Media and New Religions in Japan

“Erica Baffelli’s book breaks new ground by providing us with the first
comprehensive analysis of the ways in which Japanese new religions use
media forms to create marketable images of themselves and to construct
images of their leaders and to transmit their teachings. Her study shows how
the charismatic standing of leaders may be constructed and reinforced via
media-ised processes, publications and rituals, and how new religions make
use of spectacular, media-oriented rituals to attract new audiences. Yet she
also shows that new religions at times have problems with new media, as
her account of the ways in which they may struggle with the potentialities of
the Internet shows. As such, this is a valuable study of importance to anyone
interested in Japanese religions, new religions, and the media.”

—Ian Reader, University of Manchester, UK

Japanese “new religions” (shinshiikyo) have used various media forms for
training, communicating with members, presenting their messages, reinforc-
ing or protecting the image of the leader and potentially attracting converts.
In this book, the complex and dual relationship between the media and new
religions is investigated by looking at the tensions groups face between the
need for visibility and the risks of facing attacks and criticism through the
media. Indeed, media and new technologies have been extensively used by
religious groups not only to spread their messages and to try to reach a wider
audience, but also to promote themselves as a highly modern and up-to-date
form of religion appropriate for a modern technological age. In the 1980s and
early 1990s, some movements, such as Agonshi, Kofuku no Kagaku and Aum
Shinrikyd, came into prominence especially via the use of media (initially pub-
lications, but also ritual broadcasts, advertising campaigns and public media
events). This created new modes of ritual engagement and new ways of inter-
actions between leaders and members. The aim of this book is to develop and
illustrate particular key issues in the wider new religions and media nexus by
using specific movements as examples. In particular, the analysis of the inter-
action between media and new religions will focus primarily on three case
studies predominantly during the first period of development of the groups.

Erica Baffelli is currently a Senior Lecturer in Japanese Studies at the Univer-
sity of Manchester, UK. She is interested in religion in contemporary Japan,
with a focus on groups founded from the 1970s onwards. Currently, she is
examining the interactions between media and “new religions” (shinshiiky®d)
in the 1980s and 1990s and the changes in the use of media by religious
institutions after the 1995 Tokyo subway attack.
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Note on Japanese Names, Terms
and Transliteration

All Japanese names are in standard Japanese order of family name first,
followed by given name.

Long vowels are indicated by macrons (6, 0), except for words and names
commonly used in English (e.g., Kyoto, Tokyo).

When talking about religious institutions in Japan associated with its
two main religious traditions, Shinto and Buddhism, I follow standard con-
ventions and refer to Shinto institutions as “shrines” and Buddhist ones as
“temples”.






Introduction
What Is This Book About?

One night, during one of my first visits to Tokyo, I was waiting for the green
light at the Shibuya pedestrian crossing. One of the busiest intersections
in the world, it is surrounded by advertising signs and large video screens
mounted on buildings overlooking the crossing, often showing the latest
pop stars’ music videos or advertising. One of these screens was showing
rapidly moving images of young people playing different sports. T assumed
this was the new advertisement of some well-known sport clothes brand,
but at the end of the short video, the message “Possibilities are endless,
Soka Gakkai” (kandsei wa mugendai, Soka Gakkai) appeared on the screen.
Soka Gakkai is the largest new Buddhist organisation in Japan and adver-
tisements of its publications frequently appear in newspapers and on tele-
vision! and trains.

However, Soka Gakkai’s engagement with media and advertising is not
unique among Japanese (new) religious organisations. In fact, it is just one
example of the ways in which such movements seek to attract attention
and get their messages across by using mass media strategies and advertis-
ing activities. For example, in July 1991, several thousand people gathered
in the Tokyo Dome, a large baseball stadium in central Tokyo, to attend
the “transformation” of Okawa Ryiihd, the leader of a religious movement
called Kofuku no Kagaku (literally, Science of Happiness, but now officially
calling itself Happy Science in English), who proclaimed his true identity
as a supreme deity called El Cantare during a spectacular event and perfor-
mance. In the months before the event, the group coordinated an intensive
and expensive advertising campaign that prophesied the arrival of a new
era with the slogan, “Now is the Age of Kofuku no Kagaku” (Jidai wa ima,
Kofuku no Kagaku). Around the same period, Asahara Shoko, the leader of
Aum Shinrikyd, the group that later became notorious for committing the
sarin gas attack on the Tokyo subway in 1995 and other atrocious crimes,
was invited as a guest on TV talk shows, and his group, although sharply
critical of modern society and media, was one of the first groups in Japan to
engage with computer-based communication.

These are just a few examples of how Japanese “new religions” (shin-
shitkyo) have in recent times used various mass media forms to publicise
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themselves and get their messages across. This is not something that has
only happened in the current era: since their emergence in the nineteenth
century, Japanese new religions have been noted for their ability to use var-
ious media forms in such ways. While the movements that emerged in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were adept at using the printed
page—often in the form of books, pamphlets and newsletters—in more
recent times, as the above examples indicate, new religions have adopted
newer media forms and technologies.? In such ways, Japanese new religions
appear to have kept pace with the times and with media developments and
technologies. As this book will show, they have adjusted their strategies of
self-promotion as media technologies have changed and developed in Japan.
Lynch, Mitchell and Strahan have noted that “[. . .] it is increasingly difficult
to think about religious phenomena in contemporary society without think-
ing about how these are implied with various form of media and cultural
practices” (2011, 1) and studies of contemporary religion have argued that
religious institutions have been implementing media logic to appeal to their
audiences (Horsfield 2004). Although religion can always be seen as a part
of mediated practices (De Vries 2001; Meyer and Moors 2005; Plate 2003;
Stolow 20035), for some scholars, religion is progressively being subdued
under the logic of media through the process of “mediatization” (Hjarvard
2008),? that is, a process by which institutions and society are shaped by
and dependent on media technologies and organisations.* While the term
“mediatization” has become widely employed by media and communica-
tion scholars, there has also been criticism of it and of the ways it has been
used to suggest that religion in the present age is not only being affected,
but deeply transformed or structured by mass media. In particular, critics
have argued that mediatization is not necessarily a universal phenomenon
(Hoover 2009, 136), nor necessarily a new and contemporary one (Morgan
2011, 138). Other scholars argue for a “mediation of religion” approach,
asserting that the media have shaped religious practices in pre-modern con-
texts as well and that media and religion are interdependent. Stolow (2005)
defines this approach as “religion as media”:

Throughout history, in myriad forms, communication with and about
‘the sacred’ has always been enacted through written texts, ritual ges-
tures, images and icons, architecture, music, incense, special garments,
saintly relics and other objects of veneration, markings upon flesh, wag-
ging tongues and other body parts. It is only through such media that it
is at all possible to proclaim one’s faith, mark one’s affiliation, receive
spiritual gifts, or participate in any of the countless local idioms for mak-
ing the sacred present to mind and body. In other words, religion always
encompasses techniques and technologies that we think of as ‘media’[.. .].

As Carneiro (2015) has argued, according to the mediation approach,
technology is not necessarily seen as modern media developed since the
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nineteenth century, but it is defined in a broader sense to denote “any human
action that employs artefacts or techniques to attain some result within the
environment or the human body itself” (Carneiro 2015, 9).

This book takes up these points, in particular the importance of consider-
ing the historical and cultural contexts, by discussing the key issues related
to the media-religion nexus in the Japanese context.

In particular, my interest in this book is not on how new religions gener-
ally use media, but on how as new religions develop their media strategies in
order to get their messages across to the wider populace, the strategies they
adopt in turn impact the ways the movements develop. In particular, I will
pay attention to such issues in the early stages of the formation of religious
groups, since, as has been widely recognised, it is in their early periods of
development that movements are at their most volatile. Therefore, the aim
of this book is not to offer a comprehensive history of the use of media by
Japanese new religions, but to identify key issues in the creation of media
narratives by religious organisations in order to proselytise, communicate
with members and create (and, at times, recreate or reshape) their image and
in the relationship between those groups and the media. Thus far, there has
been relatively little work done on how Japanese new religions use media
communications or that considers the impact of media communications on
new religions’ practices, structures and belief systems.’> This book is intended
to address this gap by using specific new religions as examples to develop
and illustrate particular key issues in the wider new religions and media
nexus.

Although this book is on Japanese new religions, it does not intend to
claim that the Japanese case is unique. On the contrary, although recognis-
ing the specificities of the historical context and of each group, I identify
key issues that are applicable to other groups and contexts where similar
dynamics related to the ambivalent relationship between media and new
religions occur. Indeed, media impacts on the definition of new religions
and tensions in religious organisations between the use of media for achiev-
ing visibility and the negative consequences of media exposure have been
discussed in other contexts, especially in relation to journalistic treatments
of new religions (Beckford 1985, 1999; McCloud 2007; van Driel and
Richardson 1988, 1997). Therefore, the selected themes: the importance of
using media for increasing profile, improving image and recruitment; the
impact on religious authority and on practices and ritual; the importance of
branding, repackaging and regenerating media images, and finally, the risks
connected to visibility, can contribute to discussions on the topic and pro-
vide a framework for the analysis of new religions-media dynamics in the
larger context of the study of new religious movements. Religion and media,
according to Hoover, are more and more connected (2006, 1), and to under-
stand the processes of interactions between them, the historical context of
these dynamics and the complexities of contemporary religions should be
understood.
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The term “media” commonly also refers to various forms (e.g., newspa-
pers, radio, television, the Internet) through which information and views
are expressed, generated and distributed, and in Japan, these forms have
been highly important in the modern era.® In the context of this book, I
am also using the term “media” to refer specifically to media forms used
by new religions. These include different media texts produced and distrib-
uted by new religions both internally, such as books published by in-house
publishers (Chapter Four) and externally, that is, the use of industrial media
by groups, such as, for example, the use of private satellite broadcasting
companies (Chapter Three), the use of advertising agencies (Chapter Four)
or the Internet and social media (Chapter Five). I will consider some media
texts in detail in the context of the groups I use for my case studies, because
they are particularly illustrative of the media technologies and image strat-
egies those groups adopted in the early period of their formation. How-
ever, it would be problematic to focus just on one particular media form, as
often groups implement a multimedia strategy, while the interconnections
between different media are also important. For example, advertising cam-
paigns are used to promote books that are used to advertise public media
events, satellite broadcastings are advertised in magazines and on TV and
new publications are advertised during the broadcasts and so on. Indeed,
in the polymedia environment (Lynch, Mitchell, and Strhan 2011, 3), char-
acterising contemporary Japanese society and making distinctions between
different media (such as differentiated targets for specific publications or for
animated movies, for example) is as important as interconnections and the
overlap between them.

Finally, the role played by the media in both shaping public discourse on
religion and in affecting how these movements are perceived and evaluated
is also very relevant to the discussion. Although the focus of this book is
more on the media texts produced and circulated by religious organisations,
to the extent that an analysis of media representations of new religions” is
beyond the scope of this book, Chapter Four discusses media reactions to
advertising campaigns and events organised by new religions, and the Con-
clusion analyses the reappropriation by online users of the materials created
and distributed by a religious group.

Before introducing the structure of the book, some clarification regarding
the term “new religions” is needed.

