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Introduction


The puzzles of Amish life are many. Telephones, taboo in homes, stand at the end of farm lanes. Powerful tractors used at Amish barns rarely venture into fields. Horses pull modern hay balers and corn pickers on Amish farms. State of the art calculators are permissible, but not computers. Forbidden to own or operate motor vehicles, the Amish freely hire cars and vans for transportation. Electricity from public power lines is off limits, but 12-volt current from batteries is widely used. Clothing, styled in traditional patterns, is made from synthetic materials.

The unique blend of old and new in Amish life baffles us. Indeed, at first glance, the unusual mixtures look silly to modern folks. These perplexing puzzles, however, are quite reasonable when pieced together in the context of Amish history. Many of the puzzles are practical, cultural compromises—bargains that the Amish have struck between traditional ways and the powerful forces of modernization.

Amish settlements are scattered across 22 states and the Canadian province of Ontario. The following essays reflect the life of the Old Order Amish in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, the oldest and most densely populated Amish settlement. The relentless press of urbanization on this community has produced a host of intriguing puzzles. While the details of Amish puzzles vary from settlement to settlement, the cultural values undergirding the puzzles in this book sustain the life of many other Amish communities as well. However, the specific examples are drawn from the Lancaster Amish.



1.

Growth

 

Puzzle: How do the Amish thrive in the
midst of modern life?

Extinct in their European homeland, the Amish have flourished in North America in the 20th century. From a meager band of 5,000 at the beginning of the century, they exceed 150,000 adults and children today. The Lancaster settlement with less than 500 persons in 1900 has already passed the 19,000 mark. In many areas of life, the Amish cling to traditional ways—shunning electricity, cars and higher education. Yet they have survived, indeed flourished, in the face of modernization. Ironically, their growth paralleled the rise of industrialization. How did such traditional folks manage to thrive in the midst of modern life?

Three factors have contributed to their success: biological reproduction, cultural resistance and a willingness to strike compromises with the modern world. Groups that want to grow must replace their members through biological reproduction or outside recruitment. They must, in essence, either make babies or converts. The Amish do not actively evangelize or proselytize. They welcome outsiders into their ranks, but few have made the cultural leap. A high birth rate feeds Amish growth. Women typically give birth to seven children. Following the toll of death and disease, the number of children averages 6.6 per family. The rejection of birth control and the use of modern medicines have boosted Amish birth rates. Large families are typical in rural societies where children are welcomed for their labor. Family size typically shrinks as families leave the farm. It remains to be seen if the Amish birth rate will slump as they leave their plows to work in small cottage industries.
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The Amish have flourished in the midst of modern life.

Most Children Join

Large families, alone, do not assure growth. Children must be convinced to remain in the group. Widespread defections would, of course, offset any gain produced by high birth rates. The Amish have successfully kept most of their children. Estimates of the dropout rate in the Lancaster settlement vary from 10 to 15 percent. According to Amish leaders, more and more of their youth are embracing their religious heritage. In any event, four out of five children remain Amish. Why?

Amish parochial schools effectively socialize children through the eighth grade. The taboo on high school and college insulates Amish youth from modern values. Surrounded by dozens of uncles, aunts, and cousins, children are entangled in a warm web of family ties. Jobs, friendships, and business opportunities within the Amish community provide strong incentives to stay. The Amish have created an alternative society, an Amish world, that offers emotional security—meaning, identity, and belonging. These forces pull Amish youth toward membership and cancel out worldly tugs that might entice them away. Some, of course, do leave the ethnic fold, but the bulk of the children (85%) join the Amish church. The high birth rate and few defections have produced vigorous growth. Beyond natural reproduction, the Amish use a two-pronged strategy for surviving: cultural resistance and cultural compromise.

Resisting Modern Society

The Amish have resisted encroachment of modern society in several ways. They have translated many of their core values into visible symbols of identity—ethnic flags that mark off their cultural turf. Humility, modesty, obedience, equality, and simplicity are symbolized in plain dress. Such values are also reflected in the horse, the buggy, and the lantern, as well as the traditional modes of farming. These stark symbols of tradition draw sharp contours between modern and Amish life. Their daily use reminds insider and outsider alike of the cultural fences dividing the two worlds. Moreover, these ethnic flags call members to surrender convenience, pleasure, vanity, and even personal identity for the sake of the group’s larger mission.
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Friendship, family, work, and play blend together in the Amish world.

