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ETHNICITY, RELIGION, AND GENDER 
THE WOMEN OF BLOCK, KANSAS, 1868,1940 

CAROL K. COBURN 

Ethnicity, religion, and gender shape our past, 
providing a richness and texture to individual 
and group experience. This experience creates 
identities and communities that in tum educate 
the young and ensure the transmission of values, 
beliefs, and culture across generations. The 
women of Block, Kansas, provide an opportu­
nity to examine the complex relationship of 
ethnicity, religion, and gender. Beginning in 
the late 1860s, this German Lutheran enclave 
used its ethnic heritage and its religious doctrine 
to create a separate, distinct community in south 
central Miami County, Kansas. Trinity Lu­
theran Church and School served as focal points 
in the development of this rural community. 

To understand fully the role of ethnicity, 
religion, and gender in educating four genera­
tions of Block women, I have utilized an in­
terdisciplinary approach combining aspects of 
history of education, social history, and wom­
en's studies. I use the term education in its broad­
est sense to include the acquisition of cultural 
knowledge, socialization, and the transmission 
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of beliefs and values. By asking questions about 
ethnicity, religion, and gender, I intend this 
study to serve as a model for such interdisci­
plinary research. Specifically, how did the Block 
community transmit education to and through 
its female members? How did the religious in­
stitutions of church and parochial school serve 
as transmitters of education? How did the eth­
nic family function as educator? What role did 
the rural location and American cultural en­
vironment play in the transmission of education 
and culture? 

To comprehend the lives Block women cre­
ated for themselves in this male-defined com­
munity, it is necessary to develop a new 
theoretical framework which, unlike those used 
by many historians, does not assume a dichot­
omy between public (male) and private (fe­
male) spheres. While the public/private 
construct is useful in many contexts, it is not 
always helpful in describing rural or ethnic 
women's experiences because for many women 
a clear separation of worlds does not and never 
has existed. For historians to operate solely 
within such a polarized construct may render 
many past individuals' contributions and ex­
periences invisible or insignificant or may lead 
scholars, following their own cultural biases, to 
view one side or the other as more valuable. 
Separating female and male behavior into com­
peting and opposing ideologies does little to 
enhance understanding of the reciprocity needed 



to maintain any community. This is not to ig­
nore gender differences nor to assume that re­
ciprocal interactions ensure equality of 
opportunity or experience. Certainly the Block 
community was a social and theological patriar­
chy. Under this patriarchal umbrella, however, 
individual women and women's groups created 
their own consciousness and behavior, which 
the historian may better understand by setting 
aside preconceived notions about dichotomies 
and polarities. 

To avoid entering the Block community from 
the front door of male domination/female vic­
timization or the back door of female superi­
ority/male indifference, I have attempted to 
construct a side door into the intricacies of the 
Block community. I will utilize a theoretical 
framework that was designed to examine wom­
en's "networks of association" and how these 
networks transmit education and culture. His­
torian Barbara Finkelstein's "networks of asso­
ciation" allow the researcher to analyze the 
transformation in networks of association, the 
structures of authority, and the character of 
women's activities. l This approach permits the 
historian to study the relationships between so­
cial structure and human consciousness within 
the context of a specific setting. 

For the women in the Block community I 
have chosen four networks: church, school, 
family, and the outside world. Analyzing these 
networks gives me the opportunity to discuss 
formal as well as informal ways women func­
tioned within this rural ethnic community. 
Within each of these networks, life cycle dif­
ferences and continuity/change across genera­
tions can be assessed. This analysis also facilitates 
examining the influence of American technol­
ogy and culture within the community. 

The sources available for this interdiscipli­
nary study are varied and rich. They include 
state and federal census data, official church 
records of births, baptisms, confirmations, mar­
riages, and deaths, and minutes of all formal 
church meetings of male, female, and youth 
organizations. Also, official journals, booklets, 
and yearbooks published by the Lutheran 
Church-Missouri Synod provide insights into 
religious attitudes and prescriptive literature. 
"Alien Registration" documents required dur­
ing World War I are repositories of information 
about immigration, occupation, literacy, and 
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family of the German-Americans at Block. 
Combined with these quantitative and literary 
sources are my interviews with twelve current 
or former Block women born between 1898 and 
1920. Their stories, anecdotes, and memories 
enrich this study and give life to the reams of 
written material. Photos, personal correspond­
ence, and newspaper accounts add to the doc­
umentation. 

