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Voluntaryism and the
Old Order Amish

By Carl Watner
Introduction

In 1984,1 published an article entitled: "The noiseless Revolu-
tion," (THE VOLUNTARYIST, Whole No. 10) about voluntaryism
and the railroad industry's development of standard time zones.
At that time I had not been aware that there were any modern-
day Americans who refused to use government-mandated
daylight savings time. In 1989,1 came across Donald Kraybill's
book, THE RIDDLE OF AMISH CULTURE, and realized that during
the Great Depression, those same "refuseniks" would not accept
government money due them under the crop reduction pro-
visions of the Agricultural Adjustment Administration. During
World War I, out of religious conviction they refused to buy
government bonds and fight in the armed forces. During World
War II, they refused to use government-issued ration stamps for
the purchase of food and other necessities. They resisted partici-
pation in Social Security by not paying their taxes, and were
finally exempted by Congressional action. They refuse to use
televisions or install telephones in their homes, to own or drive
automobiles or farm tractors with pneumatic tires, nor will they
bring electricity generated by "public utilities" into their homes.
They won a Supreme Court decision which protected their
parental rights (based upon the tenets of their religion) to
terminate their children's formal education at the eighth grade.
They believe in complete nonviolence, preferring to "turn the
other cheek," rather than harm another human being. Who are
these people, and why do they behave like a cross between the
ancient Stoics and a modern-day Gandhi?

During the summer of 1993, my interest in the Amish was
rekindled by an article by Gene Logdson on "Amish Economics:
A Lesson for the Modern World, " parts of which I reprinted in
Whole No. 65 of THE VOLUNTARYIST. What was the reason for
their "separate and peculiar" way of life? How principled was their
rejection of government programs? To what extent did they really
distance themselves from the government? Could they be
considered voluntaryists? What was the basis of their religion
and lifestyle?

Never having met an Amishman, how could I hope to answer
these questions? In the course of writing this article, I contacted
several Amish people, who for the most part were quite reserved
and unhelpful. However, I did find a number of books and
authors, who seemingly understood the Amish and presented
their case to the modern-day world. Along with these academic
sources, I also discovered a world of lay literature—THE BUDGET,
a weekly Ohio newspaper devoted to "The Amish-Mennonite
Communities Throughout the Americas", THE DIARY, a Penn-
sylvania monthly magazine "Serving the Old Order ", a yearly
Amish publication, THE NEW AMERICAN ALMANAC, and the many
books of Pathway Publishers (Aylmer, Ontario) and Good Books
Publishers (Intercourse, Pennsylvania). While the study of these
materials has not made me an authority on the Old Order Amish,
they have provided me with some insight into their culture and
way of life. Any errors of interpretation, naturally, remain my
responsibility.

The following analysis of Amish life and history is obviously

written from a voluntaryist point of view. If we define volun-
taryism as the philosophy of life that all the affairs of people
should remain private and voluntary—that relations among
people should be by mutual consent or not at all—then clearly
we can characterize members of the Old Order Amish as falling
within the voluntaryist fold. Perhaps they might not agree with
this assessment. Nevertheless they meet the criteria. They both
preach and practice nonviolence, they generally reject electoral
politics, and are antagonistic to the modern state. They also use
and respect private property, although they do not believe in
unbridled individualism or in accumulating wealth for wealth's
sake. One would be hard pressed to find any other large and
cohesive group of people in the modern world that not only
practice what they preach, but live out their lives in peace and
simplicity. Who are the Old Order Amish and where did they come
from?

The Amish Background and History
The Old Order Amish are the descendants of the Anabaptists,

who originated in Europe when youthful reformers in Zurich,
Switzerland outraged the city elders by rebaptizing one another
in early 1525. Throughout Europe at the time, church and state
were linked by infant baptism, which insured that all members
of the body politic were also members of the church. "The rebap-
tism of adults was punishable by death" because this impinged
on the sovereignty of both institutions. If adults could chose to
be baptized outside the state religion, then there would be no
reason why they could not withdraw their support from the state.
The more radical of these religious reformers were soon under
attack for rejecting the state's authority in matters of religion.
They were called "religious anarchists" because they believed
in an incipient form of voluntaryism. Much to the consternation
of people like Martin Luther and Ulrich Zwingli, they "sought a
return to the simplicity of faith and practice as seen in the early
Christian Church in the Bible." The Anabaptists were known as
"rebaptizers" (or second baptizers) because they believed "that
the church should be a group of voluntary adults, baptized upon
confession of faith, and, like the early Christian Church,
separated from the world and the State." The practice of adult
baptism embraced by the Anabaptists emphasized the fact that
"children cannot be born into a church." They believed that the
nature of the church was such that it should be "voluntary, adult,
holy, full-time, caring and disciplined." Some of their other
distinctive beliefs included 1) a strong Bible-centeredness, which
they believed should pervade one's entire life and faith, 2) "a
forgiving love in all of life" resulting in their refusal to participate
in war, and 3) a "belief in separation from the world by means
of nonconformity in dress and lifestyle."

