fieldnotes. April 23. 1998). 

The economic importance of cows explains why traditionally one or several cows 

were given as a wedding present to the bride and groom." Today, Maria Letkeman no 

longer owns cows, but when she married about twenty years ago, her husband had 

received one. and she had received two cows for their wedding. They kept those three 

cows for a long time. But when Maria Letkeman had too much work with the children, 

and her husband had no time to feed and milk the cows, they decided to sell them as well. 

They would have sold them earlier together with their other cows, if there had not been 

an old saying that selling the wedding presents would bring bad luck. 

Working with cows is not a strict gendered division of labor. Couples may share the 

responsibilities and the workload, as in the case of Susana Berg. Women such as 

Margaretha Blatz may take the major responsibility. But even if taking care of cows in 

some households is the men's job, wives often help and they know enough about cows 

and milking to take over if men are not available to milk. 

The importance of cows also is reflected in the inheritance rights when women change status from wife 
to widow. According to the Waisemeronlnunfi Jer Rdnliinder Mennonilen-Gemeinc/e in Mexico (printed in 
1990. but based on the original inheritance guidelines rormulaled in Germany during the late 18th century), 
a widow - Just like a widower - is entitled to half of the possessions, while the other half is to be 
distributed among her children or other close consanguineal relatives. At the time of ta.ving and dividing of 
the earthly possessions, certain objects are e.xempted and slay with the surviving spouse, including a cow 
for the widow and a horse for the widower (Waisenverordnung 1990:4.13). 
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Taking care of cows encompasses a variety of work tasks: cleaning the milk cans, 

feeding the cows, milking them by hand or machine, cleaning the stables, raising calves 

and giving the animals medical attention. In other words, working with cows not only 

demands skills and physical strength, but also considerable knowledge about these 

animals. 

During my visits with Susana Berg, I repeatedly participated - even though 

minimally - in milking the cows. On February 2. 1998. for e.xample. Susana and I left her 

house to milk the cows at 6 pm. Her husband was out of town, so Susana had taken on 

this job entirely. She had already cleaned the cans earlier and they were waiting to be 

tilled on the little cart outside the stable. Susana's first task was to feed the cows. With a 

big shovel, she placed a mixture of hay and different kinds of dried fodder into the cows' 

troughs. Then she opened the door for the six cows and each of them knew exactly which 

of the troughs was hers. Once they began to chew. Susana closed the wooden bars around 

their necks so that their heads were fixed close to the troughs. Susana then started to milk 

the most difficult cow first, i.e., the cow that kicks. She placed the belt that holds the 

milking machine over the cow's back and fixed the four suction cups to the cow's udders. 

Susana was glad to be done with the first cow and continued milking the other five 

animals. While Susana was fixing, checking, and taking off the milking machine. I 

poured the milk from the buckets into the milk cans. The milk looked creamy and was 

nicely warm. But I felt disturbed in my observations when suddenly I saw a big bull 

gazing right at me through the open stable door. I inadvertently must have verbalized my 

concern because Susana immediately assured me that the bull was friendly. As if to 

distract me. she began to tell me a lot about cows. Done with the milking process. Susana 

let the cows out of the stable. She then took some of the milk, placed it in a couple of 

buckets, and mixed it with water. We brought these buckets and also some food to the 
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calves that were waiting in small compartments adjacent to the big stable. Susana's 

children had given names to each calf, but nevertheless, one of the little bulls was almost 

big enough to be butchered, and thus depersonalized, soon. 

Susana Berg knew that to have cows means days are constrained by two regular 

milking times during the morning and the evening. As the weekly lime tables showed, 

smaller use animals also tend to be taken care of during the morning and evening. 

Animals require tending seven days a week, including Sundays. 

Business Financial necessity or personal interest leads women to engage in various 

business opportunities. Old Colony. General Conference and Kleine Gemeinde women's 

everyday chores may serve as income-generating work. As I have pointed out in the 

previous descriptions, women earn some extra money through domestic work chores such 

as sewing, selling their garden produce, and making butter. The informal nature of 

women's work explains why the counts for income-generating work, which I label 

"business." are low. 

Besides using their everyday domestic skills to generate extra income, women also 

invest time and work in their husbands' businesses. Katharina Janzen. for example, 

regularly works for her husband's business, doing errands in town and working at the 

office. Both Old Colony and General Conference women support their husbands' work. 

They help at the office, or on the shop floor (e.g., making furniture), sell merchandise at 

the husband's store, work at the family restaurant, or occasionally help their husbands 

who teach at school. The weekly time tables and interviews suggest that often women 

reserve certain days during the week, e.xcept for Saturday or Sunday, for their business 

activities. 

While both Old Colony and Kleine Gemeinde women work in the informal sector, a 

few, but increasingly more. General Conference women have the opportunity to work in 
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the formal economy during certain times of their lives, often seasonally, part-time and 

short-term. Although the Old Colony Church considers women's formal work shameful, 

this does not mean that women would not be interested in formal work. One woman, for 

example, was experienced in helping her husband at school and thought that it should 

become customary among the Old Colony for women to be teachers. Her sister-in-law 

agreed. 

The type of work considered suitable for General Conference women is an extension 

of women's nurturing roles. It seems acceptable for girls to learn the professions of 

teacher and nurse^° and also to work in these jobs before marriage. Most "women" 

working in their professions, thus are Mejale.s (LG; girls), not Friies (LG; women). 

Often, as soon as women get married, or at the latest when they expect their first baby, 

women quit their paid jobs in order to concentrate fully on their roles of mother and wife. 

Exceptions exist and an occasional married woman is a full-time teacher at a Mennonite 

General Conference or Kleine GemeinJe school. Other women opt for teaching 

intermittently or part time, or they help out at a Mennonite store during the busy pre-

Christmas season. 

Although women can ask their mothers or sisters for social support, women prefer to 

combine income-generating work with their roles as mothers and wives, and they would 

feel guilty if they favored outside work over child care and domestic responsibilities. 

Esther Krahn, for example, helped at a friends* store two days a week only temporarily 

during the busy December month. She felt compelled to take care of the house before she 

The respectability oF the nursing profession is contested among Mennonites. because it brings young 
girls and women into coniact with the Mexican host society, more specifically, with male Me.xican doctors 
and patients. Unfortunate rumors about improper involvements of doctors with nurses make it difTicult. if 
not impossible, for Mennonite girls and women to work in their profession. Unmarried women who insist 
on pursuing their nursing careers are in constant conflicts with their parents or potential husbands. As a 
result, they often chose to quit their nursing Jobs. This is unfortunate, as Mennonite. Low German speaking 
nurses are urgently needed for the benefit of the Mennonite colonies. Chapter 6 discusses in more detail the 
importance of Mennonite nurses. 
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left for work, because she was not comfortable with leaving the housework to her mother 

on top of child supervision. Although Esther expressed her interest in working outside the 

house, she decided against it. because she did not want to ask her mother to look after her 

two young children routinely. 

Women seem to be prepared to change roles according to their family situation. 

Another young Kleine Gemeinde woman had been working at her father's store for seven 

years after she left school. She had enjoyed working at the store, where she also learned 

to speak Spanish fluently. But now she had a baby and no longer could work outside the 

house. She e.xplained to me that a baby creates a lot of work: a mother cannot really use 

her time the way she would like to use it. 

Shopping Peak times for shopping are Saturday afternoon and evening (12 counts), 

after the Saturday cleaning chores are completed. Some shopping takes place during 

weekday afternoons and evenings, but not on Sunday. 

Katharina Janzen knew that during her mother's youth many women left their villages 

maybe once a year. Today there are still an unknown number of women who hardly ever 

leave their villages. Other women, no matter what congregation they belong to. have the 

opportunity of "getting out" for the sole purpose of shopping. Mennonite families or 

couples are a regular sight in the streets and stores of Cuauhtemoc. But Mennontte 

women, only in the company of their children or sisters are also seen in Cuauhtemoc and 

in the Mennonite and Mc\\csa\ fruterias (SP; fruit and vegetable store) and other stores 

along the "Mennonite highway." Women's mobility has increased due to the fact that 

younger women today know how to operate a car or pick-up truck. 

Dailv and Weekly Work Rhvthms The Mennonite women who shared their everyday 

lives with me never complained about their multiple work roles. They perform productive 

and reproductive work, the boundaries of which are not always clear-cut. Their work 
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benefits their children whether it is directly aimed toward them or toward generating 

extra income. Women are aware that their multiple roles as wives, mothers, family 

members, workers, neighbors, and individuals generate a multitude of work. Sometimes 

their roles compete with each other. One early afternoon, around 3 pm. I visited a young 

General Conference woman who was uncomfortable about my seeing her not-yet cleaned 

up kitchen and she apologized saying that with two small children sometimes it is hard to 

be done with one's work. Indeed, during my repeated visits, it often was hard to 

concentrate on one task or subject in an uninterrupted manner, as there was always a 

phone ringing, food on the stove to be watched after, or two children in need of attention. 

I have presented women's diverse work chores as if they were clear-cut categories, 

taking place one after the other, only for the purpose of identifying certain regularities 

with which women go about their work. As women's multiple roles often overlap, so do 

women's work chores that may be carried out simultaneously. Childcare is one of the 

core elements of women's work that overlaps with other tasks. When I visited with one 

Old Colony woman and asked her what she was doing, she answered that she was baking 

and also aunt Dokiren (LG: trying to heal) one of her daughters who had the stomach tlu. 

Esther Krahn expressed her thoughts about gender differences in taking care of various 

tasks simultaneously. Men. it seemed to her. "are like horses" - they only focus on the 

one thing they are doing. When men are babysitting their children, she explained, they do 

not clean the dishes from the table. Women, in contrast, always have all those things in 

mind that they are working on simultaneously and that are still ahead to be done. A 

couple of hours later, Esther was making dinner with her youngest on her hip. gratefully 

accepting my offer to take care of her daughter while she was cooking. 

The women I interacted with did not seem to be distressed about multi-tasking. They 

had efficiently organized their daily and weekly routines on a largely task-oriented basis. 
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so that each task had its allocated spot. Although women's time allocations have no 

strictly defmed rules - except for the fad that Sunday and other holidays are religiously 

prescribed days for rest - certain times of the day and certain days of the week are more 

likely to be used for specific tasks than others. I now summarize daily and weekly 

schedules of women's work activities, but I do not intend to portray Mennonite women as 

"working robots." as I am well aware of individual or household variation, as well as 

women's agency that allows for spontaneity. 

While childcare keeps women busy around the clock, the day is divided into task 

sessions of morning, afternoon and evening activities. Women spend the morning hours 

cleaning and ordering their homes, and preparing breakfast and lunch. Certain tasks such 

as baking and doing laundry are often started in the morning and continued after lunch, if 

women take care of farm animals, mornings and evenings are reserved for activities such 

as feeding the animals and cleaning the stables, but especially for milking the cows. 

Garden and yard work often takes place during the cooler morning and evening hours. 

Mornings demand stringent routines and allow for less flexibility than afternoons and 

evenings. What women call "moming work" is solitary work, in which only preschool 

children, daughters during their years between school and marriage, or occasionally a 

maid help. Afternoons are spent finishing up housework and laundry, baking, sewing, 

canning or shopping, but the latter also takes place during early evening hours. Although 

afternoon work is solitary work as well, women who have the opportunity to spend time 

with members of their immediate female network, regularly use this time to work either 

cooperatively on one group project, or each on her own individual project. These 

afternoon meetings bring women out of the isolation of their homes and allow them to be 

productive at the same time. Afternoons and evenings thus offer opportunities to be with 

other women, to visit and chat, to work, or to bring moral or religious support along with 
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a meal to sick women or new mothers.^' Except for Sunday morning church and private 

General Conference bible study groups, religious and social activities take place during 

the afternoon and evening hours, after the work at home has been completed. 

Women's weekly schedules during the summer months are divided into work that 

needs to be done seven days a week, and work that tends to be accomplished on certain 

workdays, plus work that is not supposed to be done on Sundays. Childcare. housework, 

preparing food, and caring for use animals all must be done seven days a week. In 

contrast, baking. laundry, sewing, garden and yard work, business, and shopping arc 

chores that tend to be scheduled during certain workdays. Sunday - as well as religious 

holidays - are days of rest. While men rest from their farm, business or shop work." 

women still have to take care of basic household tasks such as preparing and serving 

food, cleaning up after meals, and maybe the tending of animals. But on rest days, 

women refrain from doing laundry, baking, sewing, shopping, or engaging in business. 

A hypothetical weekly schedule of women's diurnal and day-specific work might 

look as follows;^^ Monday through Sunday, women engage in childcare. housework, 

preparation of meals, and the care of animals. Mondays have been marked as 

Wumchciach (LG: laundry day), but income-generating work, and garden and yard chores 

also feature prominently as Monday occupations. Tuesday is a good day for baking, 

sewing, or gardening, and income-generating work. On a Wednesday, women might 

bake, work for income, do garden and yard work, but also take time to visit. A Thursday 

is good for sewing, visiting, income, and garden or yard work. On Fridays, women may 

sew. generate income or again do garden and yard work. Saturdays are the busiest of all 

days for women, because they have become associated with thorough house, garden and 

Women's networks and socio-religious activities and visiting are further described in Chapters 5 and 6. 
Men. too. have to take care of certain tasks on the weekend though, such as taking care of use animals 

and occasionally working the fields during harvest season. 
See Table 6: Weeklv Work Rhvthm. 
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yard cleaning. Women also bake and shop for the weekend. On Sunday only minimal 

housework and food preparation work is done, as Sunday is the day to attend church 

services and to visit and relax with relatives and friends. 

Although women keep track of the seasons, the days, and the work they do. my 

question as to how many hours a day they work came as a surprise to my informants. One 

woman said that when she worked for cash in Canada, she used to count the hours 

because she got paid at an hourly rate, but here at home she had no need to keep track of 

daily work hours. In general, women first had to think about the number of hours they 

worked each day before they could tell me. but others just did not know. Those who 

stated numbers thought they worked approximately between 12 and 15 hours a day. But 

women placed these numbers into contcxt by stating that they also took time for their 

children during the day. that they occasionally received une.xpected visitors, whose 

accommodation interrupted work, and that some of their work, such as sewing, actually 

was more like a hobby. While simultaneously socializing and enjoying work seemed to 

be acceptable, engaging in individual recreational activities solely for one's own 

amusement did not. One General Conference woman said that she could not read a book 

during the day because she would feel guilty sitting there, doing "nothing." Still other 

women reported that they did rest consciously in between their work responsibilities to 

regenerate their strength for the remaining chores of the day. 

Seasonal and Religious Rhvthms The daily and weekly rhythms of women's work are 

embedded in seasonal and religious cycles which also shape the rhythms of men's 

agricultural work. Dependent on the weather for their crops and garden produce. 

Mennonites are very attuned to weather conditions. In particular, the frequency and 

amount of rain is a recurrent topic, addressed not only by the local Mennonite media, but 

also in conversations among women as well as among men. But more than just reporting 
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about present weather conditions, people carry a collective memory of past weather that 

they draw from to forecast the weather. Sara Martens, for example, repeatedly was able 

to predict the weather correctly by assessing the sky, clouds, and rainbows. For example, 

a Bi-Sonn," she knew, indicates bad weather. More than once Sara predicted storm, rain 

or snow. Inevitably, Mennonites connect weather conditions with the need of farmers and 

gardeners for rain. Walter Schmiedehaus has described the climate in the Bustillos Valley 

with the Mennonites' economic activities in mind; 

The rainy season was followed by the exit of the summer and a lovely 
fall with late harvests up until December.... Thus, snowfalls were rarities 
in Mexico, and if they came, they were greeted with thankful joy; because 
they saw to it that the soil received moisture, so that the farmers could 
work their flelds and hope for successful spring cultivation. 

It would also get quite cold during the winter, although not nearly as 
cold as in Canada. But frequently winter extended its arm far into April 
and even May. Even though these months had warm days, the nights were 
marked by frost, which again and again spoiled the fruit harvest. 

Dry, partly very unpleasant winds and storms initiated spring. Every 
time they continuously blew across the plateau, windhoses whirled across 
the fields. Mighty dust clouds migrated across the prairie... No room could 
be kept clean during this time. Everywhere the fine sand penetrated and 
the dust set firmly. Spring and the beginning of summer were dry and only 
brought occasional fertilizing rains. Frequently though, not a single drop 
of rain fell onto the bone-dry land... But one thing was sure; As different 
as the seasons were from what one had been used to until now, the climate 
was good and healthy. Throughout the year one could work and toil... (my 
translation; Schmiedehaus 1948; 123-124) 

Schmiedehaus offers a very picturesque, but - according to my experience -

inaccurate description of the climate in the Bustillos Valley. Dividing the year into four 

" The term "Bi-Sonn" is a contraction of "bi" (Latin; two) and "sonn" (LG; sun). A certain constellation 
of air moisture, temperature, and cloud layer generate the prisms of two "light balls" (condensations of sun 
light) on each side of the sun as it is barely visible behind the cloud cover. I have never seen this 
phenomenon other than in Chihuahua. 
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seasonal periods (spring, summer, fall and winter) is confusing, as climatic conditions 

span from one season into the next. By classifying seasons according to climatic 

conditions, this confusion can be avoided. According to this classification, only three 

seasons emerge. February through May is the dry, stormy season during which only 

occasional rain will fall onto the fields. The days gradually grow warmer towards May. 

but the night frosts continue well into May. The rainy season (with about 375 mm 

average downfall) stretches from June through October. With the nearing of June, 

Mennonites begin searching the skies for clouds in hope of desperately needed rain. June 

through October is the warmest time of the year during which the hot afternoon air 

develops into huge black cloud systems that discharge in fierce thunderstorms. At times, 

these rains fall sporadically, benefiting only patches of farmland while leaving other vast 

areas dry. During dry years, there may be what amounts to no rain at all. From November 

through January, the weather is cold to very cold and dry with the exception of occasional 

snowfalls. In December 1997, the temperature fell to -14° Celsius at night in 

Cuauhtemoc and to -18° Celsius in the villages and surrounding open fields. 

In February and March the men begin to work the fields with so-called subsoilers or 

ploughs in preparation for the upcoming growing season. They sow wheat and oats no 

later than March, and they also work in their apple orchards. After wheat and oats are 

harvested, the fields will be planted again. In April, the farmers sow com on irrigated 

land, while they sow com on non-irrigated land in May and June if it rains in February. If 

there are no rains in February, com and beans are sown no later than July 20. After July 

20, farmers sow oats. The apple orchard harvest takes place in August, when Mennonites 

hire large numbers of Mexicans, and especially Raramuri, for picking apples. During 

October and November, com and beans are harvested. For the past eight (as of 1998) 
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years, Mennonite farmers have burned their fields to facilitate the making of furrows, 

which enhance irrigation^^ during the coming season. 

During the rainy season, June through October,^* entire families can be seen raking 

and weeding the fields. During this time, women and girls do double work in the house 

and in the fields. October and November are the very busy months of harvest for farmers. 

Households without sons rely on their daughters to operate modern harvesting and 

threshing machinery that began to be used during the 1980s. 

Besides helping their husbands during the busiest times of the agricultural season, 

women continue to take care of their own gardens and food processing. Women who 

have access to water, start working their gardens as early as April when the days slowly 

warm up. They plant potatoes in April and vegetables in May. Those women who cannot 

irrigate their gardens, though, wait for rains and then plant gardens shortly before or 

during the rainy season in June or July. Usually, women have fresh fruits and vegetables 

available in June. July and August. In July, August and September, women very busily 

conserve food by canning large amounts of fruits and vegetables. They make marmalade, 

jams, juices, canned fruit, pickles, and Suearen Komsl (LG; sour cabbage). While during 

the summer, Komtsborscht (LG; cabbage soup) is a welcome dish, women serve Suearen 

Komstborscht during the winter months. 

During the 1997 canning season I asked Martha Neufeld from the Manitoba Colony 

Kleine Gemeinde Church whether I could help her can cucumbers. Although surprised 

that I would be interested in such work, she consented to my wish. I thus spent an entire 

day with her family, first picking beans and cucumbers in the garden, then cleaning the 

2S 
Fields continue to be burned, although the Chihuahuan government has made the burning illegal 

throughout Chihuahua in an attempt to minimize air pollution. 
Some families who are fortunate enough to still have Canadian citizenship papers, or whose application 

for papers has been successful, use the summer months to become agricultural migrant laborers to Canada. 
Some families even stay and work in Canada for one or several years and then return to Mexico to begin a 
business of their own. 
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beans and making lunch - bean soup - and finally canning cucumbers. Martha's sister-in-

law Tina Wall joined us in this work. From a third source I later learned that my host had 

invited her sister-in-law over with cucumbers from her own garden to make sure that 

there would be enough work for all of us. Throughout the day I noted with delighted 

amazement how the women just knew what needed to be done without talking about it. 

Each woman just took over one chore or another. 

After fmishing up with the gardening season in November, women shift their 

attention to another kind of food preparation. From November to March, the coldest 

months of the year, many families butcher cows and pigs. While canning is part of 

women's domestic work, Schwienschlachten (LG; butchering a pig) is a joint effort of 

several households, either relatives or neighbors,^^ who combine efforts and share the 

work according to gender. 

On January 22, 1998. I joined a pig butchering with a mixed group of family and 

friends. While the men killed, washed, and hung the pig up in the Spikja (LG; granary), 

the women cleaned up the breakfast table and began to make lunch. The first parts of the 

pig I got to see were its intestines placed in a huge bowl. Since it was a sunny day, the 

women decided to clean the intestines outside the house. They were emptied and 

thoroughly cleaned several times inside out. Because ( had a cold, I was spared the smell 

that I could only imagine, while the women did not drop a single word about it. While we 

women were busy outside the Spikja, the men inside were cutting up the meat and cooked 

its fat and ribs in a Gropen (LG; big kettle). Soon it was time for lunch and the women 

divided up. Some finished cleaning the intestines, while others prepared lunch. One 

woman made hamburgers in the second kitchen inside the Spikja, while a big pot with 

See the short story "SchwienscMachien/SchweinescMachien" (LG/HG: Butchering a Pig) in Ens. et al. 
(1994b) Waut deit een Kiint em Daro? - Was macht ein Kind im Dorf? (LG/HG: What's a child doing in a 
village?). 
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pieces from the pig was boiling on the stove, later to be incorporated into the 

Lawaworschl (LG; liver sausage). While the men ate lunch, the women took turns in 

stirring the Gropen. When the men made room at the table, the women and children sat 

down to eat. Meanwhile, the host returned to the kitchen and invited me to watch the 

process of making Ruakworscht (LG; smoked sausage). So I watched how the ground 

meat was stuffed into the natural intestines, but also into plastic skins. Some of the 

women cleaned up after lunch, while others began to make Lawaworschl. After a while, 

the host tlrst distributed chocolates and then invited us all to try the Ruakworscht that he 

had earlier thrown into the Gropen. I also noticed two big salted hams hanging under the 

roof on the shady side of the Spikja. Finished with the Lawaworschl, the butchering was 

over. Tomorrow, the lady of the house would make soap from the fat collected in a 

bucket, which made excellent laundry detergent. Most parts from the pig thus were 

completely used up for something, except for the skin which is given to Mexicans who 

make chicerones (SP; fried pieces of pork skin and fat) from it. While the men retreated 

outside to relax, the women cleaned the Spikja and the utensils used for butchering. As 

soon as everything was clean, the women prepared a "help yourself Faspa. This time 

both men and women ate at the same time, with men sitting on one side and women on 

the other side of the table. After Faspa, it was time for the "guests" to leave, but not 

without each receiving some fresh sausage. 

Women also utilize the cold months from November to March to increase their 

tailoring of dresses, or they transform excess cloth into useftil items such as curtains, 

floormats or rugs. Especially before Christmas women increase their home 

manufacturing of dresses, as they make excellent gifts for their daughters, sisters, 

mothers and other female relatives. 
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Besides sewing, Christmas time again triggers a seasonal "deep-cleaning" of 

Mennonite homes. From October through December women turn their houses inside out. 

During this time, women ask each other: "Did you already clean your house?" 

(Fieldnotes: July 9, 1998). Some women, however, have developed altemative cleaning 

habits. One woman, for e.xample, cleaned her house thoroughly during July, because she 

preferred making dresses during the winter. Another woman preferred to clean in more 

detail once a month. She then would clean the bathrooms with bleach, or pull all the 

furniture from the wall and clean behind it, etc. This way she did not have to clean her 

entire house for weeks once every year. As Christmas comes closer, women decorate 

their homes for the season. 

Mennonite women's work, as well as men's agricultural work, not only follows 

seasonal changes in Chihuahua, but also coincides with the Christian church year. All the 

important religious celebrations take place between November and May, i.e., those 

months when the growing season comes to an end in November and begins fresh again in 

May. After ending the growing season and the harvest with Thanksgiving Day in 

November, the Mennonites begin the time of Advent and Christmas in December. During 

this last month of the calendar year, women can ignore their ready-for-winter gardens, 

and devote their time to sewing, as well as cleaning, and decorating the house. They 

continue sewing clothes until March. The cold weather from November through March 

and the absence of agricultural work make for an ideal time for households to take care of 

their meat provisions with home butchering. The Easter Holiday fails in March or April 

when the weather slowly begins to warm up. Women eagerly wait for these warmer days 

in April to start their garden work. Ascension and Pentecost in May are at the end of the 

Christian year. God's covenant with believers is renewed when Jesus rises into heaven, 

and when the Holy Ghost comes down to earth. May is a time of spiritual and natural 
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renewal. This is also the time of important socio-religious ceremonies related to new 

beginnings. After Pentecost, young Mennonites are baptized and thus become full 

members of their churches. After the baptisms, from May through August, newly 

engaged church members marry. During these months, women continue their garden 

work and preserve their garden produce, but they are not yet helping with the upcoming 

harvest of the fields. During the rainy season. June to October, women not only tend to 

their gardens, harvest and can, but they also help their husbands with agricultural work. 

The Christian holiday calendar has come to a rest during these busy months, and thus 

everybody's energies can be devoted to the harvest. 
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CHAPTER 5: Serving and Spatsearen^ 

Women generally perform their household chores individually, assisted only by 

daughters and occasionally by maids. But there are opportunities for women from 

different households to cooperate on specific work tasks. For example, on days when 

related women - mother, daughters, daughter-in-laws, etc. - come together, supervise 

children, sew, prepare food, eat and taik^, they simultaneously engage in both economic 

and social activities. Analytically, it is difficult to sort out economic production from 

social reproduction, as women may sew dresses for themselves, each other, or for sale 

during different times of the year or on different days. There is no doubt, however, that 

women's small-scale get-togethers strengthen female support networks and thus the 

possibility for mutual support among households in times of need. While such networks 

generally tie together various households of one extended family, neighbor women and 

female friends may also be part of such networks. 

Female cooperation, i.e., working together on the household level, within and among 

households, is anchored in socio-religious tenets and is a basic means of reproducing 

communities and creating a sense of belonging. Mennonite households create 

''communities" through everyday economic and social interactions, and mutual support. 

Mark Nichter (1993:10) has argued that communities should be defined like households 

as "activity sets - activities which mobilize groups of people to routinely interact around 

a common goal conferring a sense of coherence. In this sense, members of a 

"community" may well differ depending on an activity or issue." Such a processual 

conceptualization of "community" makes sense in the context of Mennonite studies 

because of Mennonite history and social segmentation. While there is a global, diasporic 

^ The Low German term spatsearen has several meanings in English: to visit, to converse, to court, to date 
(see Rempel 1995 Kienn Jie noch Plautdietsch? ). If not specified otherwise. I use spatsearen in the sense 
of "visiting" and "conversing." 
^ See the case study of Aganetha Enns in Chapter 4. 
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community of Mennonites, its local expressions are characterized by denominational, 

gendered, and other differentiations. "Activity sets" take different shapes and thus reveal 

the ways in which the (Manitoba Colony) Old Colony Church "communities" are formed 

by overlapping "sub-communities" based on varying activities. Some of these activities 

strengthen gendered and generational communities in the form of female or male, 

married and unmarried support networks. Practices such as borrowing and lending 

machinery (Redekop 1969; Sawatzky 1971) foster community between established and 

young or poor farmers. Villages are also "communities," especially during village 

occasions such as funerals. Working "bees" that organize around the butchering of hogs 

or cattle create communities around family, friends, and neighbors (Sawatzky 1971:294). 

A definition of "community" based on "activity sets" thus allows for flexible, permeable 

boundaries of "cohesive" Old Colony and General Conference Churches. 

Although individual Mennonites expressed their opinion that mutual support no 

longer was practiced as intensely as it used to be, "activity sets" continue to be the 

everyday expressions of Mennonite theology and history. The importance of community 

for Mennonites has firm roots in early Anabaptist belief systems. These early Mennonites 

looked out for each other under outside pressures of persecution, as well as lead each 

other on the right path of the conscious believer; the salvation of the individual could 

occur only through the salvation of the entire community. From early on, Mennonites 

created communities in which adherence to a church-sanctioned way of life, especially in 

terms of physical appearance and everyday activities, was crucial because it embodied 

Mennonite "otherworldliness."^ Individual agency was to be kept within strict boundaries 

and always subject to scrutiny. Today, the "cohesiveness" of the Old Colony Mennonite 

communities in Chihuahua, as well as the conformity of its members to church and 

^ See the section "Beginnings and Beh'efs" in Chapter I.I. on fundamental Mennonite tenets. 



287 

community rules continue to be fostered by two complementary forces: the continuous 

pressure from conservative church leaders and the hegemonic processes which control 

Mennonite habitus within the church communities. 

While "community" and "cooperation" are valued, Mennonites often solve problems 

by breaking into new fractions. Around 30-40 years ago, several Mennonite men and 

their families had refused to conform to Old Colony Church rule and thus were 

excommunicated.^ These excommunications - besides having obvious economic 

consequences that come with the loss of economic partnerships and support - had severe 

social implications. The split into Old Colony and General Conference Churches 

disrupted social support networks among previously cooperating households. Because of 

the split, former economic and socio-religious interaction abruptly came to an end, and 

the previous trust relationships within one community turned into suspicion and distrust 

between the two church communities. For three decades, each church has claimed that 

they were the "better" Mennonites. But not all members of either church supported this 

animosity. The General Conference member Helena Bergen expressed her personal 

feelings; 

I grew up in the Old Colony. My husband and I later switched churches. 
because we wanted better schools for our children. Old Colony people 
think that General Conference members are not good Mennonites, and that 
bothers me. To me, God not only looks at the outer appearance, but into 
the heart (Fieldnotes, August 1, 1998). 

Similarly, Margaretha Blatz from the Old Colony Church felt that lack of communication 

had led to prejudice and derision towards her church. One morning she accompanied me 

to her husband's Old Colony school class. While sitting in the back of the room to 

* See Chapter 1.2. Mennonite Colonies in Northern Chihuahua. 
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observe the class, she commented about the negative stereotypes that are spread about 

Old Colony customs: 

I always say that we need to open the doors for people to see what's going 
on inside our houses, churches and schools. People say so many bad things 
about us that are not true. We need to show those people who want to see 
for themselves (Fieldnotes, April 8,1998). 

Defying distrust and prejudice, some church members are beginning to show the first 

signs of mutual respect for one another's ways of life as members of different church 

communities are emerging. I remember one afternoon in February when I accompanied 

Betty Bergen to an Old Colony woman's farm on the Manitoba Colony, where Betty 

picked up some dried vine for wreaths she was planning to make. Back in Betty's pick-up 

truck, leaving the village, she asked me whether I had noticed how friendly the woman 

had been. Although they were from different churches (Betty is a General Conference 

member), this woman was not only very nice, but also very talkative. "It had not always 

been like that," Betty fmished her thought. 

The ban that was extended in the 1960s has only been lifted as recently as April 1997. 

Perhaps, now that the Old Colony Church has officially taken the ban off the once 

condemned individuals, social relations among and within families belonging to the two 

churches will resume. If such is the case, Sunday afternoon family get-togethers, such as 

the one I was invited to in August 1998 attended by General Conference and 

Gottesgemeinde members at their Old Colony family members' home, will no longer will 

be an exception but a common event. 

In the following paragraphs of this chapter, I describe the hegemonic processes 

involved in the socio-religious reproduction of Old Colony and General Conference 
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Mennonite communities with a focus on women's socio-religious work, i.e., work that 

simultaneously invests in social relationships. Women's activities that fall into the 

categories of serving the community and spatsearen, (i.e., social interaction), bind 

individuals, families, households, and the community together via women's efforts to live 

righteously according to their faith. 

The first part of this chapter describes women's individual, small group, and 

organized efforts to serve their communities by helping each other, as well as third party 

women and their families. The second part of the chapter delineates the Mennonite style 

of socializing as characterized by segregated social interaction, a particular visiting 

etiquette, and certain common topics of conversation. 

5.1. Serving the Community 

Individually, or within small groups, women serve each other, their families, and thus 

their communities in a variety of ways. As described in Chapter 4. for example, women 

make sure that a female relative whose husband is absent on a business trip is never by 

herself for a long period of time. Related women may also confide in each other and offer 

moral support with marital problems. Women also support other women by taking on the 

responsibility of helping a relative about to give birth, and after delivery. In June 1998.1 

visited an Old Colony mother and her teenage daughter, and found them rather busy. 

They had not only taken in their sister-in-law's/aunt's three young girls, but they had also 

taken on that household's laundry chores, while the mother-to-be was in the hospital. 

Traditionally, individual women bring meals to a new mother in order to spare her one of 

her chores. This informal tradition, maintained by Old Colony women, has been modified 

by the General Conference sewing circle into an organized affair, because sometimes one 

woman received several meals a day, while another did not receive any. The sewing 
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circle organizes its members into four groups of ten women who take turns serving 

General Conference women in need. Women, both by themselves or together with a 

female relative or friend, also visit and support sick women.® 

Women serve their communities by providing food for socio-religious events such as 

engagement and wedding celebrations, or funerals. Traditionally, the women of the 

households in question prepared a large amount of dough that was distributed among the 

women of their village, asking them to bake for the event.* As the General Conference 

members no longer live in "closed"' villages, but rather spread through several villages, 

they have modified this tradition. For one funeral in May 1998. for example, several 

women made their own dough and Kringel to bring for the Faspa held after the church 

service. 

Although women hold no official religious positions, on an informal level women are 

very much engaged with religious activities and services. Throughout the week, women 

take time in the evening to read in the Bible or Sunday school readings,^ they teach their 

children to pray, attend preacher or deacon meetings (only General Conference women), 

go to church on Sundays or other holidays, and attend guest preacher's sermons during 

the evening. One General Conference woman, for example, holds daily morning 

devotions that give her the strength for the day, for her family, and also for other women 

she reaches out to. Being well-versed in the Bible, she offers Bible quotes to support 

other women in times of emotional need. 

Both Old Colony and General Conference women are also part of informal prayer 

meetings. While some Old Colony members continue a tradition of meeting in small 

® The importance of visiting the sick is discussed in detail in Chapter 6. 
° Also see "Baking" in Chapter 4. 
^ While the General Conference regularly holds Sunday school meetings before the Sunday morning church 
service, the conservative Old Colony church leadership does not see any need for such meetings. 



291 

circles of related couples or friends in order to sing their traditional Lange Wies hymnals,' 

General Conference women meet in bible study groups or prayer circles. 

Besides the widespread practice of individual women and small groups of women 

serving each other and their families, there are very few organized ways for women to be 

active in a socio-religious way. While the General Conference and Kleine Gemeimk 

churches allow women's sewing circles, the Old Colony church has not yet supported 

such officially organized women's groups. When I asked Old Colony women whether 

they would not be interested in their own sewing circle, they indicated their interest, but 

also said that it is just not their custom. 

Recently, the Old Colony church has endorsed a now very popular avenue for 

socializing and serving which offers young, unmarried women the opportunity to 

participate in the community on a broader social level. Villages formed youth choirs that 

regularly meet during the evenings. At first, the majority of attendants were female, and 

only gradually young unmarried men could be convinced to join. In addition to these 

JugenJsingsiuncien (HG; youths' singing hours), monthly general Singstimden emerged 

with choirs growing to include hundreds of members. For one meeting in June 1998. the 

youth had arranged seating for 1,000 people in a private granary. Young and old. 

children, parents and grandparents, from several villages mainly from the Manitoba 

Colony, filled three quarters of these seats. A "long row of men" facing the assembly led 

the singing of hymnals, and a few "instructive poems." The church leadership especially 

encourages the singing and practicing of the Lange IVies (MZ, No. 42, July 10, 1998, pp. 

6-7). Youth choirs have the opportunity to sing publicly during special events (such as 

^ Lange (y/es (LG; long tune) refers to the traditional Old Colony liturgical singing that is characterized by 
unisonous melodies and syllables stretched out over several notes. While the hymnals have been written 
down in "the old hymnal {Gesangbuch)" the "sonorous melodies [have been] handed down unwritten 
through six or more generations" (Sawatzky 1971:292). The General Conference Church no longer 
practices the singing of the Lange tVies. 
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MCC personnel farewell parties), and thus the choir members can serve their 

communities not only by maintaining the traditional Lange Wies, but also by contributing 

to a celebration by singing for the glory of their Creator. 

The General Conference, too. has various mixed gender, women's and men's choirs. 

The women's choir - which also allows girls, i.e. unmarried women - meets between 

September/November and April/May. They perform during Sunday morning church 

services, and may also host special concerts during the spring or the Christmas seasons. 

The women's choir rests during the remainder of the year, when women are busy with 

their gardens and with canning. 

Women from all churches are also welcome to volunteer their time to the 

Alienheimlcuien. a store whose income from secondhand clothing and other used items 

supports the Alienheim (HG; Old People's Home). The Arbeitskalender (HG; working 

schedule) for the Old Folk's Home holds the annual schedule of pairs of women who 

volunteer to operate the store for one day, at least once a month. All of the volunteers are 

female and - with few exceptions - married women (Arbeitskalender fiir Jen 

Alienheimladen zim Jahre 1998). The Alienheim, itself, offers women and girls from all 

church communities the opportunity to volunteer by serving food during the Saturday 

evening dinners which are important fund raisers for the Ahenheim. 

By far the most formally structured women's organization is the General Conference^ 

sewing circle, called Willige Heifer Verein (HG; Society of Willing Helpers). The sewing 

circle holds annual elections during which the Amtsschweslern (HG; sisters-in-office) are 

elected into one of four committees for a three-year term. The chairwoman, vice-

chairwoman. keeper of the minutes and the treasurer constitute the Exekutivkomitee (HG; 

^ Since my work focused on the Old Colony and General Conference communities, Kteine Gemeimte 
women's groups, such as their sewing circle, are not included in this study. 
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Executive Committee). The Programmkomilee (HG; Program Committee) designs the 

annual program, distributes presentation topics, prints annual program booklets, and 

organizes the women into task groups according to need. The Speisekomiiee (HG; Dining 

Committee) makes sure that every month a group of - usually related - women 

volunteers make and bring Faspa for the monthly sewing circle meeting. The women 

who form the Arbeilskomiiee (HG; Work Committee) are responsible for the supply of 

work material such as cloth, thread, scissors, and needles, as well as for the setting up of 

the work facilities for the monthly meetings. Not all women are willing to run for office. 

Some see an official position as too much of an obligation, interfering with their 

everyday responsibilities, while other women may feel too nervous and shy about holding 

a public - almost always a purely female public!'" - position. During the 1997 election 

process, one woman encouraged her sisters'' by acknowledging that each woman was 

very busy with her own work, but that it was possible to fit in the work for the sewing 

circle. More importantly, the work for an elected office should not be seen as work, but 

as a service. 

The women's sewing circle in Me.xico began around 1966, when the Mennonite 

women from town, i.e.. the wives and daughters of the excommunicated Old Colony 

members, met for the first time. They took turns in meeting at one woman's place to sew 

and to do needle work, but they also took care of work that the hostess needed to have 

done. The women wanted to provide mutual aid to others, and at the same time they 

Klassen (1994:105) has also suggested that she consider women's sewing ("mission") circles as 
"public", i.e., larger than mother-child units; "Perhaps a revisioning of the very concepts of public and 
private space is also necessary to understand Mennonite women's religious lives. A place like the mission 
circle is a public forum even though men are not around". 
" The women refer to each other as Schwesier (HG; sister) during ofTicial program events, for e.xample. 
Schwester Lena Klassen de Penner. In e.xtending titles of family relations to each other, they symbolize 
their closeness as symbolic family. As the example shows, the General Conference official language has 
adopted the Mexican system for last names, while more often, they - as well as the other churches - still 
use the Mennonite system, whereby a Lena Klassen de Penner would be referred to as Peeia Pennersche 
(LG; Mrs. Peter Penner). 



294 

enjoyed the company of other women. Today, the General Conference sewing circle 

meets at their church's community room, which offers ample space for work and 

socializing. In recent years intermarriage between Mennonites and Mexicans has 

increased slightly, and a handful of young Me.xican women have joined the sewing circle, 

finding company among one other and with younger Mennonite women who are fluent in 

the Spanish language. 

As the history of several Mennonite groups in the United States and Canada shows, it 

was not always easy for women to form their own groups for the purpose of socio-

religious work. Male church leaders in particular regarded women's socio-religious 

organizations as a threat and as competition to male-led organizations (Epp 1987:95-

96)'*. Similarly, for the General Conference women in the Bustillos Valley colonies 

today, it is not always easy to attend their sewing circle and socializing meetings. During 

a women's conference, one woman from the Ojo de La Yegua Colony General 

Conference sewing circle summarized women's hurdles, but also women's benefits of 

participating in the sewing circle: 

The women get together to work. Some women do not come because their 
husbands do not want them to go to this gossip meeting. They think it is a 
Pliidaverein iPliitiarie, LG, gossip or chitchat; Vercm. HG, association or 
club), not a Ndhverein (HG, sewing circle). But can't pliidren (LG; to 
gossip, to chatter) be good? We get together to get closer to each other and 
to do things for others. That's the blessings (Fieldnotes, July 3,1998).'^ 

The speaker offered Galatians 6:9-10 to support the well-meaning efforts of her sewing 

circle; 

In Chihuahua, men have rormed the Hitfskominee (HG; support committee), which, however, also allows 
female participation in meetings. The Hilfskomiiiee organizes and monitors local, national and also 
international aid projects to the poor, the neglected or abused, and those affected by natural catastrophes. 

