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ABSTRACT In this paper, we take the position that Old Order Amish 
culture is largely maintained by the ability of individual Amish families to 
establish their children on farms. In the past, the norms of family farming, 
hard work, and high fertility have been in balance with the ecological 
environment of Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. The implications for the 
Amish lifestyle of ever-increasing population pressure and higher land 
prices are discussed. 

For over two hundred years, the Old Order Amish of Lancaster 
County, Pennsylvania, have self-consciously striven to maintain their 
ideology, including a preference for a plain “nonworldly” lifestyle, 
high fertility norms, and a belief in tilling the soil. In order for a 
group to rigidly maintain its ideology, it must find a way to adapt to 
its environment without compromising its beliefs (Yancey et al., 
1976). As we will show below, the structural constraints on the Amish 

have in the past meshed with cultural values to produce a successful 
Amish lifestyle. 

In recent years, however, the Amish environment has come under 
a series of new pressures—some a result of external forces, others a 
direct consequence of the success the Lancaster Amish have had in 
maintaining their community. Of major interest are the consequences 
of these environmental changes for the Old Order Amish—in par- 
ticular for trends in, and correlates of, remaining Amish. 

To describe Amish ideology would require a book-length mono- 
graph, and the interested reader should pursue some extensive stud- 
ies (Hostetler, 1968; Hostetler and Huntington, 1971). There are 

three aspects of the Amish value'system that are relevant here, and 
each will be briefly described, demonstrating how these ideological 
components have worked with economic and ecological constraints 
to produce a functioning whole. The three components examined 
are the ideal of family farming; the value of parenting and the im- 
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portance of kinship ties; and the use of the Ordnung as a legal basis 
for the rules by which the Amish live. 

The Old Order Amish (hereafter referred to as the Amish) live in 
nuclear families in rural communities throughout the United States. 
Perhaps the best-known community, and the one that exemplifies 
“the public image of the Amish as picturesque Americans ... 1s... 
the Lancaster County group” (Hostetler, 1968). Within Lancaster 
County, the ideal Amish family lives on a small family farm of less 
than fifty acres. The soil has a limestone base and is extremely pro- 
ductive for farming. The typical farm includes an area for home 
production, an area for a mixed set of cash crops (especially tobacco, 
potatoes, tomatoes, and peas), and a dairy herd (or, more rarely, 
pigs). Farming is done with a minimum of modern aids—without 
tractors, and with little use of electricity. Innovations are kept to a 
minimum, and must be consistent with the Ordnung (rules of the 
church) (Hostetler, 1968). The Amish place great emphasis on the 
value of hard work, on a “plain” mode of living, and on isolation 

from the “worldly” values of contemporary American life. The labor- 
intensive family farm enables them to practice all three of these vir- 
tues, since hard work is required to replace machines; profits are 
small and are ploughed back into the land; and the farms produce 
many of the goods the family needs to survive, which decreases the 
dependence on the outside world (Ericksen and Klein, 1978). 

As Levy (1966:426-430) has shown, there is a discrepancy in all 
societies between ideal and actual normative structures. In fact, not 

all Amish live on farms. Since 1950, the increased difficulty of ob- 
taining farms has pushed more and more Amish men into other 
work, and today about half the Amish males in Lancaster County do 
not farm. This nonfarm group includes elderly men who have retired 
from farming to give their farms to their children, and young men 
who are still saving to buy farms. Many of the nonfarmers, especially 
the retirees, run businesses selling various products to other Amish. 
For example, there is an Amish business that converts farm equip- 
ment from tractor-drawn to horse-drawn and that replaces pneu- 
matic tires with metal rims. Some businesses also sell to the nonAmish, 

and all provide a source of employment for those without farms. A 
less acceptable form of employment is employment by a nonAmish 
business. 

This discrepancy between ideal and actual is, as Levy notes, a 
source of stability for the community. A young man who hates to 
farm, but who wishes to remain Amish, can, if he conforms in all 

other aspects of life, run a related business and become a respected 

member of the community. However, since farming is so important 
to the maintenance of Amish values, the disparity between actual and 
ideal is often a source of stress, and those who cannot obtain a farm 

may find it hard to remain Amish. 
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The institution of central importance to the Amish is the family. 
The Amish value children highly, and contraception is forbidden. 
The mean completed family size for the Lancaster Amish includes 
slightly more than seven children (Ericksen and Leon, 1978), and 

infant mortality rates are lower than for the nation as a whole (Er- 
icksen et al., 1979). This high fertility provides the necessary hands 
for the labor-intensive agricultural system, and couples who are in- 

fertile or subfertile must hire nieces and nephews. 
“The individual never outgrows the command to obey his parents” 

(Hostetler, 1968:162). Amish parents are charged with instructing 
their children in moral and religious matters, and are also responsible 
for teaching them the necessary work skills (Hostetler and Hunting- 
ton, 1971). The school and the church are seen as largely supple- 
mental to the family. 
When a couple marries, their parents give them extensive help in 

starting a new home. They provide household items (including fur- 
niture), farm equipment, and livestock. Ideally, the groom’s father 
(or, in some cases, the bride’s) will provide a farm, although this 1s 

rarely possible for each child when the family is large. After marriage 
there is much visiting and mutual help among family members. Fre- 
quently, parents will help their married children obtain farms by 
granting loans, by providing information, and by moving off their 
own farm into a small “grandfather house” next door as the children 
get older. 