Separation of church and state has always been a cornerstone
of Anabaptist belief. Rulers of 16th Century Europe had a "deep
fear that Anabaptists were destroying God's good society by
disobeying their orders, not bringing their infants to be baptized,
rejecting military service, refusing to swear the civic oath, and
worshipping" apart. Anabaptists soon had a price put on their
heads, and were being hunted down, tortured, and often killed
for refusal to recant or give the names and locations of fellow
believers. "The first martyr was drowned in 1527. Over the next
few decades, thousands of Anabaptists were burned at the stake,
drowned in rivers, starved in prisons, or lost their heads to the
executioner's sword." The coercive kingdom of this world starkly
contrasted itself with the peaceable kingdom of God, which the
Anabaptists embraced. As followers of Christ they believed they
"must not take the life of another human being even if it meant
losing one's own life." It was more important for them to bear
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witness to the reality of Qod s love than it was to preserve their
own lives, which they believed were in God's keeping.

Menno Simons (1492-1559), a Catholic priest from Holland,
joined the nonviolent Anabaptists in 1536. He rejected a group
of violence-prone Anabaptists who had captured the city of
Munster in 1534, and began punishing those who would not be
baptized as adults. His moderate leadership and prolific writings
did much to unify the outlook of his Swiss brethren. "So im-
portant was his influence that within a few decades many of the
northern Anabaptists were called 'Mennonites'." The Mennonite
congregations throughout Europe maintained a basic identity
in belief and action until the early 1690s, when Jacob Ammann
(16567-1730?), a Swiss Mennonite bishop, felt that the main-
stream Anabaptists were losing their purity. The new Christian-
fellowship which he began in 1693, became known as the Amish.
Ammann and his supporters believed that a member who broke
with the fellowship should be severely censured and eventually
completely excommunicated. This was in line with the Mew
Testament teaching that "taught the church to discipline its
members. If after long loving counsel a member in sin refused
to repent, that person should be excommunicated from the
fellowship until he did repent. Otherwise the fellowship would
eventually have no standards." From the Amish point of view,
the purpose of excommunication was to bring a sinful member
back into the fellowship, not an attempt to harm or ruin the
individual.

Today, the many-subgroups of Mennonites and Amish fall into
two broad categories. Merle and Phyllis Good in their book, 20
MOST ASKED QUESTIONS ABOUT THE AMISH AMD MENNONITES
(1979), explain that there are both Old Order and Mew Order
among the Amish and Mennonites. "Those who take their cue
for decision-making primarily from their faith fellowship" are
labelled Old Order, while "those who are more influenced in their
primary decision-making by what the larger society thinks than
by what their faith fellowship believes" are modern or Mew Order.
Although this article specifically addresses the Old Order Amish
(Amish in the context of this article means Old Order Amish),
there are Old Order Mennonites and Hutterites that may share
more in common with the Old Order Amish than they do with
their own modern religious groups. Even the division new Order
and Old Order do not divulge the extent of differences between
many of the Amish sects, which range from the most conser-
vative Old Order Swartzentrubers, to the more liberal Beachy
Amish and Amish Mennonites. The Old Order Amish emerged as
representatives of the traditionalist Amish in 1865, when they
rejected "worldly carnivals," fancy clothing, "pompous car-
riages," gaudy household furnishings, commercial insurance,
the operation of large scale businesses and warned against lax
church discipline. The change-minded Amish of the post-Civil
War era became known as the Amish Mennonites.

In 1992, there were about 63,000 Old Order Amish adults and
maybe 70,000 Amish children to be found in twenty-two of the

United States and Ontario. This Amish population comprised
itself into about 900 church districts. The largest concentrations
were located in Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Indiana. When you find
an Old Order Amishman you will be able to see and hear him!
His distinct badges of identity are: his horse and buggy trans-
portation, his use of horses and mules for field work, his "plain
dress" (no buttons or pockets), his beard and shaven upper lip,
his Pennsylvania German dialect, his selective use of modern
technology, and his eighth grade education. The Old Order Amish
are sometimes referred to as the "House Amish," because they
have no church buildings, but rather hold their biweekly church
services in their own homes. An Amishman's intention is not "to
get ahead," but rather to get to heaven. The Amish believe "that
how one lives reflects one's Christian faith." The Amishman's
objective in life is to remain faithful to the teachings of the Mew
Testament. His lifestyle is based upon his religion. His goal is
to "live daily a frugal, simple life of work and worship" and, by
doing this, his vocation, recreation, and home life are blended
into "a harmonious social pattern." This integration weaves itself
all the way throughout Amish life.

