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Why the Jehovah’sWitnessesGrow so Rapidly: A

heoretical Applicat

RODNEY STARK & LAURENCE R. IANNACCONE

ABSTRACT This paperappliesa generaltheory of whyreligious movementsucceecbr

fail to explain why the Jehovah’'sWitnessesare the most rapidly growing religious

movementin the westernworld. In addition to qualitative assessmentef Witness
doctrines, organisational structures, internal networks, and socialisation, we utilise
guantitativedatafrom a variety of sourcego assessuchthingsas the impactoffailed

prophesies,how “strictness” eliminatesfree-ridersand strengthenscongregations,the
demographicmake-upof the Witness*“labor force”, and the effectsof continuity with

local religious cultureson success.

Introduction

During the past75 yearsthe Jehovah’'aVitnesseshave sustainedan extraordi-
nary rateof growth—currentlymorethan5% per year—andchavedonesoon a

global scale. In 1995, therewere at leasta million very active Witnessesn the

United Statesandabout4 million in theother231 nationsin which they conduct

missions.

Indicative of the immenseeffort involved in this achievementis thefact that
almosteveryreaderof this essaywill havebeenvisitedby Jehovah’sWVitnesses
during the pastseveralyears.However, if the Witnessedrequentlyappearon
our doorstepsthey are conspicuouslyabsentfrom our journals. For example,
during its 34-yearhistory, the Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion has
publishedarticlesdevotedto an amazingarray of obscurereligious movements,
butnone hasbeendevotedto the Jehovah'sVithessesWhen theworld did not
endin 1975, as manyWitnessesexpectedt to, this did prompt Social Compass
(1977, No. 1) to devote an issue to the Witnessesand failed prophesies.
However,apartfrom theseand severalsimilar articles, especiallyan essayby
Richard Singelenberg1989),socialscientistdhaveproducedonly two substantial
studies of the Witnessesduring the past50 years. One of theseis an unpub-
lished dissertatiorbasedon severallocal congregationsn Minnesota(Zellner,
1981). The otheris JamesA. Beckford’'s (1975) fine monograplrbasedon his field
work amongseveralBritish WitnesscongregationsWe shall draw upon Beck-
ford’s work oftenin this essaybut the fact remainsthatit is now morethan20
yearsold and no monograph,regardlessof merit, can standas an adequate
researcHiteratureon oneof themostsignificantreligious movement®f modem
times. The lack of researchon the Witnessess matchedoy theiralmostcomplete
omissionfrom textbookson the sociology of religion, as well as from those
devotedto Americanreligious history?
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This essaywill only beginto makeup for the social scientific neglectof the
Witnessesfor it is not primarily even a casestudy. Instead,we focus our
attentionon a single questionaboutthis group: what accountsfor its amazing
growth? To begin, we offer a very brief summaryof the history and doctrinal
innovationsof the movement,paying attentionto the unusuallevels of per-
secutionthey havefacednearly everywhereThenwe will examinethe details
of Witnessesgrowth, noting that in recentdecades,despitetheir continuing
rapid growthin the United States,their growth rateshave beensubstantially
fasterin Europe,Latin America, and in parts of Africa and Asia.

Against this backgroundwe apply a theoretical model of why religious
movementssucceedto see how well it explains Witness growth. We will
examinewhether(andto whatextent) the Witnessesatisfy eachelementof the
theory. Since an entire article devoted to explaining the theoreticalmodel
appearedn thisjournal very recently(Stark, 1996b),we shallnot offer extended
discussionof thepropositions.In additionto illustrative and qualitativemateri-
als, we will testmajor propositionsusing quantitativedatafrom a variety of
sources,including the 1991 CanadianCensus (Statistics Canada,1993), the
mergedUS GeneralSocialSurvey(1972—1994) the AmericanNational Surveyof
Religious Identification (Kosmin, 1991), a data set basedon the nations of
Sub-Sahararfrica, and especiallystatisticspublished annually by the Wit-
nessegwe shallfirst demonstratéheir reliability). We alsodrawuponinformal
interviewswith active withessesandfield observationsnadeovera numberof
years.In conclusion,we examinealternativeprojectionsof future growth.

A Brief History

All scholarly accountsof the Jehovah’dVNitnessedrace the movementack to

CharlesTaze Russell (1852—1916) and often through him backto the famous
adventist,William Miller (1782—1849).0f course,Russellneveractually meta

“Jehovah’sWitness”,sincehis organisatiorwas called the “Watch Tower Bible

and Tract Society”, and his followers went by the nameof “Bible Students”.
Moreover, Russell's controversial doctrines, unfulfilled chronologiesfor the

SecondComing,looseorganisationastyle,andfailure to appointa successded

to numerousBible Studentschismsthroughouthis lifetime and immediately
following his deathin 1916> Thus, Melton (1989) correctlyidentifies Russellas
the founder of an entire family of denominations,of which the Jehovah’s
Witnessesareby far the largest.In the power strugglethat followed Russell’'s
death,Judgel. F. Rutherfordquickly took control of the Watch Tower Society
throughlegal maneuverdhat includedthe ousterof dissidentboarddirectors.
The subsequenthangesin organisation,policy and doctrine were so drastic,
and the number of defectorsso large that “many scholarsnow considerthe

Jehovah’sWitnessedo be an offshoot of the original movementwvhich Russell
started” (Bergman,1984: xvii; seealsoMelton, 1989:530). Thereare,to this day,

manysmallBible Studentgroupsthatremainmorefaithful to Russell’soriginal

teachings.

Rutherford’srise to powerwas aidedby governmentpersecutiomat the end
of World War |. The Bible Studentswere conscientiousbjectorswho refused
military service and they widely circulated literature urging othersto do
likewise. This was regardedas sedition by various Canadianand American
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officials. Thus,on Marchl, 1918, the CanadiarSecretaryof Stateissueda decree
makingit a crime punishableby a fine up to $5000andup to 5 yearsin prison
for beingin possessiorof Bible Studentliterature. Then,on May 7, 1918, the
United StatesDistrict Court issuedwarrantsfor the arrestof Rutherfordand
sevenof his aidesfor conspiringto promotedraftevasionduringa time of war.
A month later they were sentencedo 20 yearsin prisonon eachof four counts.
Theseconvictionspromptedviolent mob actionsin many American communi-
ties againstmany local Bible Students.A year later the convictions were
overruledandsubsequentlgroppedHowever,theepisodemadeRutherforda
martyr,andgreatlyincreasedis prestigewith therankandfile. As we shallsee,
martyrdomsoonbecamea commonbadgeof honor,asthemovementasbeen
houndedby hostile governmentsan many cornersof the globe.

Throughoutthe 1920s,Rutherford consolidatedis control of the movement
and managedo translatehis powerinto an efficient organisatiorable to sustain
effective recruitmentefforts. In 1931, at the conventionof Bible Studentsin
Columbus,Ohio, a resolutionwas passedadoptingthe name “Jehovah’sWit-
nesses”.

From the start, the Witnesseshave been literal and dedicatedAdventists.
Under Rutherford they proselytisedto the slogan“Millions now living will
never die” to awakenthe world to the rapid approachof the end of time.
Moreover, date-settinghas been a frequent aspectof Witness theology and
practice.Russellhadset 1914 as the dateof ArmageddonWhen World War |
brokeout thatyear, Bible Studentsejoiced. Whentheenddid notcome,Russell
postponedArmageddonto 1918, but died before that datearrived. Rutherford
continued date-settingjnitially committingto 1920, then 1925 and finally to
1940. Following Rutherford’sdeath on January8, 1942, the Withessesceased
specific date-setting.However, during the late 1960s the belief that the end
would comein 1975 beganto circulateandsoongainedwide-spreadacceptance
(althought wasnevermadetheofficial view). Aswe shallsee,thefailure of that
datecausedconsiderablelamagedo the Witnessmission,butthe damagas long
sincehealedbecausdghemajority of currentmembersvere eithervery youngat
thetime or hadnot yetjoined. Although the Witnessesontinueto proclaimthe
imminentreturn of Christ and remain committedto a modified version of
Russell’sBible-basedchronologyof the endtimes, the Watch Tower leadership
now seemsdeterminedo avoid settingany new dates.Indeed,theNovember
1995 issueof the Watchtowerreinterpretsa longstandingeachingconcerninghe
world’s last “generation”so asto effectivelyremoveanylimit on thenumberof
yearsthat might elapsebeforethe SecondComing.