This responsibility of parents for children is in direct contrast to 
Hutterite society—another Anabaptist sect—where financial, and to 
a large degree moral, responsibility rests in the hands of the com- 
munity (Hostetler, 1974). In direct contrast to the husband/wife co- 
operation of the Amish, Hutterites live and work in communes with 
a strict sex-segregated division of labor. Men’s work is virtually un- 
affected by their obligations to their family, and it is the responsibility 
of the community to feed, clothe, and educate the children. Adults 

own few personal possessions, and men’s strongest obligation 1s to the 
whole community. 

Like the preindustrial families of Western Europe and North 
America (Laslett, 1972; Goode, 1963), the Amish use kinship net- 
works as support systems. Anderson (1971) has argued that mutual 
help among kin is more likely to exist in societies that have no great 
poverty or affluence, since it is in these societies that problems are 
likely to match the families’ abilities to help. The Amish would appear 
to be a good example of such a society. On the basis of research on 
eighteenth-century Austria, Berkner (1972) has stated that kinship 

ties are especially strong among land-owning peasants where the chil- 
dren in the household are financially dependent on the parents for 
setting up a new generation. In his study of the founding families of 
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Andover, Massachusetts, Greven (1970) found a similar pattern of 
intergenerational dependency. 

Although Amish values are passed from parent to child, the com- 
munity as a whole, led by the ministers and bishops, decides what 
these values are. Each church district has a set of rules, the Ordnung, 
which members are required to obey and which can only be changed 
by agreement of all ordained ministers. In order to maintain agree- 
ment between different church districts, the Lancaster Amish bishops 
meet regularly to discuss issues. Those who break the rules are re- 
quired to make a confession, and for more serious infractions the 
offender may be put under the Meidung (shunning). Individuals can 
be put under the Meidung for driving an automobile, for attending 
nonAmish churches or prayer meetings, and for less clearly articu- 
lated crimes, such as having a “strange belief.” Most of those who 
leave the Amish community will experience shunning at least tem- 
porarily. Most of those who leave join a more progressive Amish- 
Mennonite church. It is possible to leave the community without 
being shunned, since the Amish have adult baptism, and some leave 

before being baptized. 
The Amish values described do not exist in a vacuum, but are 

related to each other and to the ecological niche. The labor-in- 
tensive agricultural system necessitates high fertility and hard work. 
Hard work produces profits, but these cannot be used to make life 
easier, since high fertility creates pressures to invest in new land to 
accommodate the growing population. High fertility also facilitates 
kinship networks and fosters community interdependence and vital- 
ity. This sense of group belonging is solidified by the Ordnung, and 
the fear of shunning has, in the past, been said to maintain a sense 

of otherworldliness that increases Amish isolation from secular val- 
ues. In recent years, however, this pattern has become more difficult 
to maintain, due both to increased land prices and to the increased 
cost of farming. Over the years, the Amish have moved away from 
subsistence farming towards cash crops because they need cash to 
buy new farm land from nonAmish farmers. 

Farm land has risen in price both as a result of an increase in 
alternative uses, such as light manufacturing and tourism, but also as 
a result of Amish population growth. This growth can be demon- 
strated by noting the increase in the number of church districts from 
three in 1843 to 48 in 1973. Another way of observing this is 
to see the great increase in the area of land farmed by the Amish 
in Lancaster County from 1945 to 1978 (see Figure 1). It is commonly 
agreed among the Amish that the price and scarcity of land is a major 
difficulty. In recent years, many new communities have been estab- 

lished at some distance away, often in central Pennsylvania, where 
the land is more difficult to farm labor-intensively and where kinship 
networks are harder to maintain. 
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Lancaster County, Pennsylvania: Area occupied by the Old Order Amish 
in 1945 (vertical lines) and 1978 (shaded area). 

Figure 1. 

We have documented elsewhere (Ericksen et al., 1979) that in spite 
of these problems, the Amish have not experienced a reduction in 
fertility nor a change in age at marriage. This is in direct contrast to 
the findings of other land-based population studies. For example, 
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Greven (1970) found that the second generation in Andover, Mas- 
sachusetts, had a later age at marriage than the first generation, and 
he attributed this later marriage age to the unwillingness of the first 
generation to set their children up as independent farmers. Easterlin 
(1976) showed that as areas became more completely settled and 
farmed with the westward expansion in the United States, fertility 
declined. Declining land availability reduced fertility because of the 
rise in the cost of placing adult children on farms, and resulted both 
from a later age at marriage and from lower fertility within marriage. 
We might expect to find such patterns emerging among the Amish, 
but this does not appear to be happening. 

To understand why such patterns are not emerging among the 
Amish, we investigated a second channel of population control: leav- 
ing the Old Order Amish altogether to join another religious affili- 
ation. We are especially interested in the relationship between leaving 
and family structure and support. We have divided our research into 
three questions, discussed in more detail below. We are interested in 
the trends in leaving; in the correlates of leaving; and in the conse- 

quences of leaving for family networks. 