NEW RELIGIONS

The complex religious panorama in contemporary Japan includes numer-
ous® groups that emerged from the nineteenth century and that have been
labelled—according to the period of their development and the classifica-
tion criteria adopted—with several terms, of which the most used by schol-
ars are shinshiitkyd® (new religions), shin-shinshitkyo'® (new-new religions),
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and shinreisei undo'' (new spiritual movements).!? Scholars have proposed
different classifications and terminology for these groups over the last few
decades in order to distinguish newly formed religious organisations from
the so-called kisei shiitkyo (institutionalised religions) or denté shitkyo (tradi-
tional religions) (Inoue 1992; Shimazono 1992b; 2004), namely Buddhism
and its various sects and Shinto. New religions developed in conjunction
with the processes of modernisation and urbanisation, and in a recently pub-
lished overview on these groups, Reader defines them as “the most signifi-
cant organisational development in the Japanese religious context in modern
times”, and has noted that they are able to attract considerable numbers of
members. '3

The definition of new religions and their characteristics is rendered prob-
lematic by the fluidity and complexity of various groups and their affilia-
tions (or lack of), and different phases of their development, formation and
expansion. Just as the term shitkyo (religion) has been at the centre of several
scholarly debates regarding the formation of the conceptual category of reli-
gion in Japan and its application to the Japanese context,'* so have the terms
shinshikyo and new religions been controversial, as the former was also
used apologetically in the postwar period in order to grant new movements
legitimacy (Thomas 2014), and the definition of “new religions” in other
contexts does not necessary fit Japanese groups.'’ Despite these limitations,
however, the term new religions as a chronological category is used in this
book because it remains the most viable English-language term to denote
what we are focusing on.'®

As has been previously mentioned, germinal forms of new religions
appeared in the late Tokugawa period (1603-1867), and several phases of
their development have been identified by scholars. Although there is no con-
sensus about the exact dates of each phase, generally, the key periods are: the
end of Tokugawa period and the beginning of the Meiji era (1868-1912), the
1920s and 1930s, the postwar period, the post “oil shock” period (post 1973)
and finally, the post-1995 period (after the sarin gas attack).!” These phases
of development also indicate that in the Japanese context, “new” does not
necessary refers to first-generation new religions; some of these groups were
established almost two centuries ago. The specific character of the “newness”
in these religious groups lies in a combination of their historical period of
formation, changes in relationships between members and in their organisa-
tional structure and in innovations regarding practices and doctrines. These
changes must be understood in relation both with tradition—that is the main
reference point for the doctrine of most groups—and with the specific histor-
ical context in which each of the groups developed.

Early studies (such as, for example, Thomsen 1963) listed a series of char-
acteristics that were supposedly shared by new religions. Later studies crit-
icised this approach and stressed significant differences in history, doctrine
and practices and how the combination of these elements created different
worldviews (Hardacre 1984). There are, however, some organisational and
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structural elements that could be identified and that are particularly relevant
for the discussion of the relationship between media and new religions. First
of all, there is the role of a charismatic leader who offers new teachings and
practices, or a new interpretation of already existing ones, and a new path.
The importance of the leader raises important issues related to the process
of the legitimisation of leadership, which, depending on groups, could be
founded in previous traditions (the new leader as the legitimate heir of a
specific Buddhist school, for example) or through spirit possession'® and
the channelling of deities and spirits. In some cases, the new leader claims to
have received legitimation from the leader of another new religion, as, for
example, Okawa Ryiiho (born 1956), the leader of Kofuku no Kagaku, and
Chino Yuko (1934-2006), the founder of Chino Shoko (Chino True Law,
also known as Panawébu Kenkyiijo or the Pana Wave Laboratory), who
both see themselves as legitimate heirs of Takahashi Shinji (1921-1976),
founder of the GLA (God Light Association). Secondly, new religions have
been defined as eclectic and dynamic, able to draw from different religious
and philosophical traditions, and their affiliation can change over time. For
new religions, it is often vital to demonstrate connections with an older,
established tradition (such as a supposedly “true, original” Buddhism) while
at the same time asserting that the previous teachings have been updated in
order to fit contemporary society. Whelan calls the ability of new religions
to incorporate different features into their own system as “survival syncre-
tism”, that is, “a self-conscious syncretism in which a religion assesses all
of its potential competitive threats and attempts an energetic co-optation”
(2007a, 389). This ability also allows groups to provide a plethora of prac-
tices and teachings for their members to choose from. They are also highly
dynamic and can change quite radically over a short period of time, espe-
cially in the early stages of their formation. Their focus on this-worldly
benefits has also been seen as an important characteristic of new religions,
although this attention to practical benefits (genze riyaku) can be traced to
other religious traditions and practices in Japan (Reader and Tanabe 1998).

Finally, from an organisational point of view, new religions are seen as
particularly focused on proselytism efforts, also using the media and public
events to promote their messages. The organisational structure of the new
religions frequently includes teams specialising in public relations or media
programming. Many groups have their own publishing houses that distrib-
ute their texts to ordinary retail bookshops, the latter often having special
sections for groups with large numbers of publications (Ishii 1994). The use
of media will be extensively discussed in the following chapters, but just
to provide a couple of examples, Oomoto, a new religion founded in 1892
by Deguchi Nao, between 1908 and 1929 published 13 magazines and in
1920, bought a newspaper that enabled it to get its message across to a
larger national audience. Seichd no Ie, a group founded in 1930 by Taniguchi
Masaharu, used the press as the main tool for proselytism, and its strategy of
the publication and diffusion of its leader’s books became a model for later
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groups. While Japan has not had anything directly akin to “televangelists™,
that is, Christian ministers that conduct sermons via television broadcasts, its
new religions have maintained a high level of media presence. This has come
mainly through advertisements in magazines and newspapers, in broadcasts
on radio programmes and satellite television networks, and, more recently,
through the use of websites and social networks. Furthermore, the enact-
ment and fruition of religious rituals and festivals may be influenced by the
presence of media, as, for example, when followers gather at the centres of
their movements to watch videos, television and satellite broadcasts.

CASE STUDIES IN THIS BOOK

In this book, the analysis of the interaction between media and new religions
will focus primarily on three case studies, and are set predominantly during
the first period of the development of the groups being analysed (the 1980s
for Agonshi, the late 1980s to early 1990s for Kofuku no Kagaku, and post-
2007 for Hikari no Wa). The media strategies of such groups tend, of course,
to change over time. My interest is to show how media forms have been
essential at particular moments in the development of these groups, that is,
when they were building their image and setting the basis of their teaching
and doctrine. The choices of using particular media devices played a central
role in the determining the success (with various degrees) of these groups
and strongly impacted their public images for years to come.

While Kofuku no Kagaku, Agonshii and Hikari no Wa are not the big-
gest new religious movements in Japan, they are significant examples in
the discourse concerning media and religion for two main reasons. Firstly,
they can be considered, for different reasons discussed in later chapters, very
self-conscious groups when it comes to media communication strategies. Sec-
ondly, changes in their media strategies could be seen as correlated to the
impact of the sarin gas attack in 1995. Kéfuku no Kagaku and Agonsha,
although not directly involved in the crimes and violent actions, received
significant attention and criticism after the sarin attack. Asahara Shoko (born
in 1955 as Matsumoto Chizuo), the leader of Aum Shinrikyo, was a member
of Agonshii, a group founded in 1954 by Kiriyama Seiyu (born in 1921 as
Tsutsumi Masuo), for a period of time and borrowed some of its teachings
(Reader 2000a, 13; Shimazono 2001). Although Agonshii and its leader tried
immediately to distance themselves from Aum after 1995 (Kiriyama 19935),
the previous connection resulted in negative publicity. Kofuku no Kagaku,
founded in 1986 by Okawa Rytiho (born in 1956 as Nakagawa Takashi)
strongly criticised Aum Shinrikyd before 1995 (Kisala 2001a), but the rivalry
between the two groups (Baffelli and Reader 2011), also fueled by media, as
I will discuss later, created in the public mind the idea that they were similar,
both having young leaders, a largely young and well-educated membership
and an interest in being publicly visible. Finally, Hikari no Wa was founded
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in 2007 by a group of ex-members of Aum Shinrikyd led by Joyt Fumihiro
(born 1962; previously a well-known Aum spokesperson) and it has, since
then, been trying to distance itself from the previous group, a process that has
implied a substantial reshaping of previous teaching and practices."’

As was mentioned above, the focus in this book will be on the early
stage of development of religious organisations, although some reference
will be made to later developments, but only in relation to the discussion of
earlier media and image strategies. The necessity for these groups to pres-
ent themselves as up-to-date and to continuously negotiate the relevance
of the leader’s message can become difficult to sustain over the long run.
Second- and third-generation members are sometimes less involved and less
enthusiastic. At the same time, the leader is no longer a young and novel
“product” to be presented as innovative, while changes in organisational
structures (the creation of a board of senior members, for example) may
result in a more conservative approach toward implementing changes. As
a consequence, what initially was a pioneering approach in media terms
may be followed by less innovative, and even static, image strategies. This
became evident with the introduction of the Internet and, later on, social
media, and the fact that most new religions were very late or even cautious
in using these new technologies (Baffelli 2011). As will be discussed later,
this prudent approach to the Internet was also due to the impact of the sarin
gas attacks and criticism toward new religions, as many groups learned that
visibility is not necessarily always positive. However, it is also true that it is
generally less controversial to implement changes or to include new technol-
ogies in the early stages of group formation, when teaching and practices are
being created and often rapidly changed and reshaped, than later on, when
a group has become more institutionalised, with more defined doctrines and
ritual practices and, potentially, when members may be more resistant to
changes. Therefore, the early stage of formation of new religions represents
a dynamic and effervescent, but at the same time uncertain, moment where
the processes of the media’s impact on the creation of religious identity are
particularly fascinating.

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

This book has been structured to provide a discussion of themes and key
issues related to the interconnections between media and new religions, and
an analysis of specific case studies.

In Chapter One, I highlight the dual and complex relationship between
media and new religions. In particular, I look at the tensions groups face
between the need for visibility through the use of media and the risks of fac-
ing attacks and criticism through other media. New religions use both inter-
nal media (that is, media technologies or institutions owned by the group,
such as satellite broadcasting facilities or publishing houses) and external
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mass media (such as magazines and newspapers) as sources of legitimation
and to reach a wider audience. They need external media such as newspapers
and magazines because their internal media might be too limited in scope
to broaden their visibility. However, this runs the risk that media exposure
could have a negative impact on their public image. Yet without such expo-
sure, they could be completely ignored by the larger public. Therefore, the
media in general have played a central role in both defining new religions
and creating interest about these groups. The chapter traces both the history
of the treatment of new religions by the mass media and the communication
strategies, mediated practices and media technologies used by new religions
(press, radio, visual media, anime, manga, satellite broadcastings, websites
and so on). The relationship between the media and religion changed on
March 20, 1995, when the nerve gas attack on the Tokyo subway that I
mentioned earlier occurred. Carried out by the new religion Aum Shinriky®o,
the Aum Affair (Oumu jiken) is considered an important turning point in the
relationship between new religions and society in Japan, and I argue that
the media strategies of new religions in Japan must be examined in terms of
the period before and the period after the events of 1995.

Chapter Two concentrates on major themes within the image and com-
munications strategies of new religions. First of all, media technologies can
be employed by new religions to increase their profile and improve their
image, and, ultimately, to support their propagation activities. Increasing
numbers is a central issue for newly established organisations, as member-
ship is also seen as proof that the organisation is a legitimate religion and not
a dangerous group. Furthermore, active engagements with media technolo-
gies can project the image of a successful and up-to-date religion. Secondly,
media exposure can impact on two important elements in the structure and
organisation of the group, namely religious authority and practice. Medi-
ated practices can reshape the relationship between a leader and followers,
introducing new forms of interactions (such as online interactions), making
the leader more accessible (for example, with live streaming of his/her lec-
tures), or challenging his/her authority and legitimacy. Media technologies
can also transform ritual practices by adapting them to the logic of media
technologies or by transforming rituals into a spectacle and entertainment
performance. Further themes are the role played by media forms in shaping
the image of new religions (by creating, for example, standardised narratives
of conversion stories) and repackaging this image in order to make the group
look relevant and in tune with changes in society. Finally, visibility involves
risks, as media exposure can lead to severe criticism. Reactions to criticism
can severely impact the future of a religious organisation. Some groups are
able to use media attention and even criticism to strengthen their identity,
while others are unprepared to respond to media attacks and may never
recover from the damage to their image.

Chapter Three investigates the emergence of new forms, contexts and
experiences of rituals mediated by the media. In particular, the chapter
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addresses the satellite transmission of Agonshi rituals and the impact that
new media have had on religious practices and rituals. The analysis will
discuss how the ritual is recreated and extended by the media and also how
“sacralised screens” can be a means to spectacularise but also internalise
religious rituals. Agonshi is a striking example of a new religion that came
into prominence especially via the use of media forms, initially publications,
but also dramatic rituals broadcast across Japan. Agonshii engaged in a pro-
cess of “spectacularising” its practices in ways that attracted a following and
also public attention. Also, Agonshii was a pioneer in creating new modes
of ritual engagement and community, by transmitting its rituals visually and
aurally to members in distant places, thereby creating a form of “mediated
community” that enabled followers in different parts of Japan to participate
together in a single ritual.