It is interesting to note how men refer to women's speech as "gossip.'* Most certainly they do not call 
men's speech by the same name, such as occurring during the Hilfskomiiiee-meiX.m^'i. 
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Lafiet um aber Gules tun und nicht miide 
werden: denn zu seiner Zeil werden wir 
auch ernien, wenn wir nicht nachlassen. 
Darum. solange wir noch Zeil hahen, lafii 
uns Gules tun an jedermann. allermeisi 
aher an des Glauhens Genossen. 
Let us not be weary in well doing: for in 
due season we shall reap, if we not faint. 
As we have therefore opportunity, let us 
do good onto all men. especially onto 
them who are of the household of faith. 

The General Conference women who participate in the Manitoba Colony sewing 

circle have adopted the first part of this bible verse for their sewing circle motto: Lafiet 

uns Gules tun und nicht miide werden, denn zu seiner Zeil werden wir auch ernien ohne 

Aufhoren. 

The sewing circle is doing good in at least two established ways. First, its primary 

function is charity work. The blankets, quilts, kitchen towels, etc. produced by the 

circle's members are sold, raffled, or donated. Poor people are the beneflciaries of the 

sewing circle's labor, be they Mennonite. Mexican or Raramuri. During the Christmas 

season, women also load up and decorate baskets with food and other items, and deliver 

them to households known to be in need of such presents. Second, the sewing circle 

offers an organized support network in which women are connected with each other 

through relationships of prayer and mutual support. Once a year, members conduct a 

drawing of names'* during which each woman draws one Geheisschwesier (HG; sister-

This English King James Version does not quite reflect the mood of the German (Luther's Version) 
Bible quote. I offer a more literal translation: "Let us do good, and let us not get tired: fbr if it is time, we 
shall also reap, if we do not diminish our efforts. Therefore, as long as we still have time, let us do good 
unto everybody, but mostly to our comrades in faith." 

This version again has a slightly different meaning: "Let us do good, and let us not gel tired: for if it is 
time, we shall also reap without end." 

Before the drawing of names, the women decide on an open or secret drawing. In 1998. the women voted 
for a secret drawing by a majority of one vote. 
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in-prayer). and simultaneously has her name drawn by another woman. A 

Gebetsschwester prays for the woman whose name she has drawn, gives her presents for 

birthday and Christmas, and generally supports her as much as she can. Thus, every 

woman is connected through prayer with two others, namely one woman whom she prays 

for and another woman who prays for her - unless two women draw each other's names. 

This system increases the effectiveness of the entire sewing circle as a support network, 

and fosters friendship, discipleship. sisterhood, and equality in psychological, spiritual, 

and economic forms of support. 

The last Thursday of every month, the women come together for circle meetings at 

their church community room. The very first time I participated. I arrived at the church 

around I ;30pm. As I entered the community room. I realized that I did not know any of 

the women. I raised my voice, greeted them all together, indicated my interest in their 

group, and asked whether I could help in any way. Most of the women nodded and one of 

them said that I could indeed help, because there was always a lot of work to be done. 

After this first meeting, I attended eleven more sewing circle afternoons throughout my 

fieldwork, during which I was increasingly incorporated into this powerful support 

network. 

The meetings are divided into three parts: (l> from 1:00 to 3:30 pm. the women work 

on their projects. (2) from 3:30 pm on they hold an official program, and (3) at the end of 

the program, they enjoy a delicious Faspa. 

For the first part of the afternoon, the community room is rearranged into a busy 

factory shop. Usually, there are one small and three large quilting frames, two sewing 

machines, and several spaces for women to cut cloth, sew up finished quilts by hand, or 

cross-stitch decorative motives onto kitchen towels. The general atmosphere during this 

cooperative work effort is comfortable and relaxed. The women expertly busy their hands 
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while they talk quietly. Some older children playfully take care of younger ones. Young 

mothers feel comfortable concentrating on a conversation and enjoy the break from their 

toddlers who are roaming the workshop area. They know that each woman looks after the 

little ones and occasionally picks them up. Conversations in Low German always seeni to 

return to the same topics: the weather, women's vegetable and flower gardens, cooking: 

relatives, who is who, who is sick, who has had an accident, who has died, a vacation 

trip, once in a while occurrences in the Mexican society, but also, mostly in more private 

circles,'^ social tensions or domestic problems with husbands or children. 

After two and a half hours of productive work, the circle leader announces the 

beginning of the program, and asks the women to clean up the manufacturing site. They 

arrange the chairs into rows facing the "front stage" and take their seats in anticipation of 

the upcoming program that is held in a combination of High and Low German. After a 

welcome from the president, and an introductory song, one of the members gives a 

presentation related to the year's theme. These presentations to a (female only) public 

forum offer opportunities for discussions on gendered roles from Mennonitc women's 

perspectives. 

In 1997 the theme Lass mich nichi aujhdren zu wachsen (HG; Don't let me cease to 

grow) focused on the individual woman and her possibilities for personal growth 

according to Mennonite morality. The monthly topics centered on the productive use of 

time, being available for others, and maintaining good relationships with community 

members." The July speaker gave a talk with the same title as the year's theme. She 

Serious domestic problems are kept wichin the households, families and female support networks as 
much as possible out of fear of community gossip. 

The 1997 monthly tonics: Die Frau die ich sein mochte; Hilf mir mein Lehen zu organixieran: Gib mir 
einen freigebigen Geist: Verwandle meine Sorgen in Arheil: Segne mein gnles I 'ornehmen: Freiincfe \ind 
Men zu vergeben; Lafi mich nichf aujhoren zu wachsen: Vergeben bedeulel V'ergesscn: Lafi meine 
Einsiei/ung opiimislisch sein: Gib mir Liebe, um loszulassen; Mutters Weihnachtswimsch Lisle: 
iVeihnachtsprogram and Bankelt. The woman I want to be; Help me to organize my life: Give me a 
generous spirit; Transform my worries into work; Bless my go<^ intentions; Friends are worth being 
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pointed out women's potential for growth in personal, marital, social, religious, and 

economic areas. To explain what she had in mind by the term "growing." the speaker 

used botanical metaphors: She goes into her garden every morning to see how her plants 

are growing. She is happy about them and checks on them a few times during the day. 

Just as plants grow, so had every woman grown from childhood to womanhood. She 

emphasized that women are strong, can achieve a lot, and are worth something. Women 

should not feel - as the speaker had realized repeatedly within her community - that they 

are not worth anything. Women are doing much more than just cooking and taking care 

of the house. The speaker especially admired those women who figure out ways for extra 

income instead of complaining of not having enough money. She advised every woman 

present not to cry uselessly, but instead to stretch out for the sun just as a sunflower 

behind a wall grows towards the sun. 

In 1998 the focus of the sewing circle's theme shifted from "the woman" to "the 

family." Under the theme "IV/r halien zusammen" (HG; "We stick together"), the women 

presented topics that addressed women's roles in fostering peaceful and supportive 

partnerships and family lives in ideal and difficult circumstances.'^ The speech for June 

was entitled: "£/>» FamUienleben, gepriigf von Ablehnung und Has.s" (HG; A Family Life 

- Characterized by Rejection and Hatred). In her speech, the presenter discussed ways in 

forgiven; Don't let me cease to grow; Forgiving means forgetting; Give me an optimistic attitude: Give me 
love to let go; Mother's Christmas wish list: Christmas program and banquet (my translation Trom HG; 
Willige Heifer Verein 1997). 
" The 1998 monthly topics: Auf der Suche nach der Traumfrau: Wir sind zu schnell "zur Sache" 
gekommen; Eine verleizle Seete kann nicht lieben: ErzaMen, bis es keine Geheimnisse mehr gibi: 
Selbslvenvirklichung - der Todesstqfi flir eine Ehe; Ein FamUienleben - geprdgi von Ablehnung und Haft: 
left fiirchle mich vor dem A/ierwerden mil meinem Mann: die Prioritdlen fa/sch selzen: Lieben. wo es 
nichts mehr zu Lieben gibi: fiir nur eine Frau fand er sich zu schade: 12 Goldene Regetn fur eine gexunde 
Ehe: Weihnachtsprogramm und -abendbroi. In search of the dream woman; We came "to the point" too 
quickly; A hurt soul cannot love; Talking until there are no more secrets; Self-realization - death sentence 
for every marriage; A Family Life - Characterized by Rejection and Hatred; I am afraid of aging with my 
husband: To place priorities wrongly; To love, where love no longer is found; For only one woman he 
thought himself too good; 12 golden rules for a healthy marriage; Christmas program and dinner (my 
translation from HG; Willige Heifer Verein 1997). 
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which mothers could bring peace and joy into their homes. She suggested that a wife 

should not allow herself to feel dissatisfied, nor should she constantly criticize or nag her 

husband. Instead, she should be silent and pray, be subservient to her husband in a 

confident way. and have patience with him and others. 

Depending on the season, monthly meetings are attended by 20 to 40 women, with 

fewer participants during the summer months. After each presentation, the program 

progresses with the reading of a bible verse in unison that supports the presentation's 

topic. The program continues with reading the names of those with birthdays that month, 

followed by a birthday song. Next, during the business part of the meeting, the official 

minutes of the previous meeting are read, finances stated, and other topics of importance 

addressed. Under ''other topics," women also collect special prayer requests that, after 

another song, are honored in an open group prayer concluding with a grace. For the final 

part of the official program, the assembly disperses into smaller groups which retreat into 

the little rooms along the church's hallways. After arranging circular seating, prayer 

requests are collected again, and then each of the women may take a turn to say a prayer. 

After this intensive prayer session, the women stay seated for a while and talk things 

over, before they get up to start the last part of their afternoon. 

While most women have joined the small-group prayer sessions, some women are 

signed up for the Speisekomitlee, and thus busy themselves in the kitchen with preparing 

Faspa. As the women return from their intensive sessions, they form a line to fill their 

plates with the typical homemade delicacies of Mennonite cuisine such as stews, breads, 

salads, meats, cheese, cakes, and cookies. The sewing circle meeting always ends with 

this rela.\ed sharing of a meal. While the women eat and chat, the chairwoman draws a 

name from the raffle box and announces the month's winner of a small raffle gift. Soon, 

the women return to their homes and re-immerse themselves in their usual chores. The 
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Speisekomittee and a few volunteers stay on to clean the dishes, leaving the kitchen and 

community room spick-and-span for the upcoming Sunday school session. 

In early December, instead of a regular Thursday afternoon work meeting, the sewing 

circle members invite their husbands, families, and interested church members to a 

Christmas banquet. In 1997 members presented a program consisting of a brief Chrismias 

pageant, choir, and instrumental music. Other members had prepared the dinner menu. As 

usual, order and cleanliness in the kitchen ranked high after dinner, and the women began 

to clean the community room. 1 joined their efforts, and first helped in straightening out 

the church room that had served for the program part of the evening. As we were 

working, one woman suddenly exclaimed: "Muj'eres trabajando! (SP; Women at work!) 

Look at the men standing around, as if this party had not been for them!" Indeed. I could 

detect only two men carrying out the crib and stable construction used during the 

Christmas play. The habitus of women cleaning up aAer dinner seemed so engrained in 

the men - and the women - that almost nobody had thought about making an e.\ception 

after such a special evening. Cooperative work and serving, after all. are the sewing 

circle's foremost tasks. 

5.2. Social Visiting 

Besides women's support networks and informal or formal ways of serving the 

community, visiting is a powerful means of socio-religious reproduction among the Old 

Colony and General Conference Mennonite communities throughout the Bustillos Valley 

and beyond. The maintenance of relationships is a central social issue and is taken very 

seriously, even if it entails long distance trips within Mexico, or international travel to the 

US. Canada, Bolivia, Belize, or Paraguay. 
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Traditionally, visiting is the only church-sanctioned leisure time activity of Old 

Colony Mennonites. But it is not only prescribed "from above." Visiting is a widespread, 

and very much enjoyed, planned or spontaneous activity. "Dam freil mie. Jam Jil 

spatsearen komsi (LG; 1 am happy that you visit me)." exclaimed Anna Thiessen when I 

visited her - unannounced - for the first time (Fieldnotes, February 28. 1998). The joy of 

visiting has survived among General Conference members. Over muffins, coffee, and 

Sommaborschi, the latter of which my host had heated up upon learning that this soup 

was my favorite Mennonite dish, Elena Froese explained that Mennonites. including 

herself, like to be visited without invitation, because surprise visits show that your guests 

really have an interest in visiting you. 

Translated as "to visit, to converse, to court, to date." the Low German term 

"spatsearen " is related to, but more encompassing than the words "nohren " (LG; to 

converse, to neighbor) and '"rommdriewen" (LG: to bum around, to cruise). In her 

dissertation. Kelly Hedges analyzes the differences between these related terms in a way 

that resembles my own experience: 

Both nohren and spatsearen take place between individuals who do not 
reside in the same household, although those involved may certainly be 
closely related. Household members exchange information by talking 
(fetalen) or speaking (raden) to one another, but nohren and spatsearen 
are usually reserved for encounters with people not seen on a daily basis. 
... Nobren takes place between two or more individuals, often in single sex 
groups.... In contrast to the unplanned nature of most episodes of nohren. 
most episodes of spatsearen are anticipated in advance and regulated by 
certain norms ... In general, the term spatsearen is used in three different 
ways, 'to go/come and see,' 'to converse or discuss,' and 'to court or date." 
Most generally, the term spatsearen is used to refer to encounters between 
family members living in different villages, colonies, or even countries.... 
and is very similar to the English definition of visit, "to go or come to see 
for social pleasures..." ... Spatsearen is usually planned in advance or if 
not planned, at the least takes place only on certain days and during certain 
hours. ... and teenagers and young adults congregate together or go off 
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visiting other friends on their own. They usually spend the day in 
rommdriewen (Low German, 'bumming around'). (Hedges 1996: 144-146) 

Nobren and spaisearen occur throughout the week. On the weekly time table, women 

used the following e.xpressions when referring to socializing activities: "spatsearen." 

"talked to the neighbor woman," "brother and wife come over to visit," "going to sister-

in-laws." "stay for dinner," "had visitors and spaisearen. " "went to Casas Grandes." "in 

the evening my 'sweetheart' was here." 

Female neighbors engage in short-term visiting throughout the week and may be seen 

talking to each other across the garden fence. One afternoon, i arrived at Sarah Enns' 

place unannounced. She came outside to greet and welcome me inside, according to 

Mennonite custom. Once inside, I realized that she already had guests, a woman and two 

little girls, who left soon after my arrival. Only after accompanying her guests outside. 

Sarah introduced this woman as her neighbor who came over once in a while. Right now 

she had brought Siipp Pulwa (LG; soup powder). Sarah e.xplained that Mennonites have a 

cherished custom of borrowing from neighbors. When a woman needs something, but it 

is not convenient to go to the store, she will ask one of her female neighbors for a favor. 

In addition. Sarah explained, walking over to a neighbor's house offers a good excuse to 

visit and enjoy a friendly chat. 

During the week, spaisearen mostly takes place in the evening, but afternoons are 

also acceptable. In contrast, visiting during morning hours seem to be reserved for close 

relatives only, such as mothers, daughters, sisters, or sisters-in-law who visit in 

conjunction with work activities. 

In recent years, Mennonites from all church communities have used the opportunity 

to go out for dinner at the Ahenheim (HG; Elders' Home) dining hall on Saturday 

evenings. There they enjoy Niidelsupp, Hamburgesas, or other Mennonite and Mexican 
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dishes plus sodas, coffee, and Mennonite pies, all cooked and served by Ahenheim-slsxf^ 

and volunteers. But the patrons not only come to financially support the Ahenhcim. they 

are also in pursuit of surprise encounters, which seem to enhance the fun of this recently 

invented tradition. 

Sundays or holidays such as Easter and Christmas are by far the most common times 

to visit.^° The afternoons and evenings of these days are distinctly reserved for visiting 

relatives or friends in the same village, in another village on the same colony, in another 

colony near or far. and even outside the country. Although spatsearen usually is a one 

day activity, extended visits over the weekend or even a couple of weeks are not 

uncommon. One woman and her family, for example, stayed with relatives near Casas 

Grandes over the weekend, and her sister, also accompanied by family, once visited 

relatives in Paraguay and Bolivia for a couple of weeks. 

In the following part, I concentrate on the activity of "sptil.searen " not only as a way 

to spend leisure time, but also as a means to recreate a socio-religious sense of 

"community." From the women's perspectives, I delineate Mennonite style Sunday and 

holiday socializing as characterized by social segmentation, a particular visiting etiquette, 

and certain frequent topics of conversation. As an introduction to Mennonite cultural 

essentials of spatsearen. 1 first describe iwo social occasions in which 1 participated. The 

first episode recalls one late Sunday afternoon and evening spent at an Old Colony 

family's home, while the second scenario relives an Easter Sunday afternoon shared with 

a General Conference family and friends. 

20 
My soliciting of the weekly timetable revealed Sunday to have the highest frequency of visiting with a 

count of 20 out of 24 informants. But as if the interval of an entire week was too long. Thursday (13 visits) 
and Wednesday (12 visits) indicated minor peaks, while Monday and Friday (9 visits each). Saturday (8 
visits) and Tuesday (7 visits) were also utilized for a favorite activity. 



304 

Visiting Aeanetha Enns' Family" One Sunday in March, the General Conference 

Church held a funeral for one of its members, a well-known young businessman, 

husband, and father who had committed suicide. The incident shook up people 

throughout the Manitoba Colony and beyond. The crowd of General Conference. Old 

Colony, and Mexican mourners was so large that about a quarter of them listened to the 

sermon via loudspeakers mounted outside the church. We were among those who 

attended the funeral outside the building, where not all attendants were listening quietly. 

People walked up and down, greeted each other, exchanged a few words, and chewed 

sunflower seeds. To our surprise, we met Cornelius Enns and some of his male relatives. 

We had expected them to be at home engaged in a birthday celebration to which we had 

been invited as well. After a long funeral ceremony, we headed out to join the Old 

Colony family birthday get-together. The Ennsens had already gone home before us. 

We arrived at Aganetha and Cornelius Enns' village shortly before 6pm. On the long 

village road we saw groups of young people walking or standing together, visiting, and 

talking with each other. Cars were parked in the middle of the road, and the circular car 

tracks in the dirt were testimony to previous Brommkfrk'scl (LG; spinning top) games. 

The visitors' cars were still parked in front of the Enns' home. We parked, when their 

son Hans came out to greet Michael. Aganetha and Cornelius Enns> his parents, followed 

immediately. Aganetha welcomed me and asked me inside, and Cornelius greeted 

Michael and invited him into the house. While my husband and his host used the entrance 

door to the right and disappeared into the living room, my host and I used the entrance 

door to the left into the kitchen. I knew all of the eight sisters and sisters-in-law sitting 

around the kitchen table and greeted each of them with a handshake. I asked where I 

should put my birthday presents, but the women, wanted to see what I had brought. When 

This narrative is based on Fieldnotes. March 8. 1998. 
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they saw what I had brought, they asked where I had bought the decorated, hand-stitched 

kitchen towels. They easily identified the widow who had crafted them as one of their in

law's grandmother. 

After their curiosity about my birthday presents was satisfied, the women wanted to 

hear details about the funeral. I described the crowd, the sunflower seeds, the loud 

speakers, parts of the sermon, the sadness, the walking by the casket for a last good-bye. 

and the waiting of everybody outside the church for Faspa to be ready. But as my host 

learned that we had not stayed for Faspa, she got up and brought me soda, chocolate, 

seeds and more peanuts. As the floor was already covered with sunflower seeds and 

peanut shells, I did not hesitate to add mine. I had learned to drop the shells on the floor, 

which the host would clean up later on. 

While we were cracking seeds and nuts, the women asked me an array of questions 

that I answered patiently. They were interested in what I had been doing lately. They 

wanted to know about my recent trip with some of their family members to their home 

colony in another Mexican state south of Chihuahua. One woman asked about my scarf 

and why I was not wearing it. Another said I should visit her as well, so we immediately 

agreed on a certain day. 

For over an hour, we neither saw nor heard from the men visiting in the living room, 

which was separated from the kitchen by two doors and a hallway. But then one man 

after the other peeked around the corner or came into the kitchen to let his wife know that 

he was ready to end the afternoon of visiting. Thus, one woman aHer the other got up. 

collected the children and belongings, said her good-byes and left. As we got ready to 

leave as well, our hosts decidedly interfered and extended an invitation to stay for dinner, 

so we accepted. 
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Cornelius asiced Michael to join him on a tour of the entire house, yard, and farm. 

Meanwhile I helped the women and one girl to clean up the food and bottles from the 

table, and another girl swept the floor. The third girl set the dinner table. Margaretha 

Enns fixed a quick dinner, while Maria and Abram Wiebe milked the cows. Waiting for 

dinner to be ready, Aganetha's ten-year-old daughter and 1 played with Maria and 

Abram's baby girl. The two teenage girls changed into their Sunday's best and left the 

house to participate in the young folks' socializing along the village street. 

As dinner was ready, we all - female and male, old and young, married or not - sat 

around the large, round kitchen table with a big pot of instant noodle soup, several 

sandwiches, and cans of coke at the center of the table. Everyone had taken their 

appointed seats and, as if upon command, bowed their heads for a silent grace. Following 

Mennonite custom, we ate fast with only little talk. As Michael lauded the delicious 

dinner, our hostess replied that they liked to see their guests enjoy the food. 

After dinner, Aganetha stored away the leftover food, while her daughter Maria and 1 

did the dishes. The men remained seated and continued to talk. Among other topics, 

Abram wanted to know the prices of milk and gas in Germany. Then, Cornelius changed 

the subject and inquired about the history of Mexican Mennonites, which prompted me to 

tell the stories of the Reformation, persecution, group formations, and migrations. 

It was close to 10 pm when we realized that our hosts began to look tired. We 

remembered that unlike us, they get up early to milk cows, tend fields, and manage a 

large household and business operation. We expressed our gratitude for a beautiful 

evening, good food, and the company, while they thanked us for visiting and dismissed 

us with the Low German '"wada komeni" (LG; come again). 



307 

An Easter Sunday at Anna Krahn's Home" In the morning Michael and I attended the 

General Conference Easter service. After church we joined others standing and talking 

outside the building. On Easter Sunday though, the Conference members do not have as 

much time for post-service socializing as usual, because Easter is a family holiday. Most 

people are eager to hurry back home to serve Easter lunch and then visit with family. 

In 1998 Anna Krahn, Esther Krahn's mother, invited my husband and me. Having a 

potluck type of lunch, she had asked her guests to bring one side dish each, while she 

would prepare the main dishes. When we arrived, two set tables were already awaiting 

the guests. Among the guests already present were Anna Krahn's two married daughters 

with their husbands and the oldest daughter's two girls, and some of those individuals 

without family in Mexico, among them a school teacher from Paraguay, two Canadian 

MCC workers, and two visiting German anthropologists. 

Upon arrival, the female visitors immediately asked their hostess whether they could 

help, and consequently were assigned various tasks in preparation for lunch. After all of 

the approximately fifteen guests had arrived, the men who had been socializing in the 

living rcom were invited by the women to gather around the tables wherever they 

pleased. Before eating, all bowed their heads for a silent grace. Lunch conversation was 

slow, and mostly consisted of asking for drinks or a dish to be passed around. 

After lunch, the men engaged in more conversation over in the living room, while the 

women cleaned up the tables, stored the left-over food and washed the dishes. With so 

many hands to help, cleaning up never takes much time. Meanwhile some of the men in 

the living room had succumbed to the sleep induced by a good lunch. One of them even 

moved over to the master bedroom to take a long afternoon nap. Those who stayed 

" The following nanrative is based on Fieldnoles, April 12, 1998. 
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awake, among other things, engaged in conversation about agriculture, cars, and the 

Raramuri. 

In the dining room, the women and girls were now playing "Mexican Train" with 

domino bricks. After several engaging rounds, Esther's announcement that it was time for 

coloring Easter eggs was eagerly greeted - and that not only by the girls. We boiled eggs 

and colored them as nicely as we could. Then the Russian Easter bread was cut and the 

table set for Faspa. 

Some of the guests had already left shortly after lunch. In a smaller circle, again 

mi.xed by gender and age, we now fit around one table and had a nice conversation, code 

switching and translating between three languages: German, English, and Spanish. 

Everybody was in a relaxed and chatty mood. The conversational topics included 

agriculture, the weather, the Low German radio program, recent movies, and other local 

interests. 

Eventually, the group around the table again broke up into gender divided sub-groups, 

and inevitably the women cleaned up the tables and dishes. One after the other, the guests 

thanked their hosts for their hospitality and left, not without an invitation to return soon. 

Segmented Socializing The importance of visiting among Mennonites has perfected 

the rules and formalities of visiting to a social art. Although certain economic and social 

changes have taken place among General Conference church members, they largely 

maintain traditional etiquettes of visiting. 

The gender division of labor is carried over into a gender division of socializing. 

Mennonite socializing in the Bustillos Valley is characterized by a strong segmentation 

according to gender, age. and marital status. This is true for mixed group social occasions 

and for groups of people all of the same sex. 
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In mixed groups, the gender and age segmentation is maintained by physical distance, 

as well as by rules of interaction. Women mostly visit with women, prepare food for 

everybody, clean up after the meal and talk to each other in a purely female group. 

Similarly, men segregate from the women to talk in purely male groups. This habitus of 

gendered interaction is so strong that it took the conscious efforts of Canadian MCC 

organized get-togethers to create a less gender-segmented atmosphere." 

In general, interaction between the sexes during social occasions is minimal, often 

limited to food and eating. Even more specifically, the married and unmarried maintain 

separate groups. Married women speak among themselves. Teenagers and older, but 

unmarried women, have to find a niche for themselves and visit with their own group 

separately. On Sunday afternoons, for e.xample. groups of girls in colorful dresses walk 

along the village street to meet with groups of boys. Similarly, younger children 

congregate in age and gender play groups, and only babies and toddlers stay close to their 

mothers. At times, older children take over the job of looking after younger siblings. 

I noticed two specific reactions in situations when women and men come into contact 

during social gatherings. About the first, avoidance. I learned not only through 

observation but also through my own experience. One Old Colony teenage boy always 

talked to me with direct eye contact and open-mindedly whenever I encountered him by 

himself. But as soon as his family or other teenagers were around, he did not return my 

greetings but instead turned his head away from me, or at the most nodded a barely 

visible "hello." I had similar experiences with adult men. Husbands who came into the 

kitchen while I talked to their wives, just walked by without greeting me. In more public 

" For example, on February 15, 1998, MCC workers and several General Conference members celebrated 
the Dia de la Amistad, i.e. Valentine's Day. The gendered type of socializing was deliberately broken up by 
reorganizing the group by choosing mixed couples by lot. These pairs were supposed to engage in 
conversation, dine next to each other, and just be company to each other within the large circle of a mixed 
group. 
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spaces, such as the after-church short-term visiting of the General Conference parish, 

women and men walk past each other as if they were strangers, to talking only to 

members of their own gender. 

The second type of inter-gender interaction conditioned by general gender 

segregation is joking. More than once a man who entered the female sphere in search of 

food or a soda was silently or openly joked about. In one instance, an Old Colony man 

came into the house to ask the women for more sunflower seeds. Quite obviously by his 

red nose and teary eyes, the man was suffering from a cold. Besides his wife, stepmother, 

and me all these women were his sisters or sisters-in-law. One woman replied to his 

request teasingly by saying that seeds were not good for sick men. Another woman 

immediately burst out that seeds were not good for men at all because they make them 

weak. All the women laughed, while the victim just waited it out silently. One woman 

fmally had mercy and filled the empty bowl in his hands with roasted seeds fresh from 

the oven. He was visibly relieved to leave the women to themselves. 

General Conference women also showed a sense of humor in inter-gender 

interactions. One afternoon after Faspa, the women were socializing in the living room 

when the host's son-in-law peeked into the room. Well, he should just pick the prettiest, 

his mother-in-law suggested. He responded that he would just turn and leave, and then his 

wife would follow. But first, he said, he would like to have some coffee. His mother-in-

law jumped up still teasing him that now she was the one to follow him. The women's 

laughter accompanied her into the kitchen. When she returned the guests continued to 

tease this venerable matriarch by telling stories about mother-in-law and son-in-law 

relationships. Considering these joking relationships, it maybe is not by accident that 

children, who freely walk in and out of either, male and female spheres, may be 

employed as messengers. 
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In a society segmented along the lines of gender, age. and marital status, some 

individuals, although part of the social structure, still are outside of this structure. Two 

groups of individuals do not fit neatly into a society in which the family - i.e.. 

membership in a union based on marriage - has central meaning. The so-called "oo/c 

Me jales" (LG; "old spinsters") and "tValfrues" (LG; "widows")" belong to these groups. 

The reason for their greater visibility is due to their minority status and their greater 

socio-economic vulnerability and dependency" within a society that relegates crucial 

public and economic roles to men, based on an ideology of female dependency on male 

superiority. They are often left outside of social gatherings, since they do not yet or no 

longer (It in with the married women or with the young, unmarried girls. Unmarried and 

widowed women thus tend to have their own social gatherings, in which they take turns 

in being the hostess. 

Visiting Etiquette My first visit to a Mennonite woman in 1995 taught me the first 

important step of visiting. I had an appointment with a female Canadian MCC member 

who in 199S resided in the city of Cuauhtemoc. Upon pulling into the compound where 

she lived, I was not quite sure I was in the right place and I sat in the car for a short while, 

contemplating what to do next. To my relief, my host had heard the car and came outside 

to greet me. Halfway joking, she asked whether 1 already had been told about the 

Mennonite tradition of waiting in the car until one gets invited into the house. Realizing 

my puzzled face, she e.xplained that in the villages, one just drives into the yard and either 

honks the horn, or stays in the car leaving it up to the guard dogs to make the noise. If 

anyone is home they will come to the car and greet you. They will ask you to come inside 

" Interestingly, although unmarried and widowed men are found among the Mennonites. they seem to be 
more invisible, or at least less talked about, unless they hold important public and economic positions. One 
voung, unmarried woman thought that there were more unmarried men in the villages than one knew. 

Widows and orphans are under the institutionalized guardianship of Gooie Manna (LG: Good Men) who 
are associated with the Weisenaunu (LG; flnancial institution that assists widows and orphans). 
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if they have time or interest in visiting with you. This way, my host grinned, you also 

avoid being bitten by the freely roaming dogs. 

This first lesson in "How to visit Mennonites..." repeatedly proved valid and useful 

throughout my fieldwork. When I entered a farmyard. I drove my car in front of the main 

house, turned off the engine, and just waited. It never took long for someone to come 

outside the house. Frequently, someone would come to the car and typically say 

"Goodendach. Blooss aufsaten onn nenn komen." (LG; "Good day. Just get out [of the 

car] and come in.") I did as told, climbed out of the car, shook hands with my host and 

followed her inside, carefully monitoring the near-by guard dog. 

Any person inside the house also extends a welcome and shakes hands with a visitor. 

The hostess then reinforces her welcome by pulling a chair away from the wall and 

asking the guest to sit down: "^Sal di dol." (LG; Sit down.). Sometimes my hostesses 

would finish up whatever they were doing, or they would delegate the work to a 

daughter. At other times they would push the work aside, saying that one could not only 

work all the time. 

Inevitably, conversations were initiated by asking me ^'Waul schciufvi?" (LG; "What 

are you working?"). I heard this phrase over and over again, not only among men and 

women with whom 1 had just shaken hands,^ but also as a greeting in a phone 

conversation. The person asked would answer appropriately and then returns the question 

before the conversation turned to other topics. 

If the guest stays long enough, in addition to a Sooda (LG; soda, usually coke) and 

some snacks, she will be invited for coffee, or Faspa. "Coffee." though, means nothing 

less than a complete Faspa. It is impolite to tum down an invitation for Faspa (or lunch 

or dinner), and especially Old Colony people may soon get the impression that their 

guests do not appreciate their food. Consequently, this invitation may be the first and last 
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at the same time. In the case of only one or few visitors, everyone sits down around the 

kitchen table and enjoys the food together. But if there are more eaters than the table can 

accommodate, the men are served first, while the women and children - except for very 

small ones - wait for their turn. 

After taking a seat around the table. Old Colony Mennonites bow their heads to say a 

silent grace before eating. In General Conference households, meal participants do the 

same or murmur the grace together in a lowered voice. Generally, the food is eaten 

hastily and without much table talk. Most of the food served for all meals is homemade. 

During a sumptuous Faspa. for example, women might serve homemade rolls and butter, 

locally made Mennonite cheese, home-canned meat, tomato slices, avocado halves, 

homemade marmalade, home-baked muffins, fresh fruit, instant coffee, and milk and 

sugar. Without women preparing and serving meals, socializing would only be half of 

what it is. Women not only play an important role in enriching the socializing process, 

but by serving their best homemade cooking, they also display their skills as 

homemakers. i.e., their work expertise. Women truly appreciate their guests* appetites 

and occasional praise. 

Old Colony families finish up their meals with a second silent prayer in bowing 

posture. This final prayer does not always occur in unison. Those who have to leave the 

table to attend to their activities pray and get up. In almost all cases, the women 

immediately clean up the table, store the food, and clean the dishes. Some women may 

delegate the cleaning to their teenage daughters (or sons if the family has no daughters). 

Teenagers may also voluntarily take tasks upon themselves. This way the mother can 

concentrate on her guests. 

Men usually do not help in the kitchen. In large parties, whether Old Colony or 

General Conference, the men retreat to the living room, or maybe the yard, immediately 
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after getting up from the table. They talk among themselves and only join the women in 

search of more food or drink, or to signal to their wives that they are ready to go home. 

As soon as the women are done with cleaning up after the meal, they know how to 

make themselves comfortable on chairs and sofas even in the kitchen, while the hostess 

offers sodas and snacks. One of the favorite pastimes of Old Colony Mennonites on a 

Sunday afternoon is to crack sunflower seeds and peanuts. Sitting around the table, 

women place the shells of sunflower seeds and peanuts - or in the winter, orange peels 

into their wide skirts utilized as a bowl, only to toss everything onto the floor once the 

skirt looks filled enough. After the guests have left, or before the next meal, the women 

clean up the floors. Keeping their hands and mouths busy with snacking seeds, the 

women still flnd plenty of energy to talk, exchange news, tell stories, and laugh, while 

babies and toddlers are always close to their mothers. 

If her husband accompanies a woman, she waits for him to let her know when it is 

time to leave. But if no man is around, the moment of departure is up to the woman. 

Upon indicating the intention to leave, the hostess assures her guest that there really is no 

need to leave yet. "'PVegen mie niich bosijch" (LG; Because of me there is no hurry 

necessary.), the hostess says in a serious tone and underlines this statement with a face 

reflecting commitment towards endless time for visiting. 

But if the guest gets up to support her claim, the hostess follows the example, 

accompanies her outside, and shakes hands. The Mennonite custom of shaking hands 

occurs within and between the two sexes. Compared with the Mexican culture, in which 

physical contact is more customary, the shaking of hands between two Mennonite sisters 

who have not seen each other for some time and will not do so for a long while, seems 

like an emotional understatement. But the firmness of the handshake, the eye contact, and 
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the accompanying words do make a simple but genuine statement of affection the 

Mennonite way. 

With the words '''Dankescheen fer herkommeri" (LG; Thank you for coming.), the 

hostess dismisses her guests and signals her delight about the visit by issuing an 

invitation to come again: "Opp Wadaseen, wadakommen." (LG; Good-bye. come again.) 

Mennonites Talking When I first met Sarah Enns, she wanted to know who I was and 

where I lived. Her next question was how many brothers and sisters I had. I told her I had 

two brothers, but no sister. "I realize." she said excitedly, "we have something in 

common. I have no sister either" (Fieldnotes: February 20. 1998). The fact that she has 

ten brothers, while I have only two. seemed to be of minor importance. 

As this little episode exemplifies. Mennonite women oAen seemed determined to 

"make sense" of me. i.e.. a representative of a very different way of life, by attempting to 

tlnd out who I was, what I was doing, and how I was doing things. Their attempts to 

make sense of me were based on their own experiences within the context of their own 

realities. In other words, while they respected that I was not one of "them." which 

explained the differences they found between themselves and me. they still categorized 

me according to their own frame of everyday practices and values. 

My presence was often a means of expanding or varying important Mennonite topics 

of conversation. At the same time. I was also used as a resource for outside information. 

Upon learning that I was German, women often had many questions and comments about 

Germany - its weather, that they had heard it was a small country, about German women 

baking, tending gardens and flowers, etc. - but also about the German language. German 

dialects and my learning Low German. One woman was curious about how far Jerusalem 

was from Germany and if all Germans were Christians. Women wanted to know what I 

was doing in the Bustillos Valley, where I lived now and with whom, whether the house 
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already had furniture, how much rent I paid, and how much income I had. They wanted 

to i^now whether I owned a house in the U.S. or in Germany. Women were interested in 

my family, asked about my siblings, whether I had nieces and nephews, whether my 

parents were still alive, and if and when they would come to visit me. Women also 

wanted to know which Mennonite church I was attending, and whom else I visited. They 

asked about what I had been doing recently, and also inquired about more detailed 

aspects of my work: how I was doing laundry, whether I would hang it up outside to dry. 

which Mennonite dishes I could already prepare, etc. One afternoon my hostess inquired 

whether I owned a sewing machine. Her daughter, who was just busy ironing a new dress 

she was making, seemed surprised at my answer and wanted to know what I did at home 

if I did not have a sewing machine. 1 satisfied her curiosity by answering that 1 took care 

of the house, washed clothes, made food. etc.. just the usual, but would also read books 

and do computer work. 

Addressing familiar topics of conversation was women's way of communicating with 

me. In general, conversations among Mennonites reflect the things that are important to 

them. Engaging in conversation, and spreading news are similar to sharing company or 

food in that communicating - in Low German, for the most part - strengthens socio-

culturai bonds. Knowing what is transpiring in one's own, a neighboring, or a far-away 

Mennonite colony fosters a feeling of local, colony-based, global, or pan-Mennonite 

identity. Certain topics have the tendency to recur unceasingly in both verbal and written 

form.'® These topics center almost exclusively on work, weather, kinship, sickness, 

accidents, and death. They are discussed among both Old Colony and General 

26 
I refer to the local and Canadian Mennonite newspapers printed in High German. Besides national and 

international news, articles include reports on agricultural work, on weather, esp. precipitation, general 
economics, a few articles of interest to women, and information on recent accidents, illness reports, and 
obituaries. Personal leiters to relatives spread throughout the Americas are published in the Canadian 
newsletter and seem to follow standard versions in which the writer's health, the local weather, agricultural 
activities and family news are reported. 
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Conference women and men. More gender-specific topics include business and the 

dollar-peso exchange rates among men. and childcare and gardening among women, in 

the following section, I introduce these recurrent themes of conversations among women. 

As mentioned before, the phrase "Want schaufsi?" (LG; What are you working) 

initiates almost every conversation. The participants state what they were doing, or were 

about to do. and then move on to other topics. Beyond just stating the facts of what they 

were doing, women often exchange information about how they go about their work. 

They talk about their children, exchange recipes, sometimes look through their cook 

books, ask other women for advice, and - among the General Conference women - talk 

about women's learned professions or their current positions. During one occasion, for 

example, an Old Colony woman said that she knew someone whose children had used 

diapers for less than a year. A second woman wanted to know who that woman was so 

that she could bring her children to her for training. Especially during the preparation 

work for the TS"* Anniversary it was quite evident that women are very concerned about 

the quality of their work. Women e.xchanged information about how soft or hard the 

dough was supposed to feel. It occurred to me that when talking about recipes, women 

were actually talking about their work and the quality control thereof They were thus 

receiving feedback on their everyday identities. Women use their experience and social 

interaction to improve their work and their good feelings about it. This does not seem 

much different from men talking about machines or agriculture. 

One topic of conversation that goes hand in hand with Mennonite women's gardens 

and their husband's farm work is the weather. The focus here is not the amount or 

intensity of sun, but the location and amount of rain. Women compare information about 

where it has rained, for how long, and how heavily. They also stay informed via the local 

Mennonite radio and newspapers, which publish the daily or weekly amounts of 
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precipitation during the rainy season. The occurrence of rain, of course, is directly linked 

to the quality of the harvest, and indirectly to the mood of husbands and the overall 

atmosphere within the family, community, and colony. 

Occasionally, women will also bring up more general economic issues, such as this 

year's apple harvest or the cost of certain items. One Old Colony woman noticed that it 

was hard to live in Mexico because salaries are low and everything is expensive. The 

fodder for cows could be so e.xpensive that it would almost not be worth having cows. 

Her husband was a teacher, and since teachers were not paid much, her family regularly 

migrated to Canada to work in the fields throughout the summer. But women rarely seem 

to pick up on larger "male oriented" economic issues that they may have read about in the 

German speaking newspapers, or heard about on the radio. 

Family, or kinship, is another topic frequently discussed by women. Mennonites 

attempt to locate unfamiliar individuals inside the kinship networks they know. Upon 

meeting somebody for the first time, they inquire about the colony and village of origin 

by using available patrilineal information, which helps to determine whether individuals 

are related or not. For example, one day I was briefly visiting with an Old Colony family, 

but also had an appointment with another Old Colony woman in a village diagonally 

across the highway. When I explained to my hostess thai I had to leave because someone 

else was expecting me, she wanted to know whom. I told her and she immediately knew 

that her mother and the husband's mother of the lady I was going to visit were Nijchien 

(LG; nieces). At other occasions, when my hosts learned I had recently visited someone 

else, they wanted to know who was there and whether we had enjoyed ourselves. Women 

frequently exchange news about relatives, friends and neighbors. Talking about family, 

women or children may pull out one or a couple of their family photo albums and show 
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old and more recent family pictures. General Conference members also talk about special 

events going on in the church and who is taking part. 

