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Hutteritc Education
as a Threat to Survival
MARK W. HUENEMANN

Editor's Note: The following article could be classified more
as a social study on the Hutterites than a historical essay. It has
been included in this issue as an incentive to encourage more
substantial research and writing on the subject of ethnic groups
in South Dakota. The article states that the traditional Hutterite
way of life may be altered in the future by radical changes in
the education of their youth. If these changes do occur, the
opportunity for research among a unique ethnic and religious
group will be lost.
Recent interpretations of American history frequently
center around the theme of a western European culture gaining
dominance over the indigenous North American peoples, with a
resultant pattern of conquest, discrimination, and attempted
assimilation. The traditional melting pot idea has been modified
to include only members of the white Anglo segment of the
American population. Americans whose origins fall outside the
confines of northern Europe have received less than equal
treatment at the hands of the dominant group. The
discriminatory actions have not, however, been limited to
persons of nonnorthern European extraction. The dominant
society has singled out from among its ranks numerous groups
that have met with overt discrimination for various social,
political, or religious reasons. Of such groups, one of the most
visible is the Hutterian Brethren.
The Hutterian Brethren, or Hutterites, are an Anabaptist
group of Moravian origin, founded in the early sixteenth
century. As a religious sect, the Hutterites have a history of over
four centuries of persecution, which has forced them to
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undergo repeated migration to insure their own survival. The
continued refusal of heads of state to accept the beliefs and
practices of the Hutterites led them from Moravia to Hungary
and later to Russia.'
The cause of the consistent persecution that the Hutterite
people have endured lies in the contrast between the Hutterites'
way of life and that of their antagonists. The Hutterian beliefs
are based upon a literal interpretation of the Bible, especially
the New Testament. The four principles of Hutterite life are:
the belief that the "Hutterite way of life is God-sanctioned and
God-commanded," the "principle of communal living," the
principle of pacifism, and the practice of "isolationism and
nonconformity to secular society."^ These principles have
produced a highly structured society based upon religious
communism and complete dedication to the welfare of the
communal group, which their European neighbors judged to be
heresy.^
Having suffered continual persecution in Europe, the
Hutterian Brethren were gratified to receive an invitation from
President U.S. Grant to settle in the United States. Due to their
reputation as effective and practical farmers. President Grant
offered the Brethren three special privileges as an incentive for
them to immigrate to the United States. The Hutterites were
promised exemption from military service, exemption from jury
duty, and the right to operate their own German schools.
Encouraged by the prospect of a life free from interference, the
Hutterian Brethren emigrated in 1874 from South Russia to the
United States, settling in South Dakota. '*
The guarantee given to the Hutterites that they would not
1. Marvin P. RLley, The Hutterian Brethren: An Annotated Bibliography with
Special Reference to South Dakota Hutterite Colonies, Rural Sociology Department,
Agricultural Experiment Station Bulletin no. 529 (Brookings: South Dakota State
University. 1965), pp. 8-9.
2. Marvin P. Riley and Darryll R. Johnson, South Dakota's Hutterite Colonies
1874-1969, Rural Sociology Department, Agricultural Experiment Station Bulletin
no. 565 (Brookings: South Dakota State University, 1970), pp. 11-12.
3. Riley, The Hutterian Brethren, p. 8.
4. Wilma 1. Knoll, "History of the Hutterites of South Dakota" (Master's thesis.
University of South Dakota, 1963), p. U. The promises made by Grant were soon
subject to question by Secretary of State Hamilton Fish, who viewed them as going
beyond the president's legal powers.
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be prohibited from operating their own schools was of great
importance to the success of their venture. The Hutterites had
developed a system of schooling that far surpassed the average
of its time and was in keeping with the religious views of the
colony members. Early religious leaders of the Hutterites
stressed education as a means of producing a society capable of
communal living and objected to secular schoohng as a sinful
influence to be avoided. Peter Riedemann, a sixteenth-century

A replica of the first schoolhouse in Dakota Territory,
located at Bon Homme colony

Hutterite minister, expressed the Hutterite philosophy of
education in his instructions to school teachers in 1565:
Our children are our noblest, highest, and dearest possession. We
teach them from the beginning to know God, to humble and
abase oneself before God, to bring the flesh into subjugation, and
to slay and kill it. We permit them not to go to other schools
since they teach only the wisdom, art, and practices of the world
and are silent about divine things. ^
In accordance with this philosophy, the Hutterites
established a three-level school system to train their children.
