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Introduction

If you were to ask the average American what comes to mind when thinking about Amish characteristics, the answer would likely be that the Amish do not change. They look and live and think the same as they did a hundred years ago.

That image, of course, is fostered by mass media, much of which has little or no direct contact with Amish communities in North America. But for anyone who cares to dig deeper, the truth about the Amish is much more complex. The Amish do change—but carefully, slowly, and always in ways that protect each local community’s beliefs and values.

Change in the culture around the Amish encroaches on their communities in one way or another. But contrary to popular image, the Amish do not automatically reject things out of hand. Sometimes, if an advance can be helpful, Amish communities accept the change on their own terms. Often this means adapting a new technology in a way that harnesses its benefits while avoiding its dangers.

Additionally, each Amish district decides for itself how its members will live, behave, and practice their faith. There is no “Amish pope” who decides policy from on high for Amish everywhere.

Since this book’s first publication in 1990, the advent of computer and cell phone technology has presented unique challenges to the Amish of the 21st century. When the bans on telephone use and electricity from the public grid were established early in the 1900s, most Amish made their living in farming. As the Amish population grew (it doubles every twenty years) and farm land in many regions of North America became unavailable, many Amish families moved into other business, such as furniture-making or running small machine shops. The necessities of doing business, finding spare parts, communicating with customers, and so on are increasingly difficult, and in some cases impossible without the Internet. Amish communities once permitted members to use payphones, but today payphones are rare and have all but disappeared. The sight of Amish people of all ages talking on cell phones is no longer an anomaly. The computer has also become a necessary tool to conduct business so that Amish families can support themselves.

These realities and others present Old Order Amish communities with unforeseen challenges to their faith and values. The relationship between the Amish and the world of their non-Amish neighbors is a continual balancing act. As this book shows, the Amish have found ingenious ways to adapt technology when necessary or useful, supported by centuries of experience in recognizing potential hazards to the faith and the social fabric of their close-knit communities.

If only “the English” could learn to practice such discernment.

—Michael Degan
Lancaster, Pennslyvania


1.

Why Not Electricity?

Most North Americans today would think it impossible to do without electricity. Indeed, for people throughout the industrialized world, the most basic of life’s activities rely upon through-the-wires power. Lighting, cooking, heating, grooming, computers, and entertainment—all require volts and watts.

But electricity is actually a very recent development. While electrical power was available to many city dwellers in the early 1900s, the majority of rural North Americans had no access to current until the 1930s or 40s. Many people who were alive during the first third of the 20th century will be able to identify with the accounts of Amish life in this book. Of course, to millions of people in the non-industrial nations, even the ways of the Amish may seem modern and luxurious.

A Connection With the World

What makes the Old Order Amish unique is not that they get along without electricity, but that they choose to do without it when it would be readily available. Most Amish see a link with electric wires as a connection with the world—the world that the Bible tells them they are to be “strangers and pilgrims” in.

Unlike many North Americans, the Amish value simplicity and self-denial over comfort, convenience, and leisure. So they try to discern the long-range effects of an innovation before deciding whether to adopt it.
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An Amish home stands visibly apart from the outside world. There are no power lines, telephone lines, or television antennas.

Early in the 20th century, the large majority of Amish leaders agreed that connecting to power lines would not be in the best interest of their communities. They did not make this decision because they thought electricity was evil in itself, but because easy access to it could lead to many temptations and the deterioration of church and family life. For similar reasons, the Amish refuse to own cars.

Forbidding electricity has prevented the need to make decisions on individual electrical devices, especially those used for entertainment and communication. Radio, television, and the Internet promote values that are directly opposed to those of the Amish. These influences cannot easily come into the home if the usual door of entrance is not present.

Batteries and Generators

While rejecting TV, Internet, and through-the-wires power, however, most Amish communities have accepted some use of battery-powered devices. All but the most conservative groups permit battery-operated clocks, watches, and flashlights. Calculators, electric shavers, and buggy lights that are powered by batteries are in wide use among the Amish, as are battery-operated electric fences which keep livestock from straying. In some areas, Amish dairy farmers have complied with milk company demands that they use battery-powered agitators in bulk milk tanks. Some Amish use solar generators to recharge these batteries.

In certain cases, electric generators may be used to operate equipment. Carpenters in some communities use portable generators to run their power tools, and many shops are equipped with welders operated by generators. Gasoline-powered generators are often used to charge 12-volt batteries. Occasionally, these batteries are connected to electric inverters to produce 100-volt current. Some Amish church districts allow businesses to run cash registers and typewriters in this way.

Most Amish believe that the number of devices that can be operated by a battery or generator is limited, and that careful use of such items poses minimal risk to community values. Moreover, these devices do not require a link to the outside world. Nevertheless, some Amish have tried to avoid even battery-powered items.

At the other end of the spectrum, a small minority of Amish have hooked into electrical power lines. These progressive Amish may still be considered Old Order because they use horse-drawn vehicles and have preserved traditional forms of worship and dress. Even these groups, however, restrict electrical use. The Amish community at Guthrie, Kentucky, for example, allows electricity but does not permit air conditioners or dishwashers. None of these groups allows members to have radios or TVs.

Do the Amish Change?

If one expects the Amish to be a living museum—a kind of religious Williamsburg, Virginia—then many Amish practices will seem inconsistent. Those who accuse the Amish of hypocrisy, however, fail to understand the goals of the community.

