
Academic Editor: Irena Sever Globan

Received: 30 May 2026

Revised: 13 July 2026

Accepted: 15 July 2026

Published: 22 July 2026

Copyright: © 2026 by the author.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license.

Article

Arcadia: The Cinematic Image of the Amish and Its Construction
Yaping Pan

Center for Humanities, Southern University of Science and Technology, Shenzhen 518055, China;
panyp@sustech.edu.cn

Abstract

The Amish are among the most recognizable religious minorities in the United States. Their
religious convictions lead them to refuse participation in filmmaking, yet they have become
a subject of sustained interest in cinema. To date, more than forty films have featured the
Amish as their primary subject or a significant narrative backdrop, with three-quarters of
these appearing in the twenty-first century. Drawing on close reading and content analysis
of this complete corpus, spanning from 1955 to 2025, Amish society is repeatedly rendered
on screen as an “Arcadian” ideal: vast and tranquil pastoral landscapes, a simple and
unhurried life of self-sufficiency, and warm, close-knit families and communities. While
individual films vary in genre, style, and narrative focus, and the overall tone has grown
lighter and more consumer-oriented in the twenty-first century, the Arcadian character of
this image has remained largely intact across seven decades of filmmaking. The Amish
image on screen is, however, largely romanticized, diverging considerably from the complex
realities of Amish life. Because the Amish do not participate in filmmaking or public self-
representation, their image has been shaped almost entirely from the outside—by a wider
society that has long projected its anxieties about modern life and its longings for a simpler
world onto this community, and by a film industry that has gradually settled into a fixed
set of narrative conventions.

Keywords: the Amish; cinematic representation; Arcadia; romanticized narrative; cultural
construction

1. Introduction
In the United States, the Amish have long attracted exceptional attention. They dress

in plain, solid-colored garments, travel by horse-drawn buggy, till the land with horse-
drawn implements, refuse connection to the electrical grid, and educate their children only
through the eighth grade—all of which stands in sharp contrast to the modern society
around them. The Amish are a branch of the European Anabaptist tradition, rooted in
the Reformation movements that swept across Europe in the sixteenth century. Fleeing
persecution, they migrated to North America in the early eighteenth century and eventually
settled permanently. From a population of roughly six thousand in the early twentieth
century, they have grown to more than four hundred thousand today, living across more
than thirty U.S. states and parts of Canada, making them one of the most recognizable
traditional religious communities in North America (Young Center for Anabaptist and
Pietist Studies 2025).

The Amish have long been a subject of interest across American popular media, from
popular literature and print journalism to film and television (Louden 1991). Among
these, cinema carries particular reach and visual power, and has become an important lens
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through which the general public encounters the Amish. Having studied the Amish for
many years, I have also watched a number of films featuring the Amish. After viewing
several of them, I noticed that the Amish on screen seem to share a remarkably consistent
image—one that, however, does not correspond to the realities of Amish life. Do Amish
films share a coherent image of this community? What does that image look like? How
does it compare to reality? And what accounts for the divergence? This article attempts to
answer these questions.

The study is based on a corpus of more than forty Amish-related films. A search
of IMDb using “Amish” as a keyword returns more than two hundred results, but these
include a large number of television series, reality shows, short videos, and documentaries,
as well as productions that contain the word “Amish” without substantively engaging with
the community. A search of WorldCat returns 387 results in video formats, the majority of
which are television series and documentaries. The American Film Institute Catalog (AFI
Catalog) returns 22 relevant entries. The catalog of the Young Center for Anabaptist and
Pietist Studies at Elizabethtown College—a leading center for Amish research—returns
57 items, a small number of which are recorded lectures and event documentation. Drawing
on all three sources and excluding documentaries, television series, recorded lectures,
and other non-fiction productions, forty-four fictional Amish-related films were identified,
spanning from 1955 to 2025, thirty-three of which were produced in the twenty-first century.

The study employs close reading and content analysis, examining narrative structure,
natural landscape, daily life, technology use, family relationships, and community culture
across the corpus through repeated viewing and systematic comparison, identifying recur-
ring themes and representational patterns. The analytical categories were not established
in advance but developed inductively through sustained comparison of the films. For ex-
ample, watching Love Finds You in Charm (2015), one notices the film’s consistent use of soft,
warm tones and visual elements such as farmland, horse-drawn buggies, and country lanes,
while the protagonist Emma’s experiences in Charm revolve around romance throughout.
Through analysis of cinematography, scene construction, and narrative development, it
becomes clear that the film constructs Amish society as a tranquil, warm, and deeply rooted
pastoral space.

The article is organized into three parts. The first maps the range of Amish-related
films and their development over time, and reviews the existing scholarly literature. The
second analyzes the image of Amish society that emerges on screen, drawing on specific
films to examine its key features. The third compares this cinematic image with the realities
of Amish life, examines the divergences between them, and explores what accounts for
those divergences.

2. The Genealogy of Amish Cinema and the State of the Field
2.1. A Typology of Amish Films

The term “Amish film” as used in this article refers to fictional narrative films that
incorporate Amish elements—including Amish characters, community settings, religious
practices, or ways of life—and encompasses theatrical releases, television films, and
cable productions.

More than forty such films were produced between 1955 and 2025. Eleven appeared
in the twentieth century: Violent Saturday (1955), The Night They Raided Minsky’s (1968),
The Gentle People and the Quiet Land (1972), Birch Interval (1976), Witness (1985), The Frisco
Kid (1979), They Call Me Renegade (1987), A Stoning in Fulham County (1988), Harvest of Fire
(1996), Kingpin (1996), and For Richer or Poorer (1997). Thirty-three films appeared in the
twenty-first century: Gypsy 83 (2001), The Outsider (2002), Plain Truth (2004), Sex Drive (2008),
Saving Sarah Cain (2008), Amish Grace (2010), Holyman Undercover (2010), The Shunning (2011),
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An Amish Murder (2013), The Confession (2013), Expecting Amish (2014), Love Finds You in
Sugarcreek (2014), The Devil’s Hand (2014), Love Finds You in Charm (2015), The Reckoning
(2015), Amish Witches: The True Story of Holmes County (2016), My Amish World (2017), An
Uncommon Grace (2017), The Hummingbird Project (2018), Amish Abduction (2019), Follow Your
Heart (2020), Paranormal Activity: Next of Kin (2021), An Amish Sin (2022), Plus One at an
Amish Wedding (2022), Rumspringa: An Amish in Berlin (2022), Amish Stud: The Eli Weaver
Story (2023), Christmas at the Amish Bakery (2023), Amish Affair (2024), A Kidnapping in Amish
Country (2024), Stalked by My Amish Boyfriend (2024), My Amish Double Life (2025), Sugarcreek
Amish Mysteries: Blessings in Disguise (2025), and Christmas in Amish Country (2025).

