2.3 A.Y. Jackson and Arthur Lismer sketching the stone tower of the old seigneurial
mill, Ste.-Famille, {le d’Orléans, 1925. Note the house in the background
(Contact print of archival photo, cMC No. 66130).

2.4 “House of Odilon Desgagné; barn with thatched roof and windmill” (Barbeau’s

caption), fle-aux-Coudres, 1925 (Contact print of archival photo, cMC No.
66162).
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Nobbs, Proposal for the Church of St. Andrew and St. Paul, clevation to
Sherbrooke Street, Montréal, 1920 (Drawing, CAC).
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5.5 Nobbs, St. Andrew and St. Paul, West Elevation (Drawing, CAC).
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Abstract

If there is something to Stuart Hall’s statement that identity is constituted through
its own representation, then it is important to examine the assumptions that pervade the
discourse from which this identity arises. In this thesis I examine how the traumatic past
of a group, namely Mennonites, can determine how subsequent identity formations are
constructed through historical/sociological scholarship, literary criticism and poetry. By
drawing on proponents of Trauma Theory, such as Cathy Caruth and Dominick LaCapra,
Critical and Cultural theorists such as Homi Bhabha and Stuart Hall, I will examine how
the constructed narrative history of contemporary Mennonites perpetuates and even
creates the sense of a perpetual crisis. This crisis makes itself known in the implicit
conflict between these statements on historical Mennonite identities, through the
assumptions embedded within the frameworks that these scholars employ, and the
assumptions of Mennonite literary criticism and poetry. In order to repair the discord that
exists between Mennonite historical/sociological and literary criticism and poetry, both
literatures need to examine the assumptions from which they work and adopt new

frameworks in order to properly work through the traumas of the past and the present.
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Introduction

When there is an expression of a personal identity there is often an indication of an
implicit struggle. A tension seems to arise between the individual’s sense of what she has
done, from where she comes, and where she believes she is going. There is the tendency
to situate oneself in the “always already” and the “not there yet.” However, the “always
already” seems to help the individual in a teleological closure of the “not there yet.” For
example, if | were baking a cake, the picture in the recipe book would calm me into
thinking that my cake will eventually turn out like the one pictured (despite the fact that it
is most likely a wax replica). The closure and hope that the recipe provides in choosing
what to bake comes into direct dissonance, almost inevitably for myself at least, with the
final product. This may be acknowledged, but it will not (hopefully) inhibit the process of
enjoying the cake all the same. What this metaphor can help us with is the inevitable and
necessary tension between the discourses of closure that contribute to a sense of identity
and the ways it remains open to difference, over time and space, and contestation.

We can extend the above comparison a bit further. The reasons I choose, say, a
cherry cheesecake (which incidentally does not need to be baked) can be very complex. I
could choose it for reasons that make it suitable for specific times and situations: for
instance, “because it is my birthday today and it is my favourite cake,” or “because I can
only find these ingredients in my apartment.” Apart from the importance of these internal
musings that lead to the final decision, the reason I choose this recipe becomes situated in

relation to other recipes: “I choose this cake because it is not a pot-roast.” Within this



selection, then, is a complicated move of identification and affiliation, not to mention the
more discursive reasons for this decision: “My parents owned a cheesecake shop so I
consequentially ate a lot of cheesecake and it became my favourite.” To draw this
comparison to a close: identity is also about the selective stirring of all internal and
external forces. Identity is about difference and exclusion of those things not essential to
one’s sense of self, as well as those that exist in a positive relation with one’s identity.

In this thesis I will explore some factors in the production of Mennonite identities
and identification. I will explore how these identities are portrayed in Mennonite
scholarship and literature and examine the implicit assumptions that determine the
direction of this literature. Iam interested in exploring this not only because I am from a
Russian Mennonite background but because what I think is at the heart of the conflict in
these literatures also lies deep within the nature of language and subjectivity: a traumatic
ambivalence that, while potentially devastating and threatening, also brings identity
reconstructions into a space of “otherness” that can allow for possibilities of growth and
change. In three chapters I will attempt to trace the patterns of a trauma that contribute
to, or possibly inhibit, the representation and affirmation of current Mennonite identities.

