
The Old Order Amish 241 

or "go gay" and who own land in the center of the community 
often sell their land for very high prices to the more conservative 
who desire that location. This tends to increase the conservatism 
of the center. In time the value of farms is detennined by the dis­
tance from the center of the community rather than by their rela­
tive productivity or money-making potential. Wealthy Amishmen 
who live in the center may buy land from non-Amishrnen on the 
fringes and by hiring or renting to Amishmen of lower rank build 
up the usually rundown land left by non-plain people. 

AN AMISH CHURCH ADOPTS THE AUTOMOBILE" 

A Case of Successful Systemic Linkage 

As in every instance of evaluation and decision making, the 
adoption of the automobile by the Old Order Amish, which we 
shall call The Hoag Church, has a particular history. The Hoag 
group was one of four House Amish religious communities in 
Pennsylvania County. The House Amish groups were more con­
servative than the four Church Amish groups in the County. The 
Haag group was the most progressive of the House Amish, re­
sembling the most conservative of the Church Amish as much as 
they did the next most progressive group of House Amish. The 
Hoag group originated fifty years ago as an offshoot of the then 
most progressive of the House Amish. While the group shares 
the same general culture as other Amish in the territory the details 
differ considerably. Shirts, suspenders, and in some instances 
broadfall trousers are purchased when available at the nearby 
store. Buttons are pennitted on work jackets. The men's hair 
extends over part of the ear, which is considerably shorter than 
the hair length for men in the next· most progressive group. 
Tractors, including those with rubber tires, are used for farming 
operations. The brims of men's hats are smaller than those of all 
other Amish. Until the acceptance of automobiles carriage tops 
were black. The ban on the use of electricity was lifted 10 years 
ago; since that time farms have been modernized considerably. 
Farming is completely modern and tractor-oriented but religion 
centers in house worship. N01'11l8 and boundary maintenance de-
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vices had already been relaxed. Partial systemic linkage with the 
larger sOciety in agricultural practices had already been achieved. 

For a number of years members of the Hoag Group used 
tractors in the field and for farm work. With the appearance of 
pneumatic tires, they were also used on the road, to pull wagons 
to town and to run errands to nearby fanus. Several members in­
stalled high speed transmissions especially for road work. During 
deer hunting season tractors could be seen on the mountain where 
they were parked while their operators were hunting. The tractors 
were equipped with huge platforms on the rear for hauling milk. 
Boxes were also attached in which Amish youngsters were trans­
ported. One church official of the group commented to the writer: 
"This seemed inconsistent to me and I was afraid lo be seen on 
the road anymore with the tractor.'" The objective of occupatioool 
efficiency was added and was sometimes in conflict with the old 
objective of remaining "God's peculiar people.'~ New norms were 
institutionalized, new facilities added to accomplish the old objec­
tive of making money, an objective given a higher priority by the 
evaluative process. 

Some of the younger members commented on the inconsist­
ency of driving rubber-tired farm tractors on the road, but using 
horses for transportation to church. One informant predicted. "It 
won't be long until some change will have to be made. When the 
youngsters grow up they will not understand why horses must be 
used on Sunday, when rubber-tired tractors can be used during 
the week.'" 

Members often traveled long distances, to and from other 
Amish settlements in the state or even beyond in order to maintain . 
contact with relatives who had migrated. They often hired taxi­
cabs or the service of a neighboring Church Amish member for 
whom automobiles were not taboo. Commumcation and inter­
action patterns could not be maintained under the old norms. 
Strain resulted. One of the bishops of the Church Amish informed 
a minister of the group: "You cannot expect to keep up this prac­
tice. " 

Some of the parents bought or financed autos for the young 
men who had become members of the Church Amish. There were 
no dominant negative sanctions for such generous acts on the 
part of the House Amish father to his Church Amish son as there 
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was in stricter Amish groups. In this way the entire family had 
transportation. Note that members of the same family held mem- ! 

berships in two different church groups, a type of systemic linkage. 
The desire for automobiles became dominant in informal con­

versation among some of the members. One farm hand in par­
ticular constantly kept ribbing his employer, a minister of the 
group, about inconsistency. and the difficulty of hitching up 
horses. Horses were too much trouble, too slow a form of trans­
portation, and besides it was dangerous to drive a carriage on the 
open highway. This informal conversation and "egging" undoubt­
edly played a signmcant part in preparing the minister for a 
favorable decision later when the time came for a nod in the 
church. Communication about new norms to a person holding a 
status-role vested with power was important. 

No amount of infonnal conversation concerning the desire for 
an automobile could make the subject legitimate for discussion in 
church. Only if some person violated the restriction could it be 
discussed. Early one spring a young man of a well-thought-of 
family became the first offender. Without the consent of his 
family and church he purchased a used automobile under con­
siderable pressure from a used car dealer. The youngster had 
secured a learner's permit; he drove the automobile to the home 
of his parents. The father objected to having the car on his prop­
erty. and after a good deal of persuasion on the part of his par­
ents, the sixteen-year-old boy returned the car to the dealer with 
the promise from his parents that he could have it back if the 
church should come to a favorable decision whenever the subject 
came up for discussion. The ob;qctive of full fellowship was im­
portant to the family as was the Godliness represented by the 
Chu1'ch. 

In the following week, a young married man who was em­
ployed in the nearby village purchased a new automobile. He 
kept it at the place of his employment, continuing to use his 
tractor to commute to and from work. With the aid of another 
friend he had taken a driver's test and satisfactorily passed it. 

