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Preaching of the gospel is a Divine institution – 
“printing” no less so. . . . They are kindred 
offices. The PULPIT AND THE PRESS are 
inseparably connected. . . . The Press, then, 
is to be regarded with a sacred veneration 
and supported with religious care. The press 
must be supported or the pulpit falls. 
(Editorial in the Christian Herald 1823, 
quoted in Hatch 1989:142; emphasis in the 
original)

Pluralism has long been a hallmark of American 
religion (Ahlstrom 1972). The colonies were 

500274 ASRXXX10.1177/0003122413500274American Sociological ReviewGoldstein and Haveman
2013

aUniversity of California-Berkeley

Corresponding Authors:
Adam Goldstein and Heather A. Haveman, 
Department of Sociology, 410 Barrows Hall, 
Berkeley, CA 9472-1980 
E-mail: goldstam@berkeley.edu;  
haveman@berkeley.edu

Pulpit and Press: 
Denominational Dynamics 
and the Growth of Religious 
Magazines in Antebellum 
America

Adam Goldsteina and Heather A. Havemana

Abstract
Religious economies theory, which views religious organizations as akin to single-unit 
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home to not just the established Anglican and 
Congregational Churches but also dozens of 
dissenting faiths. After the Revolution, the 
disestablishment of state religions and suc-
cessive waves of immigration further 
increased religious diversity (Ahlstrom 1972; 
Niebuhr 1929). Even more important were 
two series of religious revivals that swept 
across the United States from 1790 to 1861 
(Butler 1990; Carwardine 1993). Revival 
leaders clashed with established religious 
authorities and seceded to found dozens of 
new religious groups.

Persistent religious pluralism has directed 
research attention to interactions between 
denominations.1 A particularly prominent 
debate concerns the relationship between plu-
ralism and the vigorous mobilizing efforts 
that have long characterized U.S. religious 
organizations. Religious economies theory 
(RET) builds on Adam Smith’s writings to 
argue that the competitive forces unleashed 
by religious pluralism produce stronger and 
more vibrant religious organizations (Finke 
and Stark 1988, 1992; Iannaccone 1994). 
This argument inverts Durkheimian theories 
of secularization that view religious heteroge-
neity as detrimental to religious vitality (e.g., 
Berger 1967). RET conceptualizes religious 
suppliers as akin to firms competing for 
adherents in local product markets. It argues 
that competitive pressure (measured either as 
the level of religious pluralism in a faith’s 
local market or its share of that market) forces 
churches to work harder to recruit and retain 
members, appeal to the unchurched, and dis-
tinguish themselves from rivals, all of which 
result in more vigorous mobilization efforts 
(Finke, Guest, and Stark 1996; Finke and 
Stark 1988; Stark 1998). This “competitive 
mobilization” argument has been a lightning 
rod for contention; critics have challenged 
both the theoretical precepts and the empiri-
cal evidence (e.g., Chaves and Gorski 2001; 
Land, Deane, and Blau 1991; Olson 1998; 
Voas, Crockett, and Olson 2002).

Unfortunately, these debates have gener-
ated more heat than light, and in recent years 
the discussion has stagnated (Hungerman 

2010; Smith 2008). There are several meth-
odological reasons for this. The empirical 
evidence is limited, as most tests of RET do 
not measure religious mobilization directly; 
instead, they assess the argument indirectly 
by analyzing rates of religious adherence or 
levels of commitment by members, thereby 
conflating religious mobilization with its 
ostensible effects (Hill and Olson 2009; Wilde 
et al. 2010). Moreover, the most commonly 
used measures of religious competition and 
religious mobilization are both based on 
counts of members, so analyzing them pro-
duces artifactual correlations (Olson 1999; 
Voas et al. 2002). Finally, most work is cross-
sectional and so cannot pinpoint causality or 
rule out alternative explanations (Koçak and 
Carroll 2008).

Beyond these methodological issues, the 
lack of progress in explaining religious mobi-
lization reflects several theoretical shortcom-
ings. First, the basic terms of debate have 
been structured around RET’s narrow con-
ceptions of religious organizations and the 
contexts in which they interact. RET treats 
religious organizations as unitary entities, 
similar to single-establishment firms compet-
ing in local markets.2 Accordingly, scholars 
have tested RET by examining whether the 
association between competitive intensity and 
mobilizing efforts within a given geographic 
unit is positive or negative (e.g., Stark and 
McCann 1993). This approach assumes, 
either by theoretical premise or methodologi-
cal fiat, that the factors driving religious 
mobilization are localized, that religious 
mobilization is locally oriented, and that reli-
gious organizations’ activities in different 
localities are independent of one another (but 
on the final point, see Land et al. 1991). Such 
assumptions ignore the history of U.S. reli-
gious organizations: they have long had con-
gregations in multiple locations, and as early 
as the nineteenth century they oriented their 
actions toward a national field rather than 
purely local markets (Ahlstrom 1972; Finke 
and Stark 1992; Goen 1985; Smith 1962). 
More generally, such assumptions do not reflect 
the complex, multi-unit nature of religious 
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organizations, whose members are connected 
horizontally through worship services and 
Sunday schools and vertically through  
religious-authority and agency structures 
(Chaves 1993; Stout and Cormode 1998). 
Past studies of religious mobilization thereby 
conflate the (hotly contested) question of 
whether religious organizations mobilize in 
response to competitive pressures with the 
(usually unexamined) presumption that such 
mobilization is organized in a manner akin to 
independent establishments competing in 
unrelated local markets.

Second, debates about religious mobiliza-
tion have been disconnected from theories of 
mobilization in the social movements litera-
ture, despite calls for such cross-fertilization 
(e.g., Demerath and Schmitt 1998). Most 
notably, RET’s proponents and critics both 
focus attention on the ostensible incentives to 
mobilize (competition) and ignore what social 
movement scholars have long known, namely 
that the capacity to do so (resource availabil-
ity) is critical (Edwards and McCarthy 2004; 
McCarthy and Zald 1977).

Third, debates have focused on competi-
tion between denominations and have given 
little consideration to competition within 
them from movements of schismatic sub-
groups, despite the central role of fragmenta-
tion in U.S. religion (Liebman, Sutton, and 
Wuthnow 1988). (For a notable exception, 
see Wilde 2007.) To explain the effect of such 
oppositional movements, social movement 
scholars point to situations where internal 
group conflict reflects larger social cleavages 
and argue that each side in the conflict 
responds to the other’s mobilizing activities 
(Kim and Pfaff 2012; Meyer and Staggenborg 
1996; Zald and Useem 1987).

In this article, we develop an alternative 
account by incorporating insights from social 
movement theories of mobilization and cou-
pling them with a more sociologically 
grounded conception of religious denomina-
tions as multi-level, translocal organizations 
operating within national fields. We accept 
RET’s premise that religious organizations do 
compete: they woo people away from other 

faiths, strive to retain the adherents they 
already have, and reach out to the unchurched.3 
But we move beyond the micro-economic 
assumptions of RET to generate a more com-
pelling explanation of the patterns by which 
religious organizations mobilize their adher-
ents. First, we build on historical accounts of 
American religion (e.g., Goen 1985) and theo-
ries of churches as organizations (e.g., Chaves 
1993) to consider translocal dynamics of com-
petitive mobilization. Second, we build on 
resource mobilization theory in the social 
movements literature (Edwards and McCarthy 
2004; McCarthy and Zald 1977) to examine 
how mobilizing efforts reflect variations in 
religious organizations’ capacities as well as 
their leaders’ motivations. Finally, we analyze 
how patterns of religious mobilization result 
from fragmentation within denominations as 
well as competition between them. The result 
is a series of more nuanced arguments about 
religious mobilization that go far beyond—
and in some cases directly oppose—RET.

To study religious mobilization directly, 
we examine the growth of a key religious 
resource, denominational magazines, in the 
United States from 1790 to 1860. We chose 
this case for two related reasons. First, this 
era saw much religious ferment: the rise of 
denominationalism and increased pluralism, 
the fragmentation of denominations by theo-
logical and political contention, the geo-
graphic expansion of many faiths, and the 
development of formal denominational struc-
tures. Second, denominational magazines 
were at the epicenter of American religion 
during this period. Magazines were a primary 
platform through which religious groups 
communicated, energized adherents, wooed 
the unchurched and members of other faiths, 
and forged distinctive identities (Hatch 1989; 
Marty et al. 1963; Nord 2004).4 Denomina-
tions of all stripes published magazines 
because “getting into print became the pri-
mary way to prescribe and contest values 
during the nineteenth century” (Moore 
1989:219). As a result, the number of reli-
gious magazines exploded from seven in 
1800 to 149 in 1830 and 328 in 1860. By the 
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1830s, religious magazines had become “the 
grand engine of a burgeoning religious cul-
ture, the primary means of promotion for, and 
bond of union within, competing religious 
groups” (Hatch 1989:125–26). One bibliogra-
pher (Albaugh 1994) estimated that as early 
as 1830, religious periodicals had more than 
400,000 subscribers; many more read the 
even larger number of magazines published 
in the ensuing decades.