1) In chapter one I will explore the implicit assumptions and veiled traumatic
recurrences within Mennonite sociological/historical scholarship. I will use trauma theory
as it has been developed by Cathy Caruth and Dominick LaCapra as my theoretical
foundations of this chapter. This foundation will support the rest of the thesis. This will
allow me to examine how trauma persists in the texts of Mennonite scholars and how this

can, in turn, affect the identities of its constituent readers. This chapter will follow a



tertiary scheme. First, I will examine how certain authors’ assumed marks of Mennonite
identity are in the end constructed theological categories that are selectively chosen as are
the frameworks from which the authors work. Secondly, I will argue that these
fundamental tenets and frameworks used to examine and define Mennonite identity differ
from author to author, and in varying degrees can perpetuate and even recreate a trauma
that has been with Mennonites since their inception. Thirdly, I will try to argue that this
trauma is one that is perpetuated through these assumptions and frameworks and has the
potential to predispose Mennonite identity as inherently and diametrically opposed to its
contemporaneous surroundings and thus to difference outside the group. The way to
work through this trauma, I will suggest, is to become aware of the conditions that give
rise to the construction of Mennonite identities in scholarship and adopt different
assumptions both about Mennonite identity as well as the function of difference and
otherness within the community.

2) The second chapter consists of four main sections in which I will argue that
there is an inherent ambivalence in the representation of Mennonite identities and that this
contributes to divergent assumptions between Mennonite sociological/historical
scholarship and Mennonite literary criticism. The first section will explore select
Mennonite poetry that is concerned with difference within the boundaries of the Mennonite
communities from which these poets come. This will allow us to see implicit tensions
between the scholarship discussed in the first chapter and the literary criticism that is the
focus in the second chapter. The second section explores some of the predominant debates

within Mennonite literary criticism, such as the relation of the poet to structures of



difference. This will lead to the criticism that Mennonite identities are constructed in
literary criticism with the assumptions of a polarized master narrative of insider/outsider. I
argue in the third section that this is indeed insightful and can carry Mennonite literary
criticism to different theoretical levels, but that there will have to be a critical approach to
this theory. The fourth section will attempt a reading of Homi Bhabha'’s theory of the
Third Space in order to gain insight into the reasons for the paradoxical conflict between
sociological/historical scholarship and literary criticism. With this reading of Bhabha and
the categories it allows, I argue that this conflict is the result of the trauma that exists in
sociological/historical scholarship. This conflict, while potentially due to literary
criticism’s relation to structures of difference in its object of study may, nevertheless, not
allow for a proper dialogue between either body of scholarship. This indicates that both
bodies need to examine the assumptions from which they are working in order to work
through this traumatic conflict, this rupture, to allow a more creative expression of
Mennonite identities.

3) Chapter three is concerned with examining theoretical literature that can allow
for a new approach from which to understand the creation and formation of identification
and affiliations. While a good body of contemporary theory suggests that identity is
formed by exclusion and polar difference, I argue that this is not the only way to think of
the construction of identity. With the help of Patrick Friesen’s poem, The Shunning, 1 will
look at different ways ‘otherness’ can exist and help determine the inherent contingency of
identity. This formulation of a contingent identity is more than an identity formed by

random and accidental occurrences. It is an identity that is formed through a trauma that



is a part of every identity and the language that brings it into representation. The proper
acknowledgement of this is what allows the individual a creative means to deal with the
difference that lies at the heart of the subject. This is a traumatic ambivalence that allows
the individual to move into a positive space which, in the interaction with difference and

otherness, permits change and growth.