COMMUNITY BACKGROUND 

Block is located in East Valley Township, 
eight miles southeast of Paola in Miami County, 
Kansas. It served as a hub for German Lutherans 
living on the periphery of four townships within 
the county. The first German Lutheran immi­
grants came to the Block area in the 1860s, 
soon after Native American tribes in the area 
were sent to Oklahoma Territory and land be­
came readily available for homesteading. Most 
of the immigrants were farmers from Northern 
Germany, many from Hanover Province, who 
migrated in families and made brief stopovers 
in Indiana, Missouri, or other midwestern states. 

The Trinity Lutheran Church and School 
were organized in 1868, and by the tum of the 
century the community boasted two general 
stores, a blacksmith shop, a creamery, and a 
post office. Social and recreational activities 
focused on church, school, and kinship net­
works. Church membership peaked in 1920 with 
485 members, never dipping below the 400-
mark through 1940. 2 Until the advent of the 
automobile, travel was difficult and most mem­
bers of the community were geographically iso­
lated from other German Lutherans and from 
urban influences. The church was Missouri 
Synod, one of the most conservative synods in 
American Lutheranism. 

The Missouri Synod and its attitudes con­
cerning women shaped the roles of women in 
the Block community. Since its founding in 
1847, the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod has 
charted its own course, often independently and 
at odds with American protestantism as well as 
with other Lutheran bodies. As an immigrant 
church, it long insulated itself by the creation 
of its own parochial school system, use of the 
German language, and its claim to reine lehre 
or pure doctrine based on divinely inspired, 
inerrant Scripture. 3 The enemy was American 
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liberalism and a secularism that destroyed God's 
natural order and threatened the very core of 
Lutheran doctrine and beliefs. According to 
historian Alan Graebner, "Synod leaders at­
tempted to maintain a social structure defined 
by ethnic and religious boundaries that was, 
save for politics and economics, as self-con­
tained as possible."4 

This highly conservative, authoritarian 
structure compounded problems for women in 
the church. Unlike their sisters in Catholicism 
who had a female representative in the Virgin 
Mary, and unlike their Protestant sisters who 
could participate in revivals and evangelical 
practices of preaching and teaching, Missouri 
Synod Lutheran women operated within a 
structured, male-dominated world. Synod the­
ology made clear the complementary but dif­
ferent calling of males and females. For women 
to challenge their maternal and domestic role 
was to question God's order and their natural 
subordination brought about by the sins of Eve. 
Compounding the assumption of women's in­
nate inferiority, Synod doctrine exalted biblical 
directives of Saint Paul and excluded women 
from speaking, holding office, or voting in con­
gregational affairs. 5 

Rural congregations such as Trinity Lutheran 
in Block exemplified this closed, hierarchical 
system, content to maintain and insulate itself 
from outside influence and potential threats to 
its unity. Clergy/lay interactions were based on 
this respect for authority, and the continued 
use of the German language well into the twen­
tieth century bolstered the local pastor's control 
and power. According to Protokoll (voters' as­
sembly) minutes, all services at Trinity Lu­
theran were conducted in German until 1925, 
when English was introduced for one service 
per month. The last German service was held 
in 1950. An all-male voters' assembly, the for­
mal male network in the church, and the all­
male clergy ensured dominance in all governing 
bodies and church-related activities. 6 