If, on the one hand, theWitnesseshavealways proclaimed(and often dated)
theworld’s end,theywere from the startevenmore notoriousfor whatthey did
not believe. Russell emphatically denied many orthodox Christian doctrines
including theTrinity, eternaltormentandtheimmortality of thesoul. Basedon
his readingof the Bible andhis rejectionof post-biblical theologicalstatements,
suchasthe Niceancreed,Russellarguedthat thereis but one God, the Father
“Jehovah”.The Holy Spirit is nota separaté‘person”,but ratherGod’s energis-
ing spirit or force. Jesuds nothimself God, but ratherGod’s only begottenSon,
the divine Word throughwhomthe restof theworld was created Accordingto
Russell,the deaddo not now inhabitheavenor hell, butrather“sleep” until the
resurrectionwhich will usherin God’s millennial Kingdom. Thosewho reject
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God’s grace and remain incorrigibly wicked even after this period will be
consignedto a “second death” of total annihilation, but not an eternity of
torment!

The day-to-daypracticesof Withessesareno lessdistinctive thantheir beliefs,
and mostly these, too, date back to Russell. To remain a Witnessin good
standingone mustbe a “publisher” of God’s word, which, generallyspeaking,
meansattendingseveralhours of meetingseachweek and devoting another4
hoursor soto distributing Witness literature door-to-doorevery week. Wit-
nessesare expectedto maintain strict rules of sexual conductandto avoid
smoking, drugsand blood transfusions.They celebrateneither birthdays,nor
Christmasnor anyotherholidays. Collegeeducations discouragedTheymust
notvote, hold political office, salutethe flag or servein themilitary; nor arethey
permittedto have any contactwith former Witnesses.Above all, they are to
remainfaithful to the authority of the Watch TowerSociety (which, exceptat its
highestlevels, is a lay organisationthat employsno clergy, and relies entirely
upon volunteerlabor and leadership). Those who fail to comply with these
requirementscan be disfellowshipped,but more typically they defectof their
own accord.

The Witnesses’ door-to-door activities and staunchrefusal to salute any
nation’sflag or servein its military have beena constansourceof conflict and
persecution.Since the prosecutionof Rutherford and his associatesduring
World War |, the Americancourtshave heardinnumerablecasesinvolving the
Witnesses.Between 1938 and 1955 the Witnesseswere involved in 45 cases
beforethe United StatesSupremeCourt,and havebeenforced into courtbattles
repeatedlysince then (Penton, 1985). During World War I, Withesseswere
prosecutedor their refusalto servein the armedforces. In the United States
thousandsof male WitnessespentWorld War Il in federalprisons,andit is a
matterof public recordthat Americanjudgesgavethem longer sentenceshan
they did to conscientiousobjectorsof other religions (Conway, 1968). Similar
prosecutionof Witnessestook placein Canadaand Australia (Kaplan, 1989).
Surprisingly, hundredsof maleWitnessesveresentto prisonin neutralSweden
for refusing to serve. Since Swedishlaw provided for only relatively short
sentencesthe governmentdrafted the Witnessesagain and again, and resen-
tencedthemeachtime. Prosecutiorof Witnessedor draft evasioncontinuedin
Swedenlong after theendof thewar. Finally, in 1964, the SwedishGovernment
exemptedthe Witnessesrom military service,but not by recognisingthem as
pacifists. Instead, the Swedish governmentdeclaredthem “unfit” for service

accordingto the samerules as are applied to certain alcoholics or asocial
individuals” (Yearbook,1991:161—166).

Things were, of course, much worse in Nazi Germanywhere a numberof
Witnesseswere executedfor their pacifism. Of the others,a few were confined
to mentalhospitals,while thousandsveresentto concentrationcamps suchas
Dachau,wheremanydied (Conway, 1968).

Even today, the Witnessescontinue to face restrictionsand government
oppositionin many nations—asof 1995 the Witnessesreportedthat they were
bannedoutright (butcarrying on underground)n 26 nations.Theseno longer
include the former SovietUnion and easterrEurope. However,the Witnesses
remainillegal throughout most of the Islamic world—we shall return to this
topic. Evenwherethe Witnessediavegainedthe right to exist, they continueto
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havetrouble, someof it quite serious.For example,in Zambia,the nationwith
the highestWitnessmembershipratein theworld, it is illegal for them to go
house-to-houser to proselytiseanyonewhom they do not know personally
(Penton, 1985). Only recently did Belgium lift a government-imposedban
againsttransportingWitness publications,including Bibles, via the postaland
rail systems(Yearbook,1984: 110). For decadeghe police in Portugalroutinely
confiscatedibles andtracts from the Witnessesandoftenbeathemseverelyas
well. Lisbon’snewspapebiario Popular greetedheirrecentiegalisatiorwith the
admissionthat until that time “To be one of Jehovah’sWitnesses . was
dangerousndevensubversiveBut timeshavechangedNow it is possiblenot
only to be a Witnessin Portugalbut also to assemblan public” (quotedin
Yearbook, 1983: 235). However legal it may now be to assemblePortuguese
Witnessesstill fear mob violence. On August 12, 1993, the governmentof
Malawi revokedits 20-yearban on the movement,thus freeing thousandsof
Witnessedrom refugeecampsacrossheborderin Mozambique(Yearbook,1995:
43). Lessserious but representativef thechronicbureaucratignterferencethe
Witnessesface, on May 16, 1991, after many appeals,the Witnessesfinally
receivedpermissionfrom thegovernmentof Franceto print religious materials
in color, ratherthan only in black-and-white(Yearbook, 1992: 15).

M. Jamedenton(1985:41) summedup thehumansideof all this persecution:

In manypartsof theworld, they havebeenassaultednobbed beaten,
tarredandfeatheredcastratedraped,andmurdered. Few long-time
Witnesseof Jehovathaveescapedhreatso their personswith clubs,
knives,guns, or fists; andmanyhavehadboiling water, offal, or stones
thrownat them. Othershavehaddogsturnedon them, andalmostall
havebeensubjectedto verbalabuse.

Publishersand Pioneers

As noted, a Witnessin good standingis referredto as a publisher. The name
reflects the immensecommitmentof the movemento distributingthe written

word. To qualify as a publishera membermustdevotea numberof hoursper
month to missionaryactivities. For years,the minimum numberof hourswas
specified,but recentlyinformal quotashavebeenused.During the pastseveral
years, the averageAmerican publisher devoted about 17 hoursa month to

missionaryactivities. In addition, eachpublisherattendsseveralmeetingsand
servicesa week. Moreover,publishersare expectedto keepvery careful records
and to report everymonthto the congregationatecretarytheir total numberof

hoursof missionising,the specificamountsof literatureplaced, the numberof

returnvisits madeto thosewho showednterest,andthenumberof homeBible

study sessionsconducted From thesereportsthe local leadersareableto rate
the commitmentof eachmemberaswell askeepthe headquartereé Brooklyn

fully informed of local activity. Memberswho routinelyfail to meettheaverage
levels of publisherperformancesoonlose the respectof other memberscan
expectto be rebukedby the leadershipand perhapswill be disfellowshipped.
Moreover, they will not be includedin the group’s membershipstatistics,for

thesearelimited to publishers.
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A substantialnumber of Witnessesare additionally classified as pioneers.
Pioneersdevote many more hours than publishersto missionary effort in
addition to serving as a lay clergy. Despite this level of commitment, most
pioneersare self-supportingHowever, somespecial pioneersreceiveexpenses
and some earn tiny salariesin return for full-time activities. Pioneersare
requiredto keep evenmoreelaboraterecords of their work. All thesereports
generatea mountainof statistics.

Witness Statistics

The Witnessesareextremelystatistically-mindedTheir annualYearbookswhich
datebackto 1927, areburstingwith numbers.Pagingthroughthe 1995 edition,

one reads:

 that sevennew Kingdom Halls werebuilt in Panamaduring 1994;
thatthe Germanbranchis now ableto print andbind 1.6 million magazines
and80,000books per day (in 42 languages);

that during the past5 years 1,514,287 personswere baptised by the
Witnesses;

thatthey spent$50,126,004.050 sustainspecialpioneersmissionariesand
travelling overseersn 1994,

that during 1994 they putin 1,096,065,35A0urs of missionarywork.