Chapter 1
The Trauma of Mennonite Scholarly Representation

How strange it is to need another’s help to learn that this naked baby in the

yellowed photograph, sprawled happily on rug or cot, is you. The

photograph, fine child of the age of mechanical reproduction, is only the

most peremptory of a huge modern accumulation of documentary evidence

(birth certificates, diaries, report cards, letters, medical records, and the

like) which simultaneously records a certain apparent continuity and

emphasizes its loss from memory. Out of this estrangement comes a

conception of personhood, identity (yes, you and that naked baby are

identical) which, because it cannot be ‘remembered,” must be narrated.

(Anderson, 1991: 204)

Trauma, being an inherent component of Mennonite identity throughout its
multifarious history, is not necessarily a static term within in its community of reference.
That is, the Mennonite communities’ relationship to their respective traumas can be seen as
a shifting one by the way trauma within Mennonite scholarship is articulated and how the
location of trauma differs as one looks at the progression of Mennonite scholarly writing.
Within this scholarly tradition, the location and significance of trauma has gradually
shifted, bringing in divergences of discussion and various elements into historical purview.
By examining this discourse, and predominantly the identity-in-conflict debate, the inherent
trauma in contemporary Mennonite identity will become more visible.

In this chapter, I will look primarily at contemporary Mennonite
historical/sociological scholarship to examine the changes in the indication of a trauma.
To articulate Mennonite trauma will be significant, since by exploring some of the major

issues that are debated, presented and explored within this scholarship I will be able to

‘witness’ the multiple scars that will crease the sheets of the frameworks used by these



scholars. The bumps and the folds of Mennonite experience that become represented
under these frameworks will lead me to understand, or uncover perhaps, some of the
inherent assumptions of this writing that will implicate the prevalent analytical priorities
that have persisted through the history of this scholarship. The traumas that will be drawn
out, then, are not necessarily the obvious traumas of the past, including the World Wars
and the subsequent urbanization and dispersal of difference in contemporary society, but
the location of a profound sense of loss within the writing itself

The theoretical framework of my thesis will be drawn from theories on trauma
exemplified by Cathy Caruth and Dominick LaCapra. With their conceptual tools, I will
examine how episodes in the past have a collective function within and take hold of the
subsequent identity formations of the Mennonite subject. This can challenge notions of
historicity that are based upon referential models that, by the nature of their very structure,
participate in very limited ways in the subject’s dialogue with its own past. This will then
implicate the role and inherent ambiguities of the act of history construction, and the
expression of memory within individuals and groups that can take the form of cultural
artifacts such as scholarly writing. Since most of the scholarly work on Mennonites has
been done by in-group members, it generally reflects the hopes, aspirations, anxieties, and
often praises of that community. Because of these particularistic tendencies the ability to
read this literature as exemplary of the exploration of trauma within a collective becomes

possible.



Theoretical Considerations — Caruth and LaCapra

In her book, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History, Cathy
Caruth sees Freud as a pivotal figure who wrote insightfully about the condition that he
called “trauma neuroses,” now called post-traumatic stress disorder. She describes the
experience of a trauma with reference to Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle, as not
Just a physical blow to the body, as is suggested etymologically, but the wounding of the
tissue of the mind. Living through the experience of the death of a loved one, a potentially
fatal accident, or simply experiencing something shockingly out of the ordinary, the
individual becomes deeply affected, symptomatized by a perpetual replaying of the events
of the initial incident. Through nightmares and hallucinations the individual is constantly
being brought back to the traumatic milieu. (Caruth, 1996: 1-9)

The incident that occurred too quickly to be properly prepared for, the unexpected
shock of the trauma, and the subsequent replaying of the event indicate that it had been, in
effect, missed the first time. By being thrust back into the past both somatically and
psychically, the individual is forced to play the dialectic between what is known and what
escapes knowledge due to its sheer intensity. This unconscious binding to the past is not
Just a mere representation of the past but the literal return to the event because of its initial
incomprehensibility. It is just as if the event was missed the first time and the individual
must be brought back to it repeatedly for the reality of the trauma to be fully revealed.