Our study also has implications for other 
kinds of groups that constitute modern socie-
ties, including political factions, social move-
ments, ethnic groups, schools of art and 
literature, and professions. Religious maga-
zines are one type of group media that, in 
contrast to universal mass media, are affili-
ated with and oriented toward particular audi-
ences (Blau 1998; Fine and Kleinman 1981), 
and so are excellent sites for understanding 
interactions within and between groups (Bar-
nett and Woywode 2004; Olzak and West 
1991). To put it simply, group media bind 
far-flung group members together. Group 
media are thus key structurating technologies 
in modern societies, where groups flourish 
even though their members are too scattered 
to meet face-to-face (Calhoun 1998; Thomp-
son 1995).

ReliGion AnD PRint MeDiA 
in AntebelluM AMeRiCA
Trends in American Religion

The period between the Revolution and the 
Civil War saw tumult and growth in American 
religion. Religious disestablishment and 
immigration, revivalism, and the withering of 
local monopolies increased the number of 
faiths. Older denominations and new upstart 
groups aggressively courted adherents. 
Denominations assumed their modern form 
as westward migration and energetic recruit-
ment efforts yielded spatially dispersed 
adherents connected through national organi-
zational structures. Yet denominations also 
fragmented repeatedly due to schisms spurred 
by evangelical challengers and the debate 

over slavery. We will describe these trends, 
all of which are implicated in the explanation 
we develop.

The rise of pluralism. The gradual dis-
establishment of state religions, starting with 
New York in 1777 and ending with Massa-
chusetts in 1833, leveled the playing field in 
the competition for souls. Waves of immigra-
tion from the 1830s onward, notably Irish 
Catholics and German Lutherans, Anabap-
tists, and Catholics, also contributed to reli-
gious diversity (Ahlstrom 1972; Niebuhr 
1929). Even more important were the reli-
gious revivals that swept across the United 
States from 1790 to 1861 (Butler 1990; Car-
wardine 1993; Smith 1957). Revivals 
spawned dozens of new faiths—full-fledged 
churches such as the Disciples of Christ, uto-
pian communities such as the Shakers, and 
small, unstable sects such as the Plymouth 
Brethren—and engendered increasing reli-
gious pluralism. In New England, Congrega-
tionalists dwindled from 62 percent of 
congregations in 1790 to 26 percent in 1860, 
while Baptists, Methodists, and Universalists 
expanded. In the South, Episcopalians were 
eclipsed by Methodists and Baptists. The 
West shifted from being a Baptist stronghold 
to hosting a mix of Methodists, Baptists, and 
Presbyterians, plus many smaller faiths.

Religious competition. Denominations 
competed ideologically over theological ten-
ets and strategically over members. Many of 
these battles played out in the pages of reli-
gious magazines (Hatch 1989; Marty et al. 
1963; Nord 2004). Ample evidence shows 
that denominational publishing was driven 
partly by competitive threats from other 
faiths. For instance, the Presbyterian Chris-
tian’s Magazine (1806:ii) inveighed against 
preachers from upstart denominations with no 
theological training:

The mischiefs arising from these sources are 
increased by the activity of a “zeal not 
according to knowledge.” . . . The duty of 
Christians is to confront and repel, not abet 
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the enemy, nor admit him into their camp in 
order to subdue him. . . . The Christian’s 
Magazine will not be backward in strength-
ening their hands and stirring up their zeal 
in this contest.

Some magazines fought direct battles 
against particular rivals. For instance, the 
aptly named Unitarian Defendant was 
launched to defend this breakaway faith from 
slurs by orthodox Congregationalists. In 
return, Spirit of the Pilgrims (1828:1) sought 
to defend against Unitarian slanders against 
Congregationalism, many of which were pub-
lished in magazines:

Misrepresentations, the most palpable and 
injurious, of the doctrines, preaching, and 
motives of the orthodox [Congregationalist], 
have been common for many years; and the 
continual repetition of them has by no 
means ceased. The apparent object has been 
to keep the members of Unitarian congrega-
tions from entering the doors of an orthodox 
church. . . . Unitarians have a magazine 
published here [Christian Examiner], upon 
which they spare no labor, and which is 
constantly employed in promoting their 
cause. We must have the means of meeting 
them on this ground. . . . They have found it 
necessary to make strenuous efforts to keep 
up the publication and circulation of their 
magazine; and surely, with our views of 
truth and duty, we cannot do less than they.

Similarly, Connecticut Episcopalians coun-
tered losses to Congregationalists and Presby-
terians by launching the Watchman (1819:1):

It appears that “an association of gentle-
men” has been formed, professedly for the 
purpose of “inculcating the doctrines which 
have ever prevailed in the great body of the 
Congregational and Presbyterian 
churches,”—but really, as one of its mem-
bers is said to have unwarily voiced, “to 
write down the [episcopal] church in 
connecticut!” . . . It cannot be supposed 
that the friends of the Church will view 

attacks of this nature with indifference. . . . 
But it is in their indispensable duty, to 
defend and explain the principles which 
they profess, in such a manner, as to repel 
unfounded imputation, and to turn the 
weapons of assault back upon their adver-
saries. This they propose to do in the pages 
of the Watchman.

Starting in the 1830s, the growth of 
Catholicism increasingly became the animus 
for Protestant mobilizing. One of the most 
vehement anti-Catholic periodicals was The 
Protestant, whose prospectus made clear its 
singular mission:

The sole objects of this publication are, to 
inculcate Gospel doctrines against Romish 
corruptions—to maintain the purity and suf-
ficiency of the Holy Scriptures against 
Monkish traditions. (quoted in 
Massachusetts Yeoman 1829:1)

In their defense, Catholics also turned to mag-
azines, such as United States Catholic Maga-
zine, which defended Catholicism and shielded 
Catholics from organized attempts to convert 
them to Protestantism (Gorman 1939).

Geographic expansion. As European 
settlement pushed westward, many denomina-
tions spread beyond their old regional strong-
holds. Following the Methodists’ successful 
example of circuit riders, Baptist ministerial 
outreach covered the nation as early as the 
1820s; smaller faiths, like the Disciples of 
Christ, soon followed (Hatch 1989; Smith 
1962). As a result, denominations’ activities 
and denominational leaders’ orientations 
became increasingly national in scope (Ahl-
strom 1972; Goen 1985; Hatch 1989; New-
man and Halvorson 2000). Yet basic conditions 
of life in antebellum America made direct 
communication among religious leaders and 
between leaders and their flocks difficult. Peo-
ple were spread thinly, especially along the 
frontier, and travel was slow and arduous. 
Moreover, few preachers were available to 
lead the far-flung faithful. Even in 1850, there 
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were only 23 clergy per 10,000 Americans—
nine per 1,000 square miles (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2006). Religious leaders could not 
depend solely on sermons to communicate 
with the faithful, as the publishers of the 
Churchman’s Repository (1820:1) recognized:

The want of a religious publication . . . ser-
viceable to Episcopalians in this section of 
the Country [Connecticut], has long been 
acknowledged by all. . . . [Episcopalians] 
are few in number, are scattered over an 
extensive territory, and are generally so 
distant from each other, that some of them 
are almost exclusively confined to the min-
istrations of their respective pastors. It is 
difficult therefore to have those ministerial 
exchanges which . . . benefit their parishes. 
From these evils are apt to flow much igno-
rance . . . and a great want of union and zeal.

Magazines were particularly useful for 
reinforcing adherents’ shared identities and 
disseminating information widely. For exam-
ple, the Baptist Latter Day Luminary (1818:iii) 
noted magazines’ superiority to Bibles and 
religious tracts:

The diffusion of Bibles and the publishing 
of the ever-lasting Gospel are, without 
doubt, the grand means which the spirit of 
the Lord will employ for subduing the 
nations to the dominion of the Son of God; 
but there are other means which have been 
succeeded with his blessing, and have con-
duced to the moral welfare of thousands. . . . 
[M]agazines have contributed greatly to the 
circulation of evangelic truth. . . . Magazines 
. . . have given rise to a new epoch in the 
history of intellectual improvement. They 
come to the purchaser on terms so reason-
able, and at periods so regularly distant, as 
to render the procuring of them a circum-
stance unattended with inconvenience. . . . 
They portray and transmit characters and 
events as they daily occur. . . . They convey 
information through regions which larger 
publications [Bibles and books] cannot 
reach.

High levels of geographic dispersion spurred 
even such committedly decentralized denom-
inations as the Baptists and Disciples of 
Christ to publish many magazines.