Violent Saturday (1955) is likely the earliest film to place an Amish character in a
significant narrative role. The story follows three robbers planning to hold up a small-town
bank; one of them hides in advance at a rural Amish farm and takes the Stadt family
hostage. At the film’s end, Stadt, a committed pacifist, is driven to use violence to protect
his family. The Night They Raided Minsky’s (1968) and The Gentle People and the Quiet Land
(1972) both center on young Amish women who leave their community to experience the
outside world. In the former, the protagonist Rachel comes from a Pennsylvania Amish
family; arriving in New York, her plain and unfamiliar ways collide sharply with the
world of burlesque theater. The latter uses the religious discipline and internal norms of
an Amish community as the backdrop for an emotional conflict between its protagonist
Tess and Claude. The Gentle People and the Quiet Land is the only film among the more
than forty identified in this study for which no complete print is currently available; only
a plot summary in the AFI Catalog could be consulted. Birch Interval (1976) follows an
eleven-year-old girl from the city who spends a year living with relatives in Lancaster
County, Pennsylvania, coming of age amid an Amish rural community. The Frisco Kid (1979)
is a western comedy about a Polish rabbi’s cross-country journey to San Francisco; ragged
and exhausted along the way, he encounters a group of Amish people and mistakes them
for Hasidic Jews on account of their similar appearance, whereupon the Amish take him
in and help fund the rest of his journey. Witness (1985) was the film that truly brought the
Amish into the mainstream. Set in Lancaster County’s Amish community, the story follows
a Philadelphia detective who goes into hiding there to protect an Amish boy who has
witnessed a murder. The film carefully depicts Amish farming, plain dress, horse-drawn
travel, and barn raising, as well as the Amish rejection of modern technology and violence,
forming a deep cultural contrast with the outside world. It received eight Academy Award
nominations and won for Best Original Screenplay and Best Film Editing. In They Call Me
Renegade (1987), the protagonist stops at a run-down lakeside cabin during his travels;
the local Amish treat him as a neighbor, invite him to dinner, and help repair the property.
A Stoning in Fulham County (1988) is based on a real 1979 incident in Indiana in which
an Amish infant was killed by a stone thrown by reckless teenagers; the film’s dramatic
core is the Amish community’s commitment to the biblical principle of returning good
for evil. Harvest of Fire (1996) is set in a small Amish community in Iowa, where three
barns have been deliberately burned; an FBI agent’s investigation gradually draws her into
the customs and traditions of Amish life. Kingpin (1996) features an Amish young man,
Ishmael, whose natural talent for bowling is discovered by a former professional player;
his Amish identity—shy, cut off from modern society, unworldly—is a central source of the
film’s comedy. For Richer or Poorer (1997) takes place largely in Lancaster County’s Amish
community, where a wealthy New York couple disguise themselves as Amish to evade
pursuit, living, eating, and working alongside the community; Amish life provides the
comic friction at the heart of the story.

In Gypsy 83 (2001), two protagonists on a road trip pick up a young hitchhiker who
says he is fleeing the traditional life of an Amish community; the Amish element is no more
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than a brief episode along the way. The Outsider (2002) is set in late nineteenth-century
Montana, and the “Plain People” in the film are clearly modeled on the Amish, though this
is less a direct portrayal of real Amish society than an “Amish-style” community filtered
through the conventions of the western genre. Plain Truth (2004) is set in Lancaster County,
Pennsylvania, where a young Amish woman is accused of killing her newborn; the film
centers on the moral pressures within the Amish family and the community’s attitude
toward unwed pregnancy. In Sex Drive (2008), an Amish man named Ezekiel and his
companions help the protagonist fix his car and invite the group to a Rumspringa party; one
of the main characters ultimately decides to stay in the community and marry an Amish
girl. Saving Sarah Cain (2008) is also set in Lancaster County: a city columnist inherits
guardianship of five Amish children after her sister’s death and brings them to Portland,
with the film focused on the children’s clothing, customs, and way of life and their profound
mismatch with the modern city. Amish Grace (2010) is based on the 2006 Nickel Mines
school shooting in Pennsylvania. Centered on an Amish mother who publicly forgives
the gunman’s family after losing her daughter, the film depicts the community’s collective
practice of forgiveness. It drew record viewership after airing on Lifetime Movie Network.
Holyman Undercover (2010) begins in an unnamed Amish community: the young Amish
man Roy, in his Rumspringa, sets off alone for Hollywood to find a long-lost uncle in hopes
of becoming a missionary; his journey from the Amish world into the outside is the film’s
central narrative.

The Shunning (2011) is adapted from Beverly Lewis’s “Heritage of Lancaster County”
series and set in Lancaster County’s Amish community, revolving around the Amish
practice of shunning: protagonist Katie refuses an arranged marriage and is subjected to
religious expulsion from the community. The Confession (2013) and The Reckoning (2015)
continue the trilogy; as the story progresses, the setting shifts increasingly outside the
Amish community, and the Amish elements diminish accordingly. An Amish Murder (2013)
is set in an Amish farming community in Ohio, where a female detective’s own Amish
background becomes the key to solving a series of murders. Expecting Amish (2014) centers
on Rumspringa: a young Amish woman from Lancaster, Pennsylvania, falls in love and
becomes pregnant during her time in Los Angeles, caught between a traditional Amish
betrothal and a modern relationship. Love Finds You in Sugarcreek (2014) is set in an Amish
community in Sugarcreek, Ohio; three Amish sisters who run a farm inn are important
characters, and the pastoral atmosphere of the community runs through the film. The Devil’s
Hand (2014) is set in a closed Amish community and built around an ancient prophecy: six
girls born on the same day face a curse when they turn eighteen, and the community’s
insularity and air of mystery are used to generate horror. Love Finds You in Charm (2015) is
mainly set in the Amish community of Charm, Ohio, and the inner struggles of Emma, a
young Amish woman, form the core plot of the film.

Amish Witches: The True Story of Holmes County (2016) is a mockumentary set among the
Swartzentruber Amish, one of the most conservative Amish affiliations, in Holmes County,
Ohio, in which the death of an Amish witch brings a film crew’s shoot to a halt. My Amish
World (2017) centers on an Amish family whose autistic son Samuel possesses a natural
gift for sculpture, one that violates community rules and must be kept hidden. The film
was re-edited and re-released in 2020 under the title My Name Is Sam. An Uncommon Grace
(2017) is set in a Pennsylvania Amish community, where a retired army nurse becomes
involved with a neighboring Swartzentruber Amish family; the film depicts the extremely
conservative norms of that affiliation and the everyday interactions between Amish and
non-Amish neighbors. The Hummingbird Project (2018) follows two Wall Street cousins
attempting to lay a high-speed fiber-optic cable between Kansas and New Jersey to gain a
millisecond advantage in the stock market; the cable route runs through Amish land, and
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the Amish flatly refuse to negotiate, having no interest in money or speed. Amish Abduction
(2019) focuses on marital conflict and domestic violence within an Amish family: after the
husband abandons the family, the Amish wife faces a custody battle. The film was poorly
received and criticized for inaccuracy. Follow Your Heart (2020) is set partly in an Amish
community in Arkansas; a woman named Casey, who left the community ten years earlier,
returns after her father’s death and, in the process of settling his affairs, confronts Amish
family ethics, community norms, and past relationships, ultimately deciding whether
to return.