A sub-text in Caruth’s book suggests that while these incidents initially deny the
possibility of knowing, they nevertheless have the potential to affect the identity of the

individual or group. For example, the departure with Moses as he liberated the Hebrews



from Egypt, instantiated their subsequent identity as a Jewish people. By drawing parallels
to individual trauma, she interprets Freud’s Moses and Monotheism as the history of a
collective that can also be seen as the history of trauma, one that persists and makes itself
known through the group’s survival. Despite the fictionalization of the Jewish history,
Caruth argues that the trauma of the Jewish past and present are represented within the
structure and events that transpired during the composition of Moses and Monotheism:

The structure and history of the book, in its traumatic form of repression

and repetitive appearance, thus mark it as the very bearer of a historical

truth that is itself involved in the political entanglement of the Jews and

their persecutors.(Caruth 20)

Paradoxically, despite Freud’s disavowal of Judaism, the trauma of the history of the
Jewish people and the persecution of the Jews during his time tied him ever more strongly
to his past, the collective memory and the historical situation. Here we can see the
existence of an apparent ethic that helps bind the members of the group that has
experienced a trauma within its history.

Dominick LaCapra also examines the existence of a collective trauma that persists
through texts. In his book Representing the Holocaust: History, Theory and Trauma,
LaCapra writes about the state of historical writing and thinking and engages in a
psychoanalytically informed discussion on proper contextual descriptions combined with
critical self-reflection for proper ‘dialogic’ engagements with the past. The framework
that guides his writing is Freud’s transferential model where the author’s recognition of a
present identity or subject-position, its continual affirmation and reshaping, is inextricably

involved in his or her reconstruction and reading of the past. This is an multiply-layered



issue as it outlines the personal nature of the enterprise of representation as it attempts to
come to terms with the loss and reproduction of meaning, as well as the effort of
adequately representing the destruction and subsequently necessary reconstruction of
identities. The Holocaust is his area of inquiry precisely because of the problems it poses
and the limits it pushes in the reconstruction of meaning and identities. The complexities
inherent within this field of study test the ability for a dialogic relationship with the past
that allows for meaningful and adequate identities to form in the present. LaCapra is
especially concerned with the possibilities of “disavowal” or “acting-out.” That is, he
examines ways in which contemporary identifications with and reconstructions of the
Holocaust engage either in latent processes of negation or in over-identification with the

trauma that can be shown through the language and structure of the project of inquiry.

‘Origins’ of Mennonite Scholarship

If some sort of trauma lies inherent within the writing of Mennonite scholarship,
then the first problem will be to diagnose it. Without delving too far into scientific
metaphor, I should like to read several examples of Mennonite sociological scholarship to
bring out certain symptomatic traits of what I would designate as forms of “acting-out.”
LaCapra defines acting-out as the “projective processing of the past through which we
deny certain of its features and act-out our desires for self-confirming or identity-forming
meaning” (LaCapra, 1994: 64). I will examine how through some scholarship, a trauma is

created and perpetuated through certain arguments and frameworks and varying
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attachments to certain historical features of Mennonite identity. I will look primarily at the
identity-in-conflict debate, to examine how, despite the secular frameworks used, authors
still write with the hope of the continuity of the Mennonite church in mind. It is not my
concern to examine the politics and risks of heavily invested (in-group) scholarship in this
chapter; Daphne Winland does an impressive job at this (Winland 1988, 1993). My
concern s, first, to establish the fact that this subjective experience is at the heart of this
scholarship and, second, that this indicates certain implicit features about Mennonites
themselves, particularly the sense of a continuing trauma that has brought Mennonite
identity to the forefront with the identity-in-crisis debate.