5. John A. Hostetler, "Amish and Hutterite Socialization: Social Structure and
Contrasting Modes of Adaption to Public Schooling" (Paper delivered at the Carnegie
Seminar, Department of Government, Indiana University, Bloomington, Ind., 1968),
p. 2.
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From the age of three until the age of five children attended the
kindergarten, or nursery school. From the age of six until the
age of thirteen or fourteen the students attended two schools. A
religious school, taught by the minister, met at the beginning of
the day and again after the dismissal of the regular school. The
regular school was more comparable to other elementary
schools, with the instruction being in the German language. The
primary emphasis in all three schools was upon instruction in
the Hutterian faith, and extraneous knowledge was avoided as
being both useless and dangerous.^ The traditional system of
education served the colonies well. Outside influences were kept
to a minimum, and the number of young persons who left the
colonies was negligible. Pressure upon the colonies to meet state
educational requirements caused some concern, but as of 1909
only one non-Hutterite teacher was employed in the colony
schools. "^
Then, the entry of the United States into World War I
placed the Hutterites in a difficult position. Accusations of
cowardice, encouraged by the Hutterite refusal to serve in the
armed forces, led to destruction and open theft of colony
property by overzealous patriotic residents of surrounding
areas. In 1918 a group of Yankton, South Dakota, residents
raided the Jamesville colony and took some forty thousand
dollars worth of livestock from the colony, which they sold at
auction, hoping to contribute the proceeds to the war effort.
Such instances, together with the drafting and mistreatment of
their young men, convinced the Hutterites that migration was
once again their only recourse. As prejudice against the
Brethren mounted, they began a wholesale emigration to
Canada, where they were promised better treatment.
Only one colony. Old Bon Homme, remained in existence in
the United States during this period of exile. The Canadian
6. John W. Bennett, Hutterian Brethren: The Agricultural Economy and Social
Organization of a Communal People (Stanford; Stanford University Press, 1967),
p. 110; Hostetler, "Amish and Hutterite Socialization," p. 9; Harold S. Bender, ed..
Essays by Robert Friedmann (Goshen, Ind.: Mennonite Historical Society, 1961),
p. 139.
7. Hostetler, "Amishand Hutterite Socialization," p. 21.
8. Jacob Waldner, minister of Bon Homme Colony, Bon Homme Colony,
S. Dak., interview on IS July 1973; John Horsch, The Hutterian Brethren 1528-1931
(Goshen, Ind.; Mennonite Historical Society, 1931), p. 115.
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^

large stone building m the community center for
the Bon Homme Hutterite colony on the banks of the Missouri River.

government kept its promises of military exemption and
freedom of education, but tbe Hutterites longed to return to
South Dakota. The harsh conditions of the 193ÜS created a
shortage of farmers on the plains, and as memories of the
cnielties of war years faded, the possibiUty of returning to the
United States gained considerable favor. The South Dakota
Legislature, aware of the agricultural proficiency of the
Hutterites, responded to the need for more farmers by passing
the Communal Corporations Act of 1935. This act permitted
the Hutterites to organize as a nonprofit religious corporation, a
privilege they still enjoy. No mention was made of the
Hutterites' educational system, and colony members assumed
that they would continue to follow their traditional methods of
child rearing. ^
The coming of World War 11 led to expectations among
South Dakota Hutterites that the injustices of earlier years
might be repeated. This time, however, it was the Canadian
government that sought to induct Hutterian young men into
military service, and the remaining Canadian Hutterites began to
join their Brethren in South Dakota, where a relatively tolerant
9. South Dakota, South Dakota Compiled Laws, 1967, Annotated 14, 239;
Jacob Waldner interview, 15 July 1973.
