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formal rules to enforce expectations); and, (2) cultural reversion which 

represents changes that further remove group members from the culture of the 

outside society (e.g., greater conservatism in such areas as dress, possession, 

and belief). Prescribed change, like controlled acculturation, only becomes 

possible when the group submits to the authority of its leaders and the leaders 

have the support of the community. Prescribed changes may not always have 

the support ofthe group, but social control mechanisms are in place to 

encourage conformity. A key difference between controlled acculturation and 

prescribed change is the recognition that change need not always be in the 

direction of modernization. Rather, changes from time-to-time lead to greater 

conservatism, either as a defense mechanism against acculturation or a re­

evaluation of societal values. The word "prescribed" also helps to capture 

how, in a group like the Old Order Mennonites, changes are seen as 

premeditated and directed by those in positions of authority. These 

observations are at odds with other theoretical conceptions that depict change 

as unidirectional and deterministic. 

Rhetoric of Necessity 

Instead of viewing change as deterministically thrust upon the Old Order 

community, I have argued that it is important to examine the interactive and 

minded ways in which change is conceived. When change occurs, how is it 

enacted, socially constructed, and rationalized within the group context? The 

data presented throughout this dissertation point to a common viewpoint 

surrounding the enactment of change: change is necessary if the culture is to 

survive. Contact with alternative lifestyles and the adoption of more worldly 
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things are deemed necessary for the Old Order so as to ensure the viability of 

the most fundamental aspects of their culture. In rationalizing change, the 

choices that are made are often presented as the lesser of two evils. 

When the Old Order contemplate and adopt a change, they attempt to 

reconcile the change within their existing belief system and make an effort to 

ensure that they retain as much separation as possible from the outside world. 

Should the change not be fully justified under the pretenses of religion, then a 

common way in which the change becomes rationalized is that it is for the 

survival of God's people. In this way, necessity becomes tied to religion. If 

the culture of God's people is to survive, then certain aspects ofthe group's 

lifestyle must be sacrificed so that higher order values can be maintained (e.g., 

to meet the demands of competition, on-farm shops are permitted as an 

alternative to young men seeking jobs in non-Mennonite communities). A 

degree of simplicity is sacrificed to maintain separation. 

The deviance literature points to the generic nature of the rhetoric of 

necessity. Sykes and Matza (1957) argue that young offenders "appeal to 

higher loyalties" in order to rationalize deviant acts to themselves (and others). 

Offenders maintain that their illegal actions are necessary in order to meet 

more important obligations (e.g., to family and peers). Similarly, in describing 

veterinarians' deviance and accompanying neutralization techniques, Gauthier 

(200 1) illustrates how veterinarians use a "defense of necessity" to justify 

billing ploys and substandard care. Veterinarians claim that their deviant 

behaviour is necessary in order to keep their business financially viable. Such 

claims are appealing because others can relate to having to meet higher 
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obligations. For Old Order Mennonites, a rhetoric of necessity rationalizes 

change by pointing to the potentially more significant repercussions for not 

changing. 

Examples ofthe rhetoric of necessity abound throughout this 

dissertation. Such rationalizations typically arise in situations where members 

claim that a change is essential to remaining competitive within their vocation 

of choice: farming. As discussed in chapter five, the telephone, once seen as 

"too worldly" for Old Order Mennonites, becomes a "necessary convenience" 

as it is adopted in the 1980s. Individual families begin moving to other parts 

of Ontario (and elsewhere) as farmland is seen as becoming scarce and farms 

unaffordable. What is of interest is not so much that a change is made, but 

how the change is framed either as consistent with the lifestyle and viewpoints 

of the group or, barring that, how it can be incorporated in a way that members 

find justifiable. 

Another analyst might take these data as evidence of the deterministic 

nature of change and the unidirectional nature of assimilation. The argument 

might go something like this: "There are forces acting on the Old Order 

community which are beyond their control. The host society, by virtue of its 

cultural dominance, eventually ends up imposing change on smaller groups. 