Since, as Stuart Hall states, “[i]dentities are...constituted within, not outside of
representation” (Hall,1996: 4), we must look to various forms of representation to see
how identities are constructed. This makes examining writings an important task, since the
assumptions within representation become evident in the way in which identities are
portrayed that, conversely, affect the identities that are being written about. This is
especially true in the case of Mennonites, since the ability for this scholarship to influence
current Mennonite identities is quite strong as this writing is at once an attempt at an
accurate representation of the past and a reconstruction that informs the Mennonite
community about their current identity. This sociological/historical writing is often
recommended for leaders of congregations to help plan the social life and worship

practices of their church as well as the economic and financial concerns of the
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congregation.! As well, since the chief body of the literature done on Mennonites is by
Mennonites, it predisposes non-Mennonites, including the academic community, to use this
work in the reconstruction of Mennonite life. Daphne Winland, a sociologist who
specializes in Mennonite and Jewish scholarship, comments on the particularistic leanings
in much Mennonite scholarship: “[the] work of Mennonite scholars can...be understood as
being based, to varying degrees, on premises informed by their own ideologies, particular
motivations and interests.” Yet, despite the pitfalls of this form of writing, she has still
found that Mennonite scholars have remained very aware of and even raised the sensitivity
towards issues of subjectivity, objectivity and accountability in scholarship: “Nonetheless,
the search for a viable tradition has resulted in a critical and reflexive Mennonite
scholarship” (Winland 1993: 440). At the same time, the critically sympathetic writings of
these scholars can make an interesting case study in how assumptions of how scholars
view contemporary identities affect the reconstructions of those identities.

[ argue in this chapter that the reasons why Mennonite scholarship is currently
focussed on certain issues and frameworks is not necessarily unconnected to unconscious
ways of wanting to read the current Mennonite condition. It is no accident then, that the
sociological approaches that I will examine in the end reaffirm various theological

categories that have been developed in Mennonite history, including those which founded

'Note Kaufmann and Driedger: “The surveys [in the Mennonite Mosaic] were
designed to provide information to a wide range of church boards, agencies, and
programs, many of which were consulted in the planning stages of the project.”
(Kaufmann and Driedger, 1991: 22)

12



Anabaptist/Mennonite existence in the sixteenth century. Depending on how reflexive the
author is, this could have the possibility of consequentially writing the traumas of the past
into the identity of contemporary Mennonites. The importance of examining Mennonite
scholarship in this way is warranted by the effects of the Mennonite identity-in-crisis
debate in historical/sociological scholarship.

When one examines Mennonite scholarship one finds a very tense yet often implicit
argument. There is the tendency towards genuine concern for the continuity and survival
of certain and, as we will see, differing, traditional Mennonite precepts that peer through
these humanistic historical/sociological frameworks. These differing particularistic notions
embedded within this scholarship create conflicting ideas and ardent discussions on
contemporary Mennonite self-understanding. These discussions focus heavily on the
effects of modernization and secularization which ultimately create a split in the
understanding of the ethnic and religious components of Mennonite identities. A large
concern of Mennonite scholars can be formulated as a question: given the heterogeneity of
Mennonites that has developed over the past four centuries, can there still be common
strands of identity that could enable the establishment of a sense of a common heritage
beyond the shared name of “Anabaptism” itself? The majority of current scholars who
write on the condition of Mennonites consistently use “origins” to place a normative
understanding over the diversity of the history of Mennonites. For example, in the case of
Harold Bender, the major criticism of his writings is that he only accounted for a single
Anabaptist/Mennonite origin, which was later refuted in a debate that argued that

Anabaptism’s beginnings should be understood as a “polygenesis” (for the programmatic
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article on the polygenetic origins and a call for a revised historiography of Anabaptist
origins, see Stayer, 1975). Bender was heavily criticized by non-Swiss Mennonite scholars
for occluding a large degree of diversity in Mennonite identities.