The research questions 

1. Although the Amish population has grown rapidly, population 
growth is less than it would be if all children born to Amish parents 
had remained Amish. The first research question concerns rates of 
leaving the Amish religion. Has the rate remained constant over time, 
or are there fluctuations or trends? If there are trends, can they be 
related to other factors? We might expect the rate to be rising given 
the rapid rise in land prices. It is not clear if the rate would be low 
in the nineteenth century when land was easy to obtain, or high since 
the Amish at that time were presumably similar to their neighbors 
and less averse to associating with them. 

2. Reasons for leaving the Old Order Amish have generally been 
described in terms of individual decisions. Hostetler (1968) has shown 
that the two main reasons stated for leaving are the desire for a more 
intensive religious experience (in contrast to the almost ascetic atti- 
tude of the Amish towards religion) and, of lesser importance nu- 
merically, the desire for more education than the Amish allow their 
children to obtain. 

While recognizing the validity of these findings, we would like to 
take the process a stage further and ask, what is the social structural 
location of individuals who decide to leave? Given the Amish em- 
phasis on family ties and responsibility, we might expect leaving to 
run in families, and to be particularly common in those families that 
are marginal economically and/or that do not enable their children 
to set up an Amish lifestyle. Since most couples marry before obtain- 
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ing a farm, we are interested in those who do not obtain farms. These 
should be the people most attracted to evangelical religious styles 
(Niebuhr, 1929; Schwartz, 1970). We are therefore particularly con- 
cerned with the relationship between f-rming and remaining Amish, 
and with the process by which children obtain farms. 

3. It is possible that leavers come from families where the support 
networks are weaker than those of the stayers. While we cannot ex- 
amine the family networks prior to the decision to leave, we can 
examine the visiting patterns of families with high and low rates of 
leaving and we can see what happens to relationships between parents 
and children who leave. If leaving is simply a matter of individual 
deviance and the rejection of Amish values, we might expect to find 
lower rates of visiting among those who have left. This should be true 
both because of the rejection of the values of family ties among the 
deviant young, and because Amish parents cannot break bread at the 
same table as a shunned child. However, if children leave largely for 
economic reasons, we would expect children to remain close to their 
Amish parents and not to experience the severe isolation that shun- 
ning can bring. 

Data sources and methodology 

There were two data sets used in this research. They were collected 
as part of a larger study of the maintenance and consequences of 
high fertility among the Old Order Amish (Ericksen et al., 1979). The 
two data sources were: 

1. The family genealogy of Christian Fisher. 
2. A survey of Old Order Amish couples married in Lancaster 

County in 1952 and 1962, and of the parents of one spouse. 

The family genealogy of Christian Fisher, who was born in Chester 
County, Pennsylvania, in April 1757, was obtained from the Fisher 
Family History (Fisher, 1957). It is estimated that virtually all Amish 
living in Lancaster County are his descendants. Fisher’s genealogy 
listed every known descendant, the religion of each, the name of the 
spouse, and the names of all children. The Fisher Family History is 
sorted by family heads; each descendant of Christian Fisher who 
married is given a separate listing. The religion of the family head 
is not specified in about 10 percent of all cases. Our informants tell 
us that none of these people are Old Order Amish, but we were 
concerned about the possibility that incomplete fertility information 
might have been obtained for such people, so separate tabulations 
were made. We used the data to calculate rates of leaving the Amish 
religion over time, and to compare the fertility of those who left with 
those who stayed, in order to show the relationship between leaving 
and family size. 
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Table 1. Rate of leaving the Old Order Amish by cohort 

Birth cohort of children 

Prior 
to 1880-— 1900- 1910— 1920— 1930- 

Current religion* 1850 1899 1909 1919 1929 1939 Total 

A. Amish children of Amish 

parents 333, 277) 163285) = 33876 225—s:1659 
B. NonAmish children of Amish 

parents 130 67 46 62 104 70 = =479 
C. Total number of cases 463 344 209 347 480 295 2138 

D. Rate of leaving (B/C x 100) 28.1 19.5 22.0 17.9 21.7 23.7 22.4 

* This is the religious identification as listed in the Fisher Family History. These data 
were collected by an Amish genealogist. 
SOURCE: John M. Fisher, comp., Descendants and History of Christian Fisher Family 

(Ronks, Pennsylvania: Amos L. Fisher, 1957). 

The interview survey conducted in 1976 consisted of a sample cho- 
sen from a complete list of Amish families in Lancaster County. This 
list, which was collected as part of a study of Amish genetics under- 
taken at Johns Hopkins University, contained the names and location 
of all Amish married couples in Lancaster County; there were 2,053 
married couples in 50 church districts. 

