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16 The Amish:

A Small Society
JOHN A. HOSTETLER

CROSS-CULTURAL

Some 100,000 Old Order Amish live in the rolling farmland of Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, and southern Ontario. These descendants of sixteenth-century Germans, who fled
persecution for their religious beliefs, constitute a distinctive “small society” that keeps
the larger world at arm’s length. This description of the Amish suggests the extent of cultural diversity within North America and raises questions about why some people would
reject the “advantages” that many others take for granted.

Small communities, with their distinctive character—
where life is stable and intensely human—are
disappearing. Some have vanished from the face
of the earth, others are dying slowly, but all have
undergone changes as they have come into contact with an expanding machine civilization. The
merging of diverse peoples into a common mass
has produced tension among members of the minorities and the majority alike.
The Old Order Amish, who arrived on American shores in colonial times, have survived in the
modern world in distinctive, viable, small communities. They have resisted the homogenization
process more successfully than others. In planting and harvest time one can see their bearded
men working the fields with horses and their
women hanging out the laundry in neat rows to
dry. Many American people have seen Amish
families, with the men wearing broad-brimmed
Source: From Amish Society, 3rd ed., by John A. Hostetler
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980),
pp. 3–12. Reprinted with permission.
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black hats and the women in bonnets and long
dresses, in railway depots or bus terminals. Although the Amish have lived with industrialized
America for over two and a half centuries, they
have moderated its influence on their personal
lives, their families, communities, and their values.
The Amish are often perceived by other Americans to be relics of the past who live an austere,
inflexible life dedicated to inconvenient and archaic customs. They are seen as renouncing both
modern conveniences and the American dream of
success and progress. But most people have no
quarrel with the Amish for doing things the oldfashioned way. Their conscientious objection was
tolerated in wartime, for after all, they are meticulous farmers who practice the virtues of work
and thrift.
. . . The Amish are a church, a community, a spiritual union, a conservative branch of Christianity, a
religion, a community whose members practice
simple and austere living, a familistic entrepreneuring system, and an adaptive human community. . . .
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The Amish are in some ways a little commonwealth, for their members claim to be ruled by
the law of love and redemption. The bonds that
unite them are many. Their beliefs, however, do
not permit them solely to occupy and defend a
particular territory. They are highly sensitive in
caring for their own. They will move to other
lands when circumstances force them to do so.
Commonwealth implies a place, a province,
which means any part of a national domain that
geographically and socially is sufficiently unified
to have a true consciousness of its unity. Its inhabitants feel comfortable with their own ideas
and customs, and the “place” possesses a sense
of distinction from other parts of the country.
Members of a commonwealth are not foot-loose.
They have a sense of productivity and accountability in a province where “the general welfare”
is accepted as a day-to-day reality. Commonwealth has come to have an archaic meaning in
today’s world, because when groups and institutions become too large, the sense of commonwealth or the common good is lost. Thus it is
little wonder that the most recent dictionaries of
the American English language render the meaning of commonwealth as “obsolescent.” In reality,
the Amish are in part a commonwealth. There is,
however, no provision for outcasts.
It may be argued that the Amish have retained
elements of wholesome provincialism, a saving
power to which the world in the future will need
more and more to appeal. Provincialism need not
turn to ancient narrowness and ignorance, confines from which many have sought to escape. A
sense of province or commonwealth, with its
cherished love of people and self-conscious dignity, is a necessary basis for relating to the wider
world community. Respect for locality, place,
custom, and local idealism can go a long way toward checking the monstrous growth of consolidation in the nation and thus help to save human
freedom and individual dignity.
. . . Anthropologists, who have compared societies all over the world, have tended to call semiisolated peoples “folk societies,” “primitives,” or
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merely “simple societies.” These societies constitute an altogether different type in contrast to the
industrialized, or so-called civilized, societies.
The “folk society,” as conceptualized by
Robert Redfield,1 is a small, isolated, traditional,
simple, homogeneous society in which oral communication and conventionalized ways are important factors in integrating the whole life. In
such an ideal-type society, shared practical knowledge is more important than science, custom is
valued more than critical knowledge, and associations are personal and emotional rather than abstract and categoric.
Folk societies are uncomfortable with the idea
of change. Young people do what the old people
did when they were young. Members communicate intimately with one another, not only by
word of mouth but also through custom and symbols that reflect a strong sense of belonging to
one another. A folk society is Gemeinschaft-like;
there is a strong sense of “we-ness.” Leadership
is personal rather than institutionalized. There are
no gross economic inequalities. Mutual aid is
characteristic of the society’s members. The goals
of life are never stated as matters of doctrine, but
neither are they questioned. They are implied by
the acts that constitute living in a small society.
Custom tends to become sacred. Behavior is
strongly patterned, and acts as well as cultural
objects are given symbolic meaning that is often
pervasively religious. Religion is diffuse and allpervasive. In the typical folk society, planting
and harvesting are as sacred in their own ways as
singing and praying.
The folk model lends itself well to understanding the tradition-directed character of Amish society. The heavy weight of tradition can scarcely be
explained in any other way. The Amish, for example, have retained many of the customs and
small-scale technologies that were common in
rural society in the nineteenth century. Through a
process of syncretism, Amish religious values
have been fused with an earlier period of simple
country living when everyone farmed with horses
and on a scale where family members could work
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together. The Amish exist as a folk or “little”
community in a rural subculture within the modern state. . . . The outsider who drives through an
Amish settlement cannot help but recognize them
by their clothing, farm homes, furnishings, fields,
and other material traits of culture. Although they
speak perfect English with outsiders, they speak a
dialect of German among themselves.
Amish life is distinctive in that religion and
custom blend into a way of life. The two are inseparable. The core values of the community are
religious beliefs. Not only do the members worship a deity they understand through the revelation of Jesus Christ and the Bible, but their
patterned behavior has a religious dimension. A
distinctive way of life permeates daily life, agriculture, and the application of energy to economic
ends. Their beliefs determine their conceptions of
the self, the universe, and man’s place in it. The
Amish world view recognizes a certain spiritual
worth and dignity in the universe in its natural
form. Religious considerations determine hours
of work and the daily, weekly, seasonal, and
yearly rituals associated with life experience. Occupation, the means and destinations of travel,
and choice of friends and mate are determined by
religious considerations. Religious and work attitudes are not far distant from each other. The universe includes the divine, and Amish society itself
is considered divine insofar as the Amish recognize themselves as “a chosen people of God.” The
Amish do not seek to master nature or to work
against the elements, but try to work with them.
The affinity between Amish society and nature in
the form of land, terrain, and vegetation is expressed in various degrees of intensity.
Religion is highly patterned, so one may properly speak of the Amish as a tradition-directed
group. Though allusions to the Bible play an important role in determining their outlook on the
world, and on life after death, these beliefs have
been fused with several centuries of struggling to
survive in [a] community. Out of intense religious
experience, societal conflict, and intimate agrarian
experience, a mentality has developed that prefers