An important question posed to an unknown woman addresses her marital status. 

"Oh. du best ne Fhi!" (LG; Oh. you are a woman, i.e.. married woman, exclaimed one 

woman after she found out that I was married. The interest in marital status has the 

practical purpose of identifying possible topics of conversation. In the beginning of my 

fieldwork I was repeatedly warned by Canadian Mennonites and a General Conference 

preacher about raising issues of sex. pregnancy and birth. Even mothers and daughters 

would not talk about these issues. I was told. I decided to heed their advice and - with the 

exception of conversations with a few General Conference v.omen - did not direct 

conversations in these directions. Especially with Old Colony women I wanted to listen 

to what they had to say on their own. But in my presence, women by and large treated 

these issues with silence. Instead, since I was childless, this was the focus of attention for 

the few conservative women who talked about "children" to me. or in my presence. One 

woman asked: "Are you not interested in children?" Then she grinned and added: "That 

was a stupid question, right?" (Fieldnotes: July 30. 1997) 

Married women will only talk to married women about the affairs of being married. 

Several General Conference women told me that girls in their own church, and in the Old 

Colony Church, tend to get married without knowing what to expect and that they are 

rather nervous and worried about marriage. Several women were said to have been 

uncomfortable discussing women's issues during a General Conference sewing circle 

meeting due to the presence of a couple of unmarried girls who they thought should not 

be privy to such topics. 

But if only married women are gathered together, otherwise sensitive topics are 

discussed. During one social occasion, when all the women had retreated into a bedroom 
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and closed the door behind them, one young married, but childless, woman was teased by 

her sisters and sisters-in-law about still not being pregnant after several years of marriage. 

The victim of ridicule played along good-spiritedly and jokingly asked the group whether 

no one could see that she was already in her third month. In a more serious tone, an older 

sister offered to bring her a little boy and a little girl to look after, and soon her own 

children would start to arrive. 

Although women are said to be too shy to talk about sexuality, and also know only 

little about these topics because neither "sex" nor "pregnancy" are taught in traditional 

Mennonite village schools, they do occasionally pick up upon such sensitive topics, even 

in the presence of a relative stranger. Instead of labeling topics around human 

reproduction as "taboo." one needs to redefine them as topics that are located within 

certain social and moral contexts. More specifically, conversations around "sex" and 

"pregnancy" most likely take place among married women who have children. By 

sharing "secrets" with those who have gone through similar experiences, empathy is 

created, which links Mennonite women to other, often related Mennonite women with the 

same social standing. 

At the same time that talk about relatives and others serves as a means of connecting, 

it also functions as a means of social control. Any deviation from usual behavior will be 

detected and discussed to the point where the deviation most likely will be corrected. 

Some people do not appreciate this social pressure. A woman from the General 

Conference church, for example, explained why she had withdrawn from social activities. 

She admitted that maybe she should not have felt offended by certain members of the 

parish. But when she learned that women were talking behind her back, she decided to 

retreat. According to this informant, there was far too much "chisnte" (SP; gossip) or 

"pliiJren" (LG; gossiping) in her community. But besides exerting social pressure. 
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chisme may also serve as a means of addressing issues of morality and social concern that 

not only affect individuals and their families, but reflect upon the entire community. 

Education, alcoholism, and suicide are some of these issues of communal concern. 

Linked to talk about work, weather, and family or community related topics, one 

major subject of women*s as well as public discussions is the suffering that individuals 

endure, especially due to sickness, accidents, and death. Women e.xchange news about 

who is sick, what the affected person suffers from, in which hospital he or she is. or who 

has died recently. Women also follow the daily Krankenhericht (HG; sickness report) and 

Sierbefcille (HG; death cases) that are broadcasted by the local German radio station, or 

printed in the local German newspapers. Radio and newspaper reports, as well as 

conversations, meticulously depict every detail of how an accident has happened, how 

each individual has fared in it. and how their physical condition and ability to work may 

be affected in the future. The printed media often use grave pictures of turned-over 

trucks, or show the wheels of a tractor that had run over a fanner to underline their 

messages of individual suffering. Among other topics, the following chapter discusses 

reasons behind the importance of sickness, accidents, death, and suffering. 
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6. Everyday Living as Health: Women's Health Work and Local Meanings of Health 

Mennonite women's everyday health work in Mennonite socio-economic and religio-

cultural contexts is the focus of this chapter. The first part (6.1. The Big Picture) gives the 

context of Mennonite women's household health production practices by outlining the 

history of Mennonite health issues, contemporary health problems of Mennonites in the 

Manitoba Colony, and health care seeking practices within Mennonite and Mexican 

medical pluralism. The second part of this chapter then zooms in on women's health 

work at the household and conununity levels (6.2. "Then You Want to Know What We 

Do at Home"). Women conduct health work primarily within their own households, but 

also receive advice and help from female relatives and fnends. Individual households 

thus are linked to each other through female therapy management groups. Women's 

everyday work, their knowledge of traditional remedies or use of medication, as well as 

their time investment emerge as important contributions to the health of household 

members. In the next section (6.3. When Women are Sick), I sketch aspects of the 

household production of health that are not usually addressed in the literature, namely 

women's health work for the benefit of their own or other women's health. Women's 

health concerns, as expressed by the women themselves, did not always reflect more 

public or official presentations of women's health. Praying for each other, and visiting 

those in need emerge as important health care practices among women. The chapter 

concludes (6.4. Best du mootich?: Local Meanings and Discourse of Health) by offering 

insights into local Mennonite common sense, beliefs, and discourse on health and ilhiess. 

While everyday moral behavior, especially work and social interaction, emerge as central 
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concerns for health, detailed narratives on suffering and death reflect the moral character 

of health based on Mennonite religious values and beliefs. 

6.1. The Big Picture 

Women's health work can only be understood in the context of larger historical, 

economic and socio-cultural processes. As has been the case world wide, a partial health 

transition from epidemic and acute health dangers to acute and degenerative diseases has 

occuned among the Mennonites in Chihuahua. This transition is part of local and global 

socio-economic and cultural factors and processes that directly impact upon health, health 

behavior and investment in the health sector (Zielinski Gutierrez, Emily C. and Carl 

Kendall 2000). 

Health in Historical Perspective The isolationist and migratory history of Mennonite 

groups - as outlined in Chapter 3 - has led to two tendencies in Mennonite epidemiology. 

At the same time as the Mennonites have tended towards isolationism, thus bringing a 

unique health dynamic to their communities, they have also been subject to local, 

national, and global health dynamics. 

Times of migration and pioneering life which brought hardships and suffering, 

alternated with times of sedentism and the improvements of health that came with 

growing prosperity. The most extreme case of Anabaptist pioneering efforts, of course, 

occurred during the 16"* century when the main health concern was to survive continuous 

persecutions by church and state authorities. In Prussia, where Mennonites already were 

tolerated, environmental and occupational circumstances led to the deaths of Mennonites 
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due to swamp fever (malaria), which they caught by working in swampy marshes that 

were to be turned into fertile farmlands. 

During the late IS"* century, the lives of those Mennonites who made up the first 

wave of emigrants to the Ukraine were characterized by physical and psychological 

hardships. Those who established the Chortitza colony suffered from poor nutrition and 

environmental conditions, which led to dysentery and death. But, hard work led to 

prosperity and better health. Indeed, the Mennonites generally seem to have enjoyed good 

health after their colonies were fully established: 

Mennonites generally are of large and strong build. In regard to health 
none of the other sedentary tribes can measure up to the colonists. They 
neither fall sick with particular diseases, nor are they affected by 
epidemics that destroy entire villages and settlements, which should be 
attributed to their affluence, their good care of each other, and their 
moderate life style. Their love of work, their perfectionism, the order in 
their colonies, their subordination to authorities and the strict performance 
of their duties are developed towards the limits of the possible ... 
(translation from HG mine; Statistic of the Russian General Staff of the 
Government of Jekaterinoslav) 
Die Mennoniten sind zum grofien Teil hoch von Wuchs und krSftig im 
Korperbau. In puncto Gesundheit kann sich kein anderer der 
angesiedelten Stdmme mit den Kolonisten messen. Weder erkranken sie an 
irgendwelchen besonderen Leiden noch haben epidemische Krankheiten, 
die game Dorfer und Siedlungen in ihrer Umgebung vernichten, auf sie 
eine sichtbare Wirkung, was ihrem Wohlstand, ihrer Sorge um sich selbst 
und ihrer Mafiigkeit im Leben zuzuschreiben ist. Ihre Arbeitsliebe, ihre 
Akkuratheit, die in den Kolonien herrschende Ordnung, die Unterordnung 
unter die Behorden und die strenge Pflichterftillung sind bis zu den 
Grenzen des Moglichen entwickelt... (Statistik des russischen Generalstabs 
im Gouvernement Jekaterinoslaw) (L^ngin 1996:176) 
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The health of those Mennonites who immigrated to Canada at the end of the IQ"* 

century again was troubled and endangered by difficult voyages to their new homes in 

Canada, as well as by harsh conditions during the pioneering years. Cold winters, 

temporary homes, undernourishment, and diseases especially affected the old and very 

young. But once more, initial hardships were overcome within the supportive context of 

e.xtended families and through hard work that resulted in general prosperity. 

In her book "Cornelius W. Wiebe - A Beloved Physician" (1983), Mavis Reimer 

offers insights into the socioreligious realities and health situation of Manitoba 

Mennonites near Winkler during the first half of the 20"* century by recording the 

pioneering work of the first rural Canadian Mennonite professional physician. Dr. Wiebe 

worked to "improve the quality of people^s lives" and "his efforts towards prevention and 

health education were rewarded by the almost complete eradication of maternal mortality, 

trachoma, and tuberculosis in his area" (Reimer 1983:x). Wiebe served his community in 

many ways, but it was in his capacity as a physician who made house calls that he 

discovered public health conditions and local Mennonite sociocultural values surrounding 

health and illness. 

When Dr. Wiebe arrived in Winkler in 1925, infectious diseases were common and 

many women died in childbirth. Winkler had no hospitals, and Mennonites detested the 

Canadian health care facilities. While local Mennonites attempted to counteract diseases 

with traditional home remedies, at times these attempts to alleviate suffering only 

worsened health conditions because they postponed health care seeking. The language 

barrier between Low German speaking Mennonites and the English-speaking host society 

was one reason that Mennonites hesitated to seek help in Canadian hospitals. The other 

reason was that since only the seriously ill were hospitalized, the Mennonites began to 

associate hospitals with death. In an attempt to change the negative perception of 
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hospitals, Wiebe began to hospitalize his patients with the onset of disease. His campaign 

was aided by the arrival of Mennonite immigrants from Russia. During the same time 

that the first Mennonite immigrants to Manitoba were occupied with surviving their 

pioneering years, those Mennonites who had stayed in their well-established colonies in 

Russia advanced their educational and medical institutions before immigrating to 

Manitoba as well. Accustomed to health institutions, these new arrivals from Russia used 

medical facilities and thus proved that recovery was possible. 

Beyond changing minds about hospitals, Wiebe began to teach his patients 

responsibility for their own well being through prevention, especially of communicable 

diseases. Measles, diphtheria, and typhoid fever epidemics had taken their toll during the 

1920s and 30s. But with the exception of smallpox, vaccines for various diseases that 

affected the Manitoba Mennonites became available only gradually (years in 

parenthesis): diphtheria (1928), typhoid (1929), pertussis (1931), tetanus (1949), 

poliomyelitis (mid-1950s), measles (1960s), mumps (1960s), and rubella (1960s). 

Increasingly, the Mennonites of Manitoba accepted immunization (Reimer 1983: 19-40). 

Although during the first half of the 20"* century four polio epidemics broke out in 

Manitoba (1928, 1936, 1941, 1947), Wiebe had seen only few poliomyelitis cases in the 

Winkler area. Possibly the choice to live in relatively isolated, rural areas had protected 

the Mennonite communities. But as a consequence, the Mennonites around Winkler were 

particularly vulnerable to a renewed outbreak in 1952 (Reimer 1983:91). Reimer 

(1983:89) summarizes this epidemic, which was introduced to Manitoba by Mennonites 

visiting from Mexico, and as such was a disease with global dimensions: 

By the evening of July 1, thirteen confirmed cases of polio had been 
admitted to Bethel [the hospital founded by Dr. Wiebe]. ... [These] were 
the first cases in a province-wide epidemic which was to rage unabated for 
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two years. ... in total, eighty-six people died in Manitoba and another one 
hundred and ninety-eight were left with marked paralysis. 
Provincial epidemiologists established with some certainty that Winkler 
was the source of the Manitoba epidemic. ...21... Winkler doctors believed 
that the polio virus had been brought into their region of southern 
Manitoba by Mennonites returning to Canada from Mexico. ... That they 
were the source of the viral disease was borne out by the fact that there 
had been an earlier outbreak of polio among Mennonites in Saskatchewan 
as well. 
Eventually, however, polio struck all comers of Manitoba affecting over 
two thousand people. Half of them were children under ten years old. The 
Winkler area was particularly hard hit. 
Footnote 21: Maxwell Bowman, "Report of the Section of Preventive 
Medical Services," Department of Health and Public Welfare Annual 
Report (1952), p. 73. Provincial epidemiologists thought that the virus 
might have come from Mexico to Saskatchewan and then to Manitoba, 
carried by Mennonites visiting between the two provinces. Winkler 
doctors, however, were quite certain the virus was brought directly from 
Mexico to their area. 

Dr. Jonas Salk developed the poliomyelitis vaccine in the United States in 1954. 

Upon their own request, the Winkler Mennonites participated in extensive field trials and 

after two years of suffering, the successful vaccine put an end to the epidemic (Reimer 

1983:91). 

The Mennonites who emigrated to Mexico in 1922 came from these Manitoba 

Mennonite groups and carried with them their cherished cultural heritage. When the first 

Mennonite immigrants arrived in San Antonio de los Arenales (later Cuauhtemoc), the 

pioneers again faced the hardships of temporary homes, and the harsh weather of March 

with cold, dusty storms and freezing nights. The absence of medical doctors took a toll on 

the young, old and weak. A few pioneers later wrote about the experiences of the early 

years. The pioneer Harms (1995) reports that soon after arrival from Canada, his father 

became ill and died with fever, shivering, and vomiting. Many children, elderly and 

animals died during the initial years (Dyck 1995b). Friesen (1997 [1986]: 2. 3), who 
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documented the deaths of Old Colony community members' on the Manitoba. Swift, and 

North Colonies wrote about the years 1925 and 1926: 

In the year 1925, 70 congregation members died. Until now the largest 
number of deaths within one year. 
In the year 1926, 50 congregation members died. (Translation from HG 
mine.) 
Anno 1925 sind 70 Gemeindeglieder gestorben. Bis jetzt die grofite Zahl, 
welche in einem Jahr gestorben sind. 
Anno 1926 sind 50 Gemeindeglieder gestorben. 

These numbers only tell part of the stcry. Serious epidemics hit the Mennonites, such 

as typhoid fever in 1925, and smallpox in 1926. Mexican health officials intervened with 

immunizations to control the spread of pocks (Dyck 1995b). Aguilar (1992b: 19-20) 

offers insights into the tragic years of 1925 and 1926 which affected both Mexicans and 

Mennonites, and led the Mexican authorities to interfere with Mennonite health practices 

for the good of both populations. The year 1925 brought abundant rain to relieve the dry 

years of 1922 and 1923. But besides blessings for the fields, the rain also brought a curse 

for the population in the form of disease. During the summer of 1925, a variety of 

stomach diseases and fever caused fatalities among both Mexicans and Mennonites, but 

especially among the Mennonites who did not take preventive biomedical measures 

against the spread of disease. An epidemic of typhoid fever caused the death of 166 

Mennonites and 104 Mexicans (as counted in the Registro Civil de Cuauhtemoc), with 

children under the age of six mi.\ing up the majority of victims. At the beginning of April 

1926, just after the 1925 epidemic had waned, a new epidemic - this time smallpox -

broke out. Local authorities sought support from the Mexican government, which sent a 

' These recorded numbers do not include Mennonite children and youth because they are not full church 
members until they are baptized. 
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thousand doses of vaccines along with the promise to send another six thousand doses of 

vaccines, as well as a health brigade to administer them. On April 28, the crisis was 

ended as the Mexicans in San Antonio and on the surrounding ranchos, as well as the 

Mennonites in their villages had been immunized (Aguilar 1992b: 20-21). 

But the health of Mennonite settlers was affected by other, less dramatic 

circumstances. Neither San Antonio de los Arenales nor Rubio had doctors for many 

years. The Mennonites had to take long trips to Cusihuiriachic, or even to Chihuahua 

City, in order to see a physician or to obtain hospital care. Although the Mennonites had 

brought their own home remedies and traditional health care providers, these were 

powerless against epidemics or other serious illnesses. Until the 1940s, Mennonite 

families occasionally went to the mining town of Cusihuiriachic, which in 1922 still had 

over 3000 inhabitants and was a blooming business town with stores and physicians.^ 

Besides seeking medical help, Mennonites would also go there to shop and to pick apples 

(Rempel and Rempel 1997: 53-56, 121, 123, 153). One Mennonite woman, who had 

immigrated to Mexico with her parents when she was only eight years old, still recalled 

that during the initial pioneer years Mennonites did not have any fruits. They realized that 

there were fruits in Mexico only when Mexican traders brought peaches. Soon 

Mennonites began to farm fruits for themselves, but it took a few years before their trees 

grew strong enough to bear fruit. 

Dr. Cornelius Wiebe, the same physician who had worked so hard to improve public 

health conditions among the Manitoba Mennonites, also noticed this lack of fruits and 

vegetables when he visited the Mennonites in their Chihuahuan colonies during the 

1940s. He conducted a short study of the Mexican Mennonites' health condition upon the 

2 
Today, Cusihuiriachic is a favorite visiting spot for local Mexicans, but it seems close to becoming a 

ghost town. 
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request of the Canadian Mennonite Central Committee (Reimer 1983:34). Wiebe 

(1947:43-44) described the Mennonite diet in Mexico as imbalanced but fairly safe from 

contamination. He wrote that besides the Mexican Mennonites' staple foods (bread, 

potatoes, cured pork, eggs, milk, sugar, and coffee), other meats (beef and fish) were 

rarely eaten, and that "green vegetables, tomatoes, lettuce, cabbage, carrots, and com are 

eaten to a very limited extent." Fruit was scarce, as homegrown produce from irrigated or 

non-irrigated orchards was still sparse. Wiebe described both meat and fruits from local 

Mexican markets as unsafe to eat. Since the milk from Mennonite cows had too high an 

economic value, little was consumed by children or expectant mothers. Similarly, cheese 

was seldom eaten. With regard to sanitation, the Canadian doctor noted that only well-to-

do houses had painted floors that were kept meticulously clean, while poor families lived 

on dirt floors. Bathrooms were to be found only in a few houses. While the water in the 

villages usually was sanitary and safe from contamination as it came from deep artesian 

wells, some poor Mennonites had not been able to construct deep wells and used water 

from open or shallow wells, or from springs. He also noticed that the Mennonites 

practiced "little prevention of communicable diseases. Diphtheria, whooping cough, 

scarlet fever, measles, mumps, and chicken pox take a heavy toll on children. Very few 

of the younger children are vaccinated." Children under one year of age were the major 

casualties of the most frequent childhood disease: gastroenteritis (inflamed intestinal 

tract). But it was also severe among children up to five years, and even affected adults. 

The physician blamed food preparation and handling, especially when flies were present, 

and "coarse foods such as com and beans" for the occurrence of gastroenteritis among 

children. As for women's health, he noted that most pregnancies and deliveries were 

attended by midwives, while only some of the different cases benefited from the help of a 

doctor, who might live up to fifty miles away. 
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As San Antonio's population began to grow due in large part to business 

opportunities opening up because of the presence of large numbers of Mennonites, 

pharmacies, physicians, and nurses became part of the urban landscape. 

Aside from their traditional health care providers, the Mennonite campos largely 

remained without health care facilities. For short time periods, medically trained 

Mennonites from the US and Canada offered their services to the colonists. For example, 

in 1962 Holdeman nurses worked at the hospital in Rubio. Another example is the clinic 

in Nuevo Namiquipa that served the local Mennonites on the Swift Colony from 1964 to 

1987. Mennonites from Kansas had conceived of the need for a clinic in Mexico. They 

had already bought land from one of the local Mennonites, when they learned that the 

Old Colony leaders were opposed to an outsider buying land within the colony, as well as 

the whole idea of a clinic inside the colony. Thus, the Kansas Mennonites bought land 

from the Rancho Nuevo Namiquipa where they began to build the clinic in 1963. The 

following year the new Mennonite owned and Mennonite operated clinic was opened. 

After the Kansas Mennonites had managed the clinic for a number of years, several 

nurses - the clinic never had a physician - took charge. During the I980's a now 

renowned Canadian nurse donated six years of her life to this clinic, before she continued 

her work in Mexico at a Cuauhtemoc hospital. Before the Canadian nurse operated the 

clinic, mostly women used its services, especially for childbirth and childcare, but 

afterwards any sick person was accepted. The clinic stopped operating under Mennonite 

auspices for various reasons. Among others, Mennonites began to own cars, which 

allowed them to choose among the now plentiful physicians in Rubio or Cuauhtemoc, or 

elsewhere. The clinic closed down for a short time and then was handed over to the 

Rancho Namiquipa (Fieldnotes, April 6, 1998; Miller 1993:48). 
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During a recent visit to Mexico, the Canadian nurse remembered that both 

Mennonites and Mexicans came to the hospital in Cuauhtemoc with all kinds of health 

problems. Initially both populations resisted the immunization of their children. But the 

late 1950s and early 1960s had been plagued by polio epidemics, and when immunization 

began in the early 1960s, the difference was already noticeable at the end of the same 

decade. Soon, fewer children died or became infected with polio. As a Low German 

speaker, the Canadian nurse always had to vaccinate in the campos because more 

Mennonites allowed their children to be immunized there (Fieldnotes; June 16, 1998; 

Miller 1993:46). 

Today, one of the few pioneers still alive remembers children getting sick and 

scarred, and dying during the smallpox epidemic. He thus is grateful that the local 

Mennonite newspapers write about the importance of immunizations. Younger 

generations also remember particularly tragic years; 

The year 1962 was a bad year. Between Christmas and April, 14 children 
died of pneumonia. My mother also lost a two-year-old. But this number 
14 was only from 4-5 villages. At that time there was no radio or any other 
type of news. So we did not hear anything from the villages south to 
Rubio. Today, at this time of the year [in winter], there are also lots of 
pneumonia cases, but people do not die ftom them (Fieldnotes; January 3, 
1998). 

Today, Cuauhtemoc offers an abundance of physicians, hospitals and pharmacies. The 

use of cars and trucks has made access to health care more readily available, and 

Mennonites increasingly make use of local health care facilities. One of the local, 

medically trained Mennonite professionals summarized the result of these and other 

changes: 
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Life expectancy [among Mennonites] has gone up to the early 70s. It is 
higher than the life expectancy of the Mexican rancheros. Also, children's 
life expectancy has improved. Children may still die of diarrhea, but not as 
frequently as in earlier years (Fieldnotes: June 17,1998). 

Common Health Problems The only biomedically trained Mennonite physician in the 

Bustillos Valley summarized major health problems and their causes, as 1 noted them in 

my fieldnotes (June 17, 1998): 

The Doctor immediately organized the major health problems and their 
causes according to three age groups: the elderly, those between 10 and 40 
or 50, and children. With the elderly, he said, we see a picture similar to 
the US. The major health problems are related to high cholesterol and 
plugged arteries, which lead to heart attack and stroke. Older people also 
suffer from high blood pressure, arteriosclerosis and rheumatism. Also, we 
fmd different forms of cancer depending on gender. Women have cancer 
''emm Lief" in their uterus, which also is related to the size of their 
families - they often have big families. Among adults we fmd problems 
with alcohol and tobacco. Women have problems related to diet and lack 
of exercise. They are too heavy and they also have problems with their 
sore backs and joints. Men. too. are too heavy, but they do not have these 
problems to the same extent. Their work in the fields may be harder. With 
children you find two kinds of infections. The first is gastrointestinal, the 
second respiratory infection. Gastrointestinal problems are probably not as 
high among Mennonites as among Mexicans due to cleanliness. 
Respiratory problems among children, especially small children, are 
related to temperature differences. It is warm or hot during the day and 
cold at night. Often a family will heat the house during the day and in the 
evening, but not at night. Children move a lot in their sleep and they may 
uncover themselves and thus they get sick. 

This summary of local Mennonite health conditions closely correlates with the 

information I gathered from counting health problems listed in the Deuisch-

Mennoniiische Rundschau's sick report. The total number of 820 health problems 

mentioned seems large enough to gather a general impression. The editors of this 
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biweekly newspaper published their health report based on their inquiries at the local 

Mexican hospitals about Mennonite patients, calls to families whom they knew had sick 

members, and also information on the sick offered by community members. Table 7 

(Summary of Sick Reports Published in the DMR between April 4, 1997 and August 5, 

1998) summarizes these sick reports. Since the reports only offer the name, marital status 

and residence of adults, the table differentiates according to gender, but not age, except in 

the case of adults versus children. The Mennonite health report specifies health problems 

according to major bodily systems, but does not necessarily give the name of the disease. 

It is important to mention, that parts of these bodily systems frequently are subjected to 

"operations." 

Both men and women show a high number of health problems within the circulatory 

system, i.e. heart problems, including heart attack, and blood pressure problems. Among 

women gastrointestinal problems clearly predominate, followed by circulatory problems 

and bone, muscle and joint problems. Men's major health concerns are constituted by 

chest and respiratory illnesses, followed by circulation problems, and accidents that occur 

either at work with field machinery or on the road. Among the surprisingly few children 

reported sick, respiratory health (especially pneumonia) and accidents (mostly inflicting 

boys) take prevalence. However, most children attended to by one Me.xican pediatrician 

were troubled by constipation and Koolkje (LG; colic, flatulence). For all adults and 

children, some cases of diabetes, headaches, generally feeling weak or sick, as well as 

diverse other ailments were reported. Under "other" I have lumped together low counts of 

diverse health conditions such as fever, eye problems, snakebites, allergy, enlarged 

prostate, hemophilia, Parkinson's disease, and illness requiring intensive care. 

Interesting is the practice of reporting somebody's health status in general terms, i.e., 

by simply saying that someone "was treated at the hospital," or was "operated upon." 
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There is no way of telling the exact health problem. Since specifically female health 

problems are not once mentioned in the sick report, it is quite safe to assume that 

women's reproductive health procedures and problems are included in these general 

references: "was treated" or "was operated." As I will outline in part three of this chapter, 

women's concerns about their own health are not always congruent with official or public 

ideas about women's health. 

The health situation of Mennonites in the Bustillos Valley is influenced by the harsh 

environment, economic activities, and life-style. During interviews Mennonites 

mentioned frequent health problems caused by degenerative diseases, various forms of 

cancer, obesity, acute infections, accidents, substance abuse, and depression. 

The harsh natural environment - the burning summer sun, thunderstorms during the 

fall, freezing winters, as well as cold, stormy and dusty springs - generates a seasonality 

of diseases with certain health problems more prevalent during certain seasons. 

Respiratory ailments during the cold months of November through April, for example, 

characterize the winter and spring seasons. Similarly, as economic activities in an 

agricultural setting follow the seasons, so do health problems associated with these 

activities. Accidents with agricultural machinery in the fields and on the highway 

increase during the busy harvest season. Threshing often causes accidents when plants 

stuff up the machines, so that farmers pressured for time, attempt to fix them by using 

their hands or feet, without stopping the engines. Also, farmers often buy used machines 

that do not include manuals that warn of special dangers. Since young children like to get 

involved with their parents' activities, they - especially boys - suffer accidents with 

agricultural machinery. Women, too, suffer from health problems caused by work. Hard 

physical labor takes its toll on their bodies. Body postures, bums, and stiff hands swollen 

from hard work tell stories of everyday life struggles. 
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Some life-style choices Mennonites make are at the same time conditioned by and 

against their religious beliefs. Women and men's hard work, together with strict 

regulations on how to use spare time may create quiet desperation even in young people. 

Substance abuse such as smoking and drinking is not uncommon among Mennonites and 

may be a welcome outlet for these pressures, but against Mennonite religious beliefs. 

Some Mennonite health practitioners named strict behavioral codes and the association of 

deviant behavior or personal problems with shame or sin, together with the lack of 

permanent, professionally trained Seelsorger,^ as affecting people's health - in the least 

leading to depression, in the worst leading to suicide. Short-term health programs, often 

induced by MCC workers, as well as local Mennonite Alcoholic Anonymous groups try 

to offer help with substance abuse problems. The Mennonite church leadership has 

recognized these problems, but only cautiously allows alternative spare-time activities. 

During the past few decades, Mennonites have partaken in aspects of modernity 

which are easily available and acceptable, but not necessarily healthy. One example is the 

consumption of coca cola, whose reign among Mexicans and Mennonites is symbolized 

by the red, imposing tower of the Coca Cola plant in Cuauhtemoc. Mennonite women in 

their 50's remembered that when they were growing up, they drank water, and if the 

family had soda, usually it was the father's privilege to enjoy. Today both Old Colony 

and General Conference Mennonites frequently drink and serve soda to their guests, and 

even toddlers can be seen drinking sweet carbonated drinks. 1 met only few women who 

mentioned the consumption of soda as a problem they would like to change: 

The husband commented that he likes sodas and that he drinks a lot, but 
that he would like to drink even more. His wife said if she could, she 
would get him away from these drinks. She is not giving her children 
much of this, only very little once in a while, otherwise she buys juice. 

^ Seelsorger. HG; a pastor who gives psychological attention, or who attends to the person's 'soul'. 
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She thought one has to watch those things (Fieldnotes: December 17, 
1998). 

In terms of nutrition, several Mennonites suspected that their food was not healthy, as 

it was too greasy. One General Conference woman, though, thought that it was not really 

the type of food that mattered, but rather over-eating. She said that people just 

overindulge themselves; they eat too fast, too much, and too much fat every day. This 

practice actually went against the bible, because it was gluttonous. One should give the 

body only what it asks for. 

Health Care Seeking in Medical Pluralism Cuauthemoc as well as Rubio today offer 

an abundance of physicians, nurses, hospitals and pharmacies. Both Old Colony and 

General Conference Mennonites make use of these health care providers, although poor 

families' access no doubt is limited by financial considerations. Increasing numbers of 

Mennonites today are enrolled in Mexican health insurance programs, the Segiiros, and 

thus are eligible to receive the services of general health care providers. In 1995 an 

attempt was made to operate a Mennonite-owned health insurance company, however, 

this endeavor failed after only a short period of time. In this section, I give a generalized 

overview of Mennonite tendencies to make use of both Mennonite and Mexican health 

care providers beyond women's household production of health endeavors. 

Individuals, households, and communities respond to both physical and psychological 

needs in traditional and biomedical ways, thus maintaining and restoring states of well-

being at both the individual and the social level. The Mennonite social system continues 

to provide community members with traditional social security institutions such as the 

Brandordnung (HG; fire insurance) and the Waisenamt (HG; office for orphans). Also, 

deacons are responsible for helping families in need. 
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Within the Mennonite communities, women are responsible for informal health care, 

while traditional Mennonite health care providers offer formal care. With few exceptions 

the Mennonite churches are not against soliciting the help of modern medicine. As one 

General Conference woman said; 

God is not against having and going to doctors. As a matter of fact, Luke 
was a doctor (Fieldnotes: July 15,1998). 

Both Old Colony and General Conference members today more easily and more 

frequently seek medical help than a few decades ago. Still Mennonites do not easily go to 

see the doctor; instead they try to take care of things by themselves with home remedies. 

Although it is usually the mother who is involved in the Household Production of Health, 

Old Colony and General Conference fathers also join in. for example by making sure that 

the baby does not slide through the high chair, or by helping to remove dirt from a child's 

eyes. 

In making decisions about going to see a doctor, usually other household members 

besides the mother are involved. Principally, the father has the ultimate decision making 

power due to the gender hierarchy and his authority within the family. Household 

decisions thus depend on the cooperation of the husband and father. In reality, decision

making processes differ with different households. Several women explained that they 

make joint decisions with their husbands, except for emergencies. In other cases the 

mother decides for the children, while the parents look out for each other. Conflicts 

around health care decisions are not unknown. For instance, a husband who did not want 

to spend money on treatment and medicine that did not help, criticized his desperate wife 

who kept taking their child to the doctor despite the apparent lack of effectiveness of the 

treatments. 
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Health care seeking is influenced by the mobility of various household members. 

Some of the Mennonite villages are remote from the highway, and women may not have 

access to a car either because they do not drive, or because their husbands are using the 

car. Also, most women do not go to town without their husbands. While some women 

may accompany their children alone, usually both parents share the responsibility of 

taking their offspring to the doctor. Husbands accompany their wives to medical 

appointments either for the purpose of translation to and from Spanish, or for moral 

reasons. But women may visit female health care providers without a chaperon. 

The type of ailment and degree of severity influence the choices of health care 

seeking. Mennonites have the opportunity to consult with traditional Mennonite health 

care practitioners who practice their medical skills in addition to their usual occupation. 

For e.xample. Trajchtmoakasch (LG; pi.; bonesetters), most of whom are men, are 

consulted to take care of broken bones, or sore and tense muscles. Doktafriies (LG; 

women doctors) often learn their skills from their mothers, but some also solicit training 

from medically schooled practitioners. They may specialize in herbs or in treating burns. 

Although most births today take place in hospitals, there are still Mennonite midwives. A 

handful of Mennonite nurses - by the time I left Cuauhtemoc, none of them was working 

any longer as a nurse for pay - are approached by relatives and friends for health advice 

or treatment. The only Mennonite doctor with a biomedical degree working in the 

colonies started his practice in 1983. He holds an important position, because women can 

see him for treatment of their ailments, without having to utilize their husbands' 

translation services. 

Beyond the Mennonite communities, when Mennonites seek medical attention from 

health facilities in their Mexican host society or in the international setting, Mennonite 

women usually interact with physicians through their husbands, who act as linguistic and 
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cultural translators. Intermediaries in medical encounters between patients and doctors 

can have a range of effects from supportive to suppressive, especially when health 

problems also function as idioms of distress. These idioms are meant to communicate and 

negotiate distress arising from unequal power relations in culturally acceptable ways. 

Heilman and Witzum (1994), for example, have recognized the constructive role of the 

chaperon as linguistic and cultural translator in the medical encounter, where patient and 

healer come from two different cultural backgrounds. But just as much as chaperons have 

the power to translate idioms of distress to an outside health practitioner, they may also 

choose to mute these same idioms for reasons of unequal power, differential interests, or 

lack of acknowledgement. Wilce (1995) has exposed these power relations in his analysis 

of Bangladeshi illness encounters. He witnesses how both kin and health practitioner 

contest the female patient's right to speak. The patient's statement / can V tell you all my 

troubles is a meta-complaint from someone with little means that voices a woman's 

dissatisfaction with power relations in both the family and the medical practice. In each 

of these medical encounters, patients do not voice their own health status. Thus, when 

intermediaries present women's health problems to the medical person, women may not 

have the opportunity or right to express themselves vis-a-vis health practitioners. 

Among the Mermonites in the Bustillos Valley, some husbands have been said not to 

translate faithfully, either because of their weak understanding of female physiology, or 

to protect their own interests. Some women suspect that their husbands do not translate 

faithfully and sometimes fmd ways to talk to a German-speaking nurse. But the opposite 

also is true, and concerned husbands make every effort to help their wives faithfully. This 

was the case in one medical encounter between a Mexican physician and a young Kleine 

Gemeinde woman who was suffering from a head tumor. Both she and her husband 

allowed me to accompany them into the doctor's office. The Mexican physician, looking 
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at and talking directly to the woman, allowed her husband to translate to his wife who 

also was encouraged to ask her own questions through her husband. 

Mexican physicians and hospitals have realized the importance of Mennonite nurses 

for their health care delivery services, and they offer training and employment. 

Unfortunately, there are few Mennonite nurses. Their employment usually lasts only for 

brief periods of time for several reasons. Two of these reasons include their low pay and 

their tendency to quit their jobs soon after marriage. In another effort to attract Mennonite 

patients, some Mexican physicians have attempted to learn the Low German language 

spoken by the local Mennonite groups. 

Often Mennonites first search for medical help within the local Mexican medical 

community before they attempt to get help from more distant Mexican health care 

specialists. Some of the health matters that were brought directly to a Mexican doctor 

included concerns about a baby with a cold, a child with a fever and bleeding nose, and 

people with cancer, or heart problems. If local physicians do not produce the desired 

results, Mennonite patients may seek out specialists from other parts of Mexico. But for 

some choices are limited due to financial resources and more specifically, due to 

membership in the Mexican national health insurance Seguro which wants its members to 

use their own physicians only. If Mennonite and Mexican doctors cannot restore health, 

those families who have money or connections may choose to seek help outside of 

Mexico. Those who still hold Canadian citizenship may seek help in Canada, others 

return to their home countries in South America, and still others go to Europe. One 

family, for example, went to Germany, where they stayed with one of their children who 

had married a German.* 

* In reverse cases, some Mennonites who live in the U.S. without health insurance choose to return to 
Me.xico to have their health problems taken care of (Fieldnotes: July 22, 1997). 
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In summary, health care seeking follows a pattern. The utilization of health care 

providers occurs in a linear fashion to a certain point, whereby traditional resources -

first inside the household, then within the Mennonite communities - are utilized before 

outside Mexican or international resource are tapped. But in health care seeking. 

Mennonites also make use of available Mennonite and Mexican resources 

simultaneously. For example, one sick girl was brought to the hospital and received a 

shot for her cold and coughing, and at the same time she continued the use of a remedy 

advocated by a Trajchimoaka who had advised her to peel and cut onions and garlic, and 

then to place them in a cloth under her feet for the night. In another case a young husband 

was suffering from pneumonia and was taken to the hospital in early January. He 

received antibiotics but also continued to use an herbal Mexican remedy. Jarabe da Pino 

Blanco, Fortalecedor Del Sistema Respiratorio. 

6.2. "Then You Want to Know What We Do at Home" 

When the Mennonites immigrated to the Bustillos Valley, their new environment, its 

harsh climate and unfamiliar soil, times of scarcity, and a series of epidemics challenged 

them. Neither Mennonites nor their Mexican neighbors had the luxury of medical 

facilities in immediate proximity. The Mennonites relied on their home remedies, their 

traditional healers, and certainly the practice of prayer, but accepted the Mexican 

immunization intervention during the smallpox epidemics. 

While today from a biomedical or epidemiological standpoint, some Mennonite 

health practices seem to be either non-effective or even damaging rather than helpful, 

they are clearly embedded in traditional socioreligious values and practices. These 

underlying foundations exist at the level of the household, and women play no small part 
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in these practices intended to produce heahh. By investigating what Mennonite women 

do for the heahh of their families, households and communities within the contemporary 

context of medical pluralism, we have a starting point to begin to grasp these traditional 

Mennonite beliefs and practices surrounding health and well being. 

The theoretical construct that has helped me observe and understand issues of health 

in Mennonite society is the Household Production of Health (HHPH). This concept 

emerged from health work projects in so-called developing countries. The interest in this 

model from both the public health community and anthropologists is partly a result of the 

- not always successful (Finerman I99S) - Child Survival Revolution of the late 1980s 

and 1990s. This "revolution" emphasized the delivery of cost-effective interventions, but 

ignored the social constraints of such interventions. Central to this model is the new 

household economics (NHE) that conceptualizes households as producers of 

"commodities," such as healthy children, by combining purchased goods and service with 

time, knowledge, and cost-benefit thinking (Berman et al 1994; Nichter 1995; Schuhman 

and Mosely 1994). Women are conceptualized as playing important roles for the well-

being of others, especially children, and women's economic contributions are seen as 

channeled into the health of other household members (Schuman and Mosley 1994). 

An important contribution of the HHPH is a shift in focus from disease to the 

maintenance and promotion of health. This focus on health allows for a more realistic 

view of households - as compared to communities or individuals (Chatterjee 1989:188) -

as loci of health producing processes that are actively brought about by its members. A 

key contribution of this model is that it offers "a middle position" (Nichter and Kendall 
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1991). It conceptualizes health producing processes at the micro level household as 

influenced and constrained by macro socio-cultural and economic factors: (1) macro 

socioeconomic systems, i.e., work, education, income and wealth give the framework for 

(2) health care systems characterized by access, acceptability, technology and quality 

which in turn shape (3) health behavior (the utilization of internal and external resources) 

in response to environmental and biomedical factors. The effectiveness of health 

production is measured in terms of mortality and morbidity outcomes (Berman et al. 

1994). 

The HHPH model, however, brings with it some conceptual flaws based on 

underlying contemporary Western assumptions about structures (households), processes 

(production) and health (health production, women's health). The following paragraphs 

briefly summarize corrections or elaborations to these assumptions. One major problem 

of the NHE is its premise that households are cohesive social units within which 

members work towards common goals (Nichter 1995; Schuman and Mosley 1994).' 

However, household members may be cooperative and competitive at different times. 

Further, anthropological studies have identified inter household support networks, such as 

everyday female support networks (Moore 1988:62) and "therapy management groups" 

(Igun 1979; Janzen 1987) which transcend household boundaries. Developed out of 

medical anthropological research in Central Africa, the "therapy management group" is 

defined as "a set of individuals who take charge of therapy management with or on behalf 

of the sufferer" (Janzen 1987:73). Both female support networks and therapy 

^ Wilk and Nening's (1981) influential definition of'households" is discussed in Chapter 4.1. 
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management groups that transcend households are important characteristics of 

Mennonites in the Bustillos Valley. Second, instead of forming units, households can be 

characterized by conflicts between gender, generation and status lines (Bruce 1989; 

Castle 1993; Hoodfar 1988; Schuman and Mosley 1994). This heterogeneity is often 

associated with different sets of standards for different people that have implications for 

household members' health (Chatteijee 1989). Although the households participating in 

this study did not show marked internal conflicts, the hierarchical character of Mennonite 

society allows for unequal power relations within their circles that can have implications 

for the health of individual household members. 