And much, much more.

The heart of theseannual statisticsconsistsof complete dataon the peak
numberandaveragenumberof publishers the numberof baptisms numberof
congregationstotal hoursof missionisingandseverabtherfactsfor eachhation
in which their work is public. For the setof nationsin which they are operating
illegally, only grandtotals are published.

The questionis: areWitnessstatisticsreliable? Therearethree excellentand
independenteasonso trust them.First, aswill be seen,they oftenreport “bad
news—declines aswell as increasesn membership.A secondreasonis that
evenvery critical ex-memberswho accuséVitnessleadersof manysins, accept
and publishthesestatistics(cf. Penton,1985; Botting & Botting, 1984). Finally,
the statisticsstandup very solidly when comparedwith the CanadianCensus
andthe AmericanNational Surveyof Religiouslidentification.

The Witnessesclaimed their averagenumberof publishersin Canadawas
100,991 for 1991. In contrast,the 1991 CanadianCensusfound 168,375 self-
identified WitnessesWhat this showsis that there are many Canadiansvho
report themselvesto be Witnessesbut who are not counted as publishers.
Consequentlynembershipstatisticsbasedon the averaganumberof publishers
offer a very conservativeestimate.

In 1990, Barry Kosmin (1991) and his associatesonducteda hugesurvey of
American householdsinquiring about each member’sreligious affiliation—a
total of 113,000 Americans, The results, projectedto the Americanpopulation
agel8 andover, placedJehovah’daNitnessmembershipat 1,381,000.The official
church statisticsput the averagenumberof Americanpublishersat 816,417for
1990, or only 59% of the membershigasedon self-identification.Once again,
the official statisticsareshownto be very conservative Moreover, the official
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Tablel. Jehovah'sVitnessGrowth, World-Wide: 1928—1995

Averagenumher  Percentage

Year of publisher$ increase
1928 44,080
1935 56,153 28%
1940 96,418 72%
1945 127,478 32%
1950 328,572 158%
1955 570,694 74%
1960 851,378 49%
1965 1,034,268 22%
1970 1,384,782 34%
1975 2,062,449 49%
Failedprophecy
1980 2,175,403 5%
1985 2,865,183 33%
1990 3,846,311 34%
1995 4,950,344 29%

Throughout, membershipis limited to those qualified as
publisherswhichomits mostpeopleunderagel? andall whofalil
to engagein a substantialamountof missionaryactivity each
month(seetext).

andsurvey-basedtatisticsmeshperfectly oncewe take accountof their differ-
ent definitions of membership.Accordingto the GeneralSocial Surveys,only
62% of self-identifiedJehovah’sVitnessesattendchurch oncea week or more
often. Applying this percentagdo Kosmin’'s estimateof the total number of
self-identifiedWitnessesn the United Stateswe obtainan active membershippf
856,220, which is very close to the Watch Tower Society’s official count of
816,000publishers.
Giventhesereasondo trust the numbers,what do they show?

Patternsof Growth

Table 1 showsthat by 1928, Rutherford hadrecruited more than 40,000 Wit-
nessesalthoughthey weren’t yetusing thatname. The Witnessegyrew slowly
during the first half of the Depressionhaving more than 56,000 membersoy
1935. Growth speededip duringthe latter half of the Depressiorand by 1940
there were nearly 100,000 Witnesses.In the aftermath of World War I, the
Witnessesexperienceaxplosivegrowth, interruptedonly briefly in the middle
1970sby afailed prophecyconcerningthe SecondComing, whichwe discussin
a later section.By 1995, there were 4,950,344 publishersworld-wide and this
numberhasbeengrowing by morethan5% per year.

Again onemustrecognisdhat thesenumberscountonly theactive publishers,
memberswvhoselevels of commitmentandparticipationfar exceedthoseof the
typical ChristianadherentTo meaningfullycomparehe numberof Witnessego
the membershipof someotherdenominationwe musteithershrink the latter
group’s membershipstatisticsso asto eliminateinactive membersor we must
magnify theWitnessnumbersto includetheirnominalmembersWe mustalso
take accountof the fact that most denominationscount their children as
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Table?2. Growth of Jehovah'&Vitnesses1980—1994

Publishergper Numberof Percentagacrease
million population  publishers 1980-1994

United States 3436 889,570 64%
Canada 3678 106,664 69%
WesternEurope 2485 945,053 78%
EasternEurope 1364 246,974 .

Latin America 2812 1,261,878 239%
Asia 1581 384,103 174%
Pacific 3321 76,058 96%
Sub-Sahararfrica 1201 588,879 141%

*Data only recentlyavailable.

members,whereasrelatively few Witnessesunder the age of 16 qualify as
publishers.

To inflate Withessmembershipappropriatelyso asto make propercompari-
sonswith othergroups,we calculatedthat the numberof publishersshouldbe
doubled. This implies a 1994 “membership”statisticaround9.4 million. Alter-
natively, we canlook to the Witnessesown count of people attendingtheir
annualmemorial service (which commemorateshe death of Jesusandwhich,
accordingto our Witnessand ex-Witnesssources,is attendedby virtually all
active Witnesses,their children, and interestedaffiliates). In 1995, the total
numberin attendanceon that single night exceeded.3 million.

In short, the Jehovah’sNithessesare now as leastaslarge as the Mormons,
and probablylarger. Moreover, exceptfor the yearsimmediatelyfollowing the
propheticdisappointmenbf 1975, Withessegrowth has consistentlyout-paced
Mormon growth. In 1945, there were 7.7 Mormons per Witnesspublisher. By
1994, this hadbeerreducedto 1.9. Given thatthe Mormonsaregenerallyviewed
as the world’s most successfuhew religion and hadaboutan 80-yearstarton
the Witnessesthis is an astonishingachievement.

In addition, the Witnesseshave becomefar more “globalised” than the
Mormons. While nearly half of all Mormons residein the United States,only
19% of Jehovah’sWitnessesdo so. Indeed,as datafor 1994 shownin Table 2,
AmericanWitnesseq889,570)are outnumberedby their co-religionistsin West-
ern Europe (945,053) and Latin America (1,199,936). Each of the following
nationshasa higher Jehovah’sWithessmembershiprate than doesthe United
StatesCanadaPortugal,Luxembourg,Finland,ltaly, FrenchGuyana,Barbados,
PuertoRico, Trinidad and Tobago, Mexico, CostaRica, Jamaica,El Salvador,
Tahiti, New Caledonia,New Zealand, Zambia and Malawi. Moreover, the
Witnessesare growing much morerapidly in scoresof nationsthanthey arein
the United States—althouglthey grewby 64% in the US from 1980 through
1994,

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Witnessesno longer operate
undergroundthere. Table 3 showstheir growth in the nationsof the former
Soviet Union since 1990—theyhave beengrowing at the remarkablerate of
about30% per year. The Yearbook(1996: 51) reports that there was only one
congregationin Moscow in 1990, comparedwith 40 in 1995. Moreover,these
congregationgrefar largerthan the Witnessegprefer, asthe Yearbookexplained
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Table 3. Growthin the nationsof theformer
SovietUnion: 1990-1995

Averagenumber  Percentage

of publishers increase
1990 39,306 _
1991 45,887 16.7%
1992 58,823 28.2%
1993 78,186 32.9%
1994 103,093 31.9%
1995 137,764 33.6%

“almost all of thesecould be divided into 2 or 3 congregationsf moreelders
were available”. The Yearbooknotedthatin Murmansk,a congregatiorhaving
800 publisherscannotbe divided “becausethereis only one elder”. This is
becauseno oneelse hasbeena memberfor morethana yearandtheWitnesses
are reluctantto place leadershipresponsibilitieson someonewith so little
experience.

