Folk Culture

The Amish

Selection from Donald Kraybill’s The Riddle of Amish Culture
The Amish share many cultural objects with other Americans. They read newspapers, throw baseballs, and barbecue hamburgers on gas grills. Other aspects of their material culture are unique: windmills, lanterns, harnesses, and bonnets. Such artifacts serve both symbolic and substantive functions in Amish culture. They symbolize Amish identity but also shape daily life and social interaction.

Like other people, the Amish live in a symbolic world of their own creation. Symbols stir deep emotions. A nation’s flag is not just another piece of cloth to be burned or trampled on at will. In similar fashion, the horse in Amish culture is not merely another animal. Amish symbols are not hollow: they are filled with emotions that embody the very essence of Amish identity.

The Dialect of Separation

Because language defines the “way things are,” it is the most subtle and powerful means of social control. Language also integrates and separates. It unites those who speak the common tongue and excludes outsiders.

The Amish speak English, German, and a local dialect known as Pennsylvania German. The dialect is the Amish native tongue and should not be confused with the Dutch language of the Netherlands. In Amish culture, the dialect is the language of work, family, friendship, play, and intimacy.

The dialect preserves Amish identity in several ways. It provides a direct link to their religious roots. The Amish faith was forged in a Germanic context. Thus the Amish believe that the use of German and the dialect engenders sacred communion with God. English is the language of the world, the verbal currency of an evil society. To offer prayers in English or conduct religious services in English is considered worldly. 

The dialect also separates. Although most Amish can speak English, they are never quite at home with it. Retaining the dialect has been a prudent way of keeping the world at bay. It controls interaction with outsiders and stifles intimate social relationships with non-Amish neighbors.

The Garb of Humility

The dress of the Amish, more than any other symbol, sets them apart. Unique dress styles have provided a constant source of symbolic separation for the Amish since their origin. As manufactured clothing became popular in the 20th century, dress became the distinctive badge of Amish identity. Traditional clothing became a defensive tactic to sharpen their cultural separation.

Both Amish and Moderns dress for success, but the standards of success differ radically in the two cultures. In modern society, dress symbolizes individualism, social class, and wealth. It highlights the body, conveys messages of status, reflects one’s niche in the larger culture, and garners social acceptance. In Amish society, dress signals submission to the collective order. Modern dress accentuates individual expression, whereas Amish dress enhances group solidarity.

The Amish dress code serves a variety of social functions. The ethnic garb:

1. signals that a member has yielded to the collective order

2. prevents dress from being used as a tool for self-enhancement

3. promotes equality by keeping individualism in check

4. creates a common consciousness that bolsters group identity

5. increases social control because fellow members and outsiders relate to the Amish on the basis of ethnic membership

6. projects a united front, which conceals variations in other areas of Amish practice

7. erects firm symbolic boundaries around the group – the equivalent of a cultural moat.

Giving up control over one’s body and its presentation, ornamentation, and display is a fundamental offering – the supreme sign that the self has yielded to a higher authority. Dressing in prescribed clothing day after day is a public announcement of one’s surrender to the supremacy of the group. Details of Amish dress provide subtle clues to an individual’s conformity to church standards. The width of the hat brim, the length of hair, the length of skirt, the size of a head covering, and the color of shoes and stockings all signal a member’s compliance with group standards.

Within Amish society, the form and color of dress signify sex, age, marital status, church membership, and leadership roles, as well as death and mourning. The language of dress enables rich communication without words. Dressed like their parents, children learn to act and think “Amish” from birth.

The Hoofbeats of Tradition

The typical Amish farm family has one or two driving horses and six to eight horses or mules for field work. As a symbol of Amish culture, the horse articulates several key values: tradition, time, limits, nature, and sacrifice. As a sacred link with history, the horse is hard evidence that modern Amish have not acquiesced to progress. A counter symbol to the worldliness embodied in tractors and cars, the horse is tangible proof that the Amish have not sold out to the glamour and glitter of high technology. The horse, a striking symbol of nonconformity, separates the Amish from the modern world and anchors them in another one. Some Amish display worldliness with fancy harnesses and decorative tack. 

Horses not only symbolize the slower pace of Amish society; they actually retard speed. It takes longer to plow with horses. Driving time on the road increases fivefold. A horse culture places other limits on social life as well. Daily travel distance is drastically reduced. By restricting travel, the use of the horse curtails the outward expansion of the settlement and holds the community together. It intensifies social interaction in the small, local church districts.

Horses impose other curbs as well. Amish farmers yield to nature’s clock, because horses cannot be used in fields at night. It restricts the number of acres that can be plowed and controls both the size and the number of farms that one family can cultivate.

The horse is also important in other ways. The Amish have always been a people of the land. By living close to nature, they believe they stay in touch with God. The horse preserves this link with nature in the midst of modernity. Horse care brings daily contact with nature – birth, death, illness, and grazing. The horse has also held the Amish close to nature by keeping them out of cities.