While this debate is no longer as heated as it used to be, the origins that are now
examined are slightly more abstract. More often than not, the selected origins that are
used to legitimate more recent scholarship are theo-ontological, where it is understood
that the identities of Mennonites have been determined by various theological principles
throughout their history. These selected origins then are used in the manufacturing and
maintenance of contemporary identities. Stuart Hall states that “identities...relate to the
invention of tradition as much as to tradition itself, which they oblige us to read not as
endless reiteration but as ‘the changing same’”(Hall, 1996: 4). In this sense, tradition is a
constructed process whereby the sense of origin arises partly “in fantasy.” As well, the
tradition that is written is used to determine the current identity through a kind of
retrospective teleology, where the present and future are a continuation of the past. As
well, this, inevitably imaginative reconstruction of history is thus “subject to the inventive,
occluding, refractive ramifications of retrospectiod” (Braun, 2001: 8) where this “changing

same” is re-presented in light of current ideological and discursive struggles and leanings.

Mennonite Scholarly Assumptions
Mennonite historical/sociological scholars generally juxtapose fundamental tenets
of modernity with foundational elements in Mennonite heritage. Despite the fact that the

origins which are invented in current scholarship to identify the Mennonites against
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modernity may differ from those of Harold Bender, I believe that the secular categories
and theo-ontological categories of Mennonite history and sociology, promote an
understanding of contemporary Mennonite identity as “phylogenetically” opposed to the
contempo'r‘z;y. That is, the ideological assumptions that guide these writings determine the
selection of Mennonite foundational precepts as well as the selection of secular
sociological frameworks from which they work and, in their extreme, predetermine
Mennonite identity as always already predisposed to opposing its contemporaneous
surroundings. For example, key arguments in current Mennonite sociological and
historical scholarship have embraced theories of secularization and modernization which
lead the authors to determine that the resulting privatization of religion has slowly chipped
away at the sense of a Mennonite “peoplehood” and identity. Here, I will look at two
sociological examples that predispose foundational Mennonite characteristics to resist and
oppose the ideological underpinnings of modernity.

Joseph Smucker in his essay “Religious Community and Individualism: Conceptual
Adaptations by One Group of Mennonites” draws on theories of secularization developed
by Mary Douglas. As the world becomes increasingly secular, he argues, a religious group
advances through three stages which are not necessarily distinct. Initially, the group
experiences a contempt for external religious/ritual forms. Secondly, the group’s
“religious experience” is increasingly internalized and privatized. Finally, there is the move
to a humanist philanthropy and the emergence of a modified or new symbolic system
(Smucker, 1988: 273-291). In line with a strong trend in Mennonite sociological

scholarship, Smucker posits three “eroding” influences in present-day society that
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challenge the “fundamental” defining characteristics of Mennonitism. The first one is a
liberal political ideology that questions the assumptions of a tightly-controlled and
separatist community. Second, the proliferation of technology and its use becomes a
direct threat to dependancy relationships; the concept of mutual aid is challenged with the
acceptance of higher-yield technology. The third influence is the rise in pietism, individual
salvation, or spiritual individualism which challenges the notion of a communal reference
point. He concludes that these issues have effectively created great discord within the
Anabaptist-Mennonite communities and that certain aspects of modernity have created
many fissures and divisions in the interpretation of an Anabaptist-Mennonite identity,
resulting in the separation of the Amish and Hutterite groups from earlier mainstream
groups. Accordingly, Mennonites must now redefine themselves and their theological-
existential purposes in order to survive and grow in the increasingly secular and
individualistic future that seemingly has little in common with historical Mennonite
understanding.