Chapter Four examines Kofuku no Kagaku’s communication strategies
in the 1990s. It focuses especially on the two-year period between 1991
and 1992 when the sacralisation of the leader Okawa Ryiiho brought about
through a massive publicity campaign can be contrasted with the attempt
at delegitimisation carried out by the press in the same period (the so-called
Kodansha Friday Affair). Okawa is an interesting example of a religious
leader whose status is particularly bound to his uses of media, in particular,
printed media. The success of the group in the early 1990s was determined
by a combination of savvy management strategies, combined with a flexi-
ble doctrine and an efficacious use of media strategies—including constant
rewriting and republishing of texts according to doctrinal changes, advertis-
ing campaigns and large events centred around the leader.

Chapter Five is concerned with the use of computer-based communica-
tion by Aum Shinrikyd, and in particular with the use of websites and social
networking sites by its splinter group, Hikari no Wa. For Hikari no Wa,
the Internet is an important tool for reshaping its identity, claiming its sep-
aration from the violent past of Aum, communicating with members and
presenting its reformed teachings. However, the Hikari no Wa case should
be understood in the context of its specific circumstances. Because of its
relationship to Aum, Hikari no Wa did not have access to media other than
the Internet. Therefore, Internet-based interaction is vital for a group that is
attempting to rebuild its credibility and legitimacy, but that is haunted by a
traumatic past and has very limited access to mainstream media.

In the Conclusions, I suggest that the relationship between media and
religion is not constant and stable, but shifting in a constant process of nego-
tiation. In particular, users’ reappropriation and reproduction (especially
online) of publicly available materials produced by new religions can trans-
form them completely from a tool for propagation to an object of ridicule
that potentially challenges and undermines religious authority. Such appro-
priation practices also demonstrate the dualistic nature of the media-religion
relationship that has been discussed in the other case studies and indicate how
the Internet can potentially create new challenges for religious organisations.
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NOTES

1.

In 2006-2007, for example, Soka Gakkai launched a TV advertising campaign
with the slogan “A new future for you, Soka Gakkai” (anata no, ashita wo,
atarashiku, Soka Gakkai).

. One of the first movements to use print media for propagation activities was

a group called Oomoto, which established its first magazine in 1914 (Dorman
2012a, 45-635; Stalker 2008).

. The field of the study of religion and media expanded from the mid-1990s

onwards with the emergence of phenomena such as televangelists in North
America. Subject areas include the new and evolving field of media, religion
and culture (Clark 2007; Hoover 2006; Hoover and Clark eds. 2002; Hoover
and Lundby eds. 1997; Lynch, Mitchell, and Strhan eds. 2011; Mitchell and
Marriage eds. 2003; Morgan ed. 2008), audience (Stout and Buddenbaum
1996; 2001), popular culture (Forbes and Mahan 2005), critical studies (De
Vries and Weber eds.2001) and anthropology (Meyer and Moors 2005). For
overviews of the field, see Mahan 2014; Stout 2012; Stout and Buddenbaum
2002.

. For synoptic accounts on mediatization, see Couldry and Hepp (2013); Lundby

(2009).

Early works on the use of media by new religions in Japan and on represen-
tations of new religions in media include Ishii (1989) and two comprehensive
sections of the Shinshiikyo jiten (Encyclopaedia of New Religions) edited
by Inoue et al. 1994 (one article is by Ishii, 322-31 and the other by Inoue,
516-58). A general overview in English on new religions and media is Inoue
(2012). Some works have focused on use of media by Aum Shinrikyd, such as
Fukamizu (1994;1996); Watanabe (2005, on the group use of computer-based
communication); Gardner (2008, on manga and Aum’s views of media). In
2011, Inoue and the Religious Information Research Center published a com-
prehensive volume including 21 chapters on material produced by and on
Aum Shinrikyd. Dorman’s Celebrity Gods (2012a) investigates the relation-
ship between media and new religions in the postwar period, while Stalker’s
Prophet Motive (2008) looks at the role played by media in the develop-
ment of Oomoto in the 1920s. Thomas (2012) includes some discussion
on anime and manga produced by new religions. There are also a few book
chapters and articles that looked at related topics, such as Agonshi’s use of
spectacular events and media technologies (Reader 1991), GLA-mediated
practices (Whelan 2007b), Konkokyo and Seichd no Ie’s use of radio (Enom-
oto 2006) and Kofuku no Kagaku’s anime (Tsukada 2010). See also Ber-
thon (2011). Finally, several studies have focused on computer-mediated
communication, including Baffelli 2000; Baffelli 2010; Baffelli, Reader, and
Staemmler 2011; Ess, Kawabata, and Kurosaki eds. 2007; Fukamizu 2007;
Giambra 2015; Tkegami and Nakamaki eds. 1996; Inoue ed. 2003; Kienle
and Staemmler 2003; Kokusai Shiikyd Kenkyiijo ed. 2000; Kurosaki 2006;
2007; Kurosaki ed. 2000; Kurosaki, Hoshino, and Terazawa 2009; Tamura
1998; 200S.

. For example, during the 1980s and 1990s, that is the period when new reli-

gions examined in this book expanded. During that time, 72 newspapers were
published each day in Japan and 90per cent of the public read newspapers
on a daily basis (Foreign press centre 1990, 13; Nihon Shinbun Kyokai 1994;
Pharr and Krauss 1996, 4). Four newspapers had a circulation of more than
two million copies (Yomiuri, Asahi, Mainichi and Sankei) and several local
and regional newspapers were also distributed. A survey conducted in 1989
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10.

11.

12.

by NHK (Nippon Hoso Kyokai, in English, Japan Broadcasting Corporation)
showed that there were more television sets than homes in Japan and on aver-
age viewers, spent three hours and 23 minutes daily watching TV (Foreign
Press Centre 1990, 48). However, printed media and in particular newspapers
enjoyed prestige and higher credibility ratings than TV news (but a majority
of Japanese trusted both, Nihon Shinbun Kyokai, 1992, 32; 36-37).

. On the topic, see Dorman (2012a); Dorman and Reader (2007); Thomas

(2012).

. It is very difficult to estimate the exact numbers of new religions. The Feder-

ation of New Religious Organizations of Japan (Shin Nihon shikyo dantai
rengokai, which is abbreviated shinshiiren), includes 39 organisations, but
many new religions are not affiliated with the Federation. Furthermore, legal
registration under the Japanese Religious Corporation Law (Shitkyo Hojin Ho)
is not compulsory and some groups may decide not to register (or they are
not allowed to, as in the case of the splinter groups from Aum Shinrikyd).
The Shinshiikyo jiten (Encyclopaedia of New Religions, Inoue et. al. 1994)
includes the profiles of over 300 groups, and similar numbers are confirmed
by the database of the Religious Information Research Center in Tokyo (http://
www.rirc.or.jp). For further discussion on numbers, see Astley (2006, 96-98);
Reader (2015); Staemmler and Dehn (2011, 5).

. In Japanese, shitkyo is the standard term for religion, and shin simply means

“new”.

Nishiyama Shigeru first used the term shin shinshitkyo (New New Religions) in
1979 (Nishiyama 1979, 33-37). The journal Shitkyo to Shakai vol. 3 in 1997
published a debate regarding the validity of the term shin shinshikyo with
a critical article by Inoue (1997) and responses from Nishiyama (1997) and
Shimazono (1997a).

“new spiritual movements” is used to define the Japanese version of the New
Age, and usually refers to a network of practitioners and practices not struc-
tured as a religious group. These can include informal gatherings of people
sharing the same interests who occasionally attend the same ceremonies or
activities. In these loose affiliations, there is rarely a well-defined leadership
structure and these networks rarely form their own rites or doctrines. For a
discussion of the term, see Shimazono (1992a).

Initially, more pejorative terms were used to indicate “new religions”, such
as ruiji shitkyo (quasi religions) or shinké shitkyo (newly arisen religions, but
implying derogatory nuances of superficiality, Astley 2006; Murakami 1980).
The latter term is still often used in media when referring to new religions.
After the 1995 sarin gas attack, the term karuto (cult) started to be used to
indicate potentially dangerous or unusual religious groups.

Shimazono also discussed the term shinshitkyo in relation to the terms
shiigo shitkyo (syncretic religions) and minzoku shikyo (popular religions).
The former understands new religions in a tripartite system of institutionalised
religions, popular beliefs and syncretic religions. The former, however, was
considered too generic (see Shimazono 1981 and 1987). Inoue (1999; 2000;
2012) has proposed the term haipa shitkyo (hyper-religions) to define groups
established since the 1970s to indicate the tendency in these groups to adopt
teaching and rituals from outside the Japanese tradition and to use language
from the natural sciences and psychology. Finally, after the 1995 sarin gas
attack, the image of new religions (and of religion in general) has become
increasingly negative (Baffelli and Reader 2011). As a consequence, some
groups avoid overt religious rituals or language or reject the term shinshitkyo
in order not to be associated with dangerous “cults”. On terminology, see also
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Inoue (1997); Reader (2015); Shimazono (1994); Staemmler and Dehn eds.
(2011).

It is often quite difficult to obtain precise figures regarding members, due to
different ways of assessing membership figures by groups that tend to inflate
numbers. Some scholars have estimated than between 10-20 per cent of Japa-
nese population are members of a new religion. For further discussion on mem-
bership and figures, see Astley (2006, 96-98); Hardacre (1986, 3); Inoue (1992,
9); Kisala (1999, 2); Reader (1991, 195-196 and 2015); Shimazono (1992b,
106); Staemmler and Dehn eds. (2011, 5-6). Official figures submitted by
religious institutions are published annually by the Agency for Cultural Affairs
in the Shitkyo Nenkan (Religions Year Book), now also available online at:
http://www.bunka.go.jp/tokei_hakusho_shuppan/hakusho_nenjihokokusho/
shukyo_nenkan/. Accessed July 20, 2015.

See, for example, Fitzgerald (2000); Isomae (2003; 2005); Josephson (2012);
Maxey (2014); Pye (2003); Reader (2004; 2005b); Shimazono and Tsuruoka
eds. (2004).

For a debate on different criteria used to define “new religious movement”,
see the series of articles in Nova Religio by Barker (2004); Bromley (2004);
Melton (2004); Reader (2005a).

The term is generally used in scholarship on Japanese religions. See Astley
(2006); Hardacre (1986); Inoue et. al (1994); Prohl (2012); Reader (1991);
Staemmler and Dehn (2011).

For a discussion on the historical phases of development of new religions, see
Astley (2006, 95-96), Hardacre (1986, 4); Kisala (1999, 3); Nishiyama and
Omura eds. (1998); Reader (1991, 195; 2015); Shimazono (1992b, 42-48);
Staemmler (2011, 13-15).

On the role of spirit possession in new religions and charismatic founders, see
Davis (1980); Ooms (2010); Staemmler (2009).

The analysis in this book is based on fieldwork and interviews I have con-
ducted with the three groups over an extended period of time: since 2003 for
Kofuku no Kagaku, since 2005 for Agonshi and since 2008 for Hikari no Wa.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING “VISIBLE”

In a scene of the documentary A by Mori Tatsuya,! Araki Hiroshi—acting
as Aum Shinrikyd’s spokesperson after its leader and other prominent mem-
bers were arrested following the 19935 sarin gas attack—looks at the camera
and says to Mori that he wants him to film and record “them” accurately
(chanto kiroku ni tottemoraitai). Aum didn’t have, he continues, a tradi-
tion of recording its activities; therefore, members’ communal lives were
not documented. And, he argues, even if members had produced records of
their activities, people would have not believed them.? Therefore, he wants
people who are able to do so to see this (chanto mieru hito ni mitemoraitai).

Araki’s words perfectly summarise the interdependence and the complex
relationship between newly formed (and, at times, controversial) religious
organisations and media in Japan. The leader of Aum Shinrikyd, Asahara
Shoko, and other members often appeared on television shows before the
1995 sarin gas attack (Gardner 2001; Kojima 2011). The unusual person-
ality of the leader, and the fact the some members were young and suc-
cessful but renounced their careers, donated their personal belongings, and
left their families to join a communal life and to participate in extreme
ascetic practices attracted media attention. Aum practices and lifestyles also
raised many controversies over issues such as communes, brushes with the
law and conflict with other groups, in particular with Kofuku no Kagaku
(Baffelli and Reader 2011; Dorman 2012a, 11; Reader 2000a; Watanabe
1997, 37-38). After the sarin gas attack, Aum was again used by the media
to create an audience through the diffusion of stories of supposed brain-
washing techniques used by new religions, and obsessive reportages on the
group’s unusual training practices and teaching. Members’ daily activities
too, from their dietary restrictions to their religious practice, were the sub-
ject of intense media scrutiny and were portrayed as unconventional, bizarre
and weird. Aum itself initially enjoyed media exposure and actively used
the media to respond to its detractors and to promote its image, even in
the period immediately after the sarin gas attacks, when Aum representa-
tives and Joyu Fumihiro, the group’s spokesperson, frequently appeared in
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press conferences and interviews to deny involvement in the crimes (Gardner
2001, 139; see also Chapter § in this volume). At the same time, Aum used
media forms by producing numerous publications, videos and tapes with its
leader’s sermons and teachings to be used by members during their practices.
However, as Araki noted, the daily life reality of members and the banality
of their daily routine, which included ascetic training and religious practices,
but also cooking, cleaning, laughing and talking together, were not recorded.

