
  

 

Abstract—This article examines the ways in which Amish life 

and society are discussed in Japanese books. The Amish are a 

religious and cultural minority group living mainly in the United 

States and Canada. Most people in Japan have little or no 

historical and cultural ties to them. However, many Japanese 

books have been written about the Amish. An examination of 

these books indicates that in comparison with English scholarly 

books about the Amish, Japanese books discuss this group’s 

cultural and social context more explicitly. This article argues 

that through such discussions, Japanese books not only explain 

that Amish society and community life are different from that of 

Japan’s, but also offer useful insights for Japanese readers.  

 
Index Terms—Amish, community life, Japan, representation.  

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Historically and especially in contemporary times, 

curiosity about other cultures exists around the world. 

Although this interest can inspire exploration of the diversity 

of cultures and societies, scholars have become increasingly 

aware of the complex social and political factors underlying 

these gazes toward other cultures [1-3]. In particular, the 

writings about other cultures by anthropologists and other 

scholars have been critically reviewed as they frequently 

become an important source of information on these cultures. 

In accordance with this trend, the present article explores how 

the Amish, a religious minority group living mainly in the 

United States and Canada, are represented in Japanese books.  

Several scholars have noted Japanese interest in the Amish 

[4, 5], although there are many differences between the 

Japanese and the Amish. Because only 1.0% of Japanese are 

Christians [6], many Japanese do not have much familiarity 

with Christianity, on which the Amish faith and society are 

based. In addition, because the Amish seldom travel outside 

the American continent, the wide geographic separation 

makes it difficult for many Japanese to have opportunities to 

see the Amish and their culture in person. Despite this 

considerable cultural, religious, and geographic distance, 

books and other items describing the Amish do exist in Japan.  

By closely examining books about the Amish published in 

Japan, this article considers how those books describe the 

Amish to Japanese readers. In contrast with books written in 

English, Japanese books are organized to make readers aware 

of the social and cultural context of Amish life. I argue that 

through these discussions, Japanese writers are encouraging 

their readers to reflect on their own society and its cultural 

values by thinking about Amish society. I suggest that this 
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reflective aspect is an important characteristic of Japanese 

books about the Amish and illuminates a way in which studies 

of the Amish can be influential, even in countries with limited 

direct connections to them. 

 

II. THE AMISH 

The Amish are a Christian group, most of whose members 

live in the United States and Canada. As with some related 

Christian groups, such as the Hutterites and Mennonites, the 

historical and religious roots of the Amish can be traced back 

to the Anabaptist movement that began in 1525 in Europe. 

Dissatisfied with the religious practices prevalent at that time, 

the early Anabaptist leaders baptized each other to form their 

own religious group. They were critical of other Christians’ 

practice of infant baptism and other churches’ close 

relationships with the state [7]. 

 Later, several subgroups developed within the Anabaptists. 

In 1693, under the leadership of Jakob Ammann, the group, 

now known as the Amish separated from Mennonites and 

other Anabaptists. Like other Anabaptists, the Amish were 

widely persecuted in Europe because of their religious 

convictions, and they migrated to North America, primarily in 

the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries, in search of religious freedom. 

According to a recent work by Donald B. Kraybill, the current 

estimated Amish population (including unbaptized children) 

in the United States and Canada is about 233,000 [8].  

One characteristic of the Amish communities is their limited 

use of cars and electric devices. Based on their religion, the 

Amish emphasize mutual support among believers and 

separation from the values and practices that contradict and 

undermine their religious views. To reduce their reliance on 

systems outside their control, Amish communities avoid or 

limit certain activities, such as owning cars and using 

electricity from public utilities. The specific interpretation 

and application of these religious principles, however, vary 

among Amish communities [9]. Indeed, there are separate 

subgroups within the Amish. The Old Order Amish group 

does not allow its members to own cars and restricts the use of 

electricity and telephones in their daily lives, particularly 

inside their houses. Other Amish groups, in contrast, have 

fewer restrictions on modern devices [9]. 

 

III. WRITINGS ABOUT THE AMISH IN ENGLISH 

Although this article focuses on Japanese books about the 

Amish, a general overview of how the Amish society has been 

depicted in English will be useful for comparative purposes. 