Acculturation and eventual assimilation are inevitable." From my perspective, 

however, such an analysis is neither cognizant of the dynamic nature of 

change nor offers much in terms of understanding how change actually takes 

place on an everyday basis. Change is constructed, promoted, resisted, and 

enacted within a group context whereby individuals influence one another's 
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perception on what change actually is-at least as it is intersubjectively 

known, how it should be viewed (e.g., good, bad, indifferent), and how it 

should be enacted. How groups respond to and impute meaning to the actions 

of others, and how they arrive at decisions offers a more complete 

understanding of social change. By investigating the social-psychological 

ways in which change is reconciled within the group's ideology we come to 

better appreciate how social change is achieved. Macrosociological 

understandings can only take us so far. If we want to understand how cultures 

change and persist it is important to go to the people and consider how they 

perceive, resist, and enact change. By examining discussion surrounding why 

a change is being made-particularly one that is seen as an affront to group 

values-we find that the rhetoric of necessity presents a formidable 

justification. 

Deviance and the Old Order Perspective 

As deviance within a community represents an internal threat to the continuity 

of the group, I have argued that it is important to understand how members 

define and control deviance. Working from an interpretivist (Becker, 1963; 

Erikson, 1962; Kitsuse, 1962) understanding of deviance, I examined how the 

Old Order perceive deviance. It was argued that brethren objectify the Bible 

as an absolute source in defining right and wrong. Certain expectations 

regarding lifestyle choices follow. Despite the contention that the Word ofthe 

Lord is absolute, we find that the most literal of readings are open to 

differences in interpretation and application. Differences arise among brethren 

in terms of who is able to resist the application of labels, with people in 
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positions of power or good standing with the church more apt to elude Old 

Order justice. 

Mennonites openly concede that they are prone to falter. Here, 

discussion is aligned with Biblical teachings indicating that all people are 

sinners. As Erikson ( 1966) found with the Puritans of 17th century New 

England: rules establish the preconditions for deviance and sanctioning 

deviance serves to reinforce the boundaries ofthe group. I concur with Becker 

(1963) that, "social groups create deviance by making the rules whose 

infraction constitutes deviance ... " (p. 9). Such an understanding helps account 

for the relativity surrounding which behaviours are defined as deviant within a 

given social group. Moreover, interpretivism positions us to understand how 

deviance becomes constructed as a threat to the continuity of the group's 

culture. With the knowledge that the Old Order community treats the Bible 

and submission to fellow brethren as paramount, we can come to understand 

the ideological framework justifying the condemnation of certain forms of 

beliefs and behaviours. 

Managing the Problem of Youth 

As with many other cultures across time (Bereska, 2008; Hogeveen, 2007; 

Tanner, 2007), the Old Order view youth as a significant source of deviance 

within their community. The Old Order identify the problems of youth in 

terms of adolescent vulnerability to lusting after worldly things, challenging 

tradition, and succumbing to peer pressure. This places youth in a particularly 

susceptible position to defect as they are seen as more likely to be drawn in by 

the temptations of secular society. With greater prosperity, such temptations 
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become more viable as young people have the ability to earn more than they 

did in the past and are also afforded more leisure time. 

To manage the problems of youth, children are raised to respect their 

parents and authority figures more generally. They are taught a strict sense of 

discipline and understand that there are repercussions for deviation. Although 

Old Order interviewees made the case that their young people are prone to 

fault and present challenges to the traditions of their culture, they also had a 

strong sense that separation ensures that their children do not cause the same 

sorts of problems as youth in neighbouring non-Mennonite communities. In 

line with Boldt, ( 1985), Eaton ( 1952), and Shaffir' s ( 1985) observations on 

Hutterite and Hassidic community's attempts at cultural preservation, focusing 

Mennonite youth's attention inward is necessary in maintaining cultural 

continuity. 

Dealing with Defection 

In one sense, defection of members from the Old Order community represents 

a direct loss of their culture, which taken to the extreme represents the 

complete dissolution of the community. In another sense, however, the loss of 

personnel represents a significant way by which the community continues to 

persist. For those that are discontent with the Old Order way of life, it is likely 

better for both parties that dissatisfied members choose to leave. Remaining 

in the community might only serve to undermine the viewpoints of others in 

the group and challenge the legitimacy of authority figures. As such, the exit 

of those that are at odds with the values of the community represents an 

acceptable loss. 
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Some participants characterized the departure of members as not 

significantly impacting the relationship between ex-members and the rest of 

the community. The reality of defection is not as constructive or optimistic as 

this. There are a series of barriers to defection which function to keep 

members from leaving. The process of leaving imparts a stigma on exiters 

and, by extension, their families. The difficulties encountered once outside the 

community serve as further impediments to defection as making adjustments 

to a foreign lifestyle can be overwhelming. Similarly, Boldt (1985) writes that 

an awareness of the difficulties one will face outside their closed community 

can be a very powerful control mechanism keeping individuals from defecting. 