One-quarter of religious magazines’ titles 
made explicit claims about their geographic 
scope. Of these, 24 percent claimed to serve 
the entire nation and 35 percent a multi-state 
region like New England. Only 16 percent 
claimed to serve a single state and 25 percent 
a single county or municipality. Some reli-
gious magazines had mass followings. For 
instance, the Disciples’ Milennial Harbinger 
had 15,000 subscribers throughout the 1850s, 
and the Methodist Christian Advocate and 
Journal had 28,000 subscribers in 1828 and 
50,000 in 1860.

National religious structures. The ante-
bellum era saw denominations evolve from 
loose affiliations of congregations based on 
common creed and religious authority into 
bona fide organizations. As they expanded geo-
graphically, denominations developed organi-
zational structures that allowed them to pursue 
a broad array of translocal activities (Ahlstrom 
1972; Hood 1977; Mathews 1969; Nord 2004; 
Smith 1962; Wright 1984). Missionary organi-
zations converted natives and ministered to 
whites on the frontier, theological schools  
provided standardized training to ministers, 
Sunday school societies inculcated religious 
principles, and publishing houses printed and 
distributed Bibles, educational tracts, and peri-
odicals. Even denominations with decentral-
ized authority, such as the Baptists, developed 
federated structures with nested national, 
regional, and local operations that could draw 
resources from dispersed congregations and 
support activities across the nation (Ahlstrom 
1972; Goen 1985). In building these federated 
structures, American denominations followed  
a broader pattern of organizational integration 
in nineteenth-century American civic life 
(Skocpol, Ganz, and Munson 2000).

Magazines were a characteristic product  
of denominations’ multi-level organizational 
arrangements. Indeed, denominational pub-
lishing efforts represented an early instance 



Goldstein and Haveman 803

of “a fundamental characteristic of modern 
denominationalism: the gathering of local and 
regional efforts into comprehensive organiza-
tional unity” (Smith 1962:78). For instance, 
explaining their rationale for forming another 
Congregationalist periodical in New England, 
the Christian Monitor’s (1814:1) founders 
pointed to the need to direct cultural resources 
to a state (Maine) where adherents had few 
churches they could attend regularly:

Periodical publications have an extensive 
influence upon the minds morals and happi-
ness of men. . . . But do any of these publi-
cations have an extensive circulation in the 
District of Maine? . . . The natural conse-
quences of this state are forgetfulness of 
God and divine things, ignorance, error, 
profanity, a disregard of the Sabbath and the 
institutions of religion, immorality, and 
impiety. The means by which these evils 
must be arrested are the preaching of the 
gospel and the circulation of religious peri-
odicals. The first of these can, at present, be 
but partially enjoyed. But, by the patronage 
and exertions of the well-disposed, a reli-
gious publication may be widely circulated 
and have a most beneficial effect upon the 
morals and religious state of this section of 
the Union.

Internal competition. Even as they 
became increasingly integrated organization-
ally, denominations fragmented in disputes 
over theology and politics. Internecine con-
flicts originated in the revivals that swept the 
country from 1790 to 1861, amplifying the 
willingness of Americans in all walks of life 
to engage in religious debate and question 
church authorities (Ahlstrom 1972; Carwar-
dine 1993; Finke and Stark 1992). Evangeli-
cal challengers opened theological rifts that 
split the Presbyterian, Congregational, Uni-
versalist, Methodist, Lutheran, Quaker, Bap-
tist, Mennonite, and Dutch and German 
Reformed Churches. Later, debates unleashed 
by the anti-slavery movement became the 
primary division within many denominations 
(Young 2006), causing schisms in the Baptist, 

Methodist, and Presbyterian Churches (Goen 
1985).

Magazines were central to the fracturing of 
denominations, both as vehicles for conten-
tion (Hatch 1989; King and Haveman 2008) 
and as outgrowths of differentiation. For 
example, there was a sharp increase in the 
number of religious magazines titled “South-
ern,” such as the Southern Methodist Quar-
terly Review, which cast itself as a pro-slavery 
alternative to the anti-slavery Methodist 
Quarterly Review. Before the American Anti-
Slavery Society was founded in 1833, only .8 
“Southern” religious magazines were founded 
per year, on average; the number rose to 4.0 
per year in the remainder of the 1830s, then to 
5.0 per year in the 1840s, and 6.4 per year in 
the 1850s.

Growth of Denominational Magazines

These structural changes in American religion 
coincided with an explosion in the number of 
magazines with doctrinal or organizational 
allegiance to a denomination, from just one in 
1790 to 328 in 1860. Virtually all denomina-
tions embraced magazines, not just large 
groups like the Presbyterians, Baptists, and 
Methodists, but also small ones like the 
Plymouth Brethren, Dunkers, and 
Christadelphians. Figure 1 plots the number 
of annual observations of magazines affili-
ated with each denomination.

Denominational magazines were pub-
lished across the country, as Table 1 shows. 
Magazines affiliated with older Protestant 
denominations were concentrated in New 
England and the Middle States; magazines 
affiliated with upstart denominations were 
spread more evenly across the nation; and 
Jewish and Catholic magazines were mostly 
in the Middle States and the South. Notwith-
standing its broad geographic base, denomi-
national publishing was largely an urban 
phenomenon: 37 percent of denominational 
magazines were published in the three largest 
cities (Philadelphia, Boston, and New York), 
45 percent in smaller urban areas, and only 17 
percent in rural areas. Magazines affiliated 
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with older Protestant faiths were slightly 
more likely than those affiliated with upstart 
denominations to be published in urban areas, 
whereas Jewish and Catholic magazines were 
exclusively urban phenomena.

Most denominational publishing efforts 
were spearheaded by religious leaders. Infor-
mation on the identities of magazine pub-
lishers and editors is spotty, but we were 
able to use prospectuses of 91 denomina-
tional magazines launched before 1820 to 
identify their founders. In this group, 56 
percent of founders were local clergy, 24 
percent were national or regional denomina-
tional authorities, 18 percent were laity, and 
1 percent were unknown. Few later maga-
zines published prospectuses, so to ascertain 
whether this pattern persisted, we drew a 
random sample of 30 denominational maga-
zines founded between 1840 and 1860 and 
searched for data on their founders. Of the 
21 magazines for which we could obtain 
data, 19 were founded by ministers or other 
denominational authorities; only two were 
founded by laymen.

Publishing denominational magazines 
required five kinds of resources: printing 
presses and paper, contents, subscribers, dis-
tribution channels, and leaders with the time 
and money to provide editorial work and 
financial backing. These resources generally 
became easier to acquire over time (Haveman 
2004). Printing and papermaking technolo-
gies advanced greatly in the first decades of 
the nineteenth century, and faster, cheaper, 
easier-to-use printing presses proliferated. 
The availability of written material—not just 
sermons and dry theological treatises, but also 
engaging stories, news, and anecdotes—grew 
as literacy and the eagerness of religious lead-
ers to write for magazines increased. At the 
same time, population growth and the emer-
gent market economy expanded the potential 
audience for magazines: there were many 
more people with more cash to spend on 
magazines. Finally, national investments in 
the postal system resulted in faster and more 
reliable delivery of magazines.

Notwithstanding these secular trends, 
there were vast cross-sectional differences in 
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resource levels within and across locations, 
notably the adherents on whom denomina-
tions relied for subscription fees and the local 
clergy on whom they relied for content, edito-
rial work, and financial backing. Within loca-
tions, more of the resources needed to publish 
magazines were available to larger denomina-
tions (those with more congregations and 
congregants) than to smaller denominations. 
Across locations, more resources were avail-
able where denominations had more congre-
gations and congregants.

exPlAininG 
DenoMinAtionAl 
MAGAzine GRowtH

Virtually all denominations published maga-
zines during our study period, but there was 
considerable geographic and temporal varia-
tion in the growth of this resource. To explain 
the patterns by which denominations mobi-
lized to build and sustain magazine publica-
tions, we begin by drawing on RET because it 
is at the center of past debates. We then 
develop new arguments that recognize reli-
gious organizations as complex structures 
with units in many locations, and religious 
competition as a phenomenon that transcends 
local markets. We also incorporate ideas 
about resource mobilization and internal 
competition from social movement theory.

Religious Economies Theory

RET claims that competition compels reli-
gious suppliers to exert more vigorous efforts 
to market their faith and mobilize members 
(e.g., Finke and Stark 1988, 1992). The roots 
of this competitive mobilization thesis extend 
back to Adam Smith, who argued in Book V 
of The Wealth of Nations (1776) that monopo-
listic religions tend to produce indolent clergy 
who expend little effort to excite or maintain 
their adherents’ faith. Smith implied that com-
petition in the market for souls would stimu-
late more energetic efforts. Weber echoed 
Smith’s argument in regard to the United 
States, where he was struck by the vigorous 

mobilizing efforts he observed among com-
peting denominations (Scaff 2011).