Though there are numerous religious and cultural minorities 

in the United States and Canada, the Amish have been 
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featured in publications and other media. For instance, there 

exist many romance novels and reality TV programs on the 

Amish, such as The Shunning and Amish Mafia. There are 

various explanations for this interest in Amish culture, but the 

nostalgic and idealized images often associated with the 

Amish life are likely a contributing factor. These descriptions 

often add fictional elements, but they describe some aspects 

and challenges of the people raised in Amish communities 

[10].  

Among the many available works on the topic, books 

written by scholars provide more thorough and 

comprehensive information about Amish society. Indeed, 

popular descriptions of the Amish often refer to these books 

as sources [10]. Although some of these works are in other 

languages, most have been written in 

English—understandably, since the Amish reside primarily in 

the United States and Canada and the scholars who have built 

long-term relationships with the Amish tend to live near them. 

Providing a comprehensive review of scholarly works on the 

Amish is beyond the scope of this article, but two important 

viewpoints appear in their writings. 

One group of writings emphasizes values and principles by 

which the Amish communities and their responses to modern 

culture can be understood. As exemplified by the work of 

John Hostetler, a prominent figure in Amish studies, these 

writings often use the “folk society” model, originally 

proposed by Robert Redfield [11], to understand Amish 

society. Hostetler has further developed this concept, 

contending that a folk society can be characterized as an 

isolated, homogeneous community in which oral and 

face-to-face communications are highly valued [12]. Using 

this concept, Hostetler and others [12-15] claim that Amish 

society is a folk society in the sense that it values slow 

changes and traditional ways of living. These writings discuss 

how the Amish have responded to changes in the broader 

community while adhering to their traditions. 

A second group of writings, including those by Donald 

Kraybill, another leading scholar in Amish studies, explores 

Amish society in relation to various features of modernity. 

Drawing on Peter Berger’s work [16], Marc Olshan 

characterizes modernity as a situation in which “what 

previously was experienced as a fate now becomes an arena of 

choices” [17]. From this perspective, Olshan depicts the 

Amish are “a modern people” who try to selectively 

accommodate changes imposed by modernity [17]. Rather 

than viewing Amish responses to socioeconomic and 

technological changes as a preference for the old and 

traditional, these scholars claim that the Amish make 

conscious choices about what changes they accept while still 

maintaining their religious values and communities [17-19]. 

In the sense that the Amish make their own decisions, then, 

they are representative of modernity, but their choices 

embody a continuing struggle against the technological and 

social forms of modernity that could potentially undermine 

their communities.  

Of course, not all scholarly works about the Amish neatly 

fit into these two frameworks, and there are some overlapping 

elements between the two. However, these are influential 

perspectives about Amish society. Both emphasize that the 

Amish and their practices are not just something peculiar and 

strange, and they highlight the organizing principles and 

values present in the Amish community. The differences 

between them lie in their interpretations of how the Amish 

view change. According to the first group, change is seen as 

something undesirable and, if possible, to be avoided in order 

to maintain traditions. In contrast, the second group sees 

change as an inevitable part of negotiating one’s relationship 

with the modern society.  

Regardless of their interpretive differences, both groups of 

scholars believe that studying the Amish has broader 

significance. They explain Amish society in such a way as to 

illuminate general lessons applicable to many cultures about 

preserving traditions and negotiating the challenges posed by 

modernity. In comparison, they are less explicit about the 

social and cultural contexts within which the Amish 

communities developed. For example, they do not present 

detailed examinations of how American and Canadian 

cultures may also have shaped the development of the Amish 

way of life. Similarly, schisms and the development of 

subgroups among the Amish have often played a role in 

shaping their and other groups’ specific behaviors, but they 

have become just a part of the background rather than being 

discussed in detail. This is not necessarily so in Japanese 

writings on the Amish. 

 

IV. WRITINGS ABOUT THE AMISH IN JAPANESE 

A. Overall Trends 

Many forms of discussions and explanations about Amish 

society can be found in Japan, such as in newspapers and 

websites. However, this article specifically focuses on books 

because they, including both older and relatively new ones, 

are readily available to general readers. In addition, the focus 

on books allows a comparative analysis with books produced 

in English. Because of my selected focus here, this section 

presents only a brief description of wider trends in Japanese 

writing on the Amish, including newspaper and journal 

articles. For a more detailed analysis, please refer to another 

article [20].  