CHURCH 

Within a restrained, inclusive structure com­
bining religion and ethnicity, how did the 
women of Block create a place for themselves, 
trapped between a perceived "hostile" outside 

world and a theology that seemed to offer few, 
if any, options? Block women had no oppor­
tunities to create a formal organization within 
the church until May 1912, when twelve women 
under the direction of Pastor F. Droegemueller 
established the Trinity Lutheran Ladies Aid of 
Block, Kansas. These second-generation 
women, mostly middle-aged or older, molded 
themselves into an organized group with the 
stated purpose "to sew and quilt for orphanages, 
charitable institutions and such who are in need 
of help."7 Their weekly gatherings included a 
business meeting with the remainder of the day 
spent in sewing, quilting, and socializing. Al­
though the pastor was always present for the 
business meeting, the group elected its own of­
ficers and its president ran the meetings. Local 
secular women and other Protestant women had 
a long history of charitable work, but Block 
women had no female role models for con­
ducting meetings or organizing themselves into 
a cohesive, formal network. 8 

After a tentative beginning, the Ladies Aid 
thrived in the 1920s and 1930s with the addi­
tion of younger women who expanded the 
group's activities and the organization's budget. 
Minutes over the years systematically docu­
mented the success of an expanding array of 
money-making activities. These included: sew­
ing and making gifts for church charities; con­
signment work for dinners, quilts, and blankets; 
and monetary loans and gifts to the church, 
school, and synod. 

Although the pastor's presence certainly af­
fected the group's behavior, minutes of the 
meetings throughout the 1930s demonstrate the 
group's growing autonomy. The group initiated 
its own money-making activities and accepted 
or rejected consignment offers for dinners or 
quilts. Young women learned to drive and were 
no longer dependent on husbands and sons to 
get them to meetings. By the 1930s, the group 
had its own savings account, recording secre­
taries began signing their own names, and 
women were no longer identified in the minutes 
by their husbands' names. The death of a mem­
ber brought a eulogy in the minutes. The group 
planned birthday and anniversary celebrations 
for the teachers and clergy as well as its own 
twentieth anniversary celebration, which in­
cluded the entire congregation. 9 



The character of the women's activities var­
ied little from the domestic chores they per­
formed for their family or the church. As with 
many secular women's organizations, however, 
domestic activities on behalf of the church often 
were "elevated" to formal status. Typically, in­
teractions between women began in kinship 
networks or among neighbors caring for each 
other's children and sharing domestic tasks at 
home and church. Nora Ohlmeier Prothe de­
scribed a women's tradition for the Saturday 
before Palm Sunday services. 

We'd get down and take our bucket, we'd 
walk to church. There they'd have a black 
kettle and a heap of water. We'd get down 
on our knees and scrub the floor and wash 
the windows in that old church. 10 

She went on to describe the activity as a social 
outing for women and children although the 
work was arduous and splinters were prevalent. 

The formal organization of the Ladies Aid 
gave "women's work" some formal status but 
also provided opportunities to women who pre­
viously had been given little chance to parti­
cipate in church affairs. Although the 
organization in no way challenged male au­
thority, women now had a place to develop 
skills in leadership, money management, and 
group interaction. The Ladies Aid also gave 
individual women the excuse to spend time away 
from family concerns, socialize with each other, 
and donate their work to larger charitable in­
stitutions outside the local congregation. Their 
donations and handmade items were sent to 
synod-affiliated programs primarily in Kansas, 
Nebraska, and Colorado, but also to a black 
congregation in Alabama, a missionary hospital 
in India, and a German relief fund. 

For women who had little opportunity to 
develop skills outside their homes, the Ladies 
Aid provided an expanding though informal ed­
ucational network of a sort that scholars have 
often ignored or not viewed as educational at 
all. Ellen Condliffe Lagemann proposes close 
examination of women's nonschool activities, 
suggesting that, since women have been tra­
ditionally excluded from formal educational 
networks and since formal education may not 
be relevant to their own experience, informal 
educational settings (like the Ladies Aid) may 
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be more important for continued growth and 
development, particularly for adult women. 11 

As the autonomy and budget of the Ladies 
Aid increased, third- and fourth-generation 
women made an easy transition to Ladies Aid 
from the Walther League, a formal youth pro­
gram begun in 1924 to keep young people within 
the church, to encourage Bible study, to furnish 
opportunity for Christian education, to provide 
wholesome entertainment, and to assist in char­
itable endeavors. 12 For Block girls age fifteen 
and older, Walther League provided a unique 
opportunity to participate and have equal vot­
ing power with boys in a formal church organ­
ization-an opportunity adult women rarely 
shared. Girls were elected as officers and com­
mittee members and served as debaters and lec­
turers on an equal footing with boys of the same 
age. 

