Who are the Hutterites ?

Their origin

Hutterites are a group of persons of a Anabaptist and pacifist religion that evolved as an outgrowth of the Protestant reformation in the early 1500’s. They originate from South Tyrol, Carinthia and Moravia.

They take their name from their founder, Jacob Hutter, a 16th-century pacifist in central Europe who gathered people into a common life that took an uncompromising stand against violence and war. Hutter was tortured and burned in 1536 as a heretic by order of the Holy Roman Emperor, a Hapsburg king. After Hutter's death, his followers split many times over doctrinal differences during the years. They lived separate lives from the rest of society in small isolated communities and are neither Catholics nor Protestants. They were prosecuted and killed by both Catholics (who burned them at the stake) and by Protestants (who decapitated them).

Emigration to South Dakota started in 1873 and went elsewhere to Canada about 1918. During World War II the German Hutterites were oppressed and terrorised by the Nazi Regime as they refused to pledge allegiance to the regime, but unlike Jews and gypsies they were not seen as ‘inferior’ in the Nazi ideology. Many of them fled the country, but neither the United States nor Canada would receive them as immigrants. They eventually were granted asylum by Paraguay from where they gradually emigrated after the war to the colonies in the US. Although they are not persecuted anymore, they are often seen with suspicion as recent negative reports on their behaviour illustrate, because of their esoteric status and their tendency for isolation from the outside world.

Genealogy helping genetic research

As a closed society with good genealogy records, going back for centuries, they have been recognised as an ideal group for genetic research. The Hutterite preachers have been meticulous in recording vital events in their church books. In total there are about 400 colonies in the US. It is claimed that there are now about 100.000 descendants from the two dozen or so families that started it. They have separated into various subgroups, named after their new leaders (such as Schmeide, Darius and Leher), which are called Schmeideleut, Dariusleut and Leherleut colonies. The basic ideological differences concern the rejection or embracement of influences such as new technology from the outside world; in essence their belief of pacifism and non-violence is the same in all groups. There are more conservative and more progressive colonies, and some still speak German. Recently the Bruderhof community formed itself, that favours contact with the outside world, and does not reject modern technology such as microfilm and computers.

Although they have the tendency to live isolated and frugal lives, influences from outside cannot be totally excluded, such as the social pressure on abandoning the pursuit of an unlimited family.
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