He points out that research findings indicate: 

Hutterite socialization practices do not result in any greater 
internalization of core values than is the case in other groups. 
Rather, what prevents potential defectors from actually leaving is 
their awareness of the barriers that await them should they do so; 
and what leads temporary defectors to return is primarily the 
difficulties they experience in adjusting to life in the larger society. 
(p. 93) 

Old Order Mennonites face similar circumstances. Perhaps one of the biggest 

changes to deal with is the loss of the social support offered by the 

community. Exchanging the familiar for the unknown can result in a culture 

shock for those that defect. The barriers to rejoining the Old Order church can 

also be quite humbling as reinstatement involves a public confession of the 

member's sincere interest to being brought back into fellowship. Knowing of 

these difficulties in advance may well serve to offset the lure of establishing a 

new life. 
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Problems of defection are lessened by the fact that ex-Old Orders will 

often go on to join a slightly more modem branch of their faith such as the 

Markham Mennonites. Driedger (1977a) indicates that the loss of 

membership in this way does not lead to full assimilation for Anabaptists. 

Rather, individuals find themselves in somewhat familiar territory in terms of 

norms, beliefs, and values as they establish a new life for themselves along the 

"Anabaptist identification ladder" (Driedger, 1977a). 

Handling Deviance 

Old Order clergy are responsible for applying formal social control measures 

to keep members in line with the rules of the church and punish those that 

deviate. The goal of the group's reparation practices is to ensure the well­

being of their community as a whole. Differing levels of punishment are 

applied to suit the gravity of the delinquent act. For those that continue to not 

conform or are unwilling to demonstrate that they are truly sorry for their 

behaviour, they will be excommunicated from the church. This is seen as a 

severe punishment as it places the disobedient outside of the church 

community and thus can have a significant impact on their relationship with 

family and other group members. At the same time, excommunication forces 

them to seek alternatives in a relatively unknown world. 

Justice is seen as best served by applying their interpretation of 

Biblical scriptures to those that choose not to conform. Therefore, the group 

attempts to manage deviance internally so as to avoid outside intrusion by law 

enforcement who might well apply sanctions that are not in keeping with the 

Old Order belief system. When clergy do things that lead members of the 
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group to question the theological legitimacy oftheir decisions, disagreements 

in the community arise regarding the preservation of a separate "justice" 

system. Agreement reaffirms the group' s boundaries and the legitimacy of 

leaders, while disagreement can have the opposite effect. 

Reinforcing Homogeneity 

In choosing to be baptised, individuals acknowledge that they are accepting of 

the Old Order lifestyle, are willing to put the group and God before the 

individual, and are willing to defer to the guidance of their brethren. The 

essence of this outlook, which is the cornerstone of the Old Order ideology, is 

captured by the German word Gelassenheit, which refers to " ... an attitude that 

is ready to yield, abandon, or surrender personal desires before God and the 

community" (Martin, 2003: 364-365). In a community that places such strong 

value on putting the group before the individual, solidarity among brethren is 

essential. In this regard, social control measures act to promote group 

solidarity by helping to ensure homogeneity among brethren. 

To a great degree, the continuance of Old Order culture relies on 

members ' homogeneity in dress, language, possession, and perspective. This 

point is echoed by Jentsch (1976) in his study on the role played by Mennonite 

parochial schools in reducing change. Jentsch (1976) maintains that Old 

Order insistence on uniformity "effectively blocks differentiation and in so 

doing maintains congruence within its social system and thereby wards off 

social change" (p. 133). As the rules dictate the limits of possession and 

establish a common set of expectations, maintaining uniformity reduces the 

need to compete with fellow group members. Establishing the Old Order 
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community as the group's sole reference group helps to further bolster an 

inward focus and lessen the possibility of social comparison to external 

cultures. A negative consequence of establishing such an insular focus is that 

it has the potential to spur internal conflict as members may become hyper­

vigilant in assessing their brethren's commitment to leading an appropriate 

lifestyle. In the extreme, if brethren become overly fixated on maintaining 

such a strong degree of homogeneity, the potential exists for members to lose 

sight of the value of Gelassenheit and commitment to the group and God. 