One night a month, the young people met 
in the schoolhouse for their business meeting 
and presentation of an educational topic. The 
church maintained a small library in the school­
house and presenters were expected to inves­
tigate their topics before they made their 
presentations. Another night during the month, 
they met for a social evening with entertain­
ment of their own choosing. This included wie­
ner roasts, ice cream socials, outside speakers, 
and plays presented by the young people. These 
educational and social activities were particu­
larly important since most girls did not attend 
high school and had little opportunity to de­
velop such skills elsewhere. 13 

Trips to local and regional Walther League 
conferences exposed the girls to people and 
places they rarely had opportunities to visit. 
One interviewee stated these large gatherings 
were the most fun because you could "meet all 
the boys from other places" and see what other 
churches did differently. 14 For Block girls, most 
of them third- and fourth-generation German­
American, the league served as a valuable net­
work to interact socially and to develop skills 
in leadership, organization, and communica­
tion. With the addition of Walther League, girls 
now had a place upon completion of parochial 
school. This became an intermediary step for 
them before they began work in the outside 
world or married and joined their mothers in 
Ladies Aid. 
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SCHOOL 

For girls the main network of association 
centered on the parochial school. The synod 
considered the school "an agency for ideal 
Christian training." Like the church, the school 
functioned to instill Lutheran doctrine and pre­
serve ethnic culture and language, and theology 
was fundamental to the curriculum. Although 
the Block school taught the "3 R's," it empha­
sized religion, music, and the German lan­
guage. IS 

Based on nineteenth-century German tra­
dition, Lutheran schools were highly struc­
tured, authoritarian, and typically taught by male 
teachers. Unlike their peers in public schools, 
Block girls learned early that all authority in 
church and school was male. Block did not hire 
its first female teacher until 1906, when school 
enrollment had reached seventy-six pupils. 
Women were hired throughout the following 
decades, but never to replace a male teacher, 
to teach the upper grades, nor to serve as prin­
cipal. 

Besides the formal doctrinal messages de­
manding female subservience, girls received in­
formal messages concerning identity and 
appropriate gender behavior. As in public 
schools, gender differentiations were common. 
Boys and girls sat on opposite sides of the room 
and played together in separate groups at recess. 
Minnie Cahman Debrick described a special 
marching drill the children were to perform for 
the annual school picnic: 

We'd practice and we'd practice, and the 
boys carried the flag and we [girls] carried a 
broom over our shoulder . . . I don't know 
why, I guess because the boys had the flags 
and the girls had to have something. So since 
girls done the housework. . . if you can fig­
ure out that puzzle, you can do more than I 
can. 16 

Lifelong female friendships began in the Block 
schoolroom and the experience of confirmation 
class solidified those early years of camaraderie. 
During the seventh and eighth grades, all chil­
dren took special religious training to prepare 
for final adult confirmation into the church. 
Each day the oldest classes met with the pastor 
to memorize and recite doctrine. The activity 

most remembered with terror was Christenlehre. 
Each Sunday the students in the confirmation 
class would be lined up in the front of the church 
and asked doctrinal questions to be answered 
out loud in the presence of the congregation. 
An incorrect answer caused acute embarrass­
ment long remembered by the humiliated child 
or parent. 17 

Confirmation was an important rite of pas­
sage for girls. They gained the right to partake 
in Holy Communion but also to leave school 
to earn money doing domestic work for other 
families or at least to take on more responsibility 
in their own homes. Until the late 1930s, when 
more Block girls began attending high school, 
confirmation and some adult status came at the 
age of fourteen. 