This competitive mobilization thesis is 
embedded in an approach that conceives of 
religious organizations as similar to for-profit 
firms. Both compete in market economies: 
for-profit firms for customers, religious 
organizations for adherents (Finke and Stark 
1988, 1992). RET further assumes that religious 
organizations are like single-establishment 
firms operating in local markets because indi-
vidual religious “consumers” choose which 
congregation to join within their local com-
munity (Finke et al. 1996). Because consum-
ers’ actions are geographically localized, 
religious suppliers compete for them locally.

RET’s basic prediction is clear: mobilization 
will be greater when and where a denomination 
experiences more intense local competition. 
RET conceptualizes local competition in two 
ways. First, competition is a function of local 
market structure. Specifically, competition 
increases with the number of denominations in 
a local market and with the equality of denomi-
nations’ market shares (their numbers of adher-
ents). Competition thus increases as religious 
markets become less monopolistic and more 
pluralistic. RET predicts that denominations 
will sustain more mobilization tools, such as 
magazines, in more pluralistic religious mar-
kets. Moreover, as religious markets become 
more pluralistic, denominations must work 
harder to distinguish themselves from other 
faiths and demarcate their own niches, answer-
ing the questions “Who are we?” and “What 
makes us unique?” Because magazines are 
ideal instruments to define denominations’ dis-
tinctive identities, groups should publish more 
of them as pluralism increases:

Hypothesis 1: As pluralism in a location in-
creases, the number of magazines a denomi-
nation publishes there will increase.

Second, the intensity of competition a 
denomination experiences depends on its posi-
tion within a local market. Whereas dominant 
churches can afford to be complacent, embat-
tled minority churches must work hard to 
recruit and retain members, so they must  
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mobilize their small pools of resources inten-
sively (Finke and Stark 1992; Stark and McCann 
1993). RET thus predicts that mobilization will 
be inversely correlated with local market share. 
Empirical tests of this prediction have mostly 
been cross-sectional (e.g., Hill and Olson 2009; 
Stark 1998; Stark and McCann 1993). Thinking 
dynamically leads to the conclusion that compe-
tition is a function of trends in market share 
more than levels: weakening competitive posi-
tions (declining market shares) will spur leaders 
of even dominant groups to take action, whereas 
stable competitive positions will make leaders 
of even minority faiths less inclined to mobilize 
aggressively (Wilde 2007; Wilde at al. 2010). 
For example, in early-nineteenth-century New 
England, when Congregationalists were losing 
market share to Baptists and Methodists 
(although they remained numerically domi-
nant), prominent minister Lyman Beecher 
exhorted his fellow clergymen to proselytize 
more vigorously (Finke and Stark 1992). We 
thus expect that as their share of a local religious 
market declines, denominations will publish 
more magazines there:

Hypothesis 2: As a denomination’s share of a 
local market decreases, the number of maga-
zines it publishes there will increase.

Beyond RET: Religious Organizations 
Compete in a National Field

Because RET holds that churches compete 
locally, empirical tests tend to analyze local-
level variations in competitive pressures. Yet 
religious leaders’ strategic outlook may be less 
parochial than RET assumes. Historians have 
shown that the U.S. religious field was nation-
alized by the early nineteenth century (Ahlstrom 
1972; Goen 1985; Smith 1962). Accordingly, 
we now consider how mobilization reflects 
denominations’ extralocal orientations and how 
denominations’ actions in any particular loca-
tion depend on their actions in other locations. 
This analysis yields predictions that go beyond 
those derived from RET, but that are congruent 
with the notion, central to RET, that competi-
tion spurs religious organizations to deploy 
resources to recruit and retain adherents.

National market share. First and most 
simply, if competition is national rather than 
local, resources like magazines will be deployed 
in response to national, not local, market posi-
tion. This suggests that denominations will 
publish more magazines as their national mar-
ket position becomes more tenuous:

Hypothesis 3: As a denomination’s share of 
the national religious market decreases, the 
number of magazines it publishes nationally 
will increase.

If we find support for Hypotheses 2 and 3, 
then any observed effect of national market 
share likely reflects the aggregation of local 
competitive pressures. If, however, we find 
support for Hypothesis 3 but not Hypothesis 
2, it would seem that religious mobilization 
was a function of denominations’ positions at 
the national, not local, level.

Competition across multiple local 
markets. As denominations expanded across 
the nation, they came to resemble multi-unit 
firms with operations in multiple markets 
(Edwards 1955). As a result, rivalries between 
denominations played out simultaneously in 
multiple local markets. In such circumstances, 
we suspect denominations’ actions in one 
local market are shaped by their relations 
with rivals in others. If so, the competitive 
impetus to mobilize in one local market 
depends not only on that market’s attributes, 
but also on its position vis-à-vis other markets 
in the national field.

In particular, we expect denominations 
will be more likely to mobilize in a given 
location when their interactions with rivals 
are more concentrated in that location. Geo-
graphic expansion delocalizes religious  
competition, unmooring it from any single 
location. The more denominations encounter 
their rivals across multiple markets, the more 
geographically dispersed and less localized 
their rivalries become. This should prompt 
denominations to consolidate their mobilizing 
efforts. Therefore, the impetus to engage in 
separate mobilization efforts in any single 
market will decline with the extent to which 
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religious organizations encounter rivals in 
multiple local markets:

Hypothesis 4: As a denomination increasingly 
encounters its local rivals in multiple other 
markets, the number of magazines it pub-
lishes in the focal market will decrease.

Countering geographic dispersion. A 
nationalizing religious field also creates new 
demand for connective tissue to sustain trans-
local solidarity. Competition from other faiths 
in a national field may drive religious organi-
zations to integrate their adherents into a more 
cohesive community by forging stronger 
bonds between them. If so, the growth of 
denominational magazines can be seen as an 
integrative response to the dispersion of adher-
ents across ever-broader swaths of space. 
Adherents’ geographic dispersion increases 
the usefulness of magazines because they, like 
other media, weave “invisible threads of con-
nection” between readers (Starr 2004:24). 
Magazines supplement purely ritualistic bases 
of collective identification, allowing far-flung 
adherents to interact and reinforcing their 
shared beliefs (Anderson 1991; Calhoun 1998; 
Park 1940). This suggests that increasing spa-
tial scale should heighten the importance of 
translocal technologies, such as magazines, 
for coordinating and integrating communities. 
Simply put, operating across more locations 
necessitates publishing more magazines to 
bind coreligionists together:

Hypothesis 5: As the number of locations in 
which a denomination operates increases, 
the number of magazines it publishes na-
tionally will increase.

Beyond RET: Availability of 
Resources for Religious Mobilization

RET argues that mobilizing efforts will reflect 
variations in the amount of competition a 
religious organization experiences. Within 
this frictionless micro-economic model, 
mobilization is assumed to follow unprob-
lematically from competitive incentives. In 

contrast, social movement theorists aban-
doned such incentive-based accounts because 
they ignore an organization’s capacity to 
mobilize—that is, the resources organizations 
possess to support mobilizing activities 
(McCarthy and Zald 1977). Places where an 
organization has the strongest motivations to 
mobilize (where it is most embattled) are 
often precisely the places where it lacks the 
necessary resources (Edwards and McCarthy 
2004). Thus, even if we accept that competi-
tive pressure is a primary motivation for 
mobilizing efforts, the distribution of 
resources will be more critical than the distri-
bution of competitive pressure in explaining 
spatial and temporal patterns by which 
denominations actually create and sustain 
mobilizing tools like magazines.5

Publishing magazines requires multiple 
resources, many of which are tied to location. 
Denominations rely on local clergy for ser-
mons and educational articles to fill the pages 
of their magazines, and local congregation 
members for subscription fees and other con-
tent (e.g., letters, poems, and stories).6 Other 
resources to support magazines, such as fund-
ing and publishing infrastructures, are tied to 
the location of national religious organizations 
but can be deployed across the nation to sup-
port local mobilizing (McCammon 2001). 
Religious organizations have the greatest 
capacity to sustain mobilizing devices like 
magazines in locations where they have the 
most resources: strongholds where they have 
the greatest concentration of congregations, 
congregants, and clergy; these strongholds also 
tend to be where their national organizations 
are situated (Edwards and McCarthy 2004).

Resource mobilization theory implies that 
denominations will use slack resources in 
their strongholds to create organizational 
infrastructures, such as denominational mag-
azines, that support adherents’ faith in loca-
tions where resources are scarce and adherents 
are socially isolated. In proposing this, we 
recognize that denominations are complex, 
multi-unit structures that amass and allocate 
resources from multiple units to pursue com-
mon purposes (Chaves 1993), and we treat 
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denominational magazines as vehicles for 
redistributing cultural resources across space.

Why might religious organizations in 
high-market-share strongholds mobilize on 
behalf of adherents elsewhere? The chal-
lenges of social reinforcement are particularly 
acute for minority denominations because 
their adherents have fewer day-to-day inter-
actions with coreligionists (Perl and Olson 
2000); they are more isolated from the social 
fabric of their faiths and more vulnerable to 
secular forces or overtures from proselytizers 
(Berger 1967). Denominational magazines 
help mitigate this problem insofar as they 
represent efforts to extend religious canopies 
across space.