In the latter instance the offender was immediately excom­
municated for purchasing a car, and in order to be received again 
into full fellowship he was advised to put it away until the church 
could come to a unanimous decision on the ownership of auto-
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mobiles. He sold his new auto to a friend for one dollar, and after 
the church had approved, he took it back Meanwhile, a brother 
of the young married man was offended that his brother was ex­
communicated; in retaliation he also purchased an automobile. 
Like his brother, he too was promptly excommunicated. Rank is 
evidenced here; evidently the two excommunicated brothers had 
lower rank than the first offender who was granted an immunity 
from the negative sanctions. By this time the officials of the 
church had enough justification to bring up the question for dis­
cussion and taking the "Rot" or vote of the membership. The 
status-role of the officials is here articulated. They use their 
power to initiate ~he evaluation and decision-making processes. 

Following the bxcommurucations, infonnal discussions con­
tinued. Meetings were held informally in the homes. The second 
offender, in desperation for help, on a Sunday afternoon went to 
see the bishop of one of the Mennonite (Church Amish) congre­
gations. He informed the bishop of his predicament and stated 
his desire to become a member of the Mennonite Church. The 
bishop advised him not to be in a hurry about joining another 
church. The next day the third offender came to the same 
bishop stating his desire to join the Mennonite Church. The 
bishop suggested to him that he call a meeting with other persons 
who, like himself, wanted to have an automobile. About 30 per­
sons both men and women came to the meeting which was held in 
a private home. Members intimately acquainted and sharing the 
same need, continue to reinforce sentiments and opinions and 
evaluate action through informal communication. The bishop, 
accompanied by one of his assistant ministers, stated his position 
and read the Bible and led prayer. He explained that for people 
to join a church because they want an auto "usually doesn't help 
the church they jump into." He advised them to take the matter 
to their own ministers and see whether they couldn't come to 
some solution. The bishop's position was that in the previous 
years he had received many of the Amish members for no other 
reason than that they wanted automobiles. He was not interested 
in having more members of that kind, or just for that reason. The 
bishop realized that his church as a social system was a complex 
of belief, sentiments, objectives and norms. Agreement on one 



The Old Order Amish 245 

norm, perhaps this one concerning autonwbiles in particular, is 
not enough to insure dedication to the whole system. 

The six ordained men of the Hoag group in the meanthne had 
counselled with each other informally. None of them opposed the 
on-coming automobile question, but one wife did. "Where will 
this lead to, if our young people are given the privilege of going 
wherever they want?" was the chief objection she raised. Senti­
ments and opinions were formed and modified by the communi-­
cation process. 

The decision finally carne before the assembled church. The 
process of decision making has been defined as the reduction of 
the alternate courses of action available so that some course of 
action can take place. Since the Amish church provides that each 
district maintain its own regulations and discipline it was up to 
the Hoag group to decide. 

The «Rot" is usually taken at the members' meeting following 
the worship service. The two deacons polled the church, one tak­
ing the vote among the men and the other among the women. 
The bishop as a rule states the opinion of the ministry on any is­
sue up for consideration, after which the membership affinns the 
minister's decisions, disapproves of them, or remains neutral on 
the question. The process uf decision making had become institu­
tionalized. The terms used to describe the outcome of the vote 
may be three: unanimous, practically unanimous, or not unani­
mous. In this case the report was practically unanimous in favor. 
Only four persons did not give assent, and they chose to join a 
stricter conservative Amish Church in the pommunity. Those in 
conflict with the new norms sought a groop whose objectives, 
norms and sentiments would be Uke theirs. 

On the following Sunday at worship services eight automo­
biles were present. Several weeks later most of the members came 
in automobiles, and today from 40-50 automobiles are parked in 
a single barnyard with perhaps one or two carriages present. Only 
four of a total of 70 household heads have not purchased autos, 
and all of these are old people. Members were advised to secure 
only black automobiles or to have them painted black, and they 
were not to drive trucks. 

The bishop had his own view of what had happened. The 
general practice of using tractors for road work and business trips 
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to town helped to bring on the automobile. The bishop felt it was 
not so much the fault of the young people as it was the fault of 
the parents-those who purchased automobiles for their boys who 
were either not yet members or were members of Church Amish 
groups. The frequent practice of young drivers dropping their 
parents off at preaching and then returning for them after the 
service was a primary reason for the innovation, according to the 
bishop. 

The legiti11Ultipn of the automobile by the Amish Church is a 
case of succes~ullinkage of the Amish social system with that of 
the outside world. The change agent in this case was the group 
of Amish "young Turks" who advocated and successfully intro­
duced the automobile into the Amish community. The taTget 
system, as the recipient Of the «egging" and the direct attempts at 
innovation, was the Amish community represented by the min­
isters whose objectives. at first, were the maintenance of the status 
quo. 

The results of the systemic linkage which brought the automo­
bile to the Hoog group will take some time to manifest themselves. 
After all the boundary maintenance devices failed to pre­
vent the invasion of sacred norms. and in a matter of weeks forces 
were released which in the larger society required baH a century 
to partially regularize and to control through continuous institu­
tionalization. Except for infrequent and expensive "taxi" rides, 
the community had been the chief arena of interaction; now the 
interaction arena has been increased in size to cover the eastern 
part of the nation. Young people who formerly courted in pre­
scribed ways now have the automobile, a facility viewed with 
mixed feelings by almost every parent with children of courting 
age even in the larger society. Such are the problems which the 
automobile has brought to the Hoog group. 
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