Although distinctive, due to the violent trajectories followed by the group
and its consequences, the ambivalent and problematic relationship between
Aum Shinriky6 and the media is not unique. In the case of other new religions
too, as will be discussed in further detail later, the representations of groups
in external media (that is, media texts produced by agencies external to the
group, such as mainstream media or, at times, media produced by other reli-
gious organisations) tend to be constructed to criticise or ridicule members
and make them appear as dangerous, eccentric, metaphorical “others”? that
are therefore differentiated from the rest of society or from other religious
organisations. At the same time, internal media (that is, media texts, such as
magazines, videos, books and so on produced by the religious group itself)
tend to present an image of harmony, and of highly committed and loyal
members, while emphasising the role and importance of the leader. As Araki
notes, very little is available, in both the material produced by religious
groups and by external media, about the daily life activities of members
and their personal histories and experiences. Paradoxically, publications by
new religions frequently focus on personal accounts from members, their
personal experiences in the group, and conversion stories. However, these
accounts tend to be standardised and very similar to each other, creating a
uniform narrative basis to strengthen a particular image of the group. These
internal narratives, as well as external representations of members, tend to
present the group as a uniform entity, while ignoring individual understand-
ings of the teaching and the continuous negotiation (and, at times, dissent)
between the leader’s authority and the views of followers.

Araki’s words also raise another issue. Material produced by religious
organisations is often seen as biased. In the above-mentioned example, if
Aum members themselves had filmed their lives in the group, it would have
been difficult to persuade viewers that what was presented was an accurate
account of daily life in the group. Viewers may think that the group is hiding
something, and, obviously, the group will have an interest in only present-
ing a positive image of itself, avoiding showing potentially controversial
practices or contradictory statements about doctrine. However, visibility
is essential for newly formed organisations that have to make themselves
known to the larger public, and that need to present a counterargument to
their detractors’ criticisms. As a consequence, groups are pressured to rely
on external media to present a reliable account of themselves, that is, they
are forced to depend on an external, non-member’s gaze and point of view
to present their teaching, while at the same time advising members that
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non-members and external media often misunderstand their practices and
teachings.* In an interesting conundrum, the documentary scene showed
how Aum members had to rely on media, through Mori’s work, not only to
attempt to show to the general public that the idea created and amplified by
the media themselves of Aum’s members as “evil” and “weird” was inaccu-
rate, but also to have a record of their own existence, at a time when most
of the group’s buildings and facilities were being confiscated and destroyed.

This contradiction seems unable to be resolved, as material produced by
religious groups tends to be apologetic and didactic, making the reader wary
that they are just attempts at proselytism. At the same time, the need for vis-
ibility by such groups has raised issues of media “objectivity”, as journalists,
TV show producers and presenters, video directors and so on are extremely
cautious when presenting materials about religious groups, to avoid being
accused of partisanship or even of being supporters of a particular group.
Objectivity, of course, cannot exist. In the two documentaries he filmed about
Aum members, A (1998) and A25 (2001), and in his publications about the
group (in particular, A3, 2010) Mori Tatsuya decided to take a different
approach in filming Aum members compared to other Japanese mainstream
media that tended to represent the group as an “evil cult” and members as
“brainwashed” (Gardner 2001; Reader 2000a). He wrote a letter to Aum’s
spokesperson asking for the group’s permission for him to enter its facilities
and to film members’ daily lives, and he decided not to add any commentary
to his movies. Therefore, Mori obtained privileged access to the group and
members’ private lives. As a consequence, members shared with him personal
feelings and emotions, while his ability to keep a distance was questioned
when members asked him to help them by providing his filming of their con-
frontation with authorities after a member was arrested (as discussed later in
this Chapter).® Mori also had to pay a high price for his decision, resulting
in his movies being ignored by mainstream media and the Japanese public
(Gardner 2001; Mori 2000), in a sense reinforcing the widespread perception
of incommunicability between Aum members and the external world.

Such problematic issues and dilemmas need always to be borne in mind
when examining the strategies of new religions in the context of the media.
Before discussing media strategies implemented by new religions, it is impor-
tant to briefly contextualise how the general media has perceived these
groups. Although this is not the main focus of the book, it needs to be under-
stood as the framework within which new religions’ media strategies oper-
ate. Furthermore, the analysis of the relationship between shinshitkyo (new
religions)” and society in contemporary Japan needs to take into account
the role of the media in both shaping public discourse about religion and in
(re)creating religious groups’ images and identities. As noted by Dorman, the
relationship between the media and newly founded and emerging religious
groups can been described as a “mixed blessing” (Dorman 2005a): media
technologies and, at times, media attention may support the development of
some new religions, but media scrutiny also can become a major destabilising



Media and New Religions in Japan 17

factor for some groups. As Hoover notes, “it is through the media that much
of contemporary religion and spirituality is known” (2006, 1); indeed, the
media can affect our ways of interpreting, understanding and representing
religion.

MEDIA VIEWS ON NEW RELIGIONS

As previous studies have noted (Dorman and Reader 2007; Hoover 2002),
it is problematic to treat media and religion as completely separate entities,
and the different layers of interconnections between the two spheres should
be explored. In the context of Japan, it is important to note how mass media
organisations and new religions developed around the same period and,
as a consequence, how the two spheres became part of the same process
of negotiating their new role(s) in the society. This resulted in a complex
and ambivalent relationship between media and new religions that it is still
visible nowadays and also in an overlap and in similarities in the language,
image strategies and imagery shared between them.

Since the late nineteenth century, the media, in particular printed media,
has become an important source of information regarding new religions in
Japan. During the Meiji period, the development of newspapers, magazines
and journals was encouraged and, in 1925, radio broadcasting started.®
The media were under strict control and censorship,” especially concern-
ing such topics as the emperor and the imperial family. Religious groups
that were perceived as potentially “undermining or offering alternatives
to the model of national and cultural identity centered on the emperor”
(Gardner 2005, 155) were put under severe scrutiny by the authorities
and described as “pseudo-religions” (ruiji shikyo) and “heresies” (jakya).'°
The press played a central role in defining religious orthodoxy (Dorman
2012a, 25; and, more generally, Chapter One; Sawada 2004, 236), repeat-
ing the terms used by political authorities and labelling new religions as
“repugnant, unwholesome phenomena that threatened the moral fiber of
the Japanese nation” (Sawada 2004, 256) and attacking them on the based
on their supposed “immorality” (Dorman 2012a). The media contribution
to campaigns against new religions (Gardner 2005, 155) resulted in harsh
criticism of these groups and their practices. The press was even stronger
that the state in its condemnation, in order to show its role as protectors
of national ideals (Dorman 2012a; Stalker 2008). An early example of this
attitude is the publication in Chiio Shinbun in 1896 of 150 installments
attacking Tenrikyo (Inoue 1992, 57; Stalker 2008, 84)—one of the earliest
new religions, founded in 1838 by Nakayama Miki (1798-1887) and one
of the largest movements at the time—which was condemned as “immoral
heresy” (inshi jakyo).!" Tenrikyo received criticism from different news-
papers from 1883 to 1902 (Inoue 1992, 56-64; Sawada 2004, 236-38;
Stalker 2008, 84).
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The most significant example of the role played by those assuming the
position of “public moralist” in the late nineteenth century in defining reli-
gious orthodoxy (Sawada 2004, 236) and also of the earlier tensions between
media and new religions is probably the case of a short-lived group called
Renmonky®d. Established by Shimamura Mitsu (1831-1904) in 1883, in the
late nineteenth century, Renmonkyo!? became one of the largest new religious
organisations in Japan. The adherents were attracted by Shimamura’s teach-
ings, which included aspects of Nichiren Buddhism, and by her practices
based on “holy water” (shinsui), which was believed to have healing proper-
ties for different illnesses, including cholera (Dorman 2012a; Takeda 1991).
In 1894, Renmonkyd and its leader became the object of a defamatory cam-
paign by Yorozu Chohao, a popular newspaper established in 1892. The first
derogatory articles appeared in February 1894 and for about nine months,
critical articles about the leader and its followers were published, including a
ninety-four installment series entitled, Inshi Renmonkyokai (“The Immoral
Religion Renmonkyd”, Inoue 1992, 49; Sawada 2004, 246; Takeda 1991).
In these articles, the leader was accused of personal immorality, of being
engaged in fraudulent practices and of illicit healing (Dorman 2012a, 37;
Sawada 2004, 256), accusations that, as will be discussed in Chapter Two,
are often used in media attacks on new religions.!3 Furthermore, Yorozu
Choho and other newspapers accused Renmonkyd of heterodoxy and het-
eropraxis and of being anti-Shinto.' In doing so, the newspaper subtly crit-
icised the legal provision of freedom of religion as one of the factors that
contributed to the emergence of “dangerous” groups (Dorman 2012a, 36),
and assumed the role of the defender of religious orthodoxy. At the same
time, criticisms toward Renmonkyd (and other new religions) were echoed
in publications by other religious organisations, such as the Buddhist paper
Meikyo Shinshi (Sawada 2004, 250), which called for groups like Ren-
monkyd to be dissolved by the Ministry.

Therefore, the attacks on Renmonky®d can be seen as representative of how
new religions were used for power negotiations and definitions of religious
orthodoxy between different actors in the Meiji period, such as government
authorities, the emerging media and other religious institutions. The actors
involved were concerned about the ability of emerging religious groups to
attract adherents from different social groups that could result, in the case
of Buddhist leaders, in the potential loss of their own parishioners (Dorman
2012a, 28; Sawada 2004, 250) and about devotion to the leader that could
potentially challenge established religious and secular authorities. The case
of Renmonky® is also emblematic because of how the group responded to
the crisis. As will be discussed in Chapters Two and Four, different responses
to media attacks have resulted in significantly different consequences for the
survival of the religious group involved in such conflicts. It is also import-
ant to note, however, that similar strategies have had dissimilar outcomes
in different periods and circumstances. Renmonky6 responded by sending
rebuttals to the newspapers that attacked it and demanding the retraction of
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their accusations (Takeda 1991). Subsequently, the group placed announce-
ments in several newspapers, including Yorozu Choha, explaining its deci-
sion to start legal action against Yorozu Choho and its fabricated reporting.
The civil suit was filed in April and, following a temporary injunction on
publication issued by the Tokyo Court of Appeals, Yorozu Choho suspended
its derogatory series (Takeda 1991). However, the decision by the group to
take legal action, instead of refuting the criticism on doctrinal grounds, was
highly criticised as not appropriate for a religious group and, ultimately,
resulted in general reinforcement of the perception that Renmonkyd was a
“bogus religion” (inshi jakyo)'®, Takeda 1991). The numbers of adherents
dropped, leading to a rapid decline of group’s activities.

In the period of Japan’s rising militarism and involvement in campaigns in
China from 1931 onwards and culminating in its involvement in World War
Two, religious organisations that were not affiliated with one of the thirteen
legally approved Sect Shinto (kyoha shinto) sects were considered suspicious
and closely monitored by the authorities (Murakami 1980). This increased
control by the authorities resulted in some groups, such as Oomoto,'® being
suppressed (Murakami 1980). Morioka (1994, 309) argues than in general,
the press uncritically embraced the charges made by the police and in doing
so helped to justify the government’s actions. However, Dorman (2005c,
61-62) argues that there was no unanimity in journalists’ reports about
accusations against new religions. He shows, for instance, that some articles
criticised (at least until mid-1930s) the accusations made by the authorities,
without, however, questioning the severe scrutiny on new religions or the
dominant depiction of them as problematic.