Whether driven by solidaristic or competi-
tive motives, the key point is that religious 
magazines can compensate for disparities 
between low-market-share regions where cul-
tural resources are most needed and high-
market-share regions where they are most 
available. If denominational magazines redis-
tribute cultural resources across locations, 
then such resources should flow from rich to 
poor regions. In other words, resource mobi-
lization theory suggests that magazine pro-
duction should be concentrated in areas where 
denominations have the most slack resources 
(where their market share is highest), and 
magazines should be distributed to areas 
where they have the greatest need (where 
their market share is lowest).

Hypothesis 6: As a denomination’s share of a 
local market increases, the number of maga-
zines it publishes there will increase.

Hypothesis 6 directly contradicts Hypothe- 
sis 2 from RET because RET emphasizes the 
disciplining effects of local competition, 
whereas we point to organizational infrastruc-
tures that can redirect resources from one area 
to another. Hypothesis 2 predicts magazine 
publishing will reflect the efforts of church 
leaders in embattled low-market-share loca-
tions, whereas Hypothesis 6 predicts maga-
zines will be produced in high-market-share 
strongholds and distributed to low-market-
share locations.7 Our analysis does not oppose 

the core insight of RET, that competition 
motivates mobilization; it merely shifts the 
analytic emphasis away from motivations to 
mobilize toward resource capacities to sup-
port mobilization. In other words, the key 
distinction between our theory and RET lies 
in our assumption of which theoretical con-
struct market share captures: competitive 
weakness and the impetus to mobilize (RET), 
or capacity to do so (our theory).

Resource mobilization theory also sug-
gests that to the extent denominations do 
mobilize in response to local competition, this 
effect will be conditional on the availability 
of resources (McCarthy and Zald 1977). 
Therefore, denominations will be more likely 
to mobilize against competition when and 
where they experience more competition and 
have more resources to respond to that com-
petition. This suggests that the positive effect 
of local pluralism will be stronger in places 
where a denomination has greater local capac-
ity to mobilize—that is, higher market share:

Hypothesis 6a: The positive impact of local 
pluralism on the number of magazines a de-
nomination publishes will be amplified as a 
denomination’s local market share increases.

Beyond RET: Competition within 
Denominations

Debates about religious mobilization have 
focused on competition between denomina-
tions. But the history of American religion 
reveals that much competition occurred within 
denominations. Antebellum denominations 
were embedded in wider fields of cultural and 
political contention (Niebuhr 1929) and they 
internalized cultural divisions from society at 
large. These divisions frequently erupted into 
conflicts that split denominations into compet-
ing factions. Most prominent during the ante-
bellum era were evangelical movements and 
the North–South divide, both of which sun-
dered many denominations. These two waves 
of antebellum schisms were similar to subse-
quent episodes of fragmentation in American 
religion, in that disaffected subgroups mobi-
lized their distinctive identities to create new 
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sects that more closely accorded with their 
particular cultural orientations, political posi-
tions, and desire for autonomy from central 
religious authorities (Liebman et al. 1988; 
Sutton and Chaves 2004).

Social movement theory holds that schisms 
should spur the launch of new magazines 
because they increase the number of distinc-
tive subgroups and energize existing sub-
groups (Meyer and Staggenborg 1996; Zald 
and Useem 1987). Challenger movements 
typically create new organizational infra-
structures to support their differentiating 
efforts (Carroll and Swaminathan 2000). 
Competition is most intense between ideo-
logically proximate groups: groups similar 
enough to occupy the same general resource 
space but different enough to prevent solidar-
ity and cooperation (Barnett and Woywode 
2004). Proximate challenges elicit particu-
larly strong counter-mobilization efforts 
because they threaten basic identities and 
domain claims. Media like magazines are 
especially useful resources to deploy in such 
conflicts because media are not simply incar-
nations of alternative moral visions, but also 
political instruments in struggles over claims 
to truth, purity, and heritage. Taken together, 
these ideas imply that the growth of denomi-
national magazines may stem from intra-
denominational discord and fragmentation:

Hypothesis 7: As a denomination’s internal frag-
mentation increases, the number of maga-
zines it publishes nationally will increase.

Table 2 summarizes the predictions derived 
from RET and each part of our own theory. For 
each prediction, the table details the level of 
analysis, the explanatory factors involved, and 
the direction of the predicted effect on the num-
ber of denominational magazines published.

ReseARCH DesiGn
Sampling Plan

We tested these hypotheses by analyzing 
magazines affiliated with U.S. religious orga-
nizations from 1790 to 1860. Our analysis 

starts in 1790 because that is the first year for 
which good data are available on many 
explanatory variables. Only five religious 
magazines were published before this date. 
Our study ends in 1860, the year before the 
Civil War broke out; the war disrupted many 
denominational activities, including their 
publishing efforts.

Our analysis focuses on denominations, 
rather than congregations, because denomina-
tions are “the fundamental church structure of 
this country” (Smith 1962:97; see also Ahl-
strom 1972; Hall 1998; Niebuhr 1929). We 
analyzed magazine publishing activity for all 
22 denominations founded before 1860 for 
which we could find good data: Adventist, 
Baptist, Catholic, Church of God, Congrega-
tional, Disciple of Christ, Dunker, Dutch 
Reformed, Episcopalian, German Reformed, 
Jewish, Lutheran, Mennonite, Methodist, 
Moravian, Mormon, Presbyterian, Quaker, 
Shaker, Swedenborgian, Unitarian, and Uni-
versalist.8 Together, these denominations 
accounted for 94.3 percent of all congrega-
tions in the United States in 1776, 98.8 per-
cent in 1850, and 99.6 percent in 1860 (the 
only years for which reliable national counts 
are available), so our data quite accurately 
represent the field of U.S. religion.

We conducted analyses at two levels, local 
and national, because the processes we probe 
are theorized as occurring at these two levels. 
Previous research defines the locations where 
competition occurs as municipalities, coun-
ties, or states (Chaves and Gorski 2001). We 
define locations as states for three reasons. 
First, as explained earlier, many religious 
magazines circulated far beyond their sites of 
production. Second, prior empirical tests 
show that using a more granular definition of 
locations makes little difference (Chaves and 
Gorski 2001). Third, it was extremely diffi-
cult to find serially and cross-sectionally reli-
able state-level data on this time period; it 
would be impossible to piece together data on 
smaller geographic units.

For the state-level analysis, our data com-
prise one observation per denomination per 
year for every state in which the denomina-
tion had congregations; for the national-level 
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analysis, they comprise one observation per 
denomination per year. We studied each 
denomination starting in 1790 (for denomina-
tions founded before that date) or the year 
each was founded. For the state-level analy-
sis, the start of each time series depended on 
two events: the state must have entered the 
Union and the denomination must have at 
least one congregation in the state.

Data and Measures

Dependent variable. The outcome we stud-
ied is the number of magazines affiliated with 
a given denomination (nationally or in a 
given state) in a given year. Although much 
organizational research analyzes foundings 
and failures separately, we focused on growth 
in the number of magazines because we are 
interested in the growth of denominations’ 
infrastructures, to which each magazine con-
tributes.

Data for the dependent variable come from 
a list encompassing virtually every magazine 
published in the United States from colonial 
times to the onset of the Civil War, which was 
gathered from nine primary and 90 secondary 
sources (for details, see Haveman 2004). Our 
dataset explicitly excludes newspapers, pam-
phlets, and occasional tracts, in accordance 
with the definition used by historians (Mott 
1930, 1938; Tebbel and Zuckerman 1991). 
We define a “magazine” as a publication con-
taining a variety of written and pictorial mate-
rial, with more than transient interest, 
published at regular intervals. Magazines’ 
contents are more varied than those of pam-
phlets and newspapers, and they are of longer 
lasting interest than newspapers. To exclude 
newspapers and pamphlets from our data-
base, we relied on information in histories of 
publishing (e.g., Mott 1930) and bibliogra-
phies of the magazine and newspaper indus-
tries (e.g., Albaugh 1994; Brigham 1962), as 
well as inspection of archived copies of peri-
odicals.

A denominational magazine is one that 
proclaims a doctrinal or organizational affili-
ation with a particular denomination. For 
magazines available in archives, we coded 

denominational affiliation on the basis of 
contents and editorial statements; for maga-
zines not available in archives, we relied on 
magazine titles, industry histories (e.g., Mott 
1930), and bibliographies (e.g., Albaugh 
1994). Our analysis excluded non- and inter-
denominational publications, leaving 832 
denominational magazines.