Divine Rationalizations 

A very strong and strict belief in the Bible and teachings of Jesus offers 

justifications for how to live "properly." Perhaps one of the strongest tenets of 

the Old Order ideology is that they are to live separate and be different from 

those in the outside world. Bible passages are referenced to support why 

things are done a certain way or justify their beliefs. Again we see how the 

Bible is taken as absolute. Therefore, in order to understand the Old Order 

perspective it is necessary to consider the role that their interpretation of the 

scriptures plays in their understanding of everyday life. In doing so, one finds 

that "divine rationalizations" represent a way of thinking and talking about the 

world that justifies the Old Order lifestyle. 

Divine rationalizations can be defined as: a religious-based vocabulary 

of motive which reifies scriptural interpretations as guidelines and 

justifications for living a particular way of life. Such rationalizations present a 

moral frame (Goffman, 1974) through which reality is understood and acted 

towards. A belief in being part of a sacred or divinely ordained community 
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gives members of like perspective a sense of purpose. As Jager argues, such a 

strong bel ief in this purpose can serve as a very powerful impediment to social 

change: 

It is this author's contention that one ofthe reasons the Anabaptists 
originated, persisted and resisted modernization is because they 
came to regard their beliefs, folkways, rules and structures as 
sacred ... It was the Anabaptists' belief that they had a God-given 
obligation to reaffirm and re-establish a facsimile of the original 
sacred New Testament community, and then to inhibit change from 
that sacred model. (1983: 3) 

The Social Construction of Worldly Things 

Certain outsider objects and practices are dismissed by the Old Order as being 

"too worldly." The term "worldly" is an all-encompassing concept used to 

denote modern or secular aspects of outsider culture that have no place in Old 

Order society. It is felt that the integration of such things into the Old Order 

community would reduce the group's overall separation from secular society. 

Therefore, Old Orders typically choose to either reject new inventions or at 

least approach the invention with caution "until the cause and effects of the 

invention have been proven over time" (Martin, 2003: 273). 

How something comes to be defined as "too worldly" happens through 

a claims-making process (Loseke, 1999) whereby members of the community 

offer competing claims and attempt to construct objects in ways that would 

persuade their audience to adopt a similar standpoint towards the object.25 

25 Iorio's (1991) work offers an exemplary illustration of how Biblical interpretations are 
reframed in the case of progressive groups of Mennonites to justify the adoption of new 
technologies. Interpretations are resituated so as to justify the incorporation of once worldly 
objects and ideas into everyday life. What was once considered too worldly, secular, or 
modem has trickled into the Old Order community. The "success" underlying the adoption of 
"worldly things" appears to have a great deal to do with the persuasiveness of claims-makers 
in convincing members that such change is either consistent with their religious beliefs or 
necessary for their survi val. 
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Such claims are made within a hierarchy of credibility wherein the clergy's 

claims hold a great deal of sway as they are not only the leaders of the church, 

their leadership role is thought to be ordained by God. After a certain amount 

of time or under pressure from outside competition or the laity, once forbidden 

objects may be reconstituted by the clergy as permissible. The previously 

described "rhetoric of necessity" often enters the claims-making game at this 

point to rationalize changes. 

Defensive Structuring 

Siegel's (1970) notion of"defensive structuring" was employed as a 

sensitizing concept for examining the role that persecution, or the threat 

thereof, has on shoring up the boundaries of the Old Order community and 

resisting change. Defensive structuring represents the conception of an 

external threat to a group's identity and the resulting way in which the group 

organizes community life and the group posturing it does to protect its culture 

against perceived threats. Siegel ( 1970) suggests that authority figures in 

religious communities, due to their sacred role, play an essential part in 

identifying external threats and directing the group against such threats. I 

have argued that while defensive structuring might not be the same for Old 

Orders as it was for their pioneering Anabaptist brethren, defensive structuring 

is still a part of how they socially construct their identity and place within their 

host society. 

