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The Soka Gakkai is a Japanese new religious movement that
has gained political power and endured skepticism in Japan since
its expansion began in the aftermath of World War II. As a global
movement, the Soka Gakkai has internationalized interpretations of
their ideological doctrines, their organizational structure and
their political strategies. In order to establish the movement’s
legitimacy as an international liasion, this study analyzes how
the Soka Gakkai has effectively blended its absolutist ideology

with pluralistic approaches to the international community.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION: THE SOKA GAKKAI

During the turbulent years following World War II, the
Japanese Buddhist lay organization known as the Soka Gakkai (Value
Creating Society) blossomed into the largest religious movement in
Japan and has since expanded worldwide to become the extensive,
and often controversial, new religious movement that exists
today.1 The group has endured negative reactions from the
Japanese public over its absolutist ideology and active political
involvement. With sweeping international growth in the past
fifteen years--the movement now has chapters in over 115
countries--the Soka Gakkai’s inherent paradoxical and
multidimensional relationship with society has become increasingly
pronounced (Metraux 101).

One reason the Soka Gakkai is often categorized as a "new
religious movement" is because the movement as it is organized
today arose in the postwar period. However, the lay organization
incorporates the beliefs of the Buddhist Nichiren Shoshu sect,
which boasts a seven-hundred year history in Japan. By
pragmatically "updating" the sect’s ideology and adapting its
socialization efforts in reaction to changes in contemporary
society, the Soka Gakkai effectively mixes traditional and modern

worlds. Despite the movement’s steps to secularize, however, it
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military endeavors during the period from the Meiji Restoration of
1868 until 1945. However, it is important to recognize that "the
close tie between Japanese religion and the nation at large is an
indelible feature of Japanese history" (Earhart 8).

With the Emperor’s declaration of his mortality in 1945, the
Japanese saw the Shinto Emperor system, which was the symbol of
spiritual and national identity, crumble. Disillusioned because
of the unprecedented widespread questioning of indigenous beliefs,
the public’s initial shock gradually dissolved into acceptance of
a more liberal interpretation of the Shinto religion. The era of
Shinto nationalism was over and many Japanese stopped expecting to
find spiritual guidance through their indigenous religion.

The unsettling postwar era found many Japanese beginning to
seek new spiritual outlets. When the established Buddhist sects
also failed to meet their needs, having receded to the mere
performance of funeral rites, many disoriented Japanese turned to
the plethora of new religions to fill the spiritual vacuum.

Termed shinko shukyo (newly arisen religions), these groups

offered alternative spiritual channels, although most were based
in part on the prewar established religions (McFarland 6). The
Soka Gakkai, in particular, reached out and nurtured a large
population of the sick, poor, and less-educated and aided their
recovery by offering fervent enthusiasm at a time when the
established religions of Japan were neglecting the people.4
Although Japanese today are better educated and significantly

wealthier than their counterparts were a generation ago, many



Japanese admit they sense a lack of value in their lives because
religious values seem overshadowed by the dominating force of
materialism (Earhart 118, Metraux 77). The Soka Gakkai is an
appealing alternative because it condones modern 1ifestyles and
material benefits, as well as offers spiritual guidance.

Since WWII, the Soka Gakkai has expanded rapidly, partly
because unlike other religions in Japan, which remain largely
confined to the spiritual realm, the Soka Gakkai displayed new
power possibilities with the creation of its now unaffiliated
political arm, the Komeito (Clean Government Party). Moreover,
the Soka Gakkai’s ability to adapt to the modern needs of
different generations and nationalities has broadened its
membership. Increasingly, the modern needs of Soka Gakkai members
both in Japan and abroad encompass international needs--members
require a support system that fulfills their spiritual and their
secular needs so that they can cope in the progressively
interdependent world. Responding to those needs, the Soka Gakkai
ijs effectively internationalizing interpretations of their
ideological doctrines, their organizational structure, and their
political strategies. The evolution of the movement into an
impressive global organization has helped its members become
familiar with the outside world and has given them avenues to
participate in that world. Not only does the Soka Gakkai advocate
traditional ways of practicing Buddhism, but it also encourages
active participation in the modern secular world. The movement’s

work with the United Nations, especially in the areas of peace and



refugee relief, are notable, but are not publicized except in the
Soka Gakkai’s array of internal publications.