Similarly, Driedger and Kauffman correlate five indicators of urbanization in a
constant dialectic of change with five indicators of Mennonite identity that lead to the
transformation and erosion of identity. These indicators of modernity include
urbanization, education, occupation, income and mobility. The indicators of Mennonite
identity are religiosity, community, family, institutions and ethnicity. The resulting
dialectic is described as secularization versus sacralization, individualism versus
communalism and materialism versus peoplehood. Again, it is the secularization and

modernization of Thomas Luckmann and Peter Berger (1966; see also Berger, 1967) that
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theoretically guides this literature where the core values of Mennonites — communalism,
sacralization and peoplehood — are diametrically opposed to those of broader modern
society — secularization, individualism and materialism. The result is the accommodation
and acclimatization of contemporary Mennonites towards modernity at an increasing rate
— more people are leaving the church, church issues and discipline have become more lax
and liberal, and there are further church separations and broader conference disturbances.
While Kauffman and Driedger’s study is extensive and detailed, I would like to propose
that some of the assumptions that guide their work have the possibility of fostering a
melancholic and traumatic perspective towards contemporary society, a perspective that
will potentially never be resolved. This can be seen as melancholic in the way the language
and categories used contribute to the sense of Mennonites’ inability to connect
ideologically to their surroundings and doesn’t allow for new interpretations of the current
situation of Mennonites. Their work has been criticized for homogenizing a very
heterogeneous and amorphous group of people and marginalizing those whose experience
does not fit in with the “vision” that animates a good body of Mennonite scholarship and
writing (Winland, 1988; 1992).

Even the secular frameworks from which these scholars are working have the
potential for reinterpretation and revision which can make more evident that interpretation
is essential to representation. That is, the framework used can determine, to an extent,
what elements are emphasized, analysed or described. For example, Stephen Warner
presents an interpretation of the secularization debate that highlights the necessity for

further reflexivity in order to challenge some predominant v/ays of understanding the
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contemporary situation. Warner challenges the notion that secularization occurs as a
function of modernization in the way Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann state. Early
Bergerian sociology indicated, and this is assumed throughout Leo Driedger’s and Joseph
Smucker’s work on Mennonites, that the increase in modernization also effected an
increase in religious mobilization. This interpretation is something that would have a
wholly negative effect on the state of religion since it necessarily indicates the demise of
communal values and lessen the connection to a heritage. This has generated a great deal
of concern for Mennonite scholars. Warner quotes Lipset in refuting findings in this vein
of inquiry by stating “the United States has been the most God-believing and religion-
adhering, fundamentalist, and religiously traditional country in Christendom” (Warner,
1991:1049). He also challenges Berger’s theories of the “sacred canopy” by suggesting
that in actuality “maintaining supernatural religious belief in US society is not particularly
difficult” and that there are “high levels of self-reported belief in God and devotional and
attitudinal religiosity... among the unchurched” (Warner 1991: 1053). This indicates that
secularization may indicate the increasing mobility of the adherents of religion where they
do not necessarily remain committed for long periods of time to one church or even to one
denomination in particular. This means that new ways of reading the function of religion
in contemporary society is necessary to account for differing manifestations of the values
examined.

Even though Driedger and Kauffman's research on current Mennonite identities
allows room for retlexive engagement that challenges of the use of secularization theory,

in some cases Mennonite scholarship may promote a melancholy of representation since it
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rests upon an idyllic notion of the past of Mennonites against which the present is
compared and the future anticipated. This disavows certain aspects of Mennonite history,
the interpreted current modern state and limits the conditions of posstbility from which to
recreate current identities. LaCapra writes of disavowal where the occlusion of historical
conditions is not simply the outright denial of history, like in the blunt extremism of
revisionist history, but where historical reconstructions negate the possibility of engaging
with the past and inhibit processes of creative identity formation in the present. The fact
that secularization may not be occurring in the way Berger proposed, but more likely the
opposite, that religion has become a predominant form of social change, could be a
disavowal of Mennonite institutions and various social formations as the current locators
of identity. This would, then, inhibit the selection of historical elements of Mennonites

that would prohibit Mennonites to adapt to the current broader social situation.>

