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CHAPTER ONE: SETTING THE STAGE 

Introduction 

In recent years, the structure of agriculture in Iowa has changed 

dramatically. During the past forty years, farmers have become 

increasingly dependent on high inputs of commercial ferti1 izer, 

pesticides, heavy machinery and fossil fuel. But the methods of farmlng 

are not the only thing to have changed. During this same time period, 

farm numbers have fallen sharply and average farm size has increased. In 

Iowa, a fifty percent decrease in the number of farms occurred between 

1950 and 1990, while average farm size increased by approximately fifty 

percent (Fruhling 1989; Iowa Agricultural Statistics et al. 1989). These 

changes have dramatically altered the rural landscape. 

Numerous factors have been attributed to this change process: 

farming methods (e.g., mechanization), publ ic policy (including farm 

support programs) and variabil ity in the macro-economic environment. From 

the economic boom of the early 1970s, to the farm crisis of the 1980s, 

Iowa's farmers have risen and fallen. The effects of the crisis in 

agriculture were not limited to farmers, however. Iowa also lost numerous 

banks, grocery stores, farm implement dealers, Main Street businesses and 

citizens. 

During the '80s, after the big bust in farming, Iowa's economy 
grew at only half the pace of the national economy and 
Significantly more slowly than the economies of neighboring 
Missouri, Minnesota, Nebraska and III inois. By the time 
the hardship had begun to ease, Iowa had become a far different 
place. There were 39 fewer banks, 27 fewer savings and loan 
associations, 458 fewer grocery stores, 257 fewer automobile 
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dealers, 1,458 fewer gas stations. and, worst of all. 80,000 
fewer people (Fruh1 ing 1989, 9 and 1). 

Iowa's rural areas, and the state as a whole, suffered a tremendous blow 

as residents and their resources departed (1). 

Along with this complex boom and bust cycle has come the real izatlon 

that agriculture has more than economic problems. As Iowa was losing 

businesses, farms, farmers and other residents, Iowa was also losing 

topsoil. Since 1950, as more and more land has been planted to corn and 

soybeans and farming patterns have changed from diversified to special ized 

systems, soil erosion has increased (Soil Conservation Service 1986). The 

irony in this situation is that for the past fifty years the federal 

government and state governments have been promoting soil conservation. 

Conventional practices, such as the continuous cultivation of a single 

crop, and farm programs, by encouraging these practices and making high 

production the primary goal, have worked against soil conservation efforts 

(Committee on the Role of Alternative Farming Methods in Modern Production 

Agriculture 1989). 

Environmental concerns now top the list as the public worries about 

the long-term effects of soil erosion and groundwater pollution, and 

issues of food safety and public health. For example, in a recent issue 

of Iowa Farmer Today, a front page headline read, "Environment dominating 

farm debate" (Christopher 1990). This is not an uncommon sight. In 

recent months, many articles have appeared concerning the relationship of 

conventional farming methods and current environmental concerns. 
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One of the major topics in Iowa has been, and continues to be, the 

contamination of surface and groundwater suppl ies. Although the extent of 

the problem is unclear and the exact implications remain to be seen, it IS 

definitel-)! a caU-:5e for concern. ~:::ellv et al. report that e:-:ten-:5ive, 

low-level pesticide contamination is being uncovered in Iowa's groundwater 

and that "there is still a great deal that is not known about how 

pesticides behave in the environment and what threat they may pose to 

human heal th" (n.d., 22). In 1986, a report from the Iowa Department of 

Natural Resources stated that "the most commonly used pesticides are now 

routinely detected in the state's primary source of drinking water. 

Recent investigations suggest that over 25 percent of the state's 

population is now exposed to pesticides through consumption of their 

drinking water" (Kelley 1986, 1). Another report indicates that "in Iowa, 

27 of the 33 public water suppl ies from surface water sources tested, or 

82 percent, had 2 or more pesticides detected in treated drinking water 

samples; 73 percent had 3 or more; 58 percent had 4 or more; and 21 

percent had 5 or more" (Committee on the Role of Alternative Farming 

Methods in Modern Production Agriculture 1989, 101). 

Water supply contamination is not 1 imited to Iowa, of course. It is 

occurring in many parts of the United States. Areas which depend heavily 

on agriculture are likely to be among the first and most adversely 

affected because "agriculture is the largest single nonpoint source of 

water pollutants, including sediments, salts, fertilizers, pesticides, and 



www.manaraa.com

4 

manures. In at least 26 states, some pesticides have found their way 

into groundwater as a result of normal agricultural oractice" (Committee 

on the Role of Alternative Farming 1989. 89). 

In 1987. the Iowa legislature passed the Groundwater Protection Act, 

a law which provides money for research at Iowa's three regent's 

universities, and revenues to encourage recycl ing, groundwater education 

and mapping of groundwater suppl ies in Iowa (Leonard 1989). More 

importantly, perhaps, passage of this law brings sustainable agriculture 

off of the back burner and into a place of priority. This reflects the 

desire to develop a new ethical and environmental consciousness among 

Iowa's citizens (Deibert & MaJ ia 1988). 

Stewardship 

Increasingly, it is being recognized that stewardship, an ethical 

orientation, is as essential to farming as is the land itself. The 

Iowa-born conservationist, Aldo Leopold, recognized this necessity many 

years ago. In the Foreword to Sand County Almanac (Leopold 1984, 

xviii-xix) he writes: "We abuse land because we regard it as a commodity 

belonging to us. When we see land as a community to which we belong, we 

may begin to use it with love and respect." Leopold outl ined the need he 

saw for a land ethic - a way of living which respects and cares for the 

land. 

As the need for land stewardship has been increasingly recognized, 

the need to modify conventional agricultural practices, which have become 

destructive to the natural environment, has also become clear. This has 

led to the current emphasis on sustainable agriculture. 
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When the Iowa legislature passed the Groundwater Protection Act. 

sustainable agriculture was defined as "the approprlate use of crop and 

I ivestock systems and agricultural lnputs supporting those activlties 

which maintain economic and social viabil ity while preserving the hl9h 

productivity and qual ity of Iowa's land (Iowa Legislature 1987. 39), 

Deibert and Malia (1988,5) defined sustainable agriculture as "3 way of 

production that will return a consistent profit to the producer, be 1 ess 

harmful to the environment and to personal health, and provide a basis for 

a sustainable community by offering a way for people to stay on the 1 and 

and be less dependent on federal payments for their 1 ivel ihood," These 

definitions both emphasize economic, social and environmental components, 

all of which are essential for long-term sustainabil ity, Focusing on one 

area, at the expense of the other areas, is one sure way to spell 

disaster. 

Alternatives 

Ten years ago, sustainable, regenerative and organic agriculture were 

phrases and practices patently ignored or treated with disdain in 

conventional circles. Beginning in 1980, with the publ ication of Report 

and Recommendations on Orqanic Farming by the United States Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) Study Team on Organic Farming, a gradual shift 

occurred. A quick look at current newspaper, magazine and radio reports 

will reveal that alternative agriculture is now a frequent topic of 

conversation. In the 27 January 1990 edition of Iowa Farmer Today, for 

example, a new series on sustainable agriculture was unveiled. 

Sustainable agriculture is also being discussed by agricultural 
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researchers, economists and pol icy ma~ers. According to a report in the 

SCluth Bend Tribune (Falda 1988b), "The '_!oheaval of U.S. agriculture 

combined with growing doubts among Americans over widespread use of 

pesticides on their food have given regenerative agriculture a new lmage 

of plausibil ity." 

Although the 1980 USDA report on organic farming admitted that "one 

of the major challenges to agriculture in this decade will be to develop 

farming systems that can produce the necessary quantity and qual ity of 

food and fiber without adversely affecting our soil resources and the 

environment" (USDA Study Team on Organic Farming 1980, v), it appears that 

this admonition is just now beginning to be taken seriously. The road to 

recognition has not been an easy one, nor has it been forged by publ ic 

institutions or governmental agencies. The case for sustainable 

agriculture, which is finally being looked at by these agencies, has 

basically been pushed by farmers themselves and citizens interested in 

environmental issues (50th 1989). 

Even though the USDA commissioned and publ ished this early report on 

organic farming, it also dismissed a member of the study team which 

produced the report (50th 1989; Anthan 1989). Additionally, "agribusiness 

and other big-farming interests have laughed at the new-farm movement 

labeling it unscientific and a retreat to the inefficient technology of 

our great-grandfathers" (50th 1989, 10). Interestingly, it has been 

farmers themselves, and private, often non-profit, groups such as the 

Center for Rural Affairs, Rodale Institute and the Institute for 
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Alternative Agriculture, who have advanced the cause of sustainable 

agriculture (Soth 1989: Anthan 1989). 

In Iowa, for example, the Iowa Citizens for Community Improvement. a 

non-profit organization, publlshed Farming with Fewer Chemicals: A Farmer 

to Farmer Directory, a handbook describing the farm operations of a number 

of Iowa farmers who have cut back on the use of nitrogen fertil lzers and 

pesticides (Iowa CCI 1989). A group of Iowa farmers concerned with the 

development of "environmentally sound. lower cost, profitable farmlng 

techniques" (Practical Farmers of Iowa, 2) have organized themselves into 

a group called Practical Farmers of Iowa. They carry out research, 

conduct field tours of on-farm demonstrations, hold meetings to discuss 

pertinent issues, publ ish a newsletter and provide information to those 

interested in alternatives to the conventional methods that have 

contributed to the current crisis in agriculture. As Anthan (1989) 

reports, it is "farmers themselves who are becoming increasingly concerned 

over the health and environmental impact of their methods, and skeptical 

over the long-term economic benefits derived from producing huge 

quantities of commodities at low prices." 

At the national level, a research report entitled Alternative 

Agriculture was publ ished in 1989 by the National Research Council. The 

report recognizes that "many agricultural practices have an off-farm 

impact on society and the environment" and that because of changes in the 

structure of agriculture and the adverse environmental consequences 

associated with conventional practices, "many fa.rmers have begun to adopt 

alternative practices with the goals of reducing input cost, preserving 
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the resource base, and protecting human health" (Committee on the Role of 

Alternative Farming Methods in Modern Production Agriculture 1989. 16 and 

3). This study examines alternative farming systems currently belng used 

in the U.S., provides a background to the current agricultural situation 

and makes recommendations for the future. 

In Iowa, the 1987 Groundwater Protection Act establ ished and 

appropriated funding for the Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture at 

Iowa State University, the state's primary agricultural research 

institution. The provisions for the Leopold Center were spelled out in 

section 266.39 of the Iowa Code (General Assembly of Iowa 1989, 

1826-1827). The Center is charged with carrying out research and 

educational programs related to the development and promotion of 

sustainable agricultural practices. Specifically, "its goals are to 

develop and promote agricultural systems that combine responsible 

stewardship of natural resources with farm profitability" (Leopold Center, 

3) • 

The Wisdom of Farmers 

As appropriate as the current emphasis is on sustainable agriculture 

and environmental protection, careful attention must be paid to the 

approaches taken in the quest for responses. Typically, research at 

state-supported institutions has been carried out by scientists and then 

handed down to farmers. Often, research has been funded by private 

sources (e.g. chemical companies), carried out in isolation from the 

complex set of factors which operate on a farm and has focused on a single 

component of the farm system. This approach has tended to focus almost 
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exclusively on the transfer of technology (Chambers 1988). In additlon, 

this process has largely ignored examples of success and the answers which 

already exist and are being practiced by farmers. As a result, research 

has often provided very few practical benefits for farmers - especially 

for those interested in alternatives to the conventional system. If 

appropriate responses to current issues are to be developed, then farmers 

must be considered experts in their own right, and their innovations taken 

seriously and included in the research process. 

Although farmers are often seen as passive recipients of information, 

farmers in all parts of the world are actively and continually 

experimenting (Rhoades 1987; Chambers 1988; Yoder 1989). Most 

conventional research has not recognized this fact, nor has it considered 

the possibility of learning from or util izing farmers' solutions. Farming 

systems research (FSR) has acknowledged that research should begin with 

farmers, learn about the farmers' realities, do an-farm experiments and 

use the farmers' criteria to evaluate the results. However, it still 

assumes that outside experts are the primary participants, and that in 

comparison, farmers are relatively inactive onlookers (Shaner et al . 

1982). Robert Chambers, an internationally-recognized, rural development 

expert, suggests that "the role of the outsider is to encourage and 

support analysis by farmers themselves" (1988, 11). Technical scientists 

are certainly needed to examine various issues and to carry out basic 

research, but the ability of farmers to solve many of their own problems 

must be affirmed and researchers should be will ing to learn from farmers' 

experience. 
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The Report and Recommendations on Orqanic Farming and Alternative 

Aqriculture both acknowledge that farmers have developed ways of farming 

which are innovative and practical. but they do not directlv address the 

importance of taking this resource seriously. Altieri (1983) suggests 

that farmers' knowledge is viel'led as "backward" because it has arisen 

outside of mainstream research and extension. Although it has been 

overlooked, ignored and labeled as irrelevant, the "indigenous knowledge" 

of1farmers represents a valuable resource which should be explored. 

Refusing to take this knowledge seriously results in lost 

opportunities, misguided efforts and, at times, the introduction of 

potentially harmful and inappropt~iate "innovations." According to Warren 

and Cashman (1988, 8): 

By dismissing indigenous knowledge as irrelevant, rural people 
may be encouraged to adapt practices that lead to undesirable 
effects through the inappropriate use of local resources. The 
new techniques adapted may also undermine the delicate balance 
of the local cultural or natural environment, causing decl ines 
in social welfare. Or the technologies may have 1 ittle 
consequence, apart from the wasted expense of time and money 
involved in developing and extending them. 

Whatever the effects, it is certain that mare appropriate responses are 

I ikely to be developed with indigenous knowledge than without it. 

One of the disturbing results of the farm crisis has been the lass of 

cultural knowledge - knowledge which is lost as farmers lose their farms 

and leave their rural communities. The decline in the farm population 

means that valuable information about agriculture is being lost (Jackson 

1985). This knowledge cannot be quickly replaced because it has 

accumulated aver many generations and has been adapted to the specific 

environment in which it was being used. As Arizpe (1988, 18) says, 
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;JVnowledge is the backbone of .:J. culture: if this is undermined. the i<lhc.le 

social fabric of that culture wil I slowly fall aoart." It is exactly this 

kind of indigenous agricultural knowledge which IS now needed. As Wendell 

Berry (1989, 1) has pointed aut, in a 1988 Iowa Humanities Lecture an the 

theme "A Sense of Place: Small Towns, Community, and the Land": 

A human community. then, if it is to last long. must exert a 
sort of centripetal force, holding local sail and local memory 
in place. As local community decays along with local 
economy, a kind of vast amnesia settles aver the countryside. 
As the exposed and disregarded soil departs with the rains. sa 
local knowledge and local memory move away to the cities, or are 
forgotten under the influence of homogenized sales talk. 
entertainment and education. 

The lass of cultural knowledge contributes to the overall decay of rural 

areas. 

Indeed, many rural communities which depended an the existence of 

family farming are now dead or in the process of dying. Historically, 

family farming has been assumed to be the ideal model for American 

agriculture. As Strange <1988, 1) paints aut, "perhaps no part of our 

cultural life is mare widely approved of in America." But those left on 

the farm and in rural communities face an uncertain and unpredictable 

future. The crisis in agriculture has called attention to the social and 

economic instabil ity in rural communities, as thousands of farm famil ies 

have been forced aut of farming. Additionally, economists and other 

public officials often paint a grim picture for the future of family 

farming. For example, economists at an Agribusiness Outlook and Pal icy 

Conference held in Des Maines, Iowa, in February of 1989 predicted that 

"the demise of family farms is inevitable if U.S. farmers want to remain 

competitive in the international market" <Gillete 1989). Similarly, in an 
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article entitled "Agricultural Research Pol icy and the Family Farm," Adler 

(1989, 2) has this to say: 

According to the Congressional Office of Technology Assessment 
(l]TA). the total number of farms - incl uding the fami I y farm -
WIll continue its historical decline from 2.2 mil lion in 1982 to 
1.2 mill ion in 2000. By the turn of the century, only about 1 
mill ion small and part-time farms (80X) will remain in 
existence, with the largest third of the projected 175,000 large 
and very large farms (14.0~) accounting for over 75X of annual 
agricultural production. Small farms, i.e., those having less 
than $100,000 in sales, 'are not viable economic entities in the 
mainstream of commercial agriculture - nor can they be made so.' 
Moderate size farms, i.e., the 'family' farm, having annllal 
sales from $100,000-$250,000, will decrease in number by more 
than half from 180,000 to 75,000 during this period. 

In the future, as in the past, publ ic policy, economic trends, changes in 

technology and prevail ing publ ic pressure will all shape the real ity of 

Iowa's rural residents. 

Given the public's concern with the consequences of conventional 

agriculture, groundwater pollution and pesticide residues in food, for 

example, and publ ic interest in sustainable agriculture, Iowa's farmers 

are faced with a challenge. Not only are farmers often viewed as the 

culprits, but with the decl ine in population in rural areas, the nation's 

farmers and rural residents are losing representation (Christopher 1990). 

Rural areas of the United States are often prone to economic 

vulnerability, and because they are a dispersed minority, rural residents 

have little political influence (Jackson 1989). In addition, as pointed 

out earlier, farmers are typically stereotyped as country bumpkins and are 

given I ittle respect for the knowledge and experience they possess. 

As appropriate responses to the current social, economic and 

environmental issues of agriculture are searched for, there are two basic 
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issues to keep in mind. Firstly, solutions which ignore the desires, 

experience and priorities of farmers will be difficult to implement and 

maintain, and may be inappropriate or destructive. Secondly, although the 

know-how and wisdom of farmers is often ridiculed and viewed as being 

unscientific (Otto and Burns 1981; Altieri 1983), an untapped reservoIr of 

ideas and solutions already exists in farming systems which have 

maintained themselves over the years. There are some farmers who have 

weathered the storms. Unfortunately, though, the knowledge of these 

usurvivorsu has been consistently overlooked. One of the purposes of this 

thesis is to examine a system that seems to be working, and to explore the 

knowledge and values upon which it is based. 