The economic bias of the NHE assumes that household members make rational 

decisions along cost-benefit lines (Schuman and Mosley 1994). But anthropologists have 

shown that households as such do not make choices. Instead they are characterized, as 

mentioned above, by competing intra-HH interests, negotiations, power relations and 

conflicts along gender and age lines (Nichter 1995). The NHE ignores these cultural and 

individual factors. Cultural models of gender roles in decision-making, actual negotiation 

processes and decision-making based on experience and status within the household need 

to be distinguished (Clark 1993; Nichter 1995). Some studies also demonstrate that 

rational decision-making along cost-benefit lines in conditions of poverty is hardly an 

option (for example, see Finnerman's (1995). Several studies (Das 1994; Nichter 1995; 

Rathgeber and Vlasoff 1993; Whiteford 1993) have also drawn attention to macro 

structures and processes, especially structural adjustment programs impinging upon 

health decision-making. Also important to consider are experiences of poverty, war. 
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violence, and disaster (Jacobson 1993) which are reacted to by individuals and groups in 

culturally accepted ways within existing power structures. Finally, by acknowledging the 

dimension of "suffering" (Das 1994), we can go beyond peoples' assumed economic 

rationalism. 

Within Mennonite households, Mennonite women carry out domestic health work 

and husbands generally get involved if health care seeking takes place outside the 

household. Health care decision-making is influenced by socio-religious norms, by 

economic situation, by the availability of local, national and international health care 

providers, and by previous experiences in health-seeking processes. It is also influenced 

by religious ideology. Suffering - as I discuss later in this chapter - has a special 

religious and moral significance to Mennonite communities and individuals. 

The HHPH model shifted attention from monocausal diseases to the maintenance and 

promotion of health by focusing on household members' health-related behavior. 

"Health" has multiple determinants (Berman et al. 1994), and needs to be defined in 

culture-speciflc contexts. Among the Mennonites in the Bustillos Valley, "health" is at 

once depicted functionally in terms of work role fulfillment and thought about in terms of 

suffering as a moral experience. While Mennonites have their share of health problems, 

the promotion of health and the prevention of disease are not major topics of concern or 

conversation with the exception of a few local Mennonite media attempts at public health 

education. When talked about, discourse about health among Mennonites focuses on the 

suffering inflicted upon individuals, families, and communities by sickness, accidents, 

and deaths. 
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This approach to health in the Mennonite Manitoba Colony in Chihuahua begins to 

make sense only when one realizes that health - no doubt a crucial concern to 

Mennonites - is approached in two complementary ways, which coexist at the individual 

and social levels. Health has an individual/physical component, which is attended to by 

traditional and modem remedies at the same time as it has a social/moral/spiritual 

component, which is attended to by everyday living, in accordance with Mennonite 

religious beliefs, values, and practices. 

Herzlich's (1973) discussion of health conceptualizing is useful for understanding 

"health" among the Mennonites in the Bustillos Valley as having both individual and 

social dimensions. According to her, "health" is situated both "in people's experience and 

in everyday concepts" (p.53). These common sense conceptions of "health" are 

pluralistic in nature and generate a range of definitions; from the absence of illness, to the 

presence of health, to states between health and illness, to combination states where both 

health and illness are present simultaneously. Of all these different types of "health," the 

ideal state is found in what Herzlich labels '"equilibrium." She defines "equilibrium" as 

"physical well-being, plenty of physical resources; absence of fatigue; psychological 

well-being and evenness of temper; freedom of movement and effectiveness in action; 

good relations with other people" (p.60). According to this defmition, "health" is a 

concept pertaining to the individual, i.e., the physical and psychological, but is at the 

same time it is enacted in a social setting. Importantly, addressing "the individual's whole 

life from purely physical to psychosocial aspects" bridges both aspects of health -the 

individual and the social. 
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Kelman's (1975:630) concept of a functional model of health is useful in describing 

Mennonite ideas about well-being. Stressing the importance of society, Kelman takes a 

materialist approach to the study of health. He argues that health "can only be understood 

in the concrete context of the particular mode of organization of production and the 

dialectic relationship between the productive forces and relations" (Kelman 1975:630). 

Discussing "health" in capitalist society, Kelman explains that functional health at the 

individual level "means the capacity to effectively do productive ... work" (Kelman 

1975:634). 

Among the Mennonites, a functional approach to health on the individual level 

appears apt. as Mennonites equate work with health. However, an experiential concept of 

health also exists whereby health is also seen in relation to suffering which carries moral 

meanings for the individual and the group. 

I studied women's work and the household production of health not only within, but 

among households. Paying attention to what women do, in addition to what women say, I 

began to see how women utilize household and community resources to promote, 

maintain and restore health as well as inter and intra family relations in the name of 

health. Within households, women are in charge of health, but accruing outside resources 

requires the cooperation of husbands and female relatives. Through accessing resources, 

Mennonites engage the outer world of other Mennonites as well as the Mexican and 

international health systems. 

Just as households are appropriate sample units in studying women's roles in 

producing health for other household members, households also offer access to the 
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dynamics of women's own iiealth. Their concerns can be identified, as well as the means 

by which women, their female support networks and community members, assist each 

other with everyday chores and health recovery. Making women's practice and actions 

central to research allows for a view of women engaged in making sense of socio-cultural 

and religious values and norms by means of everyday practice and discourse. Women's 

habitus and their emotional states are closely interconnected and have meaning for 

individual and social well being. While individual and social health is expressed and 

e.xperienced through work, social life, and positive emotions, non-conforming behavior 

and negative emotions lead to individual suffering but may also function as idioms of 

distress. In either case, the well being of the individual becomes a concern for family and 

community members, whose illness-narratives evoke emotions that recreate Mennonite 

socio-religious values and lore, and reaffirm the social nature of health and illness. 

During my research, women considered aspects of their everyday household work as 

important for their families' health. They often rooted their traditional knowledge in their 

mothers' or other, ofien older, female relatives' practices. Several women also were eager 

to make use of the rare opportunities within Mennonite communities to increase 

knowledge they perceived important for raising their families. Knowing what to do. 

investing time, and accepting help from members of a therapy management group 

emerged as important domestic health care practices. When these domestic curative care 

practices failed, women resorted to outside help from Mennonite or Mexican health care 

practitioners, which usually involved the approval and support of their husbands, often 

for transportation or fmancial reasons. Utilization of professional health care, however. 
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does not exclude the continuation of domestic health care practices, and multiple health 

care strategies can be combined and carried out simultaneously. 

In communities as large as the ones in the Manitoba Colony, there are no "typical" 

ways of doing things, only tendencies that can be derived. In making generalizations one 

should also keep in mind the great diversity of households among and within 

communities. Different women placed different priorities on different practices. It seems 

that Old Colony women, and those General Conference women who grew up in Old 

Colony families continue to rely more heavily on traditional means of health production 

than younger General Conference women, which may be related to the inclusion of 

sciences in the latters schooling. Mennonite women who were seasonal or temporal 

migrant laborers in Canada also had a different perception of health issues. 

In the following section, some of the women and their families from Chapters 4 and 

5, but also some other women, share their traditional and modern preventive health 

practices, as well as their endeavors to cure the sick. 

Promoting health, preventing sickness Old Colony women were especially puzzled 

about my questions aiming at their promotive and preventive health work. After thinking 

for a while, they named one or two examples before the conversation took another turn. 

Initially I was surprised by these responses, but now I realize that women's reactions 

were somewhat influenced by the fact that health work is part of women's everyday 

work, but - as I will show in a later section of this chapter - also by religious beliefs 

according to which health is granted by God. Preparing food, cleaning, and taking care of 

children is at the core of women's everyday work, and at the same time it is traditional. 
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health promoting behavior. Some of this behavior occurs year-round and is aimed at all 

family members, other measures are seasonal or age specific. 

The General Conference member Susanna Berg expressed her view of what type of 

work is important to her family's health in the following words: 

Certainly keeping the house clean and bathing the children every evening 
[is good for their health]. Cooking healthy food also is important for my 
family. This means using less fat and more oats or dark flour. One of my 
female relatives thought that she could eat whatever tasted well, but now 
she had to realize that she couldn't eat all she wanted to eat, and now she 
too eats less fat (Fieldnotes: May I, 1998). 

If there is one widespread stereotype about Mennonites it is that that they are "very 

clean." One woman with a toddler stressed that a clean floor was very important because 

visiting children give fallen toys right back to the little one. although she. herself, always 

tries to clean them off first. But even if Mennonite houses and farms are clean, only one 

General Conference woman expressed her dismay about the environmental pollution in 

the Bustillos Valley. She wondered what could be done about what others do and thought 

that probably one could teach one's own children to be guardians of the environment. 

Asked about healthy food, women thought that one should cut down on fat, eat less 

red meat, eat beans, rice, tortillas, produce from their gardens, and drink milk. Susana 

Berg was very assertive about the importance of food. She reminded me that women 

spend a lot of time making food, and while she had learned from her mother that food had 

to be healthy, many just made food that tasted good. Tina Klassen realized that in spite of 

one's ideas of what comprises healthy food, sometimes taste and finances can influence 

one's choices: 
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Of course, one has to watch one's diet - that one doesn't eat more red than 
white meat. But then, the red meat is cheaper and it tastes good. Once in a 
while we just eat it (Fieldnotes: July 17, 1998). 

The 71-year-old Laura Banman, whose parents had changed membership from the 

Old Colony to the General Conference church when she was growing up. remembered 

the importance of food for her family's health: 

[Did you take measures so that your family would not get 
sick?] Good food. Milk was very important for ihe 
children. Also beans and rice. There was this one family 
that was very poor. They ate beans most of the time. Once 
they went to the doctor and explained that beans were all 
they ate most of the time, and the child would not even eat 
beans. They would eat the beans while the child got the 
juice. The doctor told them that the juice was the best 
because all the vitamins had gone into it. So. beans are 
good, and also tortillas. But of course not only and not all 
the time. Fresh food from the garden was very important, 
too. We always had enough to eat. We also butchered pigs, 
cows, and sheep. Nowadays, though. I hardly eat pork, only 
if someone brings me freshly butchered meat (Fieldnotes; 
January 19.1998). 

At age 71. Laura Banman still enjoyed having a house garden and loved to eat the food it 

produced. She did not agree with women who thought they would not need gardens for 

the little bit of food they needed; they never bought as much at the store as they thought 

they would. But driving through the Mennonite villages in the Manitoba Colony, one can 

still see many bountiful house gardens. Several women expressed the importance of their 

gardens for their families' health, but also considered the resulting reduction in their 

grocery bills to be an important incentive. Women's gardens are important health sources 

for them and their families. Gardens not only allow women to do work they enjoy, but 

also provide the family with fresh and preserved vegetables and fruits, as well as herbal 
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medicines and plants. One fruit not generally grown by Mennonites, namely oranges, was 

eaten with great savor and for health reasons during the long and cold winter months. 

Me.xican fruterias and traveling merchants display their abundance of oranges and many 

Mennonites can be seen buying and eating oranges and other citrus fruits. 

Although women considered milk to be important for their children's health, many 

women do not breastfeed their babies. A General Conference woman in her late 30s 

remembered: 

Many women are not breastfeeding. My grandmothers still used to. but my 
mother's generation no longer. Women today just say they do not have 
milk. But it is like with cows: if you don't milk a cow she doesn't have 
milk, neither does a woman if she doesn't even try to breastfeed her baby. 
But it also was the doctors' fault. During my mother's time, doctors 
recommended that she give formula (Fieldnotes: April 3. 1998). 

Some women, such as Susana Berg for whom healthy food is so important, do 

breastfeed their babies. She observed the difference it made for children, and she 

speculated as to why other women might no longer breastfeed their babies. The following 

is an excerpt from my fieldnotes (July 15, 1998): 

Susana was convinced that breastfeeding is crucial for children's health. I 
asked whether she gave the bottle or .. "selbsl besorgenT' she filled in. 
She breastfed her son for nine months, and then he needed more, so she 
began to give him the bottle. But she breastfed her daughter for one year 
and one month. And she can clearly see the difference. Her children are 
not sick much. Medicine against fever usually helps them to be fit again 
within one day. Her sister's children are sick much more easily. But 
women here say they don't have time, or "daut es nijch paussent" (LG; it 
is not suitable/convenient). They may be embarrassed to show their 
breasts and the babies may also take much longer with people around. 
because they are curious, too. Or the women say they don't understand 
breastfeeding - why start? "And they didn't even try it!" she said. "But 
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mother's milk is better," Susana affirmed, "because it is pure, the purest. It 
doesn't have to go through so many cups, bowls, etc." 

Women also protect their children from environmental influences and farm hazards. 

The environmental conditions to watch out for in Mexico are the cold, dry winter air 

which often becomes quite stormy, as well as the burning summer sun. Throughout the 

year women shelter newborns and older babies from drafts and wind, as they believe it 

takes a long time - depending on the mother and her particular child's health - for babies 

to be able to handle the open air. Women carry their babies all bundled up in warm 

blankets when they leave their houses. Inside their homes they also make sure that 

newborns are not placed into drafty rooms. The Old Colony woman Maria Enns 

remembered that she made sure that her two boys would not be exposed to wind for the 

first six months of their lives. But even now that her older son was two years of age and 

already loved to "help" his father outside in the yard, Maria still made sure that he was 

protected from the wind with a little cloth hat which covered his ears. In January the wind 

often blows so strong and cold that even General Conference women who otherwise 

never wear scarves wrapped one around their heads and ears to keep themselves warm. 

Mennonites are a practical people and one time in December, when Helena Enns was 

visiting her sister Justina. Helena reminded her two girls to put on their scarves and 

jackets before they went outside, and then she grinningly wrapped a scarf around her 

four-year-old son who did not protest. 

Especially during the summer when the sun bums down from the sky mercilessly, 

both Old Colony and General Conference women remind their children to wear broad 

rimmed hats when playing outside. One day Helena Fehr's three children slipped out of 

the house without hats. When I anrived, Helena pointed to her children and remarked that 

today their faces were really red because they had played outside bareheaded for a while 
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before she noticed. Surely their skin would peel tomorrow. Hats may indeed be more 

functional than mere sun lotion. After a day in the sun, a two-year-old's face was all red. 

although her mother had attempted to protect the girl's delicate skin with sunscreen 

lotion. 

Besides the natural conditions from which mothers attempt to protect their offspring, 

the farm setting and its adult work environment may also pose health traps for children. 

Susanna Berg, for example, always made sure that her children were safe before she 

concentrated on milking the cows. Sometimes she had to hide the scissors and unplug her 

sewing machine, and other times she closed the gate to the yard so that the children 

would not run out into the frequently used village road. Especially boys like to "help" 

their fathers as soon as they can follow them, and frequent accidents with children on the 

farm are the sad proof of potential dangers. Mothers know where their children are safest, 

and that's why Maria Enns liked her pre-school boy to be inside the house, where she 

knew nothing would happen to him. 

In addition to traditional everyday means of promoting health and preventing disease, 

many Mennonite families have accepted certain biomedical forms of preventive health 

care. The Mexican national health care system has vaccination staff visit rural 

communities on a regular basis, including the Mennonite communities. Today, most 

Mennonite families in the Bustillos Valley seem to have accepted these public health 

measures, although exceptions persist according to church membership and village, as 

well as individual household. Local Mennonite media report on immunization in order to 

foster its acceptance. One article, for example, reminds Mennonites that the Mexican 

government makes serious efforts to immunize all citizens because only a country with a 

healthy population can succeed. Mexicans are disturbed about those Mennonites who still 

refuse immunization, and thus the article concludes by admonishing its readers with a 
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question: "Does this [refusal to immunize] offer a correct picture of us - those who want 

to have special rights in this country?" (from HG, my translation; DMR, Vol. 7. No. 10. 

June 3, 1998, p. 11) 

The Centra de Salud (SP; Health Center) of Cuauhtemoc offers free vaccinations to 

Mennonites at its hospital in town, or during home visits. The Centro employs different 

strategies of reaching out, especially to Mennonite parents. At times they announce their 

intent to visit a certain village to the village mayor, who then either summons parents and 

their children to the village school, or accompanies the vaccination team on its trip from 

house to house through the village. But if the Centra is successful in recruiting 

Mennonites - usually young, unmarried women - they are trained as immunization 

nurses and work exclusively within the Mennonite villages. Immunizations offered at the 

families' homes are extremely important because not all women have the opportunity to 

take their children to the hospital. 

During the time of my fieldwork, two young Mennonite women were working for the 

Centra de Salud. Each was making daily trips to the campas with a Mexican driver 

assigned to them by the Centro de Salud. Between August 4, 1997. and January 28. 1998. 

I accompanied each of the nurses on a total of six trips to Mennonite villages^ of 

predominantly Old Colony residents. On these trips we - I made myself useful by 

carrying the immunization material to the house and then back to the truck - worked in a 

total of 19 villages and 102 households. In SO of the households the nurses could 

immunize children; in 32 they could not. 

^ After each trip, I immediately wrote down the e.xperiences of the day, i.e.. which villages we had worked 
in, the women's reactions, conversations, and other observations. During the last three visits I brought 
along the infamous note pad and pencil to take notes while driving from farm to farm. For the following 
numerical information on immunization see Table 8: Sample of Immunization Trios by the Ceniro cte Satud 
between August 4. 1997 - January 28. 1998. Table 9: Decision Making re Immunization during Ceniro de 
Salud House Visits: and Table 10: Reasons for not Immunizing during Centro de Salud House Visits. 
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As the vaccination team works during the morning and early afternoon hours, it 

usually encounters mothers at home going about their work while simultaneously 

watching their children. Consequently it is mostly women who interact with the 

vaccination team, allow or deny immunization of their children, and allow for updating 

the CarUlla Nacional tie Vacimaddn (SP; National Vaccination Card) that they 

safeguard. As women are responsible for their children's well-being, but men have higher 

authority within the household, it is quite reasonable to assume that the decision to have 

children immunized is either a joint decision, or the husband's decision to make, each of 

which I observed. Sometimes the man, but more often the woman yielded to his/her 

partner's wish. As Table 9 shows, in 13.7% of the 102 households the couple made a 

Joint decision with a slightly higher percentage favoring immunization (57.1%). In 56.9% 

of the cases it was the mother who made the decision - or carried out her husband's 

decision - which two-thirds of the time was in favor of shots. Of 9.8% of the obvious 

male decision-making. 9 out of 10 men chose to refuse immunization. The 5.9% "other" 

decision makers or representatives, including a sister and a grandmother, were divided in 

half on whether immunization was accepted or not.^ 

Some of those who refused to have their children immunized had multiple reasons for 

doing so. However, the actual percentage of those in favor of immunization is higher than 

49% when the fact that half of the "no vaccinations" were a result of immediate 

circumstances. Table 10 reveals that half of the households that did not receive 

vaccinations seemed to be saying "no, not now." Sometimes no one was at home, or the 

decision-maker was absent; at other times the children either had received all their shots, 

or the children were sick, especially during the wintertime, and thus no shots could be 

administered. The other half of "no" responses was composed of more definite "no's." 

^ The 13.7% unknown cases indicate that it could not be reconstructed who had made the decision. 
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although not always backed up with a reason. Some people refused to say why they were 

against shots, but made clear they did not want any for their children. Others relegated 

the decision making to an absent household member, stated that shots were against their 

religion or belief, gave obvious excuses (always labeled so by the nurses, not me), 

preferred the hospital, or in rare cases even hid. Some people explained that they 

previously had had negative experiences with immunizations, i.e.. their children had 

become sick after being injected. Parents thus assessed the risks associated with 

vaccination to be greater than the benefits. 

One General Conference woman, who makes sure that her children's immunizations 

are current, explained how her children react to shots in different ways, and how she 

helps to ease the side effects of the vaccines: 

Yesterday the immunizing team came through this village. It is so 
important that all the children are immunized. ... My little girl is very 
different from her brother. While he gets sick from shots and stays in bed 
with fever, she does not get any fever at all. I bathed her right after the 
shot and then I gave her Tempra, which is fever medicine. At night I 
bathed her again. Today, at some point when she got really whiny, I gave 
her medicine again and now she is fine. (Fieldnotes: January 20, 1998) 

The presence of Low German speaking Mennonite nurses no doubt has a positive 

influence on women's decision making or women's feeling of security. Some of the 

women who said that shots lead to fever, for example, changed their minds about 

accepting immunization for their children after the nurse explained in Low German what 

the shot was meant to protect against, what the disease would do. and what the mother 

could do for her child to ease problems after shots. One of the nurses had made her own 

handout to explain the different vaccinations (polio, tuberculosis, measles. DPT 

[diphtheria, pertussis, tetanus]) and the purpose of Suero Oral, an oral rehydration 
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solution. These explanations in spoken Low German or written High German are 

extremely important because of the language barrier that exists between mostly 

monolingual Mennonite women and non-German speaking Mexican health practitioners. 

As the Old Colony member Maria Enns observed: 

One time the mayor and Mexican nurses were here. I don't know how they 
can work only in Spanish because women often do not know Spanish. I 
myself can understand some, but 1 don't speak it. (Fieldnotes: July 23. 
1998) 

To Mennonites. immunization as biomedical prevention was a new concept. Although 

today there are families - some of them Old Colony Mennonites who have been to 

Canada for seasonal labor - who practice preventive health care with regular 

appointments such as to a dentist, preventive medicine is not customarily used by 

Mennonites." 

Dokiren^ If a household member falls ill. women's doktren begins. Tina H. Peters' 

(1977:240-247) article "Remedies" gives insight into Mennonite pioneer women's home 

remedies in Manitoba, Canada. She describes how women creatively used household 

staples such as salt, honey, or onions, and botanicals such as herbs to give to the sick in 

the form of teas, tonics, or poultices. Women applied heat or cold to treat different 

ailments, and when the village stores were established, they also bought and used 

* However, this does not mean that Mennonites would not use preventive services. One afternoon at 
the Old Colony home of Jusiina Enns. her sister-in-law Sarah Enns rejected the offer of sunflower seeds 
because she did not have molars. She only had five or six teeth in front, framed with metal, but these teeth 
were not even real. I asked whether among the Mennonites it was customary to see a dentist for the purpose 
of preventing bad teeth. Justina answered, saying that it was not. but "Jam MIIJ hia nochmo! fehlen" (LG: 
that it would be needed here). (Fieldnotes: March 17. 1998) 
^ Doktren: LG; curing at home as well as going to various Mennonite and Mexican health care 
practitioners. The term has the connotation of e.\perimenting with various remedies until health is restored. 
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patented medicine. Peters (1977:244) explains that women believed certain external 

maladies to have internal causes: 

The mother of that day firmly believed, intuitively perhaps, that any skin 
ailment must be the result of an internal infection of some kind, and that a 
blood purifying agent was called for. 

In Mexico women from the Kleine Gemeinde of the Los Jagueyes Colony, the 

northernmost of the Bustillos Valley colonies, volunteered their home remedies for 

inclusion in the booklet "Hilss Heelmeddle/Hcms HeilmillellHomQ Remedies," which was 

envisioned and edited by Norma Thiessen (recently, date unknown). Within this booklet, 

women describe home remedies made of the same ingredients as those used by the 

Mennonite pioneers in Canada, such as household staples, herbs, leas, and patented 

medicine, but also over-the-counter drugs. As home remedies are a living, changing 

ingredients of everyday life, women have incorporated plants native to Mexico such as 

Aloe Vera to cure ailments. The extent to which home remedies are used also is subject 

to change, as the following three quotes - the first by a General Conference man in his 

40s. the following two by women from the same community - reflect: 

As far as I can remember, I almost never went to the doctor as a child. My 
mother always took care of things with home remedies. For example, we 
children often had a wound because on the farm it was easy to step into a 
rusty nail or so. I remember two remedies. The first was cruel, but worked: 
we had to place the wound in peiroleo. The second remedy was a tea made 
of herbs. We had to collect this herb, which we used to call Sch/nngenkriit 
(LG; snake herb). My grandmother always had some hanging to dry. If 
needed, the dried herbs were boiled in water, and the water was used to 
clean the wound. There would be no infection. ... If someone had a 
stomachache, we heated onion and flour together and then placed it onto 
the stomach. ... For toothache, we took a clavo (SP; clove), it looks like a 
little black nail, and placed it onto the spot that hurt. This stopped the 
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pains. ... We also went to the pharmacy, the one owned by Schmiedehaus 
and Kohler. to buy medicine. (Fieldnotes: December 4. 1997) 

Thirty years ago. we didn't go to the doctor, nor did we buy medicine so 
easily. Back then people tried home remedies before they tried anything 
else. But then there were no cars and it took longer to go to the doctor. 
(Fieldnotes: July 9. 1998) 

Herbs were used more in earlier years. I still remember my mother using 
them. She also used to make an ointment with Ssippelfie (LG; aloe vera). 
We used it to restore cracked heels. ... but then herbs were not used for a 
long time until now. they are used more again. The knowledge isn't lost 
yet. (Fieldnotes: June 23, 1998) 

The use of home remedies varies widely, and some more traditional remedies have 

been replaced by over-the-counter medicines that are self-administered. Some of the 

General Conference women I talked to. stated that they no longer used most of their 

mothers' remedies which they could still name, but instead use "medicine." I was told 

during my first visit to the Mennonites of the Bustillos Valley that if someone gets sick, 

women try to figure out what to do, but it is not customary to go to the doctor. This 

approach of first attempting to cure an ailment at the household level is also applied to 

farm animals. As one Old Colony woman said: "with cows I am just as with people - I 

don't easily go to a doctor, neither do I easily get a veterinarian." (Fieldnotes: March 23. 

1998) 

Local Mennonite women today continue to use a variety of home remedies externally 

or internally. Some are simple remedies such as herbs made into teas and used as spice in 

soups, plants eaten raw. and plant juices applied locally. Other remedies may be more 

elaborate, mixing several herbs, or store-bought drugs. Some remedies are considered 

good for more than one ailment, and some ailments can be cured by various remedies. 

Anise, for example, is soothing and thus used as a sedative, but also as a spice for soup. 
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Chamomile tea is good for the stomach after vomiting, and also good for someone who 

has fever. Dandelion stems, or four to five dried juniper berries per day are eaten to 

prevent or reduce high blood pressure. Peppermint tea is given for diarrhea and 

stomachache, or. sweetened with sugar, to worn out children to give them more energy. 

Adults also thought "during the winter it is good to drink peppermint with honey. It feels 

good when you are so cold" (Fieldnotes: June 23. 1998). Herbal remedies thus ease the 

sick person's pain or discomfort, not only by their chemical make-up but also by 

touching the human senses. One day Anna Thiessen and two of her daughters led me into 

their huge garden to admire their plentiful fruits and flowers. Along the fence she grew 

her medicinal herbs and explained that she liked to mix peppermint, chamomile and 

Mojesblatia (LG; translation unknown to the author) to make tea that soothes stomach 

problems. "And then the entire house smells so good." she added with emphasis 

(Fieldnotes: July 6. 1998). 

Cold/hot treatments are used to bring down a child's fever. A General Conference 

great-grandmother remembered that she would bathe her children in water that was not 

too warm, or she would just wash them off with a cold, wet cloth and then cover them up. 

Another General Conference woman in her early 50s used to go to the doctor with her 

sick children. Once her husband promised to come home in the afternoon to take her and 

a feverish child to the doctor. But as the child's fever climbed too high, she remembered 

her mother's advice and washed the girl's entire body with a cold, wet cloth and then 

wrapped her up into a warm blanket. After two hours the fever was gone. She had always 

refrained from this home remedy because she never liked it done to her when she was a 

child. Now she thanked God that this traditional remedy had worked so well. Yet another 

General Conference woman took her feverish daughter to the Mexican hospital. After the 

nurses bathed the child in cold water, the mother wanted to wrap her into a warm blanket. 
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but realized that her seemingly similar healing tradition contradicted the nurses' training. 

They explained to the mother that the girl had to stay cold until the fever was reduced 

sufficiently. 

Mennonite women utilize many other home remedies. The General Conference 

woman Tina Klassen addresses a sensitive issue, the female period and its aches: 

For the past year, my two older daughters have had such pain when they 
have their monatliche Deo (LG; monthly days. i.e.. period). I make hot tea 
and a bath for them to relax in. and then they go to bed. I used to have 
herbs I. myself, had collected and then dried. Now I have run out of them. 
but my mother probably has some at home (Fieldnotes: January 13. 1998). 

Tina Klassen prefers Naturalmedizin (HG; natural remedies) over biomedical 

interventions. The use of herbal remedies runs in the family as both her mother and her 

sister use them. One day, Tina's mother Helena Bergen showed me her plants in front of 

the house. "These Ssippelfte (LG; aloe vera) are not for decoration." she explained, "but 

medicinal plants." Her husband used them together with other ingredients such as 

grapefruit juice and oats to make a drink that works against cancer (Fieldnotes: .Fune 23. 

1998). Not accidentally, this family seeks help from Mexican doctors who also favor 

herbal medicines. 

The Old Colony Margaretha Blatz offered insights into why some Mennonites 

continue to favor home remedies; 

The medicine in Mexico is better than in Canada. There they only give 
Tylenol and then people go back to work. But Tylenol doesn't help. 
because if there is an infection in the body it will not go away, it will only 
get worse. (Fieldnotes: March 23. 1998) 
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An approach to health in which the body is felt to have the power to heal itself with 

the help of home remedies is not foreign to me. The similarity of ideas between these 

Mennonite women and me on the effect of home remedies on the body may be linked to a 

common ground that goes back 500 years in history. As interviews for an unpublished 

paper (Reinschmidt 1994) reveal, German women living in the U.S. favored a complete 

cure of an ailment's underlying causes rather than the mainstream American "quick fix" 

treatment. Instead of taking strong medication, these Germans preferred to allow the body 

to rest and to support its internal healing mechanisms with home remedies. 

1 experienced similarities between Mennonite and "German" etiology when I fell ill 

in September of 1997. Intuitively I treated myself to rest and sleep, and accepted our 

landlady's home remedy after she diagnosed my health problem as Sommakrankheit (LG; 

summer disease, which is flu with diarrhea), which usually hits between July and 

September. Short excerpts from my fleldnotes describe Sommakrankheii from my 

personal experience: 

Michael drove all the way back, since I felt horrible. I had a headache, and 
my whole body ached. The aspirin I bought on the way did not help at all. 
my head felt like exploding. As soon as I was in the house back in 
Cuauhtemoc, I was cold and suddenly had severe shivering-fits. All I 
could do was go to bed. During the night it happened. I had tried to avoid 
it so hard; I vomited. But then I felt a little better - except for my head. 
Michael tried to soothe me and eventually I fell asleep (September 9. 
1997). ... I was sick, staying in bed for most of the day with a headache 
and diarrhea. I hardly had any fever but slept for hours and hours. That 
helps me most. ... Maria said it was Sommakrankheii, and she told me to 
take some of the Hieng-Fong medicine, which I did (September 10, 1997). 
T o d a y  i s  m y  b i r t h d a y  a n d  f o r t u n a t e l y  I  f e e l  m u c h  b e t t e r  ( S e p t e m b e r  I I .  
1997). 



365 

Eghte Hieng-fong Essenz (deutsche Hing-fung Tropfen), as the label on the bottle 

reads, is a dark, greenish black fluid cure-all. The label further explains in (faulty) High 

German: 

This curative and nerve-strengthening medicine is unsurpassable in its effect on 
all sufferings of the stomach and digestion, on throat pains, and diphtheria; even 
in the most refractory cases it is not beatable. It is an excellent remedy for 
headaches, diarrhea, summer sickness, colic, and influenza. Diese heilkrd/tige 
and nervemldrkende Arzmi ist uniiberfrefflich in ihrer iVirkung bei alien Leiden 
des Magens und der Verdammg. gegen Halsleiden iind Diphlherie: selbsl in den 
harindckigsten Fallen ist sie nicht zu iiberbieten. Es its ein ans gezeichnetes 
Miftel gegen Kopfschmerz, Durchfal/, Sonnnerkrankheit, Kolik und Grippe, (my 
translation) 

A young Old Colony couple dealt with Sommakrankheii in a slightly different 

manner. Justina Enns and her husband. Johan, had been sick for an entire week. They 

went to the store and bought three packages of medicine, one for nausea, one for 

stomachache and one for body pain. Then they both stayed in bed for most of the day. 

But while her husband was much better after one day, Justina was sick almost all week 

long. The day of my visit was the first day she did not feel nauseated and felt like 

working again. 

But doklren has another dimension beyond the mere use of home remedies and self-

medication. Dokiren crosses the boundaries of individual households via female 

networks. Women take care not only of the children and adults in their own household, 

but also may get involved with members of other households, mostly relatives and 

friends. These therapy management groups take different forms: women may give plain 

advice, confirm diagnoses, offer medicine, take care of the sick, or help with work around 

the house. 
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I realized the eagerness of Mennonite women's, but also men's, offer of support when 

I was sick myself In January 1998 my body finally fell prey to the hostile, cold. dry. and 

stormy climate and I began to battle a cold that plagued me for months. During this 

season, many people are affected by a cold or the flu. A Mennonite woman's advice to 

eat oranges certainly was quite healthy, but it did not cure me. In February, an elderly 

man offered me some medicine when he heard me cough. What he called Lungenhalsam 

(HG; lung balm) carried the Spanish name of Jarahe de Pino Blanco (SP; White Pine 

Syrup). 1 took a big spoonful of his medicine. It tasted like honey with pine flavor and 

felt quite soothing. 

The following day I visited with Helena Bergen and she inquired about my cold, 

when her daughter Betty showed me a bottle of medicine from their medicine cabinet. It 

was the same Jarabe I had tasted the day before. When I asked where I could buy this 

medicine, Helena's husband entered the room and told me that I should just take that 

bottle. I protested but he insisted on this present, e.xplaining that he always buys more 

then they need at home because he gives it to his workers when they get sick. The 

medicine was very soothing and after finishing the bottle I bought a second one at a 

Me.\ican pharmacy. But even that did not cure my cold, and - sick of being sick - I 

finally went to see a doctor whose medicine gradually helped me on the road to health. 

By then 1 had struggled with my cold for three months. 

The most frequent therapy management group support occurs between related 

women. One Old Colony woman reminded her daughter to wrap her baby girl into a 

blanket because it was too windy outside. In another instance a mother sought a second 

opinion on her diagnosis. Sarah Enn's preschool daughter did not seem to be too well. 

She felt her daughter's heart and thought that the little heart beat very fast; perhaps she 

had fever and should take some medicine. She sent the girl over to her aunt who first felt 
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her head and then her heart. The aunt agreed and got some Tylenol for the child, which 

her mother administered. 

Sometimes helping a female relative cure a sick member of the family can be more 

time and energy consuming. Maria Bergen and her mother-in-law Helena Bergen took 

turns in taking care of Maria's second-youngest child who suffered from very 

uncomfortable skin problems. The girl wanted to be held continuously by one or the 

other. That was all the women could do most of the time. At some point the young 

mother became really depressed, not knowing how to help her daughter. The girl cried, so 

she cried as well. She then asked the General Conference sewing circle to pray for the 

girl's recovery. Eventually, a doctor in Juarez sent the e.xam results to the U.S. for 

analysis. They fmally learned that the girl's liver was not working properly, and was thus 

causing eczema. After only seven months of treatment, the girl was recovering and 

beginning to eat almost everything. 

Helena Bergen supported and helped her daughter-in-law throughout the girl's 

difficult illness. Indeed, Mrs. Bergen was active also in helping cure her adult children's 

health problems. One afternoon Betty Bergen and I went to her brother's house, where 

we found household production of health in process. Betty's mother, Helena Bergen, was 

massaging her son's shoulders and back. He had been spraying the fields all night 

without protection and was now experiencing a horrible headache.'" which showed on his 

face. Mrs. Bergen was glad to see her daughter Betty and asked her to continue the 

massage for a while. 

In general, Mennonites know of (he dangers of pesticides at least to some degree, but there are those who 
still fail to take health care precautions. One Mennonite woman, who showed me her family's apple 
orchard, e.\plained to me that many of their workers do not believe there is a connection between their ill-
health and their unprotected use of pesticides Besides individual Mennonites spreading this Tact, the local 
newspapers also make sporadic attempts of public health education in regard to pesticides. 
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Sometimes women desperate for help turn to other women who are not traditional 

health care practitioners, but who are known to have successfully healed a certain 

ailment. In one case an Old Colony woman had learned to treat burn victims quite 

effectively and was asked to volunteer her knowledge and hands-on help, which she 

gladly complied with. 

As 1 have attempted to show, home remedies change over the years. Mennonites have 

incorporated some of the traditional remedies used by the neighboring cultures, such as 

the Mexicans' use of aloe vera, and they have substituted some of their traditional herbs 

with pills. But the basic practice of self-treatment continues. Some Mennonite women in 

the Bustillos Valley actively seek to update their knowledge and they make use of health 

information presented by the local German language media and during sporadic health 

care classes given by Mennonite nurses - the few educational opportunities available to 

them. 

While the local German radio station rarely covered issues of health, the German 

newspapers did include such topics. Between April 9. 1997 and August 5, 1998. the 

Deuisch-Mennonitische Rundschau series "Unser Hof und Heim " (HG; Our Farm and 

Home) was filled with articles on gardening, healthy nutrition, environmental issues, 

physical health problems (obesity and heart attack), mental health (self-confidence, 

depression), care of children, babies, teenagers and the elderly, and home remedies. Other 

articles in the Rundschau reported on occurrences in the Mennonite colonies, or general 

health trends in Mexico or beyond the borders that were of interest to the Mennonites in 

the Bustillos Valley. The wide range of topics covered included articles such as: 

"Rauchen wird bekdmpft " (HG; Fight against Smoking) (DMR. Vol. 6, No. 11. June 4. 

1997, p. 12), "Viele Zuckerkranke in Chihuahua " (HG; Many Diabetics in Chihuahua) 

(DMR, Vol. 6, No. 21, November 19, 1997. p. 4); "Die Gesunde Kiiche -Schon das Volk 
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Israel liebte Gurken " (HG; The Healthy Kitchen - Already the People of Israel Loved 

Cucumbers) (DMR, Vol. 7. No. 2. January 21. 1998, pp.6-7); "AHe Kinder soUen geimpfi 

werden - Wird dein Kind piinktlich geimpfi oder isl es dir "endonl, " wenn es 

lebenslanglich leiden konnte? " (HG; All Children Must be Iminunized - Is Your Child 

Immunized on Time, or Do You Not Care, if S/He Has to Suffer for Life?) (DMR, Vol 7. 

No. 4, February 18, 1998, p. 6); "Bruceilose imd Tuherculose - Tests in den Dorfern 

machen Forischritte " (HG; Bruceilose and Tuberculosis - Testing in the Villages Makes 

Progress) (DMR, Vol. 7. Nr. 7. April 1. 1998, pp. 7-8); "Wenn ich an meine Muuer 

denke " (HG; When I think of My Mother) (DMR. Vol 7. No. 9. May 13. 1998. p. 6); and 

many more articles. 

Women read these articles and talk about them with other women. Some enjoy taking 

the opportunity to attend health classes given in Low German. A few years ago a public 

health nurse, a daughter of Canadian MCC workers in Mexico, visited with her parents 

and organized a four-day seminar. During the first evening 80 women attended, but 120 

attended during the following evening. Such classes clearly seemed to be in demand. 

Since these first classes, two Mexican Mennonite nurses, and sometimes Mennonite 

nurses or educators from outside Mexico, have offered health classes during the non-

gardening season. The topics of the meetings are various and many: pregnancy, food, and 

exercise; birth; baby care; disease and immunization; mother-child-interaction; the course 

of children's development; care of the elderly; sign language for the deaf; etc. The 

presenters use metaphors, visual aids, and stories to get their messages across. During the 

time of my fieldwork. the attendance was no longer as dramatic as during the first health 

class, but between 20 and 40 women," often young women with babies, toddlers or 

A class that attracted exceptional public interest was offered by two young couples rrom Belize. They 
taught sign language to between 40 and 70 deaf Mennoniles and their relatives, and other interested 
individuals. While the evening classes were open for everyone, morning classes were geared towards the 
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young children attended. Not a single man attended, and women most likely would not 

have appreciated a man's presence while they discussed "female issues." Health courses 

are offered year after year for brief periods of time, and those women who attend enjoy 

the opportunity to learn more about taking care of their families and themselves. 

6.3. When Women Are Sick 

As described in the previous section. Mennonite women's health work for other 

household members, especially children, is part of women's everyday work, but also 

requires women's additional time investment, their knowledge, domestic health resources 

such as herbal and patented medicine, and the help offered by members of therapy 

management groups. 

Women's health work for the benefit of others has been documented abundantly. But 

while the international health literature has recognized women to be central to the 

household health production all over the world (e.g.; Castle 1993. Clark 1993). this 

literature - as well as international health policies and projects that it emerges from - has 

over-targeted women as mothers (Chatterjee 1989, Jacobson 1993, Wallace 1987). 

Meanwhile, women's other health concerns, and their health work for their own and other 

women's health have largely escaped attention (exceptions; Chatterjee 1989, 

Ramalingaswami 1986, Wallace 1987). A few exceptional studies demonstrate that 

women's health requirements are not only related to biological but also to economic 

reproduction (Michelson 1993; Packard 1986; Reuben 1993; Watts et al. 1989). In 

general "women's health" is ill defmed. with major gaps of knowledge on both sides of 

women's reproductive years (Koblinsky 1993). Calling for gender-specific health 

research and programs that go beyond women's reproductive health (Browner and Leslie 

deaf themselves, mostly children who were brought in by their parents (Fieldnotes: February 13 • March 
26. 1998). 
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1996; Koblinsky et al 1993; Okojie 1994; Paolisso and Leslie 1995; Rathgeber and 

Vlassoff 1993; Vlassoff 1994). more recent international health studies have drawn 

attention to the multidimensional nature of women's health at every stage of their life 

cycles. 