Paranormal Activity: Next of Kin (2021) is a found-footage horror film in which a film
crew enters a community claiming to be Amish; the community’s insularity and religious
mystery are used to build an atmosphere of dread. An Amish Sin (2022) is set in an Amish
community and follows a young Amish woman who flees after being sexually abused
by her uncle. Plus One at an Amish Wedding (2022) is set partly in a Pennsylvania Amish
community: a former Amish young man named Jesse brings his girlfriend April to his
brother’s Amish wedding, and the film uses wedding customs, horse-drawn buggies,
plain dress, and the community’s attitude toward Jesse’s non-Amish partner to explore
the tension between Amish life and the outside world. Rumspringa: An Amish in Berlin
(2022) centers on a young Amish man’s Rumspringa in Berlin, where he explores the outside
world and searches for his own identity before facing the choice of whether to return.
Christmas at the Amish Bakery (2023) is centered on a family farm and bakery in an Amish
settlement; an Amish young woman named Sara, who has been working in Chicago,
returns home to compile the family’s traditional recipes. Amish Stud: The Eli Weaver Story
(2023) is based on a real case: Amish man Eli Weaver repeatedly violates community rules
by using prohibited motor vehicles and a mobile phone, operates dating platforms under
the username “Amish Stud,” and ultimately plots to murder his wife. Amish Affair (2024)
is set in an Amish community: a community leader develops a secret romance with an
outside nurse caring for his ailing wife, and the affair becomes entangled in a suspected
murder. A Kidnapping in Amish Country (2024) centers on a woman who once left the
Amish community; returning to her Amish hometown, she discovers that her daughter has
been kidnapped—and that her own husband is behind it. Stalked by My Amish Boyfriend
(2024) follows a young Amish man named Abram who, during his Rumspringa, falls in
love with an outside girl, refuses to return to the community when his wandering period
ends, and abducts her in an attempt to build his own version of an Amish community. My
Amish Double Life (2025) begins in an Amish community: after her father’s death, a young
Amish woman secretly flees the community to experience the outside world and becomes
embroiled in a murder investigation she must solve on her own. Sugarcreek Amish Mysteries:
Blessings in Disguise (2025) is set in an Amish settlement in Sugarcreek, Ohio, where a city
woman comes to rest and accidentally uncovers a hidden case; the atmosphere of Amish
small-town life pervades the film. Christmas in Amish Country (2025) is set in Pennsylvania’s
Amish country, where a chef at a low point in his career returns to the Amish countryside
and finds comfort in the community’s tradition of slow food.

2.2. The State of the Field

Scholarly attention to Amish cinema has been heavily concentrated on a small number
of films. Among single-film studies, Witness has attracted sustained interest across multiple
disciplines and functions as the de facto central text of the field. Linda Hansen examined the
film’s portrayal of the Amish through the lens of nonviolent ethics, situating it within the
broader tradition of pacifist imagination in American popular culture (Hansen 1986). John
P. McGowan approached the film through cultural contrast, analyzing how the narrative
tension between violence and nonviolence constructs the Amish as a cultural “other”
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(McGowan 1986). Film scholar Wayne J. McMullen placed Witness within the American
western tradition, exploring how the spatial imagination of the Amish community allows
the film to rework the frontier myth (McMullen 1996). Milena Riedlová offered a systematic
thematic analysis tracing the film’s multiple cultural contradictions and representational
tensions (Riedlová 2008). In the fields of education and communication, Carol A. Jenkins
examined the film’s pedagogical value (Jenkins 1989), while Joan O’Mara brought it into the
classroom as a case study in intercultural communication, exploring cinema’s potential as a
medium for cross-cultural understanding (O’Mara 1991). Two leading authorities in Amish
studies, John A. Hostetler and Donald B. Kraybill, mounted a more fundamental critique
from the standpoint of image ethics, arguing that the film’s handling of the Amish involves
a simplification and cultural appropriation of a religious community and raises serious
questions about the moral rights of those being filmed (Hostetler and Kraybill 1988). David
L. Weaver-Zercher, in his comprehensive study of the history of Amish representation,
went further, arguing that the success of Witness is itself a cultural event worth examining:
it not only shaped mainstream society’s broad imagination of the Amish, but also opened
ongoing debates about authenticity, privacy, and Amish subjectivity (Weaver-Zercher 2001).
In Chinese-language scholarship, Liu Baoqing offered a brief assessment of the Amish
cultural elements depicted in Witness (Liu 2012), while Xu Shihong used Amish Grace (2010)
as her primary text to analyze the film’s representation of faith and human nature (Xu 2014).

These studies bring valuable perspectives from ethics, cultural studies, film studies,
and communication, but they share a common limitation: each focuses on individual films,
none offers a systematic account of Amish cinema as a genre, and the works examined are
drawn almost entirely from a small number of twentieth-century productions. This same
concentration carries over into multi-film studies.

The most substantial existing contribution to the field is The Amish and the Media (Umble
and Weaver-Zercher 2008), a collected volume edited by Diane Zimmerman Umble and
David L. Weaver-Zercher. Wide-ranging in scope, the book covers drama, documentary,
news media, tourism, and other cultural forms. Its central question—how a religious
minority known for cultural separation and the rejection of modern technology has become
a sustained object of mainstream media consumption—closely anticipates the concerns of
this article. Within the volume, Crystal Downing’s chapter was among the first to situate
Amish cinema within the pastoral tradition, using Witness and For Richer or Poorer to explore
how the Amish image serves the cultural anxieties and value longings of mainstream
American society (Downing 2008). Tafroukht Zouhra applied a new historicist framework
to a comparative reading of Witness, For Richer or Poorer, and Amish Grace, examining how
the Amish image has taken on different ideological functions as the political and cultural
context has shifted (Tafroukht 2014). Both studies draw on films from different decades and
begin to reveal the cultural logic underlying the construction of the Amish on screen, and
Downing’s work in particular was an early contribution in bringing the pastoral framework
into Amish film studies. Yet both remain centered on twentieth-century films, and the
substantial growth and ongoing generic diversification of Amish cinema since the turn of
the century has not yet been brought into the frame of existing research. This article builds
on the work of Downing and others, analyzing a wider corpus of Amish films and asking
what mechanisms have produced and sustained this image.