Independent variables. We constructed 
our measures of local religious market struc-
ture and denominations’ shares of those mar-
kets from state-level counts of congregations 
(for a full description, see King and Haveman 
2008). Ideally, we would construct measures 
using data on both congregations and con-
gregants, but data on congregants simply do 
not exist for most of our study period. Study-
ing the period 1890 to 1926, Koçak and Car-
roll (2008) report that both measures yield 
similar results. Furthermore, we estimated 
regression models with fixed denomination 
effects, which obviate biases that might result 
from systematic differences in congregation 
size across denominations (Perl and Olson 
2000).

To capture local competition, we measured 
local pluralism in each state each year using 
the complement of the Herfindahl index of 
market concentration. Although this measure 
has been criticized for producing artifactual 
correlations between pluralism and religious 
participation (Olson 1999; Voas et al. 2002), 
that does not happen in our analysis because 
our dependent variable (number of magazines 
published) is not composed of the same units 
as the pluralism index (number of congrega-
tions).

To capture each denomination’s local mar-
ket position, we measured its local market 
share in each state each year, based on the 
number of congregations.9 To capture a 
denomination’s position in the national mar-
ket, we calculated its national market share 
across all states. We measured each denomi-
nation’s spatial scale as the number of states 
where it had congregations.

We measured the degree of contact in mul-
tiple local markets by counting the number of 
markets outside the focal market in which the 
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focal denomination met a local rival, summed 
across all local rivals. We scaled this count by 
the number of markets in which the focal 
denomination operated to yield a proportion. 
This proportion ranges from zero, when a 
denomination had no contact with local rivals 
in any of its other markets, to one, when a 
denomination met all local rivals in all of its 
other markets. This measure is identical to 
one used in previous research on for-profit 
organizations competing in multiple geo-
graphic markets (Haveman and Nonnemaker 
2000). We detail the construction of this 
measure in the online supplement (http://asr.
sagepub.com/supplemental).

Finally, we counted the cumulative num-
ber of schisms in each denomination, based 
on standard historical reference works (Mead 
1980; Melton 2003; Williams 1998). We 
lagged this measure by two years to capture 
effects of subgroup mobilization before the 
schismatic event. This measurement strategy 
treats denominations that experienced schisms 
as continuing to constitute a single denomina-
tion whose stock of magazines is expected to 
grow precisely because of its increased inter-
nal variety.

Model Specification and Estimation 
Methods

State-level analyses. Our dependent varia-
ble is a count: the number of religious maga-
zines affiliated with each denomination in 
each state, each year. Because this variable is 
over-dispersed, we estimated negative bino-
mial models. Our dependent variable is the 
number of magazines published, not the num-
ber founded, so we modeled a growth pro-
cess: change over time in the number of 
denominational magazines in each state. 
Because past size affects future size, we 
included the lagged dependent variable in our 
models (Heckman and Borjas 1980).

Each denomination could have congrega-
tions in multiple states, and each state could 
be home to multiple denominations, so we 
were dealing with cross-classified data, not 
hierarchically clustered data (Goldstein 1987; 
Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal 2008). To accom-
modate this data structure, we estimated 

mixed-effects models with crossed random 
effects for denomination and state. The first 
effect captures unobserved factors that might 
affect each denomination’s propensity to pub-
lish magazines; the second captures unob-
served factors that might affect magazine 
publishing in each location. The models we 
estimated took the following form:

where list is the fundamental parameter of the 
negative binomial distribution, yist–1 is the 
lagged dependent variable, xist–1 is a vector of 
lagged explanatory and control variables, ζi is 
the random effect for denomination i, ζs is the 
random effect for state s, and τ is the scale 
parameter. We estimated these models using the 
glmmADMB package in R (Bolker et al. 2012).

National-level analyses. Again we 
modeled a growth process, but because we 
aggregated data across many states, the aver-
age number of magazines published was 5.4 
and the range was 0 to 44. Accordingly, we 
estimated fixed-effects linear models of the 
following form:

where yit is the dependent variable (the num-
ber of magazines published by denomination 
i across all states at time t), yit–1 is the lagged 
dependent variable, xit–1 is a vector of lagged 
explanatory and control variables, gi is the 
denomination-specific fixed effect, and eit is 
the error term.

Because the lagged dependent variable is 
correlated with denomination-specific fixed 
effects, ordinary-least-squares estimates can be 
biased (Nickell 1981). To circumvent this prob-
lem, we estimated fixed-effects instrumental-
variable (FE-IV) models via two-stage 
least-squares, using the xtivreg2 routine in 
Stata (Schaffer 2007). This estimation strat-
egy is well-suited to the structure of our data 
(max t = 70, n = 22). We followed the stand-
ard practice of instrumenting yit–1 with  yit–2 
because the latter is highly correlated with the 
former but not with the time-demeaned idio-
syncratic error. We confirmed our choice of 

list ¼ exp ayist�1 þ b’xist�1 þ zi þ zs
� �

; s2 yist½ � ¼ listt;

yit ¼ a yit�1 þ b’xit�1 þ gi þ eit;
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instrument with a Sargan test of the instru-
ment’s validity; we also compared the first- 
and second-stage R2 to ensure adequate 
instrument strength. We corrected for heter-
oskedasticity and for serial autocorrelation. 
Finally, we estimated robust standard errors.

Control Variables

State-level models. We controlled for 
denomination size10 (number of congrega-
tions in the focal state in the focal year) and 
denominational growth rate in the focal state 
(a five-year moving average). We also con-
trolled for state population (in millions) and 
the percent state urban population (places 
with more than 2,500 inhabitants). We distin-
guished between urban and rural areas using 
historical data on municipal populations 
(Moffat 1992, 1996; Purvis 1995:253; U.S. 
Census Bureau 1998). We included national-
level controls for immigration (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2006) and an index of industrial pro-
duction (Davis 2004). Finally, we included 
several time-varying controls related to the 
overall growth of literacy and infrastructure: 
miles of postal roads (in the focal state) and 
magazine postage rate (in cents), using data 
from postal histories (John 1995; Kielbowicz 
1989; Rich 1924); maximum printing speed 
(in sheets per hour), based on information 
from printing-industry histories (Berry and 
Poole 1966; Moran 1973; Thomas 1874); and 
number of colleges in the United States, 
based on data from Marshall (1995).

National-level models. We included the 
same time-varying controls, with all variables 
calculated for the country as a whole. For 
example, denomination size is the total num-
ber of congregations across all states.

Multicollinearity

Multicollinearity does not pose a problem for 
our independent variables. Variance-inflation 
factors for our independent variables are less 
than 2.1 in the state-level analyses and less 
than 4.0 in the national-level analyses. 
Multicollinearity among some of our control 

variables renders point estimates and standard 
errors unstable, however, so their effects 
should be interpreted cautiously.

Results
State-Level Analysis

Table 3 presents descriptive statistics on all 
variables in the state-level analysis, and Table 4 
shows results of the negative-binomial regres-
sions. Model 1 in Table 4 contains only control 
variables. Model 2 adds three variables to test 
all main-effect hypotheses robustly. Local plu-
ralism had a significant positive effect on the 
number of denominational magazines pub-
lished, which supports Hypothesis 1 and is 
consistent with RET. As denominations met 
local rivals in more local markets, they pub-
lished fewer denominational magazines locally, 
which supports Hypothesis 4. This suggests 
that as competitive interactions became more 
geographically dispersed, denominations con-
solidated their publishing efforts.

RET and our theory yield opposing predic-
tions about local market share, due to their 
different interpretations of this variable. Local 
market share had a significant positive effect, 
which confirms Hypothesis 6 (our theory) 
and disconfirms Hypothesis 2 (RET). Denom-
inations were more likely to publish where 
their share of the local market was increasing; 
mobilization thus occurred when and where 
denominations possessed growing concentra-
tions of resources. This model controls for 
state population and denominational size in 
the focal state, so the positive effect of local 
market share does not reflect the geographic 
distribution of denominations’ members, but 
rather indicates more intensive mobilizing 
efforts in denominations’ strongholds. We 
found the same result using an alternative 
measure of local denominational resource 
concentration: the fraction of a denomina-
tion’s total congregations in a given state each 
year. To save space, we report this analysis in 
the online supplement.