Instead of starting from scratch, we have the opportunity to observe 

the long-term effects of some alternative practices as they already e:<ist 

on successful farms. While this approach has been advocated for use at 

the international level (Chambers 1983; Richards 1985; Brokensha et al. 

1980), very little attention has been paid to its application in the 

United States. 

The Old Order Amish 

In Iowa, one farming system which appears to be relatively 

successful, both socially and environmentally, but which has nat been 

adequately understood, is that of the Old Order Amish. The Amish (2) have 

been farming in Iowa for nearly 150 years and have developed an amazingly 

stable farming system. A quick look at the Amish in Iowa suggests that, 

according to external standards, the Amish could be classified as 

successful because they (1) have kept themselves on the farm during the 
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decl ine in farm population (Erb 1985); (2) apply lower rates of commercial 

fertil izers and pesticides (Erb 1987; Participant 5); (3) tend to depend 

heavily on renewable energy - animal traction and wind power, for example 

- rather than on high levels of petroleum-based energy; and (4) produce 

much of their own food supply in addition to marketing agricultural 

products such as milk and market animals such as hogs and beef cattle 

('f oder 1989). 

Given their unique position in Iowa agriculture, the experience and 

knowledge of Amish farmers represent a valuable resource for others 

interested in stable, sustainable farming systems. Although some have 

called the Amish way of 1 He something which is "long since obsolete" 

(Doak 1983), their persistence on the Iowa landscape is testimony to the 

relevance and endurance of their ways. As Olshan (1980, 174) points out, 

the Old Order Amish "represent an on-going community where a wealth of 

e:<perience and information' is accumulated." It is ironic, then, that this 

thriving sub-culture is viewed as irrelevant when it is one of the few 

active and growing small-farm systems left in the state. Perhaps the rest 

of Iowa can learn something from the Amish. 

Although many studies have looked at various aspects of Amish life 

(for example, Hostetler 1980a; C~onk 1977; Getz 1946a and 1946b; 

Huntington 1956; Kollmorgen 1942; Kraybill 1989; Meyers 1983b; Nagata 

1968; Olshan 1980; Schwieder and Schwieder 1975; and Yutzy 1961). 

relatively few have focused specifically on Amish agricultural practices 

(Biggs 1981; Craumer 1977; Jackson 1988; LeCompte 1984). Recently, a 

number of popular articles have appeared about Amish agriculture (Hoard's 
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Dairyman 1989; Erb 1985, 1987, 1988; Falda 1988a; Logsdon 1986, 1988. 

1988,1989; Schneider 1986; Stone 1989; Weidner 1988). Very few of the 

studies or popular articles, however, have examined the Amish in Iowa. 

The states most commonly represented are Pennsylvania, Ohio and Indiana, 

the three states with the largest Amish population (Luthy 1985). This 

means that the Old Order Amish in Iowa have often been overlooked. 

In order to provide information relevant to the current agricultural 

scene in Iowa, this report aims to summarize some of what is known about 

Amish agriculture in Iowa. The current study is not a technical report. 

but rather a summary of descriptive information obtained from available 

written sources and from first-hand observations of and participation in 

an Amish community. Along with outl ining specific agricultural practices, 

this study is also concerned with identifying the values which underl ie 

these practices. According to Redfield and Warner (1940, 986), "Each 

society has built up through the past and present experiences of its 

members, including their relations with individuals of their own and other 

groups, a way of I ife which regulates the I ives of the individuals in it 

and gives these individuals a set of values by which they live." 

Understanding a way of life and the values which maintain that way of 

life, is an essential means of reflecting on one's own life, and may 

enable movement beyond current 1 imits. 

Summary 

Given the problems associated with conventional agriculture and the 

current interest in more sustainable systems, it is necessary to identify 

elements which may be helpful in establ ishing a new, alternative system. 
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The study of agriculture among the Amish was carried out in order to test 

the hypothesis that Amish agriculture in Iowa represents a model of 

sustainable agriculture, a model which can be learned from, and whose 

practices "may be modified and appl ied to meet the needs of others desiring 

alternatives to the current conventional system. Perhaps the least it can 

do is encourage understanding, respect and tolerance of and for those who 

have chosen to remain outside the mainstream of American culture and 

agriculture. The resilience of the Amish farming system merits further 

exploration and analysis. 

Some of the Questions to be discussed in this report include: What 

makes Amish farmers unique?; In what ways are Amish farmers similar to 

other Iowa farmers?; What elements characterize Amish agriculture?; How 

have the Amish managed to maintain their small scale of agriculture when 

modern-day farmers are supposed to "get big or get out ""-;-; How has the 

current agricultural real ity affected Amish farmers?; and, How does the 

social organization of the Amish community affect farming practices and 

the decisions which are made about agriculture? 

The Amish provide an interesting departure from conventional 

agriculture. This is especially noteworthy since the Amish seem to have 

been one of the most resilient groups during the farm crisis. They have 

maintained their family farming patterns, have retained nearly one hundred 

percent of their land holdings and have been productive without high 

levels of external inputs. Their practices also appear to be highly 

sustainable over a long period of time, something the agricultural 

community and the publ ic in Iowa are interested in because of issues such 
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as groundwater pollution, soil erosion and the demise of rural 

communities. The stabil ity of the Old Order Amish farming system in Iowa 

is something the rest of Iowa may do well to learn from. 
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1. It appe3rs that these trends had begun to turn around by 1990. 

2. The Old Order Amish are only one of several groups who can properly be 
called Amish. In this report, however, the terms Amish, Old Order and 
Old Order Amish will all be used to refer to the contemporary Old 
Order Amish. If this pattern is broken, the exception will be noted 
in the te:·:t. 
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CHAPTER TWO: HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT 

Introduction 

The subjects of this study, the Old Order Amish of Iowa, have a 

rather compl icated history, but it is important to understand It if one 

wants to comprehend their current situation. In this chapter. an overview 

of Old Order history will be presented in order to provide a context from 

which to make a more accurate interpretation of the study data. The 

discussion will be divided into European Development, Movement to the 

United States, The Iowa Experience and, finally, Contemporary 

Characteristics, some information about the current demographic status and 

social organization of the Old Order Amish. 

European Development 

The story of the Old Order Amish began in central Europe during the 

tumultuous religious upheaval of the early 1500s. This upheaval, commonly 

referred to as the Protestant Reformation, challenged the authority of the 

Catholic Church, which had become wedded to the dominant pol itical system 

and operated as the official state reI igion in much of Europe. At this 

time, the religious system and the pol it~cal system were, practically 

speaking, a single entity. Membership in the Catholic Church was ensured 

by requiring all infants born in Cathol ic territory to be baptized into 

the Catholic Church. This also assured the state a means of control over 

its citizens (Bender 1942; Estep 1975; Hostetler 1980a). 

Although individuals and small groups had rebelled against this 

system since its inception, the most serious challenge followed Luther's 

campaign of dissent, which began in 1517. Protestant reformers such as 
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Luther, Calvin and Zwingl i departed from the Cathol ic Church. but did not 

break totally with the established church-state system, and retained many 

Cathol ic reI igious traditions. Areas which adopted the new Protestantism 

became Protestant states. The Cathol ic Church struggled against this 

shift in power and 

thus began a great conflict which lasted over a hundred years, 
1521-1648. During the latter part of this struggle the Catholic 
countries of Europe engaged in a great war of extermination 
against the Protestant countries. This war, lasting from 
1618-1648, has been known as the Thirty Years' War. In the end 
neither side won, both sides agreeing in 1648 to mutual 
tal eration (Bender 1942, 13). 

Even as the Cathol ics and Protestants were fighting each other, they were 

also unified in their opposition to a third movement. 

In the early stages of the Protestant Reformation, some reformers 

were not satisfied with the compromises made by those who chose to retain 

parts of the church-state system. These reformers wanted to form a church 

based on voluntary, adult membership, which would be autonomous from the 

state. These people began to practice adult baptism among themselves, 

appointed their own ministers and were consequently labeled as 

Anabaptists, meaning re-baptizers, by their opponents. They also refused 

to have their infant children baptized into either state church, Catholic 

or Protestant. According to Wenger (1947, 167), " ..• for the Anabaptists 

it was impossible to accept the idea of a provincial church which embraced 

the entire population of the land .••• The only people the Anabaptists 

could consider members of the church were those who had made a personal 

commitment to Christ." 
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In Zurich, Switzerland, Ulrich Zwingl i led a movement which became 

the Reformed Church. Some of Zwingl i's students wanted to make more 

radical changes than Zwingl i and the rul ing town council would al low. In 

January, 1525, some of those who were dissatisfied with the Reformed 

Church in Zurich baptized themselves as adults and formed their own group. 

These Anabaptist reformers called themselves Brethren. "Since there were 

Brethren in various places in Europe in the course of the followlng years, 

it soon became the custom to refer to the ones who first founded the 

church in Switzerland as the Swiss Brethren" (Bender 1942, 14-15). 

Because they were viewed as a threat to the established order of both the 

Catholics and the Protestants, they were put into prison, tortured, killed 

and banished from certain areas. In Switzerland, the Brethren were not 

fully tolerated until 1815 (Bender 1942; Wenger 1947). 

The Swiss Brethren were not the only Anabaptists or even the sale 

originators of the Anabaptist movement. Other Anabaptist groups, who 

began independently of the Swiss Brethren, were also present in other 

areas of central and northern Europe (Stayer et al. 1975; Smith 1909). At 

one time or another, there were, however, descendents and converts of the 

Swiss Brethren in other cantons of Switzerland, and in Austria, Tyrol, 

Alsace, Montb'l iard, Lorraine, Bavaria and the Palatinate, for example 

(Bender 1942; Wenger 1947). 

In 1534, Dutch Anabaptism was founded by abbe Philips. In 1536, 

Phil ips baptized Menno Simons, a former Catholic priest, who then became 

an outstanding leader among the Dutch Anabaptists. By 1544, the Dutch 

Brethren were being called Mennists, after Menno Simons (Wenger 1947; 
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Bender 1942). Eventually. these Brethren became known as Mennonites, 3 

term which was subsequently used for all the Brethren. Like their 

counterparts in Switzerland, the Dutch Brethren were also persecuted, but 

they were informally tolerated many years before the Swiss Brethren were 

granted legal toleration. 

During their formative years in Europe, many Swiss Brethren became 

farmers or developed other forms of rural employment. Because their 

reI igious activities were illegal, they were often banished from certain 

areas, including villages, and were forced to 1 ive in remote, rural and 

often mountainous regions. "Relentless persecution of the Swiss Ta~fer 

(sic) had compelled them to find refuge on the least accessible plains and 

in the mountains .... large congregations either began in or moved to 

inhospitable and fairly sterile areas where livestock farming and the 

creation of an imaginative agriculture tiecame necessary for survival" 

(S~guy 1973, 182). 

Wenger (1947) uses 1641 as the date when Swiss Brethren from Berne 

and Zurich began to move to the Vosges Mountains of Alsace to escape the 

severe persecution by Swiss authorities. During the seventeenth century, 

other Swiss Brethren went to Lorraine, the Palatinate and the Netherlands 

(Hostetler 1955). At the beginning of the eighteenth century, some of the 

Swiss Brethren settlers in Alsace moved on to an area of south Germany, 

Montb~liard, Zweibrucken and the Palatinate because an attempt was made to 

drive them out of Alsace (Wenger 1947). 

Although the Swiss Brethren were restricted from 1 iving in certain 

areas, they were originally permitted to live in Alsace because there was 
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a shortage of farm labor in that region (Siguy 1973). Meyers (1983bl 

suggests that, in addition to reI igious reasons, which are invoked the 

most often, this indicates the significance of socia-pol itical factors in 

decisions to move. 

In many places the Swiss Brethren were not permitted to own land. In 

1531, for example, Landgraf Phil ip of Hesse issued a regulation which 

included the requirement that those who had been baptized as adults, but 

who had not preached for the movement, must sell their land and property. 

Thereafter, they were not al lowed to own land in territory under his 

authority (Hege 1931). Even in Alsace, where they were initially 

permitted to 1 ive, they II were forbidden by law to purchase land" until 

after the Revolution of 1789 (S~guy 1973, 223). This prohibition against 

land ownership was one of the factors which motivated the Swiss Brethren 

to develop innovative agricultural practices (S~guy 1973; Meyers 1983b; 

Hostetler 1980a; Kollmorgen 1942). Because they could not own land, the 

Brethren often reinvested their earnings in cattle (beef and dairy), hogs 

and sheep, and, consequently, developed new approaches to integrated crop 

and 1 ivestock farming (S~guy 1973). This is an approach to farming which 

sets their descendents apart even today. 

Meyers (1983b) suggests that a combination of reI igious values and 

structural factors are responsible for the agricultural success of the 

Swiss Brethren. 

Part of the reason that they were among the leading group of 
innovators in agriculture in 17th and 18th century Europe can be 
attributed to the fact that: (1) They had large families which 
provided them with an important source of labor; (2) because of 
their religion they were prohibited to marry outside of the 
faith; (3) they were prohibited from owning land and thus had to 



www.manaraa.com

24 

live outside of villages: (4) and finally without a land base 
they were forced to turn to animal husbandry (50-51). 

80th S~guy (1973) and Meyers (1983b) point out that ministers! and voung 

men who were seeking wives, may have traveled between the scattered 

congregations and thus spread information ab00t their agricultural ideas 

through these visits. This also would have helped the Swiss Brethren to 

develop and diffuse new farming techniques. 

The Old Order Amish are primarily the descendents of the Alsatian 

Swiss Brethren. In the late 1600s, a Swiss Brethren minister from 

Markirch, Jacob Ammann, began to question his fellow Swiss Brethren 

ministers in Alsace, the Palatinate and Switzerland to see how they would 

respond to standards he believed the group should endorse and enforce. 

Ammann believed the ministers sh6uld demand stricter standards of 

discipl ine, specifically, the social avoidance (Meidunq) of those who had 

been excommunicated, and that they should institute the practice of 

footwashing, both of which were included in the Dordrecht Confession of 

Faith, adopted by Dutch Anabaptists in 1632 in Dort, Holland. Although 

the Swiss Brethren in Alsace had begun to use this confession in 1660 

(Wenger 1947), the Swiss Brethren in other areas were using the 

Schleitheim Articles of Faith, which had been adopted by the Swiss 

Brethren in 1527 in Schleitheim, Switzerland. In 1693, Ammann expelled 

Swiss Brethren ministers and their congregations from Berne, Alsace and 

the Palatinate who did not agree with him. In time, those who chose to 

side with Ammann became known as Amish, or Amish-Mennonites (Wenger 1947; 

Hostetler 1980a; Bender 1942). 
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Movement to the United States 

Severe persecution, the resulting migration and lack of freedom to 

faithfully carry out the tenets of their faith, such as nonresistance. 

motivated many Swiss Brethren to seek new homes. Reference has been made 

to their movement within Europe, which occurred from the beginning of the 

Anabaptist movement, but eventually the decision was made to move to areas 

being settled by Europeans in North America. Sometime before 1740 

(perhaps as early as the 1720s, but certainly by 1736), the first 

Amish-Mennonites arrived in what is now eastern Pennsylvania from 

Switzerland and the Palatinate (MacMaster 1985; Reschly 1987; Wenger 1947; 

Hostetler 1959). The first Amish congregation (church) in this area was 

formed around 1740 in present-day Berks County, Pennsylvania (Bender 

1934). This first period of immigration, which began in the 1720s or 

17305, lasted through 1770 and consisted of between 500 and 1000 

individuals. These early Amish settlers settled in what are now Berks, 

Chester, Lancaster and Lebanon counties of Pennsylvania (Reschly 1987; 

Crowley 1978;. 

A second wave of Amish immigration from Europe occurred between 1815 

and 1860 (Reschly 1987; Hostetler 1959; Wenger 1947). One segment of 

these Amish immigrants, from Alsace, Bavaria and Montbeliard, formed new 

communities in Ohio, Illinois, Ontario and Iowa. Another segment, from 

Waldeck and Hesse-Cassel, settled in western Pennsylvania (Hostetler 

1959). Others settled in Indiana, New York and Nebraska (Reschly 1987; 

Bender 1934). Many Alsatian Amish emigrated at this time because of the 

~rigid militarism of the French" (Wenger 1947, 155). During this wave, 
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there were between 1500 and 3000 new Amish immigrants (Reschly 1987: 

Crowley 1978). 

Often the Amish immigrants who came to the United States continued to 

move after their arrival and initial settlement. By the end of the 17005, 

for example, two new settlements in central and southwestern Pennsylvania 

had been formed by people who had originally settled in eastern 

Pennsylvania. These new settlements were in Mifflin County and Somerset 

County (Bender 1934; Crowley 1978; Reschly 1987). Later, people from the 

Somerset County area founded new settlements in Tuscarawas and Holmes 

counties, Ohio, and some of the Miffl in County settlers moved on to Logan, 

Champaign and Stark counties, Ohio (Reschly 1987). These new settlements 

also spawned additional westward movement. 

By 1865, the Amish immigrants were in the process of spl itting into 

two main groups, the Amish Mennonites and the Old Order Amish Mennonites 

(Reschly 1987). Before this time, the term "Old Order" had never been 

used. As Hostetler (1959, 43) states, 

'Old Order' Amish is strictly an American term which came into 
usage as some Amish Mennonite congregations resisted 'new' 
methods of church work as well as 'new' forms of social 
organization and technology. One cannot properly speak of 'Old 
Order' before 1850, and its usage came gradually after about 
1870, or following the Amish Ministers' Conference 1862-1878. 
called Diener versammlunQen, which finally crystallized the 
differences between the more progressive Amish and the Old Order 
groups. 

Thus, the mid-1800s is now known as "The Great Separation" (Bender 1934) 

or "The Great Schism" (Yoder 1979) in Amish Mennonite history. 

Hostetler (1959) identifies the early immigrants to eastern 

Pennsylvania (1700s) and the European Amish group that settled in western 
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Pennsylvania (1800s) as among those who are ancestors of the oresent Old 

Order. The majority of the Amish who immigrated from Alsace, Bavaria and 

Montb~liard between 1820 and 1860, and some from each of the other groups, 

joined together as Amish Mennonites, and by 1925 had merged with the 

Mennonite Church in the United States and had dropped the name Amish. In 

total, "a.bout one third of the Amish Mennonites e:dsting in 1850 continued 

in the 01 d Order ... " (43). 