As a general trend, writings about the Amish in Japan 

began to appear in the late 1980s. However, a few 

publications appeared before that date. Nobuo Sakai’s books 

about the Amish, published in the mid-1970s [21, 22], are 

generally considered the earliest in-depth Japanese analysis of 

Amish society [23, 24]. According to Kraybill, the earliest 

known newspaper article on the Amish in Japanese appeared 

around 1972 in the Japan Times, an English-language 

newspaper, discussing a U.S. federal court decision on Amish 

education [23].  

Beginning with these early publications and through the 

1990s, Amish-themed articles and books appeared with 

increasing frequency. To examine the general tendency of the 

amount of publication activity in Japan, I compiled the 

number of publications on the Amish from two databases as a 

sample. For newspaper articles, I used the Kikuzo II Bijuaru, 

a database of Asahi Shimbun, a major Japanese national 

newspaper. For books and journal articles, I used the Japanese 

National Diet Library database, which stores data on all 

popular and scholarly books and articles. As Fig. 1 suggests, 
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although there has been no rapid increase, there are usually at 

least a few publications a year, in the form of either articles or 

books. 

 
Fig. 1. Japanese Publications about the Amish since 1986. 

 

The increased interest in the Amish during the 1990s may 

indicate some relationship with the general social situation in 

Japan at that time. After its rapid economic growth in the 

1980s, Japan began to experience serious economic decline in 

the 1990s. Also in the 1980s, Japanese people became 

increasingly interested in traveling abroad. Japan’s 

international tourism industry greatly expanded, providing 

new opportunities to those who had never been able to travel 

abroad before. A proliferation of guidebooks and television 

programs provided information about other cultures [25]. In 

this context, writings about Amish cultures were interesting 

and informative for many readers; moreover, considering the 

Amish lifestyle may have been of greater relevance to people 

facing times of difficult economic and social change.  

B. Trends in Books about the Amish 

A keyword search of the National Diet Library database 

found 34 books about the Amish in Japan. According to this 

resource, the oldest one was published in 1965. Because the 

word Amish is spelled in several different ways in Japanese, 

some books about the Amish, including those by Sakai, are 

not included in these results. Nevertheless, these exceptions 

are few, and searching by the most common Japanese spelling 

of the word yields a reasonable representation of books in 

Japan about the Amish.  

Some of the general characteristics of the book market in 

Japan are reflected in books about the Amish. Many foreign 

books are translated and published in Japan, including books 

about the Amish. Among the 34 books found in the National 

Diet Library search, 13 are translations. There is not a strong 

division between academic and popular books in Japan. 

Amish books also demonstrate this tendency, although some 

books are targeted more at specialized readers. 

Fig. 2 shows the number of books about the Amish 

published each year in Japan since 1986. After 1990, 

generally one or two books were published in most years. In 

2008, five books were published, but the reason for this spike 

is not clear. 

 
Fig. 2. Japanese Books about the Amish since 1986. 

 

Many of these books provide general introductions to 

Amish society, as indicated in Table I. Five books focus on 

criminal and legal incidents. Food is another popular category, 

but even these books devote many pages to introducing 

readers to Amish society. For instance, unlike ordinary recipe 

books, most of these works include discussions of Amish 

daily life and communities and how they are organized 

according to their specific cultural and religious values. 

Because of this, the following analysis pays attention to the 

ways in which the authors explain and discuss the Amish and 

their society in general. 

 
TABLE I: JAPANESE BOOKS ABOUT THE AMISH BY TOPIC CATEGORY 

Topics Number of Books 

Art/Quilts 1 

Business 

Criminal and Legal Incidents 

Education 

Food 

Language 

Literature 

Peace and Peace Movement 

Physical and Mental Health 

Religion 

Society (General Introduction) 

Technology and Environment 

Welfare/Community/Family 

Other Topics 

0 

5 

1 

5 

0 

1 

0 

1 

1 

15 

1 

0 

3 

 

C. Discussions of the Amish 

One reason why Japanese books provide substantial 

information on Amish society, regardless of the main subject 

of the book, is related to the fact that the Amish are 

historically and culturally unfamiliar to most Japanese readers. 

To some extent, American and Canadian books also have to 

explain the peculiarity of the Amish way of life, but their 

readers’ familiarity with general American and Canadian 

cultural and social contexts makes the distinctive aspects of 

Amish life more obvious. In contrast, Japanese readers may 

not recognize those distinctive aspects as readily when 

interpreting Amish life against the backdrop of other people, 

such as large numbers of residents in Asian nations, who also 

live without cars and electricity. For this reason, Japanese 

books make a greater effort to explain how the Amish way of 

life differs from that of typical Americans and Canadians and 
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also stress that Amish life, while it may seem strange, is based 

on certain principles. In these discussions, important 

characteristics of Japanese narratives appear. 