Despite the Soka Gakkai’s own state-of-the-art public
relations, however, Japanese nonmembers’ reactions to the Soka
Gakkai still reflect their skepticism of new religions; often they
question the group’s claimed socially altruistic motives (Fujiwara
21-36). Because the Soka Gakkai is intolerant in the spiritual
realm, and thus is unlike other Buddhist sects, it exists almost
paradoxically in its efforts to internationalize when its original
doctrines seem to diametrically oppose pluralism.5 Critics of the
Soka Gakkai have failed to recognize, however, the trend within
the movement toward more broadly interpreting its ideology, which
originated in the thirteenth century, in order to pursue
globalization.

Commenting on the future direction of new religious
movements in general, McFarland cites an "attempt to build a
bridge back to nationalism" as a possibility; in the Soka Gakkai’s
case, critics’ misinterpretation of this as regressing back to
ultranationalism has only reinforced the public’s prejudices
without considering the reality of the Soka Gakkai’s international
activities. McFarland goes on to offer another possible role for
new religions. He states that "they could endeavor to link the
present to the future and help build a bridge to a new and more
responsible life that at least transcends omnipresent

nationalistic interests" (236). This pivotal concept embracing



globalism makes the modern Soka Gakkai particularly interesting.
Its social reforms incorporate universal humanitarian goals and
international cooperation--both of which have emerged from
reinterpretation of its absolutist ideological doctrines, moving
to make the Soka Gakkai more acceptable to a pluralistic world

society.

Leqitimacy as a New Religious Movement

In order to establish the Soka Gakkai as a viable new
religious movement its success must somehow be measured.
Ultimately, of course, success must be determined in relation to
the Soka Gakkai’s own specific goals. Nevertheless, it may be
useful to compare the Soka Gakkai’s goals and efforts with Stark’s
Model of Success, which provides a more systematic set of
guidelines for placing the Soka Gakkai in the realm of new
religions. Stark’s overall definition of success is based on the
"degree to which a religious movement is able to dominate one or
more societies" (12). His notion of domination depends on the
degree of impact a new religion has on society--how much it
influences behavior, culture and public policy.

The Soka Gakkai’s breathtaking influence in these areas,
especially on behavior and public policy, fit neatly with this
definition.

In addition, Stark assumes, without addressing the issue
directly, that a "successful" movement must to some degree fulfill

members’ personal and spiritual needs (12). For the purposes of



this study on the Soka Gakkai’s sociopolitical relations, the
movement’s expansion will be considered indicative of membership
satisfaction.

Throughout this analysis, reference to Stark’s model (see
Fig. 1) will provide insights into why the Soka Gakkai has become
the most successful new religious movement in Japan’s history

(McFarland 195).
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adverse reaction to them. Reacting to this absolutism, Japanese
nonmembers typically have scoffed at, condemned, or become
extremely afraid of Nichiren Shoshu advocates. This condemnation
is now especially aimed at the Soka Gakkai, the sect’s more
visible affiliate, to the extent that often the positive
contributions it makes to society are overlooked.

As a new religious movement, the Soka Gakkai recognizes that
it sparks friction with its immediate environment and thus strives
to comfortably coexist within society while still maintaining
enough autonomy to distinguish itself as the only organization
that propagates the "Truth." Maintaining this "medium level of
tension," as an integrated yet independent social organization, is
problematic for any new religion, but the Soka Gakkai has been
able to better resolve this conflict by relying on the tremendous
impact that stadiality has on Japanese culture and religion in
general (Metraux 41).6 .

Soka Gakkai traditions evoke a feeling of "instant
familiarity" in all Japanese because they emphasize through
symbols and rituals a form of traditional Buddhism, dating back to

the founding of Japan’s legendary Nichren Shoshu sect in the

thirteenth century. According to the Rules of Soka Gakkai, the

Gakkai is defined as a proselytizing arm of the established sect,
but in reality the assertive new religious movement has "intruded
into Nichiren Shoshu, and the [sect’s] Head Temple has completely
lost its autonomy, having become the Religious Affairs Section of

the Gakkai" (White 32). Both the sect and the new religious
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movement glean the benefits, as well as the drawbacks, of a
symbiotic relationship. For example, their combined activities
elicit more overall public relations coverage, but this also
includes negative criticism.