The horse slows things down, imposes limits, and symbolizes some of the deepest meanings of Amish life. Riding in a horse-drawn carriage is a visible symbol of ethnic identity, unmistakable to insider and outsider alike. As a good ethnic badge, the horse both integrates and separates. It leaves no doubt about the boundary lines of Amish society.

The Carriage of Simplicity

The carriage symbolizes the essence of Amish identity in several ways. Like the car in modern society, the Amish buggy provides conveyance and performs symbolic functions.

Its gray color and boxlike form are public symbols of Amish identity. Gray is the unpretentious color of modesty. Like garb, the buggy is a visible ethnic badge that constrains social interaction in public. Stepping out of a buggy in front of a store is a public announcement of one’s ethnic identity. When the Amish venture into public, their garb and carriage control social interaction.

Whereas the car in modern society accentuates social status and inequality, the Amish carriage is a symbolic equalizer. It signals the egalitarian nature of Amish society. The church has staunchly prohibited ornamentation and ostentatious display on buggies. Although there are minor variations, carriages are quite uniform.

On the outside, at least, the carriage is a social statement that summarizes Amish values: separation, simplicity, frugality, tradition, equality, and humility. It epitomizes local control, for its form and accessories are governed by local tradition rather than by market research conducted by the giant car makers.

The buggy has become a metaphor of social change in Amish society. Although the buggy’s exterior has stabilized over the years, its interior has undergone a variety of discreet changes. Hidden to the outsider, these discreet changes make today’s buggy a rather up-to-date vehicle. In addition to the safety features forced by state law, other technological enhancements have slipped into the carriage. These modernized buggies cost about $3000 and will last from 10 years to a lifetime, depending on their use and care.

Thus, dialect, dress, horse and carriage – symbols of integration and separation, provide the community with a common currency. They are daily reenactments of surrender to communal values. They link the subculture together in a common history and a common mission against worldliness. They draw the boundary lines between church and world. As badges of ethnicity, they announce Amish identity to insider and outsider alike. They are sacred symbols, which the Amish have guarded vigilantly.

Discipline

The Amish, like other people, forget, rebel, experiment, and for a variety of reasons, stray into deviance. Formal social controls swing into action when informal ones fail. Beyond the aid of gossip to keep folks on the “straight and narrow way,” the Amish have developed rituals of confession. These rites punish deviance and reunite backsliders into full fellowship. Confessions diminish self-will by reminding members of the supreme value of submission.

Four levels of confession can be identified: private, “sitting,” “kneeling,” and a six-week ban. Level one involves a personal visit by the leaders of the congregation. Through personal observation or by hearing gossip, the bishop or ministers become aware that a member has violated the rules of the community.

Levels two and three involve public confessions. Members who spurn the leaders’ advice and refuse to cooperate will likely be asked to make a confession before the congregation. Depending on circumstances, it may be a “sitting” or “kneeling” confession. At the end of the worship service, a hearing is held in front of all members. The bishop asks the defendant several questions about the incident. Defendants are given time to explain their side of the story and to correct the facts. After the hearing, the offender steps outside. The bishop presents the congregation with the punishment agreed upon the ministers. The congregation usually consents to the bishop’s proposal. The offender is then called back into the meeting and the punishment is announced publicly.

The most severe form of punishment is a six-week ban. During this time, the congregation avoids social contact with the wayward person. The exile allows them time to reflect on the seriousness of their transgression and to taste the stigma of shunning. It is hoped that all of this will produce repentance and a contrite spirit. For the “headstrong” who will neither submit nor confess to the church, the six-week probation leads to full excommunication. In the case of adultery, divorce, or purchase of an automobile, excommunication is virtually automatic.

A unique feature of Amish excommunication is the practice of shunning. As a reminder of their infractions, expelled church members are ostracized in everyday life.

Excommunicated people are shunned until they repent. Upon confessing their sins, they are reinstated into the church. But, for unrepentant people, shunning becomes a lifelong quarantine. Amish-born people who have never joined the church are not shunned. Only those who break their baptismal vow by leaving the church or falling into disobedience are ostracized.
The practice of shunning makes family gatherings especially awkward. The banned person may attend but will likely be served food at a separate table, or at the end of the table. When family members are permanently excommunicated, they are, for all practical purposes, disowned. While it packs a potent jolt for wayward members and their families, it is the cornerstone of social control in Amish society.

ANSWER QUESTIONS IN COMPLETE SENTENCES ON YOUR OWN PAPER

1. What are the 3 languages Amish speak?

2. Why do they still speak their traditional dialect instead of English? 
3. How is the view of modern dress different from the Amish view of dress?

4. What role does color play in Amish clothing?

5. How does speed effect the Amish way of living with their horses?

6. How is the buggy a metaphor for Amish society?

7. BRIEFLY summarize the idea of confession and the levels.

8. What is shunning and how is it different from being ostracized?