Mennonite women's health concerns reflect this multidimensional nature of their 

lives. In general they expressed concerns that partially matched those outlined in the 

previous section under "Frequent Health Problems." Women from both Churches were 

affected by work related aches and pains in muscles and joints. Some General Conference 

women were conscious of health problems that come with being overweight, while Old 

Colony women used home remedies to treat circulatory imbalances. Only one woman, 

though, seemed to have gastrointestinal health concerns, which might reflect a sample 

bias. In the privacy of their homes and in the company of married women. Mennonite 

women also addressed various issues around reproductive health. 

In this part of Chapter 6.1 begin by narrating the story of Elisabeth Klassen's struggle 

for health. This narrative offers a basis for describing issues of women's health, women's 

sick roles, and families' responses, as well as the importance of female networks and 

prayer for the recovery of health. By focusing on women's health, i.e.. on what women 

say about their concerns and about their own health, and on women's health practices, it 

becomes clear how deeply embedded Mennonite women's health is in their everyday 

lives and in Mennonite ideology: women and their work take a central role in household 

management and the household production of health; female networks carry women 

through times of health and sickness; Mennonite women's practice of visiting the sick or 

vulnerable, as well as praying reflects the socio-religious component of health 

production. 
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Elisabeth Klassen's Struggle for Health Elisabeth and I first met at the community 

kitchen adjacent to the church, where more than 20 women had come together to prepare 

hamburgers for the 75"' anniversary of Mennonites in Mexico. After a brief conversation. 

I asked Elisabeth whether she would be willing to talk to me about her everyday life, her 

own and her families' health. She agreed to do so and one morning in mid-January 1998. 

I called her to inquire whether she was still available to talk to me during the afternoon. 

She was and promptly invited me to join her family for lunch at noon. When I arrived. 

Elisabeth e.xcused herself for not being done with lunch yet because she had helped her 

sister-in-law Maria Bergen, who lived about two kilometers from her own house. Maria 

had fallen and now the cast and the crutches made it difficult for her to catch up on her 

work, especially with four young children at home. 

After lunch Elisabeth served coffee and began telling me what she thought I might be 

interested in. She also volunteered the story of an incredible journey in search of health. 

Her husband participated in the narrative that I paraphrase: 

Elisabeth had been sick for many years. It happened to her just as 
Elena Froese had said at church during the New Year's Eve service: you 
go to the doctor, but he tells you that there is nothing wrong with you. 

Elisabeth started feeling sick in January, but although she got worse 
during the following weeks, she could still work. By March she felt really 
sick and could no longer work. For a month already the pain had not let 
her sleep. Since at that time her husband. David, was working long hours, 
and thus was very tired from work, Elisabeth did not tell him about her 
health problems. Nobody knew she was sick, not even her husband. She 
used to be really strong and if she had not slept for a few nights, no one 
would know. But now she could not even do all her work. One night. 
though. David realized that she was not asleep, and she told him that she 
had not slept for many nights. He began to take her to the doctors. 
Although Elisabeth speaks Spanish she felt that she could not handle 
complicated medical discourse and appreciated her husband's presence. 
But the doctors could not find the cause of her problem, nor relieve her 
pain. 
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The only local Mennonile doctor gave her strong medicine so that 
would numb her pain so that she could sleep. But the medicine had no 
effect, not even after Elisabeth increased the dosage. She stopped taking it. 
In vain her husband took her to several more doctors in Cuauhtemoc and 
later Juarez. Not even x-rays could reveal the source of pain. Meanwhile, a 
female relative from her husband's side stayed for a short period of time to 
help out with housework. 

Finally, one doctor diagnosed her as suffering from nerves. Another 
doctor gave her medicine without informing her that it was for nerves. 
This medicine made her even sicker. Upon seeing the medicine Maria 
advised Elisabeth to stop taking it immediately because it was an anti
depressant so strong that her father had gotten very sick when he took it. 
Elisabeth stopped taking the anti-depressant, but really wanted help and 
wanted to get healthy. No one had advice, though, and soon the people at 
church started telling her that the problem was her nerves and she should 
just admit to it. But Elisabeth could never admit 100% that it was her 
nerves. She just knew that there was something in her that was wrong. She 
often felt something move up her stomach and then move back down, like 
a bubble. Later, when she was really sick, though, she no longer knew 
what to do. She could not lie down, nor sit. walk or stand. She just didn't 
know what to do with herself. 

During the time that she was really sick. Anna Krahn. a woman from 
her church, visited and expressed her conviction that the church 
community should know how sick Elisabeth was. With her permission to 
make her health problems public. Anna Krahn announced Elisabeth's 
sickness during church service. The church community prayed for her and 
soon Elisabeth really felt better, although she still had pain. 

Then, one day just before the couple wanted to leave for the doctor in 
Juarez, Elisabeth felt like going to the restroom. but nothing happened. 
She stood up again and at that moment something fell out of her. 
something round and bloody. She looked at the object and then showed it 
to her husband. It was unbelievable. 

A doctor in Cuauhtemoc denied that this could have happened and 
suggested that Elisabeth had just lost the metal ring sticking to her clothes. 
In contrast, the doctor in Juarez, upon seeing the little ring, suspected it 
was part of a machine used during operations. Elisabeth now believes that 
the ring had been inside her for 15 years, since the birth of her oldest 
daughter. Since she was under complete anesthesia, she cannot remember 
anything at all about this birth. 

Elisabeth interrupted the flow of her speech to fetch the ring that she 
kept in her purse on a short string. She had kept it because it was very 
valuable to her. After all, it had cost thousands of dollars in doctor bills. 
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The couple had not asked their church deacons" for financial aid to pay 
their doctor bills. Instead, they had asked family and friends for money 
which they repaid at a later point in time. 

After the ring was out. Elisabeth ended her story, she began to feel 
much better. Never again did she experience so much pain. 

At the time of our informal interview. Elisabeth was about to turn thirty-nine. Born 

into the Old Colony Church, her family had changed their church membership to the 

General Conference when she was ten years old. In volunteering this exceptional story 

right at the beginning of our conversation, Elisabeth seemed to be different from other 

Mennonite women I had talked to. But although she had some unusual experiences and 

was exceptionally full of life, strength, and humor, her experience was shaped by her 

membership in a Mennonite community located in the Bustillos Valley in Chihuahua. 

Her personal story reflects upon aspects of Mennonite meanings of women*s health, upon 

the gendered dynamics within and among households in relation to health management, 

and upon socio-religious practices that take curative dimensions.'^ 

Women's Health Elisabeth Klassen suffered iatrogenic, long-term health problems. 

Her volunteered narrative about a condition connected to women's reproductive health 

was quite unusual, not only because women's health problems in general are a sensitive 

issue within Mennonite communities, but also because of David's participation in telling 

the story. On the rare occasions that I was present or participating in conversations 

related to women's reproductive health, the conversation took place exclusively within 

pairs or groups of married women, often female relatives. The various topics covered, 

included education, family planning, miscarriage and infertility. 

12 Deacons support congregation members in matters of health, as well as social and economic welfare. 
The case study also reflects upon patterns of health care seeking in the broader Mennonite and Mexican 

contexts: however, this aspect is not fbrther considered in this dissertation. 
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When I first visited the Mennonites in Chihuahua in 1995.1 learned that pregnancy is 

not talked about, that it is taboo even between closely related females such as mothers 

and daughters. If women had female problems they would say that they had problems 

"aum Lief (LG; at the body, at the abdomen). Three years later, an Old Colony woman 

in her forties expressed her own experience of this phenomenon: 

My mother did not tell me anything about being a woman. I had to find out 
everything by myself. (Fieldnotes: March 23. 1998) 

In contrast to Old Colony village schools, education on human reproduction today is 

part of the General Conference school curriculum. In addition, some General Conference 

women have made it their task to give Old Colony girls about to marry an educational 

manual on being married. Without any form of education about these matters, some girls 

were said to be afraid of marriage. 

But just because talk about reproduction is a sensitive issue, it is not absent from 

people's consciousness and it is part of conversations in culturally appropriate ways. 

During one visit with Sarah Enns who had addressed the issue of her niece's pregnancy 

during a previous visit. I mentioned that a common acquaintance of ours was going to 

have a baby in two or three months. Sarah was happy for her and then wondered whether 

it was going to be a boy or a girl. As 1 did not know the answer, she concluded this topic 

by saying that "one is always curious about those things, but of course, one does not ask 

about it" (Fieldnotes, May 5, 1998). 

Traditionally, Mennonite families are large, with individual women experiencing up 

to 20 births, in compliance with their Church's opposition to birth control. From a 

religious point of view, family planning is a sin because children are believed to be gifts 

from God. But from an economic point of view, young couples from conservative and 
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more liberal church communities alike realize the financial burden associated with large 

families in light of land-shortage. Couples may also be influenced by physicians who 

encourage family planning. In order to comply with their religious beliefs, some couples 

accept natural birth control as an alternative path (Fieldnotes: August 2. 1995; June 27. 

1997; July 9. 1998; Redekop 1969:52-53. 68). 

After talking about our acquaintance's pregnancy. Sarah Enns openly asked me 

whether I - still childless after a couple of years of marriage - was just careful or whether 

I was "taking something." i was so shocked about her frankness that I asked her to repeat 

the question. She revealed that she herself had tried pills, but had just gained weight and 

suffered from headaches. Injections made her cry and unmootich (LG; depressed). Her 

husband had consented to her taking medicine, but they both knew it was considered a sin 

by their church. Now they just tried to "be careful." and although Sarah felt this to be 

morally superior, she also knew that it was less effective biologically. 

At the same time as there are couples who attempt to deal with family planning in 

ways that comply with their religious beliefs and church regulations, there also are 

individuals who remain radical conservatives to the point of endangering women's lives. 

In one instance a young, desperate couple came to one of the local Mennonite bookstores. 

The man explained that they were looking for some kind of help because his wife should 

no longer have children. After giving birth to four, she could hardly walk upright. But ail 

their attempts to get help had failed due to his mother-in-law. who did not allow any 

intervention. 

Miscarriage and infertility are other reproductive health issues of concern to women 

(and men). Again, it was Sarah Enns during our afternoon of "open" conversation who 

broke the ice on both topics. Sarah showed me two unused baby bottles decorated with 

Disney motives. She was going to have another baby after her first two children, "aba 
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donn, no dree Moonalen. jing el wajch " (LG; but then, after three months, it went away). 

Initially she mourned her loss, she explained, "because one wants it then and buys stuff 

for it," but now she had overcome her grief (Fieldnotes, June 8. 1998). 

Sarah also reflected upon those who wanted children but remained childless, such as 

her sister-in-law Justina Enns. Justina later talked to me about her hopes, herself They 

had already sought medical advice in Cuauhtemoc. If nothing would work, they might 

consider consulting with physicians in the U.S. Justina halted her speech for a while, and 

then reasoned that it would probably still be better to have a good husband and no 

children, than children and a non-supportive husband. I again was surprised about this 

Old Colony woman's frankness, but realize that I might have been the perfect 

communication partner, since I was married and childless as well. 

Besides reproductive health women expressed health concerns related to life-style 

such as diet and exercise, but especially work. A group of General Conference women 

attacked their weight problems by a self-imposed diet. With the help of a Christian diet 

book from the United States, they limited their daily calorie intake. Two members of this 

group also met in the early morning to walk for one hour. All members of the diet group 

lost considerable amounts of weight, reducing the circumference of their waists by 

several sizes. One of the women said that she could no longer eat as much as she used to 

eat because her stomach had become smaller. '"Among the Mennonites." she added, 

"people tend to overeat. They eat too fast, too much, and too much fat on a daily basis. 

But this actually is against the Bible," she said, "because it is gluttony'* (Fieldnotes: May 

1). 

The two women who exercised in addition to their diet routine were among unusual 

within the local Mennonite colonies, and maybe among the local Mexicans as well. 

Exercise for health reasons is a foreign concept to the Mennonites. and those who know 
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about it and would like to practice it hesitate because it is not part of Mennonite hahUus. 

and individuals fear ridicule or reprimand.'* Occasionally, individuals are brave enough 

to publicly exercise for the sake of their health. A General Conference woman followed 

her doctor's advice to ride her bicycle through the village as therapy for her legs, and 

routinely made her early evening rounds through the village. 

Women were particularly concerned about health problems that either interfered with 

their work capacity, or that were caused by their work responsibilities. In her story of 

how she struggled for her health, Elisabeth Klassen clearly made a distinction between 

the time when she could still work, and when her sickness began to interfere with her 

work. Several women struggled with another health problem that makes work impossible; 

migraine. Katharina Janzen could feel her migraines developing about fifteen minutes 

before their onset, when she could see only half a picture. Sometimes the tell tale signs 

begin in church, which she does not want to leave to take medicine. Without taking 

medication immediately after the onset of a migraine, though, she always had very 

painful and unproductive days. If she took care of her migraine, i.e.. instantaneously took 

medicine and laid down, she could control it. 

Mennonite women's heavy workloads lead to questions about the effects of women's 

work on their health. The '*safe" nature of work at the household level has already been 

contested (Bruce 1989; Doyal 1994; Norboo et al 1991; Zambrana and Hurst 1994). 

Cross-culturally, domestic work includes food production and processing, 

cleaning/keeping order, and caring for children and others. Women's heavy workload 

within the household can be exhausting and even debilitating. In societies where they 

have moved into the labor force, women generally continue to be responsible for 

Recently, males from liberal churches have begun to form teenage and adult baseball teams and regularly 
meet for games. Women and girls are also interested in the games and enjoy watching, but so far they have 
not organized games themselves. 
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childcare and housework (Bird and Fremont 1991. Doyal 1994. Hal! 1994). Multiple 

work roles - i.e., work associated with the roles of wife and mother at the household 

level, and in addition work that generates income outside the household - may be 

beneficial to women's health (Sorensen and Verbrugge 1987. Waldron and Jacobs 1989). 

but they also place women in situations where they have to juggle several roles by 

reducing their own leisure time, sleep hours, and time for personal care (Bird and 

Fremont 1991). Doyal's (1994:155) suggestion to research "which types of work will be 

harmful or beneficial for which women and under what circumstances" is key in 

understanding women's multiple work roles and their health. In addition, the social value 

attributed to women's work influences women's overall psychological well being. 

Throughout my research Mennonite women never complained about their multiple 

roles and the variety of work attached to these roles. Multiple roles, per se. do not seem to 

cause psychological distress or physical health problems for several reasons. Women 

benefit from the fact that their income-generating work occurs at the household level 

where it can easily be combined with the culturally prioritized responsibilities of mother 

and wife. Mennonite women enjoy the company and support of female networks, which 

adds a sense of belonging as well as a female safety net to their everyday lives. 

Significantly, some of women's work is not defined as "work." but as "service" or 

"recreation." Women also organize their everyday work in such a manner that the variety 

of perpetual tasks allows them time for rest and hobbies. 

As the timetable (Table 5a: Distribution of Tasks^ reveals, throughout the week 

women were able to find some time to rest, to lie down, or to nap. But they are least 

likely to catch some rest during busy Fridays and Saturdays. While mornings are not a 

good lime to be idle — unless a woman has reached the status of grandmother - some 
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relaxation is scheduled for the afternoon, often accompanied by Faspa. Typically, 

evenings before bedtime are reserved for reading the bible or catechism. 

As mentioned before women may not be stressed by their multiple roles partly 

because they do not consider all of their work to be "work." Certain activities such as 

garden work are performed (or scheengonen (LG; feeling good). The General Conference 

woman Elena Froese described her yard work as therapeutic. If she did not work outside, 

she would get depressed and not feel well, and then her family would not feel good 

either. Other everyday activities that some women considered to be hobbies rather than 

work: included sewing, cooking, and baking, especially trying out new recipes. 

At times women combine work with socializing and thus are spared feelings of 

alienation caused by routine work in the isolation of their households. Visiting, i.e.. 

planned or spontaneous socializing as described in Chapter 5. is women's favorite 

activity. Beyond visiting, women's organized leisure time activities are limited to 

General Conference sewing cycles, choirs, and bible study groups. Some women also 

enjoy watching baseball games of local Mennonite teams that have been organized 

among the more liberal churches. Old Colony women's only church-sanctioned leisure 

time activity has long been visiting. Among widowed or unmarried women, groups are 

formed within which women take turns in meeting at each others' houses to share food 

and to converse. A new. related activity began during the late 1990s, when the Old 

Colony church allowed SingsiunJen (HG; singing hours). Now entire families have the 

opportunity to come together and to enjoy an evening of singing hymnals. 

In private homes household members of both sexes and of all ages enjoy various 

hobbies. Conservative church members have long enjoyed drawing and painting, or 

making music accompanied by instruments such as guitars or harmonicas. One Old 

Colony family introduced their children's electric piano to me. which was designed to 
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play classical tunes and also had a built-in digital piano teacher. Other Mennonite women 

enjoyed the written word. Both General Conference and Old Colony women were fond of 

reading books or the German-language newspapers available to them. One Old Colony 

woman showed me her special hobby. The "funny things" she was writing down were 

nothing other than her and her husband's families' data on birth dates, baptisms, 

weddings, and deaths. 

Thus, as women tlnd time for regular relaxation, the reality of multiple roles does not 

seem to be a source of health problems. Instead, what seem to affect women's health 

adversely are certain types of work, and especially hard, prolonged physical labor that 

begins during the early childhood years. For example, one Old Colony woman linked her 

dislike for making Kringel to the back pain associated with that type of work. As I 

watched I realized the source of her discomfort; the working surface was too low. and 

thus she had to bend her back towards the table in order to make Kringd. Unfavorable 

body posture during work activities certainly is one reason for women's back, joint, and 

bone problems. 

Prolonged, hard physical labor takes a toll on women's bodies. Women are aware of 

the long-term effects of hard labor. One young woman explained that her parents not only 

worked hard, but that they were am Rackren (LG; to be involved in hard labor) and as a 

consequence, her mother was suffering from knee problems. Among the Old Colony farm 

people, young children begin to work at an early age. Margaretha Blatz summarized her 

childhood and teenage years and the impact of hard labor on her body: 

If my parents had been different. I would not have been so vcrhrucki (LG; 
used up) as 1 am now. I worked hard as a child: at 5 years. I already 
worked on the fields in Canada. At 21 I worked for the butcher, often two 
days and nights in a row. and in between also in the cheese factory. The 
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little time we had ofT. we used to see our boyfriends (Fieldnotes: March 
23. 1998). 

Carina for Women While anthropological literature documents numerous situations 

of inner-household conflicts (for example: Bruce 1989; Castle 1993; Clark 1993; Hoodfar 

1988). Elisabeth's case speaks for inner-household cooperation. Although David at first 

did not realize that his wife was sick, he immediately took her to doctors without shying 

away from financial costs, and he assisted her in communication and translation. The 

overall good relationship between husband and wife also seemed to be reflected in their 

cooperative telling of the story. 

Elisabeth's heroic silence is neither uncommon nor the only way women deal with 

sickness. A General Conference woman in her early 50's shared that she experienced 

pain in several parts of her body. But if her Angers ached, for instance, she just exercised 

them. Once her daughter said to her that her friends' mothers all had trouble with 

menopause, but that she had not noticed anything about her own mother. She replied to 

her daughter that she. too. was going through these changes and also suffered, but just did 

not say anything because she was a very quiet person. Some women reported that their 

husbands realized when they were not feeling well or were sick. One woman said her 

children would know she did not feel well when they saw her taking medicine, and other 

women told their husbands that they were sick. The husbands in my sample of both 

church memberships seemed very concerned and caring about their wives. They wanted 

them to feel well and happy and either told them to lie down and rest, or they took them 

to the doctor. But during my fleldwork I also heard of cases in which husbands negated 

women's need for medical treatment, or neglected to take over their weakened wives' 

heavy work. In such cases the health of women deteriorated. Personally. I did not 

encounter any such situations. 
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Once a woman is too sick to work, she can count on help from household, family, 

and/or community members. Older children usually know how they can help their sick 

mother, and husbands may also pitch in with work. If the children are still too small to 

help, and if there is no one within the household who can temporarily take over a 

woman's responsibilities, she receives help from female relatives outside the household. 

Mothers and sisters come to the house and help with childcare and such household tasks 

as laundry. On the day that Elisabeth Klassen had invited me for lunch, she. herself, had 

helped her sister-in-law who was forced by temporary crutches to slow down her work. 

The Old Colony woman Sarah Enns at times had help from two of her sisters-in-law. 

While one took in her children, the other came to the house to take care of her. At another 

time, a third sister-in-law sent over her two teenage daughters to help their aunt take care 

of the house and two toddlers. While community members' help generally fades away 

when women are plagued with long-term or chronic diseases, the tight networks of 

related women remain supportive. 

While pregnant women continue their everyday work, they sometimes take a break 

from working with cows. Postpartum women refrain from certain tasks, which are taken 

over by household, family, or community members. After the delivery, everyone makes 

sure that the mother does not perfornt hard work such as that required for tending cattle, 

wiping floors, or hanging up laundry. According to Mennonite tradition, non-related 

community members bring food or offer hands on help to a woman known to be sick or 

regaining strength from a recent delivery. The tradition of village women spontaneously 

bringing soup or other food to a sick woman or a new mother continues among the Old 

Colony women, and has been moditled among the General Conference women whose 

Sewing Circle has organized groups of ten women to take turns in delivering food. The 

time span of postpartum rest differs with ditTerent tasks and different families. In general 
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women were said to be relieved from hard work for four months. While one woman 

stated that mothers of newborns avoid working with cows for three weeks, another did 

not work in the stables for up to two years. Neither did the latter wipe floors for six 

months because her caring husband had taken that task upon himself 

Visiting and Pravinti Women's health work in the form of visiting or praying occurs 

individually and at the community level. When Elisabeth Klassen was really sick, a 

female church member came to visit and convinced her that a community prayer during 

Sunday church service would be beneficial for her recovery. Elisabeth reported that after 

the prayer she indeed felt better, although she still had pain. In both the General 

Conference and Old Colony Church, individual and small group or Sunday prayers for 

the sick are common. 

Women's practice of visiting the sick and vulnerable goes beyond actual hands on 

help and bringing of food. In addition to making individuals feel part of a community of 

people who care about them, visiting also allows them to communicate about their 

ailments or other issues. Often the sick may suffer from feeling lonely, which explains 

why sickness reports in the local Mennonite media include comments such as: "She or he 

waits for visitors." 

Visitors offer social and religious support in suggesting helpful bible passages and 

assuring the ill that individual or community prayer will be said for them. While women 

generally visit sick relatives or friends, one General Conference woman and some of her 

female friends have made it their task to visit needy, depressed, or lonely women, or to 

take them to the doctor. Elena Froese considered visiting the sick and depressed people 

within her own or other Mennonite church communities her calling. She herself had been 

deeply depressed for a long time, being tormented by thoughts of death. She kept these 

thoughts to herself, and that was exactly what the "enemy" wanted one to do; to be quiet. 
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Finally she realized that she had to talk about her problems, and gradually she could 

come out of her depression. But she did not achieve this without the help of her husband, 

friends, and bible reading. Since she had been shown the way out of her own depression 

she needed to pass that gift on to others so that she could maintain her own blessings. 

That was the biblical way. Some verses send out the clear message to pass on to one's 

neighbors what has been bestowed upon oneself: 

Blessed be God, even the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
the Father of mercies, and the God of all comfort, who 
comforteth us in all our tribulation, that we may be able to 
comfort them which are in any trouble, by the comfort 
wherewith we ourselves are comforted of God. (II. 
Corinthians 1:3-4) 

Some women visited by Elena Froese suffer serious depressions without any 

professional help to turn to. An eighty-year-old woman was tormented by suicidal 

thoughts. She told Elena about the devil that talked to her. sitting in the chair ne.xt to her. 

This woman said she did not want to listen to the devil, but she wanted to do what God 

wanted from her. Besides listening and comforting, Elena gave her Bible verses that 

would make her strong. 

Elena*s community health work was taxing on her, and sometimes she did not feel 

like going or even feared to go. One time while she and a friend were driving to the home 

of a woman they were about to visit, she was praying that she would find the right words 

and that the woman would open her heart to her as well. As she arrived, the woman 

greeted them by saying she had just thought about them. It again was proof. Elena 

concluded, that to help someone to regain positive energy and hope was good work. 

But Elena herself remained vulnerable in spite of her recovery from her own 

depression. The counseling work, as she called it, could be overwhelming at times. The 
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story Elena told me about how she suddenly felt a new depression coming up in the form 

of the devil working in her, and how her prayer group helped her get over the depression, 

reveals how deeply illness is rooted in Mennonite cultural beliefs and values in which 

visiting and praying play important roles: 

While the pastor, my friend, and I were driving up to the woman who 
talked to the devil sitting next to her, I felt the enemy working in me. I was 
not sure whether you [me, the interviewer] can understand that, but often 
he can make you feel sick physically although you are not sick. My heart 
started to do funny things. Then I thought of bible verses saying 
something like "one is safe as long as one is in God." and I knew I would 
not be harmed. When we arrived at the woman's house. I was calm. But it 
still was hard for me. 
Only since last week I have felt better. I asked my bible group to pray for 
me. It was hard for me to do. because I lead the group and there is always 
pride in one's way to ask for help. But I told them about my problems and 
asked them to pray for me. One woman - an Old Colony woman • got up. 
laid her hands on me and prayed. It was her faith that helped. Now I feel 
better. But now I also have to claim that situation for myself - the women 
praying for me. Now I have to claim their belief for myself all the time in 
order to maintain this help and faith (Fieldnotes; December II. 1997). 

Elena described how her fear became an embodied emotion in that her heart suddenly 

did "funny things." As the cause of her heart problem was a spiritual one. i.e.. an evil 

force. Elena sought prayer as remedy. Through prayer and the laying on of hands, the Old 

Colony woman and the other members of the bible study group practiced a healing 

ceremony through somatic modes of attention (Csordas 1993), i.e., they paid attention to 

the patient's needs by their own embodied and empowering emotions, which were 

expressed and transmitted in well-meaning prayer and the laying on of hands. 

Among the Mennonites in the Bustillos Valley, prayer is a powerful force that, if 

backed with sincerity, can have real effects. One General Conference preacher once 

asked the church community during a Sunday morning service to pray for a sick 
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community member, who was suffering from the side effects of a pacemaker. "IVir 

wissen alle, dafi Arzte nichi heilen konnen," (HG; "We all know that doctors cannot 

heal"), the preacher strengthened his request for prayer (Fieldnotes: January II. 1998). 

6.4. Best du Mootich'?:^^ Local Meanings and Discourse of Health 

Mennonite women's ways of promoting, maintaining, and restoring health of 

household and community members, as well as attending to their own well-being are 

deeply embedded in local Mennonite common sense. I use "common sense" in a way that 

combines Bourdieu's and Gramsci's defmitions of this concept. For Bourdieu. "common 

sense" behavior is generated by habitus and is "positively sanctioned" as long as it 

conforms to the repertoire of "regulated improvisations." But any "extravagances" that 

are "incompatible with the objective conditions." i.e.. with habitus, are "negatively 

sanctioned" (Bourdieu 1990:55-56). Gramsci's definition sheds light on the practice of 

negative sanctions by calling attention to unequal power relations inherent to "common 

sense." From this vantage point, "[m]any elements in popular common sense contribute 

to people's subordination by making situations of inequality and oppression appear to 

them as natural and unchangeable." Mennonite common sense thus is habitus that is 

subject to the church and community leaders' approval. These leaders will use their 

power of excommunication to enforce "common sense" behavior. But local "common 

sense" cannot be described as "false consciousness." rather, it should be comprehended 

as "contradictory - it contains elements of truth as well as elements of misrepresentations 

- and it is upon these contradictions that leverage may be obtained in a struggle of 

political 'hegemonies"' (Forgacs 2000:421). In the case of Mennonites. it is these 

"Mootich" is the antonym of "nwoi/ooss" which Rempel (1995:100) translates as "discouraged, 
dejected, in despair and dispirited.'* "Mootich" thus refers to positive outlooks characterized by elan. hope, 
and optimism. 
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contradictions that lead to group splitting and reorganizations. In terms of local health 

behavior, some of Mennonite common sense practices thus are located within Mennonite 

habitus, as described in Chapters 4 and 5, but they are also "contradictory," and part of 

"hegemonic'' struggles that characterize continuity and change. 

For a non-Mennonite. and even for a more progressively minded Mennonite from 

Canada, it is a difficult task to reach a full understanding of the local common sense of 

"health," since an overt concern for health promotion and health maintenance is largely 

absent from everyday life. The e.xplanation for this phenomenon lies. I believe, in strictly 

interpreted Mennonite religious tenets and enormous efforts on the part of conservative 

church leaders to perpetuate established "traditions.** As I have described in Chapter 3. 

Mennonite theology stresses the enactment of faith through diurnal Nachfolge (HG: 

succession), i.e., through the outward e.\pression of beliefs in everyday life. Word and 

deed have to coalesce. In concrete terms this expression of faith makes "love" central to 

Mennonite morality. "Love" has come to be embodied in forms of visiting among 

relatives and friends, mutual help among community members and social service towards 

the poor, the miserable, and the sick. 

Among "the most conservative factions" (Sawatzky 1971:2) of Mennonites. these 

beliefs are kept alive in a distinct form of common sense according to which "health" is 

not much talked about in a direct way, but experienced and expressed in recurrent 

everyday practices of and discourses on work, kin, and community member relations, and 

mutual support in the form of visiting and praying. Whether consciously or as part of 

habitus, everyday life behavior as well as socioreligious beliefs and values are 

inseparable and linked to health. 

In the Bustillos Valley, the common sense understanding of "health" bridges the 

individual and the social. Mennonite communities take an active interest in their 
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members because of the belief that individual salvation can only occur as part of a 

collective salvation, based on the submission of personal interests to God's rule and to 

the church community. Individual health, or lack thereof, thus is a matter of concern to 

family and community members because health affects behavior and social relations. 

Keeping in mind that, above all, Mennonites believe that health comes from God and is 

based on the relationships between communities and God, both health and non-health are 

simultaneously individual, social and religious phenomena. Society - the everyday 

processes of individuals and the hierarchical church and household structure - is a source 

of individual health, as much as illness and consequently can be a means for regaining 

"equilibrium" (Herzlich 1973). Analytically, we can access "health" as an intersubjective 

experience located at the interface of individual and society by focusing on "work." 

"emotion," and "suffering." 

Work. Emotions, and Suffering Sawatzky (1971:287) has described the importance of 

work for Old Colony men to whom "labor [is] considered honorable. Thus, soiled cloths 

and dirty hands [are] the badge of the industrious farmer to whom his labours [are] his 

way of life." According to Mennonite women, "work" - a dominant theme in everyday 

behavior and conversation - is simultaneously the everyday ingredient that "sweetens 

life," a measure of health, a cause of health problems, and a means to control individual 

health. Work, in other words, is multivocal. In telling their stories, women associate work 

with health in a positive sense as "a source of social esteem and personal satisfaction" 

(Alonso 1992: 182). At the same time, work is "a haven from pain and loss." and "a 

vehicle for control over the intrusiveness and daily disruptiveness of pain" (Good 1992: 
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49-50). The process of work, as 1 have come to believe, is the enactment of heahh. In this 

sense, work is a metaphor'* for and a symbol" of heahh. 

The Mennonites in the Bustillos Valley acknowledge relationships between work and 

emotions. The question as to whether a person is feeling mooiich - Best Ju mooUch? 

(LG; Are you in good spirits?) - serves to evaluate emotional states that indicate interest 

in everyday life role fulfillment. Asking about emotions thus is similar to asking, "What 

are you working?" Both the practice of working and having culturally appropriate 

emotions are evocative of health. 

Ethnomedical studies"* have shown that emotions bridge the dichotomy of the 

individual and the social as they emerge from intersubjective encounters between 

individuals within larger sociocultural processes and structures. Located in cultural 

contexts, emotions generally are evocative symbols, i.e. emotions can evoke cultural 

meaning (Leavitt 1996; Wikan 1991). But studies have also exemplified that emotions 

have a very concrete side, i.e., they are experienced at the site of the body in culturally 

distinctive ways. Leavitt (1996:526) suggests taking a historical look at alternative 

Western conceptualizations of emotion to realize what once was known but ignored by 

science and what we also know from our everyday lives; "emotions are felt in bodily 

experience, not just known or thought or appraised." The body, as Schepher-Hughes and 

Lock (1987:20) have pointed out, is important as it figures into "... symbolic equations 

LakofTand Johnson (1980: S-6), who understand metaphors as 'linguistic expressions'* that are part of'a 
person's conceptual system," offer the following definition: "The essence of metaphor is understanding and 
experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another." 
" According to Victor Turner (1967:19, 50 ), a symbol is "the smallest unit of ritual." whereby "ritual" 
refers to "prescribed formal behavior" that has "reference to beliefs in mystical beings or powers." 
Following the "Concise Oxford Dictionary," Turner further defines "symbol" as "a thing regarded by 
general consent as naturally typifying or representing or recalling something by possession of analogous 
qualities or by association in fact or thought. The symbols 1 observed in the field were, empirically, objects, 
activities, relationships, events, gestures, and spatial units in a ritual situation." He furthennore stresses the 
"polysemy or multivocality" of symbols. Turner's definition of symbol also makes sense for ever>'day life 
activities or relationships. 
" For example see: Ots 1991. Rebhun 1994. Tousignant and Maldonado 1989. and Wikan 1989. 
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between conceptions of the healthy body and the healthy society and the diseased body 

and the malfunctioning society." Beyond that, the relationship between individual and 

social bodies is "also about power and control" (p. 23) not only because the social body 

"control[s] bodies." but also because societies "reproduce and socialize the kind of bodies 

that they need" (p. 25). 

Negative emotions, in particular, are associated with psychosomatic symptoms that 

bridge the individual body/mind and the social. Some of the emotions causing physical 

symptoms are sadness, depression, anger, hatred, and anxiety, which are mapped onto the 

human body. For example, "pain; tiring easily, no energy, weakness, lack of strength; 

aches, swelling, sick feeling; fainting spells, dizziness; nervousness, tension, anxiety, 

depression; and shortness of breath, trouble breathing" (Waldron and Jacobs 1989:7-8) 

are all symptoms of psychosomatic nature. Because they arise intersubjectively in social 

contexts, psychosomatic symptoms not only affect the individual body through pain and 

suffering, but also may have communicative and even resistance-like functions as 

"idioms of distress" (Nichter 1981a, Lock 1993, Lock and Kaufert 1998). 

Nichter (1981a) has defined idioms of distress as a culturally accepted range of 

alternatives that indirectly express and cope with distress where more direct expression is 

restricted. Thus, idioms of distress are about individual existential problems created in 

social contexts. These idioms are a means of communication at the same time as they are 

coping strategies and forms of resistance in situations of unequally distributed power 

(Constantinedes 1985; Jackson 1989; Kleinman 1986; Ong 1987, 1988; Stephenson 

1980; Tousignant and Maldonado 1989). As culturally accepted modes, idioms can range 

from verbal expressions (Rebhun 1994; Sobo 1992; Wilce 1995). somatization (Farmer 

1988; Rebhun 1994; Toisignant and Maldonado 1989). illness and instantiation (Nichter 

1981b; Nuckolls 1992). and evil eye accusations (Maloney 1976; Stephenson 1980). to 
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possession states (Constantinedes 1985; Irvine 1982; Lambeck 1989; Ong 1987. 1988). 

Except for evil eye accusations, I found all of these idioms among the Mennonites in the 

Bustillos Valley. 

As idioms of distress are reactions to social realities of unequal power relations, some 

anthropologists, following James C. Scott's example of Weapons of ihe Weak (1985). 

have interpreted them as manifestations of individual agency within restrictive situations 

and as alternative forms of resistance with more or less favorable results (Jackson 1989; 

Ong 1987. 1988; Wilce 1995). Embodied forms of resistance can be understood in 

relation to Foucault's theory of biopower which encompasses two kinds of power: (1) 

institutionalized authoritative control, and (2) more subtle kinds of power which operate 

through "knowledge" and the "desire" to conform to what is considered "normal." This 

second kind of power operates through hegemonic techniques of self-discipline and self-

surveyance at the site of the body (Lock 1993; Lock and Kaufert 1998). What appears to 

be conformity may in reality be a performance along culturally accepted lines, such as 

sickness, that voices resistance through the body. The idea of "sickness as cultural 

performance" (1993; Lock and Kaufert 1998) can be helpful in interpreting folk illnesses 

such as nerves/nervios/nervos/nevra (Jenkins and Valiente 1994) as idioms of distress 

expressed through bodily language. 

"Nerves" are one example of idiom of distress that have been studied, and that are 

also encountered among Mennonite common sense concepts of health. In spite of "cross-

cultural differences in the description of "nerves," there are also so many cross-cultural 

similarities that it can no longer be considered a culture-bound phenomenon, but rather a 

widespread cultural label for similar experiences" (Rebhun 1993: 138). Anthropological 

studies have pointed out "the interrelationship of morals, behavior, and physical state... 

even in societies where biomedical ideas have taken hold" (Lock and Kaufert 1998: 16). 
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Other studies have stressed that "nerves are best understood from a critical perspective 

that addresses *the unequal distribution of power'... reflected in class conflict, unequal 

gender relations, discrimination, poverty, and powerlessness as the basis of these illness 

complaints" (Low 1989: 91). While it is important to see beyond "nerves" as individual 

psychosomatic problems, it is equally important not to "anthropologize distress" 

(Kleinman and Kleinman 1991: 276). Because nerves affect the body adversely, they 

cause physical suffering, and "people will do what they can to relieve physical suffering, 

regardless of how they account for the origins of their distress" (Lock and Kaufert 1998: 

18). 

Among the conservative Mennonites in the Bustillos Valley. Narfenkrankheit^^ (LG: 

sickness of nerves) is a multivocal psychosomatic phenomenon that can serve as an idiom 

of distress. In general "nerves" are the reason behind, or an explanation for. inappropriate 

emotion and unusual behavior. Narfenkrankheit can be understood as a culturally 

accepted means of coping with sccioculturally unwanted emotions or behavior, but it can 

also be understood as a symbol of discontent with social relations in situations of unequal 

power. By stressing communication and resistance of this idiom. I do not mean to deny 

physical symptoms, nor the possibility that Narfenkrankheit overlaps with psychological 

defmitions of neurosis'" or severe depression. In fact, as I will show later. Mennonites 

employ various means of treating nerves. It is not my intention either to define 

Rempel (1995:101) translates the Low German term "narfekrank" "neurotic." 
The Encyclopaedia Britannica. Vol. 16 (1964:259-260) defines "neuroses" as follows: "Neuroses are 

psychological disorders which arise from a person's unsuccessful attempt to deal with inner conflicts and 
stressful life situations. They are adaptive in that they aim at the resolution of opposing forces within the 
personality through the discharge of accumulated inner tension and anxiety. The anxiety may be 
experienced directly or manifested in the form of bodily discomfort, phobias, obsessional thoughts, 
compulsive acts, mild depression, altered states of consciousness or physical complaints in the absence of 
organic and structural pathology. The neuroses represents attempts to obtain partial gratification for 
impulses and drives in a manner which was more or less successful in an earlier period of development. 
The disorders are benign disturbances within the personality and are to be differentiated from psychoses... 
in that total disorganization and loss of contact with reality do not occur." 
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Narfenkrankheit in biomedical or psychological terms. Instead. I intend to point out in 

which ways this disorder is linked to behavior and emotional states that do not conform 

to ideal Mennonite everyday life and beliefs. This folk illness affects adults and children 

alike, and even very young children are diagnosed as having problems with their nerves, 

or "weak nerves." Canadian Mennonites and younger General Conference members seem 

uncertain about the nature of this disorder, which seems to validate Narfenkrankhcii as a 

specific folk ailment associated with the Old Colony or other strict conservative groups 

within which individuals experience extreme social pressures and tensions due to unequal 

power relations between church leaders and community members, as well as between the 

two genders. 

Psychosomatic health problems indicate that the equilibrium of individual and social 

health has been lost. This loss creates suffering. Human suffering is "a universal aspect of 

human experience in which individuals and groups have to undergo or bear certain forms 

of burdens, troubles and serious wounds to the body and the spirit..." (Kleinman and 

Kleinman 1991:280). The subjective experience of suffering can emerge merely from 

physical processes or from social interactions, but may also stem from "the social order 

itself." A society's authority can "manufacture pain." and together with "the theologies of 

suffering," "suffering becomes a means of legitimating the social order rather than being 

threats to this order." Authoritative power renders the sufferer responsible for her or his 

own suffering, and equates pain with punishment (Das 1994:139-141). 

Suffering should be acknowledged as such because the "trans[formation] of suffering 

into something other than human experiences" only illegitimates suffering. This should 

be avoided because "[t]he idea of suffering carries the moral significance of endurance 

and in its Buddhist and Christian sense, there is the idea of transcendence. Those 

teleological connotations are lost when suffering is configured as a stress with which we 
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cope ... or a disease that can be "cured" " (Kleinman and Kleinman 1991: 291. 292. 295). 

By acknowledging that for the sufferer, suffering can carry moral connotations, it 

becomes important to look at how the experience of suffering is dealt with in individual 

and social terms (Das 1994). 

According to original Mennonite tenets. Nachfolge, as expressed in the principle of 

defenselessness. also means that Mennonites strive to be non-compliant with dominant 

"worldly" ways of life. For that they have been willing to sutTer persecution and 

hardships associated with migrations, following Menno Simons* demand that they be 

willing to suffer, and even die for their faith. In addition to this type of suffering 

stemming from a worldly, non-conforming existence, the wrath of God inflicts human 

suffering. Canadian Mennonite scholars have pointed out - and marveled at - the ways in 

which Old Colony Mennonites relate everyday suffering to an Old Testament rooted 

human-God relationship; 

The belief in punishment for unfaithfulness is clearly evident in the Old 
Colony system. ... another belief germane to the Old Colony is trust in the 
providence of God. God is their personal benefactor and will take care of 
them in every area of life as long as they are faithful to him... (Redekop 
1969: 30). 