In the postwar period, the media continued their role in shaping and
defining the image of new religions, assuming the role of protector of social
norms and denouncing groups that were seen as potentially antisocial or a
threat to social stability. Expressions such as “rush hour of the gods” (kami-
gami no rashu awda)'” appeared in the press to indicate an apparent increase
in the numbers of new religions following the introduction of the Religious
Juridical Persons Law in 1951."® New religions were described in terms
that made them sound transient and ephemeral, as “sprouting like bamboo
shoots after the rain” (ugo no takenoko no yoni), (Dorman 2012a, 5), and
media reporting on them in the immediate postwar period tended to be very
critical (Dorman 2005¢; Inoue 1994, 516-517). Media personalities, such
as the influential and prolific journalist Oya Soichi, also played an important
role in shaping the negative image of new religions (Dorman 2005¢) and in
creating specific tropes with which to designate these groups.

Such attention on the supposedly rapid growth in the number of reli-
gious organisations or in religious practices has been a recurrent theme in
media portrayals of new religions. In the late 1970s, for example, the media
began to draw attention to a “return to religion” (shitkyo kaigi) and reli-
gious boom (shitkyo bimu'®, Inoue 1992; Ishii 2008; Shimazono 1992b).20
The basis for asserting a supposed revival of religious practices and beliefs
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were two surveys, Nibonjin no Kokuminsei (The Japanese National Char-
acter) conducted by the Institute of Statistical Mathematics (Tokei Suri
Kenkyijo), a national research institute, and Nibonjin no Ishiki (Japanese
Consciousness), a public opinion poll conducted by NHK, Japan’s national
broadcasting corporation, both showing a supposed increase since 1973 in
respondents claiming to have some sort of religious beliefs and to be inter-
ested in religion (Inoue 1992, 208; NHK Hoso Yoron Chasajo ed. 1979;
Shimazono 2001a,175-176). As discussed in Reader (1990), academic dis-
cussions about religion in modern society affected the interpretation of this
survey data. A shift occurred in the mid-1970s and corresponded to a new
approach to theories of secularisation, in which religion started to be seeing
not as opposed to, but compatible with, modern society. At the same time,
the media started showing an interest in religion-related topics and practices.
Between 1976 and 1977, the Mainichi newspaper published a series of five
volumes?! investigating the state of religion in Japan (Reader 1990, 62-63)
that included a portrayal of a vibrant religious life. The series attracted a
remarkable amount of interest, and other news and accounts about religious
practices started to appear more frequently in mass media. Stories on mysti-
cism and occult-related phenomena were featured in broadcasts and printed
media (Haga and Kisala 1995, 237). Popular magazines specialising in the
occult and supernatural phenomena (and in the sale of related goods), such
as Mii and My Birthday, were established in the late 1970s, and translations
of books associated with the New Age in the American context or with
related topics, such as Nostradamus’s prophecies,?> were published. Con-
currently, popular movies, such as Genma Taisen (1983) and Akira (1988)
popularised science fiction and apocalyptic themes (Haga and Kisala 19935,
238), and variety shows with religious content appeared on prime time TV
(Ishii 2008, 19).

Scholars have expressed doubts regarding a quantifiable religious “boom”
in the period (Inoue 1992; Ishii 2008), instead directing attention to the
boom as a media-driven phenomenon, such as, for instance, an increase in
TV programmes from the 1970s devoted to topics such as supernatural pow-
ers, prophecies, UFOs, telepathy and so on (Ishii 2008). According to Inoue,
if a boom existed, it was more related to the increase of information about
religion (Inoue 1992, 338-348) than an increase in interest in something
specifically religious or spiritual. The role played by the media in shaping
definitions of religious practices in this period, “encouraging consumption
of occult information as a form of entertainment” (Haga and Kisala 1995,
238), created an interesting overlap between the spheres of media, religion
and marketing. An interesting example is provided by the use of the term
seishin sekai (spiritual world), a term used to indicate an amorphous group
of religious practices and teachings organised around loose networks or
small groups.?? It is outside the scope of this research to attribute the cor-
rect genealogy to the term, but it appears that it started being used around
the same time by the media, practitioners, bookstores and new religions.
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Publications loosely addressing the variety of topics related to the “spiritual
world” (from channelling to meditation, yoga, mysticism and so on) started
appearing in the 1970s. Events on the seishin sekai were also organised in
bookstores and department stores. For example, in June 1978, the book-
store Kinokuniya in Tokyo organised an event on Indo-Neparu Seishin
Sekai no Hon (“Books About the Indo-Nepalese Spiritual World”). In the
same year in December, the bookstore Prasad hosted an event on Seishin
Sekai no Hon—Best 800 (“Best 800 Books on the Spiritual World”). In
1981, Kinokuniya opened a fair titled Seishin Sekai no Hon (“Spiritual
World Books”) and in the 1980s, a seishin sekai corner started appearing
in different bookstores (Fig. 1.1). Articles related to the spiritual world
appeared in newspapers,** while publications by new religions also started
to use the term. In 1977, for example, Za Mediteshon (“The Meditation”),
a new quarterly magazine published by Hirakawa, a publisher connected
to the new religion Agonshii published a ranking of the top 100 books on
the “spiritual world” (Shimazono 1996, 168). Furthermore, volume seven
of Agonshit’s magazine Meisé Meditation in 1982 was devoted to the theme
of the “spiritual world”, and the same group used the term seishin sekai
in several publications and events from the late 1970s.25 Therefore, the
term offers an interesting example of how marketing, new religions and
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Fig. 1.1 Seishin sekai (Spiritual world) section in a major bookstore in Tokyo.
Photo by Erica Baffelli.



22 Media and New Religions in Japan

media, often considered entirely separate spheres, used similar references
and imaginary, and equally participated in the construction of a supposed
“religion boom” in Japan in the 1970s and 1980s.

These are only few examples of a wider pattern of interconnectedness
between new religions and media in Japan and in particular the role played
by the media in shaping the image of new religions since the Meiji period.
As these examples demonstrate, the ways in which media and new religions
interact are neither stable nor predictable, while larger historical and politi-
cal contexts have influenced media attitudes toward new religions. Further-
more, although media reporting on new religions has tended to be critical,
there have been instances where new religions attracted media curiosity and
even, although less commonly, resulted in positive portrayals. This dualism
in media approaches continued during the 1980s and early 1990s, when,
as mentioned above, topics related to spiritual and religious practices often
appeared in newspapers, magazines and entertainment TV shows, and spec-
tacular events and large advertising campaigns sponsored by new religions
attracted media curiosity and controversies (see Chapters Two, Three and
Four in this volume).

THE AUM AFFAIR AS A “TURNING POINT”

The relationship between the media and new religions that I have briefly
outlined above changed on March 20, 1995, when members of Aum Shin-
rikyo perpetrated the nerve gas attack on the Tokyo metropolitan subway.
Responsibility for this and other atrocious crimes was attributed to Aum’s
leader Asahara Shoko’s (born Matsumoto Chizuo, 1955-) influence upon
his followers. Tensions between the group and society had already appeared
in previous years, and legal groups in opposition to Aum were established
already in the late 1980s, such as the Aum Shinriky6 Victims’ Society (Oumniu
Shinrikyo Higaisha no kai) that started in 1989. Others appeared imme-
diately after the sarin attack, such as the Subway Sarin Incident Victims’
Association (Chikatetsu Sarin Jiken Higaisha no Kai) and the Japan Society
for Cult Prevention and Recovery (Nibon Datsukaruto Kyokai). The Aum
Affair (Oumu jiken), as it was referred to in the media, is considered an
important turning point in the relationship between religion and society in
Japan (Baffelli and Reader 2012; Kisala and Mullins 2001) and it strongly
affected how religion is perceived there nowadays.?

Following the attack, journalists, lawyers and anti-cult activists became
the main public voices claiming knowledge about Aum (Wilkinson 2009,
120), and they called for a greater control on new religions, now labelled
“cults” and accused of brainwashing their members.?” Several texts pub-
lished by American anti-cult activists were translated into Japanese.?® Fur-
thermore, many representatives of American anti-cult movements were
invited to Japan and anti-cult activists such as Steve Hassan and Asami
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Tadao frequently appeared on television (Wilkinson (2009, 129). Anti-cult
journalists, such as Egawa Shoko, who was very critical of Aum before 1995
and published extensively against the group (Egawa 1991a; Egawa 2000),
achieved greater credibility and visibility. Before 1995, being a small-scale
group, Aum Shinrikyd had not been extensively studied. This caused a lot
of criticism toward Japanese scholars, who were accused of not having rec-
ognised the potential public threat and even of having been supportive of
Aum?® (Baffelli and Reader 2012; Dorman 2012b; Reader 2000b; Tsukada
2011; Watanabe 2001). As a consequence, the media became the primary
source of information about the group, as explained by Hardacre:

Besides the media coverage that reported Aum’s various scrapes with
the law since 1989 and mostly since the subway attack, Aum’s own
publications, a couple of ‘instant books’ rushed out after the police
investigation began, and a single book by investigate reporter Egawa
Shoko, no literature of volume or substance on Aum had been available.
[. . .] In the absence of academic research, scholars, no less than the gen-
eral public, were heavily dependent upon media representation for their
understanding of this religion and the nerve gas attack.

(Hardacre 2007, 173)

At the same time, the media were accused of letting the group and its
leader’s imposing personality use and manipulate them. Indeed, the group
used the media not only for promoting its image and political activities, but
also to confront its critics and to counter its negative image (Dorman and
Reader 2007; Hardacre 2007; Reader 2000a). Yet, in the period immediately
after the sarin gas attack and before Asahara’s arrest in May 19935, sev-
eral television debates occurred between anti-Aum activists (such as Egawa
Shoko, Arita Yoshifu, Takimoto Tard) and the group’s representatives, such
as Murai Hideo, Aoyama Yoshinobu and Joyl Fumihiro (Gardner 2001).3°
For several months after the attack, until the end of 1995, Aum Shinrikyo-
related issues continued to receive extensive coverage in newspapers and
on TV news programmes.3! In 1996, television broadcasting on new reli-
gions decreased and between 1996 and 1999, news concerning these groups
was very limited. At the same time, new religions decreased their big public
events (in the same cases, the media were no longer invited to attend these
events) and reduced their massive advertising campaigns in order to avoid
harsh criticism. Suddenly, these religious groups seemed to disappear from
view.

The sarin gas attack therefore forced both the media and religious groups
to renegotiate and change their relationship. The media assumed for a brief
period both the role of society watchdog, in a sense reasserting the role
they had assumed during the Meiji period, as mentioned above, willing to
denounce and publicly expose potentially “dangerous” groups, but they
also took on an educational role (Dorman 2012a, 239) in order to provide
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information on Aum, due to the lack of knowledge and information avail-
able about the group.

On the other side, new religions reacted by condemning Aum’s actions,
distancing themselves from it (Kisala 2001a, 195), and re-evaluating their
image strategies. For these reasons, it is important to understand that the
media strategies of new religions in Japan must be examined in terms of the
period before and the period after the events of 1995.

Several works have addressed the relationship between the media and
Aum Shinrikyd and about how media representations of religion in Japan
changed after the sarin gas attack (Dorman 2001; 2012a; Dorman and
Reader 2007; Gardner 2001; Hardacre 2007; Inoue 2012; Reader 2000a;
Watanabe 2005). As mentioned earlier, the relationship between religion
and media in Japan in the 1980s and in particular the 1990s cannot be
understood without reference to the traumatic events of 1995. After the
Aum Affair, religious organisations in Japan had to face open criticism and
still-lingering negative images of religion in society. As other studies have
discussed (Baffelli and Reader 2012; Chilson 2004; Dorman 2012a; Gagné
2014; McLaughlin 2012), the consequences of the Aum Affair involved not
only new religions, but also more traditional religious organisations with
no evident link to Aum. For the groups discussed in this book (Agonshi,
Kofuku no Kagaku and Hikari no Wa), the situation was more complicated,
due to the fact that they were, as discussed in the Introduction, more or less
directly a target of criticism and were associated in the public mind with
Aum. In the case of Kofuku no Kagaku, the group had been seen as Aum’s
rival. Despite Kofuku’s open criticism towards Aum (the group also organ-
ised several anti-Aum demonstrations and regularly criticised Aum in its
publications), the two groups were perceived as similar by the general public
due to the fact that they both had a young leader and young, well-educated
membership and a similar interest in public visibility, showed, for example,
by their intense use of the media and frequent appearances on television.