3. The Amish as Arcadia: Cinematic Image and Its Construction
In Amish films, Amish society is consistently portrayed as a kind of “Arcadia.” Arcadia

is originally the name of a region in the Peloponnese in ancient Greece. Through Virgil’s
Bucolics and the literature and painting of the Renaissance, it gradually became a symbol of
an ideal pastoral world in Western culture—a space of simplicity, tranquility, and harmony
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between human beings and nature, removed from the noise of everyday life. Erwin
Panofsky offered a systematic account of how this image evolved from classical antiquity
to early modern Europe, tracing the process by which Arcadia was transformed from a
real place into a cultural ideal (Panofsky 1936). Arcadia is closely related to the concept of
“pastoral” in English literary and cultural scholarship, but the two are not identical. Pastoral
is a broad literary and cultural tradition referring generally to the idealized representation
of rural life and the natural environment; Arcadia places greater emphasis on a bounded,
stable, self-contained space that maintains a certain distance from the outside world. This
article uses “Arcadia” rather than “pastoral” because what Amish cinema presents is not
simply rural scenery or a pastoral atmosphere, but a complete world with its own values,
way of life, and social order. The Amish community in these films is typically constructed as
a tranquil, self-sufficient space full of communal spirit, standing in clear contrast to modern
society—and it is this quality that aligns more closely with the cultural meaning of Arcadia.
This pastoral image can be found across Amish films of different genres and periods.

3.1. Tranquil Natural Landscapes

The opening of Witness established what would become the visual template for Amish
cinema. The film begins with low-angle shots of broad green wheat fields, the frame filled
with rippling grain, as Amish figures in black traditional dress emerge slowly from the land,
appearing almost to grow from it (Downing 2008, p. 36). A black horse-drawn buggy then
passes through the countryside, its unhurried pace set against the distant flow of modern
traffic. By the sixth and seventh minutes, farmland, wheat fields, white farmhouses, and
barns combine to compose a scene of quiet rural calm. Maurice Jarre’s score, layered with
wind chimes, the ring of metal, and the sound of wind moving through grain, gives the
landscape an atmosphere of stillness and distance, lending it an almost idealized quality.
Plain Truth employs a similar strategy in the Amish infant’s funeral scene, framing the
action against expansive, tranquil natural scenery while the score, built on fingerpicked
acoustic guitar, soft strings, and steady major-key harmonies, creates an atmosphere of
quiet solemnity.

For Richer or Poorer continues this pattern of urban-rural contrast. The film opens with
rapid cuts and handheld camerawork to convey the frenzy and pressure of the protagonists’
city lives, where everything feels tense and overcrowded. Once the couple enters the Amish
community, the camera immediately settles: green farms, tidy farmhouses, kitchen gardens,
and livestock in open pastures together compose a picture of quiet self-sufficiency. The
male lead Brad cannot help exclaiming: “So picturesque, it’s almost surreal. Look at this.
You can almost imagine planet Amishwood.” The line captures almost perfectly the fantasy
that many Amish films project onto rural life. At the film’s close, Brad stands side by side
with an Amish farmer in a cornfield, surveying the ripened crop, the camera lingering on
both men’s expressions of calm contentment. A Stoning in Fulham County and Harvest of
Fire also offer extended depictions of the beauty of the Amish countryside.

From the twenty-first century onward, and especially after the 2010s, the role of nat-
ural landscape in Amish cinema shifted noticeably. In the earlier films, pastoral scenery
served primarily as a contrast to the modern city, providing the backdrop against which
characters underwent some kind of value transformation. In later films, the rural land-
scape itself gradually became what the film was there to display. The Outsider, Amish
Grace, The Shunning, Saving Sarah Cain, An Amish Murder, Follow Your Heart and Sugarcreek
Amish Mysteries: Blessings in Disguise all present the Amish countryside as a tranquil and
harmonious landscape seen through the eyes of outsiders, with scores that range from
upbeat to quietly pastoral, reinforcing the overall atmosphere. Plain Truth, Expecting Amish,
Love Finds You in Sugarcreek, An Uncommon Grace, Rumspringa: An Amish in Berlin and A
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Kidnapping in Amish Country all open with slow, sweeping shots of natural scenery—wide
green fields, clean and tidy farmhouses, a buggy moving at an unhurried pace, Amish
people at work, at play, or gathered in conversation. These landscapes no longer need an
urban counterpoint; they stand on their own as images of a quiet, simple, and good life.
Several films are particularly representative in their handling of this aspect. Love Finds You
in Charm renders the Amish countryside in warm, bright tones with lyrical camerawork:
the film opens with Emma and her sister cycling and laughing along a clean, winding
country lane, and later, as Emma rides a train toward the Amish community in Charm with
barely concealed excitement, the farmland, cattle, and white houses passing outside the
window together compose something close to a storybook world. Plus One at an Amish
Wedding makes extensive use of overhead shots that render farmhouses and fields neat and
expansive, the whole community arranged like a carefully tended landscape. Christmas at
the Amish Bakery and Christmas in Amish Country are both set in Amish communities during
the Christmas season, with snow-covered landscapes, candlelight, and plain decorations
forming the visual foundation of their holiday atmosphere. The latter opens with roughly
a minute of slow-motion wide shots of a snow-blanketed Amish village before cutting to
close-ups of mistletoe, white candles, and handmade baked goods. The score is steady and
harmonically restrained, maintaining a warm tone from the outdoor winter landscape to
the indoor domestic details, its rhythm aligned with the pace of the images to produce a
consistently gentle audio-visual experience.

3.2. A Simple Daily Life
3.2.1. Slow Labor and Everyday Life

Most Amish films adopt an unhurried narrative pace, depicting labor and daily routine
as quiet and orderly. Work is not merely a means of survival but a way of life that brings its
own satisfaction and a sense of community.

Witness established the basic approach for the genre. The film uses long takes and
slow editing to follow an Amish family through their day: at four-thirty in the morning,
detective Book is woken by an elder carrying a kerosene lamp, and the two go out to
the barn to milk the cows; the family gathers around a wooden table, says a quiet grace,
and eats a simple breakfast; during the day, Rachel cooks, sews, and puts up preserves in
natural light while the children play on the farm. Inside the Amish home, the film rarely
resorts to dramatic camera movement, instead using natural light, mid-to-long shots, and
repeated images of ordinary labor to make these everyday moments feel peaceful and full.
For Richer or Poorer offers similar scenes. When Brad first arrives on the farm, he does not
even know how to lead a horse for plowing and has to learn slowly with the help of the
Amish farmers. When he sees the corn he has planted begin to come up, he says quietly:
“It’s so honest, I mean, you plow it, you plant it and it grows.” Caroline, too, struggles
at first to adapt, complaining steadily about peeling potatoes, pickling vegetables, and
plucking chickens—but as she gradually settles into the community, her restlessness gives
way to a kind of calm. At the end of the film, the two return to the Amish community to
visit their friends, their faces carrying an unmistakable warmth and gratitude.