Outside the religious sphere, the Soka Gakkai operates its
political and international branches independently from the
Nichiren Shoshu sect. But both Nichiren Shoshu and the Soka
Gakkai take pride in the same legendary beginnings, centered on
Nichiren (1222-1282), the most colorful prophet in Japan’s
history. In fact, the teachings of Nichiren himself have hints of
international application in them.

[Nichiren] saw in Japan a similar twofold significance, one

the physically limited, and the other, to be realized

through transformation according to his high ideal. In this
lTatter sense, Japan meant for him the whole world. (Anesaki

98)

Although Nichiren envisioned Japan as the center of his "earthly
paradise," he also planned for worldwide propagation of "True
Buddhism" (Anesaki 111).

Nichiren was the foremost advocate of the Japanese Buddhist
concept of mappo, an eschatological view of life that places the
world (from 1052 A.D. through the present) in a gloomy period when
almost everyone has forgotten the Buddha’s teachings (Metraux 3).
Nichiren knew that before his dream of worldwide conversion could
be realized, he (as the Buddha of mappo) must guide the Japanese
people and government. He thought the Japanese people were "led

astray" by the superstitious practices of Amida Buddhism.7 In a

shocking essay entitled Rissho Ankoku Ron (The Establishment of
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Righteousness and the Security of the Country), Nichiren exposed
the "degeneracy of the people and the foolishness of the rulers”
and "gave a prophetic warning to the nation that, if it did not
turn at once to the unique Truth, the country would experience
more disastrous calamities, especially a foreign invasion and a
rebellion." 1In 1260, Nichiren presented this document to the
Japanese government and was exiled for his threats (Anesaki 36).
Later, however, he felt his apocalyptic perspective confirmed when
several natural disasters, as well as two invasion attempts by the
Mongols, occurred (Metraux 7). As the only means for salvation
during mappo, and in order to eradicate all the evil facing the
Japanese people, Nichiren insisted that all people must join him
in worshipping the Lotus Sutra (Hokekyo). To combat evil and
achieve salvation, Nichiren prescribed exclusive, faithful

chanting of "Namu-myoho-renge-kyo" (Hail to the Wonderful Truth of

the Lotus Sutra). This phrase is the title of the Lotus Sutra,
first pronounced by Nichiren and inscribed by him on the gohonzon
(sacred scroll), which became the main object of worship for

Nichiren Shoshu Buddhists (Brannen 127).
Today, the Soka Gakkai keeps the themes of Rissho Ankoku Ron

alive. The goal remains the same--to ultimately change the
collective karma of humankind through massive change of individual

karmas, thus sparking a "Human Revolution" (ningen kakumei)

(Metraux 15-16). But the contemporary movement has added an
additional "burden" on the route to salvation; members must

proselytize as well as chant in order to receive the full benefits
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education and "value creation" from the movement’s focus and who
Taunched the Soka Gakkai as a religious organization with a
mission of peace and prosperity through Buddhism (Metraux 29, 34).
Unlike Nichiren, who viewed foreigners as "threatening,"
Toda saw MacArthur’s new leadership in occupied Japan as positive.

Remembering Nichiren’s statement in Rissho Ankoku Ron that a

nation led by false religion will be filled with heresy, Toda
welcomed MacArthur’s dramatic directive guaranteeing the complete
freedom of religion in Japan. This directive allowed religious
movements that had been stifled under Shinto nationalism to re-
establish themselves.
Not a Japanese, but a foreign conqueror had affected this
reform. It was indeed the work of Bonten [Toda sees
MacArthur as a guardian deity sent by Buddha], as prophesied
in the Gosho (Nichiren’s complete works). No longer could
the government hinder religious activities; the Japanese
people would be saved. (Metraux 33-34)

Toda, interpreting Japan’s defeat in WWII as part of the

punishment foretold in Rissho Ankoku Ron, planned the Soka
Gakkai’s program accordingly, using the document as the movement’s
blueprint for social reform (Metraux 42).