After numerous Aum members were arrested and extended and very
detailed reports about Aum started to appear in the media, Agonshii became
a focus of attention because Asahara had been affiliated with the group
before leaving to found Aum. Although Agonshii immediately distanced
itself from Aum and tried to downplay the relevance and length of Asaha-
ra’s membership, the media claimed that Kiriyama’s teaching had influenced
Aum’s doctrines, and this shed a negative light on the group. The book
published by Kiriyama Seiyt (Kiriyama 1995), Agonsht’s leader, to explain
the differences between his group and Aum clearly illustrates the pressure
placed by the media on the group after the attack. Finally, Hikari no Wa is
one of the two splinter groups created by ex-Aum members, and its leader,
Joya Fumihiro, maintained a highly public profile before and after 1995.

Therefore, the analysis of religion and media in the 1980s and 1990s in
Japan offers an important angle on the discussion of how traumatic events
could impact image shaping and member-leader relationships. It also shows
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that evaluations of the impact of violence and trauma should not be limited
to the analysis of the group that committed violence or to the victims, but
also extended to consider the wider effects on society. Moreover, it demon-
strates that traumatic events could suddenly shift the attitude of the media
toward religion. In the Japanese case, for example, after 1995, new reli-
gions were no longer viewed mainly as unusual groups with extravagant
leaders who could create audiences, but they became potentially dangerous
groups. Media institutions, which received severe criticism after the Aum
Affair for having provided Asahara, on several occasions, with a public and
wide-reaching stage and visibility by inviting him onto talk shows, for exam-
ple, reacted to criticism by becoming very suspicious of any new religions
that could be potentially seen as “similar to Aum” (Baffelli and Reader 2012;
Dorman 2005b).32 Otherwise, they avoided reporting about new religions’
activities. This applied not just to new religions, but also to more estab-
lished religious organisations (Hardacre 2003). Finally, the sarin gas attack
happened while a major publisher, Kodansha, was involved in a long legal
suit with another new religion, Kofuku no Kagaku. The so-called Kodansha
Friday Affair (Kodansha Furaidé Jiken), see Chapter Four in this volume)
also impacted the negative media image of new religions, and it reinforced
the image of new religions as potentially belligerent and prone to aggressive
responses to criticism.

The above-mentioned documentary by Mori Tatsuya is again an emblem-
atic example of the fact that, after the Aum Affair, when representations of
new religions in the media tended to be negative, divergent or more nuanced
voices were not accepted. Mori Tatsuya was the only non-member allowed
inside the group’s facilities to film members’ daily activities after the sarin
gas attack and the arrest of Asahara and other senior members. As recounted
by the director himself (Mori 2000), he was first commissioned to produce
a TV documentary on Aum, but when he obtained permission from the
group, he decided to film their daily activities and to present a documen-
tary without overall commentary. His employer didn’t support this new idea
and fired him, so Mori was forced to interrupt his filming and to opt for a
self-produced documentary. When A was finally completed and showed at
movie theatres in Japan, the director expected to create a debate regarding
his different approach in presenting Aum members, who were showed in
their quotidian routines and interactions with neighbours, and presented
them as people who had divergent opinions on the crimes committed by
other members, showed individual personalities, and who were far from
being “brainwashed”. Mori’s documentary also showed that the media and
police exasperated Aum members, creating in the viewers the impression of
watching the unfolding of events from members’ points of view (although
in reality, this view was still mediated by Mori’s gaze into the camera and
his editing of the movie). Viewers are also confronted with the limits of
supposedly detached media reportage, when Mori is asked to intervene and
provide a video he filmed during a confrontation between members and
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The Public Security Intelligence Agency (kdan chasachd) officers, in order
to help an Aum member to be released from gaol. Mori himself, at this
point, became part of his documentary, thereby creating an overlap between
the media (himself) and the religion (the group): it is then unclear who is
filming whom and whose experiences are narrated in the documentary. The
unfolding of Mori’s A reveals the different layers involved in the complex
relationship between media and religion in 1980-1990s Japan. These lay-
ers include the need for the group to tell its truth—and the fact that only
the media could help it to have a public face; the search for the “truth”
by Japanese media after the traumatic event, which resulted in obsessive
reporting about and scrutiny of Aum and its members; the need to create
an uncompromising distinction between “evil” and “good”—which resulted
in Aum’s members not being accepted as “ordinary”, but only as “deviant”
and problematic, in order that the evil should be something far and strange,
not familiar and “banal”; the morbid attention paid by the media to Aum’s
members—with the extreme example of Murai Hideo, one of Aum’s senior
representative, being stabbed to death in front of journalists and TV crews,
which did not stop filming the event (Gardner 2001); the risk for the media
of being trapped in an ethical dilemma when dealing with Aum, as exem-
plified by Mori’s experience; and, finally, the media and public rejection of
any alternative construing of the event. Indeed, Mori’s documentary was not
received with criticism, but was completely ignored (Gardner 2001).

BEYOND CRITICISM

Media reports on new religions tend to be unsympathetic, but it would
be erroneous to claim that all representations of new religions were neg-
ative, especially in the pre-1995 era (Dorman and Reader 2007). Indeed,
Aum itself received, as mentioned above, some positive representations in
the media. On September 28, 1991, for example, Asahara and other Aum
members were invited as panellists, together with members of Kofuku no
Kagaku, on a four-hour-long, live programme called “Live TV Until Morn-
ing” (Asa Made Nama Terebi) on the Asahi network to discuss the topic
of Shitkyo to wakamono (“Religion and Young People”). In the follow-
ing days, several positive comments about the group’s performance during
the debate and its members’ knowledge of Buddhism were circulated by
scholars and media personalities, such as Beat Takeshi*? (Watanabe 1997,
37-38).

The media are not only an important source of information on new
religions, but see emerging groups and their leaders as providing a source
of interesting stories. Newspapers and magazines can increase circulation
via reporting rumours and scandals involving leaders and members. Simi-
larly, television programmes have attracted viewers’ attention by presenting
unusual personalities and practices (not only Aum and Kofuku no Kagaku,
but representatives of other groups such as World Mate?* and Ho no Hana
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Sanpogyo’’ appeared on talk shows). In his study on postwar new religions,
Dorman also showed how media reports about a group called Tensho Kotai
Jingtikyd,3¢ although often critical, were not entirely negative and that jour-
nalists had a more positive attitude after they interviewed Kitamura Sayo,
the group’s leader, and her followers (Dorman 2012a, 191). Similarly, Mori
Tatsuya commented that his opinion about Aum, which he previously had
considered a dangerous group, changed after he met the group members and
started filming his documentary.3”

Another often-overlooked element that has an impact on media reporting
on new religious is related to the fact that religious groups, including new
religions, could become important sources of revenue for newspapers through
advertising.?® In general, new religions’ events and publications are promoted
not only in in-house publications, but also in external media, posters at train
stations, billboards, leaflets and so on. It was in particular from the 1970s
that some new religions started investing in large advertising campaigns in
magazines and, less frequently, on television.?* In 1971, for example, the group
Reiyiikai, a lay Buddhist organisation founded in 1925 by Kakutard Kubo
(1892-1944) and Kimi Kotani (1901-1971) (Hardacre 1984) launched a cam-
paign entitled, “Inner Trip-ningen no kokoro ni kaers” (“Inner Trip: Return-
ing to People’s Hearts”), which represents one of the first examples of mass
media used for proselytism advertising. The advertisements were published in
large format in newspapers and magazines and aimed to attract a young audi-
ence and to change the image of religion from something looking old and out-
dated (toshiyorikusai, Twasa 1993, 131) to something modern and up to date.
The following year, the group launched the monthly magazine Inna Torippu
(Inner Trip), and its first issue sold four hundred thousand copies (Iwasa 1993,
132). Around the same period, on August 18, 1973, Tenrikyo started an adver-
tisement campaign with the slogan “Ningen onaji kyodai” (“People are all
Brothers and Sisters”), which occuppied a full page in the morning edition of
forty-two newspapers throughout the country. In the late 1980s and 1990s,
Agonshii was one of the most media-savvy groups and sponsored large adver-
tisement campaigns to promote the leader’s publications or its events, such as
the annual Hoshi Matsuri (Star Festival, also Stars and Fire Rites Festival).*?
As will be discussed in Chapter Three, Agonshii also employed advertising
agencies to promote its image, a strategy used in the 1990s also by Kofuku
no Kagaku for its large promotional campaigns (see Chapter Four in this vol-
ume). Although more research is needed on the economic aspects of the rela-
tionship between the media and new religions, it is possible to speculate that
economic issues may also affect reporting on new religions, as mass media
institutions, dependent on advertising revenue, may well have been reluctant
to attack groups that were important sources of income.

The entrepreneurial skills of some new religions have also been rec-
ognised by media and communication analysts and these have led to some,
although infrequent, positive representations of these groups. For example,
in 1993, Senden kaigi, a publication specialising in marketing communi-
cations, published a series by Iwasa Yoshiya, a marketing producer, titled
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Shikyo ni manabu maketing katsudo (“Learning Marketing Activities
from Religion”). In the second part of the series (titled Kyodan no kokoku
puromaoshon, “Religious groups’ promotion through advertising”, 1993)
strategies implemented by several new religions (such as Kofuku no Kagaku,
Aum Shinrikyd, Agonshii, Byakko Shinkd Kai, Seichd no Ie and Tenrikyd) to
promote their images are analysed from the point of view of three marketing
ideas, concept, activism and performance, in order to demonstrate how the
appropriate balance between these elements has resulted in these groups’
success in the religious marketplace. The same magazine published in 1994
a series titled Shitkyo no maketingu chikara (“The Marketing Power of Reli-
gion”; 1994), in which an article by Maeno Kazuhisa, a professor of infor-
mation studies at Gunma University, defined “religion” as an “information
society” (joho sangyo, Maeno 1994, 78).41

Therefore the media, while often hostile, has been dualistic in its represen-
tations of new religions. What is undeniable is that the media in Japan has
had a central role in defining these groups and has been seen as a trustworthy
authority defining how we should think about religion and the religious
groups that we could accept in society and those that should be labelled
as “dangerous”. Recent publications (Fujiyama 2011a, 2011b; McLaughlin
2016) have discussed changes in media discourse about religion following
the Great East Japan Earthquake disasters in March 2011. These studies
make similar observations about how the recent traumas have not resulted
in a particular increase of media reporting about religion, but, compared
to the post-1995 Great Hanshin/Awaji earthquake*? and post-Aum Affair
context, media narratives about religion have been more positive since 2011.
As McLaughlin noted, however, positive representations focus on interde-
nominational activities promoted by some organisations that are supported
by specific “information curators”, while “religious actors who do not fit a
sanitized discourse deemed acceptable for public consumption” (McLaugh-
lin 2016, 39) are still excluded. New religions have been (and still are) often
represented as “problematic”, so they have to develop strong media strat-
egies to present a different perspective and publicise their self-image. This
leads to the discussion on how new religions use media.

NEW RELIGIONS’ USE OF MEDIA: A BRIEF OVERVIEW

Media forms have been important tools for new religions that use pub-
lishing and visual technologies for training, communicating with members,
presenting their messages, reinforcing or protecting the image of the leader
and potentially attracting converts. Media forms are also employed to affirm
authority and legitimacy, for instance, to prove that new religions have a solid
textual basis and should be considered legitimate religious organisations.
Furthermore, media mastery displays images of leaders as multi-talented
individuals, up to date and able to use technologies: for example, Soka
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Gakkai has published collections of the group leader, Tkeda Daisaku’s, pho-
tographs, and Okawa Ryiho, leader of Kofuku no Kagaku, recently pro-
moted his collaboration with his son in writing the original script of one of
the animated movies produced by the group (Tsukada 2010).4

The intensive use of media by new religions was highlighted in both aca-
demic studies and journalistic reports on these groups that have at times
been labelled as “media religions” (media shitkyo, Inamasu 1992). How-
ever, it is important to clarify that these groups are not completely mediated
(i.e. existing only in the media or having all their practices and activities
supported by media), but that they use the media to support some of their
practices and activities. The chapters in this book will discuss a number of
examples in which media forms have had a relevant role in shaping religious
practices or leader-member relationships, but I should emphasise also that
new religions continue to operate primarily through their local and national
centres, which are promoted online and via media means. Furthermore,
media usage was not the only reason for the success of new religions. Earlier
studies, such as McFarland (1967, 92),* emphasised the role of media in the
development of new religions, but they did this as a way of minimising their
relevance and implying that they were ephemeral, media-driven phenomena
with an emphasis on proselytism and propaganda. This portrayal, as we will
see, is simplistic and does not acknowledge how the media strategies imple-
mented by some groups are highly sophisticated (indeed, other religious
organisations, such as the Sotd Zen Buddhist sect, showed an interested in
new religions’ image strategies and admitted that they should follow their
example (Reader 1983)). Consumer society from the early twentieth century
“provided religious organisations [. . .] with new marketing opportunities”
(Stalker 2008, 110) and media technologies, from photography to satellite
broadcasting and finally to the Internet, offered new platforms for dissem-
inating teaching, explaining doctrines and branding leaders’ images. As far
as organisational aspects are concerned, numerous new religions have teams
specialising in public relations or in media planning.*’ Some groups, as will
be discussed later, also employ advertising agencies or web communication
experts. Numerous groups, moreover, have their own publishing houses.
They also distribute their books not just via their own religious centres but
through general bookshops, which often have special sections for groups
with large publications, such as Soka Gakkai, Seicho no Ie and Kofuku no
Kagaku (Fig. 1.2).