Major sociological works (e.g., Coser, 1956; Durkheim, 1951 [1893]; 

Simmel, 1955) have highlighted the boundary setting and identity-reinforcing 

role played by ethnic conflict and the perception of external threats. The 
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threat of persecution has bonded conservative Anabaptists together for 

centuries. Today's Old Orders, however, do not face the same imminent 

physical threats (e.g., execution, imprisonment, exile) that their forefathers 

did. In many ways, Mennonites are praised for their simplicity and have 

experienced a never before seen degree oftolerance and acceptance from their 

host societies. Surrounded by the culture of a modem or late modem era, 

pluralism is glorified and the practicing of religious and ethnic beliefs and 

activities are societal rights. The Old Order are able to maintain the threat of 

persecution as part of their defensive structuring by claiming that such 

privileges and freedoms might very well come at a cost (e.g., as repayment for 

the provision of societal benefits, people may be called on to go to war) and by 

pointing to secular changes within their host societies that challenge the Old 

Order way ofliving (e.g., the introduction of more secular township schools). 

Members are reminded that they should not let down their guard; they are to 

be prepared for the possibility of renewed persecution. Such claims further 

reinforce the legitimacy of their leaders as the protectors of the community 

and bolster separation by continuing an "us" versus "them" mentality. This 

further has the impact of highlighting the boundaries of the group and 

guarding against change. Without this type of defensive posturing, members 

may lose sight of what led them to be separate in the first place and why it is 

necessary to remain separate, thus questioning the utility of such a stance. 

Internalization of the Group Perspective 

Old Order primary socialization occurs in a relatively closed context. 

Children have little access to competing outside perspectives and are 
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dependent on family, teachers, and the church who maintain a significant level 

of control over the child's acquisition of culture. It is within this environment 

that the Old Order are so successful at instilling their ideology. Although 

more voluntary, secondary socialization also takes place within the context of 

the Old Order community. That said, it is during the years of secondary 

socialization-particularly late adolescence and adulthood-that members 

come into more frequent, meaningful contact with outside culture. 

Evidence of internalizing the group's perspective can be seen in 

research participants' reactions to and discussions surrounding "exposure" to 

worldly things. Such encounters with outsiders and their objects (e.g., cars, 

television) have been described by some as leading to feelings of guilt or 

confusion. A strong ethnocentric viewpoint sets the stage for difficulties in 

coming to understand how and why other groups do what they do. Brethren 

rely on the group's cultural teachings for guiding everyday life such that their 

norms and values structure their interpretation of reality and become 

"background expectancies" (Garfinkel, 1967). In the extreme, breaching these 

expectancies--especially when done on a whole scale basis such as when 

members leave the community and attempt to integrate into modem society­

can lead to feelings of culture shock and a state of anomie (Durkheim, 1951 

[ 1893 ]). Hasty transitions can sometimes lead individuals to question their 

taken for granted understandings of right and wrong as they attempt to become 

culturally acclimated to their new social structure and come to grips with 

competing perspectives. Such a situation is not surprising given the strong, 
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insular socialization they have experienced and the many polarized social 

constructions that are presented by secular society. 

Social Boundary Maintenance as a Generic Social Process 

Emphasizing Blumer's (1969) call for social scientists to better understand the 

generic qualities of social life, Prus (1996, 1997) has developed a series of 

generic social processes for researchers to validate. Prus (1996) uses the term 

generic social processes to refer to: 

... the transituational elements of interaction; to the abstracted, 
transcontextual formulations of social behaviour. Denoting 
parallel sequences of activity across diverse contexts, generic 
social processes highlight the emergent, interpretive features of 
association. They focus our attention on the activities involved in 
the "doing" or accomplishing of human group life. (p. 142) 

Studying multiple social worlds (e.g., Old Order Mennonites, biker gangs, and 

corporate executives) simultaneously or drawing parallels between different 

research projects on diverse subcultures allows one to accomplish such a task. 

While this dissertation has focused on the Old Order Mennonite community to 

better understand the interpretive features of social change and social 

boundary maintenance, it can be argued that the findings made herein have 

generic application beyond this particular case study. In this regard, some 

worthwhile parallels can be drawn between the Old Order Mennonites and 

other groups as they go about constructing, promoting, enacting, and resisting 

social change and maintaining a particular way oflife. 