In the twenty-first century, the slow and quiet life itself gradually became the central
experience these films were offering—a shift that resonates closely with the contemporary
culture of “slow living” and emotional comfort. At the opening of Undercover Amish, young
Amishman Roy reflects on his upbringing in a voiceover: “I was raised on the fiddle, new
potatoes, Brussels sprouts, Jesus saves and corn on the cob.” This self-description concisely
illustrates the intertwined food, music and faith that define daily Amish life. In Love Finds
You in Sugarcreek, three Amish old ladies running a country inn provide the backdrop for an
outsider who, working alongside them, gradually sheds the tension and anxiety of urban
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life and rediscovers a sense of calm and warmth. The theme is similar to For Richer or Poorer,
but with less comic friction and a gentler emotional register. In Love Finds You in Charm,
Emma watches Noah ride and herd cattle with undisguised admiration; the two of them
chase sheep through a meadow, laughing, the music bright and buoyant, happiness spilling
off the screen, and then they sit together on a haystack and talk openly—labor, love, and
rural life blending naturally into one another. In Follow Your Heart, a father weaves grass
rope with his daughter, pushes her on a swing, and sits talking with her. In A Kidnapping
in Amish Country, the Amish woman Lena tends her kitchen garden before dinner, plays
affectionately with her daughter, washes dishes with her husband in the kitchen while
talking about their daughter’s future, and prays with her daughter at bedtime. In Amish
Affair, Hannah sweeps floors, washes dishes, and hangs laundry in an Amish household.
These scenes share the same unhurried rhythm, their focus less on plot than on the texture
of daily life itself. Christmas at the Amish Bakery continues in the same vein: after the
protagonist returns to her Amish family, she and her sister bake bread in the kitchen and
quilt in the sitting room, these simple routines building an atmosphere of quiet warmth.
In Plus One at an Amish Wedding, Jesse, driving back to the Amish community, reflects:
“This place has been home to me for years. Working the farm, going to church, reading by
candlelight, spending time with my family. Life was a lot simpler then.” In Christmas in
Amish Country, after spending some time in the Amish community, Jack says: “The more
time I spend around here, I think I’m starting to appreciate that the best things are worth
the wait.”

3.2.2. The Avoidance of Technology

The Amish people’s deliberate restraint with modern technology is repeatedly ren-
dered in film as a visual marker. Horse-drawn buggies, horse-pulled plows, kerosene
lamps, and the conspicuous absence of telephones and televisions have become stock
images in Amish cinema—immediate signals that tell the audience this is the Amish world.

In Violent Saturday, the robbers choose an Amish farm as their hiding place precisely
because it has no electricity, no modern communications, and no way to call for outside help.
In A Stoning in Fulham County, when an Amish infant is badly injured, Jacob must run to a
neighbor’s house to use the telephone; in Harvest of Fire, when a barn catches fire, the Amish
can only ride out on horseback to find non-Amish neighbors who can call for help; in For
Richer or Poorer, Caroline complains repeatedly about the absence of television and indoor
plumbing, while Brad must take a buggy outside the community to find a public telephone.
Saving Sarah Cain similarly includes a scene in which an Amish woman makes a call from a
public telephone booth. In Amish Grace, the film opens with the Amish community gathered
for Sunday worship. The pastor’s sermon touches on a question posed by an outsider:
“Can you not walk in the path of Christ and watch television, too?” He explains: “Well, that
would be quite the trick. How can we keep our minds on God if we’re distracted by worldly
pursuits? The answer is, we cannot. We keep our lives simple so that our path to heaven
will be wide open for us and not cluttered with obstacles.” The sermon spells out directly
the theological basis for the Amish rejection of modern technology and entertainment. In
The Confession, learning to drive is the first thing the female protagonist does after leaving
the Amish community, marking her entry into a world of modern technology she has never
had access to before. In An Uncommon Grace, the Swartzentruber Amish youth Levi, after
his father is shot, secretly obtains a cell phone for emergencies—only to be seen by the
bishop and harshly reprimanded. And because Swartzentruber Amish rules prohibit the
use of reflectors on buggies as too decorative, Levi nearly has an accident driving home
along a dark road. In Plus One at an Amish Wedding, the Amish woman Mrs. Harden says
she has “never seen a doctor in my life and I’ve always been perfectly healthy.” The outsider
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April, trying to order a car in the Amish community, finds: “No cars available. This really
is Amish country.” In Amish Stud: The Eli Weaver Story, because Eli was Amish, everyone
around him assumed he did not own a cell phone. However, the criminal evidence left
behind from his secret use of a cell phone ultimately became the key proof securing his
conviction. Sugarcreek Amish Mysteries: Blessings in Disguise also emphasizes that the Amish
do not own cellphones. These episodes all reinforce the screen image of the Amish as
people who keep their distance from modern technology.

Film tends to present the Amish rejection of technology not as mere tradition but as
a deliberate value choice. In Expecting Amish, when a non-Amish girl offers them a ride,
Hannah declines, explaining that they cannot travel by car. After the girl drives away, the
young Amish child beside Hannah asks why, and Hannah replies simply: “It’s not our way.”
The words are brief but carry a quiet certainty. In The Hummingbird Project, when Vincent
rapidly explains his proposal to run a fiber-optic cable under an Amish farm in exchange for
two hundred and thirty thousand dollars, the Amish farmer responds with calm firmness:
“We live simple lives, Mr. Zaleski, service of God, but high speed, it’s not our priority,
and money can be a source of conflict. . .We don’t believe that making things faster makes
things better. We believe that all this new technology makes us more distant and isolated,
and that’s why we do not want to have your high speed tube under our land. . .This is
the Lord’s ground.” The speech carries real weight, lending the Amish attitude toward
technology a reflective dimension that reaches beyond the Amish themselves. In a film
set against the backdrop of Wall Street high-frequency trading, the exchange offers the
most concise moral challenge to the logic of modern finance in the entire film—and the
Amish restraint toward technology acquires a cultural significance that goes well beyond
religious practice.

The repeated visual emphasis on plain dress is another expression of this same theme.
In Violent Saturday, the Amish characters appear in plain clothing of a distinctly nineteenth-
century style—uniform in color, undecorated—standing out sharply from the other pas-
sengers on the train, even mistaken by some for people in costume. A conductor explains:
“They’re Amish people. Been dressing that way since about Bible times, I guess.” In Witness,
Book discovers after putting on Amish clothing that the coat has no buttons, only hooks
and eyes. In For Richer or Poorer, the couple, disguising themselves as Amish, remember to
remove their rings and designer sunglasses, knowing that the Amish wear neither jewelry
nor luxury goods. In An Amish Murder, the detective immediately identifies the victim as
Amish by her appearance: no nail polish, visible piercings, no makeup, no hair dye. In Love
Finds You in Charm, when Emma’s non-Amish friend encourages her to try on fashionable
clothes, she hesitates and says: “Clothes must be plain. So as not to draw attention.”
Through details like these, film turns plainness and restraint into a readily recognizable
visual identity.