We selected a random sample of couples married in 1962 and a 
further sample of couples married in 1972. We wanted to measure 
the effect of change over the ten-year period, and we interviewed 
both husband and wife because we wished to obtain both fertility and 
household production data (analyzed elsewhere—Ericksen et al., 

1979; and Ericksen and Klein, 1978) and data on farming. Further- 

more, our Amish informants told us it would be easier to obtain 

interviews if we interviewed both husband and wife. 
We then interviewed the parents of our respondents. We randomly 

selected the parents of the wife half the time and the parents of the 
husband half the time. This procedure enabled us to look at inter- 
generational changes in farming, and it increased our response rate 
because younger couples sometimes discussed the interview with their 
parents before consenting. It also enabled us to look at the parents’ 
relationships with all their children and to relate this to outcomes for 
a particular child. 

In analyzing our data, we found ourselves describing our respon- 
dents as fathers, mothers, sons, daughters, and these terms are used 
here, although they refer at times to in-laws. Only one church district 
refused to cooperate, and we finally obtained fifty-eight interviews 
with fathers, sixty-one with mothers, seventy-one with sons, and sixty- 
eight with daughters. The interviews with the parents are fewer in 
number due to mortality and to four cases where two couples had 
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the same parents. For more details about the sample, see Hostetler 
et al. (1977). 

Trends in the rate of leaving the Old Order Amish 

We divided the individuals listed in the Fisher Family History into six 
birth cohorts, and we compared their religion to those of their par- 
ents. We computed the rate of leaving by calculating the proportion 
of people of Amish parentage who left the religion. A U-shaped curve 
resulted. ‘There was a sharp drop in the “loss rate” between the first 
two periods, followed by an increase after 1920. This indicates that 
land pressures are making themselves felt, though not so much so 
that population no longer has a rapid rate of increase.! 

Since there has been no reduction in Amish fertility, the only way 
to reduce fertility is to leave the Amish. Table 2 compares the fertility 
of children of Amish parentage by age cohort for those who left the 
religion and those who did not. This was also calculated from the 
Fisher Family History. Because births up to 1957 are included, we 
should note that only those cohorts through 1900 to 1909 can be 
expected to have completed their fertility. Many families are yet to 
be established among the youngest cohort, and some of the families 
among the two younger cohorts (1920 to 1929 and 1930 to 1939) will 
have left the Amish after the book was published. Looking at the 
results, it is clear that there has been no reduction in the completed 
fertility of the Amish. For those who are of Amish parentage but who 
have left the religion, we see a consistent, though small, reduction in 
fertility. Many married couples leave after they have started having 
children, so we would not expect a large reduction. These findings 
are indirect evidence that a wish to reduce fertility was part of the 
reason for leaving. 

Who leaves? 

If parents are responsible for the establishment of new families for 
their grown children, and if some families are better able to do this 
than others, rates of leaving the Amish community in Lancaster 
County should be clustered by family.? We checked this by computing 
the intraclass correlation of the probability of leaving among the sixty- 

1 We have verified this result by a second compilation of entries in the Family History, 
which was made by knowledgeable members of the Lancaster Amish. These men listed 
every entry born in 1905, 1915, 1925, and 1935; checked the correctness of the reli- 

gious entry; and supplied some of those that were missing in the book. They also 
found that the likelihood of remaining Amish had declined, and the percentages were 
similar to those shown in Table 2. 

* Because we selected Amish children who were Amish at the time of marriage, our 
sample is not representative of those who left earlier, nor siblings who will leave in the 
future. Thus, the leaving rate is lower in the survey than in the Fisher Family History. 
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Table 2, Mean number of children born to individuals of Old Order 
Amish parentage for those who are themselves Amish and those who 

are not 

Birth cohort of children 

Prior 
to 1880- 1900- 1910- 1920-— 1930- 

Current religion* 1880 1899 1909 1919 1929 1939 Total 

Old Order Amish 

Mean number of children 6.88 7.299 7.02 6.63 £4.39 1.60 5.64 

Number of cases 333 277 163 285 376 225 1659 

Other religion 

Mean number of children 6.24 5.68 4.00 4.62 3.43 0.67 4.47 

Number of cases 91 53 27 45 58 42 316 

Religion not specified 

Mean number of children 3.95 3.93 3.74 4.53 2.35 1.18 3.06 
Number of cases 39 14 19 17 46 28 163 

Total 

Mean number of children 6.51 6.91 6.33 6.26 4.07 1.43 5.27 

Number of cases 463 344 209 347 480 295 2138 

* This is the religious identification as listed in the Fisher Family History. These data 
were collected by an Amish genealogist. 
SOURCE: John M. Fisher, comp., Descendants and History of Christian Fisher Family, 

(Ronks, Pennsylvania: Amos L. Fisher, 1957). 

one families. (For a discussion of this statistic, see Kish, 1965, Sec. 

5.4.) The data were taken from the mothers’ questionnaires, where 
the religion of each child was listed. The intraclass correlation was 
0.24, indicating a sizable and significant amount of clustering by fam- 
ily (an intraclass correlation of zero would indicate no clustering). 
There were three families where a majority of the grown children 
were no longer Amish—that 1s, fifteen of the twenty-one children 
had left.* The intraclass correlation for those who had remained 
Amish but who had moved out of the Lancaster area was about the 
same (0.23), which means this pattern was also clustered by family. 
Of the three families where a majority of the children left the religion, 
none of the three fathers who were interviewed earned any money 
from farming in 1975. It is possible that they had retired from farm- 
ing, since their ages were sixty, sixty-one, and sixty-six respectively. 