As a result of these various groupings and re-groupings, the terms 

Amish and Mennonite are rather confusing. In order to understand their 

appropriate meaning, the moment in time and the geographic context of the 

group in question must be considered. Before 1850, Amish (or 

Amish-Mennonite) referred to descendents of the Swiss Brethren in Europe 

and the U.S. who had followed the direction established by Jacob Ammann 

after the 1693 division. The Swiss Brethren who did not become Amish in 

1693, along with other northern European Anabaptists, became known as 

Mennonites. As mentioned earl ier, the term Mennonite had originated among 

the Dutch Anabaptists. Thus, in the "Old World", the two main groups 

considered to be the ancestors of current North American Amish, and 

Mennonites of Amish descent, are the Swiss-German Mennonites and 

Swiss-German Amish-Mennonites. In the early stages of the Anabaptist 

movement, the Swiss-German Mennonites and Amish-Mennonites were both part 

of the Swiss Brethren. 

The Amish-Mennonites who remained in Europe gradually assimilated 

with Mennonite groups, the last of which did so in 1937, thus rendering 

the term Amish obsolete in Europe (Hostetler 1955). By 1925 in the United 
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States, the u new world u Amish Mennonites had joined the Mennonite Church 

(the Mennonites from Europe had also emigrated to the United States) and 

had become known as Mennonites. Since the early 1900s, then, the term 

Amish in the U.S. has been used to describe the Old Order and the various 

groups which separated from them but did not join the Mennonite Church, 

such as the Beachy Amish, the Nebraska Amish and the New Order Amish 

(Hostetler 1980a). 

Outside observers may find it difficult to comprehend the many 

divisions which have occurred in the course of Amish history. One 

explanation may I ie in the fact that church authority among the Amish has 

always been congregational (Schlabach 1988; Bender 1934). That is, each 

congregation is ultimately responsible for its own decisions. No higher 

authority, such as a conference, dictates what a congregation must do. 

Although each Amish congregation (church district) establ ishes its own 

specific rules for day-to-day 1 iving, otherwise known as the Ordnung among 

the Old Order, the basic reI igious principles found in the Dordrecht 

Confession of Faith are followed by all Old Order congregations (Hostetler 

1980a). Even though certain practices vary from community to community, 

the guiding principles are the same. As Schwieder and Schwieder (1975, 

90) point out, 

Although there is no overall authority or regulation imposed 
from the top down, each group clearly recognizes the I imits of 
change. To remain in the Old Order group, no compromise or 
modification of major religious beliefs will be tolerated even 
though local customs may vary. 
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As a result of these patterns, authority among the Old Order is qUIte 

decentral ized, but operates within a system in which the same general 

bel iefs are understood and followed. 

Divisions among the Amish can also be attributed to the fact that 

uthey took their religion seriously" (Guengerich 1984,29). As members of 

a free church, the Amish had to take responsibil ity for their own 

reI igious decisions and discipline. Right conduct became an important 

element of this responsibil ity and divisions occurred because the Amish 

bel ieved the visible church needed to be without spot or blemish 

(Hostetler 1989a). Strict discipline was a way to keep the church pure 

and strong. 

When the Amish moved to this country, they brought with them the 

agricultural techniques and practices they had developed in Europe. They 

quickly established their reputation as excellent farmers and continued 

the farming traditions they had previously establ ished (MacMaster 1985; 

Craumer 1977; Kollmorgen 1942; Hostetler 1980a; Landis 1945). Beginning 

with their appearance in U.S. history, and continuing to today, the Amish 

in eastern Pennsylvania have been used as examples of exemplary 

agricultural ists. Lancaster County, in particular, has often been the 

case which demonstrated the attributes of the Amish farmer (Kollmorgen 

1942; Schneider 1986; Weidner 1988; Knopp 1946; Gehman 1965; Get: 1946a 

and 1946b; Kraybill 1989; Loomis 1979; Landis 1945; Hostetler 1980a). Due 

to the thrift and productivity of the Pennsylvania Germans, including the 

Amish, this area of Pennsylvania has been known as "The Garden Spot u for 

many years (Landis 1945; Hostetler 1989b; Kollmorgen 1942). 
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As mentioned earl ier, the Amish in Europe had a tenuous status as 

tenant farmers, and had been forced to survive in marginal areas. "As a 

result the Brethren were among the first in central Europe to experiment 

with new ~ethods of fertil i:ing the land, of feeding cattle, and of 

planting new crops" (Kollmorgen 1942, 18). The Amish were among the early 

developers of stallfeeding and meadow irrigation, and they grew clover, 

marketed cheese, built up the soil with manure, used gypsum and I ime and 

developed a new cattle breed, things which the average farmer was not 

doing at the time (Kollmorgen 1942; S~guy 1973). 

In southeastern Pennsylvania, the Amish were among those who 

implemented such "improved practices as diversified farming, rotation of 

crops, careful use of barnyard manure, use of lime, and the growing of red 

clover .•. " (Kollmorgen 1942, 4). As the Amish moved on to establ ish new 

settlements they continued to rely on these methods. Even though the 

dominant culture eventually discarded many of these practices, the Amish 

have continued to use them to this day, in Pennsylvania and elsewhere 

(Hostetler 1980a; Kraybill 1989; Schneider 1986; Berry 1977; Erb 1985, 

1987, 1988). Ironically, it is many of these very practices, such as crop 

rotations, low external inputs and diversified farming, which the 

proponents of sustainable agriculture are now advocating (Stinner et al. 

1989; Lucht 1990). Today, these practices are being called "new", but the 

Amish have been using them for several centuries. 

Perhaps in part because of their long-standing European agricultural 

traditions, farming grew to be a sacred occupation for the Amish (Landis 

1945; Hostetler 1980a; Kraybill 1989). This was not just any kind of 
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farming, but small-scale, family-operated farming - the kind that is now 

assumed to be increasingly impassible to maintain in the U.S. (Adler 1989; 

Gillete 1989). For the Amish, the family farm is important because it 

keeps a person near to God, it is the best place to raise a family in the 

Amish faith and it is an integral part of the Amish tradition of remaining 

separate from mainstream society, thus allowing the Amish to maintain 

their family and community integrity (Stoltzfus 1973; Martineau and 

MacQueen 1977; Hostetler 1980a; LeCompte 1984; Thoreau 1980). Agriculture 

is seen as the primary means of ensuring family and community stabil ity 

and continuity. Hostetler (1951,234) contends that II'faith, farm, and 

family' are the three chief integrating factors in Amish life." 

The Iowa Experience 

The first Amish in Iowa settled in Lee County in 1839-1840. They 

came to Iowa from several counties in Ohio. As the Amish settled in the 

United States, they gradually moved west, either from older, established 

settlements, or, during the second period of immigration, directly from 

Europe. After new settlements were formed, they grew through the birth of 

offspring and through in-migration from any number of older settlements. 

Thus, the new settlements in the west became a meld of people from many 

different areas. 

The Lee County Amish settlement did not become permanent because the 

land they lived on was involved in a legal dispute. Instead of involving 

themselves in the legal process, many of the Amish chose to move. Henry 

and Davis counties, Iowa, and areas of Illinois and Missouri were among 
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the new destinations for the Lee County Amish. 8y 1870. the Amish 

congregation in Lee County had disapoeared (Gingerich 1939). 

In 1840, at the time the first Amish were settl ing in Lee County. 

tour Amish men from Somerset County, Pennsylvania, traveled through 

southeast Iowa in search of land for a new settlement. They were 

impressed with the Johnson County area, but because they heard of fever 

and ague in this region, they chose instead to settle in Elkhart County, 

Indiana (Gingerich 1939). 

In 1845, the Johnson County area was again explored by two 

prospective Amish settlers. These two men were from Maryland and Ohio. 

This time Johnson County was chosen as the appropriate spot, and a 

settlement was begun in April 1846. This became the first permanent Amish 

settlement in Iowa (Gingerich 1939). 

The first Amish congregation in Johnson County was organized in 1851 

(Guengerich 1929; Swartzendruber 1953). Between 1862 and 1864, this 

congregation was divided into the Deer Creek district and the Sharon 

district. Then in 1877, these two districts were again divided, this time 

into Upper and Lower Deer Creek and North and South Sharon. These 

divisions were carried out because of the expanding population in the 

community (Hershberger 1953; Guengerich 1929). By 1890, Guengerich (1929) 

estimates that there were forty famil ies, or around 100 members, per 

district. 

At various times during the settlement's history, there were 

disagreements within and between congregations. In 1864, for example, two 

church leaders moved away because of conflicts between the new, more 
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conservative settlers and the original settlers. Gingerich (1939 , 124) 

says that this incident is "illustrative of many in newly organIzed Amish 

churches. By 1860 many Amish churches in America had drifted apart, 

partly because of the isolation of the different communities." 

In 1878 or 1879, a small group of Amish, who had begun meeting on 

their own, removed their membership and began to worship in Henry County, 

Iowa, forty miles to the south of the Johnson County settlement. Because 

of the distance, this was not satisfactory. Then, for a time, the group 

had a minister from Henry County come to them occasionally, but this tao 

was unworkable. Eventually, a new minister who had moved into the Johnson 

County community from Elkhart County, Indiana, but who had nat been 

permitted to preach by the Old Order, met with the group. In 1889, this 

group and their new minister built a meetinghouse, the Union Church. This 

was the first meetinghouse in the area. Through this process, the Union 

Church became the first of the new (post-1850) American Amish Mennonite 

congregations in the area (Gingerich 1939; Hershberger 1953; Guengerich 

1929; Guengerich 1984). 

Although the Old Order do not worship in church buildings and instead 

meet in the homes of their members, two Old Order congregations, Upper and 

Lower Deer Creek, both built meetinghouses in 1890 (Hershberger 1953). In 

1913, the Lower Deer Creek congregation left the Old Order and affiliated 

with the Amish Mennonites. At this time their bishop left the district 

and joined the South Sharon Old Order district. The Upper Deer Creek 

district left the Old Order in 1915 to join the Conservative Amish 

Mennonite Conference, a group which did not want to be Old Order, but 
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which did not want to join the Amish Mennonites either. Their bishop 

moved to Buchanan County, Iowa, where, in 1914, an Old Order settlement 

had been started by a few famil ies from the Sharon districts (Hershberger 

1953). The Old Order in the present-day Kalo~a, Iowa, area (Johnson and 

Washington counties) grew out of the two Sharon districts, which remained 

with the Old Order. In 1951, there were six Old Order church districts in 

the Kalona area (Hershberger 1953), while at the present time there are 

seven Old Order districts which make up the Kalona Amish community 

(Gingerich 1989). 

Contemporary Characteristics 

Currently, there are six Old Order communities in Iowa. The cluster 

of church districts in a contiguous geographic area constitute each 

distinct community. Each community may have one or a number of church 

districts. The community near Kalona and the group in Buchanan County 

have subsequently been joined by communities (in order of origin) near 

Milton, Bloomfield, Riceville-McIntire and Edgewood. All of these 

settlements are in eastern Iowa, with the largest being the one near 

Kalona. 

The situation of the Amish in Iowa also needs to be put into the 

context of the Old Order as a whole. Currently, the Old Order live in 

twenty states and one Canadian province (Luthy 1985; Raber 1989). Their 

population has been growing steadily, from an estimated 8,000 in 1900 

(Hostetler 1980b) I to around 100,000 in 1987 (Hostetler 1987). The exact 

population is difficult to estimate at anyone time because of the high 

birth rate, frequent mobility (among established communities and to start 
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new communities) and lack of official records. The approximate number of 

church districts may be known for a given year, for example, but this does 

not indicate population precisely because membership in a district is by 

families, 'not by individuals, and the number of famil ies in a district 

varies due to the age of the settlement and its current state of 

viabil ity. The number of settlements and church districts may vary widely 

in a short time span because new Amish settlements are continuously being 

established and some settlements are usually in decl ine. For example, 

between 1975 and 1984, fifteen settlements became extinct, while 

seventy-one new settlements were farmed (Luthy 1985). 

The mobility evident throughout Amish history is still prevalent. 

One of the primary reasons given for the founding of new settlements is 

the need for more land due to population growth within establ ished 

communities. An Old Order historian writes that 

with land prices highest in the oldest, largest settlements, 
cheaper land in other areas is always being sought - thus the 
dramatic increase in the number of settlements. That the Amish 
are rapidly spreading out into new areas is best illustrated by 
the fact that of the 175 settlements in 1984, seventy percent 
were founded since 1960 .•. (Luthy 1985, 1). 

Along with the need for new farmland, there are a variety of other reasons 

which motivate mobility. 

Olshan (1980) gives four reasons which enter into a decision to move. 

Firstly, confl icts with state or local authorities over disputed 

regulations may prompt a move. For example, in Minnesota, the conflict 

over the slow-moving vehicle sign requirement for buggies resulted in a 

court case (Siewers 1988), and the privately-expressed bel ief that if the 

rul in9 was unfavorable for the Amish, many of the Old Order would move out 
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of Minnesota (Participant 7). Secondly, differences of bpinion within a 

settlement may result in the establishment of a new settlement or a move 

to another settlement. The precedence for this has been pointed out 

earl ier in this chapter, and it continues to be a factor. Thirdly, the 

Old Order may move to isolate themselves from the influence of other 

reI igious groups. For example, the Plain City, Ohio, Old Order settlement 

is now extinct because the Old Order moved away when many of their 

offspring began to join other reI igious groups in the area (Participant 6; 

Pollack 1981; Yutzy 1961). Fourthly, there are often personal reasons for 

a move to a new community. This may include a mobile nature or the desire 

to try something hew. Schwieder and Schwieder (1975) also support 

Olshan's analysis and point out that mobil ity has allowed a certain amount 

of flexibility and has contributed to stability within Amish society. 

A frequent misconception about the Amish is that they are communal. 

The Old Order are community-oriented, that is, they I ive near other Old 

Order families in the same geographic area, but they neither isolate 

themselves completely nor practice communal ownership. Old Order famil ies 

live on their own farms, which are scattered throughout an area that is 

also populated with non-Amish farmers. Near the center of the older 

settlements, there may be a large concentration of Amish farms, but on the 

outskirts of the older communities and in the smaller, newer communities, 

Amish farms are mixed in with non-Amish farms. 

Amish social organization consists of four basic components: the 

household, the church district, the settlement and the affil iation 

(Hostetler 1980a). An Old Order settlement consists of a number of Old 
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this geographic area, also called a community, there is the further 

distinction of church district. Church district boundaries are laid out 

geographically and consist of the number of famil ies who can conveniently 

hold worship at an Amish farmstead. This is usually somewhere between 

twenty and thirty famil ies. The church district may also be referred to 

as a congregation. A community may be composed of one or many church 

districts. "An affiliation is a group of church districts that have a 

common discipline and that commune together" (Hostetler 1980a, 97). The 

affiliation may not necessarily represent a specific, contiguous 

geographic area, but may include a number of districts from a variety of 

settlements. Within a large settlement there may be several affil iations. 

Typically, Amish church officials will speak about the number of 

families in their districts rather than the number of individual members 

(PartiCipant 8; Huntington 1956). This is an indication of the central 

place of the family in Amish society and the effort that is made to 

discourage individual ism. 

The importance of community is reflected in the number of times this 

descriptor appears in the titles of articles written about the Amish 

(Ericksen et al. 1980; Huntington 1956; Kl ine 1986; Kollmorgen 1942; 

Pollack 1981; Stoltzfus 1973). Hostetler (1955, 213) says, "The cultural 

survival of the Amish in America is a function of community groupings." 

This seems to be true, because the Amish do not exist outside of their 

geographic and reI igious communities. 
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The building blocks of the community are the extended family and the 

church district. On the farm, the family spends a great deal of time 

working together, and once children are married, they often return home 

for visits or work days. Aunts, uncles and cousins may also join together 

to help a family member with a special project. Often, parents remain on 

the farm in a "grandpa rlouse" i"ihen one of their married chi 1 dren take,: 

over the farm. This means that two, three and sometimes four generations 

all live on one farm. Each family unit has its own home, but much time is 

spent together. 

Next to the extended family, the church district provides the other 

most frequent opportunity for interaction. A congregation meets every 

other Sunday, but people see each other between times because they live 

near one another and may trade labor or share farm equipment. The 

congregation is small enough (between twenty and thirty famil ies) that 

face-to-face accountability can be maintained. Before each biannual 

communion service, for example, much time is spent making sure 

relationships in the congregation are in harmony. These two institutions, 

the extended family and the congregation, provide the primary means for 

developing and maintaining the social ties which bind the community 

together. 

Summary 

The foundation which was laid during the Anabaptist movement is still 

reflected in the lives of the Old Order Amish. For the early Anabaptists, 

church became a community reality, with face-to-face relationships and 

corporate discipl ine as core components. These were some of the issues at 
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stake during the 1693 division. With this, and other historical factors. 

in mind, one can better understand the current principles, values and 

social organization of the Old Order. 

Understanding Amish history is also of critical importance because of 

the common bel ief that the current Old Order way of I ife simply represents 

ul iving history." To many outsiders, Amish culture appears relatively 

unchanged and unchanging. It appears that the Old Order have emphasized 

the necessity of maintaining the traditions of earl ier generations, but a 

close examination of their history will also reveal that they have made 

selective accommodations to the broader society in which they I ive (Meyers 

1983a; Olshan 1981; Hostetler 1987; Stoltzfus 1977). Change has occurred 

within Old Order society, but attempts have been made to carefully control 

the magnitude, rate and direction of change. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 

Introduction 

The current study is 3 descriptive, agricultural case study based on 

fieldwork carried out during the months of February through June and 

October, 1989, in the Old Order Amish community located in Buchanan 

County, Iowa. The theoretical frameworks of ethnoscience, cognitive 

anthropology and farmer-centered research provided the foundation for the 

study. The goal of the study is to describe the essential components of 

the Amish farming system, and to uncover emic views of phenomena, bel iefs 

and behavior which support the system. 