However,despitetheir recentbreakthroughin the former Communistbloc
nations,the Witnessesare noteverywhereOnly a few bravepioneersareto be
found in thelslamic world. Thus, there are only 37 Witnessesn Bangladesh
(comparedwith 13,686in India) and 344 in Pakistan.In 1992 therewere 58 in
Algeria, 34 in Morocco, 31 in Tunisia and eight in Libya. Since then the
Witnesseshave stoppedreportingmembershipfor thesenations—atactic they
adoptwheneverpersecutionbecomestoo great (presumablythey do this in
ordernot to inform local officials how manyareyetto be discovered) Whenthe
Shahruled Iran, the Witnessesmaintaineda mission, but they neverreported
more than 35 publishers.Whenthe Shah was overthrown, the Witnessesvere
expelled.Elsewherdn the Islamicworld, the Witnessehiaveneverreportedany
membersn Algeria, Afghanistan,Yemen,Oman,Egypt,JordanSyria, Iran, Iraq,
SaudiArabia, Kuwait, Morocco or the Sudan.Keep in mind that it is againstthe
law to seekconvertsfrom Islamin thesecountries.Of course,it wasillegal until
quite recently for the Witnessesto function in Spain and Italy, and they were
prohibited in much of easterrEuropeuntil the last severalyears. Nevertheless,
they functionedeffectively asa secretundergroundastheir substantialcurrent
membershipin many of these nationsreveals.Consequentlyjt is certainthat
thereare secretWitnesscells functioningin eachof theseMuslim nationstoday.
However, the first proposition in the theory of why religious movements
succeedsuggestghat thesecellswill havelittle successand that evenif it one
day becomedegal for the Witnessedo proselytisdan thesenations,theywill not
achievemuch growth here.The sameappliesto most Asian nations,especially
thosewith a relatively strongtraditionalfaith, suchasHinduism,asopposedo
Asiansocietiesdominatedoy an arrayof weak,non-exclusivefaiths (lannaccone,
1995c; Stark, 1996a).
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Table4. Correlationdr) amongatesof religiousmember-
ship in sub-Saharawfrica

Witnesses Muslims Christians

Witnesses _ — c.aze 0.43**
(37) (37)
Muslims — — o8
(38)
P <0.01.

1 Zambia was excluded as an outlier from correlations
involving Jehovah’&VithessMembership.
2 Witnessmembershimotincluded.

Cultural Continuity
The first propositionin the modelis:

I. New religiousmovementsrelikely to succeedo theextenthatthey
retaincultural continuitywith theconventionalfaith(s) of the societies
in whichthey seekconverts.

Thatmeanghata Christiansect,suchasJehovah’sWitnessesyill dobestwhere
most people are familiar with Christian culture and will do leastwell where
most people are familiar with anotherreligious culture. This is a testable
hypothesis,jifwe canidentify a reasonablycomparableset of societiesthatvary
sufficiently in termsof religious culture andwithin which the Witnesseshave
missions.After someconsiderationye settledupon the 38 continentalnations
of Sub-Sahararfrica becausethey offer non-trivial variationsin their mix of
ChristiansandMuslims. For eachwe determinedts percentageChristianand
Muslim asreportedoy Barrett (1982). Thesetwo ratesarenot merelyreciprocals,
since there are very substantialnumbersof followers of traditional tribal
religionsin manyof thesenations.To avoid anypossibility of auto-correlation
we subtractedlehovah’sWitnessedrom the percentagehristian.

Table 4 confirms the hypothesis.The Witnessesdo betterin nationswhere
therearemore Christiansandworsein nationswherethereare more Muslims.
The correlationsarevery robusthighly statisticallysignificantand(with Zambia
removed)the correlationsare not distortedby any outlying caseor cases.

If ProphecyfFails

Other things being equal, failed propheciesare harmful for religious move-
ments. Although prophecieanay arousea greatdeal of excitementand attract
many new followers beforehand(seebelow), the subsequentlisappointment
usually offsets thesebenefits.Contraryto textbook summariescognitive disso-
nancetheory does not proposethat failed prophesiestypically strengthena
religiousgroup.Nor is it establishedhatreligious groupsrespondinitially to a
failed prophesywith increasedevels of proselytising.A careful readingof the
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Tables. Anatomyof the failed prophecyUSA 1973—1984

Percentage Hoursper
growth No. baptisms publisher

1973 5.1% 55,775 179.3
1974 15.2% 71,300 196.8
1975 5.6% 81,588 173.8
Prophecyfails

1976 1.8% 43,900 156.0
1977 -2.6% 27,995 143.4
1978 -3.1% 20,471 140.3
1979 1.5% 26,958 146.7
1980 4.2% 27,811 150.4
1981 3.7% 28,496 153.9
1982 3.3% 33,734 159.6
1983 5.8% 35,303 168.8
1984 5.3% 35,618 177.3

famousinitial example (FestingerRieckené& Schachter,1956) revealsno such
group effect actually occurred,nor have any subsequentstudiesfound it
(Bainbridge, 1997).

This discussioneadsto the secondpropositionin the theory:

2. New religious movementsare likely to succeedto the extent that
their doctrinesare non-empirical.

This must not be interpretedto mean that religious movementscan't survive
empirical disconfirmations.Indeed, the Witnesseshave done so a numberof

times. However,thesefailed predictionsdid needto be overcome theywerenot

beneficial. The harm done by the most recent of thesefailed prophesiesto

Witnessactivity in Holland is well-documentedtatisticallyin thefine studyby

Richard Singelenberg1989). During the late 1960s the belief beganto spread
amongWitnesseshat the world would endin 1975. By the early 1970s, most
Witnessesvere eagerlyanticipatingthe end. Table 4 showsthat this excitement
causedhemto increasetheir efforts. The numberof Americanpublishersrose
by 15.2%betweenl973 and1974 (seeTableb). Baptismsof adultsinto thechurch
shotup from about55,000in 1973 to more than 80,000in 1975. In 1974 the
averageannualnumberof hoursput in by publishergpeakedat 196.8 hoursfor

the year.

All through 1975 the Witnesseswvaited for JudgmenDay. However,as the
year passedyitnessactivity beganto droop slightly. Then, 1976inauguratech
3-year slide. Although the total numberof American publishersactually de-
clined in 1977 and 1978, theaveragepublisherputin fewer hours,only 140.3in
1978. In 1978 only 20,471 personsvere baptisedinto the church, a quarteras
manyasin 1975. Then,in 1979, theWitnesse®eganto recovertheirmoraleand
the trendsturnedupward.The total numberof publishersceasediecliningand
increasedslightly. The number of baptismsrose and publishersput in more
hours. By 1980, thingswere gettingbackto normalandby 1983, rapid growth
hadresumed.

The substantiableclinein the averagenumberof hoursworkedby publishers
Is inconsistentwith the claim that believersrespondto a failed prophecyby
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increasingtheir effort to convince othersthat their beliefs are valid—efforts
motivated by their needto reducetheir cognitive dissonanceThe Witnesses
knew they had beenwrong and they dealt with their disappointmentwith
reducedeffort.

Medium Tension (Strictness)

In orderto grow, a religious movemenimust offer religious culture that setsit
apartfrom the general,secularculture. Thatis, movementsnustbe distinctive
and imposerelatively strict moral standards.

3. Newreligiousmovementsarelikely to succeedo theextentthatthey
maintain a mediumlevel of tensionwith their surroundingenviron-
ment—arestrict, but not too strict.

Strictnesgefersto the degreghat a religious group maintains‘a separateand
distinctive life style or morality in personaland family life, in suchareasas
dress,diet, drinking, entertainmentusesof time, sex, child rearing, and the
like”. Or a group is not strict to the degreethat it affirms “the current .
mainline life style in theserespects”(lannacconel994: 1190).

To summariseghebasis for this proposition,strictnessnakesreligious groups
strong by screeningout free-ridersandtherebyincreasinghe averagelevel of
commitmentin the group.This, in tum, greatly increaseghe credibility of the
religiousculture (especiallypromisesconcerninduture benefits,since credibility
Is the resultof high levels of consensus)aswell asgeneratinga high degreeof
resourcemobilisation (seebelow). Putanotherway, high coststendto increase
participationamongthosewho do join by increasingtherewardsderivedfrom
participation. It may seem paradoxical that when the cost of membership
Increasesthe netgainsof membershipncreasetoo. However,thisis necessarily
thecasewith collectively producedgoods.For example an individual’s positive
experienceof aworshipserviceincreaseso thedegreghatthe churchis full, the
membersparticipateenthusiasticallyeveryongoins in the songsandprayers),
and othersexpressvery positive evaluationsof what is taking place. Thus, as
eachmemberpays the costs of membership.eachgains from higherlevels of
productionof collective goods.