3.3. Close-Knit Families and Communities

In most Amish films, the mutual aid among community members, the warmth within
families, and the collective care extended to individuals together compose a picture of an
ideal community—one set apart from the atomized world of the modern city.

The barn raising is the most iconic scene in the Amish tradition of mutual aid, and it
is a set piece that early Amish films returned to repeatedly. The barn raising in Witness is
particularly memorable. Beginning at dawn, the film alternates between mid-to-long shots
and ensemble framings to show neighbors arriving from all directions in their horse-drawn
buggies. Experienced elders direct the work; adult men climb the wooden frame and divide
the tasks among themselves; women prepare food nearby; children imitate the adults and
begin to learn the craft. The camera does not single out any one person but keeps pulling
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back to hold the whole community in the frame, making cooperation itself the center of the
image. The score shifts as the work progresses—light strings carry a pastoral feel, brass
underlines the physical effort, and warm woodwinds soften the overall mood. As the barn
is completed at dusk and the community disperses homeward singing, the music settles
back into calm. The different voices of the score work together to evoke the harmony and
dignity of collective Amish labor, leaving in the viewer’s mind a lasting impression of
solidarity and mutual care. Similar barn-raising scenes appear in both Harvest of Fire and
Christmas at the Amish Bakery, continuing the tradition.

Narratives of warmth and mutual aid are abundant across Amish cinema. In Love
Finds You in Charm, Noah steps in to help his cousin’s widow manage the farm after his
cousin’s death, and Emma travels from out of town to lend her cousin a hand. Amish
Grace follows the community as it gathers in prayer and accompanies the victims’ families
through their grief in the aftermath of the shooting. An Uncommon Grace offers a similar
moment: after the Miller family is shot, a neighbor girl tells her grandmother, “I saw some
other members of their church already at his house today,” and the grandmother replies
without hesitation: “They take great care of each other. I’m sure they’re over there cooking,
cleaning, feeding the animals, watching the children.” Wedding scenes in Harvest of Fire
and Plus One at an Amish Wedding, the communal table gathering in An Amish Sin, and the
recurring images of families praying together before meals in Kingpin and Follow Your Heart
all present the same community picture in the same warm register. In these films, mutual
aid and collective warmth have become genre fixtures—the audience can anticipate them
almost before they arrive. Christmas at the Amish Bakery and Christmas in Amish Country go a
step further, combining family reunion, holiday feasting, and rural warmth until the Amish
community becomes something close to a symbol of the ideal Christmas atmosphere.

These films also show the Amish extending their generosity to outsiders, not only to
one another. In The Frisco Kid, the Amish community pools money to help Rabbi Avram
continue his journey, and as he departs, many of them watch the wagon disappear down
the road with tears in their eyes. In They Call Me Renegade, a warm-hearted Amish family
takes it upon themselves to help two strangers, welcoming them to dinner and working
alongside them to restore their rundown cabin, all with an ease that suggests this kind of
neighbourly generosity is simply how they live. In For Richer or Poorer, Brad and Caroline
arrive pretending to be distant Amish relatives; their cover is quickly seen through, yet the
Yoder family welcomes them without hesitation. An Amish farmer patiently shows Brad
how to plow with a horse, and when Brad struggles to pull out a tree stump, the others
cheer him on; Caroline works side by side with the Amish women, talks with them, and
joins them at the barn dance. A Stoning in Fulham County opens with nearly five minutes
showing the Amish at shared labor, prayer, and meals before the community gathers as
one at an infant’s funeral, comforting one another, the emotional power of mutual care
deepened by grief. In Harvest of Fire, when a barn catches fire, nearly the whole community
rushes to help, and at the film’s end everyone comes together to rebuild. In Sex Drive, the
Amish man Ezekiel is passing in his buggy when he comes across the protagonists stranded
by a broken-down car; he tows it to the community and helps repair it. In Love Finds You in
Sugarcreek, a passing Amish man notices the Matthews father and son walking down the
street weighed down with heavy bags and brings them to the farm inn run by three Amish
grandmothers, who take them in without question, hire Micah for odd jobs, and look after
his sick son with care. Both films use these details to portray the Amish community as one
defined by honesty and a ready willingness to help.

Despite the variation in genre and style across these Amish-themed films, wide wheat
fields, tidy farmhouses, slowly moving buggies, plain clothing, and the warmth of family
and community recur across film after film, together composing a rural world that is quiet,
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self-sufficient, and removed from the noise of modern life. Of course, not all Amish films
present this Arcadian image. The Devil’s Hand, Amish Witches: The True Story of Holmes
County, My Amish World, Amish Abduction, Paranormal Activity: Next of Kin, An Amish Sin,
Stalked by My Amish Boyfriend, and My Amish Double Life draw on the insularity of the
Amish community to build narratives of crime, darkness, or outright horror, offering a
sharp contrast to the prevailing image of Amish warmth and tranquility. These films
remain a minority, however, and most have been poorly received and reached limited
audiences; they have not fundamentally altered the overall character of Amish cinema,
in which pastoral warmth continues to dominate. In addition, a few films feature Amish
characters without showing Amish communities. The Night They Raided Minsky’s centers
on an Amish girl, but the story unfolds almost entirely in New York City, and the Amish
community itself never appears on screen. In Gypsy 83, the Amish character is no more
than a brief encounter on a road trip, and community life receives no depiction at all. The
Reckoning has similarly moved its main setting outside the Amish community and into the
wider world. Although these three films do not portray the Arcadian image of the Amish,
they do not counter the Arcadian vision either.

4. The Construction of the Arcadian Image
Yet the Arcadian picture that cinema paints diverges considerably from the realities of

Amish life. Understanding how this gap came to exist requires first acknowledging that
it does.

4.1. The Gap Between Screen Image and Lived Reality

In Amish films, the rural landscape is almost always presented as exceptionally
clean. Farmhouses are tidy, barns are bright, fields are fertile, and the farmers’ faces carry
expressions of steady calm and contentment. The reality of Amish life is considerably
rougher. Real farms are marked by mud and the traces of hard work; barns hold tools,
hay, feed, and manure, and rarely approach the pristine condition shown on screen. Many
Amish farmers use plastic sheeting to cover their fields, and the remnants of this sheeting
are visible throughout the landscape, damaging both the visual environment and causing
pollution. Some communities lack adequate waste disposal systems, and household and
agricultural waste is often handled by burning or left in piles (McConnell and Loveless
2018, p. 199)—scenes that almost never appear in film. Even the farmers themselves look
quite different from their screen counterparts: Amish men and women who work long
hours in the fields are often covered in dirt and sweat, wear worn clothing, and have skin
roughened by sun and wind. Amish women in real life are entirely plain-faced—nothing
like the subtly made-up appearances common on screen.