The Old Testament teaching that transgression will be surely followed by 
punishment is deeply ingrained in the Mennonite culture. God punishes 
directly, although not necessarily for a precisely known cause, by 
withholding His blessing from or visiting misfortune upon the 
transgressor; such punishment may take the form of crop failure, lightning 
striking buildings or animals, personal accident, disease, and so forth. ... 
The fatalism with which misfortune is borne and the docility with which 
sanctions such as the ban and shunning are endured are amazing 
(Sawatzky 1971: 299). 
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Thus, from a theological viewpoint, health comes from God but is linked to 

appropriate relationships between God and his people. This relationship makes it the 

responsibility of the individual and the community to guard their health. Human breach 

of the relationship will lead to ill health and suffering. The community has an active 

interest in individual members" well being because of the previously mentioned belief 

that individual salvation can only occur collectively when individuals submit their 

personal interests to God and the community of believers. From this standpoint the 

behavior and suffering of individual community members no doubt has to be of concern 

to the entire community. Among the Chihualiuan Mennonites everyday conforming 

behavior (esp. work, visiting and praying) and appropriate emotional states (positive 

states which allow for culturally sanctioned behavior) are closely associated with each 

other and affect the health of the individual body, in which the social body (household, 

family, and community) and the body politic (church leaders) take interest. 

In the Bustillos Valley, one way of dealing with adversity is reflected in narratives on 

suffering due to sickness or accident, and narratives on death. These verbal e.xchanges 

strengthen the community by reinforcing the moral character of health based on 

underlying Mennonite values and beliefs. In addition to being a way of coping, the telling 

of detailed narratives on suffering and death evokes a sense of human vulnerability, the 

importance of moral living, as well as a collective memory of religious and moral values. 

This social type of healing, which accompanies the traditional and modern symptom 

treatment where possible, is an attempt to regain a health equilibrium at the individual, 

household, family, and community levels with the help of God. Nichter (I992:x) has 

explained this phenomenon in his definition of ethnomedicine; 

Ethnomedical inquiry entails the study of how well-being and suffering 
are experienced bodily as well as socially, the multivocality of somatic 



397 

communication, and processes of healing as they are contextualized and 
directed toward the person, household, community and state, land and 
cosmos. 

In the concluding pages of this chapter. I outline Mennonite emic definitions of health 

as I extrapolated them from women's behavior and discourse. Behavior, emotions and 

health emerge as being closely related. The folk illness Nar/enkrankheii exemplifies how 

non-conforming behavior or inappropriate emotions become psychosomatic symptoms, 

and thus are subject to medical treatment and an idiom of social concern. In cases where 

health fails or cannot be restored, narratives of sutTering and death emerge as a way of 

coping, but also as a moral process evocative of human responsibility and vulnerability. 

Work as a Metaphor for Health Old Colony and General Conference Mennonites in 

the Bustillos Valley today are affected by several acute and chronic illnesses. As 

described in previous parts of this chapter, Mennonites employ traditional (such as home 

remedies and prayer) as well as biomedical (such as immunization and operations) 

strategies in their household production of health. 

Outsiders, as well as medically trained local Mennonite nurses, have repeatedly 

stressed that "village-Mennonites." i.e.. Old Colony and other traditional Mennonites. 

neither have a concept of prevention nor a concept of contagion. Visiting among family 

and friends continues, even if children have measfes or other contagious diseases. A 

Canadian Mennonite nurse expounded on her long-term experience with local attitudes 

and contrasted them with her own perceptions: 

People here don't believe in prevention. One woman once told me that if 
she died in childbirth, God had wanted her to die, and there were more 
women who want to be married. But I think. God gave Adam and Eve the 
freedom to be good, or to sin. God did not want them to sin. The same 
with disease. If one can prevent it. one should. It is our responsibility 
(Fieldnotes: June 16,1998). 
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The nurse's observations about conservative Mennonites in the Bustillos Valley very 

closely parallel what the first Canadian Mennonite physician in Manitoba experienced 

among his Mennonite contemporaries during the first half of the 20"' century. Mavis 

Reimer (1983:39) describes Dr. Cornelius Wiebe's encounters with patients, their 

traditional way of thinking, and Wiebe's criticism of what he saw as "fatalism:" 

In spite of the disastrous consequences these diseases had on the 
community. Dr. Wiebe's patients often refused to heed his medical advice. 
Many patients would say to him. 'i don't believe this disease is 
contagious." Their disbelief, however, was only a symptom of a larger 
circumstance that reflected the Mennonite philosophy of life. "Mennonites 
are always busy erecting barriers to exclude the world." Cornelius said. 
These barriers were "social, educational, hygienic and religious." But in 
excluding the world to preserve their own way of life they also shut out 
knowledge that could make life better. They preferred instead to attribute 
all happenings to God and were steeped in negativism and fatalism - a 
way of thinking that was encouraged by the church. Cornelius knew that 
faith could provide a patient with a reason to live, but religious beliefs 
could also impair the will to act. Believing as they did that the hand of 
God was in their daily lives, many Mennonites saw little reason to exert 
themselves in the matter of public health. After all. they were assured by 
the gospel that ultimately everything worked to the good for those who 
loved God. 

Mavis Reimer (1983:39-40) continues to give insight into Dr. Wiebe's criticism of his 

contemporaries' worldview: 

Cornelius publicly castigated this fatalistic philosophy: "Fatalism, 
however soothing it is to our troubled conscious, is the most deadly poison 
to our public health." How. he asked, could a man who had exposed his 
children to infection or infected his neighbor's child have the audacity to 
"go to church on Sunday and pray for the sick and suffering?" Prayer in 
such contexts seemed to him futile unless it was accompanied by 
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strenuous human effort. The idea that "it is destined to be thus." he often 
said, "should not even enter on the outermost fringe of our consciousness. 

Wiebe's view makes sense from a public health point of view based on biomedical 

knowledge, however, it is not a view inspired by cultural relativism. From a conservative, 

socioreligious perspective. Mennonites are well aware of human vulnerability under 

God's powerful reign. They practice protection and prevention through appropriate 

behavior, such as working and visiting, as well as by maintaining social contact and 

support, such as praying for each other. If traditionally oriented Mennonites do not 

"believe" in prevention or in contagion in the way diverse Western biomedical systems 

do. it is precisely because their system of beliefs considers health as something that 

comes from God based on appropriate behavior and positive emotions. For public health 

programs among conservative Mennonites to be successful, they should take into account 

this anthropological insight of people's perceptions of vulnerability. 

But the Old Colony Mennonites in the Bustillos Valley are not as isolated as their 

church leaders and more conservative members would like them to be. Besides regular 

business interactions between Mennonite and Mexican men. Mennonites are exposed to 

biomedical or alternative health models and services during visits to Mexican physicians, 

migrant labor in Canada, or visits to relatives in the U.S. and Canada. Some seasonal 

migrant workers in Canada have begun to make use of preventive health care in Mexico, 

including dental care. One Old Colony woman had adjusted a traditional home remedy 

based on newly gained "scientific" insights. At home, she said, she would clean a wound 

with half milk, half water. The milk was boiled, she added, because it contains niicrohas 

(from microbios, SF; microbes), and that was not good. There are mkrohas in the air. and 

in a dish-washing rag, too. So she made it a habit to boil milk. As if inspired by her 

captivated audience, she continued explaining some of her theories on health: 
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During the past 26 years, health in the valley became worse, because they 
are spraying the fields. One can't buy anything here that has not been 
sprayed. This is hardest on the kidneys because they clean the blood. Isn't 
this so? But people here do not believe me when I say so (Fieldnotes; 
March 23. 1998). 

Clearly, this Old Colony woman was influenced by her experience in Canada, as well 

as by her active search for knowledge at the local Mennonite libraries. For her. traditional 

and new forms of knowledge could be combined practically, and she even made efforts to 

spread her newly acquired understanding, although she met with resistance. This Old 

Colony Mennonite woman's eclectic knowledge indicates that traditional knowledge is 

not static, and that new forms of knowledge can be incorporated into a traditional 

system. 

But in spite of changing perceptions, traditional knowledge prevails among 

conservative Old Colony members. Often women's answers to my direct questions about 

what they do to prevent illness or to keep their families healthy, were preceded by 

puzzled looks. In retrospect. I realize that women were surprised by my question 

precisely because of their historically grown socioreligous beliefs that God 

predominantly controlled health. "People around here are not so much occupied with 

health" (Fieldnotes; October 2,1998), said one of my General Conference key informants 

when I asked her why it seemed so difficult for women to talk about health. But this 

statement did not convince me, considering local Mennonites' enormous energy invested 

in dokircn. Thus. I continued to pursue my curiosity about health in order to solicit 

Mennonite women's deflnitions of health. My persistence was rewarded in data 

Among (he General Conference Church members, biomedical wisdom is more readily accepted, not only 
because this community has produced a medical doctor and several nurses, but also iKcause biology and 
other sciences are part of their school curriculum. 
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indicating "health" to be part of an intricate web of relationships between behavior, 

emotions, and faith. 

Old Colony and General Conference women's first reaction to my question whether 

they considered their families "healthy" (with one exception) always was a positive one. 

"Yes. we are healthy." But they immediately qualified their answers by explaining the 

various household or family members' minor ailments. Back pain, headache, migraine, a 

cold, nausea, crying babies, teething, fever, and broken arms are examples of health 

problems that women labeled "nothing serious." or "little things." Only one Old Colony 

woman stated that they had "many problems in their family." One of her daughters 

suffered from worms at the age of four and did not want to eat. until she finally received 

medici:.^ that restored her health. And one of her sons first burnt his lip when he was not 

even two years old. He could only drink milk for a couple of days. His mother then did 

not feel like eating either. But finally the boy's appetite retumed and his mother's heart 

became light again. Later, the same boy burnt most of his body so badly that he almost 

died. Only his mother's and the doctor's constant care brought him through this tragic 

time. 

In general. Mennonite women differentiated three states of well being: Jesiini or 

koasch (LG; healthy), schobich (LG; sickly), and krank (LG; sick). Each of these states 

was placed in relationship to the ability to work." A definition of "jesunt," does not 

necessarily exclude minor or short-term illness, even if it temporarily interferes with 

work. The term "schobich " covers a variety of health conditions and varies in meaning 

according to the person labeled, or the one who does the labeling. "Schobich " refers to 

someone who "complains." is "not really sick." is "not feeling well, but is still able to 

22 
The definitions of "healthy - sickly - sick" are documented in Fieldnotes: December 14. 1997; Julv 7.9. 

15. and 23. 1998. 
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work." or is "suffering ... still able to work, but should never work hard." Just as 

"schohich " is e.xplained in terms of work, so is the condition of someone who is 

"krank. " A "sick" person has "grooiel weedoag " (LG; great pain), but may still work. 

While Elisabeth Klassen was struggling for her health, she was initially still able to work, 

although she had excruciating pain and already considered herself "sick." 

The women I talked to made clear that they did not easily regard themselves as sick. 

Susanna Berg considered herself "sick" only when she had to stay in bed. With two 

young children, she explained, she would not easily let go of her work. Similarly. Elena 

Froese was aware that she was not as generous in declaring herself sick as she was with 

her children or anybody else. She would try to ignore her indispositions or aches and 

continue her work. She would not easily lie down either. Indeed, one Sunday morning I 

might have been culpable of inducing a Kleine Gcmeinde woman to ignore her ill health. 

1 wanted to Join the family for church, but when I arrived I learned that the lady of the 

house was not feeling well. Her cold had robbed her of sleep, and now she wanted to stay 

home from church in order to rest. Predictably, according to Mennonite hospitality, she 

was preparing lunch instead of resting. "I have no time to sleep." she explained. Because 

illness interferes with everyday life (Good 1992. Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987). 

women suppress their ailments as long as they can (Fieldnotes: May S, 1998). 

Work, whether jesunt. schobich, or krank (LG; sick), is at the core of women's 

embodied everyday life. Instead of lying down, women considered the continuation of 

work to be good for them, because they "needed to move." and because they "were used 

to that" (Fieldnotcs: July 23. 1998). Besides a mere habitus of work, women also 

perceived of work as curative. One Old Colony woman, for example, had been feeling 

sick for weeks. She was always tired and did not feel like working at all. But she 
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continued with her woric. because, as she said: "Dam halpl jo noch mol: dan jeit daut 

(iwa. " (LG: That sometimes helps; then it just passes by.) (Fieldnotes: June 11. 1998). 

Besides the households' needs for women to continue their work, besides women 

using work as a way of controlling their lives, the moral link between women and work 

emerges from women's feelings of guilt associated with neglecting their work. Several 

women e.xpressed their having felt guilty when they had to lie down because they did not 

"do anything," and because they were not used to lying down. With few exceptions, 

women felt guilty even when their husbands encouraged them to rest. 

The moral dimension of work remains pertinent into old age, as the following true 

story shows. There was an elderly lady at the Mennonite old people's home, who was 

working at the sewing machine, making floor mats from left over cloth. The lady enjoyed 

staying at this home, and she enjoyed sewing. She had seven more mats to make before 

Easter, but she had already completed over 300 sewing projects since her move to the old 

people's home. She had written down everything she had made so that her children could 

see what she had done at her new home. 

As I stated earlier, the Mennonites' preoccupation with work reflects their conception 

of work as an expression of health and the necessary moral behavior for grace in the eyes 

of God. Instead of health being a central issue of concern, work has become a metaphor 

for and a symbol of health and thus good moral standing. Those who work enact their 

health, while those who are affected by disease, accident, or death are hindered in that 

enactment. If health fails. God has sent sickness as a punishment, or maybe just a 

message. 1 asked a General Conference woman who had suffered from a severe accident 

and several sicknesses, whether she was angry with God for sending her so much trouble. 

In her reply she explained her belief that there always is a reason why God allows her to 

be sick: 
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No. I am not angry with God. I always believe that whenever He sends me 
something like this [sickness], like the one time I had to stay at the 
hospital. He wants to give me the opportunity to think about things. He 
wants to give me time, because sometimes I take life too... I work too 
hard. I think, and I don't have enough time. And then I felt. well, this 
happens because God wants to show me something: that I should have 
more time. When they [the doctors] told me that they were not sure they 
could help. well, then I thought, if I had to die now. what did I 
accomplish? And then I felt strongly that I had not done what I should 
have done. I could have done this or that. And I thought that if I get 
healthy once more, then I will visit the sick much more, and I will attempt 
to help them. But once you are healthy, you forget this (promise] again.... 
But at that time I thought, as the doctors had said. I would not be able to 
work anymore. Then I wanted tu visit the sick a lot. and so forth. And now 
I recovered and I don't do what I thought I would.... But then, it is part of 
my job now(Fieldnotes: July 15. 1998). 

Interestingly, she interpreted her sickness as caused by her failure to invest time into 

fellow believers. Women's desire for more time thus relates to the need for fostering 

community relations for the benefit of community members* well-being, including their 

own. The original Mennonite tenet of salvation as a community of believers continues to 

be re-enacted when community members care for each other. 

NarfenkrankheU The relationship between emotions and overall human well-being 

was conveyed by a General Conference preacher during one Sunday morning sermon 

which he based upon Proverbs 4; 23: "Keep thy heart with all diligence: for out of it arc 

the issues of life." The preacher at length reminded the congregation to guard their hearts 

and their emotions because emotions impact upon everyday life. He elaborated upon 

interrelationships between emotional or psychological, and physical well being, stressing 

the importance of positive thinking."^ Other sermons at the same Church frequently 

*>3 
The notion that the heart, emotions, and individual and social well-being are interconnected is not 

unique to the Mennonites. In her article Managing the Heart to Brighten Face ant/ Soiit. Wikan (1989) has 
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focused on intra-congregational interactions and relationships. The General Conference 

Church theological orientation thus acknowledges that emotions are simultaneously 

individual and social in nature. 

During everyday life Mennonite women of both the General Conference and the Old 

Colony Churches rarely disclosed their emotions. If they did. women often revealed their 

emotions towards family members. As I described earlier, one Old Colony woman whoso 

toddler had burnt his lips and thus could not eat for a while felt compassion for her son 

and also lost her appetite. Another Old Colony woman was filled with joy when she 

found her family in good health upon returning from a seven-day trip. 

Proverbs 4:23 disclose an important characteristic of emotions: human emotions are 

felt at the site of the body. In Proverbs 4:23. the heart is named as the seat of human 

emotions in general. One day during the earlier part of my fieldwork. Bernhard Loewen 

asked my husband "Best du mooUch? " (LG: Are you in good spirits?), but Michael must 

have misunderstood the question and replied that "No. I still can't talk very well." In 

response, the Mennonite grinningly said: 'Oha Jam es em Hoari, en nich em Hals." (LG; 

But that's in the heart, and not in the throat.). Some emotions are associated with body 

parts other than the heart, and sometimes with more than one. For example, during the 

summer flies in the villages are very abundant and also a source of annoyance. One day 

in June I asked an Old Colony woman whether the flies here would bite. She laughed and 

replied: "Blooss aim dee Nearen " (LG; Only the kidneys). But when I posed the same 

eloquently described the Balinese notion of emotions according to which emotions are crucial ingredients 
to intersubjective social relations. The Balinese concept of kctwh (translated by Wikan as "feeling-mind." 
i.e. emotions) works "on the mindful bodies of individual and larger collectives" (Wikan 1989:294). For 
Balinese. emotions are not only shapeable by individuals and social groups, but they also have the capacity 
to spread. Emotions require management to foster a strong life force for the prevention of illness, which are 
both an individual and a social concern. Managing the Heart thus refers to the moral overtone involved in 
individual and social responsibility for the well being of individuals and society. Moreover, "managing the 
heart." acknowledges sufTering as a key e.\istential problem and a key to proper moral and social conduct. 
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question to the same person again about one month later, she replied that the flies just 

bite the gall bladder (Fieldnotes: November 13, 1997; June 11. July 7. 1998). 

The point, of course, is that once emotions can be located at the site of the body, they 

can be subjected to manipulation or medicalization. Negative emotions, as well as 

unusual behavior, are labeled Narfenkrankheit. Embodied at the individual level, 

emotions can be treated in traditional or biomedical ways. Both adults and children suffer 

from Narfenkrankheit. But while this illness seemed to be more frequent among Old 

Colony Church members than among General Conference Church members, it was 

difficult to elicit verbal explanations and precise definitions from either. 

Narfenkrankheit. in general, emerged as a disease of "nerves" that could be caused by 

"lack of love" and manifested in "wild behavior" or "depression." Since "love." 

expressed in mutual support among community members, is at the core of Mennonite 

religious beliefs, the lack thereof is a serious reason for social disharmony that can take 

the form of psychosomatic symptoms. Although Narfenkrankeil affects individuals, it 

must be located within a socioreligious context that is both the cause of the disorder, and 

the forum for its expression. 

A Canadian Mennonite woman who had lived and worked among local Mennonites 

for several years observed that people frequently speak of "schwache Nerven" (HG: 

weak nerves) which affect both adults and children. Although the exact meaning of 

schwache Nerven eluded her, she doubted that children could be affected. Instead, she 

thought, children were either shy, or afraid, or maybe not treated well. One of the local 

Mennonite nurses defined children's nerve problems in more precise terms. She 

elaborated that children are labeled with Narfenkrankheit as soon as they are a little 

nervous or onnruijch (LG; restless, uneasy, turbulent), but not schlemm (LG; serious, 

sore, cantankerous). Then the children are brought to doctors who give them medicine in 
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order to keep their patients. The nurse explained that she thought more and more that 

Narfenkrankheil refers to depression. 

In a society that is characterized by close-knit households, families, and communities 

for whom intense and frequent social interaction along gender and age lines is central to 

everyday life and religious concepts, overly unruly or reticent individuals disturb the 

social balance. For this reason parents evaluate their children*s behavior based on their 

knowledge of social and individual health, and they strive to mold their off-springs' 

characters into socioreligiously acceptable forms. Two cases, one of a General 

Conference boy, and one of an Old Colony girl exemplify biomedical and traditional 

means of treating a child diagnosed with Narfenkrankheil. The young General 

Conference mother explained: 

My five-year-old son easily pouts. He gets upset, and he easily cries. It is 
his nerves and so I give him medicine. (Fieldnotes: July IS. 1998) 

While the General Conference mother retreated to internally administer biomedical 

medicine, the young Old Colony parents brought their almost one-year-old daughter to a 

Trajchimoaka (LG; bonesetter). My fieldnotes (April 6 and 21, 1998) read as follows: 

The young mother told me that she and her husband were going to take 
the baby girl to the bonesetter. I asked what was wrong with her baby and 
she told me that the girl was always bleed (LG; shy). I might have 
sounded a little surprised when I asked how a Trajchimoaka would help a 
baby who was bleed, but the mother answered patiently. He would work 
on the back, the nerves there, because it probably was her nerves and that 
would help... [about 3 weeks later] I asked where the baby was and 1 
learned that she was asleep. Then I wanted to know whether taking her to 
the Trajchimoaka had helped her. The mother said: "yes. very much." 
She had always been so bleed, but now she was better. 
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Just as children are diagnosed with "nerves" when they are shy, sad. depressed, or 

when they behave "wildly." so are adults. While both women and men seek medical 

attention for "nerves." their psychosomatic ailments can also have communicative or 

resistance-like meanings. These are not always attended to in biomedical encounters, 

which are based on explanatory models that focus more on the individual as the unit of 

analysis than on the social context. A comment about "nerves" from a local, biomedically 

trained Mennonite exemplifies this phenomenon. The practitioner ascribes the 

responsibility of "nerves" to the suffering individual, who has experienced distressful 

social relations during childhood or adulthood, but who also should learn how to manage 

this distress: 

It [nerves] may just be an e.\cuse. But then, there are problems like that. I 
know businessmen who say they are afraid and feel like hiding when a 
customer comes in. Just stressed out. That all goes back to their infancy.... 
Also, people do not know how to handle their feelings. They may be 
depressed, frustrated or just sad and they don't know how to cope with 
that. You know, it is sad they have those feelings but they need to work it 
out or learn to live with it. But they don't know where to go. They don't 
know where to get help (Fieldnotes: January 12. 1998). 

From a biomedical perspective, individuals suffering from "nerves" have no access to 

medical support, due to the absence of local Mennonite psychologists, or counselors. 

Mexican physicians can prescribe medication for physical symptoms, but cultural 

differences between Mexicans and Mennonites make it more difflcult to address the 

socioreligious causes behind psychosocial symptoms. From a traditional Mennonite 

perspective, however, what a person suffering from "nerves" needs most is 

acknowledgement and encouragement in the form of social support and contact, and also 

well-meaning prayers. 
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As indicated above in the Mennonite practitioner's quote, "nerves" sometimes serve 

as "excuses" for inappropriate behavior or ill-managed emotions. For instance, when I 

accompanied one of the Mennonite nurses on one of her immunization tours through the 

Mennonite villages, we encountered an Old Colony woman who opposed the 

immunization of her children. At first she refused to open the door, but as the nurse 

insisted on at least talking to her. the woman gave in and talked to the nurse through the 

screen door. She e.xcused her behavior by explaining that she suffered from 

Narfenknmkheil. 

While this woman's explanation for her unusual behavior could be interpreted away 

as an "excuse." it is also possible to hear another message from her culturally appropriate 

response in a socially stressful situation. 3y blaming her "nerves." the woman 

communicated her feeling of powerlessness vis-a-vis the immunization team, but also her 

tlrm stance of resistance. As women grow up learning to obey male and institutional 

authority, she must have felt that - rather than a direct confrontation^* - only an indirect 

refusal could be a culturally and gender appropriate reaction to this situation of unequal 

power relations.'® 

Narratives of Suffering and Death When health fails or can no longer be restored, the 

social nature of health surfaces in narratives on suffering and death. While the traditional 

Mennonite grapevine continues to function very effectively in spreading community 

news, the local Mennonite media announcements make information on who is sick, on 

who had an accident or who died more readily accessible throughout the entire Bustillos 

Valley. These reports, only one aspect of the local Mennonite news, are also sent to 

24 or course, not all women refused immunizations in indirect ways. A few women reacted very directly 
and angrily. 

In my presence the immunization teams from the Centra de Sa/iui never forced immunizations on the 
parents and their children. While the nurses certainly attempted to convince parents of the benefits of 
vaccinating (heir children, they always respected the parents* right to refuse. 
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German speaking relatives and newsletter buyers all over the Americas, thus linking 

distant families and communities in a globalized net of information and ethnic identity. 

In the Bustillos Valley detailed narratives on sickness and death, with a special focus 

on suffering, are told, retold, and sometimes written down. "Unsere Heimgegangenen unci 

iragischen UnJcU/e " (HG; "Our Homewards Gone (those who have gone home) and 

Tragic Accidents") is one of such locally printed booklets." Verbal and written accounts 

document the date of occurrence, the exact age of the affected (if known, by listing years, 

months, and days), the place of residence, the number of children and grandchildren, and. 

if a church official, also the number of years served, and the number of sermons, 

baptisms, funerals, etc., performed. Narratives trace the course of illnesses and accidents, 

and sometimes link the person in question to a relative known for his public position, or 

for previously endured suffering. The stories are usually elaborated by very picturesque 

details, including the most gruesome results of traffic or work-related accidents. If death 

occurs, narratives relate how long, and how severely the affected person suffered from 

various conditions. The narratives are characterized by a pattern detailing individual 

suffering in its increasing intensity: first a person is sick, and then experiences increased 

pain. Finally after enduring another couple of days or hours under extreme pain and 

suffering, the person is relieved from earthly agony. 

The Mennonites' preoccupation with suffering and death has led to the prejudice 

among Mexicans that Mennonites rejoice at the time of death. Several Mennonite 

individuals forcefully protested against this misinterpretation. Of course Mennonites 

suffer and mourn when they lose a loved one. Women remembered the children they had 

Some of the stories recalling tragic accidents go back as far as 1923. These preserved real life stories. I 
believe, have educational meaning for future Mennonite generations and thus play an important role in an 
ongoing construction of ethnic identity. 



411 

lost to death decades after the occurrence, and whenever they told me about those who 

had died. I could still sense the sadness behind the calmness of their words. 

Narratives on the suffering surrounding illness, accidents, or death serve as an 

individual and social means of coping, as well as a reminder of the importance of moral 

living. While suffering has been detlned as "an e.xistential and cognitive problem or loss 

of meaning" (Das 1994:137). for Mennonites meaning emerges from the process of 

suffering, itself, because hardships here on earth have positive outcomes for eternity. 

Smucker (1976:226) explains the meaning of suffering that is contained in the 16"' 

centur>' concept of Gelassenheil (HG: resignation, giving-up-ness): 

Gelas.senheit was the climate within which the radical new approach to 
life developed: supremely it means complete self-denial and voluntary 
surrender to the will of God (Goiiesergehenheit). Through it. suffering 
becomes the royal road to God in witness, martyrdom, and subordinating 
material and physical needs to the spiritual. From this self-surrender 
comes peace and serenity. Thus two great poles of Christian truth - the 
love of God and the will of God - are held together. 

The practice of giving detailed narratives of suffering and death thus serves as a form 

of social healing through moral lessons that evoke human vulnerability and the collective 

memory of religious values. In other words, moral discourses of sickness, accidents, and 

death reflect the Mennonite worldview as a whole. 

Human life can end abruptly and it is important to be prepared for that moment 

through everyday moral living, which includes work, good relationships, and praying. 

Death causes tears, sorrow and mourning among those left behind on earth. But for those 

who have lived their lives for the glory of God. death means the end of life as "stranger 

and pilgrim" here on earth and a new beginning in eternal heavenly homes of joy. But 

there is no certainty about who is worthy of this privilege for the believer. The only thing 
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everyone can be sure of is that he or she will follow the recently deceased into the other 

world when the time has come. These are the moral messages conveyed during Old 

Colony funeral services." While the mourners, and some of the preachers, are quite 

emotional during the service, the sermons attribute meaning to suffering and legitimize 

the socioreligious order and authority of the Old Colony Church. Redekop (1969:33) has 

eloquently described the moral and hegemonic function of funerals: 

Funerals serve to bring the bereaved closer to the bosom of the Church 
and to convince everyone that the solidarity of the community has not 
been weakened by the death of a member: though this is a rite of passage 
for the deceased, it is really a rite of intensitlcation for the community. 
The sermon at the funeral is normally quite emotional and is an occasion 
for recounting the virtues of the deceased and for admonishing the entire 
congregation to live faithfully. The funeral meal of coffee and bread is 
served to reintegrate the broken family into the healing of the normal and 
the routine. It is customary for the minister and the bereaved family to 
express their sorrow freely, thereby dissipating the emotional tension and 
sorrow. 

Among the General Conference Church, a new type of narrative surrounding 

suffering has emerged, but it also reinforces the socioreligious order. This new narrative 

testifies to the end of suffering, and to healing as a manifestation of the glory of God. For 

example, on New Year's Eve in 1997, the General Conference Church held a loosely 

organized gathering with voluntary contributions in the form of music, poems, hymnal 

requests and personal witnesses. One of the church's three preachers opened the meeting, 

positioning himself level with the community. After some musical and poetic 

performances, another preacher asked for further voluntary contributions. Children 

played music, women brought poems, and both women and men gave testimonies. Elena 

I attended two Old Colony funerals (November I. 1997: April 2. 1998). 



413 

Froese was the first to come to the front and talk about her struggles with depression. She 

confided that she had been thinking about dying all the time, and that her husband at 

some point no longer was able to help her. She then went abroad for medical, 

psychological, and spiritual care. It took her a long time to get over her depression, and 

she still was very vulnerable. Just a few weeks ago she experienced a renewed 

depression, but could get over it thanks to a group of women who prayed for her. "But." 

she concluded her testimony, "I could not have accomplished this without the help of 

God" (Fieldnotes: December 31, 1997). 
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PART IV: WOMEN IN MENNONITE SOCIETY 

In contrast to stereotypical images of Mennonite women in the Bustillos Valley as 

shy, servile, passive, and powerless, Mennonite women often yield considerable 

influence in their households and actually participate in the rural economy. 

Misperceptions of Mennonite women have emerged from their near-absencc in historical 

accounts - written by men - that focus on Mennonite large-scale migrations, male 

economies, and male-directed church structures. Misconceptions also emerged from 

women's public performances in male dominated Mennonite or Mexican spaces, where 

they step into the background in accordance with their socioreligious beliefs and values. 

As the Old Colony, and to some extent, also the General Conference Church 

communities are characterized by highly gendered social structures and practices, only a 

"woman-centred unit of social analysis, which focuses on women's activities and 

organizations" (Ekejuba 1995: 49)' can gain a culturally sensitive appreciation of 

Mennonite women's everyday lives. 

By shifting focus from "male history" and "structure" to "gendered everyday life." 

women can be seen in a new light. In their own spaces, i.e. in households, villages, and 

colonies, women are socio-economically important partners of their husbands within a 

rural gender division of labor where the household is the basic unit of economic and 

social (re)production. While women comply with the gender-hierarchy according to 

which the husband is the head of the household, women's socioeconomic importance 

within households and communities is undeniable. Kinship based female networks 

' Working in West Africa, Ekejiuba (1995:48) reflects upon depictions of West African women and her 
own childhood experience of women's lives: "One of the main problems I had ... was reconciling my 
childhood experiences of women as initiators of development and active participants of social and 
economic processes in their communities with the image in much of the existing literature as 
'marginalized.' 'downtrodden' and 'exploited' by patriarchy and motherhood." In my work with 
Mennonite women, I have encountered a similar problem of discrepancies between descriptions of 
women's lives and their everyday lives in households, families and communities. 
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strengthen women's social positions based on cooperation, visiting and supporting each 

other in times of health and illness. The importance of a socially close-knit community 

arises out of the traditional Old Colony belief that salvation is a social, not an individual 

phenomenon. This inseparability of religious and everyday life realms, as well as the 

community and the individual, in the Bustillos Valley is reflected, as we have seen, in 

Mennonite women's health care practices. Through cooperative work, social interaction 

and mutual aid, women not only form social bonds but a moral identity that complements 

their roles as wives and mothers. 

Although largely isolated from their Mexican host society. Mennonite communities 

do not exist in a vacuum, nor are not static. In contrast, Mennonites are experiencing 

social change. For example, the Old Colony Church in the Bustillos Valley has "stopped 

enforcing the rules on electricity, transportation and communication some 30 years ago... 

and the colony has adopted modem business and farming methods" (Peter 1999:7). Each 

of these changes has also impacted upon Mennonite women's lives, as their work has 

been simplified by electrical appliances, their trips to the Mexican doctor in town have 

become more routine, the local Mennonite newspapers and radio station offer information 

of interest to them, etc. 

Women (and men), as active members of their communities, negotiate their identities 

in times of health and illness vis-a-vis church regulations, moral codes, gender structures, 

habitus and socio-cultural and economic changes. In the previous chapters, 1 have 

described the everyday life of "being" a Mennonite women, whereby I strove to show the 

similarities, but also differences of women's lives within and between two Mennonite 

communities, as well as changes which have occurred over time. My goal was to avoid a 

static, one-dimensional view of Mennonite women. But in spite of recent changes, and in 

spite of the diversity among the Mennonites in Mexico, one can often hear the 
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expression: "daut haben wie emma soo jedonen,which refers to phenomena from 

religious ceremonies, over dress codes to language and everyday activities. Any type ot 

change in the colonies comes slow, and always requires the approval of men. in 

particular, church leaders. 

The final two chapters of this dissertation discuss the ways in which Mennonite 

women's lives and identities are affected by the larger context of their society. In Chapter 

7. I discuss the socio-religious mechanisms that aim at the continuation of Mennonite 

women's everyday life traditions. Chapter 8 addresses in which ways women's lives are 

affected by. and how women cope with, social challenges that, for a large part, arise from 

socio-economic changes, in particular in the male sphere. 

7. Paul Haben Wie Emma Soo Jedoonen: Life Transitions and the Socialization of 

Women 

This chapter addresses processes of "becoming" a Mennonite woman with a focus on 

how traditional Mennonite identity is perpetuated, and in which ways General 

Conference women differ from, or are similar to. Old Colony women. As Simone de 

Beauvoir has suggested, "one is not born a woman, but, rather, becomes one" (quoted in 

Butler 1990:8). If this declaration is true. Judith Butler (1990:33, 140) argues, "it follows 

that woman itself is a term in process, a becoming, a constructing that cannot rightfully 

be said to originate or to end." Butler suggests that gender is "a performance that is 

repeated. This repetition is at once a reenactment and reexperiencing of a set of meanings 

already socially established." 

2 
Daut haben wie emma soo jedoonen. (LG; We have always done it like this.) 
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Becoming a Mennonite woman entails two complementary processes: (I) the growing 

into personal, gendered identities that are performed and experienced in everyday life, 

and (2) the continuing reenactment of collective Mennonite identities grown historically, 

and reinforced institutionally. In both processes, hahiius is the moving force. In the first 

process, it involves the socialization process of individuals characterized by imitation and 

doing. According to Bourdieu (1977:75, 87), children acquire bodily dispositions, i.e. 

"the essense of hahiius," early during socialization which operates through experience. 

Thus, children learn through imitation rather than through direct leaching. In the second 

process, habitus has a historical dimension according to which history is perpetuated 

through the reenactment in everyday life. Both the individual socialization process and 

the historical perpetuation process occur as "regulated improvisations." In "becoming" a 

Mennonite woman, thus, an individual's lifespan and generations, and a group's history 

and institutions come together. 

For the Mennonites in the Cuauhtemoc area, both the historic/institutional, and the 

everyday life/individual and social aspects of habitus work towards maintaining what 

they consider their identity. When they emigrated from Canada to Mexico, the Old 

Colony Church and its members consciously made the choice to continue their past ways 

of life without change, or with as little change a& possible. The maintenance of their own 

schools and churches as Old Colony Mennonite core institutions was one of the main 

incentives for the move. These institutions control the continuation and reproduction of 

church sanctioned norms of everyday living. The church maintains control over both 

preachers and teachers who are elected from among the most conservative male 

landowners, and who report back to church leaders. This church regulates the social and 

individual bodies of Mennonite communities in a sense well described by Scheper-

Hughes and Lock (1987:7-8) in their characterization of the body politic: 
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the body politic, referring to the regulation, surveillance, and control of 
bodies (individual and collective) in reproduction and sexuality, in work 
and in leisure, in sickness and other forms of deviance and human 
difference. ... In all of these [types ofj polities the stability of the body 
politic rests on its ability to regulate populations (the social body) and to 
discipline individual bodies. 

The Old Colony Church executes its control over the bodies of Mennonites through 

school curricula that interpret religious doctrine, and through a series of rituals that mark 

major live events from baptisms and engagements/weddings to funerals.^ Each of these 

ceremonies marks a special moment in a person's life that affects her or his position in 

society, and her or his responsibility towards the society. Each ceremony is a transitional 

marker for the individual, socially acknowledged by its public nature. This formal 

instruction of Mennonite values, norms and behavior intersects with the informal 

instruction of gendered everyday learning, i.e.. "imitating" and "doing." Informal 

instruction begins in the parental household, and continues after a young couple has 

established its own household after marriage. 

This combined socialization of individual bodies into the social body creates a 

"society in layers." Divided according to gender and age. each gender interacts along the 

lines of preschool, school, post-school, and married status. Socialization processes occur 

not only along such time lines, but also within certain spaces, i.e. households, schools, 

village streets, and churches. 

I now describe the Old Colony and General Conference everyday and 

institutionalized socialization processes of girls into their gendered roles of wives and 

^ I have briefly touched upon the social importance of funerals in Chapter 6. and will pick up on it again in 
Chapter 8. 
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mothers.* I divide this process into three main categories: (I) "Girlhood." which includes 

preschool children and school aged girls. (2) "Transition." which refers to girls who no 

longer attend school, but who continue to learn gendered roles from their mothers, in 

addition to engaging in dating. "Transition" also includes the baptism of girls, which 

makes them full community members. And. (3) "woman-, wife-, and motherhood." 

Engagements and weddings transform girls into women and wives. Later, women 

become mothers, then grandmothers, and even great-grandmothers. However, not all 

individuals fit into all the ideal categories at all the times of their lives. Neither are the 

socialization processes clear-cut highways to success, and social problems arise along the 

way. as I discuss in Chapter 8. These non-ideal situations that arise from socializing 

individuals into group membership will also be addressed. 

Childhood Mothers see after the physical and emotional needs of their children. They 

feed, clean and clothe them; they heal their wounds, cure their diseases, and console them 

when they are in pain; they hold them in their arms or on their laps; and they play with 

them. In general, children of preschool age grow up in a very protected environment.^ 

constantly supervised by their mothers, fathers, older siblings, or female relatives. 

Mothers thus are not alone in caring for children and in teaching them socially acceptable 

behavior. 

In both the Old Colony and the General Conference communities, girls usually stay 

closer to their mothers than do boys. During my visits with women, I was able to observe 

children's behavior, as well as the interaction between parents, usually mothers, and their 

* See Figure 16: Becoming a Mennonile Woman for a schematic summar>' of Mennonile sociah'zaiion 
processes in larger contexts. 

In spite of constant closeness to adults and older children, the farm setting is a dangerous place for 
toddlers. Boys, in particular, like to be close to their fathers working with heavy farm machinery. 
Accidents, often fatal, have occurred to let "little workers.'* and mothers prefer to have their preschool 
children inside the house, where they are safer. Still, hazards inside the home also arise from women* 
everyday work. For instance, a girl who was loo explorative and disobeyed her mother got bum-wounds on 
her upper arm from hot fat splashing out the frying pan. 
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children. Whenever I visited the young General Conference woman Susana Berg, her two 

children, a preschool girl, and a first-grade boy. were with her. usually just waking up 

from their mid-day nap. Susana liked to work on special projects whenever I came to visit 

her. because she knew I wanted to learn about Mennonite women's work. The children 

often played while we worked, but one time the girl wanted to help us bake. Her mother 

gave her a small piece of dough and told her that this was hers and she could do with it 

whatever she pleased. The two-year-old shaped the dough into different forms, and then 

gave me a little piece to shape for her. I placed it on her miniature baking sheet - hers, as 

she said - and soon she reshaped it into something else. The girl's playful learning of her 

mother's skills was part of her everyday life that her mother documented in pictures that 

she placed on the refrigerator in the kitchen. In these pictures, the girl often was 

portrayed while "helping" her mother around the house. In one photo, she was seen 

sweeping the floor, an activity she seemed to enjoy since a little broom of her own was 

on the girl's Christmas wish list. Associating with the parent of their own sex allows 

children to playfully explore their future gender roles through early imitation. 

Mothers, other adults and older siblings and cousins, who are part of the preschool 

children's everyday social interaction group, also teach children from early on to manage 

their emotions and to behave properly in socially acceptable ways. In correcting or 

disciplining children, mothers employ a range of measures that they may use 

progressively if an intensification of corrective power is needed. 

During one afternoon. I joined a General Conference girl's 8"* birthday party which 

was well attended by her same age fiends and their mothers, who had also brought their 

younger children along. Throughout the afternoon I had the opportunity to observe four 

tantrums, with each mother reacting differently. In the first case, a girl of about two years 

of age was envious of her brother on a rocking horse. She clung to the horse and 
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screamed, umil her mother told the older boy to play with something else, which he 

reluctantly did. In the second instance, a preschool boy was angry with his mother who 

held another young child on her lap. She ignored his rage completely, and thus he 

eventually gave up and directed his attention towards older children who attempted to 

distract him. As the afternoon progressed, a third boy of approximately five years of age 

insisted on eating the sweets he had received from the host, although his mother 

repeatedly told him to save the sweets until they returned home. Defiantly, the boy first 

dropped the sweets, which his mother picked up and returned to him. Growing more 

furious, he once more threw the sweets onto the floor and provokingly looked at his 

mother. She now took her son outside the room that was filled with birthday-party guests. 

When they returned, the boy was crying silently but well behaved, while his mother 

appeared entirely calm. Finally, after all the children and their mothers had left the party, 

the birthday girl suddenly worked herself into a fit accusing her mother of giving away 

her "hat" from the pinata. The mother, taken by surprise, defended herself by saying she 

remembered very well that the two girls whom she had just given hats had each taken 

them off the pinata during the game. As the girl screamed at her mother in anger, the 

young woman started to look around and soon found another hat. She then asked her 

daughter reproachfully whether making such a fuss had been worth it, and ignored the 

pounding girl. 