As I have indicated throughout this dissertation, other conservative 

religious communities (for example see Boldt, 1985; Eaton, 1952; Shaffir, 

1987, 1995, 2004; Siegel, 1970) engage in similar boundary maintaining 
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practices as the Old Order Mennonites. A good example of this can be seen in 

Shaffir's (1987, 1995, 2004) research on the Hassidim of Montreal. Despite 

some differences between the groups studied by Shaffir and I, practices 

revolving around social distancing, social control, and constructing a group 

perspective based on separation are still present. For instance, the isolationist 

practices of the Tasher ofBroisbriand Quebec are similar to the Old Orders 

described in the present study. Instead of placing themselves directly in the 

midst of cosmopolitan Montreal, as other Hassidim have chosen to do, they 

elect to segregate their community so as to help avoid the acculturating 

influences ofthe city. Shaffir (1987) points out that the group is particularly 

interested in shielding their young. The rules put in place by school 

administrators to avoid pupils' contact with secular material are congruent 

with tactics described to me by Old Order Mennonites and public school 

principals and teachers. An emphasis on viewing the group's religious leaders 

as the key arbiters of change within ultra-Orthodox communities also points to 

the transcontextual nature of prescribed change as an approach to preserving a 

distinct way of life. Other groups, such as the Hutterites described by Boldt 

(1985) and Eaton (1952) and the various ethnic and religious communities 

studied by Siegel ( 1970), engage in similar practices, further highlighting the 

generic qualities ofboundary maintenance as a way of preserving culture. 

Prus' (1996, 1997) work takes the generic aspects of forming and 

coordinating associations a step further. His writing on subculture (see Prus, 

1997) suggests that the types of subcultural practices described in this 

dissertation are likely characteristic of any group wishing to sustain a 
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particular subculture. While the specific strategies employed might differ 

from group-to-group, the abstract qualities of resisting change and sustaining 

culture will be the same. He maintains that, " ... a sense of' identifiable 

differences' or a recognition that 'something' distinguishes these associations 

from other associations is consequential for promoting continuity" (1997: 57). 

One might study the culture sustaining practices of any group and find that all 

subcultures have ways of distinguishing themselves from others so as to 

maintain a sense of identity and enable continuity of a particular lifestyle. 

Examining research on other communities without such a distinct 

religious social structure as the Old Order, we come to find that the Old Order 

emphasis on separation and accompanying boundary sustaining mechanisms, 

while perhaps unique in the group's specific approach, certainly appear 

generalizable in abstract form to diverse social worlds. Take for example 

Yuan's (1963) research on the self-segregating practices ofNew York's 

Chinese population. He argues that intentional isolation has served to protect 

this group from outside prejudice, and indicates that, "Voluntary segregation 

does not curtail assimilation but delays the process to some extent" (Yuan, 

1963: 264). Yuan (1963) also notes that the community applies social control 

measures, specifically the communal sanctioning of people that wish to leave 

Chinatown, to sustain their community. As this community has experienced 

an increased level of acceptance within American society, the members of 

New York's Chinatown continue to segregate for business purposes. That 

said, Yuan (1963) notes that the original function of voluntary segregation for 

this group " ... had been for defensive purposes" (p. 263). 
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To further illustrate the diverse communities into which social 

boundary maintenance research is being done, consider: Vallas' (200 1) study 

on the social construction of cultural boundaries in the workplace; Espiritu's 

(2000) examination of Filipino families' use of moral claims-making to 

distinguish themselves from the dominant group within the United States; and, 

Gieryn's (1999) writing on the boundary-work performed by scientists to stake 

claim to knowledge and scientific authority. These studies highlight the 

differentiation process social groups engage in to distinguish "us" from 

"them," develop and maintain a particular identity, and help establish the 

continuity of a given group's subcultural practices and perspectives. 

Furthermore, such research points to the generic applicability of observations 

within this dissertation and the need to tease out the more abstracted processes 

of social boundary maintenance. 

Lamont and Molnar's (2002) review of the study of boundaries in the 

social sciences lends further credence to the idea that social boundary 

maintenance, and the various practices underlying it, can indeed be abstracted 

to other social groups and settings. In their article they call for an even greater 

emphasis on the part of social scientists to study the generic features of 

boundary work. They suggest that researchers "undertake the systematic 

cataloguing of the key mechanisms associated with the activation, 

maintenance, transposition or the dispute, bridging, crossing and dissolution of 

boundaries" (2002: 187). The type of research highlighted in this dissertation 

provides another instance of the specific culture sustaining practices of the Old 

Order Mennonites and the generic nature of social boundary maintenance. 
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DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