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climate existed. Thus, by 1950 the majority of the Hutterites
once again resided within the United States. '^
Since their return from Canada, the Hutterian Brethren have
not been subjected to the same type of discrimination that they
suffered during World War I. Their young men register as
conscientious objectors and serve two years in civilian
conservation work. They have peaceful relations with their
neighbors and have, for a score of years or more, enjoyed a
period of prosperity and expansion that they have not
experienced since their initial years in Moravia. From outward
appearances it would seem that the future of the Hutterites has
never shown more promise. '*
In actuality, the Hutterian Brethren have never been in
greater danger of extinction than at present. Having survived
more than four centuries of pohtical persecution, both in
Europe and in the New World, the Hutterian way of life is now
facing a more subtle threat to its existence, a threat that may
succeed in dissipating what physical attacks have failed to
destroy. The new threat to Hutterian survival comes not
through the willfully destructive forces of overt persecution,
but through the seemingly benevolent vehicle of public
education.
Citizens of South Dakota, anxious to improve the
educational achievements of their children, have gradually
raised state requirements for schools, the Hutterite schools not
being excepted. During the 1950s, efforts were made to raise
the level of teacher preparation from two years of college to
four years. This requirement, though beneficial to the general
public, brought outside influence into Hutterian schools. By the
late 1960s, there were no remaining Hutterite teachers in South
Dakota's colony schools. ^^
A further attempt to raise the educational level of South
Dakota's students was made during the 1960s through the
passage of mandatory school reorganization legislation. Under
this legislation, colonies were required to attach their lands to
10. Norman Thomas. "The Hutterian Brethren," South Dakota Historical
Collections 25 (1950): 280.
11. Oscar Wipf, Maxwell Colony, S. Dak., interview during the period 13 July to
15 July 1973.
12. Oscar Wipf interview, 13-15 July 1973.
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an organized district that operated a secondary school.
Although the colonies did have some choice regarding which
district they joined, legal control of Hutterite schools passed
into the hands of district school boards. Because members of
the Hutterite Brethren do not participate in any governmental
elections, the result is complete disassociation of the Hutterites
from legal control of their own schools. ' ^
At present, the operation of colony schools is not dissimilar
to their operation prior to reorganization. This, however, is due
primarily to the fact that agreements made with Hutterite
colonies upon their entry into various school districts are still in
effect; namely, the retention of former teachers, prohibition of
the use of audio-visual materials, and emphasis on the "three
R's" of elementary education. Such agreements were made
unilaterally by superintendents and teachers upon attachment
of colony schools to the districts, and they do not represent any
legal guarantee that such practices will be continued. ''^
Because of the nature of Hutterian society, its continued
survival is heavily dependent upon the thorough sociaUzation of
its youth. One prominent Hutterite attributes the "success" of
the Hutterites to the fact that "our beliefs and our values are
taught from earliest childhood."'^ It follows, then, that the
ability of non-Hutterite school board members to determine
colony school practices entails the ability to severely affect the
stability of the Hutterite society. These powers, though not
viewed as such by most non-Hutterites, clearly represent a
threat to the continued existence of the Hutterian way of Ufe.
There are several educational means by which the dominant
society has threatened the survival of Hutterian Brethren. The
first of these has been, and remains, the influence of the
13. Aivin Mudder, Superintendent of Freeman Independent School District no.
110, Menno, S. Dak., interview on 22 July 1973. The attachment of colony-held
lands to organized districts has resulted in some remarkable disparities in district
revenues and expenditures. The Maxwell Colony school is administered and financed
by the Menno Independent District no. H I , while nearly all of the tax revenue from
the Maxwell-owned land is paid to the Scotland school district.
14. Pauline Gross, teacher at Tschetter Colony, Freeman, S. Dak., interview on
18 July 1973; LaVerne Diede. elementary principal at Freeman Independent District
no. 110, i reeman, interview on 18 July 1973.
15. Sioux Falls Argus-Leader, 9 Jan. 1972. The quote is identified as being
from Mike Waldner, minister of Bon Homme Colony. However, the author knows the
minister at Bon Homme Colony to be Jacob Waldner during this period.