An examination of how the Japanese books describe Amish 

society indicates that they place a strong emphasis on the 

values that the readers can discover through learning about 

the Amish. To some extent, this tendency is understandable. 

After all, if there is nothing interesting or intellectually 

stimulating in some topic, few people will want to read a book 

about it. However, Japanese books not only present the Amish 

as interesting people but also suggest the authors’ desire to 

convey that readers can learn something more by studying the 

Amish.  

For example, after explaining that the Amish are not a 

stubborn group of people who reject technological 

innovations, Chiyoshi Sugawara expresses his hope that an 

increasing number of people can be reminded of what are the 

most valuable things in their lives—things often forgotten in 

contemporary society [26]. Similar sentiments can be found in 

Satoshi Ikeda’s book. He seeks to convince readers that the 

Amish are not an outdated group of people, but that they make 

reasonable compromises in ways that do not shake their basic 

value systems. At the same time, he also maintains his 

conviction that Amish communities and people demonstrate 

important human values [27]. While some works are more 

explicit than others in this regard, Japanese writing about the 

Amish commonly suggests there are some valuable lessons to 

discover through learning about the Amish.   

As these examples from Sugawara and Ikeda indicate, 

many Japanese authors leave open the question of exactly 

what those lessons and values are. The ways in which they 

describe Amish society, however, provide some hints. Books 

published before 2000 tend to describe Amish communities as 

ideal societies with few if any problems. For example, Ikeda 

writes that Amish society does not experience social or 

psychological problems. He adds that the principle of 

competition does not apply to their society and that there are 

no gender-based differences [28]. Similarly, Sugawara writes 

that the problems of loneliness, aging society, and collapse of 

families are not observed in Amish communities [29]. While 

these statements may serve to emphasize potential insights 

and lessons for readers, they appear rather simplistic. 

More recent publications indicate that views of the Amish 

in Japanese books have changed over time. In comparison to 

earlier books, later ones mention challenges and problems in 

Amish communities. For instance, Mami Okawara discusses 

several legal cases in which Amish people have been involved. 

She includes cases in which Amish have been the accused as 

well, such as Amish youth arrested for drunken buggy driving 

[30]. Other books explore additional challenges within Amish 

communities, such as how to respond to increased difficulties 

in sustaining their farming livelihoods or the spread of mobile 

media devices (which are less difficult to control). These 

depictions present much more nuanced views of Amish life 

rather than simply idealizing it.  

Such changes, from relatively simplistic to more 

complicated views of Amish society, can also be seen in 

English books about the Amish. Earlier books, such as The 

Amish Society by Hostetler, described the Amish as a 

coherent and well-organized society that operates based on 

clear value systems and with few difficulties [31]. This 

emphasis may reflect the fact that dispelling the image of the 

Amish as a strange group and introducing Amish core values 

was an important focus at that time. Later works, such as The 

Amish Struggle with Modernity by Kraybill and Olshan, 

provide more complex views, discussing compromises and 

challenges faced by the Amish communities in response to the 

changing social contexts [32]. Through such descriptions, 

more recent books suggest that the Amish present an 

interesting case of considering how to respond to modern 

society.  

Both Japanese and English writings about the Amish, then, 

have gradually presented more complex social descriptions. 

In so doing, they also guide readers to find some applications 

from Amish life to their own lives. These books suggest that 

Amish communities have difficulties, just like the rest of us, 

but that they try to respond to these challenges through 

distinctive forms of communal efforts. Despite this similarity, 

however, there remains an important difference between the 

two sets of publications. Japanese books are much more 

explicit about the social and cultural contexts in which the 

Amish live, while also emphasizing the relevance of the 

Amish society to readers’ contemporary lives.  

Okawara’s book, mentioned earlier, provides an illustrative 

example. Carefully examining the Amish involvement in 

court cases, she argues that the Amish can be best viewed as a 

cultural minority in the American context. After discussing 

how American society values religious freedom and cultural 

and social distinctiveness, she claims that this context is 

essential in enabling Amish society to thrive. She further 

asserts that examining Amish society can help us develop a 

better understanding of contemporary American society as 

well as offering insights relevant to the Japanese people and 

their society. She suggests, for example, that studying the 

Amish can inform Japanese considerations of how to develop 

agriculturally oriented communities [33]. While emphasizing 

the differences between the cultures, Okawara maintains that 

understanding the Amish can have direct relevance for people 

in Japan. 