FAMILY 

As was true in most rural areas, the focus 
and main arena of activity for Block women was 
the family. The farm family functioned as both 
an economic and social unit, producing goods 
for home consumption and market while so­
cializing children in cultural and gender-related 
roles. 18 Block families depended on each mem­
ber to carry out certain roles and duties to ensure 
the overall welfare of the farm and home. Wom­
an's role within the family focused on child­
bearing, on child-rearing, and on the subsistence 
services necessary to feed, clothe, and nurture 
all family members. Nineteenth-century Ger­
man ideology, defining woman's role as 
housewife, wife, and mother, ran deep, and the 
Block community certainly supported and 
maintained these attitudes. 19 Although young 
children of either sex performed many domestic 
duties, gender-defined activity became more 
prevalent as puberty approached and girls began 
an informal apprenticeship for future domestic 
roles. 

As was true in many rural areas, in the early 
German Lutheran families at Block uncles, 
aunts, and cousins served as sources of support, 
advice, and control for children. The elderly 
received respect and special treatment as they 
continued to contribute to the household as 
workers and storehouses of folk wisdom and cul­
tural heritage. 2o Older women usually spent their 
widowhood in the home of a daughter or son 
where they performed domestic tasks until phys­
ically unable to do so. 



Child-rearing practices varied widely among 
families, but both parents usually disciplined 
children. My interviewees often described their 
fathers as stem and quite willing to use corporal 
punishment and their mothers, in contrast, as 
often talking with children and using a more 
"tender-hearted" approach. Marie Dageforde 
Monthey told of her mother calling her and her 
misbehaving siblings into the kitchen for a talk. 
"She took us out into the kitchen. She said, 
'You've all got me today yet but many a little 
child would be happy if they could have me as 
[their] mother.' We all broke down and cried."21 

A girl's adult experiences began with mar­
riage and childbirth. The average marital age 
for women in Block was 22.2 years and for men 
26.6 years. Even third- and fourth-generation 
women typically chose German Lutheran hus­
bands from the Block area or from another Ger­
man Lutheran community closely associated with 
the Block Germans. 22 After marriage, moth­
erhood and childbirth epitomized adult wom­
anhood and its duties and responsibilities. 

Midwifery was extensively practiced in Block 
until Gesche Mahnken Block, one of the com­
munity's original settlers, died in 1911. Highly 
respected and affectionately known as Grandma 
Block, she emigrated from Germany as a young 
wife in the 1850s. She and her husband, Dit­
trich Block, had sold the property to the church 
for its original buildings and the community was 
named after the Block family. When Grandma 
Block delivered babies, doctors were called only 
if she felt the mother might experience serious 
complications. Women essentially controlled 
the birth room when a midwife was present, but 
the growing availability and prestige of male 
doctors discouraged young women from taking 
over from the aging midwives of the nineteenth 
century. 23 Accompanying this shift in birth 
practices, family size was beginning to decrease 
and by 1920, when the community was at its 
population peak, Block women were having 
fewer children. Third-generation Block women 
had smaller families than their mothers or 
grandmothers. 24 

Throughout the female life cycle, kinship 
ties were important, fostering strong family and 
community bonds. Work sharing was not un­
common. Often a woman performed one task, 
such as sewing, for the entire family while other 
female family members divided the other do-
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mestic chores. In Marie Block Prothe's family 
her oldest daughter sewed, another assisted her 
in the kitchen, and the youngest daughter lived 
with and worked for a married sister. 25 

Sunday afternoons regularly became social 
events for kin and non-kin alike. On Sunday 
afternoons an entire family would visit another 
household for dinner, bringing together three 
generations for relaxation, recreation, and con­
versation. Annual mission festivals, similar to 
a long-practiced German custom, brought the 
church community together for worship ser­
vices, guest speakers, and a basket dinner. 26 

Family events such as baptism, confirmation, 
marriage, and death carried even more meaning 
when church ceremonies celebrated these pas­
sages. 