All three of their interviewed sons farmed, but none of them had 

obtained their farms from their fathers, in contrast to the modal way 
of obtaining Amish farms. This suggests that the ability to find farm- 
land for one’s children is an important ingredient for maintaining 

3“Grown” here is defined as either married or aged at least twenty-five and living 
away from home if unmarried. 
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Amish society. It could also suggest deviant norms among these fam- 
ilies, norms that have led them to reject the Amish value system to 
some degree. 

We examined the trend in farming by comparing sons who were 
married in 1962 to those who were married in 1972. Thirty-three of 
those married in 1962 were running their own farms at the time of 
the interview, with twenty-nine owning farms and four renting farms. 
Of the other three, one owned and ran a storage battery and gen- 
erator business, one worked as a janitor for a nearby college, and the 
other worked in a trailer factory. The thirty-five sons who were mar- 
ried in 1972 stand in sharp contrast. Of these, only five owned their 
farms, fifteen rented land, and fifteen were not yet running their 
own farms. Of the fifteen nonfarmers, six worked for other Amish 

businessmen or farmers, three worked for nonAmish men, and six 

ran their own businesses; three of those who ran their own business 

obtained the business from a relative, and three started the business 

themselves. 
The younger cohort, then, is significantly less established in agri- 

culture. It is possible they will eventually turn to farming, but only 
49 percent of the 1972 cohort were running their own farms before 
their twenty-sixth birthday, compared to 69 percent of the 1962 co- 
hort. While 57 percent of the later cohort were running their own 
farms within five years of being married, 67 percent of the older 
cohort had farms at that point. Of the eighteen fathers for whom we 
obtained farming information, 78 percent had their own farms by 
age twenty-five and the same proportion had their own farms within 
five years of marriage. While the number of cases is small, we have 
evidence of a trend away from farming. Our respondents made it 
clear that land pressures are acutely felt. All but one of the fathers 
interviewed stated that the most important problems facing a young 
Amish man wishing to enter farming were the cost and/or scarcity of 
land. As one man stated, “It used to be the case that a young man 
could buy a farm for a few thousand dollars and have his head above 
water. Now you can’t even find a farm if you want to buy one. Before, 

if you wanted a farm in a certain area and if you were willing to wait 
for a few years, you would be able to buy one.” 

The most important way Amish parents can help their children is 
by helping set them up in farming. Of the sons who owned farms, 
76 percent obtained their farms from relatives. In some cases, the 
farms had originally been farmed by the relatives; in others, relatives 
went on the open market to purchase land, which they then turned 
over to the younger men. Four men bought their farms from Amish 
nonrelatives, and four bought their farms directly from a nonAmish 
person. Family loans were obtained in twenty-six cases, although 
these were supplemented by loans from outside the Amish commu- 
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nity in seven cases. There were eight other cases where the only loan 
was obtained from outside sources. A similar picture emerged for the 
renters: fourteen rented from relatives, three from Amish nonrela- 

tives, and two from nonAmish landowners. 

The help that fathers could provide their sons in obtaining farms 
was repeatedly noted by our respondents. In discussing the problems 
faced by young Amish men who wish to enter farming, we continually 
received comments like the following: 

“It costs too much for a young Amish man—the farm is too much. 
The only way he can start is if his father helps him; he moves on and 
works, and maybe he can buy it for half what his daddy paid for it. 
But, if he hasn’t a daddy to help, he just can’t get started.” 

“Getting loans would be a problem. Some of these boys aren’t lucky 
enough to have a daddy who owns two or three farms and who can 
sign for them.” 

The income data indicate a large variation among families in the 
standard of living and presumably in the economic capability to es- 
tablish the new families of adult children. Our data are limited, since 

we only have income in the previous year, and many fathers had 
already given up their farms. In addition, many respondents refused 
to answer questions on income, which is generally typical of self-em- 
ployed people in the United States. Without more systematic income 
data on the fathers it 1s not possible to relate leaving the Amish to 
the economic circumstances of the families of origin. 

Another way of looking at family financial capabilities is to examine 
occupation. We obtained information on the current occupations of 
the fathers in the survey sample, but did not anticipate the large 
proportion of those who had retired from farming. Of the fifty-eight 
fathers who were interviewed on the survey, only eighteen were still 
farming. This included thirteen of the nineteen who were born be- 
tween 1920 and 1931, five of twenty-five born 1910 to 1919, and none 

of the fourteen born before 1910. We would expect that since the 
control of land is so important to the Amish, those who are able to 
run their own farms would be more successful in accumulating the 
necessary capital to invest in land for their children—who would be 
more likely to then remain in the Amish religion. 