Several other authors also point out the social contexts 

surrounding the Amish and how they differ from those in 

Japan. For example, Sugawara claims the existence of a 

general sympathy toward the Amish in the United States and 

says that this must have contributed to the group’s survival 

and to the development of Amish society [34]. Like Okawara, 

Sugawara also relates the Amish case to Japanese society, 

noting that an examination of Amish life reminds people of 

their uncritical views of material abundance [35].  

Other books focus more on Amish society itself, discussing 

the differences between it and seemingly similar behaviors 

and situations in Japan. Noriko Kurihara and Asami 

Hasegawa provide one such example. As a journalist and 

photographer, respectively, they found it difficult to get to 

know people in Amish communities. Even when they were 

able to talk to a few people, they were constantly reminded 

not to use names or to take photos. They write that these 

requests proceed from the Amish’s concern about how their 

community will view them. While noticing the power of the 

Amish community over individual behavior, Kurihara and 

Hasegawa also describe how the Amish community provides 

International Journal of Culture and History, Vol. 3, No. 1, March 2017

33



  

support when members are in need. They then compare this 

situation to that of Japan and invite readers to examine their 

own society. They observe that Japanese people also often 

worry about what others will say, but they ask whether 

Japanese communities provide comparable care and support 

to their members in need [36]. The implication is that the 

strong communal support system present among the Amish 

does not exist in Japan. Ikeda makes a similar reference to 

Japanese culture, noting that the Amish community members 

have a clear sense of purpose in their lives, unlike many 

Japanese [37]. Through these descriptions, both books urge 

readers to reconsider their views of their own life and society. 

In comparison with the works by Okawara, these books pay 

attention primarily to the differences between Amish and 

Japanese society. Their gaze toward cultural and social 

contexts is limited in this perspective. However, like Okawara, 

these authors also suggest that looking at the Amish can 

provide a critical but informative perspective on Japanese 

society. By pointing out the differences between what at first 

may seem to be similar practices, these books present their 

Amish representations as a reflective tool, inviting Japanese 

readers to ponder possible meanings for their own society and 

for life in Japan. 

As noted above, in the books published in English, the 

emphasis on specific contexts of the Amish and the 

surroundings is not as apparent as in Japanese publications. 

Whether the English-language books apply Hostetler’s folk 

society model or the framework of negotiation with modernity, 

they tend to treat specific North American and Amish cultural 

and religious contexts as background information when they 

discuss the Amish. As such, English books make few 

comments that ask readers to consider their own society. In 

contrast, by discussing differences in those contexts, Japanese 

books present their Amish representations as a reflective tool 

for the Japanese readers. 

 

V. CONCLUSION 

Despite the cultural, social, and geographic distance 

between the Amish and Japanese society, many books about 

the Amish have been published in Japan. The topics of these 

works are diverse, but they commonly include general 

discussions of Amish society. An analysis of these discussions 

suggests that they highlight ways in which Amish life is 

relevant to Japanese readers, despite the cultural and social 

differences between Amish and Japanese ways.  

The discussions of these differences do not guide readers 

toward easy solutions or direct imitation of the Amish case. 

Instead, readers are encouraged to consider what lessons and 

insights can be derived from the Amish despite the existence 

of profound cultural differences. In so doing, Japanese books 

also make their readers more cognizant of their own cultural 

and social distance from Amish society. 

Although this article has examined only Japanese 

publications about the Amish, critical, reflective perspectives 

can be a significant aspect of any outside study of the Amish. 

For those who have few cultural and social ties to the Amish, 

the particularity of Amish communities is more obvious. 

Precisely because of these differences, scholarship on the 

Amish can invite readers to find insights and solutions 

relevant to their own situations. 

Writing about other cultures is not an easy task, and 

decisions on how to represent such cultures can have political 

and social consequences. Readers and writers should pay 

careful and critical attention to these writings, but they should 

also be alert to the broad significance of understanding other 

cultures, which is clearly illuminated by the approach and 

implications contained in Japanese works on the Amish. 
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