In order to use this approach effectively, the cultural context must 

be understood from the perspective of its members. Agricultural practices 

must not be isolated from the cultural context; the bel iefs and values 

which created and now maintain the current traditions must be exolored. 

Often, farming practices have been misunderstood, and farmers viewed as 

ignorant, because no one took to the time to understand why farmers were 

doing what they were doing. There are always reasons and underlying 

values which provide a meaningful explanation for peoples' decisions and 

practices. The cultural context of the farming system must, therefore, be 

understood before one can determine how knowledge from this system might 

be useful in addressing current issues facing the larger agricultural 

community. 

-The specific objectives of the study are to (1) describe contemporary 

Amish farming knowledge and practices in Iowa; (2) identify the 

decision-making processes and goals which are used to guide change within 
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the system; (3) outl ine the values which support agricultural decisions 

and practices; and (4) explore the posiible connections between socIal 

structure and agricultural practices. 

Amish agriculture is so intertwined with the whole of Amish culture 

and society that arbitrarily isolating this aspect of Amish society may 

result in some knowledge about agriculture, but with I ittle understanding 

about how this fits into the overall picture. Amish culture is often 

confusing to outsiders because the connections are not easily apparent. 

For example, one Amish man explains that "our simple I iving is not an end 

in itself, but a means of strengthening family, church and community 

bands" (Stoll and Stoll 1980, 13). The reasons behind farming decisions 

and practices must be examined in this context. 

Definitions 

There are several key definitions which have provided the conceptual 

foundation for the study. These terms will be outlined in order to 

identify the basic assumptions of the researcher and to place the study in 

its proper context. "Every human being presupposes and assumes, 

comprehends real ity in terms of learned concepts and relationships, and 

continuously categorizes and catalogues phenomena intellectually" (Georges 

and Jones 1980, 41-42). This does not rule out objectivity, but 

recognizes that human beings, with their accompanying assumptions, are 

central in this type of research. 

The farming system 

The basic unit of analysis used in the study is the family-operated 

farm. The farms in this study cannot be understood by isolating and 
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analyzing one variable such as soil tyee or yield per acre, although these 

variables also need to be studied. They are part of a larger whole, or 

farming system, and must be examined in this context. A farming system, 

2<.ccording to '3haner et al. (1982, 3), 

IS the complex arrangement of soils, water sources, crops, 
livestock, labor, and other resources and characteristics within 
an environmental setting that the farm family manages in 
accordance with its preferences, capabil ities, and available 
technologies. 

In other words, the farming system includes internal and external factors 

(such as family labor availabil ity and market prices), as well as tangible 

and intangible inputs (such as natural resources and family goals and 

values). A farming system is a complex set of interrelated factors which 

need to be examined in relationship to one another. This study does not 

attempt to examine every possible factor and their connections, but it 

does seek to present a view which represents the wholeness and 

interconnectedness involved on the Amish family farm. 

This approach is necessary if research is to be of practical value or 

have meaning for its participants. As Rhoades (1984, 41) suggests, 

"compartmentalized research in agriculture often leads to laboratory or 

experiment station scientists who have 1 ittle knowledge about farming." A 

person may be an expert on reproduction in sheep, for example, but not 

understand how this is important to or affects farmers on a daily basis. 

Ethnoscience 

According to Sturtevant (1964, 99 and 1(0), ethno "refers to the 

system of knowledge and cognition typical of a given culture" and 

ethnoscience is a given culture's particular way of "classifying its 
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material and -50cial culture." The goal of ethno<:.cience is to ,ji=covet~ :<.nd 

describe a culture's classification system in its own terms, from its own 

perspective. 

The importance of understanding the cultural context cannot be 

overstated. The ethnoscientist cannot simply I ist phenomena or behavior 

which s/he observes. The ethnoscientist must discover and interpret 

meaningful phenomena and the principles which give meaning to those 

phenomena. As Charles Frake <1980, 2) suggests, "In actual ity not even 

the most concrete, objectively apparent physical object can be identified 

apart from some culturally defined system of concepts." In other words, 

ethnoscientific efforts must reflect the cultural context which gives 

meaning to the phenomena under investigation. "Culture provides 

princ ip I es for framing e:-:perience as eventful in part icul ar ways ••. " 

(Frake 1980, 58). Without this context, information simply becomes a dead 

artifact, separated from any practical meaning, and, therefore, 

essentially useless. 

Culture 

Culture is a word as diverse in meaning as the realities it 

describes. Thus, it has been defined in a variety of ways. The point 

here is that culture is "the acquired knowledge that people use to 

interpret experience and generate social behavior" (Spradley 1979, 5). 

Culture provides a "set of standards" which people use to operate within 

their society (Goodenough 1981,55). Spradley (1979) equates culture with 

a "cognitive map", but Frake (1980,58) says "culture does not provide a 

cognitive map, but rather a set of principles for map-making and 
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navigation." A culture provides a set of guiding principles by which 

people determine appropriate behavior and make decisions. 

Coqnitive anthropoloqy 

Given these definitions of culture, c09n~tiye anthropologists seek to 

discover and understand the way people conceptual ize phenomena, structure 

real ity and make decisions. In order to make these discoveries, cognitive 

anthropologists observe how people talk about phenomena. "Culturally 

significant cognitive features must be communicable between persons in one 

of the standard symbolic systems of the culture" (Frake 1980, 3). Usually 

this occurs through language. But, "language is only one form of 

communication, the most obvious" (Powdermaker 1966, 289). Non-verbal 

behavior is also important. Often, for example, what people say and what 

they do are two different things. Language alone does not paint the 

complete picture, and, therefore, language along with its accompanying 

behavior must be examined. 

Cultural relevance 

"If we want to account for behavior by relating it to the conditions 

under which it normally occurs, we require procedures for discovering what 

people are attending to, what information they are processing, when they 

reach decisions which lead to culturally appropriate behavior" (Frake 

1964, 133). In this same article, Frake points out that the 

anthropologist seeks to discover the set of rules for culturally 

appropriate behavior rather than predicting or prescribing such behavior. 

The process leading to these discoveries must itself be based on 

culturally appropriate methods. "Since the ethnoscientific method aims at 
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discovering culturally relevant discriminations and categorizations, 1t 15 

essential that the discovery procedures themselves be relevant to the 

culture under investigation~ (Sturtevant 1964, 111). Without cultural I; 

rel evant pt-'ocedw~es, ob"servat ion: and outcomes l'li 11 be usel ess. "Methods 

link data - what we construe to be observations of some particular real ity 

- with theory, our proposals for understanding real ity in general" (Frake 

1980,46). Appropriate links between methods, observations and theory are 

therefore crucial. 

Frake (1964, 132) suggests that ~both the queries and their reponses 

are to be discovered in the culture of the people being studied." This 

process will take time, but it is absolutely essential because without it, 

the principles "discovered" by the researcher are likely to be imposed 

from an outside and alien perspective. This imposition will result in 

studies with little practical value, either to the larger society or to 

participants. It will also contribute to the inappropriate label ing of 

phenomena. For example, traditional agriculture and alternative 

agriculture in the United States have often been viewed as backward, 

unscientific and primitive (Otto and Burns 1981; Altieri 1983). This is 

most unfortunate because traditional agriculture is a rich source of 

accumulated cultural wisdom. But because of the way it has been labeled, 

its value has often been overlooked. 

Farmer-centered research 

The preceding definitions lead naturally to an orientation which 

places farmers at the center of the agricultural research process. Even 

if farmers do not participate directly (though direct participation is 
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crucial), an effort must be made to see things from the farmers' 

perspectives. This can only be accomp1 ished when researchers have a 

"basic respect for farmers, their knowledge and their competence" 

(Chambers 1988, 11). 

One way to learn how and what farmers think is to have "direct, 

sustained contact with the people studied in their everyday 1 ives and on 

their terms" (Rhoades 1984, 40). This can be dccompl ished by working with 

participant farmers (Howes and Chambers 1980; Rhoades 1984), but, whatever 

the specific methods, it requires that outsiders listen and learn from 

farmers (Chambers 1988). 

Indigenous knowledge systpms 

An indigenous knowledge system encompasses knowledge itself and the 

various means and processes by which knowledge is used or transformed 

within the system (Howes and Chambers 1980). Indigenous knowledge is 

cultural knowledge - specific to a given group within a society. It 

"represents successful ways in which people have dealt with their 

environment" (Warren 1989, 5). Indigenous knowledge reflects the unique 

experience, values, preferences and perceptions which guide daily 

activities and decision making. It is a dynamic source of creativity and 

innovation. 

Although there is no doubt that farmers experiment (Rhoades 1987, 

1984; Chambers 1988; Altieri 1983; Richards 1985), 1 ittle is known about 

the methods they use. Farmer experimentation has, more often than not, 

been overlooked by agricultural researchers because it has not been 

recognized as legitimate or scientific. Rhoades (1987, 15) asserts that 
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the similarities with the scientific method are clear. The 
difference, however, is that farmers have very specific goals In 
mind and the results of experimentation must be practical. 
There is no room for experimentation strictly for the sake of 
experimentation. 

Based on their experience and experimentation, farmers make 

general izations which can be applied to specific circumstances. ThIS 

knowledge of farmers is a resource which must be respected if research IS 

to be of any practical value. 

Framework 

The epistemological framework for this approach has been provided 

through the Center for Indigenous Knowledge for Agriculture and Rural 

Development, CIKARD, at Iowa State University. CIKARD acts as a 

clearinghouse for collecting, documenting, and disseminating information 

on indigenous agricultural knowledge; develops methodologies for recording 

indigenous knowledge systems; conducts training courses on indigenous 

knowledge; and facil itates interdiscipl inary research on indigenous 

knowledge (CIKARD 1988). 

Four underlying assumptions about indigenous knowledge provide a 

basis for this study's approach. First, indigenous knowledge is practical 

knowledge. Second, indigenous knowledge reflects generations of 

experience (Warren 1989; Berry 1977). Third, indigenous knowledge is 

dynamic, innovative, flexible and adaptive. And, fourth, there are 

lessons to be learned from indigenous knowledge that can be applied to 

other situations. 

The practicality of indigenous knowledge has two sides. It is 

practical because it works for the people who use it, and because it can 
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also benefit those outside the system who learn from it. Learning about 

indigenous knowledge facil itates two-way communication and has the 

potential to inform research priorities. Research will be more relevant 

and of more direct benefit to farmers if it reflects their real ity, 

concerns and knowledge. One must ask, what are the practical impl ications 

from traditional wisdom that can be appl ied to current concerns? 

The framework also assumes that indigenous knowledge is based on 

accLlmul ated e:·:perience (Warren 1989). As Berry (1977, 45) suggests, "A 

good farmer ... is a cultural product; he is made by a sort of training, 

certainly, in what his time imposes or demands, but he is also made by 

generat ions of e:·:perience." 

While indigenous knowledge is specific knowledge, it is also dynamic 

and flexible. Farmer innovations and adaptations modify the knowledge 

system aver time as farmers respond to the changing demands of their 

physical and social environments. Therefore, "indigenous knowledge is 

dynamic; it changes through indigenous creativity and innovativeness as 

well as through contact with other knowledge systems" (Warren 1989, 5). 

Farmers in all parts of the world actively experiment with new ideas and 

practices, but little attention is paid to this fact, with even less known 

about how they go about it (Rhoad~s 1987; Richards 1985). 

Indigenous knowledge works for farmers in specific situations, but 

also has the potential to be appl ied to address problems in other 

circumstances. For example, a potato storage technique (used by farmers) 

involving diffused light was observed in several parts of the world and 
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subsequently was able to be adapted by other farmers in different 

environments (Rhoades 1987). 

Indigenous knowledge is cultural knowledge - knowledge which is 

specific and yet dynamic. knowledge which has ~een adapted to the phYSical 

and social environment in which it is used. Indigenous knowledge is 

practical knowledge because it is the knowledge which guides 1 ife on a 

daily basis. Indigenous knowledge represents a source of ideas and 

adaptations whose impl ications can be explored and appl ied to address 

problems in ather settings. All of these qual ities, however, cannot be 

real ized unless one understands the system in its own terms. That is the 

goal of the present study. 

Procedures 

The study was carried out using participant-observation, informal 

discussions and formal interviews. (1) This approach was chosen because 

it has been found to be the most effective and the least objectionable to 

participants (Loomis 1979; Olshan 1980; Huntington 1956). Pre-prepared 

formal questionnaires will uncover some information, but given the status 

of higher education and pride within Old Order society, these efforts are 

likely to be met with qualified resignation (Savel Is and Foster 1987). 

Within Amish society, "the ideal person remains quietly in the background" 

(Ericksen and Klein 1981, 294). Olshan (1980, 60-61) contends that the 

Amish are deferential to interviewers because they believe the interviewer 

"is likely to feel superior. The Amishman is 1 ikely to play along with 

this imputed status differential in order to expediate the completion of 

the interview. The emphasis he places on submission actually prescribes 
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this response. Consequently he will be content to let the outsider leave 

with accurate answers to irrelevant questions." 

Ideally, we would I ike to hear about Amish agriculture directly from 

Amish people themselves. If possible, I would prefer to let the Amish 

tell their own story. But the Amish do not desire attention and are 

reluctant to explain their ways in a publ ic setting. As a result, 

observations by an outsider must often be the primary vehicle for 

understanding the Amish. 

Observations of this kind are necessary and may provide helpful 

information and insight. But it must be remembered that the person making 

the analysis is nat the real expert. No outsider - in any situation - can 

completely and accurately comprehend the intricate workings of the group 

they observe and to which they do nat belong. Conclusions, therefore, 

must be presented honestly and humbly, without the pretense of being the 

complete and definitive analysis. An outsider's observations represent 

only one piece of the puzzle. 

It must also be remembered that any individual member of a group does 

nat possess the complete picture either. Each member of a group has 

knowledge that is unique to their individual position. But each member of 

a group also has knowledge that is group knowledge, that is, knowledge 

cammon to any member of the group. Huntington (1956, 1038) believes that 

in an Old Order Amish community "knowledge and bel iefs are shared to a 

greater extent than is the case in most communities in this country. 

There is a large area of overlap between what one Amishman knows and 

bel ieves and what all Amishmen know and believe." These different kinds 
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of knowledge must be kept in mind as the results of the studv are 

presented. Each observer, both inside and outside the group, has 

potentially valuable contributions to make to the construction of an 

overall picture. 

The Amish settlement in Buchanan County was chosen as the study site 

because it is the second largest and second oldest Amish community in 

Iowa, and because I ittle previous research has been done in this 

community. It was also selected because it offered the opportunity to 

start from scratch in the fieldwork process. The Kalona community is the 

largest and oldest Amish community in Iowa, but it is also fairly 

well-known to Iowans and the researcher had had previous experience in the 

community. The Buchanan County site was conveniently located, represented 

a new experience for the researcher and was an area which had not been 

previously explored. 

The initial contact in the community was establ ished through a 

previous family acquaintance in the Kalona area. During the first three 

months, regular visits were made to the community. A primary contact was 

establ ished during this time and many additional contacts were made 

through personal visits recommended by the initial participants. 

After initially visiting the community on a regular basis for three 

months, two months were then spent living with and working for several 

famil ies in the community. Primary contact was maintained with six 

households. In total, between twenty and twenty-five households 

participated in the study. Although the opportunity to 1 ive with Amish 

families provided immediate access to the community, it also 1 imited 
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interaction because of the role women play in Amish society. Men and 

women work together within the family, but in publ ic settings men and 

women have very 1 imited contact. Men and women also do different kinds o~ 

work on the farm. Men and women are both involved in doing the dailY 

chores, such as milking the cows; women, however, typically do not do much 

fieldwork unless there is a shortage of labor, such as few children or few 

sons within the family (Ericksen and Klein 1981; Participants 14 and 20). 

As a young, educated, female researcher, my range of interaction was 

limited. My primary duties were associated with the operation of the 

household and in this position I was not able to have as much contact with 

the male members of the community who carry out the majority of the 

farming activities, such as fieldwork. However, a level of mutual trust, 

respect and acceptance was established which allowed considerable 

flexibil ity, and household observations and informal conversations 

provided essential information about the farming system. My background as 

a Mennonite also provided an outlook on I ife and sensitivity to Amish 

culture which proved useful. 

A major component of the study was time. Time was spent listening 

and observing so that the researcher could learn to ask the right 

questions. Some initial questions were prepared based on the hypothesis 

about the stabil ity of the Amish farming system, but the majority were 

asked after the researcher had spent time in the community. This was done 

to avoid, as much as possible, the imposition of preconceived ideas. For 

example, yield per unit of land is typically used as the primary, and 

often the sale, indicator of success when a conventional American farmer's 
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~ould have been misleading and would have distorted the findings because 

it ignores the complex interactions within the total farming svstem -

interactions that occur between the various crops grown, in crop/3nimal 

relationships and in the socia-reI igiousiagricultural relationship - and 

it is based on the faulty assumption that yield per unit of land is the 

most valued measure of success for the Amish (Olshan 1980; Jackson 1984). 

Instead of being based on external assumptions, the questions must arise 

out of the cultural context - the social, economic, physical and 

phenomenological matrix. 

Relevant I iterature from other Amish community studies was reviewed 

in preparation for the fieldwork, and is used throughout the discussion to 

highlight various points. The details of a comparison from another 

community may differ, but the underlying characteristics are similar. 

Just as each Amish individual varies in his or her degree of adherence to 

the Amish ideal, so too each community, and even each church district, 

translates the Amish ideal into slightly different realities (Stoltzfus 

1977). The general prinCiples are assumed to be similar, even though 

there are slight variations between communities, because those who do not 

conform closely enough to the ide~l will be forced to sever ties with the 

church or will remove themselves. 

Presentation of Data 

Given the qualitative, non-technical nature of this report, the data 

"appear in words rather than in numbers" (Miles and Huberman 1984, 20). A 

primary reason for this approach is the interconnected nature of the Amish 
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farming system and Amish society. There is a place for studies which 

focus an and quantify one or a I imited number af specific variables withIn 

the system; the goal of this study, however, is to make expl icit the 

complex and dynamic nature of Amish agricultu~e, and its place withIn the 

larger Amish culture. 