the old rather than the new. While the principle
seems to apply especially to religion, it has also become a charter for social behavior. “The old is the
best, and the new is of the devil” has become a
prevalent mode of thought. By living in closed communities where custom and a strong sense of togetherness prevail, the Amish have formed an
integrated way of life and a folklike culture. Continuity of conformity and custom is assured and the
needs of the individual from birth to death are met
within an integrated and shared system of meanings. Oral tradition, custom, and conventionality
play an important part in maintaining the group as a
functioning whole. To the participant, religion and
custom are inseparable. Commitment and culture
are combined to produce a stable human existence.
. . . A century ago, hardly anyone knew the
Amish existed. A half-century ago they were
viewed as an obscure sect living by ridiculous
customs, as stubborn people who resisted education and exploited the labor of their children.
Today the Amish are the unwilling objects of a
thriving tourist industry on the eastern seaboard.
They are revered as hard-working, thrifty people
with enormous agrarian stamina, and by some, as
islands of sanity in a culture gripped by commercialism and technology run wild.
CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS
1. Does this description of the Amish way of life
make you think about your own way of life in different terms? How?
2. Why would the Amish reject technological advances, which most members of our society hold
to be invaluable?
3. What might the majority of the U.S. population learn from the Amish?

NOTE
1. Robert Redfield, “The Folk Society,” American Journal of Sociology, 52 (Jan. 1947), 293–308. See also his book
The Little Community (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1955).