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Hutterite children in a etassroom in the Jamesville colony
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non-Hutterite teacher. Although some writers, including
Hostetler, believe this threat to be minimized by the firm
indoctrination given in the kindergarten and the German school
(religious school), which still exist, Deets considers it to be of
sufficient import to be included in his listing of sources of
conflict within the colonies. The relatively cooperative
approach of most present teachers does not insure protection
against future replacement of these teachers by less desirable
(from the Hutterian point of view) personnel. ^*
The second area that threatens Hutterian cultural survival is
the introduction of materials and techniques of learning that
run counter to Hutterian beliefs. The efforts of local districts to
expose Hutterite children to such things as radio, television,
musical instruments, audio recordings, films, and other
frequently used teaching devices are contrary to Hutterian
teachings, and are seen by the Brethren as a direct breach of
freedom of religion. '"^
Another direct threat to the Hutterites is the attempt by
some local districts to close attendance centers located in
Hutterite colonies. The experimental enrollment of fifty-two
Hutterite children in the elementary school at Doland, South
Dakota, in the fall of 1961 demonstrated the shortcomings of
such attempts. After approximately four weeks colony
members were convinced that the arrangement threatened the
religious well-being of their community, and the students were
withdrawn. This trial enrollment did help persuade school
boards in other parts of the state to reconsider plans to close
colony schools. This threat has also been minimized by
provisions of the reorganization legislation that prohibit
districts from closing operating rural attendance ce'nters of five
or more students without an affirmative vote of the patrons of
the attendance center. School administrators also foresee social
adjustment problems involved in forcing Hutterite attendance at
city schools. '^
16. Thomas, The Hutterian Brethren, p. 287; Hostetler, "Amish and Hutterite
Socialization," p. 28; Lee E. Deets, "The Origins of Conllict in The Hutterische
Communities," Publication of The Sociological Society of America 25, no. 2 (May
1931); 134.
17. Jacob Waldner interview, 15 July 1973.
18. Sioux Falls Argus-Leader, 29 Sept. 1961; Oliver Redman, member of the
school buard of Menno Independent District no. I l l , Menno, S. Dak., interview on
18 July 1973; AlvinMtidder interview, 22 Jtily 1973.
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Perhaps a greater immediate threat to Hutterite education
lies in the refusal of school districts to grant new attendance
centers to newly estabHshed Hutterite colonies. Although
districts cannot close rural schools already in operation, they
are not required to open new centers, even if the colonies
furnish the school buildings. The refusal of the Ipswich, South
Dakota, district to establish an attendance center within the
confines of the newly estabUshed Pembrook Colony has thus
threatened the success ofthat colony. '^
Probably the most severe threat to the survival of Hutterite
culture is the expected enactment of mandatory high school
attendance by all capable students. The pressure on colony life
inherent in this requirement is at present being felt by the
Hutterian residents of Manitoba, Canada, and is seen as a
distinct probability in the United States. There is no reason to
believe that Hutterian students would be exempted from such a
law (if we can judge from the experience of the Amish, they
would not be), and compliance with the law would
undoubtedly induce increased colony desertion, introduction of
countless secular influences into the colonies, and, eventually,
dissolution of the colonies involved. The severity of this threat
is recognized not only by such writers as Norman Thomas and
John A. Hostetler, but also by Hutterite ministers and colony
leaders as well. ^**
In light of the impending crisis in Hutterian education,
several alternatives have been suggested, and some have been
implemented on a trial basis. The first alternative to be tried by
the Hutterites was the training of Hutterites who showed above
average scholastic inclinations to become teachers. During the
1960s, four young Hutterite men completed high school by
correspondence and were admitted to teacher training
programs. Of the four, three were unable to adjust to their
marginal role in the two societies and did not return to colony
Ufe. The remaining Hutterite completed a two-year program,
but could not continue teaching when the state of South
Dakota began requiring four years of college preparation.
19. Alvin Mudder interview, 22 July 1973.
20. Bennett, Hutterian Brethren, pp. 192, 278; Hostetler, "Amish and Hutterite
Socializatiün," pp. 14, 36; Thomas, The Hutterian Brethren, p. 289; Alvin Mudder
interview, 22 July 1973; Jacob Waidner interview, 15 July 1973.
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Therefore, this solution does not provide a viable answer to the
problem. 21
An alternative suggestion, which may be more successful, is
the formation of private (parochial) Hutterite schools. This
possibility is not restricted by legal requirements, but is severely
hampered by financial and sociological implications. The
proposed Hutterite schools would assumably be nonaccredited
and would not be eligible for federal funds. Hutterian
communities would probably refuse such funds if made
available. In addition, the plan would seriously infringe upon
the traditional Hutterian family relationship and would deprive
colonies of a much-needed labor source. Such a proposal, then.