How large are these effects? Figure 2 plots 
standardized exponentiated coefficients 
derived from the main effects estimates in 
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table 4. Mixed-Effects Negative-Binomial Models (with Crossed Unit Effects) of the Number 
of Magazines Published by Each Denomination in Each State in Each Year

(1) (2) (3)

Lagged Number of Denominational Magazines in the 
State

.578***
(.018)

.508***
(.017)

.494***
(.017)

Denomination Size (number of congregations in the 
state/100)

–.029**
(.010)

–.133***
(.011)

–.148***
(.012)

Denominational Growth Rate in the State –.098 –.065 –.056
 (.055) (.053) (.052)
State Population/1,000,000 –.387*** –.191* –.175*

 (.078) (.076) (.076)
Percent State Urban Population –.485 –1.74** –.136*

 (.538) (.539) (.541)
Index of Industrial Production (constant $1860/100) –.406* –.297 –.309
 (.186) (.178) (.177)
U.S. Immigration (national) 1.43*** 1.84*** 1.79***

 (.272) (.264) (.263)
Magazine Postage Rate (cents/100) –.065 –.075 –.074
 (.082) (.082) (.082)
Number of Colleges (national) .005*** .006*** .006***

 (.001) (.001) (.001)
Maximum Printing Speed/10,000 (national) .008 .017 .013
 (.073) (.069) (.069)
Miles of Postal Road in State/1,000 .111*** .112*** .117***

 (.013) (.013) (.013)
Local Pluralism (complement of the Herfindahl index) 2.84*** 1.39**

 (.445) (.533)
Local Market Share 3.92*** .598
 (.208) (.756)
Contact between Denominations in Multiple Local 

Markets
–1.023**

(.327)
–.924**
(.327)

Local Pluralism × Local Market Share 5.356***

 (1.160)
Constant –3.477*** –5.342*** –4.421***

 (.251) (.516) (.545)
  
Standard Deviation of the Latent Denomination- 

Specific Parameter
.571 .464 .465

Standard Deviation of the Latent State-Specific 
Parameter

1.11 1.19 1.19

Log-likelihood –7,510 –7,336 –7,325
Number of Observations 13,990 13,975 13,975

Note: This table presents results of multi-level mixed-effects negative-binomial regressions of 
the number of magazines published by a denomination in each state and each year for 22 U.S. 
denominations from 1790 to 1860. These models include crossed latent effects for state and 
denomination. Standard errors are in parentheses below parameter estimates.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed t-tests).
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Model 2. (Effects of control variables are 
omitted to save space.) The height of each bar 
is calculated as exp[βσ(x)], which corre-
sponds to the factor by which the number of 
magazines published is expected to increase, 
based on a one-standard-deviation increase in 
the level of the focal variable, holding all 
other variables constant. A one-standard-
deviation increase in local pluralism increased 
the expected number of denominational mag-
azines published by 43 percent, and a one-
standard-deviation increase in local market 
share increased the expected number of mag-
azines by double that amount, 88 percent. The 
negative effect of contact with rivals across 
multiple locations was much smaller: a one-
standard-deviation increase in the extent to 
which denominations met local rivals across 
multiple other markets reduced the expected 
number of magazines by 10 percent.

Model 3 in Table 4 adds an interaction 
between local pluralism and local market 
share to test whether mobilization in response 
to local pluralism was contingent on local 
resource availability, as we predicted. The 
interaction term is positive, which supports 
Hypothesis 6a. This indicates that the effect of 
increasing local pluralism was stronger when 
and where denominations had growing con-
centrations of resources to support mobiliza-
tion. The contingent effect of local pluralism 
can be seen by comparing predicted counts. 
When local market share is low (2 percent), 
increasing local pluralism from one-standard-
deviation below the mean to one-standard-
deviation above the mean yields a 35 percent 
increase in the expected number of magazines 
published, holding all other variables and ran-
dom effects at their means. When local market 
share is high (30 percent), the same-magnitude 
increase in local pluralism yields a 91 percent 
increase in the expected number of magazines 
published. Thus, a denomination’s capacity to 
mobilize in more pluralistic environments 
depended on it possessing a large local market 
share. In contrast, increasing a denomination’s 
local market share had a big impact on local 
magazine publishing, even at low levels of 
pluralism. When pluralism was one-standard-
deviation below the mean (.644), increasing a 

denomination’s local market share from 2 to 
30 percent (approximately two standard devi-
ations) yields a 230 percent increase in the 
expected number of magazines published, 
holding all other variables and random effects 
at their means.

The bottom of Table 4 shows estimated 
standard deviations for denomination- and state-
specific random effects. The denomination-
specific effect varied much less than the 
state-specific effect, which indicates that dif-
ferences across states outweighed differences 
across denominations. That is, variations in 
local context shaped the growth of religious 
media more than did underlying variations in 
theology, formal authority, membership crite-
ria, and practices.

National-Level Analysis

Table 5 presents descriptive statistics for all 
variables in our national-level analysis, and 
Table 6 shows results of this analysis. Model 
1 in Table 6 includes just the control variables. 
Model 2 adds all theoretical variables to test 
all main-effect hypotheses robustly. National 
market share had a significant negative effect, 
which supports Hypothesis 3. This finding 
suggests that weakening national competitive 
positions mobilized denominations to publish 
more magazines. This result is robust to an 
alternative measure, the focal denomination’s 
share across only those states where it had 
congregations (instead of all states in the 
Union). Given the positive effect of local mar-
ket share in the state-level analysis, the nega-
tive effect of national market share suggests 
that antebellum religious leaders were less 
locally oriented than RET assumes.

Consistent with Hypothesis 4, the effect of 
spatial scale (number of states where the 
denomination had congregations) was posi-
tive and significant. This supports the claim 
that denominational magazines grew in 
response to the challenges of organizing the 
faithful across space. The effect of spatial 
scale is independent of the effect of denomi-
national size (number of congregations), 
which suggests that the former variable taps 
into geographic expansion in particular, not 
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overall denominational growth. Finally, con-
sistent with Hypothesis 7, increasing internal 
denominational differentiation, as measured 
by the cumulative number of schisms, had a 
significant positive effect on the number of 
denominational magazines. This suggests that 
denominations experiencing more internal 
discord published more magazines, as both 
established and splinter groups sought to dis-
tinguish themselves and mobilize supporters.

Figure 3 charts standardized coefficient 
estimates for all statistically significant 
parameters in Model 2. The height of each bar 
represents the expected change in the number 
of magazines published by a denomination 
nationally, given a one-standard-deviation 
increase in the corresponding variable, hold-
ing all other variables constant. Not surpris-
ingly, expansion of the postal system (β = .36) 
and increasing denominational size (β = .83) 
both yielded substantial growth of denomina-
tions’ publishing infrastructures. The stand-
ardized effects of geographic expansion (β = 
.62) and market share (β = –.40) were also 
quite large. Increasing internal fragmentation 
had a smaller standardized effect (β = .22), 
due in part to this variable’s low variance.

Disambiguating the Effect of 
Denominational Market Share

These findings invite further questions. One 
notable ambiguity concerns the opposite 
effects exerted by denominational market 
share at the two levels of analysis: positive at 
the state level and negative at the national 
level. This pattern indicates that, although 
denominations published more magazines 
overall as their share of the increasingly 
crowded national market declined, mobiliza-
tion was concentrated in states where denom-
inations were growing relative to local rivals. 
The second result is anomalous from the 
perspective of RET, but taken together, the 
two results are consistent with our model of 
religious organizations operating in multiple, 
interdependent markets and sharing resources 
across space: denominational actors in 
resource-rich areas mobilized to address 
overarching challenges in the national field.

One possible objection to this interpreta-
tion is that because the state-level models 
present fixed-effects estimates, results show 
that denominations’ magazine-publishing 
efforts expanded where their local market 
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share was growing, not where it was greatest. 
To assess this possibility, we reexamined the 
pooled cross-sectional relationship between 
local market share and magazine foundings. 
Figure 4 plots magazine foundings by the 
local market-share rank of the denomination 
that founded each magazine. It shows that the 
founding denomination was usually one of 
the largest in the focal state. Figure 5 plots 
magazine foundings by rank of the state 
where a magazine was founded in terms of 
the state’s share of the denomination’s total 
congregations. It shows that denominations 
usually founded magazines in the state where 
they had the most congregations. Thus, con-
trary to RET’s claim that denominations 

mobilize more vigorously where they are 
small, the largest denominations in a location 
were disproportionately active in publishing 
magazines they could use to support their 
congregations elsewhere. The convergent 
results of the longitudinal and cross-sectional 
analyses lend further support to our theory.