The title of the report, "Amish Agriculture in Iowa: A Preliminary 

Investiga.tion," refer·;; to the e:<pIOt~a.tory nature of this ca.se study. The 

goal af an e}(ploratory case study is "to develop ideas for further study" 

(Yin 1984, 10). In this type of process, conclusions provide the basis 

for generating new hypotheses. This study is an attempt to provide the 

background needed to stimulate further investigation. As Georges and 

Jones (1980, 152) point out, 

The results of fieldwork, therefore, are not ends. What is 
learned from the experience results instead in continuities and 
new beginnings whose ends are usually unpredictable and 
indeterminable. Such is the nature of human relationships and 
of human beings' constant search to understand themselves and 
know each other. 

It is hoped that what has been learned from this process wi1 1 contribute 

to the generation of additional questions, as well as provide some insight 

into current questions. 

In the following chapter, the four objectives outlined in the 

introduction to this chapter will serve as the main topical divisions. 

Each major section will .. begin with a short story, based on the fieldwork, 

to illustrate the findings. A discussion of the findings will follow each 

story. 
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Summ.a.r'l 

The techniques used in the study were chosen to provide a balance 

between a scientific method that is often ssen as cold and impersonal. and 

a researc~ process that reflects the humanness of the researcher and the 

participants (see Agar 1980). The assumptions have been outl ined to make 

the reader aware of the biases which exist and have influenced the course 

{:if the study. As l~erner and Schoepfle (1987, 17U suggest, "nota.ll 

biases are bad, but one must strive to make one's biases expl icit ... 

This chapter has made these biases clear. 

Although the topic lends itself to a general exposition, four areas 

have been chosen for specific analysis. It is hoped that these areas will 

serve to illustrate the characteristics of the Amish farming system, and 

that they will provide impetus for further study. Ideas generated by the 

inv~stigation will be discussed in the concluding chapter. 

The Amish farming system provides an example which appears 

anachronistic, but which has the potential to speak to issues which are of 

current critical importance. A model built on the past is now relevant to 

our present and future circumstances. 
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1. In order to preserve a measure of anonymity. all individuals clted 0'.3 

references have been assigned a participant number. A brief 
description of each participant is given in the section followlng the 
bibl iograohy entitled List of Participants. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

The ideal and most prestigious occupation for the Old Order Amish 15 

farming. In the oldest and largest Amish communities, however, derivIng 

one's income solely from farming is becoming more difficult to accompl ish. 

Meyers (1983b) estimates that in many of these large communities, less 

than half of the Amish household heads are farmers. "With continuing 

growth in their population and a dwindl ing supply of land there is 1 ittle 

hope for the coming generations to be primarily farmers" (179). 

Several strategies have been devised to deal with the declining 

opportu~ties in agriculture. One response has been to continually shop 

for land where new communities can be formed (Luthy 1985; Yoder 1989). 

New businesses have also been established (Kraybill 1989; Participants 1, 

2 and 15). Although many businesses are run in conjunction with the farm, 

others are operated by Amish men who do not farm. Amish women also 

operate home-based businesses. Some businesses, such as harness shops and 

buggy shops, cater primarily to Amish needs within the community. Other 

businesses, such as furniture making and general carpentry, satisfy needs 

within the Amish community and also for non-Amish customers. A few 

businesses, bakeries and quilt shops for example, depend primarily on 

non-Amish customers. Locally-run, rural-based businesses keep money in 

the community and enable a family to continue farming or at least to 

remain in the community if they do not farm. On-farm businesses also keep 

the family together, a high priority among the Amish. Daily, wage labor 

outside the community, in factories for example, is the least desirable 



www.manaraa.com

58 

employment option and was once prohibited in many communities. Those ~ho 

must take such employment do it with the hope of eventually being able to 

buy their own farms (Mey~rs 1983b; Participant 8). 

In Iowa, the majority of household heads still derive their primary 

source of income from farming. But the number of small, on-f.;,rm 

businesses continues to increase and more Amish men now depend on some 

form of wage labor than they did twenty years ago (Participant 2). In the 

1980s a new community was started where land was more readily available 

and cheaper than in several of the older communities. As the Amish settle 

in an area, and as the community grows, the demand for farmland rises and 

the value also increases. This naturally leads to land shortages. Land 

shortages encourage land shopping in other areas, and the need for 

additional income, like that which a small business can provide. When 

couples ~arry and want to begin farming, they first must usually work for 

an establ ished farmer (Amish or non-Amish), rent available farms and then 

purchase their own place. This means that couples usually move a number 

of times before they are able to establ ish themselves on their own farm. 

The fortunate few are able to settle immediately on a farm purchased with 

their parents' backing or on the ~home place.~ Since the Amish have large 

families, it is difficult to provide a farm for every child. This is one 

reason the demand for land is always strong in an Amish community (Yoder 

1989) • 

~espite the increasing number of non-farming Amish, the Amish as a 

whole remain an agricultural people. Nearly every Amish couple hopes to 

farm, and farming remains the occupation of choice. In the following 



www.manaraa.com

59 

sections, entitled Practice, °redicaments. Philosophy and Cultural 

Patterns, the central aspects of the Amish farming system will be 

discussed. The four sections will be subdivided into two components. 

introduction and discussion. Each introduction section will focus on the 

story of David and Alma Martin - a fictitious Amish family. In several 

places, quotes from sources written by real Amish people will be used to 

describe what David or Alma might think or say. 

Practice 

Introljurtion 

The summer had been a good one. The final harvest was just around 

the corner, and Alma Martin (1) was sure it would be an adequate reward 

for their efforts. The Martins' SO-acre farm produced the basic 

necessities for their family and farm animals and was always al ive with 

activity. But even with the constant activity, the farm was a quiet, 

peaceful place, where the laughter of children and the squeak of the 

windmill could easily be heard. As members of the more traditional Old 

Order Amish, the Martins owned no tractors or power equipment, their 

farmwork accompl ished with horse power and small gasol ine or diesel 

engines. In the house, no noise from a refrigerator, furnace or air 

conditioner and no telephone, radio or television interrupted the daily 

routine. 

Throughout the summer, Alma had tended their large garden and had 

canned countless jars of fruits and vegetables. Every morning (and 

evening) she, along with her husband David and their two oldest sons, ages 

12 and 13, would milk the family's sixteen dairy cows before the creamery 
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truck picked up the milk at 7 a. m. Milk was their primary source of C~5n 

income, with the sale of soybeans and feeder pigs providing some 

additional money. In the past, every Amish family owned their own 

chickens and sold eggs, but now only a few families kept chickens and sold 

eggs because there was no longer a market for eggs. Even without the 

chickens, the Martins' farm was a diversified operation. 

The Martins' 80 acres was a stark contrast to the quarter-section of 

conventionally-farmed land owned by an absentee landlord which bordered 

them to the west. On the conventionally-farmed acres there were no 

fences, no trees and no buildings. The only crops grown on this land were 

corn and soybeans. After a heavy rain, evidence of erosion was apparent 

from the rivers of soil which ended up in the roadside ditches. 

The Martins' farm, on the other hand, consisted of six small, fenced 

fields (the largest being fifteen acres and the smallest, eleven acres), 

and a farmstead with two houses, a large barn, a granary and several small 

sheds. There were trees on the building site and an occasional tree in a 

fencerow. The fields were fenced to accommodate livestock and were 

cropped according to several variations of a five-year cycle: one year of 

corn, one year of soybeans, one year of oats and two years of an alfalfa, 

clover and grass mixture, the first year harvested for hay and the second 

year pastured; or, two years of corn, one year of oats and two years of 

the alfalfa, clover and grass mixture. The rotations eliminated the need 

for insecticides and limited the amount of herbicides which could be 

appl ied due to carryover concerns. Manure from the 1 ivestock was 

supplemented with small amounts of commercial fertil izers. David Martin 



www.manaraa.com

61 

estimated that his commercial fertil izer appl ications were about 

one-fourth that of his non-Amish neighbor. 

David owned eight strong work horses whose use he bel ieved helped 

minimize soil compaction, and in turn, weeds. If asked about his farming 

practices David might have this to say: 

We do all our field work with horses. We farm eighty acres, 
growing feed for our dairy her-d. vJe plow the3(Ji 1 in the fall 
with six horses and a two-bottom plow. In the spring, we cut up 
the soil with a disk, and level it and work it with a 
spring-tooth harrow. We use a drill to sow anywhere from 12 to 
20 acres of oats, which we cut at harvest time with a grain 
binder and three horses .... We also plant 12 to 15 acres of 
corn, with which to fill our two silos. The corn is cut with a 
corn binder pulled by three horses. It is hauled to the silos 
on wagons and handfed into an ensilage chopper . ... Our horses 
are also used for many other jobs, from cutting, raking, and 
load ing hay to haul ing manure (Stoll and Stoll 1980, 25) . 

Although the Martin farm was small and depended on the use of technology 

considered outdated and backwards by conventional farmers, David and Alma 

knew this was the best way to maintain the way of I ife which their faith 

required. 

Discu~sion: Inputs 

Labor. In the most traditional Old Order settlements, human labor 

(suppl ied by the family) and animal traction make up the largest share of 

the total labor input. An Amish farm is management and labor intensive. 

Labor is substituted for capital, resulting in the need for the whole 

family and, at times, other helpers such as neighbors and relatives to 

participate in the farm operation. According to Craumer's (1977) 

observations, mechanization on Amish farms would reduce the demand for 

labor (displace people) and could lead to larger and, therefore, fewer 

farms. The Amish community depends on the presence and close proximity of 
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pattern. Labor also makes use of the entire family, which is a way for 

parents to control the social ization of their ~hildren, and which 

strengthens the family as an institution in the Amish communlty. This is 

an example of how the social structure of the Amish community affects 

agricultural practices. 

Energy. Energy inputs on a traditional Amish farm are primarlly from 

renewable sources. Wind power is used to pump water, horses are used for 

fieldwork, human energy is used to milk cows and pick corn and animal 

waste is used for fertilizer. Non-renewable energy is used in the form of 

fuel, commercial fertil izers and pesticides. Contrary to popLllar bel ief, 

the Amish are not organic farmers. There are Amish farmers who farm 

organically, that is, without the use of commercial fertil izers or 

pesticides, but the majority of Amish farmers use some commercial 

fertil izer and/or pesticides. The use of commercial fertil izers and 

pesticides has grown in the past twenty years (Participants 4 and 8; Erb 

1987) • 

Capital. Although the Amish farming system is labor intensive rather 

than capital intensive, capital investment is certainly needed in the 

Amish operation. Horse-drawn machinery, tools, horses, land and buildings 

are all examples of capital requirements for the Amish farmer. According 

to one study the level of technology used by the Amish has helped them 

"avoid the major causes of small farm poverty and bankruptcy, the 

difficulty of obtaining the capital to purchase modern agricultural 

machinery or the heavy debt payments required if it is obtained" (Johnson 
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et al. 1977, 375). The Amish have evidently learned to use the level o· 

technology that is appropriate to maintain the scale of farming they 

prefer. 

Knnwledqe. Many agricultural practices of the Amish are based on 

generations of experlence. The Amish have been farming for several 

centuries in the U.S., and prior to that in Europe: farming is part of 

their identity and has taken on spiritual significance (Schwieder 19 73; 

Hostetler 1980a). Farms, and the knowledge and values needed to maintain 

them, have been passed down through the generations. Old people are 

respected in Amish society. In the family, parents teach their children 

what is expected of them. The Amish prefer practical education, learning 

to farm by working on the farm, for example. Amish children go to school 

through the eighth grade, usually in one-room country schools which are 

operated by the Amish themselves. They bel ieve ~that if a child is to 

remain a farmer, he has no need of the elaborate and useless education 

provided by the high school; it is better for him to work on the farm and 

acquire a practical knowledge of husbandry~ (Thoreau 1980, 115). For the 

most part, the Amish depend on their own knowledge systems, to repair 

machinery and to treat animal health problems, for example (Participants 8 

and 9). Ideas and innovations which work for one Amish farmer will 

quickly circulate through informal conversational channels, which are the 

main transmitter of information and news within an Amish community and 

among communities. 

Management. The farm management system of the Old Order Amish is 

complex. Amish farmers own their own farms and make many decisions on 
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their own, but their decisions are not indlvidual istlC and their farms are 

not totally independent operations. Amish farmers are not out there "on 

theIr own." They typically have extended family members in the community, 

have probably borrowed money from within the ~ommunity or loaned money to 

other Amish farmers, receive help from and give help to neighbors and 

relatives and know that in the event of an emergency, such as illness or 

fire, the Amish community will provide assistance. The community, at the 

church district level, also determines the basic standards which the Amish 

farmer must follow. These standards typcially pertain to type, size and 

use of farm machinery, mode of dairy operation (whether to milk by hand or 

with machines, for example) and the way in which various types of engines 

can be used. These standards are agreed upon by the members of the 

congregation, or the community as a whole if there are only a few 

congregations. 

The Amish farm cannot be understood if it is examined as an 

independent unit. The Amish farm is not an isolated entity; its vital ity 

flows from its place within the Amish community. Amish society 

"sanctifies for the individual the virtues that make good farming or good 

work of any kind possible: a prudent practice of ecology, moderation, 

simplicity of 1 ife, frugality, interdependence (neighborl iness), family 

stability, and financial common sense--the traditional rural American 

values that mainstream culture appears to be abandoning." And it does 

this within the context of "a supportive, tight-knit community" (Logsdon 

1988, 30). The Amish farmer, therefore, is not a lone ranger. Management 

skills do vary from person to person (some Amish farmers are better 
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managers than others) , but all Amish f:o.rmers can depend on the communit'f 

to which they belong and the values which are constantly reenforced there. 

Predicaments 

I ntrod'lc': i ~Jn 

With the harvest nearing completion, Alma's thoughts turned toward 

the upcoming council church and communion. This was the time of vear when 

the church reviewed its standards and asked its members to evaluate their 

relationship with each other and to confirm their agreement with the 

church's teachings. This year Alma was worried about her youngest sister. 

Since spring communion, Miriam's husband had begun to use an engine run by 

compressed air in his machine shop, a convenience which was forbidden by 

their church. The issue had not been addressed directly dUring the 

summer, but with communion coming up it was sure to be examined. Alma 

knew that these discussions would be an emotional time for the church. 

All of the church members knew that a certain amount of change was 

inevitable; they could see this by looking at the differences between 

their own childhood and their chi1drens' circumstances. But change was 

never accepted immediately or automatically. A period of prolonged 

evaluation was necessary before the use of a new innovation could be 

accepted. And even then, some innovations, such as milking machines, had 

never been accepted in Alma's community. 

Alma's father-in-law was a bishop in Alma's church district. When he 

had been ordained to this office, he had promised to keep a tight rein on 

change. Given this task, the bishop had to be the proper example and 
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not ~.n easy job. 

Alma knew too that proposed changes always affected more than one 

individual. One change could easily lead to another. A minister had once 

e:<p la.ined that "I'Je try to find out how new ideas, invent ions or trend:: 

will affect us as people, as a community, as a church. If they affect us 

adversely, we are wary. Many things are not what they appear to be at 

first glance. It is not the individual 1 inks that concern us, but the 

total chain. Often one thing leads to another" (Stoll and Stoll 1980, 

16). Her people did not bel ieve that technology was evil in itself, but 

they were concerned with how its use would influence the family, church 

and community as a whole. Given their position as a semi-isolated, rural, 

reI igious commiunity, they wanted to moderate the influences of change 

from the outside world. 

In Alma's community, tractors and large, modern machinery were 

forbidden because such expensive, labor-saving technology would eventually 

upset the balance of the community. If farmers had to go into debt to 

purchase such equipment, they would need more land to support the 

payments. More land could only be gained at the expense of a neighbor. 

If Amish neighbors were forced out of farming the community would be 

destroyed. Reducing the demand for labor would also mean that a farmer's 

children would no longer be needed on the farm. They would be forced to 

seek other employment, which would weaken family bonds and expose the 

children to unwanted, external influences. A small change in farm 

equipment would thus have a major impact on the structure of the farm 
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itself, threatening the family 3nd the community. Alma and her husband 

could not think of themselves alone when they considered using a new 

lnnovation. 

Discussion: Continuity and change 

The goals and decision-making processes which an Amish farm family 

use to guide daily life operate primarily at the church district level. 

According to Huntington (1956, 1(46), "it is within the congregation that 

all important decisions are made." Members of a church district 

understand what is expected of them. Individual farmers in the same 

district do not do everything exactly al ike, but the basic characteristics 

of their operations will be similar. For example, they will use the same 

level of technology, all milking by hand and farming with horses if these 

are the standards followed in their particular congregation. 

As pointed out earlier, new technology is not assumed to be 

immediately desirable. "Technological advances and economic growth are 

increasingly questioned rather than being unthinkingly treated as 

synonymous with progress" (Olshan 1980, 167). Changes in technology are 

regulated within the church. 

Change occurs slowly in an Amish community. Changes which are 

eventually accepted, long after the technology was new to the broader 

society, typically are the result of an informal and gradual process. The 

changes may not be officially recognized for a generation or more, and 

often are not sanctioned even after they have been widely used. Change 

often begins with illicit use, usually by a single individual or family. 

These initial attempts at change are often thwarted by the church, but 
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often they begin again and gradually are tolerated impl icitly even while 

they are still officially restricted. This process will eventual Iv lead 

to widespread use of the change: inform':!,l, tacit acceptance: o<.nd o<.fter 

sufficient time has passed, to a more formal acceptance. 

The three essential elements of faith, farm and family suggested by 

Hostetler (1951) are perhaps the most important factors which illustrate 

the goals which operate to maintain the system and control change. TheSE 

three components are central in Amish 1 ife, and the goals in one area also 

affect decisions in the other two areas. The Amish recognize that the 

abil ity to maintain their culture depends on the interaction of many 

factors and the willingness to examine the connections between various 

decisions. Cultural strength can only be achieved by maintaining the 

integrity of each contributing element. The vitality of the small farm 

depends on the strength of the family, and the strength of the church 

depends on the endurance of the family and the farm. As LeCompte (1984, 

16) has maintained, "to understand Amish agriculture, one must understand 

the spiritual and social context in which the Amish I ive. Family and 

community unity and Christian faith are wholly integrated into Amish life 

such that they cannot be isolated as separate aspects ••.. " 

Potential changes are evaluated in this context. For example, the 

compressed air engine is not the central concern of Alma's community, but 

the effects its introduction will have on the total system. When an Amish 

farmer in Ohio wrote about his objection to the introduction of no-till 

farming methods in the Amish community (supported by the county extension 
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service and chemical companies)! he described how no-till farming would 

affect his relationship with his neighbor: 

With no-till I would have the means to farm his 50 tilL;ble 
acres, in addition to my own, and he could be 'free' to work off 
the farm. I know I wouldn't be abl~ to do the excellent farming 
he is doing now, and I would miss the rich fragrance of his 
fertile soil. And more than tha.t. I \.'iOuld mlSs my nei·~hbor 
O:::J ine 1986, 10). 

