
what language does amish speak

what language does amish speak is a common question that arises when people encounter the
Amish community, known for their distinctive lifestyle and cultural traditions. The Amish primarily
speak a unique dialect that reflects their German heritage, but their linguistic practices are more
complex than simply using one language. Understanding the language(s) spoken by the Amish
involves exploring their use of Pennsylvania German, English, and sometimes other dialects. This
article delves into the origins, characteristics, and social contexts of the Amish languages.
Additionally, it will examine how language plays a role in Amish identity and community cohesion, as
well as how it evolves across generations. For those interested in Amish culture, history, or linguistics,
this comprehensive overview offers valuable insights into what language does Amish speak and why it
matters.
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The Primary Language of the Amish: Pennsylvania
German

The Amish predominantly speak a dialect known as Pennsylvania German, also called Pennsylvania
Dutch, despite having no connection to the Dutch language. This dialect originated from the German-
speaking immigrants who settled in Pennsylvania during the 17th and 18th centuries. Pennsylvania
German is a High German-derived dialect that has evolved uniquely within Amish communities,
maintaining many archaic features and vocabulary from early modern German.

Origins and Historical Background

Pennsylvania German developed among German-speaking settlers fleeing religious persecution in
Europe. The Amish, who trace their roots to Swiss and Alsatian Anabaptists, adopted this dialect as
their vernacular language. Over time, Pennsylvania German became a marker of Amish identity,
distinguishing them from other groups and the English-speaking majority.



Linguistic Features of Pennsylvania German

Pennsylvania German is characterized by a blend of Germanic vocabulary, syntax, and phonetics with
influences from English due to prolonged contact. It includes unique idiomatic expressions and retains
many elements lost in contemporary standard German. The dialect is used primarily in everyday
communication within Amish families and communities.

English and Its Role in Amish Communities

While Pennsylvania German is the primary spoken language among the Amish, English plays a
significant role, especially in education, commerce, and interaction with non-Amish society. Most
Amish children learn English in schools, which are often one-room schoolhouses adhering to Amish
educational principles.

Education and English Usage

Amish children are typically taught in English from a young age, allowing them to navigate the
broader American society when necessary. English literacy is encouraged for reading the Bible, Amish
literature, and handling business transactions with outsiders.

Code-Switching Between Languages

Many Amish individuals are bilingual in Pennsylvania German and English, frequently switching
between the two languages depending on context. For example, Pennsylvania German is used in
informal, family, and religious settings, while English is reserved for public interactions and formal
education.

Other Languages and Dialects Used by the Amish

In addition to Pennsylvania German and English, some Amish groups use other languages or dialects,
reflecting their diverse origins and settlements across the United States.

Swiss German and Alsatian Dialects

Some Amish communities, particularly those with Swiss heritage, may use Swiss German or Alsatian
dialects. These variants are less common but still present in certain areas, maintaining a connection
to the Amish's European roots.



Variation Among Amish Settlements

Language use can vary significantly among different Amish settlements. For example, Old Order
Amish in Indiana might have slight dialectical differences from those in Pennsylvania or Ohio. These
variations reflect historical migration patterns and community isolation.

The Significance of Language in Amish Culture

Language is a crucial aspect of Amish culture, serving as a tool for preserving tradition, reinforcing
community bonds, and maintaining separation from the outside world. The choice of language reflects
the Amish commitment to simplicity, humility, and religious values.

Language as a Cultural Marker

Speaking Pennsylvania German is often seen as a sign of Amish identity and faithfulness to traditional
ways. It reinforces group solidarity and distinguishes the Amish from non-Amish neighbors.

Religious and Social Functions

Religious services may be conducted in Pennsylvania German or English, depending on the
community. The use of language in worship and daily life supports the transmission of Amish religious
beliefs and practices across generations.

Language Transmission and Change Among the Amish

The process by which the Amish transmit their languages to younger generations is vital to the
preservation of their linguistic heritage. However, exposure to English and modern society has
introduced changes and challenges.

Intergenerational Language Learning

Amish children typically acquire Pennsylvania German at home as their first language, learning
English in school. This bilingual upbringing ensures that the Amish language remains vibrant within
the community.



Influences of Modernization and External Contact

Contact with non-Amish society, technology, and education has led to some shifts in language use.
English words and phrases increasingly enter Pennsylvania German speech, and younger Amish may
show varying degrees of fluency in the dialect.