Such social activities were ordinarily closed 
to "outsiders"-the term commonly used to de­
scribe individuals not in the Missouri Synod 
fold. For women at Block, whose activities were 
already narrowly defined, this synodical warn­
ing against the "hostile" secular world kept them 
effectively isolated from women outside the 
Block community. Only in economics and pol­
itics was the secular world tolerated and cus­
tomarily these were domains of fathers, 
husbands, and sons. Theologically and socially, 
outside interaction was discouraged for all mem­
bers well into the twentieth century. Mildred 
Block related a story her mother told her about 
"outsiders. " 

Pastor taught Mom and them in the school 
that if you weren't a Lutheran you shouldn't 
have anything to do with them or go to Hell. 
That was his philosophy. Wasn't that some­
thing?27 

RELATIONS WITH THE OUTSIDE WORLD 

Although outside contact was minimal, Block 
women and girls were heavily involved in do­
mestic production on the farm, and this created 
a pathway to the outside world. Women pro­
duced goods for their families, neighbors, and 
friends, with the surplus going to Block, Paola, 
and neighboring general stores that sold their 
products to consumers. At times, the demand 
for domestic goods may have outstripped the 
supply. 28 Sometimes goods were bartered and at 
other times sold for cash. The sale of women's 
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domestic production was a reciprocal exchange 
that took place so often, usually weekly, that 
money was rarely deposited in banks or docu­
mented in legal transactions. Women, unlike 
men, were not involved in exchanges of large 
amounts of cash that resulted from annual har­
vest or periodic sale of livestock. Although 
women's domestic goods brought in small 
amounts of money, the value of women's pro­
duction lies in the fact that it provided a steady, 
continuous income even through the depression 
years. 

First- and second-generation women varied 
in their ability to control their own production. 
Husbands and fathers initially took the domes­
tic goods to market, although many wives went 
along and the task was performed together. 
Women who married after 1920 and learned to 
drive cars began taking their own goods to town, 
bartering and collecting the cash themselves. 
The experience of Lydia Prothe Schultz is typ­
ical of the transition between second- and third­
generation women. Lydia's father taught her to 
drive the family car when she was seventeen, 
and she often ran errands to town alone. Her 
mother never learned to drive either a car or 
the family's horse-drawn wagons. 29 

Domestic service provided women with a slow 
transition into the outside world. Initially, girls 
worked for the immediate family or relatives in 
the community. By the end of the nineteenth 
century, the neighboring town of Paola began 
advertising for live-in domestic servants or hired 
girls. Hiring out became a girl's rite of passage 
to womanhood and marriage. 

The importance of exposure to the outside 
world cannot be overemphasized, particularly 
in its power to assimilate girls into American 
culture. Some scholars convincingly argue that 
because of this live-in experience, German­
American girls had better English skills and as­
similated more quickly than their brothers. 30 

For girls from Block, hiring out exposed them 
to their first financial and social independence. 
They used their wages for clothes, trips home, 
or for building their trousseaus. 31 The oppor­
tunity to be in town with the excitement of 
new faces, shops, and movie theatres was si­
multaneously frightening and thrilling but al­
ways highly educational. 32 

For girls coming of age after 1920, domestic 
service in Kansas City provided higher wages 

and better educational opportunities. The con­
trasts in community size and lifestyle loomed 
large for girls who had rarely if ever been away 
from home and family. For Irene Minden Prothe, 
her hired girl experience included her first train 
ride, her first streetcar ride, and exposure to 
kitchen appliances and foods she never knew 
existed. 33 

Train travel home once a month provided a 
continuous link with Block and the family. Al­
though most young women returned home after 
two or three years in Kansas City, some stayed 
and married men in Kansas City. Most, how­
ever, returned home to care for ill parents, help 
the family, or to marry local men. Hiring out 
definitely gave these women new perspectives 
upon themselves and the outside world. The 
combination of urban lifestyle, financial inde­
pendence, and living in the homes of non-Lu­
therans afforded a broad, rich experience 
unparalleled in the lives of their mothers or 
grandmothers. 