But "today, the Soka Gakkai stresses social problems rather
than natural disasters [as] the indicators of the need for society
to adopt the Gakkai’s teachings (Toda, qtd. in Metraux 43). This
shift in perspective ultimately propelled the Soka Gakkai into the
political arena because they jdentified avenues for potential
change at the human Tevel.

The Soka Gakkai’s postwar ambivalence toward foreigners

reflects in part their earlier sense of superiority because
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In its search for the world of Rissho Ankoku Ron, the Soka

Gakkai holds its peace movement in highest esteem. The peace
program is built on the Soka Gakkai’s eschatological foundation of
world politics: "peace will be achieved only when there is a
fundamental change in man’s character." Ikeda has added a global

dimension, using stadiality by referring back to Rissho Ankoku

Ron:

The core of the message of the Rissho Ankoku Ron is this:
on a national, international, or worldwide scale,the only
way to bring about lasting peace is to establish the reign
of the true Buddhist Law...The keynote of the Soka Gakkai
lies in the realization of the spiritual and material
happiness of the individual through...faith, practice, and
study, as well as in the advancement of peace and culture
for society as a whole. (Metraux 45-46)

The Soka Gakkai’s numerous activities for peace education, support

of the United Nations, aid to refugees, and personal diplomacy
have led the organization to rely on international relations.
Interestingly, echoes of Nichiren’s polemical style reverberate in
the Soka Gakkai’s approach to domestic politics and international
diplomacy. The Soka Gakkai, assuming Nichiren’s historical role,
acts as one of the foremost watchdogs of government policy and as
a guardian of the people. Taking a similarly urgent tone with its
peace education agenda, the Soka Gakkai has raised global
awareness of the horrors of war through its prolific antiwar

publications and international exhibitions (Metraux 50).
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CHAPTER III
INTERNATIONAL MOBILIZATION THROUGH STRUCTURAL ORGANIZATION

Charismatic Leadership

A new religious movement cannot blossom without a
charismatic leader (Goldman). Therefore, it is important to
recognize the role that charismatic leadership plays in the
mobilization of the Soka Gakkai movement.

Traditionally, Japan’s group-oriented society follows a
pattern of effective mobilization within the group under the
leadership of a strong central figure. The role of the leader is
particularly important in Japanese Buddhism; often the unifying
bond felt by members of a particular sect or movement is not so
much from sharing certain doctrinal views as much as identifying
with others as followers of the same charismatic leader (Dore,
qtd. in White 43).

Ikeda Daisaku, once the third successor to the Soka Gakkai’s
presidency and now founder and president of Soka Gakkai
International (SGI), exhibits what Weber proposes as a "pure type
of charismatic rulership."8 He definitely commands charismatic
authority, defined by Weber as "complete personal devotion to the

possessor of the quality, arising out of enthusiasm, or of despair

and hope" (242).
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Gakkai’s desire to facilitate its international members’
understanding of the movement’s global outlook. The World
Tribune, the weekly national newspaper published by Nichiren
Shoshu of America’s (NSA) World Tribune Press, provides a good
example of how the Soka Gakkai tries to broaden its readers’
perspectives. Each week the back page of the Tribune provides

news in a language other than English, including Spanish, Chinese,

and Korean (Worlid Tribune). In addition to keeping members
worldwide informed of the Soka Gakkai’s internal and international
activities, the organization also reaches nonmembers through
publications produced by a number of affiliated publishing
companies. One such magazine, Ushio, is indistinguishable from
other mainstream intellectual magazines in Japan, offering no hint
of its connection with the Soka Gakkai. It is accepted and widely
read by many Japanese scholars (Metraux 125). Perhaps the Soka
Gakkai’s media outreach efforts, especially through exclusively

secular publications like Ushio, will help persuade skeptics of

the movement’s contributions to education.
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FIG. 2
THE KOMEITO’S PARTY PLATFORM AND BASIC POLICIES

Party Platform (adopted in June, 1970):

[The Komeito is] a national political party dedicated
to a spirit of moderation based upon respect for human
nature, seeking to advance in company with the common
people through the energy and practice of reform.