The Amish and Mutual Aid
"An important theme in Amish history is the presence of

community and the practice of mutual aid." Shunning plays a
pivotal part by defining what is acceptable and what is not. The
Amish have two German words, which more than anything else,
characterize their outlook on shunning: Qelassenheit, which

Those who feel it is okay to tell white lies
soon go colorblind."

— READERS DIGEST
June 1991, p. 28

means "submission" to the local congregation's will, and
Ordnung, which stands for their code of "expected behavior".
Shunning is an effective form of social control, which in the words
of one ex-Amishman "works like an electric fence around a
pasture with a pretty good fence charger on it." As Donald
Kraybill has put it, "The Amish embody the virtues of a small,
highly-disciplined community where social controls rest on
informal sanctions meted out in a dense network of kinship ties."
The traditional Amish values—"obedience, hard work, respon-
sibility, and integrity"—are all reinforced by the yielding of the
individual to the consensus of the community. If the individual
refuses to compromise, he is ostracized socially and boycotted
economically.

Yet for those who stay, there is the deep-seated assurance that
they will be taken care of for life, providing they make every effort
to take care of themselves. The Amish believe that, if the church
is faithful to its calling, commercial insurance and government
welfare programs are unnecessary. Their ethic of mutual
assistance flows from the Biblical emphasis on charity, taking
care of one's own, and from the spirit of Qelassenheit, "with its
doctrine of humility, self-sacrifice, self-denial, and service to
others." By not having to rely on outsiders or the state for help,
the mutual aid system of the Amish permits them to remain aloof
and separate from the outside world. Mutual aid far exceeds the
romanticized barn raisings we have read about or seen in the
movies. "Harvesting, quilting, births, weddings, and funerals re-
quire the help of many hands. The habits of care encompass
responses to all sorts of disasters—drought, disease, death,
injury, bankruptcy, and medical emergency. The community
springs into action in these moments of despair—articulating
the deepest sentiments of Amish life. Shunning governmental
assistance and commercial insurance, the Amish system of
mutual aid marks their independence as well as their profound
commitment to a humane system of social security at every
turn."

Since each Old Order Amish congregation sets its own rules,
it is difficult to generalize on the specific activities of each
group's mutual aid system. However, it is safe to say that the
Amish aid system eliminates their need for commercial
insurance. For example, "between 1885 and 1887, the Amish of
Lancaster County (Pa.) formed the Amish Aid Fire and Storm
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Insurance Company" which is still in existence and collects "from
church members according to their ability to pay." Many con-
gregations maintain similar cooperative systems known as
Amish Aid, which cover other types of losses. Amish Liability Aid
is an assessment system which collects premiums from members
"to pay for tort liability awards against Amish farmers and
businessmen. Amish Church Aid is yet another cooperative plan/'
which covers hospitalization and medical costs. Those who suffer
misfortune and are not enrolled in these cooperatives "receive
assistance from church funds for the poor." Every congregation
has a deacon who is responsible for helping those in need,
including those who have suffered losses resulting from their
nonresistance or refusal to sue or defend themselves in court.
An Amishman once summed up his outlook on life and mutual
aid by writing: "(I)n our way of living, none of us is fully indepen-
dent. We all need each other and try to help each other get
through this life."

The Amish View of the State
"Centuries of persecution have resulted in an almost instinctive

distrust of government. The Amish realize that the hand that
feeds you also controls you." The Amish see the state as the
embodiment of force, since the army and police are the most
essential parts of government, nevertheless, the Amish are law-
abiding, tax-paying citizens until the laws of man conflict with
the laws of God. Then they can be stubborn as a mule, refusing
to compromise deeply-held beliefs, and will respectfully take a
stand opposing government, even if it means prosecution, fines,
imprisonment, or death. The Amish maintain a very apolitical
or "courteous disregard for the affairs of state." They apply this
strategy of non-involvement to such questions as whether a
Christian should vote, serve on a jury, or hold public office. Most
Amishmen believe that if they do not help elect or vote for govern-
ment officials, the latter are not their representatives, and
therefore they are not responsible for what these office-holding
wielders of the sword do.