Both Old Colony and General Conference women employed similar measures in 

correcting their preschool children's behavior, and in socializing them into the norms and 

Mennonite habitus. Individual women have their own styles, but do not seem to make a 

difference between their female and male offspring. Often, when one measure to correct 

misbehavior fails, women use other strategies that may be employed progressively. If 

neither ignoring, nor distracting, nor explaining or taking out of the room for a more 



422 

private instruction helps, mothers turn to their last resorts of first warning the child with 

slapping her or him. or with telling the father. If all warnings fail, the child earned her- or 

himself a slap on the rear. These slaps are more symbolical than real, but they are 

effective. In one case, a two-year-old girl suddenly changed her mind after a light spank, 

sobbingly threw her little arms into the air. and was immediately picked up by her 

mother. Still sobbing, the girl promised to be good from now on. Throughout the 

processes of correcting and disciplining their children, women either stay calm, or strive 

to maintain their composure by controlling their own anger. 

The childrearing practices of preschool children, as well as school age children, have 

their roots in Mennonite socioreligious ideology of discipline and love, which possibly 

surfaces in basic childrearing practices throughout conservative Mennonite communities. 

As a case in point, descriptions about child-parent relations in Ontario. Manitoba 

(Redekop 1986; 87) resemble those I encountered in the Bustillos Valley; 

The emphasis placed on environmental influences in relationship to the 
young child led [to] an emphasis on the responsibility of parents in raising 
their children properly ... While the child was regarded as originally 
innocent, it was also believed to be bom with the capacity for evil.... 
parents to be vigilant and strict toward their children... (86)... the formal 
authority relationship between parent and child appears to be modified by 
attitudes of love and respect. Mennonites in southern Ontario, for 
example, were found ... to use ... direct and straightforward methods of 
discipline... Mennonite parents were more likely to scold, spank or strap 
their children. While they were strict, they seldom used techniques of 
manipulation with their children, and rarely used withdrawal of love, or 
isolation. 

In the Bustillos Valley, thus, already preschool children leam core Mennonite values 

through play and discipline from their mothers and other close relatives. By watching and 

imitating their mother s work, young girls playfully learn about women*s work and at an 
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early age come to see a gender division of labor as the "natural order" of things. Through 

the frequent presence of extra-household family members, children learn about the 

importance of socializing, and of supportive social relations. They leam to share with 

their siblings, and they leam to behave in non-aggressive ways. Mothers, older siblings 

and relatives teach them by example and by explaining the importance of caring for 

others. Mothers exhibit seemingly indefmite patience with their children, which enables 

them to maintain exemplary composure in situations where they have to discipline their 

children. At the same time, mothers are quick to soothe their preschool children 

immediately after disciplining them, thus enacting the Mennonite core value of the love. 

As children become older and enter school at the age of six. they have already learned 

the basics of gendered habitus in their homes. Their learning sphere now expands beyond 

the household into the school environment. Increasingly incorporated into the Mennonite 

gendered life, girls fill their own gendered spaces. At home they learn to perform more 

and more female chores, in particular during the times school is in summer and winter 

recess, and at school they mainly associate with other girls. 

Old Colony village schools' symbolize the hierarchical segmentation of Mennonite 

society in the student seating arrangement, which not only separates boys from girls, but 

also accommodates four classes in one schoolroom. The youngest students occupy the 

row of benches towards the back of the room, while the oldest students sit in the front. 

The teacher, often aided by one of his own post-school-age children or by his wife, has to 

keep each class occupied simultaneously. With increasing degrees of difliculty. he 

teaches his students to read and to memorize largely religious texts, to sing from the 

hymnals, to say prayers, to write nicely, and to do basic arithmetic. 

^ For more information on Old Colony schools see Hedges (1996). Redekop (1969). and Schmiedehaus 
(1948). 
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Old Colony teachers, who are exclusively men. are authoritative figures that demand 

discipline, order and respect from their students. Teachers not only expect to have their 

students* attention, they also have the right to correct the bodily postures of their students 

whom they compel into sitting straight and properly. Under the supervision of church 

leaders. Old Colony teachers continue traditional, conservative schooling practices and 

thus play important roles in socializing future generations of conforming Mennonite 

minds and bodies. 

An important pedagogical goal of the Old Colony school is not only the transmission 

of basic reading, writing and mathematical knowledge considered sufficient for a rural 

way of life, but also the maintenance of an ethnic identity that is associated with the 

transmission of religious values through the memorization of religious texts. As the 

history of the Old Colony Church shows, religious leaders have long recognized the 

importance of their traditional school system in socializing future generations and thus 

have more than once taken any outside interference with their traditional schools as cause 

to relocate entire communities. 

During the past few decades, the Old Colony school system in the Chihuahuan 

colonies has been subject of controversy within internal and external circles,^ especially 

since after si.x years of schoolings many girls and boys are functionally illiterate. If 

criticizing the church-controlled Old Colony school system, however, one has to keep in 

mind that it grew out of certain historical and economic contexts, and has only been one 

player in children's socialization. As economic realities have changed, and increasing 

numbers of Mennonites make their livings outside the farming existence, new business 

^ For example, while Redekop (1969). Sawatzky (1971) and others have accused Old Colony schools of 
producing illiteracy. Hedges (1996:38) has recently criticized these views for "their isolation ofliteracy and 
literacy practices from their users and from their constitutive contexts, and their dismissal of the possibility 
of several distinct, co-existing ideologies of language and literacy within the Chihuahuan Old Colony 
Mennonite community." 
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skill's are in demand." A teacher at the General Conference School on the Manitoba 

Colony explained why the Old Colony schools needs to expand their curriculum: 

Formerly, this kind of school [Old Colony school] was adequate, although 
its quality deteriorated after the move from Canada. The school was only 
part of what children learned. They also learned at home what they needed 
later in life. The girls with their mothers, the boys with their fathers. 
Today no longer everybody owns land and there are social classes; poor 
and rich people; people with land, people without land but businesses; 
people who don't own anything and are just workers. The problem is that 
the social system has changed but not the school system. The function of 
the parents - learning at home - now needs to be taken over by the school. 
This has not happened yet. The people want to have changes, but the 
leaders don't. Why? They are afraid of changes. But maybe in 10 years, 
changes will come. (Fieldnotes: December 4.1997) 

Since the 1970s, the General Conference School in the Manitoba Colony (and its 

branch in the North Colony) - which is integrated into the Mexican school system - has 

expanded its curriculum while maintaining religious education. In spite of mere 

memorizing, students are encouraged to be creative and inquisitive. Featuring the 

elementary and junior high school levels, the General Conference school has broken up 

the integrated classroom into separate grades, no longer practices a strict gender 

separation in the seating arrangement, and allows Mexican children to enroll in classes. 

During the breaks, though, children and teenagers largely continue to socialize in same-

sex groups. The trilingual (German. Spanish, and English) and expanded curriculum 

encourages the acceptance of Mexican and visiting American or German teachers. In 

contrast to the Old Colony School, both genders are represented in the faculty, whereby 

most female teachers are single women. Besides changes in teaching material, and in the 

' Many Old Colonists have already acquired new skills, such as the Spanish language, in self<didactic 
ways, and some are quite successful with their businesses. 
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student and teacher bodies, changes in discipline have affected the school atmosphere. 

Although generally respectful to their teachers. General Conference students are allowed 

to be livelier, and their exuberance often results in teachers raising their voices for 

attention. Similarly, the body posture discipline enforced in Old Colony schools has 

disappeared in the General Conference School. 

While the General Conference upper classes begin to instruct students in skills needed 

for future business jobs or ownerships, school age children from this community, as well 

as from the Old Colony Church, continue to learn at home during their vacations, or after 

graduation from school. Here, the major principle again is learning by doing. Generally, 

girls work with their mothers, boys with their fathers. But gender roles can be temporarily 

reversed upon need. In one Old Colony family, for example, the two oldest sons were 

very skilled in housework, and they willingly fixed Fmpa for their mother and her guests. 

The boys' mother explained that they liked to work inside the house. She had taught her 

sons women's work, because her daughters still were too young to learn. Similarly, girls 

may learn to work with their fathers. One General Conference woman had always worked 

with her father, because her brothers were too young to help. She enjoyed working 

outside with her father. Consequently, when she got married, she did not know much 

about domestic work, but learned through trial and error, and by asking other women for 

recipes. 

Girls generally learn various female tasks from their mothers. One of their 

responsibilities, as mentioned earlier, is to take care of their younger siblings. Already 

ten-year-old girls know very well how to pick up and handle their baby siblings. They 

also tell their mothers if younger brothers or sisters misbehave and help to correct 

improper behavior. Mothers also instruct their daughters in preparing meals, baking, 

cleaning, sewing, maintaining house gardens and doing laundry. Mothers not only enjoy 
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having their daughters around, they also know the importance of teaching them female 

skills. Some General Conference women consciously do not recruit a Kjciakische (LG; 

maid) during certain weekdays for the explicit purpose of teaching their daughters the 

work that needs to be done around the house. If a family owns a business or a restaurant, 

girls also help with that work. 

Girls grow into their gendered roles by repeatedly performing certain tasks under 

their mothers* supervision. Some girls volunteer around the house, others need to be 

motivated sometimes in humorous ways. One day in July 1997. I helped two sister-in-

laws with canning cucumbers and making Schaubhel.supp (LG; green beans stew). The 

girls were looking on while their mother, their aunt and I were cleaning beans. Only 

gradually two of the girls dccided to help, but the oldest sister made no effort to do so. 

She continued to watch us. but seemed to feel the need to explain: "Ekj svnn loo fiU." 

(LG; I am too lazy.) We all laughed at her statement, and her mother replied; "Du hest 

oha schon ffroot " (LG; you are already a grown girl). Consequently, the girl got herself a 

knife and also began to clean beans. Two other, younger daughters entered the kitchen, 

and immediately joined our group effort of now three women and five girls. As one of the 

older girls remarked that her mother was so much faster than the girls, the women 

grinningly explained that everything needs to be done for the first time, and then 

practiced (Fieldnotes: July 30,1997). 

In addition to going to school and taking care of chores at home in preparation for 

their adult lives, children find time for hobbies and play. Some General Conference and 

Old Colony school children, both girls and boys, are quite interested and talented in the 

fine arts and music. Others enjoy reading and borrow books from one of the two local 

Mennonite libraries. 
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Transition In all their activities, school-age children and teenagers remain under the 

supervision and protection of their parents. As girls and boys leave the traditional village 

school at ages 12 and 14, respectively, gender separation simultaneously increases and 

decreases, with each having its own time and place allotment. 

While for Old Colony children the village school is the only church-sanctioned, 

"formar* educational path. General Conference teenagers nowadays have the opportunity 

to continue their education beyond the junior high school level either within the Me.xican 

school system, or at Mennonite schools in the United States or Canada. The pursuit of 

higher education, though, needs parental approval. Some mothers who felt they had 

missed out on their own education are determined to help their children, including their 

daughters, to obtain further schooling if they wish. Other women are reluctant to approve 

of their children's further schooling. They worry about girls in particular in attending 

Mexican schools or living on their own in far away schools. If an extended family lives 

close to such a foreign Mennonite school, for example in Canada or Texas, that school is 

an obvious choice for girls. Chihuahuan Mennonite girls' opportunities to obtain higher 

education is a recent development. Laura Friesen. for example, told her father about 

twenty years ago that she also wanted to attend the 9"' grade. Her father had grown up the 

Old Colony way and he replied that she could take her 9"* grade at the Ahwaschiisch 

(HG: dish washing table). Laura explained that as oldest daughter she had to help her 

mother, as oldest children are expected to help their parents. 

After fmishing village school. Old Colony girls begin an intensive apprenticeship 

under their mothers*, and occasionally female relatives* auspices. Despite being already 

skilled in everyday chores, they continue to be supervised. Once, for example. I joined 

Mrs. Klassen sitting at her kitchen table, while one of her teenage daughters was 
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preparing dinner. While we were conversing. Mrs. Klassen repeatedly looked over to her 

daughter, intermittently giving concise instructions on how to prepare the food. 

Post-school years are also the appropriate time for Old Colony girls to becomc 

instructed in Old Colony Mennonite women's sewing practices. Between the ages of 12 

and 14. women begin to teach their daughters in making their own traditional-style 

dresses. Young mothers in their early twenties already have at least ten years of sewing 

experience. When I asked young Maria Enns, mother of a toddler and a baby, whether it 

was difficult to make a dress, she replied: "No, if you have learned it, it is not too 

difficult." When she and her sisters started to learn sewing, they used to buy very cheap 

cloth to make their own dresses. According to Maria, these were neither very nice, nor 

would they last very long. By the time I met them, the sisters had become dressmakers 

with skills already at a professional level. 

Knowing how to make their own. their children's, and sometimes their husbands' 

clothes is an important skill for Mennonite women from traditional churches, since each 

church has its own standard patterns that regulate the shape, length, and details of dresses 

and other clothing items. The choice of cloth and fabric is left open to the dressmakers' 

imagination, but young and unmarried girls usually prefer lighter or brighter colors, while 

married women generally dress in darker colors. Girls and women of all ages favor 

flower designed dresses. But even under the ever-watchful eye of church representatives, 

women's dress codes have changed over the years. Historical pictures reveal, for 

e.xample. that dress seams of women immigrants in 1922 reached down to their ankles, 

while today's dresses cover the legs to just below the knees. The Old Colony Church in 

the Bustillos Valley also seems to have allowed a simplification in women's dress. 

Family pictures taken about twenty years ago show girls modeling dresses similar to 

those still seen today in the more conservative Mennonite colonies in Zacatecas. where a 
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dress is worn with a Schaldtiak (LG; apron). In the colonies in the Cuauhtemoc area, 

everyday dresses are worn without aprons. 

Old Colony women cover their hair with different types of scarves. While girls may 

wear white, flower designed scarves, married women either wear small black ones that 

are often tied together behind their head, or they wear the larger, dark brown or black 

scarves - also ornamented with hand-stitched or printed flowers - that are wrapped 

around their heads and cover both neck and shoulders. During church services. Old 

Colony women dress in dark colored or black dresses, and they continue to wear the 

traditional Metsh (LG: caps. i.e.. elaborate, black lace constructions) underneath their 

scarves, which gives their appearance a dignified and ritual character. 

The Old Colony women's dress code symbolizes the churches' control over the 

congregations' individual bodies. The insistence on certain physical appearance on part 

of the clergy has its roots in moral considerations and is linked to the clergy's claim to 

authority. They consciously enforce the link between dress and morality. During one 

Sunday morning service, a preacher bluntly e.xpressed his discontent with the 

community's neglect of the Kleideroninimfi (HG: dress code). He and other church 

leaders had recently visited a school. He criticized that only one girl wore the usual dress, 

had her hair fixed up in braids, and wore a scarf. The other girls had shorter dresses and 

kept their hair unrestrained. "Where shall this lead to?" the preacher asked. In his 

judgment, this was the beginning of Hqtfart imd Fteischeslust (HG: vanity and the lust of 

the flesh), he warned, exhorting that parents should watch their children more closely 

(Fieldnotes: June 7. 1998). 

In contrast, the General Conference Church no longer prescribes women's dress code, 

but expects women to dress "modestly." Consequently, women sport various styles of 

clothes throughout the week and during church occasions. On weekdays, especially 
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during the colder season, women wear slacks and jeans, but to church services they 

exclusively wear festive skirts and dresses. While especially older women maintain their 

traditional homemade dresses, and occasionally small scarves as head covering, most 

young women wear non-traditional, homemade or town-bought, commercially made 

dresses, or skirts and blouses. Young General Conference women hardly ever cover their 

hair. All generations of women are permitted to cut their hair short, and most women 

have abandoned the traditional, Old Colony women's style of tightly parting and fixing 

up their hair. 

Since the church no longer insists on one certain cut for women's dresses, sewing 

skills no longer are crucially absolute for General Conference girls to learn. Still, many 

women continue to sew their own clothes or other items because they enjoy this type of 

work, and they also continue to transmit this skill to their daughters. Otherwise. General 

Conference girls who stay home with their mothers after graduating from junior 

highschool. also learn women's everyday skills intensively. Some mothers may even take 

up gardening again for the sole purpose of teaching their daughters how to maintain an 

abundant garden of fruits and vegetables, flowers and herbs. 

In addition to helping their mothers at home and learning new skills, girls from 

several church communities help with their family's business, such as restaurants or 

stores. Teenage girls also have the option of earning some pocket money through 

domestic work as maids in neighbors' homes. As Kjaak/sche (LG: maid), girls continue 

to expand their expertise in domestic work. 

The years after school are important for girls to find a partner for life. Before their 

marriage, usually between the ages of 17 and 21. teenage girls and boys engage in dating. 

Sunday afternoons and evenings, as well as Wednesday evenings, are reserved for 

spatsearen (LG; here: to date or to court). During these times, groups of Old Colony 
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teenage girls and boys can be seen walking or cruising, respectively, up and down 

mainstreet, or standing along an adobe wall talking to each other. Parents even encourage 

their teenagers to hurry up with finishing their chores because they need to get ready for 

spcusearen. Once two teenagers show an interest in each other, they spend time together 

at the girl's home in the Spcitseashtow (LG; room for visits) reserved for such occasions. 

While socializing has often been said to be the only church-sanctioned activity for 

Old Colony teenagers (as well as adults), church rules have been more or less enforced 

with different church leaders. Only about half a century ago. Old Colony youngsters used 

to play the harmonica, and even danced along, but had enough respect for older people to 

stop when approached by them. Today in their private homes. Old Colony Mennonites 

enjoy listening to. and to play Christian music and especially good old German folk 

songs. The more liberal church has accepted making music, but not dancing. General 

Conference female teenagers expressed their interest in dancing as leisure time activity, 

and also as part of new dating practices. They thought, that while the teenagers were 

dancing, their parents could spatsearen in an adjacent room, just in reach to ensure the 

moral conduct. 

In summary, after fmishing school, teenagers enter a new stage of life continuing 

previous routines, but that also introduces several rites of passage. Young people 

continue to learn from their parents work associated with gendered roles and pertinent to 

life in the rural Cuauhtemoc area. For most of the time, teenagers continue to be under 

the supervision of adults. Teenage girls and boys have new opportunities to leave these 

controlled spaces during specifically set times. Symbolically and literally, they leave the 

supervised core spaces of household, farm. yard, field or business settings, and enter new. 

peripheral spaces. Attending Mexican and foreign schools. General Conference youth 

temporarily move into spaces that are not controlled by their parents or other close 



433 

relatives. Similarly. Old Colony teenagers occupy liminal. non-controlled spaces when 

they engage in spaisearen along village streets. Here, teenagers can visit with each other 

without adult supervision, and without having to follow all the rules and guidelines of 

behavior. 

The teenagers' freedom and independence from the Mennonite body politic, however, 

is only temporary. Permitted, or overlooked, by their parents and other adults, teenagers 

eventually are guided to become full community members. The point of transition into 

church membership is precisely marked by the yearly baptism ceremonies that occur 

around Pentecost. Baptism is only the first of three Mennonite initiation ceremonies that 

not only afTect individuals but communities as a whole: 

There are three religious rites of passage for an Old Colony Mennonite: 
baptism, marriage, and death. Before an individual can be married, he or 
she must first be baptized and become an official member of the Church. 
Baptism is preceded by catechism which entails memorizing questions and 
answers in High German. However, the process leading to baptism is a 
community effort in that each person seeking baptism must have a 
sponsor. Usually the sponsor is a parent whose responsibility it is to get 
the young person to want to join the church. Therefore, if the person does 
not desire church membership it reflects negatively on the sponsor. Thus, 
through the sponsor the clergy maintain social control over non-members 
(Miller 1993:49). 

During the baptism, it is clear that moral standards are stricter for the female, than for the 

male members of the community. Preachers ask girls before the ceremony whether they 

have maintained their virginity. Those who have not. are required to wear the headgear of 

married women during the church service into which baptism is embedded. Individual 

moral behavior thus becomes a social affair. After baptism, the new church members are 

expected to act like responsible adults, accountable for their actions towards all members 
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of the church community, and towards God. During one Old Colony baptism, the 

preacher enforced the meaning of baptism by reminding the young people of their new 

status. He warned them not to continue their sinful and wrong behaviors, because even 

though they think no one will notice, they need to be aware that God knows. Acting 

sinfully, they only cheat on themselves. Today after church, they should not drink 

alcohol, neither should they in the future. Despite such warnings, alcoholism is not 

uncommon in the Mennonite Colonies near Cuauhtemoc.® 

Woman-. Wife-, and Motherhood Conformity to socially accepted rule is crucial, not 

only because these are based on religious beliefs and morality, but also because few 

alternative female roles are accepted in the Mennonite communities. The ideal career for 

women is that of wife and mother, with a stress on "and." Girls who have a child before 

marriage do not fit anywhere into the Mennonite social system. While they have the 

responsibilities of motherhood, they are not yet "wives." If the child's father refuses to 

marry the mother, it will be difficult for her later on to find a suitable marriage partner. In 

Mexico, girls may also experience difficulties when they are not married by age 25. 

Considered by many only "half a person," they usually stay home and work for their 

parents, and later care for them in old age. These girls may be financially independent 

from their parents, but parents still strive to control them, for example, telling them with 

whom to visit. In many villages, unmarried women come together once a month to so-

called "Olle Mejales Trafen " (LG; Spinsters' meetings). They alternately meet at their 

^ The Alcoholics Anonymous is active in the Bustilios Valley, and both Old Colony and General 
Conference members join these groups. But the Old Colony Church has not been very supportive of them, 
and thus weakened their effects. 
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houses, have coffee and cake, chat and sing songs. For them, it no longer is suitable to 

walk along village roads on Sundays in order to And prospective marriage partners. In the 

General Conference, unmarried women have slightly more occupational options. Besides 

helping in the parental household, they can work as teachers, nurses, for the MCC. or in 

one of the Mennonite bookstores. Their most likely prospective marriage partners are 

widowed men. 

A couple can only marry when each partner is baptized. As weddings follow shortly 

after baptisms, wedding ceremonies fall into the months of June, July, and August. 

Among the Old Colony, the engagement is the more important ceremony. An Old Colony 

bride wears a dark dress and. if she is still a virgin, may keep her hair uncovered. If she is 

not - and. again, preachers will ask the bride whether she is a virgin or not before the 

engagement - she needs to cover her hair with a scarf. After their engagement, the young 

couple visits relatives and friends, and the soon-to-be-wedded receive presents during 

these visits. The future bride - some display a new dress every day - and her soon-to-be 

husband can be seen sitting close to each other in their pick-up truck traveling along the 

highway and on the village roads during their week-long visiting. If the couple is invited 

for lunch. Faspa, or dinner, the hosts enjoy making them sit closely next to each other at 

the small end of the table. After one week of visiting, the couple becomes married on a 

Sunday. Following a regular Sunday morning church service, relatives and close friends 

stay for a brief wedding ritual. Upon its completion, the newly wed couple leaves the 

church in symbolic fashion; the groom in a dark suit leaves first, the bride in a black dress 

follows him. Usually, the couple and their families spend the afternoon celebrating. 
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However, if the young couple already has a child, relatives hardly ever celebrate the 

wedding (Ens. Krahn and Hedges 1994a; Fieldnotes: August 3. 1995; July 5. 1997). 

Among General Conference members, weddings have become a more important event, 

but also follow shortly after baptisms. Brides no longer wear black, but have adopted the 

tradition of white wedding dresses, some of which are homemade. 

After marriage, the couple's social status has changed. Among the Old Colony, the 

young people who were used to roaming the village streets can no longer associate with 

their former, still unmarried friends. They have to postpone further socializing until their 

friends get married as well. Upon marriage, the bride's status changes from "girl" to 

"woman" and "wife." From now on. the fictional girl "Susi Harms" is known as "Mrs. 

Heinrich Harms," or as "Harmsche," i.e. identified by her husband's name. 

Young couples strive to set up their own households. Financial reasons force some of 

them to postpone these plans, and instead they stay with one of the couple's relatives, 

help with their work, and safe money until they can afford their own home. Whether 

living with parents, in-laws, or in her own home, a young woman continues to acquire the 

art of being a Mennonite wife, i.e. learning women's everyday work. One General 

Conference woman with two young children had just recently learned canning and how 

to make Kjrinjel (LG; pretzel) from her mother-in-law, while another young woman with 

four children still wanted her mother-in-law to teach her to cook soups. An Old Colony 

woman in her early 20s had learned her skills from her mother while she was growing up. 

but she said that there still were many skills for her to be learned from other women. 
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Over the years, women's everyday work experience translates into embodied 

knowledge. I observed and sensed just how much women's work had become part of 

their existence by working along with women whenever I had the opportunity. Women 

just knew how the food they were preparing had to look. feel, taste or smell. During the 

fall of 1997. when I helped in preparing large amounts of hamburgers and Wreninkjas 

(LG; cottage cheese pockets) for the up-coming 75"' Anniversary celebration, it was 

much more difficult for me to work with the Wremnkjas dough than with the hamburger 

meat. I had made my own version of hamburgers many times before, but had never been 

experienced in making dough that required kneading. My physical exhaustion of 

kneading large amounts of dough for about three hours was complemented by yet another 

exhaustion, namely my lack of knowledge. I did not know what the dough was supposed 

to feel like. The women in contrast had many years of experience in making Wruninkfes. 

They used the occasion of female cooperation to constantly exchange information on how 

they made dough and on how they thought it should feel. By sharing recipes and work 

experience, either during such special occasions as the anniversary preparation, or within 

the family, women not only continue traditions by sharing the knowledge of individual 

community members, but women also acknowledge the close link of their work and 

embodied identity. 

A woman's status as "woman" and "wife" is completed by her status as "mother." 

Traditionally, following the Old Colony Church's prohibition of family planning and the 

Mennonites' belief that children are gifts from God. Mennonite families used to be large. 

Over the years, as mentioned earlier, families have become smaller in size, which was 
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partly triggered by economic considerations. Decision-making about family size seems to 

vary from family to family and can involve not only the couple itself, but also their 

parents. Thus, both cooperation and conflict are present in negotiation processes around 

family planning. During an interview, a General Conference woman commented on 

family size. According to her, people with large families base their richness in children 

on one Bible verse in particular. After a quick search, she had found the verse and read it 

to me. Here is the English King James version; 

14 And Adam was not deceived, but the 
woman being deceived was in the 
transgression. 

15 Notwithstanding she shall be saved in 
childbearing. if they continue in faith and 
charity and holiness with sobriety. 
(Timotheus 2. 14-15) 

The problem, my informant argued, is that usually the first part of verse 15 is used, 

while the condition beginning with "if* is ignored. Nothing in the verse states that a 

woman needs to have many children. 

While "motherhood." or "being a mother" plays a major role in women's identity and 

status, pregnancy and birth remain astonishingly unmarked. These topics are said to be 

"taboo" among the conservative Mennonites. In stark contrast to the Anglo-American 

custom where early announcements of pregnancy are made both verbally and 

symbolically through maternity clothes, conservative - and to a certain degree also more 

liberal - Mennonite women do not make such announcements neither publicly nor within 

the family. Among the Old Colony, pregnant women did not seem to be treated 

differently, nor did they wear specially designed maternity clothes. The silencing of 
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"pregnancy" towards persons who have not experienced pregnancy themselves fits 

perfectly into the Mennonite concepts of learning by doing and of knowing by going 

through a certain experience. For this reason, it was principally inappropriate either for 

my informants with children, or for me without children, to initiate any discussions on 

pregnancy or childbirth. Of course, some Mennonite women recognized my outsider 

status and allowed themselves to "bend the rules." That women indeed have much to sa\ 

about pregnancy and birthing experience is exemplified in Katherine Martens and Heide 

Harms' book In Her Own Voice - Childbirth Stories from Mennonite Women (1997).'° 

Women from both Old Colony and General Conference churches perceive of their 

status as mothers, and the work associated with it as taking priority over any other 

responsibility. This value is reflected, in particular, in General Conference women's 

adjustments of their professional careers after marriage. In general, women quit their jobs 

as nurses, secretaries, teachers, etc.. with or soon after their wedding, and at the latest 

once their first child is on its way. Instead of paid work outside the household, many 

women begin to support their husbands* businesses. Other women think of some type of 

work that is compatible with childcare. They give piano lessons and operate home oftkes 

and sales businesses from their homes during certain days of the week. 

With all the work that women do. again and again. I could obser\'e the loving joy with 

which mothers interacted with their children inside their own homes. They were quick to 

soothe upset or crying children, they enjoyed playing with them, laughing and teasing 

them. Women took children's needs very seriously, and showed genuine concern for their 

well being. Women's concerns and compassion, as stressed throughout this dissertation, 

reach beyond the immediate household and family towards community members and 

others in need. 

Other sources on birthinj! in the Canadian Mennonite context are Barkman (1977) and Reimer (1983). 
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Women's (re)productive and health work, of course, is grounded in religious beliefs. 

Women are well aware of biblical images and ideals of women. During two General 

Conference women's social occasions (one sewing circle meeting, and a wedding 

shower), women quoted Proverbs 31. 10-31." which, in the German Luther version, is 

entitled "Loh Jer liichliffen Hausfrau" (HG; Praise of the efficient housewife). Here, a 

woman's moral everyday life is characterized by her multiple work roles. She works long 

hours, and she works hard: she plants fields, produces with her own hands, and she trades 

and sells her products. The benefits of her work go to the members of her household, 

including her servants. This woman also gives charitably from the fruit of her labor. Her 

virtues are strength, honor, wisdom and kindness. She is valuable because of her work 

and her deeds, and her husband and her children acknowledge this by praising her. Her 

multiple work responsibilities make her household self-sufficient, and provide the woman 

with status. Mennonite women in the Bustillos Valley strive to live up to the biblical ideal 

of women. They work hard, they care for their household members, they support their 

husbands, and they also give to those in need. 

' ̂  "Who can find a virtuous woman? For her price i& far above rubies. The heart of her husband doih safely 
trust in her. so that he shall have no need of spoil. She will do him good and not evil all the days of her life. 
She seeketh wool, and fla.x, and worketh willingly with her hands. She is like the merchants' ships: she 
bringeth her food from afar. She riseth also while it is yet night, and giveth meat to her household, and a 
portion to her maidens. She considereth a field, and buyeth it: with the fruit of her hands she planteth a 
vineyard. She girdeth her loins with strength, and strengtheneth her arms. She perceiveth that her 
merchandise is good: her candle goeth not out by night. She layeth her hands to the spindle, and her hands 
hold the distaff She stretcheth out her hand to the poor: yea. she reacheth forth her hands to the needy. She 
is not afraid of snow for her household: for all her household are clothed with scarlet. She makelh herself 
coverings of tapestry: her clothing is silk and purple. Her husband is known in the gales, when he sitlelh 
among the elders of the land. She makelh fine linen, and selleth it: and delivereth girdles unio the merchant. 
Strength and honor are her clothing: and she shall rejoice in lime to come. She openeth her mouth with 
wisdom: and in her tongue is the law of kindness. She lookelh well to the ways of her household, and eateth 
not the bread of idleness. Her children arise up. and call her blessed: her husband also, and he praiseth her. 
Many daughters have done virtuously, but thou excellest them all. Favour is deceitful, and beauty is vain: 
but a woman that feareth the LORD, she shall be praised. Give her of the fruit of her hands: and let her own 
works praise her in the gales." (King James Version. Proverbs 31, 10-31) 
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As household compositions change when children grow up. marry and either move in 

temporarily or found their own homes, women's lives change. They become matriarchs 

and grandmothers, and their time schedules and work routines tend to alter. But women 

e.xperience maturity differently according to their household and family situations. Some 

women continue previous routines, such as making a garden or baking, and because they 

no longer can consume all the fruit of their labor, they continue to process in large 

quantities in order to share with their children's families. Other women may be forced by 

health considerations to adjust their previous routines. For e.xample. one woman no 

longer made a garden, and thus, instead of investing time and energy into food 

processing, focused her energy on taking care of and playing with her grandchildren. 

In summary, to be a Mennonite woman is a process in which individuals go through 

different life stages that are culturally constructed. Both historically formed 

socioreligious beliefs and church institutions, as well as the embodiment of these in 

everyday life influence the process of "becoming" a Mennonite woman. E.xpected to 

follow ideal time lines, individuals act within certain spaces and contexts. Preschool 

children are located within the household, school age children e.xpand this sphere by 

attending schools, and post-school age children are again located within the household, 

but now also discover a new space: the village street. More recently, many teenagers have 

accepted evening school or choir practice as alternatives to unstructured leisure time. 

With baptism, teenagers become full community members, and from then on. 

households, the church, or other locations hosting religious ceremonies are morally 

approved spaces. 

The different life phases of individuals, played out in different spaces, arc associated 

with different moral codes. Households, schools, churches and ceremonial spaces arc 

controlled spaces in which individuals are subjected to the church, to discipline, to 
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learning, to responsibility, and to morality. Although children can be quite exuberant and 

are judged leniently, they are still acting within controlled spaces. The only times 

individuals can be considered outside of adult and church control in terms of space and 

activity, is when they are teenagers out on the villages street during certain, culturally 

ascribed times.'' 

or course, leaving the colony, going into town, or cross-country to visit relatives in Mexico, the U.S. or 
Canada, also frees Mennonites - symbolically and practically - from the church rule and the community*s 
expectations. 
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8. Social Challenges and Copine with Adversity 

The previous chapter has described some of the ways in which the Mennonite 

societies in the Bustillos Valley socialize Mennonite women into their traditional roles. 

While Mennonite institutions of school and church play a crucial role in this process for 

both genders, the institutional process is aided by habitus, i.e. the gendered everyday 

"intentionless invention of regulated improvisation" (Bourdieu 1977:10, 79) of 

Mennonites of ail ages. 

As human societies strive to socialize their members into socio-culturally constructed 

gender roles, societies and their individual members have to face contingencies which 

impact upon their everyday lives and with which they have to cope on a daily basis. 

Throughout this study, the social and individual challenges that Old Colony and General 

Conference Mennonites face in the Manitoba Colony near Cuauhtemoc surface more or 

less directly, although they have not been the focus of this dissertation. 

In this flnal chapter, I address social challenges to the Mennonite community and the 

ways in which Mennonites in general, and Mennonite women in particular, cope with 

these challenges. While both genders attempt to make sense of the world around them 

through Mennonite ideology and beliefs, men and women have different coping 

strategies. At the ideological level, male coping strategies largely prevail. Conflict within 

Mennonite communities historically has been handled by group splitting, causing new 

churches to come into being. In everyday life, Mennonite women try to practice conflict 

prevention through the ideals of cooperation and mutual support. Their means of coping 
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with conflict is negotiated at intersections of female networks within which the practice 

of more tolerance seems to be possible more so than in the men's world. 

Living tdeoloev and Effects on Women's Evervdav Lives From the beginning. 

Mennonites - and in general. Anabaptists - have striven to create ideal communities that 

offer the necessary environment for salvation. The church of believers provides for an 

environment which lives in a state of non-conformity with the world by forming separate 

communities that - according to principles of "otherworldliness" - are "not of this 

world." Instead, the believers see themselves as the "chosen people," and they compare 

themselves to the Israelites, God's chosen people. As such, according to the original 

Anabaptist tenets, church membership results from adult confession of faith and baptism, 

and is stated by an outward expression of beliefs in everyday life (plainness, humility, 

mutual aid), as well as by the unity of word and deed. 

Throughout the centuries, conservative Mennonite leaders and church members have 

recognized the importance of this "ideal" world and they worked hard to maintain their 

isolation from "the world" in order to protect community members from committing 

worldly sins. "Isolation," or "otherworldliness," should be understood as a reference to 

multiple life-coping strategies that include concrete (e.g. climate, geography, material 

culture) and ideological (e.g. institutions, politics, law. education, language) aspects of 

being in this world. While the geographical separation of colony-dwelling Mennonites is 

most obvious, Sawatzky (1971:73-74) has made the observation that conservative 

churches or church leaders have recognized topography and the quality of the soil as 

important factors in maintaining control over conservative ways of life: 
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... there is reason to believe, on the basis of informed opinion on the part 
of Alikolonier (HG; Old Colony) pioneers, that their leaders saw the 
recognized shortcomings of the environment as a factor in favor of the 
maintenance of the precepts of their conservative society. The rich soils of 
the Agassiz Lake Basin of Manitoba had, perhaps, too amply rewarded the 
farmer. With the means to such ends available to the individual, it had 
proven impossible for the Alikolonier leadership to hold the line against 
innovation and luxuries. The yalle de Bustillos was by nature much less 
generously endowed. This factor, it is said, suggested itself as a positive 
one. If but a modest livelihood could be coaxed from the soils of Bustillos. 
that fact of itself would guarantee against preoccupation with innovation 
and radical ideas. In the light of this reasoning, the encircling mountains 
too were a positive factor, for they would preclude the development of a 
neighboring group of progressives such as that which had breached 
Alikolonier insularity in Canada. 

In addition to isolation from the surrounding world as a means of maintaining the 

ideal environment for the communities of believers, Mennonite church leaders and 

church members have internally shaped environments that are characterized by strict 

socio-religious and cultural rules, processes and controls. Church members practice both 

constructive and restrictive ways in order to secure their own conformity. The 

constructive strategies, as described in Chapter 7, entail the socialization processes of 

individual community members into accepted socio-cultural norms and practices. 

Restrictive measures employed mostly by the conservative churches to maintain the 

social order are exemplified by its most drastic strategy, namely excommunication. Once 

non-compliance with the ideology is spotted, an individual is admonished and monitored 

before the ban is extended. Donnadagh (LG; literally "day of thunder') refers to 

periodically held Thursday evening meetings of elders and clergy during which already 

warned, but still non-complying church members are summoned to be reprimanded. Non-
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repentance leads to excommunication. In order to be reinstated, excommunicated 

individuals have to repent, change their ways to socially approved behavior, and beg for 

the forgiveness of the church community (Sawatzky 1971:267).' 

Other, more public occasions during which church authorities tend to assert control 

over their members and to reestablish the ideal environment, are funeral ceremonies, as 

described at the end of Chapter 6. According to Protestant beliefs, deceased individuals 

stand directly before God. without the church as an intermediary between the two 

entities. As Weber (1958:148) pointed out. Anabaptists reject the concept of 

predestination, and therefore preachers cannot assure salvation. All they can do is remind 

the mourning congregation that the deceased has been a good person, has suffered and 

has persevered. This individual suffering and persevering, in combination with every 

single community member's everyday moral living, serve as prerequisite for salvation. 

Weber (ibid.) has expressed this interplay between the individual's submission to both 

God and the community: 

But ail Baptist communities desired to be pure Churches in the sense of 
the blameless conduct of their members. A sincere repudiation of the 
world and its interests, and unconditional submission to God as speaking 
though the conscience, were the only unchallengeable signs of true rebirth, 
and a corresponding type of conduct was thus indispensable to salvation. 

' The Mennonites in the Bustillos Valley only have the church authorities as well as the secular colony 
leaders as peace-making and order-maintaining authorities. They do not have a separate legal or police 
apparatus - as this would mean worldly offices and decision-making that contradict the Mennonite belief of 
non-violence. Criminal incidences that need judicial attention, such as theft or accidents, are reported to the 
Mexican police authorities. 
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Funerals thus are ideal occasions for preachers to remind their congregations that a 

Christian life requires not only the "outward application of that [inward experience of) 

grace to all human conduct" (Bender and Smith 1974:42). but also Gelassenheit. i.e. the 

importance of the "religious community and submitting to the collective will" (Redekop. 

Ainlay and Siemens 1995:38). 

As in all societies. Mennonite social structures and processes are meant to create ideal 

communities as the foundation for salvation. Nevertheless, they also create predicaments 

that people have to cope with both socially and individually in culturally appropriate 

ways. In the Bustillos Valley, many social challenges derive from the Mennonites" 

intemal struggles over the interpretation of Anabaptist doctrines. Economics, however, 

have also evolved as an increasingly salient source of challenge. Mennonite households 

are affected by these larger socio-cultural and economic factors, and the resulting 

household dynamics have an impact on women's everyday lives. 

While, from the beginning, the people who later became known as Mennonites 

shaped their own ways of life and identities based on oppositions to their surrounding 

environments. Mennonites have never been a homogeneous group. Mennonite attempts to 

live the "unity of word and deed" (Dyck 1987:377) throughout their history have led to 

their frequent group splintering over disagreements as to how exactly the word should be 

lived. Solving intemal problems related to the interpretation of doctrines through 

regrouping has allowed Mennonites to maintain basic conformity within the group, which 

is needed according to their understanding of salvation. Importantly, these internal social 

processes do not occur in a vacuum. The insight that larger historical structures and 
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processes impact upon local cultures and people's everyday practices has been pertinent 

to my study. The Mennonites' group and identity formation processes, their multiple 

international migrations and relocations, their host countries' motivations to admit these 

isolationist settlers, as well as the essence of Mennonites" everyday lives are deeply 

embedded in local and global political economies beginning in the 16"^ century, and they 

have continued until today (Epp 1974 and 1982). 

Among the Mexican Mennonite groups, internal disagreements around economic and 

educational changes resulted in the e.xclusion of a number of Old Colony community 

members during the 1960s. These banned individuals subsequently began to form a more 

liberally oriented congregation, namely the General Conference Church. This church, in 

particular, stresses the importance of "modem" education (including languages and 

sciences) in their school's curriculum and more flexible professional opportunities for its 

male, and to a certain extent, female graduates. With the presence of a liberal church in 

immediate proximity to the Old Colony Church communities, individual Old Colony 

members who no longer wish to conform to the strict moral codes of their church leaders, 

have the opportunity to change church membership. Thus, while previously a change in 

church membership was dependent on a group of individuals who were guided by a 

preacher, now individual - i.e. household/family decision-making - is possible. This new 

social situation undermines the Old Colony Church leaders' power and authority to 

enforce their strict, conservative rules. While social conflict continues, splintering has 

never caused Mennonites to give up their traditional colony-based, predominantly 

endogamous ways. 
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In addition to social struggle based on the inteipretation of doctrines. Mennonite 

individuals, as among ail Anabaptist groups, face the ideological conflict that derives 

from the necessity of "otherworldliness." i.e. of having to live in. but not being engaged 

in this world. While hard work and the experience of suffering' carry moral significance 

and serve as a means of transcending this world, discourse on work and suffering are 

ways of dealing with economic, social or health adversities as a group. Verbal exchanges 

of common experiences strengthen the community through bonding rooted in the 

underlying moral meanings of such common experiences. 