Efforts to Preserve Amish Language

Amish communities often take conscious steps to maintain their language traditions, including
encouraging the use of Pennsylvania German in homes and churches and limiting English influence
where possible.

Primary language is Pennsylvania German (Pennsylvania Dutch)

English is commonly used in education and business

Some groups use Swiss German or Alsatian dialects

Language reinforces Amish cultural and religious identity

Intergenerational transmission is key to linguistic preservation

Frequently Asked Questions

What language do the Amish primarily speak?
The Amish primarily speak Pennsylvania German, also known as Pennsylvania Dutch, in their daily
lives.

Do the Amish speak English?
Yes, the Amish speak English as a second language, especially when interacting with non-Amish
people or in business settings.

Is Pennsylvania German the same as standard German?
No, Pennsylvania German is a distinct dialect that evolved from Palatine German dialects brought by
early immigrants and differs significantly from standard High German.

Do all Amish communities speak the same language?
Most Amish communities speak Pennsylvania German, but some groups, like the Swiss Amish, may



speak Alsatian or other German dialects.

Why do the Amish continue to use Pennsylvania German
instead of only English?
The Amish use Pennsylvania German to maintain their cultural identity and community bonds,
preserving traditions and separating themselves from the outside world.

Are Amish children taught English in school?
Yes, Amish children learn English in their one-room schoolhouses to help them communicate outside
their community and conduct business.

Additional Resources
1. The Languages of the Amish: A Cultural Exploration
This book delves into the unique linguistic heritage of the Amish community, focusing on their use of
Pennsylvania German (also called Pennsylvania Dutch) alongside English. It explores how language
serves as a crucial element in preserving Amish identity and traditions. Readers will gain insight into
the historical roots and contemporary usage of Amish languages.

2. Understanding Pennsylvania Dutch: The Amish Dialect
A comprehensive guide to Pennsylvania Dutch, the language spoken by many Amish groups, this
book covers its origins, grammar, and vocabulary. It also discusses how the language has evolved
over time and its role within Amish society. The book is ideal for linguists, students, and anyone
interested in minority languages.

3. Amish English and Pennsylvania German: Bilingualism in Amish Communities
This book examines the bilingual nature of Amish communication, highlighting how members switch
between Pennsylvania German and English depending on context. It provides sociolinguistic insights
into language usage in Amish schools, churches, and homes. The author also addresses the
challenges of language preservation in a changing world.

4. Voices of the Plain People: Language and Identity Among the Amish
Focusing on the intersection of language and cultural identity, this book explores how the Amish use
language to maintain social boundaries and community cohesion. It includes personal stories and
interviews that illustrate the significance of Pennsylvania German in Amish life. The work emphasizes
the importance of language in sustaining Amish values.

5. The Pennsylvania Dutch Language: History and Preservation
This detailed historical account traces the development of Pennsylvania Dutch from its Germanic
roots to its current status among Amish and other Pennsylvania German-speaking groups. The book
discusses efforts to document and preserve the language amid modern pressures. It also includes
sample texts and translations for readers.

6. Amish Language and Communication: Traditions in Transition
Examining how Amish language practices are adapting in the 21st century, this book looks at the
influence of technology, education, and external culture on Amish speech. It highlights both the
resilience and vulnerabilities of Pennsylvania German within Amish communities. The book offers a



balanced perspective on language change and continuity.

7. Speak Amish: A Beginner’s Guide to Pennsylvania German
Designed for newcomers, this practical guide teaches the basics of Pennsylvania German as spoken
by the Amish. It includes common phrases, pronunciation tips, and cultural notes to help readers
understand and appreciate the language. The book is perfect for travelers, language enthusiasts, and
those interested in Amish culture.

8. Language and Faith: The Role of Pennsylvania German in Amish Worship
This book explores how Pennsylvania German is used in Amish religious life, including sermons,
hymns, and prayers. It discusses the spiritual significance of language choice and the ways in which it
reinforces Amish beliefs. Readers will learn about the sacred dimensions of language within this close-
knit community.

9. The Amish and Their Language: A Sociolinguistic Perspective
Offering a scholarly analysis, this book investigates the social dynamics of language use among the
Amish, including dialect variation and language contact with English. It presents research findings on
how language reflects and shapes Amish social structure. The book is valuable for academics and
anyone interested in sociolinguistics and minority languages.
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