The Biblical admonitions to live a nonresistant life largely
shape the Amish view toward lawyers and lawsuits. They studi-
ously avoid using the courts to protect their rights or to force
other people to comply with their agreed-upon promises. They
will not use the law to collect unpaid debts, although the Amish
have been known to stand in court in their own defense or to
be represented by attorneys in such a situation. This allows them
to avoid "the public role of plaintiffs seeking to vindicate their
rights." They will also use lawyers to draw up farm deeds, wills,
articles of incorporation and to transfer real estate, but they will
not generally initiate a lawsuit since this is grounds for excom-
munication from the congregation. "In the spirit of nonresist-
ance, modeled on the suffering of Christ, the Amish traditionally
have suffered injustice and financial loss rather than resort to
legal force." riot only is going to law contrary to the spirit of God,
but the Amish also have their practical reasons for rejecting
lawsuits. They believe they are unnecessary, always cause bitter
feelings, and that as a rule both sides are losers.

The Amish do believe in paying their taxes, and they have never
opposed the payment of real estate, property, school, sales,
county, or federal and state income taxes. However, most
Amishmen would agree that after they pay their taxes, the tax
is no longer their money. Hence they have no responsibility for
how the government spends the money, nor do they consider
it their responsibility to tell the government how it should be
used. If the Amish hold these attitudes, then why did they oppose
payment of taxes to the Old Age, Survivors and Disability
Insurance (Social Security) program? Why didn t they pay their
taxes and refuse the benefits offered by the government?

The Amish vs. Social Security Taxes
The answer to this question is two-fold. First, as already

mentioned, the Amish are adamantly opposed to participation
ìn all commercial and governmental insurance schemes, and are
just as adamant against receiving public welfare assistance.
Since the very beginning of its propaganda on behalf of Social
Security, the federal government has described it as an insurance
program. However mistaken this nomenclature might be, the
Amish accepted it at face value and consequently viewed Social
Security as the government portrayed it. Thus to the Amish, they

were not refusing to pay a tax, but rather opposed to partici-
pating in an insurance program. The second reason the Amish
opposed Social Security was that Amish leaders "feared that if
their members paid Social Security, future generations would be
unable to resist receiving the benefits for which they had already
paid. Payment of taxes would be seen as participation in the
system, and if paying was allowed, then how could receiving
benefits be prohibited?"

The Amish first encountered the Social Security question in
1955, when it was extended to cover self-employed farmers. The
Amish used many dodges to avoid complicity with the program.
Some simply did not pay; others allowed the IRS to seize money
from their bank accounts. Valentine Y. Byler, an Amish farmer
from Mew Wilmington, Pa., was one of the hardliners, who clos-
ed his bank account in order to forestall IRS collection. In June
1959, the IRS filed a lien against Byler's horses for nonpayment
of his Social Security taxes. In July 1960, the IRS served him with
a summons to appear in court to defend his actions. When he
failed to honor the summons, he was seized by government
agents in August 1960, and taken to the US District Court in
Pittsburgh to answer charges of contempt. The charges were
lifted when the judge realized that Byler was refusing to pay his
Social Security taxes because of a firmly-held religious convic-
tion. Finally, on April 18, 1961 Byler received national attention
when IRS agents came onto his farm and seized three of his work
horses for nonpayment of his taxes.

The resulting furor led to a temporary moratorium on the
collection of Social Security taxes from the Amish. In September
1961, Mortimer Caplan, Commissioner of the IRS, met with a
group of Amish bishops in hopes of resolving the stalemate. The
Amish refused to contribute to Social Security in any way, but
finally agreed to initiate a lawsuit that would determine whether
or not their sect was entitled to an exemption based upon the
fact that forced participation in Social Security was a violation
of their religious freedom. In April 1962, Byler filed the promised
suit, but soon he and the Amish bishops had second thoughts,
realizing that "going to court violated their religious beliefs."
The suit was withdrawn in January 1963. Meanwhile the Amish
bishops collected signatures and petitioned their representatives
in Congress, pressing their case for a legislative exemption,
which finally passed in 1965.

The exemption applied to self-employed workers who were
members of a religious sect continually in existence since 1950,
and "with established tenets opposed to accepting the benefits
of any private or public retirement plan or life, disability, or
health insurance." Each person must certify on IRS exemption
form no. 4029 that he or she is conscientiously opposed to
receiving government benefits such as Social Security and
Medicare, "and must do so before becoming entitled to receive"
those benefits. Furthermore, the worker must waive "all rights

You mean war isn't in the public interest?"
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