The Amish also resist modern life by curbing interaction with outsiders. The use of Pennsylvania German as the child’s native tongue shapes a unique world view, binds members together, and draws a sharp line between insiders and outsiders. The dialect controls and limits interaction with non-Amish. The Amish do speak English, but the Pennsylvania German dialect or “Dutch,” as it is called, reminds speakers that the ethnic community is their primary home. Horse transportation limits travel and hence, interaction with outsiders. Taboos on political and social involvement in community organizations also restrict social ties. The rejection of radio, television, and other mass media insulates the Amish from threatening secular values. Amish schools immerse youth in traditional lore and thought. The schools also remove Amish youth from the corrosive influence of worldly peers. All of these practices enable the Amish to resist assimilation into modern life.
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Amish ways often diverge from modern ones.

A network of Amish institutions encircles members from cradle to grave. There are occasional trips to a non-Amish doctor, dentist, accountant, or optometrist, but, for the most part, members live in an Amish world. Work, play, worship, commerce, and friendship flow within an Amish orbit. The rise of Amish shops and stores provide jobs and shopping opportunities inside the Amish world. Buying and selling within the Amish network prevent money from draining off into the larger economy. The Amish, however, are not self-sufficient. They buy products, and especially raw materials, from outside vendors. The surge of Amish cottage industries has increased the scope of their community, making it easier for members to interact under the shadow of an ethnic umbrella. With these defensive practices, the Amish have fortified the cultural fences around their society and resisted the forces of modernization.

Compromising with Modern Society

The second prong of the Amish growth strategy is cultural compromise. The Amish are not a calcified relic of a bygone era. Part of their success lies in their willingness to compromise with modern life. Although resisting some modern ways, they have also willingly negotiated with the spirit of progress. The resulting compromises often baffle us, for they appear as odd mixtures of tradition and progress. The Amish don’t own or drive cars, but they frequently ride in hired vehicles. Tractors are used around Amish barns, but not in fields. Community telephones appear at the end of farm lanes, but not in homes. Twelve-volt electricity from batteries is widely used, but 110-volt from public utility lines is forbidden. Horses pull modern farm machinery through Amish fields. Modern gas appliances, rather than electric ones, are found in Amish kitchens. Gas lamps illuminate modern bathrooms in Amish homes.
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Sophisticated machinery pulled by mules reflects the delicate tension the Amish experience between modern and traditional life.

The list of cultural compromises is endless. Perplexing to outsiders, the bargains strike a delicate balance between the forces of tradition and the sway of progress. The Amish are willing to change, but not at the expense of communal values and ethnic identity. They are willing to use modern technology, but not when it disrupts family and community stability. The cultural compromises, rather than foolish contradictions, are negotiated deals that preserve key Amish values and, at the same time, permit selective modernization. They preserve the integrity of Amish identity while also tapping many of the benefits of modern life. They allow members to enjoy the best of both worlds. Such flexibility has enhanced the economic vitality of the Amish community and also helped them retain their youth. Biological reproduction, cultural resistance, and cultural compromise—the three major pieces in the Amish growth puzzle—have enabled them to flourish as a distinctive people in the 20th century.



2.

Separation

 

Puzzle: Why do the Amish separate themselves from the modern world?

The Amish are a friendly people. Yet they remain somewhat aloof from the rest of the world. Although their religious tenets emphasize separation from the world, they are entangled with it in many ways.

In the Amish mind, the “world” represents the values, practices, and behavior of the larger society. The term “world” symbolizes pride, greed, war, sin, and vice. An evil domain, the world threatens the purity and spiritual welfare of the Amish church. News reports of suicide, drug addiction, divorce, child abuse, terrorism, war, and fraud remind the Amish that they are indeed surrounded by an evil world. The term “world” conjures up negative images, examples of how not to live. What are the origins of this belief?

The Amish urge to separate from the world is rooted in their history. Their religious roots stretch back to the Anabaptist movement that emerged in Switzerland in 1525. The Anabaptists were a radical offshoot of the Protestant Reformation. Members of this new movement, seeking to be obedient to the New Testament, baptized each other as adults. They were nicknamed “Anabaptists,” meaning twice baptized, since they had already been baptized as infants in the Roman Catholic church. Adult baptism, a criminal offense, was punishable by death. State authorities, as well as some Catholics and Protestants, joined in a campaign to eradicate the Anabaptists. Thousands died for their religious beliefs in the years following 1525. They were tortured, starved, imprisoned, drowned, and burned at the stake. “Anabaptist hunters” were commissioned to track and kill members of this new movement that dared to challenge old religious and political ideas. The Anabaptists often held their religious services at night or in caves to avoid detection and death.
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