We investigated this by comparing the proportion of grown chil- 
dren of the current farmers who were still Amish and of the fathers 
not currently farming who were still Amish. This underestimates the 
true difference, because some of the fathers had already retired from 

farming and had passed their farms on to a son. There were 108 
grown children of the current farmers, and 98 percent were still Old 

Order Amish. Of the 270 grown children of nonfarmers, 87 percent 
were still Old Order Amish. Looking at it the opposite way, the like- 
lihood of leaving the Old Order Amish religion was over five times 
as great for the children of the nonfarmers (12.6/2.2 = 5.7);? this 

Copyright (c) 2008 ProQuest LLC 
Copyright (c) Rural Sociological Society



Community Among the Amish — Ericksen, Ericksen, and Hostetler 61 

difference is statistically significant. Since the fathers who are cur- 
rently farming are younger than the nonfarmers, their children may 
be younger and therefore have had less time to leave. However, we 
found no relationship among the rates of grown children leaving the 
religion by the age of the fathers. 

Since the 1972 cohort of married couples are less likely to be farm- 
ing, are they from families who are less likely to retain their grown 
children in the Old Order Amish religion? Questions were asked 
about the siblings of both the sons and daughters. In this way, we 
obtained twice as much information on current religion as was ob- 
tained from the mothers. There were 443 grown siblings of the 1962 
couples, of whom 7 percent were no longer Old Order Amish. There 
were 285 grown siblings of the 1972 couples, of whom 17 percent 
were no longer Amish. 

We have noted that the establishment of farms and the decision to 
leave the Amish religion tends to occur after marriage. Nonetheless, 
it seems only reasonable that the decision to marry would be partially 
influenced by the assessment of future economic circumstances. Since 
the 1972 cohort appears to be having a more difficult time of this, it 
should be reflected in a later age at marriage. The median age at 
marriage for the 1962 cohort of men was 21.3 years; for the 1972 
cohort of men it was 22.6 years. Interestingly, there has been no 
change for the women with a median of twenty years for both cohorts. 

Leaving the Amish and family visiting patterns 

A key element in maintaining Amish society might be the enforce- 
ment of norms, and this is more likely to happen in situations of 
mutual obligations and where the frequency of interaction was high. 
We asked each mother how often she saw each grown child. Forty- 
four percent of the grown children living in Lancaster County main- 
tained contact with their parents an average of at least once a week. 
There was substantial variation in this statistic, and the intraclass cor- 
relation of 0.14 indicated a marked’ degree of clustering by family. 

The question then becomes one of whether or not there is a rela- 
tionship between visiting patterns and remaining Amish.? The rate 
of visiting between parents and their grown children is shown for 
Amish and nonAmish children in Tables 3 and 4. Visiting rates 
among Amish children are largely determined by age and proximity. 
Where the distance between parent and child is less than two miles, 
an overwhelming majority visit at least once a week (92 percent), and 
a large majority (75 percent) visit at least twice a week. We cannot be 
certain of cause and effect here, since part of the reason for main- 
taining proximity may be the desire to maintain interaction. More 
significantly, when we divide the children into three age cohorts we 
see that the younger the child the higher the probability of visiting 
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Table 3. Frequency of visits between Amish mothers and their adult 
Amish children, by birth cohort of child and distance from parents 

Distance from parents Total 

Year of birth Up to Two to Ten miles 
of child two miles ten miles or over 

1920-1939 

Over once a week 9 (60.0) ] (2.5) 0 10. =(12.8) 

Once a week 4 (26.7) 12 = (30.0) ] (4.3) 17 (21.8) 
2-3 times per month l (6.7) 16 (40.0) 7 (30.4) 24 (30.8) 
Once a month ] (6.7) 7 = (17.5) 6 (26.1) 14 = (17.7) 
Less than once 

per month _0 _A4 10.0) 9 (37.1) _13 16.7) 

Total 15 (100.0) 40 (100.0) 23 (100.0) 78 (100.0) 

1940-1949 

Over once a week 38 = (71.7) 8 (11.1) 0 46 (25.6) 
Once a week 11 (20.8) 13 (18.1) 0 24 =(13.3) 
2-3 times per month 4 (7.5) 32 (44.4) 12 (21.8) 48 (26.7) 
Once a month 0 18 (25.0) 32 (58.2) 50 (27.8) 
Less than once 

per month _0 1 14) 11 (20.0) 12 6.7) 

Total 53 (100.0) 72 (100.0) 55 (100.0) 180 (100.0) 

1950-1957 

Over once a week 22 = (91.7) 6 (16.7) 0 28 (31.5) 
Once a week 1 (4.2) 10 (27.8) 7 (24.1) 18 (20.2) 
2-3 times per month 0 13. (36.1) 8 (27.6) 21 (23.6) 
Once a month 0 4 (11.1) 6 (20.7) 10 = (11.2) 
Less than once 

per month _s (4.2) 3 (8.3) 8 (27.6) 12 (13.5) 

Total 24 (100.0) 36 (100.0) 29 (100.0) 89 (100.0) 

Total for all ages 

Over once a week 69 (75.0) 15 (10.1) 0 84 = (24.2) 
Once a week 16 (17.4) 35 (23.6) 8 (7.5) 59 (17.0) 
2-3 times per month 5 (5.4) 61 (41.2) 27 (25.2) 93 (26.8) 
Once a month ] (1.1) 29 £4(19.6) 44 (41.1) 74 = =(21.3) 