In 1917, the outside world came to Block. 
The United States entered World War I and 
anti-German sentiment escalated nationally. In 
February 1918, the local newspaper announced 
President Wilson's order for registration of "a­
lien enemies," or all German-born men who 
were not American citizens. In June, all Ger­
man-born women and women born in this 
country but married to German-born men were 
also required to register as "Enemy Females." 
Eighteen women from Block, including six 
American citizens born in the United States, 
came to the Paola post office to be interviewed, 
fingerprinted, and photographed. Threatened 
with deportation solely because their husbands 
had been born in Germany, they were doubly 
stigmatized by gender and ethnicity. American­
born husbands of German women were not re­
quired to register. 34 Esther Prothe Maisch re­
ported that her American-born mother was so 
angry about the registration that she refused to 
give the family extra copies of the required pho­
tograph even though they pleaded for it as a 
keepsake. 35 

The Block community had no major inci­
dents of violent anti-German behavior during 
the war years. While nationally the Missouri 
Synod was under heated attack, the Block com­
munity struggled internally with issues of assim­
ilation and particularly with the use of the 



Gennan language. Attitudes about the war var­
ied from anger and resentment to outward pa­
triotic displays of American loyalty.36 Even as 
grandsons, sons, and brothers were drafted for 
military service, Block women were forced to 
deal with marginal status in the outside world 
where being female did not protect them from 
ethnic and religious bigotry. 

CONCLUSION 

The women of Block, Kansas, created and 
participated in networks of association that 
shaped and molded four generations of Gennan 
Lutheran women. Church, school, family, and 
outside networks each played a role in the trans­
mission of beliefs, values, and culture. The in­
stitutions ot church and school functioned with 
unparalleled authority in the lives of girls and 
women. The networks of family and the outside 
world provided the most opportunity for change 
and growth. 

Church networks were gender defined, and 
age detennined the entry and exit patterns of 
girls and women. The hierarchy of authority 
remained solidly male in a church that finnly 
believed in the subordination and silence of 
women and children. Women and eventually 
adolescent girls defined a place for themselves 
by creating church-related activities that jus­
tified separate associations. The Ladies Aid op­
erated at the discretion of the male voters' 
assembly, but in time the women achieved in­
dependence of action and governance. These 
women successfully combined social gatherings 
with domestic activities, and the girls in the 
Walther League combined Bible study and ed­
ucational activities with social activities and 
trips. In true American entrepreneurial spirit, 
each organization learned to parlay these activ­
ities into money-making endeavors that in­
creased their importance and assured their 
existence. It can even be argued that girls in 
Walther League enjoyed a closer parity to their 
male peers than did adult women. 

Of all the networks, the church was affected 
least by Americanization and the passage of time. 
For more than seventy years, its fonnal net­
works, structure of authority, and character of 
activities changed only by degree. It is not dif­
ficult to understand the lack of female visibility 
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and power. In a hierarchical world where men 
were often reluctant to challenge the authority 
of the pastor, it is no wonder that change came 
slowly for women and girls. 

The school gained authority through its close 
association with the church, and girls received 
strong messages concerning beliefs and behav­
ior. Young girls learned social and gender roles 
in conjunction with religious doctrine, firmly 
linking appropriate gender behavior to religious 
imperatives. Male authority, like the church 
itself, was to be unquestioned. In distinction 
from public schools, girls saw few female role 
models in the classroom. The much acclaimed 
"melting pot" of the public schools remained 
remote and had little effect until Block girls 
started attending public high school in the late 
1930s. 