Fundamental Policies

1. To work to establish a benevolent society in
which both the prosperity of society as a whole
and the happiness of the individual can be
realized through a spirit of respect for the
human being.

2. To promote a policy of independent and peaceful
diplomacy.
3. To protect the present "peace" constitution of

Japan and guard basic human rights.

4. To establish parliamentary democracy.

(Metraux, Daniel. The History and Theology of Soka Gakkai: A
Japanese New Religion. Lewiston, New York: E. Mellen Press, 1

2.)

988.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUDING REMARKS

The Soka Gakkai’s ideal environment is a religiopolitical
society accomplished by the implementation of obutsu myogo.
However, the group is aware of, and functions according to, the
realities of a secular society, both in Japan and in the
international community. Thus, while privately espousing their
informal ties, the Soka Gakkai and the Komeito publicly profess
that the two realms are and should be independent of each other.
Having adopted this rhetoric, the movement gained passage into the
political arena, where it continues to pursue its social reform
objectives in the interest of humanity.

The Komeito’s position in secular Japanese politics has been
problematic mainly because nonmembers are often skeptical of new
religious movements and do not acknowledge the movement’s social
contributions. In order to understand and put in perspective the
potential negative reaction of nonmembers to new religious
movements, different ways of interpreting the movements must be
considered as influential factors. The well-publicized, and often
sensationalized, psychological interpretation of new religions
fuels the stereotype that new religions are "involved in ‘mind

control’ and are guided by or concerned with ‘ulterior motives

(Kilbourne and Richardson 246). Bromley, Hadden and Hammond point
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out that this psychological interpretation "ignores such issues as
the role of sociocultural forces" and the fact that new religious
movements constitute "part of a continuing evolution of symbolic
systems in response to sociocultural change" (215-16). They also
identify a

political component to this clash between the social and

psychological sciences. The brainwashing ideology was

constructed by partisans seeking to redress their grievances

and gain allies to oppose new religious groups.... Thus, a

sociological perspective obviously presents a distinct

threat to the anticult-sponsored [psychology] ideology, for
sociological investigations of "cults" often challenge the

strong negative stereotypes surrounding them. (216)

In order to dismantle negative stereotypes as they affect
the Soka Gakkai in Japan, it is necessary for critics to
understand how the movement interacts as a religious, social and
political institution. With this understanding, skeptics of new
religious movements may be convinced that, despite its absolutist
ideology, the Soka Gakkai’s social function should be perceived as
both legitimate and acceptable in Japan, as it is in the
international community.

To date, SGI, as a non-governmental organization, remains
relatively uncriticized outside Japan, perhaps because its
participation in the United Nations or in ’personal diplomacy’
campaigns only has a limited impact on the global community. If
the Komeito were to become the leading political party in Japan,
there would 1ikely be a shocked and nervous reaction from some
parts of the world, especially from the United States and other

proponents of the secular state system. However, the

international community as a whole, being composed of a diverse
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range of political traditions, is unlikely to feel threatened by

the movement. Since a recent trend toward global interdependence

has generally elevated the status and necessitated the function of
non-governmental international organizations, religious groups
dedicated to global expansion for missionary and humanitarian
purposes are recognized as playing an increasingly vital role in
international relations. Therefore, with political, economic and
cultural tensions between Japan and other nations continuing to
increase, it is imperative that religious organizations such as
the Soka Gakkai be considered in terms of their roles as

international liaisons.
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Some Komeito members have also been involved in Japan’s
recent widespread political scandals, namely the infamous
"Recruitgate" scandal of 1988 (i.e. Komeito Chairman Yano
Junya’s resignation) (Metraux 61).

In 1961, the Soka Gakkai’s fledgling attempts to enter
politics began with the launching of Koseiren (League of
Fair Statesmen), but soon saw it falter because "its
platform was nebulous to the point of vacuity." The
Komekai, which was established the following year, also
struggled until it was overtaken by the Komeito in 1964
(White 133-135).