Less than once 
per month = (1.1) 8 (5.4) 28 (26.2) 37 (10.7) 

Total 92 (100.0) 148 (100.0) 107 (100.0) 347 (100.0) 

parents at least once a week. This is partly accounted for by decreased 
proximity, since a higher proportion of the two younger cohorts live 
within two miles. The dependencies between parents and their grown 
children appear to be greater when the children are younger. The 
help for children of this age is most likely to flow from the parents 
to the children setting up their households and farms. 
Turning now to children who are no longer Amish (Table 4), we 

note that patterns of interaction are lower, but this is accounted for 
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Table 4. Frequency of visits between Amish mothers and their adult 
nonAmish children by birth cohort of child and distance from parents 

Distance from parents 

Year of birth Up to Twoto Ten miles 
of child two miles ten miles — or over Total 

1920-1939 

Once or more per week 2 2 ] 5 
One to three times per month 0 3 2 5 
Less often than once per month 0 Ss 2 3 

Total 2 6 5 13 

1940-1949 

Once or more per week 2 0 3 5 
One to three times per month 1 6 5 12 
Less often than once per month 0° _0 5 5 

Total 3 6 13 22 

1950-1957 

Once or more per week 0. _3 _0 3 

Total 0 3 0 3 

Total 

Once or more per week 4 5 4 13 
One to three times per month ] 9 7 17 
Less often than once per month 0. =o 7 8 

Total 5 15 18 38 

Percent of grown children who left the Amish 

Born 1920-1939 

0-2 Miles from mother: 2/17 = .118 

2-9 Miles from mother: 6/46 = .130 

10+ Miles from mother: 5/28 = .179 

Total 13/91 = .143 

Born 1940-1949 

0-2 Miles from mother: 3/56 = .054 

2-9 Miles from mother: 6/78 = .077 

10+ Miles from mother: 13/68 = .191 

Total 22/202 = .109 

Born 1950-1957 

0-2 Miles from mother: 0/24 = .000 

2-9 Miles from mother: 3/39 = .077 

10+ Miles from mother: 0/29 = .000 

Total 3/92 = .033 

Distance totals 

0—2 Miles from mother: 5/97 = .052 

2-9 Miles from mother: 15/163 = .092 

10+ Miles from mother: 18/125 = .144 

Total 38/385 = .099 
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by lower proximity and the fact that the nonAmish children are older 
(older children have had more time to leave). It is possible to assess 
the effects of age and proximity on the differential in visiting patterns 
between Amish and nonAmish children. If we assume that the Amish 
children had the same age distribution as the nonAmish children, but 
the age-specific visiting rates were the same as shown for the Amish, 
the expected proportion visiting their parents at least once a week 
becomes 38 percent, so accounting for the age distribution reduces 
the gap from 7 to 4 percent. 

We can make a similar calculation controlling for distance. If we 
assume that Amish children had the same proximity distribution as 
nonAmish children, but the proximity-specific visiting rates were the 
same, the expected proportion of nonAmish children visiting their 
parents at least once a week becomes 29 percent, which 1s less than 
the observed rate for nonAmish children. The latter presumably have 
greater ease of transport, so their opportunity cost of visiting their 
parents is not so great over a long distance. Finally, a similar calcu- 
lation controlling both for age and proximity indicates that only 25 
percent of Amish children would visit their parents once a week or 
more if they had the same age-proximity distribution as the non- 
Amish children. Even allowing for greater ease of transport, this 1s 
considerably less than the 34 percent of nonAmish children who visit 
their parents once a week or more. 

Several conclusions can be drawn. First of all, the likelihood of 

leaving the Old Order Amish religion increases with age. The deci- 
sion Is typically made after marriage and after the beginning of child- 
bearing. Second, nonAmish children tend to live a little farther from 
their parents, but few move out of Lancaster County. Stull, 47 percent 
of nonAmish children lived over ten miles from their parents, com- 
pared to 31 percent of Amish children. Finally, within the constraints 
of age and distance, nonAmish children are about as likely to visit 

their parents as are Amish children. Leaving the Amish, although 
clustered among particular families, is not related to a breakdown in 
family ties. 

One further conclusion that can be drawn is that shunning is not 
important in the lives of families where the children have left the 
Amish. These children are still welcomed into the family group and 
still see their parents regularly. ‘This is associated with our position 
that leaving the Amish is not just a matter of individual deviance and 
nonconformity to strict Amish rules. The ideology is in fact flexible. 

Discussion 

We have argued in this paper than the responsibility for retaining 
one’s children in the Amish religion rests in the hands of parents. 
When families are able to set their children up in farming, the chil- 

Copyright (c) 2008 ProQuest LLC 
Copyright (c) Rural Sociological Society



Community Among the Amish — Ericksen, Ericksen, and Hostetler 65 

dren are likely to remain Amish. Mixed farming on small plots 
of land using small amounts of energy is at the heart of the Amish 
lifestyle. There is a great deal of mutual aid and advice within ex- 
tended families and between families as well. The rates of family 
visiting among the Amish are high, and this helps to enforce proper 
normative behavior. 