Table6 demonstratehis pointratherdramatically. The dataare basedon all
202 self-identified Witnessesincluded in all of the General Social Surveys
(1972—1994).However,as we alreadyhave seen,a substantiainumberof self-
identified Witnessesare only nominal membersand are so regardedby the
group. An authenticWitnessqualifiesasa publisherand henceattendschurch
severaltimes a week. Of GSS Witness respondents52% reported attending
church more than once a week. It seemsappropriateto use attendanceto
separatehe active from the merely nominal Witnesses.Thus, the table lets us
comparethe two groups and the combinedgroup allows us to seewhat a
Witnesscongregatiorwould be like, if all thenominalmemberswere permitted
to hangaroundand “freeride”.

It is obviousthatif the nominalmembershung around,theaveragdevel of
commitmentwould declinegreatly in WitnessesongregationsTherewould be
animmensedeclinein theproportionwho stronglyidentified with the denom-
ination: from 93 to 61%. Therewould be a lot lesspraying. Among themarried,
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Table6. Publishersandnominalwitnesses(GSS1972—1994

Publishers  Nominal Combined

(105) 97) (202) US population
% “Strong” identification
with denomination 93% 27% 61% 39%
% Praydaily 100% 59% 83% 56%
% Spouseis a Witnes$ 80% 21% 61%
(74) (57) (117)
% Who smoke 0% 48% 24% 35%
% Who drink 76% 85% 81% 71%
% Whogo to a barat
leastonceayear 14% 49% 30% 49%

! Married personsonly.

the incidenceof non-Witnessspouseswould increasefrom 20 to 39%. The
Witnesseswould shift from a group wherein everyoneobservesthe ban on
smoking,to agroupin which manywould be takingsmokebreaks.While there
would be little changen the percentagavho drink (drinking is not prohibited
becausdhe Bible teacheghatChristandtheApostlesdrankwine), therewould
be a very substantiaincreasan theproportionof Witnessedo befound in bars
andtaverns.lt seemsclearthat only becausehe Witnessesdo not allow free
riding, arethey ableto generatethe commitmentneededo put publisherson
millions of doorstepsveryyear.

Furthermore for a religious group, as with any organisation,commitmentis
energy. That is, when commitmentlevels arehigh, groupscan undertakeall
mannerof collective actions andthesearein no way limited to the psychic
realm. For example, Withesseswhose homes are damagedor destroyedby
natural disastersoften have them repairedor completelyrebuilt by volunteer
crews of their co-religionists.

This line of analysisleadsto a critical insight, perhapsthe critical insight:
membershign a strict (costly) religion is, for manypeople,a “good bargain?.
Conventionalcost-benefianalysisalonesufficesto explainthe continuedattrac-
tion of strict religions.

Obviously, therearelimits to how muchtensionor strictnesgs beneficial. One
easilynoticesgroupstoo strict to expectgrowth. Strictnessmustbe sufficient to
excludepotentialfree-ridersanddoubtersputit mustalsobe sufficiently low so
asnot to drive away everyoneexcepta few misfits and fanatics.

Applied to theWitnessesthe issueis notwhetherthey are sufficiently strict,
but whetherthey aren’t too strict. Their stormy relationswith outsiders,es-
pecially governmentsmake it clearthat they are in considerabldensionwith
theirenvironmentThe very high expectationsoncerningeligiousandmission-
ary activity, their unbendingpacifism, rejectionof flag-salutingand anthem-
singing, and their refusal to have blood transfusionsall demonstrate
considerabléstrictness”. Onthe otherhand,the Witnessesarecomfortablewith
much of the generalculture. Although they prohibit smoking, they do not
prohibit drinking—andmost of them do. They haveno distinctivedressrequire-
mentsandfemale Witnesseslo not stinton cosmetics—publisherareexpected
to be nicely dressedand well-groomed, when they go calling. They do not
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prohibit going to sporting events, movies, plays, or watching television--
although many believe this is a waste of precious time better devotedto
missionarywork. Consequentlyit is impossibleto identify a Witness,unlesshe
or shevolunteergheinformation. Visibility may, in fact, be the crucialfactor for
identifying when groupsimposetoo much tensionor strictness.

Legitimate Authority

The fourth propositionis:

Religious movementswill succeedto the extentthey have legitimate
leaderswith adequateauthority to be effective.

This, in tum, will dependupontwo factors:
4a. Adequateauthority requires clear doctrinal justifications for an

effective and legitimate leadership.

4b. Authority is regardedasmorelegitimateandgainsin effectiveness
to the degreethat membergperceivethemselvesas participantsin the
systemof authority.

Therearemanybasesfor legitimateauthoritywithin organisationsdepending
on factors, suchas whethermembersare paid to participateand/orwhether
special skills and experienceare recognisedas vital qualificationsto lead.
However,when organisationsstressdoctrines,as all religious movementslo,

thesedoctrinesmustdefinethe basisfor leadershipWho may leadandhow is

leadershipobtained?What powersare grantedto leadersVhat sanctionsmay
leadersimpose?Thesearevital matters,broughtinto clearrelief by the many
examplesof groupsthat failed (or arefailing) for lack of doctrinesdefining a

legitimate basis for effective leadership—NewAge groups are a pertinent
example.

The principle of “theocracy” defines the basis of leadershipfor Jehovah’s
WitnessesAs JamesBeckford (1975: 38) explained:“the major premise(is] that
sinceJesusChrist was actually working at theheadof the Society throughthe
medium of its earthlyleaders,it would thereforebe blasphemouso disagree
with their directives.”

Whateverthe doctrinal basis of authority, an importantadditional sourceof
legitimacyis the extentto which therank-and-filefeel enfranchised—believihat
theyhavesomeimpacton thedecisionsBecausetheWithesseddependiponlay
clergy andleaders(asdo theMormons), theusualmodelof authoritybasedon
a distinction betweenclergy and laity doesnot apply. In an importantsense,
everyoneis a lay memberand, in anothersensegveryonebelongsamongthe
clergy. Leaders(called elders)of a given congregatiorare selectedrom within
and thereis routine and frequentturnover. Given that the averagesize of
congregationss kept small and the numberof leadershiproles is relatively
large, not only are many membersactive leaders,many more have servedas
leadersandmany more soonwill. Moreover,all membersserveasclergyto the
world. This hasseveralinterestingconsequenced-or one, Withessmeetings
resembleseminarsor professionaimeetingsfar more than they do religious
services. Things are discussedand everyoneis expectedto take part. For
example,becausemembersare missionariesto the world, they must prepare
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themselvedo presentthe correcttheologicalinterpretationof the latestevents.
Therefore pnenighteachweek, active Witnessegjatherat churchfor “theocratic
ministry school” wherethey honetheir missionaryskills by practicingon one
another.Typically, a numberof memberswill give brief talks andotherswill
demonstratéow to conducthomeBible studysessionswith potentialconverts.
After severalyearsof this, evenrathershy andinarticulateconverts(or teenage
children of memberspecomesurprisingly skillful.

A secondfactor influencing a senseof empowerments that, althoughWit-
nessesareexpectedo conformto ratherstrict standardsenforcementendsto
be very informal, sustainedby the closebondsof friendshipwithin the group.
That is, while Witness elders can impose rather severesanctions(such as
expulsionand shunning)on deviantmembersthey seldomneedto do so and
when they do, the reasondor their actionswill be widely-known and under-
stood within the group. Moreover,evenif leadersare not alwaysvery demo-
cratic, the pathto leaderships. As aresult, Withessedendto seethemselvess
part of the power structure,rather than subjectedto it. It is this, not “blind
fanaticism” (as is so often claimedby outsidersand defectors),thatis the real
basisof authorityamongWitnesses.

Keepin mind that strictnesswill alsoresultin a high averagelevel of the
perceivedegitimacyof leaderdyy causingthosemembersvho aremostinclined
to questionauthorityto withdraw.In this waya relativelyhigh rateof defection
canbe good for a group!

