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Examining the Firsts: The 31st General Assembly 
 

 

 

This year begins the 91st Iowa General Assembly. Some of this year’s Pieces 

of Iowa’s Past articles will briefly examine the work of the 1st, 11th, 21st, 

31st, 41st, 51st, 61st, 71st, 81st, and 91st General Assemblies or observe 

interesting events that happened during those years. 

  

The 31st General Assembly convened January 8, 1906, and adjourned April 

6, 1906, an 89-day session. 

 

There was a total of 150 members. The Senate 

had 8 Democrats and 42 Republicans, and 

Lieutenant Governor John Herriott was President 

of the Senate.    

 

The House of Representatives had 21 Democrats, 

77 Republicans, and 2 Independent members. 

Representative George Clarke was the Speaker of 

the House during the 31st General Assembly. 

 

Albert Cummins was the Governor. He was 56 when he was 

sworn into office on January 13, 1906.  

 

In 1900, Iowa had a population of 2,231,853, and by 1910 that 

number decreased slightly to 2,224,771.   

 

During the 31st General Assembly, some notable events 

happened, such as the completion of the lunette paintings that 
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surround the second-floor rotunda, the General Assembly celebrating former 

Governor William Larrabee’s birthday in a joint convention, and a significant 

case for the Iowa Supreme Court. 

 

 

On November 20, 1906, 

the Iowa Supreme Court 

ruled on the State v. 

Amana Society case 

concerning whether the 

Amana Society, 

incorporated as a 

religious organization, 

improperly engaged in 

business activities for 

profit. 

 

 

 

 

 

The Beginning of Amana Colonies in Iowa 
 

The Amana Colony in Iowa was established by German-speaking settlers 

who belonged to the Community of True Inspiration, also known as 

Inspirationalists, a religious group originating in Germany in 1714. The 

Inspirationalists sought a more meaningful religious experience than they 

found in established churches at the time. They believed the Lutheran 

Church had become too focused on intellectual debate and formalized 

worship, thus neglecting the spiritual needs of the congregation. In contrast, 

the Inspirationalists believed religion was a personal experience and 

emphasized sincere humility and earnest study of the Bible. 

 

By 1840, the Community of True Inspiration, still based in the state of Hesse 

in Germany, grew to nearly 1,000 members. Persecution and an economic 

depression in Germany forced the community to begin searching for a new 

home. A small committee traveled to America and purchased a 5,000-acre 

The Gazette, Cedar Rapids, June 8, 1906 
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site near Buffalo, NY. Land was owned communally, and work was done 

cooperatively. By 1843, the community, now numbering roughly 1,200 

people, adopted a constitution that formalized their communal way of life. 

 

In 1855, seeking more farmland for their growing community, the 

Inspirationalists moved to Iowa, where land was attractively priced; they 

named their new home Amana—meaning “to remain true,” from Song of 

Solomon 4:8—and established six villages a mile or two apart across a 

26,000-acre river valley. 

 

Under 1858 Iowa Acts, Chapter 131(incorporation of benevolent, charitable, 

religious and scientific societies), the Community of True Inspiration created 

a legal corporation in Iowa in December 1859 under the name “Amana 

Society.” 

1858 Iowa Acts of the 7th General Assembly, Chapter 131 



  Pieces of Iowa’s Past 
                                                                   4                                                  May 19, 2025 

 

 

State of Iowa v. Amana Society 
 

By 1906, the Amana Society was reported as owning 26,225 acres of land, 

two woolen factories, one cotton print factory, four hotels, seven general 

stores, three drug stores, seven blacksmith shops, three lumber yards, coal 

and lime yards It also had a population of 1,000 members spread between 

280 dwellings. 

 

Iowa Attorney General Charles W. Mullan argued that the society exceeded 

its powers under its articles of incorporation as a religious society. He 

warned that although the Amana Society had not sought political power like 

the Mormon Church, there was a risk that a future ambitious leader could 

use the society’s structure to expand its influence and wealth significantly. If 

the society were allowed to conduct all types of secular business under the 

protection of religious freedom, it might grow so powerful that it could 

control vast amounts of land and operate beyond the reach of state 

oversight. 

 

The Amana Society countered that living with all things in common, as is 

taught in the Acts of the Apostles, required them to engage in farming, stock 

raising, and manufacturing—not for profit, but to meet their basic needs and 

sustain their way of life. 

 

The Iowa Supreme Court ultimately ruled in favor of the Amana Society, 

reasoning that its communal ownership and business endeavors were 

integral to the members’ religious beliefs and not for the purpose of 

individual pecuniary gain. In its ruling, the Supreme Court emphasized the 

constitutional protection of religious freedom, stating that the law should not 

interfere with the free exercise of faith as long as it remains harmless to 

society. With the remark that “the fate of other similar enterprises during 

the past century, such as Brook Farm, the Phalanxes, and other experiments 

of the followers of Fourier, Owen and others, indicate that the peril is not at 

all imminent. So long as selfishness is the controlling passion of the human 

heart, the individual in all probability will be safe as against the 

encroachment of communism. At any rate, it will be time enough to obviate 
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the danger, when, if ever, it is seriously threatened, with appropriate 

legislation.”  
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This case was significant in Iowa’s history because it raised key questions 

about how “religion” is defined under state law. Even though the Amana 

Society was involved in many business activities, it was not a corporation for 

profit because those activities were necessary parts of its communal 

religious way of life. 

The Gazette, Cedar Rapids, June 8, 1906 