Hutterite girls at play at Wolff Creek colony.

does have severe problems in its practical apphcation, in
addition to its incompatibility with Hutterian theology. ^^
If the state legislature insists upon requiring secondary
education for all students, a somewhat more acceptable solution
may lie in the use of some form of distributive education.
Montana educators have experimented with an arrangement
that permits Hutterite students to remain within the colony;
secondary teachers travel to the various colonies to provide
vocationally oriented training. A similar plan in Pennsylvania
21. Amanda Quast, teacher at Maxwell Colony, Menno, S. Dak., interview on
14 July 1973.
22. Jacob Waldner interview, 15 July 1973; Oliver Redman interview, 18 July
1973.
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allows students to receive credits for work in their respective
homes and colonies. These structures, though not in complete
harmony with Hutterian educational philosophy, do not pose
the immediate threat to survival inherent in most other
proposals. Objections to suggestions of this nature center
primarily on increased presence of "outsiders" in the colonies
and increased costs to school districts. ^^
Because the previously suggested solutions appear to be less
than satisfactory, it may be time to assess the problems of
Hutterian education from a somewhat different perspective
than has evidently been used. It may be more productive to
approach the problem from the standpoint of Hutterian needs
as related to concerns of local school districts. If a suggested
solution can meet the needs of the Hutterian people without
unduly increasing the concerns of local district school boards,
that solution should perhaps be considered, regardless of any
conflict with state regulations or national ambitions. !n fact, if
the needs of local people, both Hutterite and non-Hutterite, are
given priority over the aspirations of the dominant society at
large, a rejection of proposed revisions of the Hutterian
educational system in favor of maintainhig the status quo with
only minor modifications may be the solution.
Hutterian needs may be defined in terms of required
educational attainment for survival within the dominant
society, while maintaining a traditional religious structure.
Basically, this requirement is being met with the present system;
it was, in fact, being met in the traditional Hutterian school
prior to the introduction of "outsiders" as teachers. Hutterites
do value and appreciate their formal education, but continue to
view exposure beyond the basic skills as not only a waste of
human resources but also a sinful influence. ^^
An additional factor that supports the maintenance of the
status quo is the satisfaction expressed by Hutterite leaders
regarding the present administration of colony schools.
Although some anxiety over future developments is shown,
there is no expressed desire to seriously modify the present
23. Hostetler, "Amish and Hutterite Socialization," p. 15; Pauline Gioss
interview, 18 July 1973.
24. Bennett, Hutterian Brethren, p. 102; Jacob Waldner interview, 15 July 1973;
Oscar Wipf interview, 13-15 July 1973; Amanda Quast intervfew, 14 July 1973.
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system. The primary concern of the Hutterite Brethren is the
inevitable demise of their culture, which would follow
compulsory attendance at noncolony schools. This is perhaps
best expressed by the present minister of Bon Homme Colony,
South Dakota, who, in considering the possibility of sending the
colony children to a nearby town school, surmised that ''we will
all be lost."25 in light of present Hutterian concerns, then, it
may be suggested that a retention of the status quo may best
serve the needs of the Hutterian Brethren without unduly
infringing upon the non-Hutterian citizens of the state. ^^
In order to insure the preservation of religious and
educational freedom for the Hutterite people, some
modifications should be undertaken. First, the Hutterian
Brethren should be guaranteed by legislation exemption from
compulsory attendance at noncolony schools. Second, the
hiring of teachers for colony-based attendance centers should be
done with the consent and approval of the colonies. Third, the
exclusion of audio-visual materials, teaching techniques, and
courses of study that are incompatible with Hutterian beliefs
should be guaranteed by legislative action. Fourth, any future
legislation requiring high school attendance must exempt
Hutterite students. Finally, attendance centers within newly
established colonies should be provided for through legislation,
with the respective colonies furnishing the school building.
The enactment of legislation to this effect will serve to
solidify the tenuous agreements now in existence between
individual colonies and local school boards, while protecting the
Hutterian people from future inroads upon their continued
existence as a communal society. The preservation of
educational freedom for the Hutterites could be the
determining factor in their survival in the United States.
25. Jacob Waldner interview, 15 July 1973.
26. Alvin Mudder interview, 22 July 1973.
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