Clearly, theWitnesseslo have many defectors.This can be inferredfrom the
contrastsbetweenthe averagenumberof publishersand thepeaknumberfor
anygivenyear.For example thepeaknumberof publishersin the United States
in 1994 was 46,697 greaterthan the averagenumberfor the year. So a lot of
peoplemusthavecomeandgonefrom theranksof publishersduring theyear.
A secondbasisfor inferring high ratesof defectionis that whenthe numberof
baptisms are aggregatedacrossyears, the total soon greatly surpasseshe
reportedncreasen thenumberof publishersFor example theaveragenumber
of publishergancreasedoy 848,800between1990and1994. However,therewere
1,250,434 baptismsduring this sameperiod. This is entirely in keeping with
JamesBeckford's (1975:61) reportof a high drop-outratein Britain.

However,as noted, it would be quite wrongto interpretthis asa sign of
weakness.On the contrary, by excluding those with less commitment, the
Witnesseso maximisetheirproportionof devotedpublisherghatevensubstan
tial ratesof defectionare offsetby far more substantiatatesof conversion.

A ReligiousLabor Force

In orderto grow, religious movementsneedmissionaries.Other thingsbeing
equal,themore missionarieseekingconvertsandthe harderthesemissionaries
work, the fastera religious movementwill grow. Hencethis proposition:

5. Religiousmovementswill growto the extentthatthey can generate
a highly motivated, volunteer religious labor force, including many
willing to proselytise.
In 1992,the combinedefforts of the Protestanthurchesof theUnited Statesand
Canadasustainedtl,142 overseasnissionariesat a cost of morethan $2 billion
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a year (Siewert & Kenyon, 1993). That same year, there were 3,279,270
- overseasJehovah’'sVitnesspublishers(nearlyall of whomwerenative-speak-
ers of thelanguageof their missionarea) operatingon a total budgetof $45
million (Yearbook,1993: 33, 40). Thatis 80 times asmanymissionariedor atiny
fraction of the cost.

Doesit matter?Eachyearthe Witnessegpublish the total numberof hours of
missionarywork they performed.Dividing hoursof effort by the total number
of baptismsachieved,showsthat in recentyearsit hasrequired about3300
hours of publishers’time to producea baptism.Dividing the total number of
hoursby theaveragenumberof publishersye find thateachs puttingin about
20 hoursof missionarywork eachmonthand, thus, it requiresan averageof 14
publishersto gain onebaptismperyear. This might not seemmpressive but it
comesto a growthrateof about7% per year.In the last sectionof this essaywe
will show that evenfar lower ratesof annualgrowth must resultin a huge
Witnesspopulationin a relatively short time.

In additionto missionising,a largevolunteerreligiouslaborforce contributes
to the strengthof religious movementsn otherimportantways (lannacconeet
al., 1996). For example Jabor canoftenbe substitutedor capital. Thus,while the
Methodistsmust not only pay their clergy, but also pay for all their clerical,
cleaning and maintenanceervicesand hire contractordo build new churches,
the Witnessegely on volunteerlabor to provideall thesethings,including the
constructionof their meeting halls. Indeed, the Witnessesrely on volunteer
“rapid-building” crewsto constructa new Kingdom Hall from the groundup
over a single weekend.

It isworth pausingto assesthe “qualifications” of thislaborforce.It hasbeen
widely assumedthat the Witnessesare a “proletarian” movement(cf. Cohn,
1955). Of course,this is assertedabout most religious movementsand fre-
guently, this has beenfound not to be true (Stark & Bainbridge, 1985; Stark,
1996a). Here, too, it seemsnot to be true. Thus, JamesBeckford’s (1975) data
showedthat British Witnessesrarely camefrom the working class. While the
upperclassesverealsorarely representedheBritish Witnessesvereessentially
a middle-classmovement.

This conclusionmustbe qualified by thefact that, at leastin Canadaandthe
United States,Witnessesare substantiallyless likely to attendcollege. The
CanadianCensusreported that only 3% of Witnesseshad college degrees,
comparedwith 17% of the generalpopulation(the figures for both groupsare
basedon the population25—44). The American National Survey of Religious
Identification (ANSRI) reportedthat,of Witnessesge 25 andolder,4% of whites
and 8% of blackswere collegegraduatesor just over 5% overall. The combined
GSS datarevealthat 5% of Witnessedad attendedcollege.

This is entirely to be expectedsince the Withessesexpressvery negative
opinions aboutthe worth of higher education.They much prefer that their
childrenbecomepublishersupon the completionof high school,and to pursue
skilled crafts and trades. However, as Pentonpointed out (1985: 274), the
averageWitnesswith only a high schooleducationis probably bettereducated
than otherswith similar amountsof schooling,becauseWitnesschildren are
very shaped-up,and are expectedto study and get good grades. This is
supportedby performanceson the 10-word vocabularytest included in the
General Social Surveys. Active Witnessesscore as well on this test as do
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membersof the generalpopulationwho haveattendedcollege and almostas

well asthosewho havegraduated—inactiv@Vitnesseslo not performnearlyas

well. In additionto beingbetterstudentsvhentheyarein school, this mayalso

reflect the emphasisthe Witnessesplace on speakingand writing. Observers
believe that Witnessesin Africa and Latin America are substantiallybetter-
educated,and more apt to have technical training than the averagecitizen

(Penton,1985: 273).

It is true that the mean householdincome for American Witnesses—about
$27,500basedon ANSRI data—isslightly below the nationalmean ($29,943in
1990, the yearfor which the ANSRI dataapply). However,this income figure
seemsremarkably high, whenwe take severalfactors into account.First, the
Witnessesarefar lesslikely to be employedfull-time—47% in the ANSRI data,
comparedwith 63% of the generalpopulation. Some Witnesses(especially
pioneers)chooseto supportthemselvedy working only part-timein order to
devotemoretime to churchwork. Moreover,half of all female respondentsn
the ANSRI datareportedthemselvessfull-time housewivesGiventhatmany
of the other Witnessfemales are single, widowed or divorced, relatively few
Witness families have two earners.In addition, as will be seen,white non-
Hispanicsmake up less than half of American Witnessesand still the average
Witnesshouseholdncomeis closeto thenationalaveragelndeedWitnessesre
preciselyaslikely asthegeneralpopulationto own theirown home(63%in the
GSSdata). Despitehavingfew collegegraduateamonghemand despitegiving
their primary attention to religious work, the Witnessesseem remarkably
well-off economically.

AdequateFertility

In orderto succeed,

6. Religious movementsnust maintaina level of fertility sufficientto
offsetmembermortality.

Many religious movementshave been doomed, becausethey had such low
levels of fertility thatvery high ratesof conversionsoonwere necessarynerely
to offsethigh ratesof mortality.

No suchproblemsconfrontthe WitnessesThe CanadianCensusrevealghem
to beslightly youngerthan Canadiansn generalTable7 showsthesames true
in the United States—Witnessearemorelikely to be under30 andlesslikely to
be over 65 thanis thegeneralpopulation.Moreover,active AmericanWitnesses
aremoreaptto be marriedthanis the generalpopulation,which is confirmed
by the AmericanNationalSurveyof Religiousldentification (ANSRI). Theyalso
are far more likely to havelarge families—abouta third have four or more
children.The ANSRI failed to askadultshow many childrentheyhad,butit did
obtain completedataon the compositionof thehouseholdwhich allowed the
calculationthatthemeanhouseholdsize (3.4) of Jehovah’sVitnessess exceeded
only by Mormons (3.8) amongmajor religious groups (the generalpopulation
figureis 2.6). However,Witnessesaredisproportionatelyfemale,lessso among
theactive membersl|essso accordingto the ANSRI, andevenlessso in Canada
(55% female).It is typical for religiousmovementso over-recruitvomen(Miller
& Hoffman, 1995), but this is notimportantso long asit doesnot resultin too
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Table7. Demographicof AmericanWitnesses

GSS1972—1994

ANSRI USA (GSS)
Publishers Nominal Combined 1990 1972—1994

(105) 97) (202) (720) (32,380)

Matrital life

% Married 78% 52% 65% 65% 60%

% EverDivorced 16% 25% 20% — 18%
Fertility

% 2 or morekids 65% 58% 61% 2 57%

% 4 or morekids 31% 23% 27% 2 18%
Age

% 18-29 31% 32% 32% 279% 24%

% Over65 10% 11% 10% 119 19%
Sex

% Female 67% 75% 71% 64% 56%
Race

% African-American 29% 36% 32% 40% 14%

% Asian-American 9% 6% 7% 4% 2%

% Hispanic-American 13% 11% 12% 12% 5%

% White, Non-Hispanic 49% 47% 49% 44% 79%

little fertility. It is of interestthat the Witnessesare aboutas likely as other
Americansto have beendivorced.