Contrary to many popular accounts, the Amish do not oppose change. Members realize that they live differently from their 17th century ancestors who founded the group, or even from their parents or grandparents. The Amish do not regard anachronism as a virtue in itself.
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The ultra-conservative “White-Top,” or “Nebraska,” Amish of central Pennsylvania have allowed gasoline and diesel engines, but not self-propelled tractors.

At the same time, the Amish tend to be suspicious about inventions, trends, and fads from the outside world. They do not believe that hard work is to be avoided, but regard physical labor as healthy for body and soul. Just because an innovation makes life easier does not mean, from the Amish point of view, that the new way is desirable. Instead, the crucial issue is whether a particular invention or method will help to build community.

By restricting their use of technology, the Amish have been able to maintain a closeness of family and group life that the larger society has lost. The Amish believe that people need one another more than they need machines, and that many modern conveniences separate people rather than draw them together. A machine that allows one person to do a job that used to require several people may save time, but it prevents a sense of community from developing. The Amish also see folly in a lifestyle that avoids physical labor yet creates exercise in the form of jogging or aerobics.
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Many of the Amish congregations in Adams County, Indiana, do not permit any use of motors or engines. Animal-powered devices such as these are still common there. These devices may be used for such purposes as pumping water, powering a washing machine, or turning a lathe.

Technology Use in Various Amish Communities
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How Do the Amish Earn a Living?

In the words of the New Testament, the Amish try not to be “of the world” but cannot avoid being in it. Despite reports to the contrary, the Amish are not self-sufficient. They must take part in the large economic system.

The need to compete with their mechanized neighbors has forced the Amish to weigh the values of human labor and fellowship against economic productivity. Leaders in different communities have chosen to accept differing levels of technology. In some areas, relatively modern items have been accepted in order to keep people on the farm. In other areas, restrictions on agricultural equipment have forced members to seek nonfarm employment, such as factory jobs. Still other communities prohibit modern equipment and at the same time discourage members from working away from home. Leaders in these areas insist that members be satisfied with low-tech farming and home occupations, even if this means a low income.
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Harness shops such as this provide for the needs of the Amish community. Machinery is operated with gasoline and diesel engines, air compressors, or hydraulic pumps.

Each community must decide how much technology can be accepted without disrupting the group’s faith and life. This is true of home items as well as farming and business equipment. The most conservative Amish use only the kind of kerosene lamps that appeared around 1850, while the majority of Amish use pressurized gas lamps developed around 1900.

While Amish groups disagree on where to draw the line in regard to innovation, all agree that lines must be drawn. Current popularity is not viewed as an indicator of real need. In fact, worldly approval is seen as a likely sign that an item is not appropriate for a Christian to use. “That which is highly esteemed among men is an abomination unto God,” the Amish say, quoting Jesus in the Gospel of Luke. After careful consideration, some innovations have gained acceptance among the Amish, such as windmills, gasoline engines, and batteries. Others have not, including cars, telephones, and electricity.

Amish Ingenuity

The Amish have chosen not to become involved with many areas of modern technology, but they are not averse to innovation within certain technological boundaries. R. P. Schrock, an Amish man from Walnut Creek, Ohio, developed a roller bearing axle for buggies in 1950. Levi Esh of Gordonville, Pennsylvania, made several improvements for gasoline pressure lamps after he began manufacturing them in 1971. Elmo and Mark Stoll of Aylmer, Ontario, designed a greatly improved woodburning cookstove in 1979. In the late 1960s, Martin Schmucker and Melvin Lengacher of Allen County, Indiana, developed a series of horse-powered farming devices, from hay balers to corn pickers.
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In some Amish communities, ice is still harvested from ponds. It is then used for refrigerating food and cooling milk.

Other Amish people have tried to manufacture items that are no longer mass produced for the general population. One Amish shop began making kerosene cookstoves after these appliances were no longer available. Many Amish shops manufacture horse-drawn farm machinery.

Some items made for the mainstream are modified to meet Amish requirements. Washing machines are equipped with gasoline engines; electric sewing machines are converted to treadle power; electric refrigerators are converted into ice boxes, and farm machinery meant for tractors is modified for use with horses.

A number of non-electric appliances and tools used by the Amish are still mass produced. Wood- and coal-burning stoves are still in demand among the general population. (Wood stoves are especially popular with “back to basics” people.) Propane refrigerators manufactured for use in recreational vehicles are widely used in Amish kitchens.

The Amish who allow the use of propane and natural gas may use standard gas stoves and water heaters. In addition, many readily-available types of pneumatic shop tools (operated by compressed air) are consistent with Amish requirements.

Some items manufactured primarily for non-industrialized countries also find use among the Amish. Lehman Hardware of Kidron, Ohio, which specializes in non-electric appliances, sells such products as kerosene-operated refrigerators both to the Amish and to foreign missionaries.

Commitment to Ideals

It would be unrealistic to portray the Amish as a society living in unmechanized bliss. Certainly, the Amish way of life would have died long ago if the church’s rules did not have strong support from members. As in every religious group, however, some members are not convinced of the ideals of the community. Some Amish men and women are not satisfied with the church’s limits on technology and push for change. Some Amish only grudgingly abide by the regulations, and a minority use forbidden items on the sly.

If an Amish group finds it impossible to continue using some form of technology, due to the unavailability of equipment or service, a more modern method is usually adopted. This is true even when it would be possible to go back to an older way.
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