Aided by rural isolation, Block's protective 
and insular institutions staved off religious and 
cultural threats. Even if young women were 
tempted by the outside world, Block's institu­
tions remained unwavering in their authority 
and "truth." For some, the protection was un­
wanted and resented, but for many it offered 
strength, assurance, and unfailing support from 
birth to death. Unlike some urban environ­
ments that created dissociation and conflict be­
tween families and generations, the rural 
environment buffered the cultural shock many 
first- and second-generation Gennans faced in 
large American cities. According to Frederick 
Luebke, "it seems that immigrant institutions 
operative in the rural and small town environ­
ment were fairly successful in easing the process 
whereby the newcomer was assimilated, mostly, 
perhaps, by slowing it down. "37 

Family networks functioned as productive 
work units and provided the arena for all man­
ner of interactions. Women and girls worked 
together. As in other rural environments, when 
girls and women worked with males it was typ­
ically perceived as "helping out." Because of 
the complexity, variability, and privacy of fam­
ily life, the structures of authority are difficult 
to assess. Bolstered by religious doctrine, pa­
triarchy was unmistakable; however, the Ger­
man reverence for motherhood placed women 
squarely in the core of family interactions. 
Women's public deference to their husbands in 
no way determined the private interactions of 
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husband and wife or parent and child. In as­
sessing women's experience, Claire Farrer sug­
gests that historians may assume that public roles 
are dominant over private ones simply because 
they are more accessible to the scholar. 38 

As women ventured into the outside world, 
outside networks changed family dynamics and 
individual behavior. Outside activities played a 
large part in expanding the role and activities 
of Block women. Continued need for salable 
and consumable domestic goods kept women in 
the mainstream of family productivity. Improve­
ments in transportation allowed young women 
to work in Kansas City as hired girls and in­
creased their mobility through their use of the 
automobile. Twentieth-century Block women, 
like many rural women, functioned as both pro­
ducers and consumers much longer than their 
urban counterparts. 39 

Questions remain to be answered concerning 
religion, ethnicity, and gender. How repre­
sentative are Block women when compared to 
other rural ethnic women? Nineteenth-century 
Kansas was replete with small ruraVethnic set­
tlements. What made Block different from other 
ethnic enclaves? In many ways, Block was not 
different. Many such rural communities devel­
oped around an ethnic church and espoused 
traditional family values. Some differences, 
however, are evident. For a Missouri Synod Lu­
theran, religion and ethnicity were inseparable. 
As Robert M. T oepper has pointed out, the 
rural immigrant character of the synod, its well­
organized parochial education system, and its 
explicit linkage of theology and the German 
language, bound the Missouri Synod into "the 
most compact German culture group in the 
United States . . . perhaps the only separate 
culture-group which has a perfect organism for 
self-perpetuation on such a high and well-ra­
tionalized plane. "40 

Even if ethnic communities had foreign lan­
guage or parochial schools, most did not ex­
perience the longevity or religious exclusivity 
of Missouri Synod schools. In many ways, Mis­
souri Synod communities, like Block, were one 
pole in a continuum running from them through 
ethnic communities that created parochial 
schools but had a more mixed ethnic population 
to ethnic groups who sent their children to het­
erogeneous public schools. 

Although the study of gender remains a dif­
ficult task in traditionally male-defined com­
munities, it continues to deliver rich rewards. 
Additional ways must be devised to uncover the 
attitudes and activities of women in a strongly 
patriarchal community. Block women had lim­
ited personal and work options and, unlike other 
Protestant women, they could not resort to 
evangelical causes to assert their independence 
and worth. And, for busy rural women, reform 
societies such as suffrage or temperance 
organizations were a luxury when domestic work 
had to be done and families fed and clothed. 
Numbers alone provide limited information, 
particularly when much quantitative analysis has 
been based on male work or urban female work 
patterns. Also, the public/private construct fails 
to provide a meaningful format when discussing 
rural or ethnic women's experiences. More re­
search must be focused on finding objective and 
subjective ways to assess rural women's work 
experience and attitudes. 

By looking at networks of association, I have 
drawn a composite portrait of four generations 
of women in the Block community. The purpose 
of this study was not to create a story of female 
victims or rebellious heroines fighting for rec­
ognition, although individually they may be 
found. I chose to examine four generations of 
women and the nature of their everyday lives. 
Historian Gerda Lerner stated, "The true his­
tory of women is the history of their ongoing 
functioning in a male-defined world on their 
own terms. "41 The powerful combination of re­
ligion, ethnicity, and gender provides a fasci­
nating backdrop for such a study. 
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