DisCussion AnD 
ConClusions
This article began by lamenting that the study 
of religious mobilization has been structured 
around simplistic conceptions of religious 
organizations and markets, a narrow focus on 
the impetus to mobilize and neglect of the 

table 6. Two-Stage Least-Squares Fixed-Effects Instrumental-Variable (2SLS-FE-IV) Models 
of the Number of Magazines Published by Each Denomination Each Year

(1) (2)

Lagged Number of Denominational Magazines (instrumented) .925*** .866***

 (.012) (.018)
Denomination Size (# congregations/100) .024*** .038***

 (.004) (.006)
Denominational Growth Rate .216 .210
 (.225) (.231)
Index of U.S. Industrial Production (constant $1860/100) –.035 –.110*

 (.049) (.049)
Maximum Printing Speed (# pages per hour/10,000) .152 .398
 (.214) (.218)
Postal Roads/100,000 .594** .504*

 (.189) (.227)
Magazine Postage Rate ($/100) –2.06 –4.28
 (5.93) (6.01)
Immigration/1,000,000 .410 –.417
 (.597) (.683)
Number of Colleges/100 –.275 –.159
 (.303) (.367)
National Market Share –4.908**

 (1.639)
Spatial Scale (number of states) .068***

 (.014)
Internal Fragmentation (cumulative schisms) .254**

 (.091)

Number of Observations 1,346 1,314

Note: This table presents regressions of the number of magazines published by a denomination across 
the nation in each year for 22 U.S. denominations from 1790 to 1860. Both models are corrected for 
serial autocorrelation and heteroskedasticity. Standard errors are in parentheses below parameter 
estimates.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed t-tests).
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resource capacity to do so, a general disregard 
for intra-denominational processes, a dearth 
of direct empirical tests of mobilization, and 
a paucity of dynamic models. Our analysis 
sought to place the debate on firmer theoreti-
cal and methodological ground. We devel-
oped predictions based on a conception of 
denominations as complex multi-unit organi-
zations (Chaves 1993) that operate in multi-
ple, interdependent markets within a national 
field. Building on social movement theories 
of mobilization, we assessed the resource 
capacity to mobilize as well as the impetus to 
do so (Edwards and McCarthy 2004; 
McCarthy and Zald 1977). And we explicitly 
analyzed the effects of intra-denominational 
discord alongside inter-denominational com-
petition. Methodologically, we captured pro-
cesses of mobilization more directly than 
most previous studies by analyzing the growth 
of an organizational resource—denomina-
tional magazines. Finally, we applied dynamic 
techniques to longitudinal data, which is an 
advance on previous cross-sectional research.

The last column in Table 2 summarizes our 
findings. At the local (state) level, we found 
partial support for the original (locally focused) 

version of RET. Increasing local pluralism 
increased the number of denominational maga-
zines published. But counter to RET, denomi-
nations also increased their publishing as their 
share of the local market increased. This find-
ing supports our argument, derived from 
resource mobilization theory, that religious 
mobilization reflects the geographic distribu-
tion of resource availability more than the 
geographic distribution of competitive pres-
sures. This interpretation is bolstered by our 
finding that the positive effect of local plural-
ism was amplified when and where a denomi-
nation’s stock of resources (as captured by 
local market share) was growing.

Although mobilizing actions tended to 
concentrate in denominations’ strongholds, 
our findings suggest that competition and 
mobilization were also structured by pro-
cesses at the national level. First, denomina-
tions published more magazines overall as 
their shares of the increasingly crowded 
national market declined. Second, local mag-
azine-publishing efforts diminished when a 
denomination’s interactions with rivals 
became more geographically dispersed and 
thus delocalized; that is, as a denomination 
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met its local rivals in a larger number of other 
markets. Third, national magazine-publishing 
efforts expanded as denominations dispersed 
geographically and had to work harder to 
bind their adherents together. Fourth, the 
internalization of national cultural and politi-
cal fractures, as proxied by schisms, prompted 
more publishing efforts, as upstart and estab-
lished subgroups sought to craft distinctive 
identities and mobilize supporters.

Together, these results imply that competi-
tion matters for religious mobilization, but not 
in the manner that RET suggests. The growth 
of publishing did not reflect a process whereby 
local entrepreneurs responded to competitive 
pressures they faced in their immediate envi-
ronments. Rather, the evidence is more con-
sistent with a dynamic whereby denominational 
actors in resource-rich strongholds mobilized 
to address overarching concerns they faced in 
the national field.

We assessed the sensitivity of our results 
to the idiosyncratic social positions of the 
denominations we studied and to alternative 
estimation and measurement strategies. 
Results of these robustness checks, discussed 
in the online supplement, were virtually iden-
tical to those shown here.

Theoretical implications for the soci-
ology of religion. What should we take 
away from this analysis? In our view, the 
underlying theoretical problems with RET 
stem not from its emphasis on competition 
per se, but rather from its presumption that 
competition can be modeled in a manner akin 
to rivalries among single-unit firms in purely 
local markets. RET begins from a conception 
of religious groups as aggregations of local 
actors and seeks explanatory leverage from 
variations in the strength of competitive pres-
sures to mobilize. By proceeding from a more 
nuanced understanding of denominations as 
multi-level organizations and attending to the 
distribution of denominations’ endowments, 
we developed a better explanation of the 
dynamics by which antebellum denomina-
tions expanded their media infrastructure. 
Our findings suggest that previous debates 

about the mobilizing effects of religious com-
petition are muddled because they fail to 
account for the basic facts that mobilization 
depends on resources, and that religious 
organizations, like all modern groups, are 
structured translocally.

Our analysis also opens several further 
lines of inquiry. By incorporating insights 
from resource mobilization theory, we drew 
new linkages between social movement the-
ory and the sociology of religion. This com-
plements studies of how secular social 
movements piggyback on religious organiza-
tions’ resources (e.g., Morris 1984). Future 
research could continue in this vein, perhaps 
by analyzing political opportunity structures 
for religion or the use of religious resources 
as framing devices in secular debates. Future 
research might also investigate the different 
ways that religious organizations are translo-
cally structured, perhaps by contrasting more- 
and less-centralized denominations, and  
thus the different ways they are affected by 
processes in local versus national fields. Our 
analysis controlled away many of these 
denomination-level differences by estimating 
models with fixed denomination effects, but 
they certainly merit investigation.

Implications for the study of other 
kinds of modern social groups. Our anal-
ysis also carries broader implications for 
research on other modern, translocal groups. 
Researchers must closely scrutinize the geo-
graphic assumptions embedded in the theo-
ries they test, as well as the implicit 
assumptions that research designs make about 
the spatial structuring of social processes. In 
particular, our finding of a spatial disconnect 
between the processes that catalyze competi-
tive mobilization and the locations where 
mobilizing responses occur highlights limita-
tions of the local ecological study designs that 
dominate research on intergroup relations, 
including the literatures on ethnic and racial 
conflict (e.g., Olzak and West 1991). This 
issue extends beyond the well-known fact 
that clustering and spatial diffusion processes 
may create interdependence between local 
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units (e.g., Cunningham and Phillips 2007). 
Rather, researchers must be attentive to two 
facts: (1) modern groups are complexly struc-
tured as translocal communities with nested 
units and (2) group members’ concerns and 
actions may be oriented beyond the bounds of 
their immediate localities and organizational 
units. Our analysis focused on the antebellum 
era, but these facts have only become more 
pronounced as groups’ ability to transfer 
monetary, symbolic, and organizational 
resources across space has increased.
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notes
 1. For simplicity in exposition, we use the word 

denomination to refer to both long-established, sta-
ble groups like the Presbyterians and newer, often 
unstable fringe groups like the antebellum Adven-
tists, which are often labeled sects or movements.

 2. Recent theoretical restatements by RET proponents 
recognize denominations as multi-level entities 
with core–periphery structures (Stark and Finke 
2000). But the analytic strategies developed to test 
RET still treat religious organizations as if they 
were atomized entities.

 3. We leave aside the issue of commitment displayed 
by adherents, which is theoretically and empirically 
distinct from efforts to recruit and retain them.

 4. Magazines were not the only instrument religious 
organizations deployed during this period: circulat-
ing preachers, camp meetings, sermons reprinted 
as pamphlets, Bibles, and missionary tracts were 
also powerful mobilizing resources. Magazines, 
however, were more widespread and prolific than 
these other resources, and they were published by 
religious groups large and small. They are thus par-
ticularly useful for analysis of religious mobiliza-
tion in this era.

 5. RET proponents occasionally reference resource 
mobilization theory in passing. For instance, Finke 
and colleagues (1996) cite McCarthy and Zald’s 
(1977) classic statement to motivate a control  
variable for urban population density. Our point, 

however, is that RET proponents have failed to 
grapple with the fundamental implications of 
resource mobilization theory.

 6. Denominational magazines also rely on the federal 
government for distribution through the postal sys-
tem. Our analysis controls for the expansion of the 
postal system.

 7. Our test of this argument is limited because our 
dependent variable captures only the production 
side. A definitive test would require explicit data 
on resource flows, such as the distribution of maga-
zines across states. Unfortunately, such data are not 
available for the antebellum era.

 8. We followed Koçak and Carroll (2008) and distin-
guished among denominations rather than between 
groups within denominations, such as branches of 
the Baptists.

 9. Market share can also be calculated across locations 
(rather than across denominations) as the percentage 
of a denomination’s congregations in the focal loca-
tion. We report results using the standard measure but 
find identical results using the alternative measure.

10. Denomination size may be endogenous. If maga-
zines did help denominations grow, then the causal 
dynamics may be nonrecursive. To assess this pos-
sibility, we re-estimated the 2SLS model, treating 
denomination size as endogenous. The c-statistic 
test revealed, at most, marginal evidence of endo-
geneity (p = .11).
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