Acting-Out or Working-Through Scholarship
LaCapra argues that another form of disavowal is the appropriation and inscription
of the trauma within religious categories of identity formation, such as purification and

sacrificialism, that indicates a kind of mythical transformation of the incident or

*This is, of course, when taken to its limit. This is actually not the case with
Mennonite scholarship. Recently, there has been a lot of writing concerning the fact that
institutions such as the Mennonite Central Committee or the MennoniteVoluntary Service
act as strong locators of a shared sense of peoplehood despite the lack of a geographic
center of meaning. Leo Driedger and Calvin Redekop are also quite aware of these
factors, and embrace them within their recent writings. Driedger has recently published
Mennonites in a Global Context which is an extremely impressive treatment of Mennonite
identity and the challenges it faces in a postmodern context.
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circumstance. With the use of normative “Anabaptist vision” theological categories, the
historical Mennonite trauma is inscribed into sacred categories. While this may well serve
purposes of redemptive memories, in the extreme it avoids reflexive and critical
engagement with the past for the recovery of a less painful memory and identification with
the past and present. The identity-in-crisis debate is a clear example of how writers
determine their object of study through subjective processes by selection and theological
privileging. This debate is largely focussed around the bifurcation between the religious
aspects and the ethnic dimensions of Mennonite contemporary identity. For instance,
Calvin Redekop discloses this split in his Mennonite Society:

The conclusions reached in this book have been reached after a number of

decades of teaching and working in Mennonite institutions. I begin by

suggesting that there are now two kinds of Mennonites: the Germanic (the
birthright descendants) and the non-Germanic (the converted and

convinced non-descendants). The latter are so different and diverse that it

is almost impossible to say much about them — they are probably the closest

to the original utopian nature of Anabaptism-Mennonitism. The future

clearly belongs to them. (Redekop, 1989: xii-xiii)

There are several key points in this quote that must be elaborated. First, he
acknowledges his subject-position as an insider, writing from a certain point of view (a
knowledgeable one from within “Mennonite institutions”) so that we can assume that his
writing is aimed towards other insiders (he mentions that he hopes it “will help other
members.” [Redekop, 1989: xi]). This quote also implies many elements within the
identity-in-conflict debate. There are normative assumptions about these elements,

apparently separable into the “birthright descendants” and the non-ethnic “converted” to

which the “future belongs.” Redekop states that “the converted and convinced non-
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descendants” are so different and diverse that “it is almost impossible to say anything
about them,” indicating the difficulty to place the identity of this group of Mennonites into
predetermined categories of knowledge. Yet, in the next sentence he states that the
“future clearly belongs to them,” emphasizing the last clause in the previous sentence:
“they are probably the closest to the original utopian nature of Anabaptism-Mennonitism.”
This makes quite clear that the past determines the future, since the group that can not be
determined in this quote is always already determined by the theological origins of the
group. He teleologically predetermines the group by selected and constructed historical
elements of Mennonitism. This grants an analytical priority to the religious component of
their identity.

There is also a slight ethnic embarrassment in this quote as well. He later describes
the Germanic Mennonites as an initially religious, evangelical movement whose evangelical
impetus was repressed for the continuing survival of the group in the move to enclavic
separated communities. The time following the move into communes was, in Redekop’s
estimation, “a dark period” when “the prophetic impulse was subordinated” (Redekop,
1989: xii). This seems at first like the kind of evangelical Mennonitism that was
proclaimed by Bender who privileged the vision of the sixteenth-century Anabaptists as the
Anabaptist vision. The difference is that although Redekop acknowledges the multiple
origins of Anabaptism as well as the pitfalls of sentimentality, he sees the present as
perpetually in conflict with Mennonite continuity, whereas for Bender, Anabaptism is the
summation of the Reformation and heralded the modern period. For example, Redekop

affirms the interpretation that “holds that Anabaptism is the culmination of the
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