Social change is typically explored as a macrosociological process. I submit 

that there is also much to be gained by investigating this process at the micro 

level. Stolte, Fine, and Cook (200 1) argue that, "social psychology permits 

the examination of large-scale social issues by means ofthe investigation of 

small-scale social situations" (p. 388). This dissertation has sought to 

contribute to our microsociological understandings of how social change is 

negotiated. More specifically, it has examined the everyday perspectives and 

actions of individuals in an Old Order Mennonite community to explore the 

intersubjective and interactive features of group life that form the basis of 

social boundary maintenance. In this way, I have attempted to help fill a gap 

in the literature pertaining to our knowledge of ethnic groups' "direct 

experiences" with broader society (Buchignani & Letkemann, 1994). 

Buchignani and Letkemann' s 1994 survey of Canadian ethnographic literature 

suggests that there is still much to be learned about the micro dynamics of 

ethnic relations, and of course, even with the small contribution made by the 

current project there is still much to be understood. 

Some of the data collected pertaining to outsiders' views on and 

interactions with the Old Order community have been presented. I was able to 

develop some cursory insights regarding face-to-face encounters between 

Mennonites and non-Mennonites (e.g., pupils on the playground and in the 

classroom, clients at Old Order businesses and stock market kiosks, and 

people in other public places such as medical facilities). These opportunities, 

while promising, could be examined in much greater depth. To further 
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explore the interactional aspects of social change I hope to develop this 

component of my ongoing research with the Old Order. Brubacher's (1984) 

thesis on the "Dimensions of Social Interaction between Old Order 

Mennonites and Non-Mennonites in the Mount Forest Area" is relevant here, 

but to take work like his even further, it would be worthwhile to build on 

interviews by directly observing the interactions between insiders and 

outsiders. The research question of interest being: "In what ways do face-to­

face interactions between insiders and outsiders influence social change?" As 

the data for this dissertation suggest, social change occurs through interaction. 

I have insightful interview data on people's descriptions of direct encounters 

between Old Orders and non-Mennonites, but this is one area of participant­

observation that could be expanded on. The sharing of ideas and 

rationalizations across community boundaries represents a worthwhile focal 

point for study. In this way, one is permitted an up-close "as it happens" look 

into the type of interaction that takes place as individuals not only negotiate an 

understanding of the immediate situation, but also how both sides influence 

one another and create boundaries and linkages between different cultures. 

My own future research on this group will help address other 

limitations of the current project by (i) examining Old Order parochial schools 

as a significant institution for socialization, (ii) meeting with younger people 

to better understand their commitments and viewpoints on the types of 

boundary maintenance their community engages in, and (iii) further 

investigating the exiting process by considering the relationships ex-Old 

Orders have with their former community and their experiences in adapting to 
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a new social world. These issues were partially explored in this study and 

were found to be areas that are accessible to sociological exploration and have 

much to offer in terms of our understandings of the role of education and 

youth in closed communities, the exiting process, and the social ramifications 

of defection. 

Although social change researchers have tended to study groups (e.g. , 

ethnic minorities) that have very observable cultural characteristics which 

separate them from the larger community, we should also consider the ways in 

which people with less visible or distinct cultural markers and social 

boundaries maintain small group cultures (e.g. , family traditions among 

dominant groups). By incorporating such an analysis into the broader 

literature on social boundary maintenance and change we will be able to more 

completely understand the generic qualities ofthese social processes. 

Likewise, a more concerted effort on the part of qualitative researchers to 

conduct meta-ethnographic research would also lend itself to understanding 

the generic, microsociological aspects of boundary maintenance and change. 

Prus (1996, 1997) notes that efforts such as this are essential ifwe are to bring 

islands of disconnected studies together in understanding the generic social 

processes of everyday life. 

Driedger (1977a) and Eaton ( 1952) once claimed that the pull of the 

modern world might well serve to be too much for conservative groups of 

Anabaptists. They surmised that with highways penetrating the countryside, 

ever-expanding urban sprawl, and stiffer agricultural competition, groups like 
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the Old Order would eventually be forced to assimilate. However, several 

years later we see that the Old Order lifestyle is still viable. While 

incremental change has been deemed necessary to adapt to perceived internal 

and external pressures, the Old Order have indeed found ways to change 

without engaging in complete acculturation or assimilation. 