Another dimension of the Mennonite ideological conflict of not being of this world 

but living in it is reflected in the challenges of enjoying leisure time in socio-culturally 

appropriate ways. Officially, spalscaren is the only church-sanctioned leisure activity 

among the Old Colony Mennonites. While General Conference members are free, for 

example, to enjoy local baseball games and church picnics, spatseuren is still their 

predominant leisure activity. Strict rules on how to spend free time on Sunday afternoons 

and during other religious holidays apply mainly to baptized church community 

members. Non-baptized teenagers - who no longer are under the tight supervision of 

adults, and not yet church members - find themselves in a liminal environment that easily 

tolerates non-sanctioned behavior. In addition to spalscaren (LG. here: visiting and 

dating), exuberant youngsters often get into trouble by engaging in risky behavior such as 

the Brommkjriesel (LG; spinning top) game mentioned earlier and engaged in by Old 

Colony youth. Young people from both church communities have also become victims of 

' See Chapters I and 6 for more details on suffering in the context of Mennonite ideology and reality. 
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alcoholism. The numbers of alcohol related traffic accidents are growing and a topic of 

concern within the community. 

Beginning in the late 1990s, both Old Colony and General Conference church leaders 

began to work against the problems associated with alcohol consumption by offering 

alternative leisure time activities. While soccer became popular among Mennonite youths 

in the wake of the 1972 Soccer World Championships in Me.xico City. Old Colony 

leaders strictly forbade this sport in organized forms. During the ]990s. the General 

Conference formally established a baseball league for its male community members, and 

Old Colony church leaders have re-instituted evening schools and choirs for unmarried 

young people. Currently, efforts are under way to reduce the sale of alcohol along the 

four-lane highway leading through the Mennonite colonies. 

Some of the most pervasive challenges facing the Mennonites in Chihuahua are 

related to their economic realities. Historically, the Mennonites have been known for 

their hard work and wealth, which repeatedly served them as foundations for special 

privileges granted by governments. The "connection of a religious way of life with the 

most intensive development of business acumen among those sects [including the 

Mennonites] whose otherworldliness is as proverbial as their wealth." thus has served the 

Mennonites well in maintaining supportive and protective relationships to worldly 

powers (Weber 1958:44). But internally, the Mennonites continue to face the parado.x of 

prosperity, i.e. the reality of getting wealthy and the necessity to resist the display of this 

wealth. Weber (1958:163) has explained how this paradox - experienced by conservative 

Protestants in general - can be rationalized: 
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Wealth is thus bad ethically only in so far as it is a temptation to idleness 
and sinful enjoyment of life, and its acquisition is bad only when it is with 
the purpose of later living merrily and without care. 

While the Mennonite culture does not condone the flaunting and display of wealth, 

the ownership of new agricultural machinery, large houses, and fancy vehicles clearly 

establish one's fortune, status, and class. While money is invested in material possessions 

that are largely utilitarian, they are also associated with convenience and luxury. During 

Sunday sermons, the Old Colony Church leadership not uncommonly reprimands its 

community members for any display of pride associated with material possessions. 

However, beyond the problem of wealth as a form of pride, the general affluence of 

Mennonites has changed their traditional practice of cooperation. During pioneering 

times, the cooperation of the Mennonites relocated to the Bustillos Valley was crucial for 

their survival. Today there is recognition that people no longer support each other as they 

used to. With growing prosperity, competitive sentiments seem to have emerged among 

males participating in a cash economy. While men participate in a capitalist economy 

generated by the social relations of a market economy, women's social relations remain 

largely pre-capitalist and consist to a great deal, but not exclusively, of reciprocal 

exchanges of goods and services. 

In general, Mennonites have prospered since their arrival in the Bustillos Valley. 

While some households have become moderately and sometimes extremely affluent, the 

majority of Mennonite households are facing growing economic hardships. The 

combination of increasing scarcity of land within the Mennonite colonies, repeated 
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droughts, as well as Mexican and international economic conditions have caused 

unprecedented poverty within the colonies across church boundaries. 

As means of survival. Mennonites have adopted a number of strategies. Changing 

membership from conservative to liberal Mennonite churches is one step that grants more 

economic decision-making power. Another measure is buying more land in Mexico for 

new colonies, as is migrating further south to countries such as Bolivia. Many families 

engage in temporal migrant labor in Canada and the United States. If start-up cash can be 

secured, opening a business is seen as one of the best ways to overcome an economic 

impasse. Most such businesses tie into the existing agricultural economy. In order to be 

competitive in national and international markets in the near and distant future, the 

General Conference Church has embraced education as the major means of securing their 

children's economically sound future. With the e.xception of the Old Colony Church, 

whose leaders still resist a broadened education for fear of losing traditional values and 

practices, some conservative churches, such as the Kleine Gemeinde, have also embraced 

the same strategy. Tensions between conservative church members who favor change, 

especially within the realm of education, and those who maintain traditional values and 

practices, exacerbate internal problems. 

The scarcity of land and resulting poverty, the shifts from agricultural to 

entrepreneurial endeavors, and increased mobility and migration of individual households 

in search for economic survival, have had an impact on social networks and relationships. 

One of the unfortunate results of poverty is the neglect of needy family members. For 

example, women who are busy working to support their own households, may not find 
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the time or energy to take care of aging mothers or mothers-in-law. who in turn suffer 

physically and emotionally. Widows, in particular those whose children live outside the 

Bustillos Valley in Mexico or abroad, suffer from loneliness and alienation. Widows 

complain that church leaders do not visit them, and that neighbors often avoid offering 

them rides to church. Recently, the increasing neglect of weaker segments of the 

population has been the subject of public concern. Canadian Mennonites and the General 

Conference Church initiated the building of an Alienheim (HG: Old Folks Home) and 

Kinderheim (HG; children's home). There has been no precedent for such institutions 

among the conservative Mennonites, as traditionally each family is responsible for their 

own family members. 

In summary, the ideal Mennonite society is made up of separate communities of 

believers who live in geographical and social isolation and who are characterized by 

strictly monitored socio-cultural rules and practices. The Mennonites in the Bustillos 

Valley, by leaving Canada in 1922. have been striving to live this ideal based on their 

faith. But as in all societies, the ideal and the real are not always congruent. For centuries. 

Mennonite interpretations of their religious ideologies have caused disagreement and 

group splitting, which broke apart previous social ties and required the building and 

strengthening of new ties. As a society. Mennonites have also faced the ideological 

conflict of dealing with "otherworldliness." Discourse on hard work and suffering serves 

to reinforce core ideological principles and to link Mennonites spiritually. Women's 

everyday practices reflect the moral value placed on hard work as well as on cooperation. 



454 

In the following, I briefly examine how women cope with adversity both within the 

household and within female networks. 

Gender relations within Mennonite society are strictly regulated, but not without 

conflict. Women are expected to depend on men (i.e.. their fathers, husbands, preachers, 

etc.) in this hierarchical society. Women are socialized to follow their parents' wishes, to 

follow their husband's decisions, and to work hard for the benefit of their churches. At 

the same time, widows, sons and daughters receive equal share of property, and women 

can yield subtle and not so subtle forms of power within their households. What may 

seem as "women's oppression" from an outsider's point of view, by Mennonite standards 

is the acting out of subservient roles expected of good Christian women. The enactment 

of socio-culturally approved roles offers women a venue to social respect. Women are at 

the center of their households, and their work and social interactions are powerful means 

of keeping their households together. For women, appearing docile and subser\'ient. 

while fostering and preserving female networks, is a strategy that strengthens women's 

and their families' well-being. While women are not supposed to yield power, some 

women hold quite powerful positions within their households. Matriarchs from affluent 

families, in particular, can become rather influential in decision-making. 

As an ideal, all Mennonite women are supposed to be respected and treated well by 

their men in both public and private. My women informants reported that the treatment 

they received was normative, but I was told about cases where women suffered under 

abusive husbands. Deviant male behavior is most commonly associated with poverty and 

addiction to alcoholism. 
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Owing that Mennonite women live in rather isolated communities, they have very 

few options for dealing with conflict and crisis. Women cannot easily imitate men's 

conflict solution strategies. Striking out on their own into the non-Mennonite world is all 

but impossible because most women have grown up monolingual, speaking only Low 

German and some High German. In extreme cases, where women have no source of 

immediate support, they may attempt to "break away" from their husbands, in one 

instance, I met a young conservative Mennonite woman at the Greyhound terminal in a 

border city in Texas. Upon the advice of neighbors, this woman had taken her children to 

flee to Canada to escape her violent husband who had threatened to kill her. The children 

were still young, but the oldest could speak some English, while their mother only spoke 

Low German. Besides the language barrier, this woman's poor knowledge of geography 

(a subject not taught in traditional village schools) led her to be stunned about the length 

and cost of a trip to Canada. This case is mentioned to highlight how ill-equipped 

Mennonite women are outside their regular social networks. When women do seek social 

support within their communities to get away from abusive husbands, conservative 

church leaders have been known to pressure women to return to their husbands and to 

endure the hardships they were meant to face here on earth. 

In the face of adversity and conflict, women generally follow Mennonite ideology 

which stresses cooperation and mutual support. Women's support activities, their helping 

with each other's work, their visiting, their discourse and their praying for each other 

constitute means of coping with harsh conditions. In general, talk about social and 

individual challenges and problems seem to be more typical than actions that alleviate 
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adversity. Neighbors and families do not typically take action, for example, in cases of 

wife abuse, as they do not want to interfere with another man's wife or family. Times 

may be changing, however. Only shortly before I left the Bustillos Valley, the local 

Mennonite media began highlighting issues of social injustice within the colonies, which 

might reflect the tender beginnings of a new kind of awareness. 

For women, the most effective coping mechanism is to garner support from 

matriarchs and to stay together with their sisters or other female relatives in close 

geographical proximity. It is the kin-based support network that seems to transcend 

distrust or competition among women and allow them to go through their live cycles in 

accordance with Mennonite ideology. Women live this ideology in their everyday 

habiius, rather than upon reflection of religious or ideological ideas. With only three 

generations of General Conference members, the lives of General Conference and Old 

Colony women have remained similar based on a shared hahiitix and common socio-

religious values. Women's lives and gender relations are only changing slowly, as 

women's socio-religiously approved roles continue to be linked to wife- and motherhood. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

Old Colony and General Conference Mennonite women's everyday lives in health 

and illness have been at the center of this dissertation. Women's experiences and their 

perspectives offer us insight into Mennonite culture in general. My attempt to understand 

women's lives has led me to take an approach that placed women in their larger 

historical, ideological, socio-cultural, and economic contexts. By researching the context 

of Mennonite women's lives, I realized that most of the existing literature has been 

generated from male perspectives, stressing Mennonite men's involvement in larger 

structures and processes. While focusing on Mennonite women's lives, this dissertation 

demonstrates how women and men's realities of being Mennonite differ. 

In PART 1.1 outlined the Mennonite history as it pertains to the Mennonite groups in 

Chihuahua, Mexico. I also analyzed the representational politics of this history. A 

political economy approach helped me to realize in which ways Mennonites actively 

shape their histories and identities in opposition to the national and international forces 

around them. In their struggle for identity, Mennonites have repeatedly disagreed. Their 

internal struggles, in addition to their suruggles with the outside world, led to repeated 

group splitting and migrations. In comparing and contrasting the different representations 

of North American and local Mexican Mennonites, it became obvious that both the 

history of Mennonites and discourses on Mennonite identity formation are generated 

from male perspectives that focus on ideology and on larger socio-economic structures 

and processes. Women's perspectives have mostly been lost in this literature. Recent 
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journalistic representations of contemporary Mennonites in Chihuahua, Mexico, have 

documented women's and men's "quaint" lives in sensationalist ways 

In contrast, in PART 111 of this dissertation, 1 described Mennonite women's 

everyday lives in a gendered and hierarchical society in search for the meaning that lies 

underneath the surface descriptions of women's appearances and their activities. By 

focusing on habitus, i.e. what women habitually do. in addition to women's discourse. I 

realized the importance of work at the household level, as well as women's cooperation 

that links several women, households, families and communities together. 

Chapters 4 and S delineate the rhythms of women's everyday routine work and 

socializing activities in times of health and illness. Work, visiting, and volunteering 

emerged as expressions of socio-economic and moral production and reproduction at the 

household and community levels. My interest in health and women's roles as domestic 

health care managers helped me to understand women's everyday work and socializing 

activities as central to a Mennonite concept of health and women's health production. In 

Chapter 6. 1 described women's roles in reproducing healthy communities through a 

combination of health behavior and everyday moral living that is embedded in local 

meanings of health. Working with the Household Production of Health as a main 

theoretical concept, 1 was able to extrapolate the relationship between women, work, 

health, and Mennonite ideology. 

In PART IV, 1 placed women's micro-world back into its macro-context by 

summarizing ways in which Mennonite social structures and processes impact upon 

women's lives. Chapter 7 outlined mechanisms through which women are socialized into 
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their accepted gender roles through Mennonite institutions and Mennonite gendered 

habitus. In contrast, in Chapter 8. I focused on women's strategies of coping with 

everyday adversities. While men's response to conflict is characterized by the avoidance 

of conflict and social splitting, women depend on female support networks that motivate 

them to live through difficult times. 

Combining a focus on women's everyday lives and on issues of health as windows to 

the Mennonite world with an approach that contrasts the existing literature with my own 

fmdings. has generated insights that are of value to academia. This dissertation 

contributes to theories on gender, work and health, and it also constitutes an example of 

how ideology becomes operationalized on the ground in everyday life processes. In 

particular, this study offers five contributions; (I) It gives insights into the differences 

between female and male practices of Mennonite ideology; (2) by offering an example of 

how women live their ideology, in this case Mennonite religion, this study presents a 

perspective on ideology that theorists such as Max Weber have not addressed; (3) it 

shows that "work." which is a central theme of this dissertation, is a multidimensional 

concept that incorporates productive, reproductive,, and moral/spiritual dimensions; (4) it 

points out that "health" defined through work can be more than mere functional health at 

the moment where health becomes well-being that includes suffering as a key 

component: and (5) it expands the Household Production of Health concept from mere 

economic and social production to the production and reproduction of moral identity. 

Mennonite ideology is characterized by "otherwordliness" which refers to the concept 

of "being separated from this world, but being united within." Over the centuries. 
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Mennoniie society as a whole has striven to be different and independent from 

surrounding societies, at the same time as it has struggled to practice conformity and 

cooperation within. Mennonites thus have constructed an ideology that is characterized 

by the dynamic of two opposing forces: one force leads to splitting, and the other force 

leads to cooperation. While men have largely practiced that part of Mennonite ideology 

that stresses separation, women have lived the other part that stresses cooperation and 

mutual aid. Mennonite ideology thus is expressed differently by men's splitting the larger 

community into like-thinking parts, and women's cooperation and bringing the 

community together. 

In dealing with larger ideological, socio-economic and political mechanisms both in 

the outside world and within their own groups, men as members of a pacifist social 

group, have repeatedly solved conflict by splitting. This conflict resolution by way of 

splitting applies to situations where external forces attempt to impose rules and practices 

that are against Mennonite ideology, as well as to situations where Mennonite society 

experiences internal pressures, such as those related to individual entrepreneurial 

innovation. Ideals of separation and isolation have overshadowed the other side of 

Mennonite ideology, namely cooperation. This phenomenon can be observed in both the 

ideological realm and the everyday life realm. While there is great value on Mennonite 

identity, leaders who are too conservative contribute to intemal splitting by losing their 

congregational members to other or new Mennonite Church groups. In addition. 

Mennonite economy leads men to be individual capitalist entrepreneurs, which rarely can 

be combined with cooperative values. 
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In contrast to men, women are neither directly involved with ideological struggles, 

nor do they hold official church positions. While men can make household or community 

decisions to move away, women - within a gendered and hierarchical society - are 

largely dependent upon men and rarely have the opportunity to separate themselves from 

the sources of conflict. Women are living the other side of the Mennonite ideology that 

calls for conformity, cooperation and mutual aid. By using the concept of hahitiis. it 

became clear that women practice this ideology by working together and for each other, 

by visiting, and by praying for each other. 

In the Bustillos Valley in Chihuahua, the conflict between economic 

opportunity/necessity and ideological reinforcement led to a split from Old Colony to 

General Conference churches. The excommunication of several Mennonite families, who 

later formed the General Conference Church, caused the splitting up of families and the 

discontinuity of their social relations. Members of the two churches are only now 

addressing the prejudice and estrangement that resulted from this split, and they are again 

trying to reestablish family ties. Irrespective of the economic and everyday life 

differences that have emerged in men's lives during the past four decades^ women's 

everyday routines have largely remained the same. While I have not attempted to 

describe all the different Mennonite churches, I have worked with several groups to 

understand the commonalities of women's everyday lives within the different Mennonite 

settings. As I learned. Mennonite women from difTerent congregations practice the same 

ideology. In spite of differences in dress codes and education, women strive for a 

Mennonite ideal of womanhood by being wives and mothers. As such. Old Colony. 
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General Conference, and Kleine Gemeinde women, articulate the same values of 

cooperation and mutual aid through their everyday practices. This is why women from 

different congregations who have not cooperated for decades can reconnect and work 

together during family reunions, and events such as the TS"* anniversary. 

By offering an example of how women live ideology, in this case Mennonite women 

living religion, this dissertation presents a perspective on gendered ideology that Webers 

theory has not yet fully addressed. Unlike Weber who infuses meaning into the 

interrelationship of the Protestant ethic and the Capitalist system in a rather theoretical 

fashion, this dissertation has exemplifled ways in which religious ideology and gender 

ideology are articulated and expressed in everyday life. Women and men take up 

different parts of Mennonite ideology. 

According to Weber (1958 [1921]), work, entrepreneurship. and success are 

expressions of the Protestant calling. Economic success and wealth are signs of God's 

blessings, and of being chosen. Weber stresses the importance of individuality, according 

to which persons needs to work out their blessings on their own. as other individuals 

cannot be trusted. 

Following Weber's model. Mennonite men strive to be successful farmers or rural 

entrepreneurs who work independently and as individuals in support of their families. 

However, there is more to Mennonite theology, and Weber's ideas about the relationship 

of individuals with God need to be revisited. Mennonite ideology stresses that the 

salvation of the individual is linked to the salvation of the group. As such, the entire 
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church community needs to be successful. The success of the group reflects the 

Mennonite status as a chosen people. 

This success of individuals and groups is difficult to achieve in the light of increasing 

poverty related to landlessness. Old Colony Mennonite men. however, do remember the 

communal aspect of their ideology and attempt to remedy economic hardships by 

practicing some form of communal support. One expression of cooperation is the 

occasional loaning out of farm equipment, other expressions are the monthly 

businessmen meetings, and also the Mennonite savings and loan association. The 

celebration of the 75"* anniversary that caused members from several church communities 

to cooperate represents a recent, large-scale attempt of practicing what might be 

characterized as the female values of cooperation. Interestingly, conservative church 

leaders articulated male ideological values by opposing this kind of celebration and 

cooperation. 

In contrast to Weber who described male characteristics of Protestant societies, my 

work elaborates on female aspects of one Protestant group that Weber did not address. 

Women's routine practice of cooperation is important in the context of Mennonite 

ideology, according to which individuals are saved as members of a church community. 

While men work towards salvation by being successful individualistic farmers and 

entrepreneurs, women work towards salvation by cooperating and supporting each other, 

and by silently influencing men by example. Women play important moral and spiritual 

roles in their communities not by holding official church positions or arguing about 

ideology, but by practicing ideology in their households and through cooperative work 
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activities during their everyday lives. To be a successful. Mennonite women have to 

cooperate with, and to support other women. The patchwork quilts that General 

Conference women craft during their sewing circle meetings are symbolic representations 

of women's cooperation. Several women work on the same square that is one of several 

squares that make up the final product that serves charitable purposes. 

While the women's practice of Mennonite ideology differs from the men's practice of 

Mennonite ideology, it is important to realize that they are complementary. Men's 

individualism and business spirit are balanced by women's collectiveness and 

cooperation. 

Although women and men live different aspects of Mennonite ideology, gendered 

work is one major means of expressing this ideology. For men. work is important, 

because success based on their work demonstrates that they are worthy to be among the 

chosen ones. In this sense, men's productive work also is moral work. Women's 

cooperative work is simultaneously productive and reproductive, and frequently it is 

volunteer work for bigger social units than the individual household. Women's 

productive and reproductive work thus becomes moral and spiritual work for the entire 

community in ways that men's everyday work is not. As the description and analysis of 

women's work has been central to this dissertation, women* work has emerged as a 

multidimensional concept with productive, reproductive, and moral/spiritual dimensions. 

In the Mennonite context, work becomes a core element of health in a functional 

understanding of health. However, "health" deflned through work is more than mere 

functional health based on class ideas of health as productive capacity. Among the 
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Mennonites, the interrelated concepts of work and health are not linked to class. Instead, 

the capacity to work becomes an expression of being healthy as well as an expression of 

being in good moral standing. To work means to simultaneously work at the productive 

and the spiritual levels for oneself and for the group, thus maintaining the status and the 

hope of a chosen people. 

"Health.*' beyond physical health, becomes individual and social well-being that 

combines work and suffering as key components. On the one hand, continuing to work 

while suffering from sickness is one way of achieving health. On the other hand, the 

assuming of a sick role allows others to c^re for and to support the person who is 

suffering. Women's suffering and women's cooperation in sickness reflect the 

articulation of Mennonite ideology, as suffering allows women the chance to collectively 

support other women, and consequently the community. Similarly, emotional distress 

expressed somatically opens doors for others to come in and offer help. Suffering and 

sickness thus carry positive moral connotations. 

In this sense, women's supporting other women in their suffering carries a deeper 

meaning. In general, women are not trying to help other women to escape their suffering, 

but instead women support other women in enduring and working through their suffering. 

Women thus actively support each other in their suffering that becomes a test of the 

moral worth of the individual and the group in life, in death, and in what comes after 

death. For this reason, talk about adversity, suffering and death serves as a moral 

discourse, and the support of individuals in enduring their suffering is a communal work. 
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The Mennonite understanding of "health" demonstrates ways in which the Household 

Production of Health concept needs to be expanded from a concept that focuses on 

material production and physical health to a concept that also includes the production of 

identity and moral well-being. Beyond mere economic and social production and 

reproduction. Mennonite women's domestic health work within and across households 

produces and reproduces Mennonite moral identity and spiritual well-being with 

implications beyond this worldliness. 

In concluding. I want to draw attention to two recent institutions that were mentioned 

in this dissertation. About two decades ago, the General Conference Mennonites near 

Cuauhtemoc. Chihuahua - with the help of Canadian Mennonites - have built first the 

Altenheim (HG: old folks home) and later the Kinderheim (HG: home for disabled 

children). Both the Alienheim and the Kinderheim are landmarks in the Mennonite 

colonies in the Bustillos Valley that symbolically unite both the female and the male 

halves of Mennonite ideology. 

During the time these institutions were built, as well as today, conservative Old 

Colony Church leaders fiercely opposed these innovations, as violating the principle of 

individualism. Traditionally, it was the mothers' responsibility to take care of the elderly 

and the children. However, this care-taking has become absolutely impossible for women 

in light of poverty, be it due to lack of resources, or due to increased mobility and thus 

physical absence from those who depend on them. In contrast, the Canadian Mennonites 

and the General Conference Mennonites who together built these social institutions are 

acting upon a more female-centered principle of "community" and "cooperation." 
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Notably, the hands-on caring staff for each of these institutions is female with many 

volunteers being unmarried. 

In acting upon the female principle of cooperation, the Mennonite old folks home and 

the children's home serve as outlets for spiritual work. According to Weber, making 

money is a sign of one's chosen status only as long as this money is not spent 

indulgently. A good way to escape this temptation - which is not unique to Mennonites -

is to invest money into charity. Those well-to-do Mennonites who engage in charity work 

are thus trading capital, i.e. physical capital, for symbolic, or moral/spiritual capital. 

Similarly, those who invest their time into the Allenheim or Kinderheim also invest in the 

spiritual capital. Each of these institutions becomes an important site for unmarried 

women to do so. Married women are engaged in productive, reproductive and 

moral/spiritual work by supporting their families and other married women. Unmarried 

women are in a socially marginal position by not fulfllling the Mennonite ideal of wife 

and motherhood. While unmarried women can engage in production in their parents' 

households, they cannot directly engage in reproduction. The Allenheim and the 

Kinderheim, offer unmarried women an opportunity to support others who also find 

themselves in marginal social categories by working for widows and widowers, and for 

children who no longer have parents to care for them. Symbolically, these two newly 

established Mennonite institutions are ideal places to engage in charity work for the 

moral benefit of individuals and the group as a whole. Productive and reproductive work 

become transformed into spiritual work that yields symbolic capital. 
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Questionnaire 1. Mennonite Women Kev Informants 

I. Personal History and Demography 

(1) What's your name/age? 

(2) You live in X-village/X-colony. What community/church are you a member of? Have 

you always been a member of this village and/or church? 

(3) What citizenship(s)/passport(s) do you hold? 

(4) What about your husband? Is he from Mexico? From this village/community? 

(5) Do you have other family members or friends in the same village/church? If not. 

where are they? 

(6) How long have you been married? How many children do you have? How old are 

they? Do they all live at home? 

(7) Who lives in this house at this moment? 

II. Women's Everyday Work Routines 

(1) Describe an average week/day. What kind of work do you do? How many hours do 

you work? What else do you do? 

(2) What other kind of work do you do that you do not do every week/every day? 

(3) How did you learn doing all those things? At home, in school? How old were you? 

(4) Do you do this work by yourself? Who helps when and with what type of work? 

(5) Are there times when you do not (have to) do a certain type of work? For example, 

when you were/are pregnant or sick? 
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(6) Is your work different from your mother's or grandmother's work? Is your daughter's 

work (going to be) different? In which ways would you want your children's future 

changed or improved compared to your own experience? 

(7) In which ways is your work different from a man's/your husband's? 

(8) What do you feel and think about your own work? 

(9) Do you consider what you do as "work?" Does your husband consider it as such? 

How does your Mennonite community feel about what women do? 

(10) Would you rather do some other type of work? 

(11) Are there any forms of female recreation, leisure, or sports activities that you 

participate in? 

(12) Did/do you take part in women's church/community activities? 

111. Household Health, the Household Production of Health, and Health Care Seeking 

(1) Could you describe your family's health? What kind of health problems are 

predominant? For example, children's diseases, a cold, broken bones...? 

(2) Which part of your work do you consider important for your family's health? Does 

your family appreciate your health work? Does your husband support you? 

(3) Why do you think people get sick? Do you feel you know enough about health and 

sickness to care for your family? Where did you leam this? Would you like to know 

more? 
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(4) If you or a family member gets sick, what do you do? Do you take care of the sick 

person, or does someone else? Do you use home remedies, go to see a Zurechtmacher. a 

Mennonite nurse or a Mexican doctor, etc.? 

(5) Who decides what to do, or where to go for help? Are there any differences in 

decision making, for example, whether the sick person is a child or an adult, a woman or 

a man. a boy or a girl? 

(6) Is your decision dependent upon money? Are you enrolled in a health insurance plan, 

or do you keep any fmancial resources for medical purposes? 

(7) Do you go to the doctor by yourself or do you take anybody along? What about other 

adult members of your family? 

(8) Are there any language barriers between you as patient and Mexican doctors? Do you 

need a translator? What about other family members? 

(9) What are your feelings about going to a doctor of any kind? Do you trust them? Are 

you convinced of their competence? Are you impressed about their knowledge, etc? Are 

you critical about what they do and prescribe? 

(10) Can you give an example of recent illness in your family and what has been done, or 

is being done about it? 

(11) What do you think you do well in regard to your family's health, and what do you 

think you could improve upon? 

IV. Women's Health and its Impact Upon the Household 

(I) How would you describe your own health status? 
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(2) When do you consider yourself sick? 

(3) How did you feel when you were pregnant? 

(4) Did you continue working when you were pregnant or sick? Do you continue to take 

care of your family's health or other needs? Do you assume a sick role? 

(5) In which ways does your family become aware of your sickness? How does your 

family respond to it? Does anyone help you with your work? 

(6) What about other relatives', friends', neighbors' reactions? Does anyone take over 

some of your work? Who? Do you think there is a difference in acute or chronic cases? Is 

there a seasonal difference? 

(7) How do you feel about yourself and your role in the family when you are sick? 

(8) Anything else you would like to add about yourself and your family, or something 

you have observed in your or another community? 
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Questionnaire 2. Mennonite Nurses 

(1) Tell me about yourself. Where are you from? Where did you grow up? What school 

did you go to? What did you do after school? 

(2) Why did you want to work as a nurse? Where did you study? Your parent's attitude? 

(3) How long have you been working as a nurse? Where? 

(4) Tell me about your work experience. 

(5) Your patients are from what ethnic group? Are they men, women, or children? 

(6) Describe the relationship between Mennonite patients and Me.\ican doctors. 

(7) What is your role as Mennonite nurse in this relationship? 

(8) What major health concerns are there? Could they be prevented? 

(9) What do you think the health situation in the Campos is like? Is there any interest to 

improve health conditions? 

(10) Anything else you want to say about Mennonites, Mennonite women and health, or 

your work? 
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Questionnaire 3. The Mennonite Doctor 

(1) Personal: Where are you from? Where did you grow up? Why did you become a 

doctor? Why in Mexico? How long have you worked in Mexico now? 

(2) Your patients are members of what ethnic group? Are there more men or more 

women? 

(3) Could you describe your work in general terms? 

(4) Do you think your work is different from that of Mexican doctors in this area? Why 

so? 

(5) What are major health problems? What are their causes? 

(6) Please elaborate on "women's health". 

(7) You are the only Mennonite doctor here? Why? Would you support other Mennonites 

to become medical doctors? 

(8) What about Mennonite nurses? Why are there so few? Why do they work only for a 

short time? 

(9) Do you get patients referred from Mennonite bonesetters. or from Mexican doctors? 

To whom do you refer your patients? 

(10) If someone would come to you and say, he/she wanted to work with Mennonite 

groups on issues of health -what would you suggest? 

(11) What are your dreams about Mennonites here in Mexico in terms of health? 
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FIGURE 3, Portrait of Menno Simons (1496-1561) (From; Schroeder and Huebert 
I996:iii) 



NORTH WESTERN EUROPE 
A CENTRE OF ANABAPTIST ACTIVITY 

Ull • 

CHdfnftgra Boit««rd / 
/ fmm/ f 

i I 
^ Cj I""/  

Leidifl  ̂
Ththsgui Ulrtctti 

^RotliriUfn 

Antwerp 

FUNOERS f < 
I Bnisuts 

Musiricftt. 
'  r 
/ / 

• Yoftt ' onnw* 

 ̂ / / •' r" fteiMii 
V v. * 

Mvtturo 

Frankfurt 

FRANCE 
Wormi 

FrinlKAUul 
Hodeidirg RotMnDaro 

FIGURE 4, North Western Europe - A Center of Anabaptist Activity (From; Schroeder 
and Huebert 1996:5) 

•tk. 
«) 



482 

(SdRtt) 

eiwiiMf 

Fumtwuff̂  KlH^* 

gJTffffWy 
Sch««n O-W. 7^1^.1.01 

.tiditmw 1 tomn 
j:#imiwrtti grosses W" EIBIN6EK 

bltmnW 

NIEDEKUNG 

PortfenM 

Oirschau {Tutm) Eschcnhom / 
Drtitnc 

T'>^rt9ft 
hSCfttU 

Cross MontM Marianburg 
(Mtiborit) 

S t o a t s f o r s t  

iehhof 
(S2ium) Cross Falfctmu 

THE VISTULA DELTA 

Ciliw/VlliBti Mtiwowl» ConoWMIiont OndWntd 

Kwwe 
(Gnrffw) 

FIGURE 5, The Vistula Delta (From: Schroeder and Huebert 1996:11) 



483 

MIGRATION FROM 
THE VISTULA TO 

SOUTHERN RUSSIA 

TeCtaf«a(i;ar>f7M) 
•••• roTTwlloloCKfM(1M9>IIIM) 

Mtnnofiilv Colony 

Jchtmioov 

Entcnnostav 

Bcfgradt 

FIGURE 6, Migration from the Vistula to Southern Russia 
(From; Schroeder and Huebert 1996; 13) 



iMutoytv 

SCNLACHTIN SARATOV 

i$AGRAOOVKA 

EUUnnoillK * 
|D<ic«iep«imt) 

YAZ¥tlOVO_ 

I BOROZ£hKO 
^^iAl«»*notow»li CHORIITZA^^ IZWoiun II) 

t MEPIUVEVKA 
ikopor 

SOniSSOvp'^ JtoiuttnlliiDvM 

IGNATYEVO 

, FUERSTENIAND 
>4 

MOLOTSCHNAi 

MfbtppolN 

Guhratpoit 

BERGTKAL 

Mtftupel 

\SCHOENFELO' 

nttwrton 

C R I M E A  

Spil Tcnooanv icnoooiiv 
_ \ I ( fwMsiyi^ 

Siniliropol' ( 
aakucmuny 

ISMKopol 
• ttltrt 

Klttll. 
MENNONITE COLONIES 
IN SOUTHERN UKRAINE 

O UWwoMiVMMo* 
• UkrtinlMMyMiMDtyorTtfan 

FIGURE 7, Mennonite Colonies in Southern Ukraine (From: Schroeder and Huebert 1996:15) 



EMIGRATION TO AMERICA 
DURING THE 1870s 

wwuuig 

SWCWK) 

/ 
} ( 

KoeiujjMrj \ \ 
R (U S S\ I A 

\ 
\ yoivkov 

Livtrpool 

G11««*» 

5" " ' v w «««•«.«« (l«») 
naurM 

VlOUU 

t U S I I I t - H U N C t l T  
F l t N C f  

FIGURE 8, Emigration to America during the 1870s (From: Schroeder and Huebert 1996:71) 4k. 
00 



QUtBK 

Winnipeg 

Collingwood 
SAIOU 

UHiioiy 

4oorhead > 
MINNISOU ( 

MIGRATION TO 
MANITOBA 1874-18761 

— — Route of Migration 

u N rr T F\D E S New York ̂  

FIGURE 9, Migration to Manitoba 1874-1876 (From: Schroeder and Huebert 1996:72) 

00 
C7> 



Winnipeg 
MENNONITE SETTLEMENTS 

IN MANITOBA 1874-1878 

Mennonite Settlement 

londlng Sltr 

SCRATCHING RIVER 
SEHLEMENT RESERVE 

CANADA 
XHiliDSTAffS 

|iners9n 

FIGURE 10, Mennonite Settlements in Manitoba 1974-1878 (From: Schroeder and Huebert 1996:72) 



488 

•  •5 

;t: /, i.»i. ^ -^y ^ ^ 
V ' ^ ^ V^Ki»4.^. ^ 4 i 

I 

!«R> 

Sual ChUiuahiu 

FIGURE 11, Mennonite Colonies in Mexico (Locally available; source unknown) 



N^OrtMAIf 
HOvStOA 

S»n Afitonio 

UWVTTF 

I Dvfi»0o ; 

tis^«u 

MENNONITE COLONIES 
IN MEXICO 
wnnonnv wQwn|f 

• Cky 
MtmaUofwltoiMltfy 
SiMBouAdtfy 

W H I P  

FIGURE 12, The Mennonite Colonies near Cuauhtemoc, Chihuahua, Mexico (From: 
Schroeder and Huebert 1996:86) 



Abendessen 
fur V'.' . 026(1 

Sonnabend, den 16. August 1997 
75 jahrlge Jubildumsfeler. 

Erwachsene $ 30.00 
Sodas, Fruchtsaffe und Kaffe nicht eingeschlossen. -

Eintrlttskarte fur dio historiachen 

VIDliOFILME OER MENNONITEN 

1.< Altkolonier Mennoniten wandern nach Mexiko 
n khnuMA 

2.' Kanadische Mennoniten kolonisieren in Mexiko. 
MUIM 

§ iy6^ August 15-1997 

• 20.00 
N9 cP 

FIGURE 13, Anniversary Tickets 



i 

3 

T 

ttDancni 
rm rm rm 
IndusUial and Commercial 
Exhibition 

o 
o o o  

O^'6O 

1. Theatre (documeniaiy and drama) 
2. Tables and Chairs for outdoor dining 
3. Dining hall 
4. Kitchen 

S.. Stage for main program in large stofchouse 
6. Indoor exhibitions 
7. "75" Hower Ruch 
8. Entrance Gate 

FIGURE 14, Plan of the 75"* Anniversary Premises 
(Based on Programhefte, 1997) 
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APPENDIX D: TABLES 



COMMITTEES TOTAL FEMALE MALE COUPLES F% M% 

Executive Committee 6 - 6 - 0 100 

Dinner Committee 11 11 - - 100 0 

Hospitality Committee 6 4 2 2 67 33 

Security Committee 9 - 9 - 0 100 

Stoiehouse Committee 7 - 7 - 0 100 

Progtam Committee 6 - 6 - 0 100 

Parade Commitfie - 1st part 14 - 14 - 0 100 

Parade Committee • 2nd pan 8 - 8 - 0 ICQ 

Manufacture of Entrance Gate 6 3 3 3 50 50 

Personnel at Historical Society Office 3 2 1 - 67 33 

Exhibition Committee 7 - 7 - 0 100 

Afternoon lYogram Committee 8 4 4 4 50 50 

Reheareal of "Journey of the Delegates 1921" 2 1 1 - 50 50 

Rehearsal of Choirs 11 3 8 I 27 73 

Sum of Committee Members and Couples 104 28 76 10 27 73 

TABLE 1, Committees Organizing the TS"* Anniversary 
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Number Health Care Practitioner Ethnicity Gender 

1 Biomedical Doctor Mennoniie Male 

7 Nurse Mennonite Female 

1 Healer Menncnite Female 

3 Biomedical Doctor Mexican Male 

TABLE 4, Sample 3: Health Care Practitioners 
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Monday Wednesday Friday Sunday 

TABLE 5a, Tasks throughout the Week by Number of Women 

• Laundry 
• Baking 
• Garden Work 
• Caring for Animals 
• Housework 
• i\/laking Food 
• Spatsearen 
D Resting 
• Business 
• Religious 
• Sewing 
• Shopping 



Monday Thursday Sunday 
TABLE 5b, Work throughout the Day - Morning by Number of Activities 

• Laundry 
• Baking 
• Garden Work 
• Caring for 

Animals 
• IHousework 
• IVIaking Food 
• Spatsearen 
M Resting 
• Business 
• Religious 
• Sewing 
H Shopping 



1 

M 

, • . • 1 

f'! I 

Monday Thursday Sunday 
TABLE 5c, Work throughout the Day -Afternoon by Number of Activities 

n Laundry 
• Baking 
• Garden Work 
• Caring for 

Animals 
• Housework 
• Making Food 
• Spatsearen 
EH Resting 
• Business 
• Religious 
• Sewing 
• Shopping 
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Monday Wednesday Friday Sunday 

TABLE 5d, Work throughout the Day - Evening by Number of Activities 

• Laundry 
• Baking 
• Garden Work 
• Caring for Animals 
• Housework 
• Making Food 
• Spatsearen 
H Resting 
• Business 
• Religtous 
• Sewing 
B Shopping 

cn 
O fj3 
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Monday 

banking 

taking care of animals 

visiting 
business 

sewing 

business 

TABLE 6, Weekly Work Rhythm 



Women Men Children 

Total Problems 376 346 98 

Treated at Hospital 99 92 20 

Operated 58 37 13 

Bone, Muscle and Joint Problems 36 17 0 

Circulation Problems 36 34 0 

Diabetis 13 11 3 

Gastrointestinal Problems 63 35 9 

Chest and Respiratory Problems 19 46 19 

Other 14 25 14 
Feeling Weak or Sick 16 14 2 

Headache II 2 0 

Accident (Traffic or Work Related) II 33 18 

TABLE 7, Summary of Sick Reports Published in the DMR 
between April 4, 1997 and August 5,1998 
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Trips taken Villages • total 
n = 6 n= 19 

Households • total Households - shots Households - no shots 

n= 102 100% n = 50 49% n = 52 51% 

TABLE 8, Sample of immunization Trips by the Centra de Salud 
between August 4,1997 - January 28,1998 

-louseholds n = 102 Mother 

00 II 2
 56.9% yes N = 36 62.1% 

no N = 22 37.9% 
Father 

o
 

II Z
 9.8% yes N = 1 10% 

no N = 9 90% 
• Mother and Father z

 
II 13.7% yes N = 8 57.9% 
no N = 6 42.9% 

Other N = 6  5.9% yes N = 3 50% 
no N = 3 50% 

Unknown Z
 

II 13.7% n/a 

TABLE 9, Decision Making re Immunization during Centra de Salud Wovs^ Visits 

No shots given Reason Number Total 

N = 54 Households No reason given 5 

Asked decision maker 2 

Previous (neg.) experience 7 

Religious/other beliefs 4 

Excuses/prefer hospital 8 

Hiding 3 29 50% = real "no" 

Not home 5 

Decision maker not home 3 

Kids sick or too small 12 

Kids had all shots 9 29 50% = potential "yes" 

TABLE 10, Reasons for not Immunizing during Centra de Salud House Visits 



APPENDIX E: PHOTOGRAPHS 
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Photographs ia-lc: Model Farm of Delegate Klaas Heide 
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