It is beyond the scope of this book to provide a comprehensive account of
the media used by new religions since the late nineteenth century. However,
I will provide a brief overview, in chronological order, from the press to the
Internet, and a few examples to highlight some pioneering entrepreneurial
initiatives implemented by new religions and to emphasise the variety of
media strategies that have been developed.

One of the forerunner groups in implementing a savvy use of media for
enhancing the group’s public image was Oomoto, a group founded in 1892
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Fig. 1.2 “Kofuku no Kagaku” section in a major bookstore in Tokyo. Photo by
Erica Baffelli.

by Deguchi Nao (1836-1918). It was under the co-founder Deguchi Onis-
aburd (1871-1948) that the group’s media strategies were implemented. In
1908, the group published its first magazine, called Honkyé koshii, and by
1929, it owned thirteen magazines. In 1920, the group bought an Osaka
newspaper, the Taishé Nichinichi Shinbun, published a magazine in the
Esperanto language called Oomoto in 1925 and opened its own publishing
house in 1931. Deguchi Onisaburd, in particular, extensively employed print
media and recognised the power of visual images. Oomoto also implemented
what we would now define as “media mix” (in Japanese media mikkusu),
a combination of different media technologies and advertising strategies to
promote the group and target different audiences: magazines, journals, pho-
tograph albums and visual media, in particular, film.** Movies could be used
to attract larger audiences and reach viewers outside the sphere of Oomoto’s
members, a strategy that, as will be seen later, was implemented by other
groups by using public events and spectacular rituals (such as Agonsh@’s
Hoshi Matsuri discussed in Chapter 3 in this volume). Furthermore, movies
were used by Oomoto to enhance the leader’s charismatic aura and create
visual associations between the leader and various figures in the Japanese
religious pantheon. In the film Shéwa no shichijifukujin (“The Seven Lucky
Gods of the Showa Period”), for example, Onisaburd dressed in costumes
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representing each of the Seven Lucky Gods (shichijifukujin, Stalker 2008,
133-137) and embodied the deities. It is clear that Oomoto’s legacy is
important for new religions’ media strategies, especially for the importance
placed on visual media. For example, in the 1990s, Okawa Ryiiho, leader of
Kofuku no Kagaku, dressed up in a similar fashion, as deities he was suppos-
edly reincarnating during ceremonies. In addition, other groups developed
different strategies; Oomoto was not a unique example of religious groups
experimenting with media language and imagery.

Among the media, the press played a central role in the development
of new religions and in their communication strategies. Large publications
were used, not exclusively by new religions and not uniquely in Japan, to
reach out to a wider public, but also to convey the idea of a valid religion
with a large textual base, and to enhance their leaders’ charisma—Seichd no
Ie, Kofuku no Kagaku, but also Scientology (to cite an example from outside
Japan) are just a few examples of movements that operate in this way. For
many new religions, the publication of leaders’ teachings, diaries and doc-
trines has played an important role in the process of institutionalisation. The
oral messages of the kyoso (founders) are often rewritten in a later period
of development of the group as its teachings are systematised into a more
fixed doctrine. They are therefore transformed into “sacred texts” (Berthon
and Kashio 2000, 72) that are used to reclaim the legitimacy of the group as
part of a coherent and valid religious tradition and also as training materials
for members.*” Earlier groups, such as Tenrikyd and Oomoto, are examples
of this process.

Printed media are still nowadays central for new religions in Japan; in
most cases, they still are the most used media and an important source of
revenues. New publications are promoted with massive advertising cam-
paigns and public events and leaders’ publications often appear in the best-
sellers rankings. One of the first groups to start advertising its publications
during the 1940s was Seicho no Ie, a group founded in 1930 and regis-
tered under the Religious Juridical Persons Law (Shitkyo Hojin Ho) in 1952
(Staemmler 2011, 144). The group has been named by the media as “the
publisher religion” (shuppan shiikys)*® and “the advertising religion” (kokoku
shitkyo, Twasa 1993, 130) to point out the large amount of publications
it has promoted. The founder, Taniguchi Masaharu, a former member of
Oomoto, believed in the importance of the press, radio and television in
the diffusion of his teachings (Enomoto 2006; Ishii 1994, 331; Iwasa 1994),
and the first magazine published by the group, Seicho no Ie, was launched in
1930 (Inoue 2012, 124). Printed media used by new religions include news-
papers, such as the above-mentioned Taishé Nichinichi Shinbun owned by
Oomoto, and the Seikyo Shinbun, founded in 1951 by Soka Gakkai and cur-
rently, with a circulation of 5.5 million copies, representing the third-largest
circulation in Japan for newspapers (McLaughlin 2009, 143). Other publi-
cations, such as magazines, are diversified according to the audience (mem-
bers, non-members, children, young members and so on), of which earlier
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examples are Michi no Tomo (“Friend of the Way”), a magazine launched
in 1891 by Tenrikyd and Tenri jibd (“Tenri Chronicle”), launched in 1930
by the same group (Inoue 2012, 124); both are published by Tenrikyd’s
publishing house, Doyiisha, established in 1891. Kofuku no Kagaku, for
example, currently publishes six magazines in Japanese: Kofuku no Kagaku
Happy Science, established in 1987 and recently supplemented by the small
booklet What’s Kofuku no Kagaku; The Liberty, a monthly magazine on
social, and political issues established in 1995; Za dendo (“The Mission”),
a bimonthly publication for members and Herumesu Enzerusu (“Hermes
Angels”), for children, both founded in 1996; Are you happy? a monthly
women’s magazine started in 2004; and Young Buddha, a magazine for
young followers published from 2005. At the moment, the group publishes
only one magazine in English, Happy Science Monthly.** In general, the top-
ics covered in magazines include articles on doctrinal aspects—often with
practical examples of application to everyday life—excerpts from leaders’
publications, information and reports on activities, essays about lifestyle
and commentary on socio-political events. Several pages are often devoted
to interviews or testimonies by members about their experiences as well as
to advertisements of books or other items. Sometimes, advertisements of
members’ businesses or services are also included, providing a source of
income for the group.*°

Manga,’' or comics, have also been used by new religions, especially
to reach a younger readership. Most of the manga produced by new reli-
gions have a didactic orientation and this can make them pedantic and even
“potentially boring” (Thomas 2012, 71).>> However, they deserve attention
as part of the communication strategies used by groups and because they
reveal groups’ attempts to reach different audience segments and to “exper-
iment” with different media. Manga have been used by several new religions
to spread their message or, in some cases, to attack their critics (as the manga
discussed in Chapter Four of this volume will illustrate). Differently from
manga published by commercial publishers, religious manga are not initially
published in episodic form in weekly or monthly magazines, but usually they
immediately appear as paperbacks. Some publications (such as, for example,
Kofuku no Kagaku’s manga) can be purchased at larger bookstores in Japan.
Authors are often members of the group (for example, Aum’s manga were
created by members of Aum’s Manga and Anime Team, Fig. 1.3), but some-
times the religious organisations may employ professional mangaka (manga
artists) or animation studios to create and distribute their products, in order
to potentially increase visibility and have a wider distribution of works.

Some of the earlier examples of manga published by new religions focused
on the biography of the leader to show his/her importance as a central ele-
ment for the group, such as, for example, The Founder of Konko Religion,>
published by Konkokyo in 1966 (Ishii 1994, 326), and the longer series, ded-
icated to the founder Makiguchi Tsunesaburd and his successor, Toda Josei,
in Soka Gakkai: Makiguchi Sensei (“The Teacher Makiguchi”, in thirteen
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Fig. 1.3 The manga Metsubo no Hi (“Doomsday”) published by Aum Shinrikya.

volumes, 1972-79) and Komikku Kyojin Toda Josei (“The Great Men
Comic”—Toda Josei, in five volumes, 1984). Usually, the life of the leader is
narrated through major events in his/her life and particular attention is given
to the first spirit possession or call by a kami. Graphic techniques are some-
times used to visually illustrate the leader’s change from a “common person”
to a divine being. For example, in the manga series Kydso monogatari (“The
Story of Our Founder”) published by Tenrikyo in 1987-1988 (and reprinted
in 2008), Nakayama Miki’s face disappears after she “becomes” a kami (Ishii
1994, 24). Other publications include works focusing on doctrinal expla-
nations that can be used for proselytism or for members’ training and edu-
cation. For example, in Tenrikyd’s Ritoru magajin (“Little Magazine”), the
teachings are applied to daily life situations such as school exams or relation-
ships with classmates. Other works are used to provide an illustrated edition
of already published books and their style recalls that of information manga
(joho manga, MacWilliams 2012, 606), that is, comics with an educational
purpose. In these manga, large sections are often devoted to written text
quoted from the original work and images tend to be static. For example, the
manga versions of the first three volumes of Kofuku no Kagaku’s Laws Series,
Taiyo no ho (illustrated by Hashimoto Kazunori, Okawa and Hashimoto
1996-2000), Ogon no ho (illustrated by Hashimoto Kazunori, Okawa and
Hashimoto 2003a; 2003b; 2004) and Eien no hé (illustrated by Hashimoto
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Kazunori, Okawa and Hashimoto 2006) are characterised by plain and sim-
ple images in well-defined and closed cells, the predominance of written text
that faithfully follows the content of the original text, didactic explanations
of each character and very little narrative development.