I, too, began this project with the distinct, personal impression that it 

was only a matter of time until the Old Order community that I had lived 

beside, would not be able to sustain its way of life for much longer. In fact, 

my preconceived notions of the Old Order Mennonites represented the 

intellectual curiosity that served as the impetus to conduct the research in the 

first place. I wondered: "How could a group like this keep their young from 

the temptations of the outside world? How could their relatively small 

farming operations compete? How could such a simple lifestyle hold up to the 

various complex challenges heralded by modem, secular society?" Despite 

being in close proximity to their community, I quickly discovered that I was 

an outsider to their lifestyle and knew little about the ways in which they 

continue to not only sustain their culture, but grow and thrive. This-i.e., the 

way in which outsiders are able to observe the Old Order community from a 

distance, but not come to intimately know their culture-it turned out was 

indicative of their isolationist practices and efforts to maintain separation. 

For those assuming that the various challenges and perils presented to 

a community such as the Old Order's would cause it to change, the lived 

reality of social change is lost. Social change is a dynamic, interactive 

process. People interpret, mediate, negotiate, promote, and resist it. Even 
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when change would appear as a monolithic deterministic "entity" somehow 

overpowering human beings, we are not truly fully contemplating the social 

dimensions of change. When change is considered from a humanistic 

perspective, one finds that the "threat" of an outside culture can serve to 

reinforce social solidarity and the desire for continuity among insiders. In the 

final analysis it might be argued that the Old Order's simple life will continue 

because a group of people believe in it, act on their beliefs, and enable it to 

persist. The Old Order offer a viable alternative to the culture of their host 

societies, and their culture will be preserved as long as there are those for 

whom the simple life, as they practice it, is attractive. 
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APPENDIX 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS AND THEMES OF INTEREST 

OLD ORDER MENNONITES 

Questions of Interest 

• Do you see your community as having changed at all? 

• What sorts of things have changed? 

• How do you think these changes took place? 

• What sorts of things do you appreciate as a Mennonite? 

• Are there things that you think should be changed in the Mennonite 

community? 

• Are there any changes that you are aware that are occurring now? 

• Can you think of any traditions your community works hard at 

maintaining? 

• What types of strategies are used to maintain these traditions? 

• In what ways has your community remained the same? 

• How do members of your community help to ensure that your 

community does not change? 

• What is your perspective on the world outside the Mennonite 

community? 

• How are children taught about the moral code of your community? 
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• What role does the church play in your children's upbringing as 

Mennonites? 

• What role does education play in your children's upbringing as 

Mennonites? 

• What role does your family play in your children's upbringing as 

Mennonites? 

• What role does religion play in your everyday life? 

• Can you think of a time when someone broke a rule of your 

community? 

• How did your community handle this? 

• Have you ever known of anyone who has left the Old Order 

community? 

• How did this happen? 

• How does the community feel about this person now? 

• Do you know what this person is doing now? 

• Is there anything else you would like to add or discuss? 

Themes to be Explored 

• Personal background and family history 

• Changes in the Old Order community 

• Keeping Old Order traditions 

• Views about the non-Mennonite world 

• Everyday life 

• Church, education, family, work, leisure 
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• Handling misbehaviour 

• People that leave the Old Order community 

• Other areas of interest to you 

PUBLIC SCHOOL TEACHERS AND PRINCIPALS 

Themes to be Explored 

• Interviewee background 

• First experiences in working with conservative Mennonites 

• Differences and similarities in treatment between Mennonites and non­

Mennonites 

• Differences and similarities in activities and involvement between 

Mennonites and non-Mennonites 

• Working with Mennonites 

• Rules that teachers are to follow in working with conservative 

Mennonites 

• Meeting and interacting with conservative Mennonite parents 

• Handling misbehaviour 

• Change (e.g., in the conservative Mennonite community; educating 

conservative Mennonite pupils) 

• Challenges and advantages in having conservative Mennonite pupils 

• Situations: in the classroom, on the playground, in the library, working 

with technology 

• Community context: learning, religion, family life 
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HEALTH CARE PROVIDERS 

Themes to be Explored 

• Background of interviewee 

• Role ofthe [health care provider] 

• Expectations in working with conservative Mennonite clients 

• Types of clients 

• Experiences in working with conservative Mennonite clients 

• Advantages and difficulties in working with conservative Mennonite 

clients 

• Change and continuity in working with conservative Mennonite clients 
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