Outsiders who are unfamil iar with these real ities will not recogni:e the 

soundness of the Amish decision to reject certain innovations. 

Misperceptions of Amish agriculture lead to statements such as "other than 

the fact that they farm with horses, Amish farmers are no different than 

other farmers" <Participant 19). It is these kinds of simpl istic 

attitudes which prevent the success of Amish agriculture from being 

comprehended. 

Even though it has been frequently predicted that the Old Order Amish 

will, sooner or later, assimilate with mainstream culture and lose 'thelr 

distinctive identity, Amish culture remains strong and somewhat separated 

from the broader society. While the Amish have been forced to make some 

concessions to the dominant culture, they have successfully negotiated 

their place within that culture. They choose what is useful and reject 

what would weaken their way of life. 

Ph i 1 oS(Jphy 

Introduction 

As she packed lunches for her five school-age children, Alma thought 

ahead to the tasks of the day. David could hardly wait to begin preparing 

the fields for sowing oats, but the late-March soil was still too wet. 

With the horses, David could often begin working before tractors could get 
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person could ruin the soil structure if the fields were too wet. He was 

always eager to find ways to reduce soil compaction because it seemed that 

\..,eeds thri'ved in compacted soi I. He also bel ieved in promot ing an 

environment favorable for earthworms. 

Today David was going to help an Amish family an the ather side of 

the settlement who had lost their granary in a windstorm. While David was 

gone, Alma would go to help her neighbor, Mrs. Miller, get ready for 

church. This Sunday was the Millers turn to host the bi-weekly church 

service. Preparing for church was a big task so Alma and Mrs. Miller 

helped each ather when it was their turns. The three youngest children 

who were not in school would also go along. Sometimes the three-year-old 

twins stayed with Alma's parents, who I ived in the dody (grandpa) housB, 

but today they would go and play with the Miller children. 

On Sunday the twenty-five famil ies in the southwest district would 

gather at the Miller farm for the traditional three-hour service. The 

families knew each other well because they I ived in the same area of the 

settlement, worked together and were accountable to each other. In 

addition, they shared a similar identity: they all spoke the same 

language, wore the same style of clothes, lived on small farms or small 

acreages, embraced the same faith and practiced the same plain lifestyle 

which distinguished them from their non-Amish neighbors. No one in Alma 

and David's congregation could remain anonymous; membership required 

face-to-face relationships. Just last month David had explained to their 

non-Amish cousin, visiting from another state, that "being Amish to me is 
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belonging and being needed in the community, neighborhood, 'amlly and 

church" (Larimore and Taylor 1985). The closeness of the small 

congregation was something David, Alma and their children took ~or 

granted. Anything else would have seemed strange. 
f 

Discussion: Valu~~ and aqriculture 

Members of Amish society possess basic assumptions which often run 

counter to those common in mainstream American culture. This makes it 

difficult for the average American to understand Amish culture. In the 

Amish farming system, specific practices are followed because of certain 

underlying principles and values. The practices of conventional farmers 

also reflect a certain value orientation but this is not often discussed. 

Values will always be behind agricultural practices. Aldo Leopold 

recognized this and proposed that a land ethic must precede changes in 

farming methods (Leopold 1984), but very I ittle is said about this in 

current models of adoption and change. This deficiency must be addressed 

before significant changes can occur in conventional agriculture. 

ronformity. In Amish society, it is evident that members must 

conform to the standards the,church requires. Dressing al ike (in styles 

now obsolete in mainstream society) I speaking Pennsylvania German as their 

first and primary language, using horses on the farm, attending their own 

schools and restricting the use of certain conveniences are all symbols of 

separateness from the dominant American culture and mechanisms which 

create a strong group consciousness. An Amish person belongs to a group 

and their primary identity is as a group member rather than as an 
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individual. "l~hen we're baptized into the church \~e lose IJur 

individual it 'I, \'Ie join one body" (L3.rimore .and Ta.y1 1:Jr 1985·). 

The importance of being together, in work and in play, 15 imparted to 

children from the time they are born. An Amish child is typically born 

into a large family, and contact with grandparents, aunts, uncles, 

cousins, neighbors and friends is frequent. In one family, a mother 

expressed concern for a young child who was playing alone because she did 

not want the child to think she could have everything for herself (Yoder 

1989). The focus is always on one's place in the group and not on one's 

individual ity. 

The expression of togetherness and conformity in Amish society 

affects agriculture in several ways. First, it means that an Amish farmer 

has a strong support network and can depend on receiving financial and 

other forms of assistance. This is demonstrated within the family and 

within the community as a whole. On the farm, the whole family works 

together and in the community few activities of any kind are done alone. 

Second, Amish farmers are expected to farm in ways which will be 

beneficial for the whole Amish community. They must have labor and money 

to share, and must treat the land well because it is to be passed on to 

future generations of Amish farmers. Farming is the preferred occupation, 

so current farmers must ensure that those who follow after them will also 

be able to farm. 

Cooperation. The togetherness present in Amish society is a close 

cousin to cooperation. In order to work together successfully, all 

participants must cooperate. Although there is competition evident in 
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Amish society, cooperation is the stronger force. The well-known barn 

raisings, where the whole community helps to erect 3 new barn in the olace 

of one destroyed by fire or ather natural disaster, is the most obvious 

case of cooceratlon and mutual assistance. But farmers assist each ather 

with routine tasks tao. Neighbors and relatives (neighbors are often 

relatives) work together to make hay and thresh oats. The Amish community 

also operates as an insurance pol icy for its members. Instead of relying 

on insurance companies for protection, the Amish practice mutual aid. 

When someone is in need, cannot pay a large hospital bill, for example, 

the community comes to their aid. Each family is asked to give according 

to their abil ity, and the donations are then used to pay the bill. The 

Amish do not accept government assistance such as social security and they 

do nat participate in agricultural programs such as crap set-aside 

programs. Whatever assistance they need is provided by the Amish 

community. 

These examples show that cooperation is strang in Amish society, but 

the practice of cooperation has also changed over the years. One person 

indicated that twenty years ago the Amish worked together and with their 

nan-Amish neighbors even more than they do now. For example, nan-Amish 

farmers used to be part of threshing rings. Now they no longer 

participate, primarily because they have discarded the methods the Amish 

have retained and they no longer need to depend on this farm of mutual 

assistance (Participant 13). Another source indicated that competition 

appears to be stranger among the Amish than it used to be. For example, 

everyone wants to be the first to finish picking their corn in the fall! 
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50 everyone tries to hurry 35 much as possible (P3rtic1oant 11). Changes 

in cooperation are also reflected in changing patterns o~ ownership. It 

is now common for each farmer to own nearly all of the major pieces of 

farm equipment needed for the farm operation. This means that there 15 

less dependence an ather Amish farmers than when equipment was shared 

within the community (Participant 8). Even though Amish farmers of the 

late twentieth century are 1 ikely to be mare independent than the previous 

generation of Amish farmers, no Amish farmer can be or desires to be 

totally independent from Amish neighbors and the Amish community. 

Connectedness. At the center of this value web is the real ity of 

connectedness. For the Amish, all decisions are related. Where a 

decision leads, and not simply the decision itself, is considered 

important. The Amish are connected to each other - they depend on each 

other as farmers, as neighbors, as family members and as church members -

and they are connected to the land. The strong connection with the land 

is illustrated by the Amish bel ief that farming in a way which causes the 

soil to lose fertility is a sin as great as adultery or theft (Schwieder 

1973; Hostetler 1980a). The Amish do nat separate out the various aspects 

of their existence; faith, farm and family are all connected and each 

depends on the ather. i 
'/ 

In Amish agriculture, the household is an essential component of a 

successful farm. Success on the Amish farm is not calculated by yield or 

profit alone. A successful Amish farm earns a profit, provides food for 

the family and the animals, but in addition, it protects the land, keeps 

the family strang, contributes to the welfare of the community and ensures 
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wisely, by 1 imiting consumption of ready-made croducts and re-using things 

and repairing them instead of throwing them away, 1S an important 

ingredient in the successful management of the farm. 

Cultural Patterns 

Introduction 

Today was going to be another busy day. As the warm milk squirted 

into the bucket between her knees, Alma hummed a happy tune. As soon as 

the cows were milked, the prayers said and breakfast finished, David would 

be off to the field to plant corn. And not long after that, the first of 

Alma's sisters would arrive. Today Alma was having a work day with her 

four sisters who 1 ived within the settlement. Every three or four weeks 

all of Alma's sisters living in this community got together to work for a 

day. This time it was Alma's turn to have the work day at her house. The 

women planned to spend the day quilting, visiting and baking pies, while 

the children spent the day playing. Alma's mother would join them too. 

She and Alma's father lived in the 1 ittle house connected to Alma and 

David's big house and were included in many family activities. Alma knew 

the day would be enjoyable for all of them. Being together, sharing work 

and sharing news was always something to which they all looked forward. 

~avid was eager for his work too. The oats were all sown and now it 

was time to plant corn. David loved the warm sun on his back, the steady 

plod of the horses walking in front of him and the smell of the spring 

soil. While he worked, David thought about the continuous flow of the 

seasons. All of his life, he had been surrounded and supported by a 
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steady, dependable harmony - on the ~arm and in his community. David 

could not imagine living outside this nearly perceptible rhythm of 1 ife. 

Alma and David had been part of farm I ife for as long as they could 

remember. 80th had been born in this community and now they had this farm 

of their own and were raising their own family. Just yesterday, Alma nad 

told David how glad she was that they had been able to move to thIS place 

when her parents had retired from farming. Now Alma was able to be close 

to her parents and to continue the farming traditions which extended back 

many generations - first in Ohio and now here in Iowa. David depended on 

her and the children - everyone had work to do on the farm. It was only 

by working together that they could keep things going. But they also 

needed their neighbors. 

Two days ago, on Tuesday evening, the six Amish families in David and 

Alma's immediate neighborhood got together to celebrate the May birthdays 

in their famil ies. David, Alma and their eight children had walked the 

quarter mile to the Miller farm where the men gathered in the 1 iving room 

to catch up on farm news, the women talked and set out the food in the 

kitchen and the children played outside. Even during this busy planting 

season, there was time to be together and visit. One couldn't work in the 

field after dark anyway, and although everyone had worked hard all day 

there was still energy for visiting. The clear, calm evening was one of 

those rare times when nature is at its best and the world seems nearly 

perfect. With the satisfaction of a day's work well dane, the company of 

friends, a bountiful supply of freshly-baked cake and homemade ice cream, 

coal evening breezes and happy, contented children, what more could the 
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world offer? At times I ike these David and Alma were reminded of the 

security, strength and satisfaction of their community of faith. They 

knew there would always be food on the table, a place to I ive and work. 

and family and friends on which to depend. All of this required work and 

sacrltlce, but this was nothing new for those who were determined to 

remain separate from the world. Every Sunday they sang the martyr hymns 

which reminded them of the suffering of their ancestors. 8eing scorned 

and ridiculed was nothing compared to being imprisoned, tortured and 

killed. Should their faith demand it, Alma and David knew that they too 

would be willing to suffer for their bel iefs. Although they lived in the 

world, and had to depend on it to some extent, they did not want to allow 

it to completely shape their existence. They knew their decisions must be 

made with the good of the community in mind. These were the people who 

worked with them, worshipped with them and with whom they belonged. 

Di~cussion: Social organization and agriculture 

A striking feature of Amish society is the small, personal scale of 

life. Church congregations are I imited to the number of families who can 

meet together in a home for worship, and farms are maintained on a small 

scale to accommodate the family and keep the community intact. Church 

districts typically have between twenty and thirty families, and Amish 

farms in Iowa average between 80 and 160 acres (Yoder 1989). Within the 

church, every member is known and interacts with others on a face-to-face 

basis. On the farm, the level of technology keeps the Amish farmer in 

touch with the land - I iterally. The difference between riding behind a 

six-horse hitch and riding in an air-conditioned cab on a four-wheel drive 



www.manaraa.com

tr::lctor' is si gn if icant. As Kr=<.yb i 11 (1989, '7'1) has observed, "the ;2;mi::h 

rea.1 ize that larger thing'3 bring 3pecial ization, dist=<nce, dlvisive 

subgroups, and often remove average people from power." In Amlsh society 

smallness brings di··/er·3ific:3.tion, clo'3eness, h.::Irmony and 30cial eqlJ3.1ity. 

niversification. In mainstream society, the trend has been toward 

larger farms and special ized farming. Farmers now often grow only gr3.1n 

or raise only one kind of animal. Amish farms, on the other hand, combine 

crops and I ivestock and do so on a small scale. A typical farm will have 

dairy cows, horses, pigs and perhaps sheep, chickens, goats, ducks or 

geese. Corn, oats, alfalfa and soybeans are the major crops grown by the 

Amish in Iowa. In Pennsylvania, the major crops are corn, oats, rye, 

wheat, alfalfa and tobacco (Weidner 1988; Schneider 1986). Rotations of 

three or four crops combined with a variety of animals bring biological 

and economic diversity, spread out the risk involved in farming and 

results in a high level of stability. 

Closeness. On an Amish farm, the farm family stays in close contact 

with nature and with each other. Milking cows together, eating together, 

praying together, plowing with horses, picking corn by hand, tending a 

garden or orchard - all of these are reminders that one must depend on 

others and on the vicissitudes of nature, which are determined by God. 

The structure of the community encourages closeness through the proximity 

of Amish neighbors and the interaction of the extended family and church 

members. The use of horse-drawn buggies for transportation keeps people 

from traveling too far and keeps the focus on participation in the 

community (Larimore and Taylor 1985). The physical proximity of Amish 
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f.3.mi 1 ies ~'lithin the community encour3.ges interactiC'n '.f:::ravbi 11 1989) .=-.nd 

conversations with friends and relatives is one of the most common forms 

of enjoyment (Stoltzfus 1977). 

Harmonv. Within Amish society, harmony is maintained through the 

Ordnung, the set of understandings by which people in :0. church district 

1 ive. These common understandings, usually unwritten, result in a high 

degree of un iformi ty with in the commun i ty. "A respected Ordnung gener.3tes 

pea.ce, love, contentment, equality 3nd unity" (.].F.B. 1982,383). IJmty 

is also evident in the shared ethnic identity of the Amish. There is room 

for some expression of individual tastes, but the pressure to conform to 

the expectations of the group is strong. Conformity is evident in 

language, dress, farming practices, I ifestyle and reI igious practices. 

The ethnic identity, or group consciousness, "is a sense of historicitv of 

shared biological ancestry, or inherited values and concomitant norms of 

behavior. This sharing comprises, in essence, a common construction of 

the past, the present, and the future" (Enninger 1986, 115). 

Soria1 equal ity. Wealth and social status are not divided equally in 

an Amish community, but the gap which exists between the rich and the poor 

in the general society is conspicuously absent in Amish society. There 

are no Amish community members who do without basic needs, for example. 

And to an outsider, prestige and wealth are not easily identifiable. In 

the community itself, everyone is aware of which fami1 ies are respected 

and which families are the most wealthy (Yoder 1989; Stot1zfus 1977) I but 

the wealthy are not free to hoard their resources. 

The community has an informal claim on a wealthy Amishman's 
resources. He is also protected from an all-out competition 
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with other well-to-do famil ies in purchaslng and displaYing the 
usual array of material status symbols. Prestige is also 
culturally tied in to the welfare of the communlty so that 
personal reputation can only reach fulfillment in the service of 
the kin and church community. The reI igious support for both 
cultural practices is strong teaching against high mindedness or 
pride and a conscious cultivation of the virture of humil ity 
(Stol tzfus 1977, 312). 

The strength of the community 1 ies in its abil lty to maintaln a system of 

relative equality through mutual aid and shared understandings. The Amish 

have found that this works best in the context of small-scale, personal 

social organization. As a result, "the Amish dream is attainable for a 

much hi'3het~ propor·tion of its dreamers than is the Americ:in dre2.m" 

(Stol tzus 1977, 313). 

Summary 

~mish farming systems differ in many ways from the average American 

farm. The Amish choose to be small-scale farmers, use relatively low 

inputs of high technology, consistently practice crop rotation, maintain a 

diversified operation and base these practices on an ethic of 

responsibil ity and accountabil ity to their reI igious community and to the 

I and. 

The size of Amish farms is limited by philosophy and practice. The 

farm is designed to be a family enterprise and also depends on close 

contact with other Amish farm families. Amish farmers bel ieve that it is 

best to stay small, to maintain the strength of the fami 1 y and the 

vital ity of their close-knit community of faith. Their choice of 

technology reinforces this assumption. When Amish farmers farm with 

horses and a double-bottom plow, they cannot expand indefinitely. Family 
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labor is also finite and even though the AmIsh have large famil iE5, I;bcr 

is a constraining factor. 

The Old Order Amish in the study community farm with horses, mll~ 

cows by hand and limit the size, type and use of farm machinery. These 

practices restrict the amount of land one family can manage. In thlS 

community. an Amish farm of 160 acres is considered large (Vader 19 89 ), 

while the average farm size far Buchanan County was 254 acres in 1988 

(IO\'la Agricultural Statistics et al. 1989). Rather than a.dopting an 

expansionist mental ity, the Amish have del iberately chosen to stay small 

Rules for the appropriate use of technology are part of the Ordnung, 

or church rules. The rules are understood by members of the community and 

are usually unwritten. Breaking these guidel ines may result in social 

ostracism, and one cannot remain a part of the community if this 

continues. Since the extended family, and ultimately, the Amish 

community, constitute the primary frame of reference for any Amish person, 

being outside community boundaries leaves one without any type of soclal 

support. 