It haslong beennoticedthat the Witnessesre very unusualfor theirdegree
of racial and ethnic integration,not only amongthe rank andfile, but among
leadersas well. Witnessliteraturehas always beenquite militant in its stand
againstall forms of prejudiceand discrimination. The datafully supportthese
perceptions.Both the GSS data and the ANSRI datarevealthat white, non-
Hispanic Americans make up less than half of self-identified American
Witnesses African- Hispanic- and Asian-Americandorm the majority. This
may greatly facilitate theappeabf themovemenin Latin America, Africa and
parts of Asia.

A FavorableEcology

To the extentthat a religious economyis crowdedwith effective and successful
firms, it will be harderfor newfirms to makeheadway(Starké& Bainbridgel985;
1987; 1997; Stark & lannacconel994, 1996). Statedasa proposition:

7. Otherthingsbeingequal,newandunconventionakeligious organi-
sationswill prospetto the extentthatthey competeagainstweak,local
conventionalreligious organisationswithin a relatively unregulated
religious economy.
Put anotherway, new religious organisationsvill do bestwhereconventional
religious mobilisation is low—at leastto the degreethat the stategives such
groupsa chanceto exist. Thus,we oughtto find thatwhereconventionakhurch
membershipand church attendanceatesare low, the incidenceof unconven-
tional religious movementswill be high.
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Tables. Wherethe Witnessegrow
25 Canadiammetropolitanareas(1991)

Correlations(r) with %
giving their religious

Membershiprates affiliation asnone
Jehovah’aNitnesses 0.61*
Para-religions 0.82**

48 Americanstates(1990)

Correlations(r) with:

% Giving theirreligious  Churchmembership

affiliation asnone rateper 1000
Membershiprates
Jehovah'8Vitnesses 0.39** — 0.48*
Cult centers 0.52** —0.32%

*P < 0.05; *P <0.01.

Applied to the Jehovah’sWitnessesthis suggestshat their growth will be
morerapidwherethereis a relatively largerpopulationof theunchurchedcand
inactive. It is possibleto test this hypothesis(see Table 8). First, we use data
basedon the 25 MetropolitanAreas of Canada.Dataon Witnessmembership
come from the 1991 Censusandthe independentariableis measuredy the
percentof thepopulationresponding'None” to the 1991 censugjuestionabout
religious preference For the sake of comparison para-religiousgroupswere
included.Theseareidentifiedby the censusaspersonsvho gavetheir affiliation
as Scientology, New Age, New Thought, Metaphysical, Kalabarian, Pagan,
Rastafarian,Theosophical,Satanic or other smaller groups of similar nature.
Table8 showsthatall of thecorrelationsare ashypothesisedpositive, substan-
tial and significant.

The secondtest of the hypothesisis basedon the 48 states.The dataon
Jehovah’aVithessmembershipcomesfrom the American National Survey of
Religious Identification. The percentagaeporting their affiliation as “None”
comesfrom thesamesurvey.Churchmembershipatescomefrom Churchesand
Church Membershipin the United States,1990 (Bradleyet al., 1992). The measure
of cult headquarterds basedon coding all such group$ includedin The
Encyclopediaof American Religions,3rd edn(Melton, 1989). Here too, the correla-
tions areashypothesisedandhighly significant.

Network Ties

The discussionof missionaryactivity aboveignoredthe role of interpersonal
attachmentén theconversionprocesslt is by now well-establishedhatpeople
rarely convert, unlessor until they form close personalrelationshipswith
personsvho alreadybelong (Lofland & Stark, 1965; Stark & Bainbridge, 1980;
Kox, Meeus& Hart, 1991). To a considerableaxtent, conversionoccurswhen
peoplealign theirreligious behaviorwith that of their friends. This meansthat:
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8. Religiousmovementswill succeedio the extentthat they sustain
stronginternal attachmentswhile remainingan open social network,
able to maintainandform closeties to outsiders.

Many religious movementsfail becausethey soon “implode socially” (Bain-
bridge, 1978), in that memberdeginto restrict their personalrelationshipsto
one another. By forcing membersto knock on the doors of strangersthe
Witnessexombathe tendencyto implode.This is notto ignorethefinding that
“cold calls” by missionariesrery seldomleadto a conversiorbecausef thelack
of a prior personalrelationship(Starké& Bainbridge, 1980). However,persistent
missionariesmay encounterpeoplewho are sufficiently receptivethat sucha
relationship canbe built up over a seriesof visits—especiallyif the personis
lacking in other attachments.That many Witness converts may have been
deficientin attachmentsvhentheyfirst encounteredhemovementjs consistent
with Beckford'sfinding thatthey tendto be in their late thirties andforties, in
contrastwith most groupswhoseconvertsaremainly in their lateteensor early
twenties. Thatit takestime to build new relationshipswith strangeramay also
explainwhy somanyhoursof missionarywork areneededo gain onebaptism.
However,the fact remainsthat evenfor a group so dedicatedo cold calls, the
Witnessesrequite relianton pre-existingsocialnetworksfor theirconverts,too.
Beckford found that the majority of his British Witnesseshad encounteredhe
movementthrougha family member,friend, or workmate.

Staying Strict
If strictnesds thekey to high morale andrapid growth, then

9. Religiousmovementswill continueto grow only to the extentthat
they maintain sufficient tension with their environment—remain
sufficiently strict.

Speakingpreciselyto this proposition,the leaderof arapidly growing evangel-
ical Protestangroupnotedthatit was notonly necessaryo keep thefront door
of the churchopen, but that it was necessaryo keepthe backdooropen,too.
Thatis, continuinggrowth not only dependsupon bringing peoplein, butin
letting go of thosewho do notfit in. The alternativas to modify themovement
in an effort to satisfy thosewho are discontentedyhich invariably meansto
reducestrictnessPeoplewhoseretentiondepend®n reducedcostsare “latent
free-riders”and to seethe full implicationsof accommodatinghem, simply
reversethe discussionof strictnessdevelopedearlier in this essay.

The Witnessedhavenevercompromisedvith theworld. Onefactor thathelps
them maintain their strictnessis a wide open back door, as the previous
discussiorof theirhigh rateof defectiondemonstratesdowever,a secondfactor
is simply rapid growth, becauseevenwere thereno defectors,the majority of
Witnessest anygivenmomentvouldbe recentonverts.Forexample between
1974 and 1994 the Witnessegrewby 150% which meansroughly, thatthreeof
every five witnesseswill havejoined during the past20 years.Similarly, only
33% of the Witnessesncludedin the GSSreportedhavingbeenmembersvhen
they were 16. Obviously, the proportion of recentconvertswill vary across
congregationsput the overall impact of recentconvertswill be to keep the
movementstrict.
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Studiesof the transformatiorof sectsfrom higherto lower tensionhavelong
recognisedthe central role playedby secondand third generatiormembersin
this processAs Bryan Wilson (1966:207) putit, “There is certainlya difference
betweenthose who are convertedto a sect, and thosewho acceptadventist
teachingsat their mother’s knee.” When groups do not grow, or grow very
slowly, they will soonbe madeup primarily of thosewho did not chooseto
belong,but simply grew up belonging. Conversionselectspeoplewho find the
currentlevel of a movement's‘strictness”to be satisfactory.However,socialisa-
tion will not “select” nearly so narrowly. Therefore,unlessmost who desire
reducedcosts defect(which tendsto be the casefor encapsulatedroups,such
as the Amish), the larger the proportion of socialisedmembersthe larger the
proportionwho wish to reducestrictness.

Effective Socialisation

To succeed,

10. Religiousmovementsnust socialisetheyoung sufficiently well as
to minimise both defectionand the appealof reducedstrictness.