In a way, the Amish society in Lancaster County can be likened to 
a very successful agricultural corporation. By diligent, continuous 
effort, it squeezes a nice profit from the rich land it farms, which it 
reinvests in the Amish commonwealth by buying more farmland. 
Because of the high rate of fertility, a substantial amount of new 
investment is needed. The 61 families represented by interviews with 
mothers have already produced 321 grown children who are Amish 
living in Lancaster County, and there are many more children still in 
these families yet to reach adulthood. The spread of the “Lancaster 
Amish” commonwealth can be seen not only in the expanding num- 
ber of church districts, but in the land area covered (Figure 1). 

The availability of land on which the Amish could expand has 
provided an outlet for the profits from the Amish farms, which is an 
alternative to increased consumption. High fertility norms have rein- 
forced the insistence on asceticism. 

The lifestyle that results from Amish farming is only possible in an 
area of high density and good farmland and climate like Lancaster 
County. As Hawley (1950:170) has indicated, “Each habitat not only 
permits, but to a certain extent necessitates, a distinctive mode of 
life.” The Amish are a perfect example of the interaction between 
the society’s cultural level and the environmental potential described 
by Steward (1963). When they have moved to different environments 
like Montana, they have either failed or have had to modify some of 
their most central cultural prohibitions (such as that on tractors) 

(Hostetler, forthcoming). 
In contrast, the Hutterite emphasis on community responsibility 

for individual lifestyles is adapted to the wide open spaces of the 
Great Plains. Such areas necessitate modern farming technology and 
allow for the development of strict isolated communes and a rapid 
rate of population increase. In this situation, families inevitably take 
second place to the community. For the Amish, where individual 

families are responsible for the future of their children, the families 
that do not succeed economically are not carried by the community 
as they would be among the Hutterites, and a higher rate of leaving 
is an inevitable result. However, since those that left were likely to 
have been the ones who were economically more marginal, this prob- 
ably strengthened the community rather than weakened it, since it 
maximized the likelihood of income staying in the community. 

As long as land was obtainable in Lancaster County, the Amish 
lifestyle was adapted to the environment. We may now be reaching 
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a point, however, where the profits from the Amish farms are no 
longer capable of supporting expansion within Lancaster County. 
This could lead to at least three results for which we have evidence. 
One is the increased rate of leaving the Amish, shown in this paper. 
The second is the establishment of new communities outside Lancas- 
ter County. Amish informants tell us that this is recent, with most of 
the new communities having been established after 1969. Although 
this is an increasing trend, the location of such settlements is prob- 
lematic. New communities make it difficult to maintain family inter- 
action, and it is not easy to find land of the quality and climate that 
make Amish farming possible. Those farm communities that have 
been founded in Pennslyvania tend to be on areas of land that are of 
poorer quality than Lancaster, and labor-intensive farming is more 
difficult. In addition, they are away from centers of population, which 
makes dairy farming harder. It will not be as easy to set large numbers 
of children up on Amish farms in this manner. 

The third result is the modification of the Amish lifestyle among 
those who remain in Lancaster County. For the Amish who do re- 
main, it seems that there are at least three choices—none pleasant. 
One is to find nonagricultural jobs while somehow maintaining Old 
Order Amish norms. We have seen that this is not easy, and this is 
recognized by the Amish as an unsatisfactory solution. An account in 
the New York Times of March 13, 1978, documented record prices 

being paid by the Amish for farmland in Lancaster County. One 
ninety-five-acre farm went for $510,000, and another forty-eight-acre 
farm went for $305,000. This land is bought from nonAmish fathers, 

and bank loans are obtained using existing farms as collateral. Since 
these loans will not be paid off during their new owners’ lifetimes, 
the Times reporter interviewed an Amish elder and quoted him as 
follows: 

“That’s our biggest problem, to keep our children on the farm. 
There’s just no more room to grow. Lancaster County is my home. 
All the roots are here. Leaving here would be like pulling a plant up 
by the roots. But I would do that, if that’s what it takes, before we 
give up our faith. I would rather my children leave the county than 
see them work in a factory.” 

For some families, one result of high prices must be a strong temp- 
tation to sell their land for a profit and move into another line of 
work. This happens occasionally, but it is very difficult to stay 
Amish after succumbing to such pressure. 

The second solution for those who remain—and a solution that has 
been a continuous pattern for the last thirty years—is to subdivide 
already existing farms, to farm the land more intensively (the switch 

from wheat to tobacco as a main cash crop reflects this), and to reduce 
the livelihood that is available from each farm. 

The third solution is to reduce fertility—producing fewer children 
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for whom farms will have to be found, but increasing the likelihood 
that a farm can be found for each. Since large families are intimately 
intertwined with the labor-intensive family farm (Ericksen and Klein, 
1978), and since large numbers of children reinforce the emphasis 
on the family, this is not likely to be a solution of preference, although 
there is evidence (Ericksen et al., 1979) that an increasing incidence 
of sterilization may reduce the number of very high-parity families. 

It is clear from this that the alternatives facing the Amish are prob- 
lematic. The Amish have had a culture that is intimately adapted to 
the environment. It is from the increasing contradiction between the 
cultural tradition and the ecology that change can be expected to 
appear. 
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