The agricultural life that film so often romanticizes is, in reality, an intense and un-
relenting form of physical labor. Amish farming depends heavily on human effort, and
every member of the family is expected to contribute. Many children begin helping on the
farm as soon as they can walk—feeding chickens, collecting eggs, pulling weeds, moving
animals. For many Amish farmers, adult life means working around the clock: twelve-
hour days and six-day weeks are the norm (Anderson and Autry 2011), and even in the
quieter winter months there is no real rest, as barns must be cleaned, compost turned, fire-
wood cut, tools repaired, ice stored, animals slaughtered, and food preserved. Traditional
methods—horse plowing, crop rotation, manure fertilization—demand sustained physical
effort (Bassett et al. 2004), and because most large machinery is prohibited, much of the
work falls to hands and horses. Plowing, planting, harvesting, hauling hay, milking—all
of it is physically demanding. The scholar John Hostetler, who spent his early years in an
Amish community, recalled working close to fifteen hours a day from the age of fifteen
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to twenty, in a state of near-constant exhaustion (Weaver-Zercher 2005, pp. 15–16). These
harder dimensions of Amish life are almost always softened in film, replaced by cheerful
and easy-going scenes of work.

Films also tend to present the Amish as a group that completely rejects modern
technology, as though they keep their distance from every modern invention. In fact,
the situation is much more complex, and practices vary considerably across affiliations
and communities. Rather than rejecting technology outright, many Amish communities
selectively adopt technologies that they believe are compatible with their religious values
and community life. They generally accept modern medical care, including hospital
treatment, pharmaceuticals, and surgery. In farming, many Amish communities use
modern equipment, fertilizers, and pesticides. Although most Amish communities do
not connect their homes to the public electrical grid, they often make use of batteries,
diesel generators, and solar panels, and adapt appliances such as washing machines and
refrigerators to operate without grid electricity. Many Amish-owned businesses commonly
use radios, calculators, printers, and, in some cases, mobile phones and computers for
business purposes. Likewise, although Amish people do not drive automobiles themselves,
they may travel in vehicles driven by non-Amish people. As early as the 1930s, many
Amish communities established shared “telephone shanties” so that members could make
outside calls when necessary. These examples show that the Amish are not simply opposed
to technology. As Kevin Kelly, the founding editor of Wired, observed: “Amish lives are
anything but antitechnological. In fact, on my several visits with them, I have found them
to be ingenious hackers and tinkerers, the ultimate makers and do-it-yourselfers. They are
often, surprisingly, pro-technology” (Kelly 2010, p. 217). Yet film tends to selectively hide
this acceptance, retaining only the visual symbols of refusal. More importantly, the Amish
relationship with technology is not fixed but continuously evolving. Kraybill has described
this process as “negotiating with modernity” (Kraybill 2001): Amish communities do not
simply reject technology but continually assess the potential impact of new technologies on
community cohesion, accepting or refusing on that basis.

Film also tends to avoid the social tensions that exist within Amish communities.
Church leadership in Amish life generally holds considerable authority. Some former
Amish members have recalled: “They [the Church] control everything, they approve
everything. If you go against their decisions, you may be shunned for life” (Ballou 2004,
p. 177). This religious authority reaches deep into family life and reinforces a strongly
patriarchal social structure, producing a significant imbalance of power along gender lines:
women in traditional Amish communities occupy a subordinate position, cannot hold
leadership roles, and have no right to divorce. Some memoirs record severe discipline
and even violence within families: “We were all deathly afraid of him, unsure, for the
most part, when something was going to send him into a rage. My sister and some of my
brothers became so submissive, they walked around with their shoulders slumped and
heads down, unable to maintain eye contact with people” (Garrett and Farrant 2001, p. 31).
Court records and news reports similarly confirm that crime and misconduct exist within
Amish communities (Hurd 2015). In most films, however, these realities are downplayed
or deliberately avoided—a tendency visible in both early films and twenty-first-century
productions alike. Only a very small number of crime and thriller films have touched
on these darker aspects: Amish Abduction and Amish Stud: The Eli Weaver Story deal with
criminal conduct, An Amish Sin exposes sexual abuse, and Amish Affair revolves around an
extramarital relationship and murder.

Finally, film tends to present “the Amish” as an undifferentiated whole, as though all
Amish communities live in the same way. In reality, the differences within Amish society
are substantial. The most conservative Swartzentruber Amish follow the most traditional
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way of life, prohibiting nearly all electrical devices. Old Order Amish use horses and
buggies, refuse connection to the public grid, and restrict most modern appliances. Beachy
Amish permit cars and electrical appliances. Some New Order Amish communities even
accept telephone landlines in the home. And even within Old Order Amish, significant
variation exists between communities: the color and style of buggies, the width of hat
brims, whether battery-powered devices are permitted, whether tools that once depended
on electricity have been adapted to run on natural gas or pneumatic power, and the specific
rules governing shunning and excommunication all differ from place to place. Yet the
“Amish” of cinema is almost always the image of conservative Old Order Amish life: black
buggies, plain clothing, and a rural world without electricity.

To be sure, compared with the highly modernized mainstream of American society, the
Amish way of life does retain more of the features of a traditional agrarian society—which
is why the Arcadian image on screen is not entirely without foundation. The problem with
these films is not that they invent things, but that they selectively present the aspects of
Amish life that best fit the pastoral ideal, while obscuring the more complex realities.

4.2. How the Arcadian Image Is Constructed

The Amish image on screen is not a straightforward reflection of real life. So why have
the Amish been portrayed in film as an Arcadian pastoral world, and how has this image
been built up?

Almost all Amish films are made by non-Amish people. This is not unusual—the
screen image of many groups, particularly minorities, is shaped by outsiders. What makes
the Amish distinctive is that their religious convictions lead them to withdraw from film
and mass media, and they take almost no part in the representation of their own image. The
Amish hold to two core values: the principle of separation from the world (Absonderung),
which means keeping apart from the consumerism and individualism of mainstream
society, and the spirit of Gelassenheit, which denotes submission to God and the community
and the yielding of the individual self—expressed in practice as a voluntary suppression of
personal ambition and worldly recognition. Under both values, the Amish refuse to take
part in any form of filmmaking or performance, regarding such activities as too worldly
and likely to encourage vanity.

What happened during the filming of Witness makes this position clear. When the
production came to Lancaster County, local Amish people were invited to appear in the
film and refused. The local Amish bishop warned community members not to work
for Paramount Pictures and not to lend or sell any equipment or clothing to assist the
production. When a reporter asked about this ban, one Amish person said: “We can’t stop
them, but we don’t have to help them. We don’t want it. It doesn’t belong here” (Hostetler
and Kraybill 1988, pp. 221–22). The Amish image on screen is therefore entirely the product
of outside observation, second-hand sources, and imagination. And because the Amish do
not use media, legal, or political channels to respond to misrepresentations of themselves,
filmmakers have had considerable latitude in shaping their image. They can freely select,
omit, or adapt details without much risk of open pushback from the Amish themselves.
The Amish people’s religious convictions have led them to forgo the opportunity to correct
outside misunderstandings—and that withdrawal has allowed the romanticized image of
them to persist largely unchallenged.