A key feature of the Amish farming system is diversification. 

Animals are always part of the farm operation and crops are always 

rotated. An Amish farm typically has a few dairy cows, some pigs, beef 

cattle or sheep and perhaps a few goats, chickens, ducks or geese. There 

are also always horses, as horses are used for fieldwork and 

transportation. Typical crop rotations in the study community are two 

years of corn, one year of oats and two years of hay; or, one year of 

corn, one year of soybeans, one year of oats and two years of hay. The 
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hay is usually cropped the first year and oastured the second year. On 

some farms, Amish farmers maintain permanent pasture on land which is too 

fragile to farm (Yoder 1989). 

Amish farmers use much lower levels of external inputs than the 

average conventional farmer. Amish farmers use manure rather than hIgh 

levels of commercial fertil izers, and they typically rely on crop rotation 

for primary pest control rather than using high levels of pesticides 'Erb 

1985; Yoder 1989). One Amish farmer indicated that he appl ies commercial 

fertil izer at one-fourth the rate of his non-Amish neighbor (Participant 

5). Amish farmers were also quick to point out that pest problems were 

always greater in second-year corn and that first-year corn in the 

rotation had fewer pest problems. One of the reasons Amish farmers do not 

apply high levels of herbicides is that they must be careful to avoid 

carryover problems which could occur between successive crops in the 

rotation. 

In addition to being influenced by practical concerns, Amish 

agricultural practices are influenced by concern for their community. 

This is evident in a variety of ways. For example, there is a high level 

of cooperation and sharing of labor and other resources among the Amish. 

Routine tasks which require extra labar, such as making hay and threshing, 

are dane with extended family members or Amish neighbors. Special 

projects, such as building a new hog shed, are accompl ished by announcing 

a "frol ic." A frol ic is a day when friends, neighbors and relatives work 

together to help the family with the special need. Frolics are routine, 
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not rare, occurrences among the ~mish. Labor is also suppl ied by 

community members when illness or natural disaster cause an unusual need. 

The survival of the Amish community depends on the pr~sence oi many 

Amish farm fami! ies. While the number of farms in the general socIety has 

been decreasing and the average si:e increasing (Fruhl ing 10 89; Iowa 

Agricultural Statistics et a1. 1989), the number of Amish farms in the 

study community has remained nearly steady while it appears the averagE 

size has decreased. It is not uncommon to find two 80-acre farms where 

one lbO-acre farm originally existed. When land prices were extremely 

high, some Amish farms were sold to non-Amish buyers, but during the "farm 

crisis," when land prices plummeted and farm foreclosures were an everyday 

occurrence, only two Amish farms, out of approximately 180, were sold. 

This is a loss of .Ol~, an incredible survival rate. During this time 

some farms were purchased by non-Amish farmers when they came up for sale 

because the Amish did not want to go into heavy debt to purchase the farms 

under inflated prices. Within the past five years, some farms have again 

been purchased from non-Amish owners. When the additional land needed to 

start new farms is unavailable due to high prices or land shortages 

several options are available. Larger farms may be divided, families may 

double up on what land is available, new land in other areas may be 

purchased and new economic enterprises such as on-farm businesses and 

off-farm employment may be undertaken. 

The majority of those who pursue alternative businesses combine their 

pursuits with farming, but there are a few Amish families who do not farm. 

The most acceptable non-farm jobs are those which meet needs specific to 
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the Amish - buggy repair! harness making and blacksmlthing, for example. 

Amish women also run sidel lne businesses such as quilt and craft shops, 

custom quilting and baking. All of these businesses provide 3dditlonal 

income. Since they are home-based, they do not threaten the integrity of 

the family. 

Any new undertaking or innovation (for the farm or for the home) must 

enhance or maintain the central place of the family and protect the 

relationships within the community. Meyers (1983b, 76) proposes that 

" .•• as long as primary relationships continue to be within the Amish 

community, in addition to instrumental relationships with the Engl ish 

world, the community will survive." One of the functions of Amish 

agriculture is to preserve these relationships (Kl ine 1986). The Amish 

recognize that they must choose among options, and not bl indly accept 

anything and everything, if their famil ies, farms and communities are to 

rema i n strong -3.nd vita I . 
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1. The characters and events described in this chapter are fictitious. 
While they are based an the 1 ives of real people and on real events, 
they are not intended to resemble any particular person or situation. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

The initial interest in this research on Amish agriculture was 

prompted by the observation that small-scale Amish farmers In Iowa were 

relatively unaffected by the crisis in the 1980s which put other farmers, 

small-town businesses and rural communities at risk. In the midst of 

enormous economic instability, growing environmental dilemmas and soclal 

upheaval (thousands of Iowa residents moving out of the state), the Old 

Order Amish farmers and their communities were thriving. This type of 

success - keeping farm famil iss on the farm, building the fertil ity of the 

soil for the benefit of future generations and earning a I iving on small 

holdings - was a real ity often dismissed as irrelevant in an era when 

agricultural leaders bel ieved a farmer must "get big or get out." The 

Amish example defied this popularized belief and demonstrated that there 

was another way. 

On the heels of the farm crisis has come the beginning of a push to 

examine alternative, low-input, sustainable agricultural practices. 

Advocates often label this a "new" movement, forgetting that a few farmers 

have been practicing non-conventional agriculture for many years, and that 

before World War II the majority of farmers in the U.S. used practices 

which could be considered alternative in the current context. The 

structure of agriculture has changed dramatically since the 1940s and 

although many past practices may not fit today/s real ity, it must be 

recognized that alternative, low-input, sustainable agriculture is not 

completely new. Neither is it without precedent. Instead of reinventing 
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the wheel, opportunities exist to examine the effects of alternative 

practices an farms which have already been using ~lternative practices. 

Some farmers have been ahead of the game for many years. 

Although the Amish example cannot be adopted by maInstream farmers 

without modification, it does offer some practical and theoretical 

material for conslderation. The survival of low-tech Amish farms In a 

high-tech society is significant; it cannot be dismissed as totally 

irrelevant. Amish society is a real ity. 

Key Characteristics 

Scale 

The average size of Amish farms has remained small compared to the 

overall trend of larger average farm size. In Iowa, Amish farms between 

80 and 160 acres are common, while the average farm size for the state of 

Iowa as a whole is 313 acres (Iowa Agricultural Statistics et al. 1989). 

An Amish farm is small because the farm is designed to be a family 

operation and is labor-intensive. Maintaining small farms, instead of 

endlessly expanding, also ensures that the countryside in an Amish 

community is populated with a large number of farms. This is essential in 

a society where one's survival depends on the survival of the whole 

community. In this setting, cooperation, rather than competition, must be 

the focus. Rather than adopting an expansionist mental ity, the Amish have 

chosen to stay small. 

Farm operation 

Amish farms are diverse and employ mixed farming patterns (Erb 1985; 

Hostetler 1980a; Schwieder and Schwieder 1975; Yoder 1989). Along with 
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diversified cropping systems, the Amlsh typically have a varlety of 

1 ivestock. Dairy cows are the basis of the farm operatlon and there are 

horses (used for fieldwork and transportation), pigs and sheep or beef 

cattle. There may also be chickens, ducks, goats or geese. The Amish 

maintain large gardens for home food production and same have small 

orchards. The farm provides many of the basic needs for the family and 

the diversity and crop-animal combinations contribute to the overall 

stability of the farming system. Household production and its role in 

consumption-regulation are key components of the total operation. Small, 

on-farm businesses often contribute an additional source of income. 

Cropping patterns 

Crap rotation is an essential element of the Amish farm. The Amish 

used rotations in Europe and continued using them in the United States. 

In Iowa, two variations of a five-year rotation are the most cammon: twa 

years of corn, one year of oats, twa years of hay (one cropped and one 

pastured); or, one year of corn, one year of soybeans, one year of oats 

and two years of hay. Amish farmers can use the rotation they prefer and 

which is most suitable for their operation. Soybeans are used as a cash 

crop, but other crops are used on the farm as livestock feed. 

External inputs 

External inputs, in the farm of commercial fertil izers, fossil fuels, 

pesticides and commercially-borrowed money are used moderately on an Amish 

farm. Manure from livestock on the Amish farm builds soil fertility and 

reduces the need for commercial fertil izer. Crap rotations reduce the 

need for high levels of pesticides, contribute to soil fertility and 
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reduce the rlsks associated with a continuous monoculture. The 0se oi 

draft animals ensures the farm is operated on an appropriate scale by 

discouraging excessive growth, and their use reduces soil compaction and 

keeps farm machinery investment at a moderate ~evel. By malntaining their 

small tracts of land and I imiting the purchase of large, expensive farm 

equipment, the Amish avoid huge debts. They have less need for the large 

loans required by many other farmers when they continually expand their 

farm operations and purchase expensive equipment. On Amish farms, 

agricultural practices perform a variety of interrelated functions. 

Support systems 

Amish farms are operated without government assistance. The Amish do 

not participate in government farm programs; they depend on each other 

rather than on the government. As a result, their decisions are less 

likely to be influenced by national agricultural pol icy than are the 

decisions of a conventional farmer. Because of their reI igious bel iefs. 

non-participation in war and the sufficiency of an eighth-grade, practical 

education for example, the Amish do not want to be obI igated to the 

government by their participation in government assistance programs 

(Huntington 1956). The Amish do not accept social security and they do 

not carry any kind of commercial insurance. They look to their community 

for support from the cradle to the grave. 

Underlying Bel iefs 

Agrarian life 

From the time of their formation in Europe, the Amish have always 

been an agrarian people. Initially they were restricted from owning land, 
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but instead of discouraging them from farming, this motivated them to 

become the best farmers possible iGetz 1946a and 1946b: Hostetler 1980a). 

Their long agricultual history and the reI igiou5 s:gnificance of farmIng 

are two of the prImary reasons the Amish firmly bel ieve that the agrarIan 

way of 1 ife is the best way of life (Schwieder and Schwieder 1975; 

Schwieder 1973; Kl ine 1986). 

Ethics 

The religious foundation for the agrarian way of I ife translates into 

a very specific ethic of earth care. The Amish bel ieve that farming in a 

way which causes the soil to lose fertility is a sin as great as adultery 

or theft (Schwieder 1973; Hostetler 1980a). This principle directly 

affects the way the Amish choose to farm. The Amish combine spiritual and 

environmental beliefs, and the result is a system which respects and works 

with nature (Stone 1989). The Amish also care for their land because they 

want to pass it on to future generations of Amish farmers. 

The community 

Complementing these first two beliefs is the concern for the 

well-being of the community - a group consciousness rather than an 

individualistic perspective - and the practice of putting people before 

profits (Schneider 1986; Kl ine 1986; Logsdon 1986; Schwieder and Schwieder 

1975). Rather than seeking to maximize profits by expansionary tactics, 

the Amish choose to protect the relationships within their community. 

Having neighbors is more important than having larger farms (Kline 1986). 

This belief in their community leads the Amish to make decisions outsiders 

cannot completely comprehend. For example, "The reason tractors aren't 
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allowed in the fields is that they would then tempt an Ami~hman to evpand 

acreage, going into steep debt to do 30, and in the process drive other 

Ami:h off the land ... " (Logsdon 1986, 0'-" 
I~";;'.' The Amish recognize that thelr 

farming practices and decisions have an impact on more than the bottom 

line, and they are motivated by more than the bottom I ine. Thus, they 

choose carefully, so that their agricultural practices enhance the goad of 

the group as well as the good of the land. 

Indicators of Success 

Stabil ity and productivity 

One of the most noticeable characteristics of 6n Amish farm community 

is the abundance of life and productivity: there are lots of people, lots 

of animals, many small businesses, many farm buildings and many small, 

productive fields. Although attempts to build new communities have not 

always been successful (see Luthy 1986 and Hostetler 1980b), and many new 

communities are small (Raber 1989; Luthy 1985), the Amish population as a 

whole has been growing. 

As a result of the emphasis on local production, a large portion of 

Amish earnings remain in the community or in the local area (Yoder 1989; 

Logsdon 1988,1989). On the farm, much of the production is retained -

crops are fed to livestock, manure is put on the soil, gardern produce is 

preserved and consumed by the family. This reduces the need for external 

inputs. On a conventional grain farm, fertilizers and pesticides are 

needed because manure and crop rotations are missing. 

Yields within an Amish community vary, depending on management 

practices and weather patterns. During the drought of 1988, for example, 
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one farmer reported that two simi! ~r fields on his SO-acre farm produced 

corn yields which varied more than twenty bushels oer acre (PartIcipant 

10). In addition, some Amish farmers have a reputation for excel1 Ing at 

their occupation, while others are known for theIr poor farming habIts. 

Overall, reports Indicate that Amish yields are at, or near, levels found 

in the general society (Logsdon 1986; Craumer 1977; Schneider 1986; Fa!da 

1988a; Yoder 1989). The productivity of an Amish farm is not I imited to 

or best measured by the yield of a single crop, however. Measures of 

productivity must also take into account livestock and milk production, 

long-term effects of production on natural resources (water, soil and 

wildl ife, for example), energy consumption, overall stabil ity of the farm 

operation, level of employment provided by the farm and nutrient cycl ing. 

A single-crop yield analysis simply does not tell the whole story. High 

yields did not save all the farmers who went out of business in the 1980s. 

This study did not examine farm income, but other reports indicate 

that while the level of profit on an Amish farm is moderate, the profit 

marqin is much greater than on a conventional farm (Logsdon 1988; 

Schneider 1986). In a good year, large-scale grain farmers may gross more 

money, but in a bad year they will also lose more money. The Amish 

farmer, an the ather hand, has a more conservative level of investment and 

fewer expenses so a higher proportion of the total income will be 

retained. The need for more and more profit does not push the Amish 

farmer to continually expand. In the long-run, the Amish farm will have a 

fairly stable level of income. In one case, which mayor may not be 

exceptional for the Amish, a young Amish farm couple had their farm paid 
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for and a large amount of money loaned out to other Amish farmers bv 

30 (Yoder 1989). 

Production costs 

A typical Amish farm uses a great deal of human and animal labor and 

a modest level of external inputs. This results in lower production costs 

than an a conventional farm because the Amish do not buy as much 

commercial fertil izer and pesticides, they do not buy large. new farm 

machinery and their investment in land is moderate and stays relatively 

stable (new land is not continually purchased or rented). The Amish have 

a reputation for paying cash for almost all major purchases and when they 

do borrow from commercial lenders it is generally at a modest level. 

Lower production costs and lower levels of credit reduce the chance that 

an Amish farmer will lose everything when times get tough. 

Costs of production on an Amish farm are sometimes analyzed 

differently than on a conventional farm. For example, while doing a 

comparison of Amish and Ohio State University production costs for an acre 

of corn, Logsdon (1986) asked his Amish source to add the cost of manure 

haul ing in his calculations. To this, the Amish farmer repl ied, 

'When I'm hauling manure, should I charge that to cleaning out 
the barn which keeps the cows healthy, or to fertil izing the 
field which reduces the fertil izer bill and adds organic matter 
to the soil, which in turn helps it to use soil nutrients more 
efficiently and soak up rain better to reduce erosion? How much 
do you charge for that in your computer? Or maybe I should 
charge manure hauling to training the young colt in the harness 
or giving winter exercise to the older horses. Or maybe deduct 
manure from machinery wear because the ground gets mellower with 
manure and is easier to work. I don't know how to calculate all 
that acruratelv on a farm' (82). 
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This example illustrates the multi-purpose nature of the practices on an 

Amish farm. The farm is not merely an economic or business enterprise. 

although Amish farmers have been proving their economic success. 

"Homeostasis in the Amish community. on each farm and In each ~ield. 

places purpose and mechanism in subordinate roles" (Jackson 1984, 21bl. 

Soil conservation and environmental prntection 

Throughout their history, the Amish have been known for their abil ltv 

to build the fertil ity of the sail (Getz 1946a and 1946b; Kollmorgen 1942; 

Knapp 1946; MacMaster 1985; Hostetler 1980a). It is not uncommon for the 

Amish to purchase land which has been depleted by previous owners, and for 

them then to rebuild the fertil ity and productivity of the soil (Hostetler 

1980b; Loomis 1979; Olshan 1980; Jackson 1988). 

One of the anomal ies of the Amish system is that it conserves sail 

and protects the environment without depending on external motivation -

higher education, county sail conservation programs or federal farm 

programs, for example. Based an observations in Lancaster County, 

Pennsylvania, Gehman (1965, 229) concluded that Amish farmers "were 

practicing sail conservation and crop rotation long before there were 

county agricultural agents." In a study in Ohio, Jackson (1988) concluded 

that traditional Amish farming practices have effects on the physical and 

chemical properties of soil, which in turn affect rates of soil loss, 

which cannot be predicted or accounted for by the standard universal sail 

lass equation (USLEI. Same traditional practices used by the Amish are 

not even included in the standards which determine the USLE and therefore, 

"the tools of modern-day conservationists, such as the USLE, do not have 
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the flexibil ity to account for these innovative techniques" (Jac~son 1988, 

4851. The exact farming practices used on Amish farms vary from community 

to community, as do soil tyoes and cl imatic factors, so each situation 

will have different results. It is important to note, however. that the 

Amish system is different from the conventional system, and the 

differences may be deeper than ordinarily expected. On the Amish farm. 

machinery use, crop-crop and crop-l ivestock relationships and management 

techniques may result in unpredictable outcomes which can only be 

understood by close examination. 

The Amish and Sustainable Agriculture 

Introduction 

The majority of current research on Amish agriculture has not 

evaluated the agronomic variables of the Amish farming system. One 

exception to this was the study by Jackson (1988), mentioned in the 

previous section. Jackson's study, and other research, indicates that the 

complexity of the Amish system is not well represented by 

externally-imposed standards. To understand what is going on in Amish 

agriculture one must look beyond a simple yield per acre analysis, for 

example. Yield per acre and other commonly-used standards may be 

misleading because they overlook factors which contribute to 

sustainability and are unable to take into account the interactions which 

occur in a multi-purpose system .. These standards also overlook the 

long-term costs associated with a system which focuses on high yields of 

one crop and which depends on external, non-renewable inputs. 
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The 1 imitations of the Amish system 

The major portion of this thesis has focused on the positive aspects 

of Amish agriculture. The Amish system is not perfect though: there arE 

costs associated with their system. It is also true that most 

conventional farmers would not be will in9 or able to adopt many parts Jf 

the Amish system. In this section, a brief attempt will be made to pOInt 

out a few of the potential drawbacks associated with the Amish system 

things the general publ ic would have difficulty accepting. 