We havenotedhow groupshaveperishedfor lack of fertility. A sufficiently high
rateof defectionby thoseborninto the faith amountsto the samething as low
fertility. Thatis, much conversionis neededsimply to offset mortality. Yet, the
retentionof offspringis notfavorableto continuedgrowth, if it causeshegroup
to reduceits strictness,asnotedabove.

It seemsinstructive that two of the most successfulreligious movementsof
moderntimes—the Mormons and the Witnesses—botlachievevery effective
socialisation by giving young people important roles to perform. Mormon
religious educationis predicated on the assumptionthat it is preparing
teenagerso be missionariestherebybeingableto sendmorethan40,000young
men and women off each year to be full-time missionaries(at their own
expense).Nothing builds more intensecommitmentthan the act of being a
missionary,and for Mormons this experiencecomesat preciselythe agewhen
peopleare the most susceptibleto doubtand defection.

The Witnessesdo not train their children to spend?2 years as full-time
missionariesputthey do train them, from theirearlyteensto spenda lifetime
asa part-timemissionary—aublisher.MostWitnesschildrenbeginto knock on
doorsby thetime they completehigh school(and manybeginyounger).Being
thus exposedto rejection, ridicule and even abuse may cause some young
Witnessedo withdraw. However,it appeardhat rejection binds mostof them
evermore stronglyto the movementto the communityof specialbelieverswho
have overcome“Satan’s power”. Consequentlythe Witnessesseemquite suc-
cessfulin retaining their children—Beckford(1975) found that abouttwo-thirds
of thoseover 16 with Witnessparentsremainedactive membersThroug 1994,
the GSS data include 67 personswho reported that at age 16 they were
Witnessesand47 (or 70%) of them reportedthey still were.

Future Prospects

Recently, Gerald Marwell (1996: 1099) rhetorically dismissedthe Jehovah’s
Witnessesas unlikely to be around 100 yearsfrom now. In our view, not only
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Table 9. ProjectedlJehovah’dVitnessgrowth 1990-2090

2% per year 4% per year Actual
1991 3,923,237 4,000,163 4,071,954
1992 4,001,702 4,160,170 4,289,737
1993 4,081,736 4,326,577 4,483,900
1994 4,163,371 4,499,640 4,695,111
1995 4,246,630 4,679,625 4,950,344
2000 4,688,631 5,693,480
2010 5,715,416 8,427,741
2020 6,967,060 12,475,115
2030 8,492,807 18,466,218
2040 10,352,684 27,334,513
2050 12,619,865 40,461,757
2060 15,383,544 59,893,283
2070 18,752,454 88,656,690
2080 22,859,137 131,233,557
2090 27,865,161 194,257,721

will theystill bearoundputit seemsery likely thatby then,theywill beavery
large religious body. Becausethe propertiesof exponentialgrowth are not
Intuitive, it is usefulto examinestraight-lineprojectionsof the possiblefuturesof
rapidly growing movements.

In recentyearsthe Witnesseshavebeengrowing in excessof 5% peryear.To
be conservativelet ussupposehatoverthe nextcenturytheyareableto grow
by 4% peryear. To be evenless optimistic abouttheir prospectsjet us basea
secondprojectionon only half thatrate. Both resultsare shownin Table9. If the
Witnessegrow by a mere2% per year, theywill numberalmost28 million in
theyear2090. If theygrow by 4% per year,theywill numbemearly 200 million
in 2090—andkeepin mind that theseprojectionsare basedonly on publishers.

Thus far, as can be seenin the column at the far right in Table 9, actual
Witness growth substantiallyexceedseventhe 4% projections. Grantedthat
many things caninvalidate projections,when a movementhas maintaineda
substantiatateof growthfor along time, it takesalot to slow it down. Consider
that if social scientistsbackin 1950 had projectedWitnessgrowthfor the next
40 yearsattherateof 6% per year,theirmembershigredictionfor 1990would
havebeennearly 500,000too low.

In any event, while we cannotbe sureat what rate the Witnesseswill grow
during the next century,in our judgmentthe leastplausibleassumptions that
theywill quit growingor beginto declinein thenearfuture.Continuedgrowth
Is the most plausibleassumptiorand we favor the 4% projection.

Conclusion

This essayhas combined very general theoreticalaims with an extensive
descriptionof a majorreligiousmovement.The modelis an attemptto statethe
necessaryand (hopefully) the sufficient conditionsfor the succesof religious
movementsBy applyingthis modelto the Jehovah’sWitnessesve havetried
not only to testit, butto explain why a movementthat most social scientific
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observersseemto havefound uninterestingor unattractive has achievedsuch
remarkablesuccessWe proposethat the Jehovah’swWitnessesave grown and
will continueto grow to the extentthat they satisfythesepropositions—other
things beingequal.

Whateverthe eventualfate of the theory,we would hopethatour descriptive
materialsvould help to convinceotherscholarghattheir timeis not betterspent
documentingherites of a covenof 13 Dutchwitches.Farbetterthattheyshould
contributeto understandin@ movementhatis changingmillions of lives.

RodneyStark is Professorof Sociology and ComparativeReligion at the University of
Washington.Correspondencelniversity of Washington,DK-40, Seattle, WA 98195,
USA. LaurenceR. lannacconeis Professorof Economicsat SantaClara University.
CorrespondenceSantaClara University, SantaClara, CA 95053. USA.

NOTES

Fortunately,the Americanstudy was summarisedn a chapter(Kephart& Zellner, 1994).

2. Oneof themorewidely usedsociologytextsdevotesl2 pagesfully or partially,to the Moonies,
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evengreatercoveragdo the Shakersand the Mormons, butmentionghe Witnesseonly twice
(Roberts,1995). The first mentionconsistsof one sentenceand the secondmention merely
includesthemin a list of “conservativechurches” A secondwidely-usedext (Johnstone]1992)
alsomakesonly two trivial mentionsof the Witnesseswhile alsodevotingsubstantiatoverage
to far less significantgroups. The samepattern holds among historians. The most popular
textbook on American religion (Albanese, 1992) includesmany pageson Baha'i, Theosophy,
ChristianScience New Thought,New Age, the Shakersand FathemDivine, butmakesonly two
very passingmentionsof the Witnesses(the author devotesthree-and-a-halpagesand two
additional referencesto Elvis Presley!). As for the most recenthistory of Americanreligion
written for the popularmarket,theindex of Martin Marty’s Pilgrimsin Their OwnLand:500 Years
of Religion in America (1984) includestwo pagereferencesto the Witnesses,one of which is
actually devotedto the Bible Studentmovementfrom which the Withessesemergedthe other
merely mentioninghat PresidenDwight Eisenhowehad Witnessrelatives.Suchbrevity could
not havebeengovernedby lack of space,sinceMarty included substantialdiscussionof far
smallerand less significantgroupsincluding the Moonies,Christian Science,Baha'’i, Oneida,
Shakers,TranscendentaMeditationand Yoga.

SeeBergman(1984) for a shorthistoryof theBible StudentMovementandits schismstogether
with a comprehensivdibliography of all Bible Studentwritings.

Ironically, most“mainline” Christianscurrently view the Trinity as an unfathomablemystery
and many doubtthat all non-Christiansare destinedfor the fires of hell. Yet, it is for lack of
beliefin thesetraditional doctrineghat Christianwriters commonlyclassify the Witnessesas a
“cult”.

Both Kosmin’s surveyandthe GeneralSocial Surveyssuggestthat about40% of self-identified
American Witnessesdo not attend churchregularly. Given that about20% of the American
populationis underagel4 andabout28% is under18, it seemdikely that 15—20% of Withess
children are not countedas publishers.Finally, the categoryof “interested” affiliates is large,
becausaenewcomersarenotencouragedo formally join the Jehovah’$Vitnessesuntil they have
beeninvolved for a yearor two. Basedon the Withesse$% annualgrowth rate,we may infer
thatthe numberof interestedffiliatesis perhapsl0%,aslargeasthe totalnumberof publishers.
This markedtendencyto marry within the group is also confirmed by Canadiarcensusdata
(Heaton,1990).

For a formal derivation of thesepropositions seelannaccone(1992).

For a game-theoretianodel of this principle, seelannaccong1992,1994).

For a definition of thesegroups and an analysis basedon an earlier edition of Melton’s
encyclopediaseeStark & Bainbridge,1985.
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