The broader society began casting the Amish as an ideal “other” in the middle decades
of the twentieth century. In the postwar years, the American economy grew rapidly, con-
sumerism flourished, and people threw themselves into the pursuit of material comfort and
individual freedom. Yet urbanization, industrialization, and the rapid expansion of technol-
ogy also produced growing estrangement between people, loosening the bonds of family
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and community and leaving many feeling lonely and adrift amid material plenty. The
political upheaval, racial conflict, and antiwar movements of the 1960s deepened this sense
of emptiness and rootlessness. Against this backdrop, the Amish commitment to traditional
agricultural life, their emphasis on family and community, and their deliberate restraint
with modern technology came to be noticed and valued—held up as an ideal counterpoint
against which mainstream society could reflect on its own troubles. Publications such as
Reader’s Digest, The Saturday Evening Post, Time, and Saturday Review portrayed the Amish
as embodiments of values that the larger society had lost (Boyer 2008). The scholar John
Hostetler wrote: “Perhaps the modern hurried, worried world could learn something from
the Amish” (Hostetler 1952, p. 37). It was during this period that the Amish were gradually
constructed as a pastoral “other,” laying the groundwork for their later cinematic image.
The appearance of Witness can be seen as the concentrated expression of this cultural need
in film. At the time of its release, consumerism and “yuppie culture” were at their height in
American society, and growing numbers of people were beginning to question an overly
materialistic way of life. The simplicity, self-sufficiency, and quiet of the Amish community
thus acquired a significance that extended far beyond mere curiosity.

In the twenty-first century, what people have projected onto the Amish has continued
to shift, but the underlying psychological need has not fundamentally changed. Amish
Grace appeared in the aftermath of 11 September, when American society had long been
living under the weight of violence, fear, and the desire for retaliation. The Amish com-
munity’s public forgiveness of the gunman’s family after the school shooting was widely
covered in the media and seen by many as a rare form of spiritual consolation. From the
2010s onward, as social media anxiety, information overload, and “digital detox” became
recurring topics of public conversation, the Amish way of life—with its deliberate limits
on technology—was given fresh meaning. The line from The Hummingbird Project, “We
don’t believe that making things faster makes things better,” spoke directly to a growing
unease with speed, competition, and technological supremacy. The proliferation of ro-
mance and family films in this period also suggests that Amish cinema has increasingly
been consumed as a genre of emotional comfort. Films like Love Finds You in Charm, Love
Finds You in Sugarcreek, and Follow Your Heart revolve around love, family, and questions of
belonging, moving at an unhurried pace and centering on companionship and the sense
of being at home somewhere. The recent popularity of holiday films such as Christmas
at the Amish Bakery and Christmas in Amish Country reflects a post-pandemic longing for
simplicity, warmth, and a slower pace of life. Seen in this light, Nolt’s observation is apt:
the representation of the Amish in North American popular culture functions less as a
window onto Amish society than as a mirror—reflecting back the hopes, anxieties, and
value longings of those doing the looking (Nolt 2015).

With the Amish largely absent from their own representation, and the wider society
continuously projecting its imaginings onto them, Amish cinema has gradually settled into
a fixed narrative pattern. Someone from the modern city—under pressure from work, a
troubled relationship, or some other life crisis—enters an Amish community and, through
contact with its people, begins to rethink the way they live. Detective Book in Witness, the
wealthy couple in For Richer or Poorer, the baseball player in Love Finds You in Sugarcreek,
and the army nurse in An Uncommon Grace all follow this template. What these films are
really interested in is not the Amish themselves but the transformation of the outsider. The
Amish tend to be constructed as a reference point—something against which the modern
person measures and reflects on themselves. The Amish people’s faith, internal tensions,
and distinctiveness are rarely explored in depth; instead, they are made to serve the arc
of the outsider’s story. As McGowan wrote of Witness, it “has managed to portray a vital
enough other to draw us out to the boundaries for a good hard look” (McGowan 1986,
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p. 46). At the same time, these films consistently use strong visual contrast to reinforce the
Arcadian image of the Amish community: wide, quiet farmland set against the crowded
noise of the city; a slowly moving buggy against the rush of traffic; focused handwork
against the frantic pace of office life. These contrasts do not simply depict two different
ways of living—they repeatedly highlight the calm, simplicity, and order of Amish life,
making it appear as a refuge from the pressures of the modern world.

5. Conclusions
Weaver-Zercher has observed that the symbolic role the Amish play in American

culture far exceeds what their population size would suggest—they have become, in his
words, “remarkably useful symbols” for mainstream society, a “potent source” from which
sacred ideals are constructed, repeatedly drawn upon and consumed (Weaver-Zercher 2001,
p. 20). The survey of more than forty Amish films in this article bears out that observation.
From their scattered appearances in the mid-twentieth century to the growing number and
diversifying genres of the twenty-first, Amish cinema has now traced a path of over seventy
years. Throughout this period, the Amish image on screen has been consistently shaped
by the idea of Arcadia—a world apart, pastoral, tranquil, and removed from modern life.
Films from different periods vary in genre, style, and narrative focus, but this underlying
image has remained essentially stable. Yet it diverges considerably from the realities of
Amish life. What cinema offers is largely a simplified and idealized construct rather than a
genuine portrait of the community. The lasting appeal of Amish films to audiences rests not
only on rural scenery or cultural difference, but on their capacity to speak to the spiritual
anxieties and emotional needs that run through modern life.

Louden (1991) suggested that discussions surrounding the image of the Amish may
shed light on the broader question of how minority groups relate to mainstream culture
in American society. This article’s examination of the Amish cinematic image is a specific
extension of that question into the medium of film. Seen from this angle, Amish film
studies is not merely a niche case: it offers a window onto how mainstream society uses
the representation of a religious minority to articulate its own value longings and cultural
anxieties. Similar mechanisms are at work in the media portrayal of other minority groups,
and the Amish case may serve as a useful point of comparison for that wider body of
research. There is also something worth noting in the Amish people’s active refusal to
participate in the construction of their own image. In an age of pervasive media, a commu-
nity’s choice of silence—while the wider society continues to speak on its behalf—points to
deeper questions of cultural power.

This article has focused on fictional films. The representation of the Amish in docu-
mentaries, reality television, and social media remains a separate and largely open question.
And because the Amish rarely respond publicly to outside media, how they themselves
regard the images that circulate about them is another question this article cannot easily
reach. Future research might pursue these directions, along with closer attention to audi-
ence reception, digital media, and the significant internal diversity within Amish society, as
the Amish image continues to evolve across an expanding range of media platforms.
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