Some of these books and manga have been made into animated films.>*
For example, Kofuku no Kagaku between 1994 and 2012 released several
films based on Okawa’s writings, most of them as animated movies: Heru-
mesu ai wa kaze no gotoku (“Hermes, love as the wind”, 1997), Taiyé no ho
(“The Laws of the Sun”, 2000), Ogon no ho (“The Golden Laws”, 2003),
Eien no ho (“The Laws of Eternity”, 2006), Buddha Saitan (“The Rebirth
of Buddha”, 2009) and Shinpi no ho (“The Mystical Laws™, 2012).55 The
movies were widely advertised and shown at mainstream cinemas through-
out the country, and many were produced by the well-known Japanese
corporation Toei Animation (Téei Animéshon Kabushikigaisha). Kofuku
no Kagaku’s anime are not simply the adaptation of books or manga into
animated movies, but they are part of a wider multimedia strategy including
advertising campaigns, ad hoc manga (created when the film is released),
sophisticated websites (devoted to the film), posters, figurines, collectable
and games (sold or distributed at the launch of the movie). The visual media
allow the possibility to iconographically represent all the deities, historical
characters and events narrated in the leader’s books and to integrate them
in a fantasy story where the main characters are usually a young couple
(male and female) who are, as the audience will discover at the end, mem-
bers of Kofuku no Kagaku. The stories develop in different adventures, but
the conclusion is always the discovery of the “light from Japan”, the spirit
of El Cantare (the group’s supreme deity, who is reincarnated in the leader).
For example, in the anime Ogon no ho (“The Golden Laws”, 2003), the
story is set in the future, in 2403, where Satoru, a student of the U.H.S.
(University of Happiness Science), located in a city called New Atlantis,
finds a book called The Golden Laws in the school library. Shortly after,
a time traveller called Alisa visits him from the thirtieth century. The two
decide to start a time travel together to explore the twenty-first century,
but a malfunction of the time machine will sent them through different
historical periods and geographical areas (Ancient Greece, India, China,
Palestine) where they will meet important historical and religious figures
(such as Hermes, Moses, Jesus, Siddhartha and so on). Their travels become
a spiritual journey through which they learn different expressions of “love”
and “courage”, thanks to the help and teaching provided by their guides.
The anime was launched with an advertising campaign in newspapers and
on television, and with the distribution of flyers (Fig. 1.4) and posters. Toei
Animation, which produced the movie, also created a sophisticated web-
site’® in English and Japanese with trailers of the movie, posters and press
reviews. The website also included an interactive game allowing the visitors
to “travel” through different historical periods and also a test to discover
one’s previous lives.
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Fig. 1.4 Advertising material for Kofuku no Kagaku’s anime Ogon no Ho (“The
Golden Laws”), 2003.
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As far as broadcasting is concerned, several groups started their own radio
programmes in the postwar period, following the introduction of the Broad-
casting Law in 1950 (Enomoto 2006, 38). These include, for example, Konko-
kyo’s Konkokyo no Jikan (“The Time of Konkokyo”) and Tenrikyd’s Tenrikyo
no Jikan (“The Time of Tenrikyo”), both started in 1951 (Ishii 1994, 323).57
Radio programmes are still used nowadays by several groups, often for week-
end programmes with religious contents, such as Kofuku no Kagaku’s Ten-
shi no moningu koru (“Angels’ Morning Call”), a thirty-minute programme
started in 1991 and transmitted every Saturday and Sunday mornings. More
limited has been the use of television by new religions, mainly due to the cost
involved, but mostly due to the restrictive rules imposed by broadcasting
companies on transmissions with religious content (Inoue 2012; Ishii 1994).8
One of the few examples in this context was the TV programme Hito-mono-
koto (“People and Things”) by Tenrikyd started in 1962 and discontinued in
1988 (Ishii 1994, 323). Usually, even the groups’ ceremonies are not broad-
cast on main television channels, except for some spectacular events, such
as the fireworks organised on August 1st by PL Kyddan in the Kansai area.
More numerous are the examples of groups that, while not producing specific
TV programmes, publicise texts or ceremonies through radio and television
networks, or have expressed an interest in doing so.%’

Satellite broadcasting has less restricted rules and from the 1980s, when
satellite broadcasting started in Japan, several new religions have been using
it for transmitting their public events or to communicate with members. The
first group to implement the new technology was Agonshi, which signed a
contract in 1987 with Japan Satellite Broadcast (Inoue 2012; see also Chap-
ter Three in this volume). Rissho Koseikai used a satellite programme to
transmit ceremonies and conferences in 200 centres around the country, and
similarly, satellite broadcastings have been used by other groups, such as
Reiytikai, Seicho no Ie, Tenrikyo, Shinnyoen, Soka Gakkai and World Mate
(formerly Cosmomate).?® Often, such transmissions could be seen at the
centres of the groups concerned, but in some cases, they can be accessed at
some designated members’ houses, such as the katei kyokai (“home church”)
established by Kofuku no Kagaku, especially for members living in the coun-
tryside and with no access to centres in their vicinity.®! The use of media was
often paired with the organisation of choreographed, multi-media events
that attracted many viewers. The spectacular events organised by Agonshi
and Kofuku no Kagaku will be analysed in detail in Chapters Three and
Four, respectively, but events organised by other, groups such as Soka Gak-
kai and the GLA have also been widely advertised and attended. Events
are at times recorded on DVDs (and previously on videocassettes) that are
then viewed again and reproduced in the centres for training purposes, or
to remind members of how active the group is and how many people it
attracts during events. Similarly, leaders’ speeches are often recorded and
circulated. Videocassettes and now DVDs are relatively inexpensive items
that can be created by non-professionals, so they are largely used by new
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religions. There are also a small but limited number of examples where new
religions have invested in more costly ventures, such as the above-mentioned
films by Oomoto and the recent animated movies by Tenrikyd and Kofuku
no Kagaku (Tsukada 2010). Videos are also utilised by many groups during
their ceremonies; for example, in the GLA, some meetings called “visual
sessions” (bijuaru sesshon) were set up primarily for viewings of the leader’s
speeches and explanations of the teachings. Some groups have also been
using video to substitute for or integrate with printed newsletters to update
members about recent activities and events, as with, for example Oomoto’s
Omoto Bideo Nyiisu (“Oomoto Video News”) and Agonshi’s Agon Nyiisu
(“Agon News”).62 On August 1, 2014, for example, I attended an Agonshi
ceremony transmitted via satellite broadcasting at its centre in Miyazaki city.
After the ceremony, I was asked if I wanted to see the “Agon News” DVD
for that month. The DVD showed the performance of fire rituals around
Japan (in particular, in the Miyazaki and Tottori Prefectures) and encounters
between the leader Kiriyama and other representatives with local religious
leaders. When the ritual was performed in Miyazaki, for example, the Agon-
shii priest met with the head priest of Aoshima shrine, one of the main Shinto
shrines in the area. The DVD concluded with a “personalised” message from
the leader to his followers.

Since the 1990s, the Internet has been offering new religions new possi-
bilities for presenting their teachings and reaching a wider audience, also
at international levels. In 1999, I conducted an online search on 120 new
religions, at which point twenty-five of them had a website (Baffelli 2000).
Several new religions established their online presence in the late 1990s,%3
but the websites mainly replicated information provided in printed material,
with very limited (or no) interaction with viewers. Nowadays, all groups
tend to have a website and to engage to some extent with social media. How-
ever, thus far, new religions have tended to take a cautious approach to the
Internet. As discussed in other publications (Baffelli 2011), one of the main
reasons for this lack of use of new media has been the fact that the Internet,
being an open-structured environment, is more difficult to control compared
to other media, so that groups can be exposed to harsh and unpredictable
critical attacks.®* A few groups, such as, for example, Hikari no Wa and
Seichd no Ie, have recently started engaging more in social media, and this
could represent a new development in the use of new media (see Chapter
Five in this volume). What is important to note, however, is that, compared
to the pioneering approach new religions have had toward other media, as
illustrated in the brief overview provided, the approach to the Internet has
been more prudent, if not even suspicious. This change can also be ascribed
to the consequences of the 1995 sarin gas attack. Twenty years after the
Aum Affair, new religions are still exploring new avenues and strategies
for presenting their teachings and activities and restructuring their images.
Expensive media campaigns and spectacular events promoted in the pre-
1995 period may now be seen as exposing the group to criticism. Very little
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data are available on the financial situation and membership figures of new
religions, but it is possible to argue that decreasing or stagnating member-
ship may also be one of concurrent causes in the decline of costly events and
advertisings. New religions are also still confronted with the image of being
“dangerous” in popular culture representations® and in public discourse,
especially on the Internet. For example, discussions about new religions in
bulletin board systems such as the popular 2Channel (2channeru) tend to
be extremely critical (Tamura and Tamura 2011). Therefore, the use of the
media by new religions should be considered both in the historical circum-
stances of a specific group and in the broader context of the intersection
between media and religion in Japan.
In conclusion, as Gardner notes:

The history of Aum Shinrikyd cannot be written without continual
reference to questions concerning the relation of religion and media.
The growth of Aum, for instance, might be charted by tracing Aum’s
development of a range of media forms (books, magazines, audiotapes,
anime [animated films], manga, radio broadcasts, homepages, etc.) for
use in both proselytizing and religious practice. Much of Aum’s teach-
ings might also be viewed as a recycled version of images, ideas, and
notions circulated in a variety of forms by the mass media.

(2001, 133)

Similarly, the history of other new religions cannot be written without con-
sidering how their media strategies were shaped by reactions to media
reporting, but also by a process of mutual influence and borrowing between
different religious groups and between the two spheres of media and religion.
Indeed, religious groups influenced each other and borrowed from different
contexts. For example, Agonshti promoted itself as the Japanese version of
American televangelists (but with the claim that it was in advance of them),
while Kofuku no Kagaku’s publications, events and advertising strategies
were strongly influenced by other Japanese groups such as Agonshi, Soka
Gakkai, the GLA and Seicho no Ie, while also recalling the image strategies
of non-Japanese groups such as Scientology. Rissho Koseikai representatives
mentioned in an interview with me that they have used the Catholic Church
as one of their models for magazines differentiated by audience and so on.
New religions have also borrowed media language and imaginaries, as with
the publication of Nostradamus-related books and videos by Agonshi,
Kofuku no Kagaku and Aum Shinrikyd in the late 1980s and 1990s,% for
example, which followed the popularity of Gotd Ben’s 1973 translation of
Nostradamus’s prophecies.®”” New religions have also promoted spectacular
events that call to mind secular events such as artists’ live performances,
political events or sports competitions. These events also recall matsuri, or
large traditional religious festivals, which are mass-media events that are
often shown on mainstream television.
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At the same time, the media, at least until 1995, looked at new religious
not only as unusual and potentially dangerous groups, but also as successful
enterprises that could be exploited to attract audience attention. It is there-
fore inadequate to view the relationship between the two spheres as simply
antagonistic or competitive. The interactions should be explored in the com-
plexity of layers they involve in order to understand why media engagement
is important for religious organisations in general, and even more so for
groups whose developments have been parallel to that of the modern and
contemporary mediascape.
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Director: Mori Tatsuya; producer: Yasuoka Takaharu. 136 minutes. Color. 1998.
The conversation is translated in the film’s subtitles as follows: “I want you to
look at us closely. I want you to record us. We don’t have a tradition of record-
ing things. Even if we did, people would see it differently because we made it.
I want ordinary people, people who can understand, to see what they can see,
to hear what they can hear”.

. For a discussion on the construction of “metaphorical foreigners” in the late

Meiji period, see Gluck (1985, 135). On the “otherness” of new religions, see
also McLaughlin (2012).

. This insider/outsider tensions was particularly explicit in Aum. Although

Araki seems to show respect toward Mori’s role and allowed him into the
facilities to film his documentary, when the director asked him at the end of
above-mentioned scene, “Do you think I can see?” Araki can only laconically

reply with a vague “Well . . . (“soudesune”).
. Director: Mori Tatsuya; producer: Yasuoka Takaharu. 131 minutes. Color.
2001.

. For a detailed analysis on this episode, see Gardner 2001. For Mori’s account,

see Mori (2000).

. For a discussion about terminology, see the Introduction in this volume.

. On mass media in this period, see Huffman (1997) and Gluck (1985,232-233).
. On censorship, see Kornicki (1998); Mitchell (1963).

. On the use of jakyd, see Dorman (2012a, 25); Ketelaar (1990, 42).

. As pointed about by Dorman, inshi literally means “shrine of indecency” and

refers to a “Confucian moralistic judgment implying sexual immorality and
female promiscuity” (2012a, 25).

For a more detailed account of Renmonky®d history and teaching, see Dorman
(2012a); Sawada (2004); Takeda (1991); on the conflict between Renmonkyd
and the press, see also Inoue (1992, 47-56).

Furthermore, according to Dorman (2012a), the form of condemnatory report-
ing (danzai hodo) developed by Yorozu Choha and other emerging newspapers
at the time constitutes a predecessor of the form of reporting, often based on
alleged scandals, of the weekly magazines that developed in postwar Japan
(2012, 34).

On the formation of State Shinto, see Hardacre (1989); Murakami (1970;
1980); Shimazono (2010). More generally, on the history of Shinto, see Breen
and Teeuwen eds. (2000); Teeuwen and Scheid (2002).

As previously mentioned, the term can also be translated as “immoral heresy”.
On Oomoto’s First and Second Suppressions in 1921 and 1935, see Berthon
(1985); Staemmler (2009); Stalker (2008).
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The Rush of the Gods is also the title of one of the earliest works on postwar
new religions by H. Neill McFarland. This is another example of how influen-
tial media definitions of new religions have been for both public and academic
discourses on these groups.

On phases of religious policy during the Occupation, see Dorman (2012a, esp.
chapter 4) and Thomas (2014).

“Boom” is a loanword used in Japanese media to denote cultural, economic
and fashion trends. According to Skov, “One side-effect of successive booms is
the creation of a strong sense of here-and-now- which, at least to some extent,
dispenses with the content and causality of what happens to be in style in a
particular year. Indeed, the Japanese word boom refers to more than consumer
trends: environmental problems, economic fluctuations, political issues, cul-