The first thing an outsider might notice about the Amish is their 

high degree of internal conformity. That is, the individual i:; e:-:pected 

to conform to the desires of the group. In a system based on community 

501 idarity and social conformity, social control must be strong and the 

desires of the individual must be subordinate to those of the group. 

Persons born into the Amish system must be highly socialized so that their 

motivation to remain Amish is strong. According to Huntington (1956, 

389) , 

The community is very closely knit with a well-developed group 
consciousness and group conscience. Only the most highly 
socialized individuals can live the life prescribed by the Amish 
community. The less social ized individuals never join the 
church or, having joined, are expelled for reasons considered 
asocial by the Amish but which would be overlooked in the 
society at large. 

The conformity demanded by Amish society is not easy for persons from a 

highly individual istic culture to accept. 

A culture with increasingly fluid role expectations would also 

question the rigid role expectations of Amish society. The roles for 

Amish men and women are clearly defined and adherence to these roles 
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ensures the smooth functioning o~ the society. Clearly-defined roles 

serve a puroose in Amish society but bv outside standards they would be 

perceived as restrictive and confining. Persons who do not ordinarily 

think of the good of the group before their own good have difficulty 

accepting both the level of social control within Amish society and the 

demands of rigorous roles. But both are necessary when the focus is on 

the .:woup t~~.ther than on the individual. 

Another common complaint leveled against Amish society is that 

decisions seem to be based solely on the desire to remain the same - in 

order not to be modern. It is assumed that this means members of Amish 

society are bl ind to the positive aspects of modernity, are unrealistic to 

think they can stop the forces of modernization and are somewhat less 

intelligent than the rest of modern society. The philosophy behind some 

of the decisions in Amish society has been discussed in the previous 

chapter (Stoll and Stoll 1980; Kl ine 1986; Hostetler 1980a; Olshan 1980), 

but it is not clear whether the average Amish individual would have the 

same understanding about the reasoning behind refusing to become modern. 

The analyses quoted in the previous chapter come primarily from Amish 

leaders or Amish individuals who are exceptions in their society. It is 

much more common to hear that "we want to keep th ings the I"/ay they are" or 

~we don't do things that way because it is too modern." Contemporary 

problems in Amish society are often attributed to the fact that things are 

now different than they used to be. It is assumed that things would be 

better if contemporary life was more I ike it was in the past (Participants 

3 and 12). 
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Past experiences also demonstrate that the small-scale. mixed farmIng 

patterns preferred by the Old Order Amish are not able to be adapted in 

the same way in all parts of the U.S. Very few Amish communities exist In 

the Great Plains, for example. Small-scale, horse-powered agriculture IS 

not su~t~ble for areas where it takes a large amount of land to produce an 

adequate income. "Amish 1 He thrives in a moderate cl imate on:::oi Is 

reasonably fertile for general farming and 1 ivestock raising" (Hostetler 

1980b, 1(4). 

The lessons of Amish aqriculture 

For the Amish, a long history in agriculture, a supportive social 

structure and specific reI igious convictions have resulted in a set of 

agricultural practices (somewhat different in each Amish community, but 

based on similar principles) which encourage sustainabil ity. Many of 

these practices are just as suitable for non-Amish farmers as they are ior 

Amish farmers. The key components which have broad appl icabil ity are 

diversification (in crops and livestock), crop rotations which include 

legumes and small grains, ImJ e:-:ternal inputs (less dependence on 

petroleum-based products and expensive capital) and the abil ity to keep 

the role of production (outputs and growth) in proper perspective. 

One of the reasons the Amish are so successful is that their 

I ifestyle does not demand that they continually increase their consumption 

and their farming practices do not demand more of the land than is 

ap~ropriate (Stoltzfus 1977; Logsdon 1988; LeCompte 1984; Johnson et al. 

1977; Foster 1981; Yoder 1989). The Amish recognize the importance of 

placing certain I imits on growth and consumption. This is reflected in 
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their agricultural practices, their form of reI igious and social 

organization and their household consumption patterns. "With a sense of 

1 imitation, an individual can find balance within his social I iving. In 

3griculture thls sense of 1 imitation can act as a constraint against 

exploitation of his land for economic gain" (LeCompte 1984, 24-25). 

It is ironic that while over-production has led to surpluses of some 

agricultural products and agricultural programs designed to take land out 

of production, the first argument often used against alternative 

agriculture is that it may decrease production (this has never been 

proven, however), and the sole criterion often used to judge a farmer's 

performance is yield per acre. Strange (1988, 100) argues that 

in an age when careful use of scarce and fragile natural 
resources is far more important than flooding the market with 
food surpluses, resource consumption, not output, should be the 
measure of a farm. More conservation, not more production, is 
needed. 

The Amish are an excellent example of a farming system in which 

conservation, not over-consumption and over-production, is the norm. The 

abil ity to I imit growth and consumption must be central components of any 

sustainable system. 

In the Amish system, scale is a crucial factor in the system's 

survival. A small farm and frugal consumption patterns keep financial 

investment at a modest level and ensure that the need for more and more 

profit (to repay heavy debts) does not fuel endless expansion. 

Conservative investment patterns protect the farm from the devastation 

typically caused by the extreme fluctuations of economic boom and bust 

cycles, and the small-scale, diversified operation spreads out the risk so 
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that one year of crop failure will not ruin the operation as a whole. 

Small farms populate the countryside and in the Amish system they tend to 

keep profits within the local area, thus stimulating the local economy. 

The Amish are just one example of the long-term viabil ity of small-scale 

farming. The successful small-scale family farm does not ~eed to become a 

memory. In fact, some studies suggest that, contrary to popular belief, 

small-scale farms are actually highly efficient, productive and stable 

(Strange 1988; Madden and Baker 1981; Schneider 1986; Logsdon 1988; 

LeCompte 1984). The principles at work on these farms are definitely 

relevant to current discussions on sustainabil ity. 

Applyinq the lessons of Amish aqriculture 

In order to reverse the destructive tendencies present in 

conventional agriculture, new practices, along with pol icy changes, 

educational efforts and a new ethical orientation, must be adopted. The 

Amish system does not demonstrate the whole range of necessary and 

possible alternatives, but their farming system does illustrate some 

principles and practices which other farmers could find useful. The Amish 

system is less prone to boom and bust cycles because of the I imits placed 

on financial investment and the combination of crops and integrated 

crop-livestock production; the use of I ivestock manure, crop rotations and 

mechanical cultivation for weed control reduces the need for high levels 

of commercial fertilizers and pesticides; and these same practices 

contribute to soil fertility and decrease soil loss (see Jackson 1988). 

A potential problem associated with applying principles and practices 

from the Amish experience is that in Amish society these principles and 
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practices are supported and motivated by membership in the Amish 

community. Conventional farmers are typically on theIr own and csmpete 

with other farmers for access to land, the cleanest fields and highest 

yields. These type of farmers are often motivated by the requirements of 

government programs. These requirements 

have strongly encouraged farmers to special ize and deterred them 
from adopting diversified farming practices. Between the 
need to maintain base acres and the cross-compl iance proyision, 
farmers often face economic penalties for adopting beneficial 
practices, such as corn and legume or small grain rotations or 
strip cropping. With few exceptions, only farmers outside the 
programs can currently adopt these cropping systems without 
financial penalties (Committee on the Role of Alternative 
Farming Methods in Modern Production Agriculture 1989, 17-18, 
70) • 

Without a supportive community and the abil ity or will ingness to operate 

without government assistance, the average conventional farmer is tied to 

current production systems. Changes in pol icy are needed which will 

allow, if not encourage, the adoption of alternative practices. The Amish 

have been able to practice a form of alternative agriculture because they 

are not tied to the requirements of government programs. 

If conventional agriculture is to become more sustainable, changes 

must be tied to the adoption of a new ethical orientation. Without this 

ethical orientation, changes will not occur or be sustained (Leopold 1984; 

Deibert and Malia 1988). As long as land is seen as an input to be 

controlled primarily for its abil ity to produce profit, then profit will 

be the ultimate goal and it will not matter how land is treated - as long 

as the practice appears profitable in the short run. The focus on profit 

and production tends to ignore the long-term consequences of exploitation 

(the long-term social and environmental costs) and overlooks the impact 
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these consequences have on the human community. The Amish system takES 

into account the non-economic and cultural components of sustalnabil ltv 

precisely because they recognize that their survival depends on both the 

long-term fertil ity of their soil and the integrity of their community. 

An ethical orientation recognizes the 1 imits of the land (does not require 

more of the land than it can give) and strives to protect the human 

community both physically and socially. 

It is a common assumption that the solution to almost any social 

problem requires more education of the publ ic. While this is in part 

true, fifty years of 50il conservation education has not decreased the 

problem of soil loss or prevented the problems of groundwater 

contamination. As mentioned earl ier, publ ic pol icy also influences 

agricultural practices, sometimes in ways which contradict the efforts of 

publ ic education campaigns. Changes in agricultural pol icy and additional 

educational efforts, if preceded by a new ethical orientation, would begin 

to permit changes in the structure of agriculture. 

Summary and Recommendations 

Introdurtion 

Although the Amish system has its weaknesses and cannot be 

duplicated, there are lessons to be learned and questions raised which 

need to be explored. The Amish example is not irrelevant. The existence 

of a stable and productive small, diversified farming system in an era of 

large, specialized agribusiness operations is significant. The Amish 

system does not offer solutions suitable for every situation or a perfect 

example, but it does make a significant contribution to the current 
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discussion on sustainable agriculture. The Amish system, which nas been 

in continuous use for hundreds of years, is especially relevant to current 

issues in the areas of agricutural research, agricultural pol icy and 

sustainable agriculture. 

Re~earch 

The Amish example raises some questions and offers some new 

directions for agricultural research. Basic research will always have its 

place, but a new emphasis on farmer-centered research, using on-farm 

studies of alternative methods as they are currently being practiced, for 

example, has the potential of making the research process more relevant 

and of generating more appropriate and practical outcomes. Many farmers 

have been using alternative practices; learning from them is essential if 

current efforts to promote sustainable agriculture are to succeed. 

Farmers have a rich store of knowledge, and through their observations, 

researchers will be able to identify many "research opportunities O 

(Farrington and Martin 1987, 37). As the Amish example demonstrates, it 

is important to understand the values and goals of farmers if one wants to 

understand their agricultural practices.· The assumptions made by 

outsiders are often misleading; a more thorough understanding of the 

farming system in question will help researchers ask more relevant 

questions and address issues which are important to farmers. 

Practical research, especially for application to small farms, should 

be a priority. In the past this type of research was not a priority and 

as a result farmers have organized themselves to carry out the research 

they were interested in doing (Soth 1989). Farmers themselves have always 
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been experimenting and researchers have the opportunitv to learn from 

their example isee Rhoades 1987; Chambers et 31. 1989: Richards 1989). 

Agricultural research has typically been the domain of the universitv 

and professional scientists. Because this approach has often overlooked 

the practical cancerns af farmers and has not adequately met theIr needs, 

farmers, who are practical scientists, have been organizing to do their 

own research. One example of this is Practical Farmers of Iowa, 

established in 1985 by Iowa farmers, to investigate and promote, through 

on-farm research, alternatives to conventional farming methods. These 

efforts should be encouraged. When farmers take the initiative to do 

their own research, professionals should be will ing to learn from them. 

Instead of relying on only one research paradigm, a variety of 

approaches should be used. Basic research done by professionals, appl ied 

research controlled by professionals, appl ied research with farmers and 

professionals as partners and farmer-initiated, farmer-directed research 

with farmers controlling the agenda and professionals acting only as 

consultants, observers or advisors are four possible research approaches. 

Each approach has its place, but the last two, farmer-professional 

partnership and farmer-directed research, have been used so infrequently 

that their benefits have never been real ized. Research using these 

approaches could offer insight based on a more thorough understanding of 

the farming system in question and more relevant research results since 

the knowledge, concerns and interests of farmers would be given priority. 

As the Amish example demonstrates, farmers are using practices from which 

researchers and other farmers can learn. When the indigenous knowledge 
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and experience of farmers is respected, researchers will discover that 

there are new ways to do research and new research priorities. Learning 

from farmers is an approach whose time has come. 

The Amish example, as a community-oriented society, also has 

impl ications for projects and researchers at the international level. 

particularly for research and community development projects in small 

towns and rural areas. The community as a whole and the interactions 

which occur in such a setting, not individuals or single households, must 

be the focus of any undertakings in areas where social organization is 

based on the group rather than on the individual. Often, international 

research has not util ized this approach in areas where it is essential. 

In the case of the Amish, approaches which place primary priority on the 

individual, such as survey research, are not likely to be successful. 

A research question which has not been adequately investigated are 

the differential impacts of agricultural research and policy on farms of 

different sizes. Research is often assumed to be scale-neutral, but 

strange (1988) and Hightower (1973) suggest that when the "bigger is 

better" assumption guides the research process, the outcomes will 

naturally confirm this belief. Research designed to investigate the 

strengths of small-scale farms is necessary because much of the current 

research benefits large-scale producers (Madden and Baker 1981). The 

Amish example shows that small farm systems can be successful and although 

many people refuse to accept the evidence, a surprising number of small 

farms are surviving and thriving. 
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The Amish, and other successful farmers who use alternative 

practices, provide researchers with the opportunity to do research in a 

I iving laboratory. In the two oldest Amish settlements in Iowa, Amish 

farmers have been farming the same land for 75 to 150 years. These farms 

provide an excellent opportunity for researchers to investigate the 

long-term effects of alternative practices. This is an opportunity 

researchers cannot afford to miss because the Amish are using many 

practices which researchers are currently investigating for their 

appl ication to sustainable agriculture. 

In Iowa there are Amish farmers who use small, steel-wheel tractors 

and Amish farmers who use horses. This provides the opportunity to study 

the effects each type of farming has on soil structure (see Jackson 1988). 

Amish farms that have been consistently using diversified crop rotations 

and integrated crop-l ivestock combinations also provide an opportunity to 

examine topics relevant to sustainable agriculture such as nutrient 

cycl ing; the relationships between soil structure, soil fertility and 

practices such as crop rotation; and the relationship between farm 

management practices, soil structure and soil erosion. The Amish example 

also provides the opportunity for interdiscipl inary researchers to examine 

the relationship between ethics and the adoption of agricultural 

practices. These issues are all crucial if conventional agriculture is to 

be made more sustainable. 

Pol icy 

Previous studies have pointed out that current agricultural pol icy 

makes it difficult for farmers to adopt alternative (more sustainable) 
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practices (Strange 1988; Committee on the Role of Alternative Farming 

Methods in Modern Production Agriculture 1989). It is al~o apparent that 

agricultural pal icy has different impacts on farms of different sizes. 

\~hi Ie i·ami 1 y Tat~i!ling rlE<.s long been Han esteemed American institution" 

(Adler 1989) it is often assumed that the end of this type of agriculture 

in inevitable (Gillete 1989). Fortunately, "if a publ ic commitment is 

made, it is possible to have the kind of agriculture most of us want -

dynamic, productive, efficient, economically fair, and environmentally 

sound" (Strange 1988, 262). Publ ic pol icy is a farm of social planning 

and the goals chosen will be reflected in the structure of agriculture. 

Past pal icy has helped transform agriculture into what is now 

commonly called agribusiness. Food and fiber production is now treated as 

an industrial process, nat unl ike that which occurs in an automobile 

factory, for example. The substitution of agribusiness for agriculture is 

a reflection of current pol icy, and it illustrates a mistake in logic and 

practice because "agriculture is not only technique. It is also, and 

perhaps pre-eminently, culture" (Richards 1989, 17; see also Bookchin 

1976). As Wendell Berry, himself a farmer, has suggested, agriculture 

... grows not only out of factual knowledge but out of cultural 
tradition; it is learned not only by precept but by example, by 
apprenticeship; and it requires not merely a competent knowledge 
of its facts and processes but also a complex set of attitudes, 
a certain culturally evolved stance .•. (1976,20). 

Until this cultural component is recognized and understood, agricultural 

pol icy will be incomplete and misdirected. 

Although the Amish are not unaffected by national agricultural 

pol icy, they attempt to minimize its impact. The support they receive 
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from their community 3110ws them to farm without participation in 

government programs. (There are other farmers who do this too, however. 

Their example demonstrates that with appropriate local support systems and 

internal motivation (the ethical orientation) alternative practices are 

possible. New pol icies are needed which will make it feasible for all 

farmers to adopt alternative practices. 

New pol icies can also be formed to reward new directions in research. 

The current focus in research is almost always on high-technology 

50lutions. When these "industr'ial strength" soluticlns are appl ied they 

often reduce the role of people in agriculture - farms get bigger, there 

are fewer farms and there are fewer farmers. One of the concerns of 

pol icy for sustainable agriculture should be to enhance the role of people 

in agriculture. Sustainable agriculture should sustain family farms and 

rural communities in addition to the natural environment (Hassebrook 

1989) • 

Conclusion 

The future of rural America depends in large part upon the presence 

of people, and the presence of people who act in ways which protect the 

natural environment and sustain the human community. If farms continue to 

get larger, there will continue t6 be fewer and fewer people in the 

countryside. As people leave the countryside, generations of agricultural 

experience will be lost. The loss of this cultural knowledge will 

contribute to further instabil ity because it represents a resource which 

will no longer be available to assist future generations of farmers. The 

Amish have preserved their agricultural wisdom, and it is their means of 
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survival. This wisdom challenges the notion that unl imited growth is good 

for agriculture. In an Amish community, control I ing growth - by lImiting 

the scale of farms and limiting the consumption of indivIduals and 

":a.mil ies - h3.s contribu.ted to the vital ity Df .the communit/. In Ami3h 

society, sm",.11 i·:=; beau.tiful: 
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