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Strength in Submission
tory of the Old Order River Brethren by using the past
tense for the latter segments and the present tense for the
former. In addition, Bronner consulted with an authoritative member of the Old Order group in order to be able
to distinguish between Reynolds’ personal conclusions as
an outsider about what she observed in her fieldwork and
the views of the River Brethren themselves. It would be
perhaps more accurate to consider Bronner a “posthumous collaborator” with Reynolds in the final published
study, rather than the editor he (self-effacingly) styles
himself.

Strength in Submission
Peggy Reynolds’ doctoral research on the Anabaptist
Old Order River Brethren focused on the women in this
small group. (The Old Order River Brethren now number about 325 members plus another 200 persons, mostly
non-baptized children. Most of them reside in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, a few in Franklin County,
Pennsylvania, and another branch around Dallas Center,
Iowa.) In the acknowledgements of her dissertation, she
stated: “My greatest admiration belongs to the women in
this Old Order sectarian group, who demonstrated unselfconsciously their strength in submission, and who
performed in unassuming, quiet ways essential traditions
to preserve their River Brethren culture” (p. xii). She was
interested in the significance of women for the maintenance of this group’s culture and identity vis-a-vis the
modern world and other “plain” groups in Pennsylvania
and elsewhere. For that reason, if for no other, Plain
Women is an important publication, since few scholars
and observers have paid particular attention to women’s
roles in Old Order groups.

Plain Women is interesting not only because of
Reynolds’ gender-centered approach to her topic. The
study also affords insights of a general nature into the
maintenance of a self-consciously separate community
through ritual and conscious choice in spite of the pressures of life in close proximity to contemporary mass culture. The special interest that tourism has taken in the
plain people of Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, where
most of Reynolds’ informants live, has added to these
pressures. The centrality of women in maintaining group
identity and cohesion soon becomes clear. A thorough
introductory chapter on “The History, Religion, and Society of the Old Order River Brethren” establishes the background and necessary base of information for the study.
Reynolds’ work then moves into its central concerns with
an analysis of the symbolism of these women’s plain
dress for religious beliefs and the role of dress in social separation. The traditions associated with women’s
hair–its length and manners of styling, the cloth covering worn over it by grown women–are also a focus of
this second chapter. River Brethren women speak of the

Reynolds did not live to see her doctoral research
published, but her dissertation advisor, Simon J. Bronner, has performed a labor of love in editing her work
in a fashion that seems to retain her voice and her
perspective. The finished product is also a masterful job of editing. Bronner admits to having exercised “considerable editorial license” (p. xi) in preparing
Reynolds’ manuscript for publication, including giving it
the present title. He helps the reader distinguish between
Reynolds’ ethnographic observations and interviews and
the historical narrative in which she establishes the his1

