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In this essay the new religions of Japan (shinkd shdkyd) are
examined briefly in terms of origin and definition in order w
focus on their comparative significance.’ The Japanese new re-
ligions arose as the result of three interacting Eactors: (1) the
fnmhumu of the carlier waditions, (2) severe socosconomic

and (3) the creative inspiration of a founder. The
new re.'hginn: may be defined chromologically 23 those move-
ments appearing from the early 1800%s wo the present; in origin,
a8 those forces thar thrusted toward renewal or revitalization;
in formation, as those movements that constituted significanthy
new religious reorganization.

Scholarly opinion is in agreement on the fact that new re-
ligious movements constitute a common body of data, but there
is no consensus on the general meaning of the data. Social scien-
tists have opened up important dimensions of new religions, but
their focus on religion a8 a fonction of colture in a crisis-
response  relationship leaves unanswered the question of the
religions significance of these movements,. However, if new re-
ligions are a common body of religious dara, then we should be
able to identify, analyze, and interpret the common structure of
such new religions, This kind of "phenomenclogical” approach
to the new religions results in a different understanding of their
significance,

Reflection on other comparative studies and my own work
on the Japanese new religions leads to this tentative phenomenal-
ogy of new meligions movements:

1. New religious movements presuppose a prior (or estab-
lished or classical) tradition.

2, They involve a radical break therefrom (and not just an
inner critique or reform),
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3. The thrust of this break is toward renewal or revitaliza.
tion. ;

4. This resubts in a significantly new reorgamization (or
gestalt),

Introduction

Omne of the :nm;&:mu.niﬂhpmﬂinrﬂmt]’:pm
nese religious history is the large number of so-called new re-
ligions, shinkd shakyd or rhin shdkyd in Japanese. Although
these pew religions hawe attracted eonsiderable scholarly aten-
tion, a preliminary review of Western-language lrerature reveals

—are closely related, but they cannot be treated in full here, The
two problems of origin and definition will be sketched briefly
in order to ask abowt the wider comparative significance of the
Japanese new religions, My general thesis is thar a phenomencl-
ogy of new religious movements is crudal to all three problems,
but especially to the third. The thrust of this paper is theo-
retical and does not attempt to tap the vast historical materials
dealing with the new religions movements outside of Japan.®
In the investigation of basic methodological problems, warious
theoretical formulations will be critically evaluared.

Japanese New Religions: Origin and Definition

The historical origin—or origins—of the new religions have
miost often been seen in terms of a socioeconomic “crisis,” caus-
ing the appearance of new religions, which them resolve the
crigis. This kind of interpretation seems to be faulty both in jts
estimation of the relationship between religious and nonreligious
activities, and also in its analysis of the new religions, These
recent Japanese religious movements, like all religious phenom-
eng, are complex in their historical development and present
mature. In the case of the Japanese new religions, it seems that
three interrelated factors help us understand their appearance.
First, the major "established™ religions (Buddhism and Shiato)
had become so formalized or fosilized that the time was ripe
for some form of renewal outside of the existing organized re-
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Tokugawa [-lhuut 1800] or early Meiji [abow 1870] w the
pmun (2) in origin those movements that arose as renewal

or ‘revitalizing' forces; (3) in formation, those movements thar
led w permanent socio-religious organizations.™ These three
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criteria, when seen as three interrelated aspects describing a total
phenomencn, are able both to embrace the weal time span of
the new religions and to indicate the general nature of the pew

igions, This definition allows the inclusion of any movements
from late Tokugawa times to the present that are rewitalistic in
character and have resulted in sodioreligious orgenization. This
groups that separated from Buddhism and Shinte without erect-
ing a distinctively new religious cthos. By virtue of the same
definition we cn exclude from the cawegory of new religions
those ethical and culiie sctivities that have not resulied in Dew
socoreligions arganizaton,

The Problem of New Religions as
New Religions Movements

Mow that we have considered the origin and the definition
of the new religions, we can focus more closely on the problem
of their wider comparative significance. One reason scholars
have found it difficult to make generalizations about the Japa-
nese new religions is that, on 2 wider scale, they were unclear
about the generic nature of these pew religions. Consequently,
neither the generalizations about the Japaness new religions nor
the wider kinds of comparison have been particolarly froicful”
Of course, any set of human phenomena can be compared and
contrasted in a great many ways. The new religions, oo, are
human phenomena that can be treated on various levels, such
as psychological, sociological, political, or economic. In acruality,
these levels can never be completely separasted; buor another kind
of question is, “What eonstitutes the religious character of these
movements! s there something that distinguishes “new reli-
gions™ from other kinds of religious organizations? If we agree
that these new religions are phenomena thar have some char-
acteristics in common, then we must be sble to analyze and
interpret that set of characteristics. In both the humanitics and
the social sciences—in fact, in any discipline—one must always
ask what can be compared and what cannot be compared; then,
among the variows possibiliies for comparison, one must ask
which kinds of comparison best clocidate the material at hand.

It is my conmenton that the Japanese new religions will
make more sense as a whole, and their comparison with other
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ture. To my knowledge, no satisfactory phenomenology of new
religious movements is available, but on the basis of my pre-

liminary research into the Japanese new religions, I would like

to suggest their significance for such an undertaking, In fact, a
nnmh:ruflthﬂhnhlnbnmim:rﬁgﬂingﬂumgmml
problem area, and it is worthwhile to measure the results of
their comparative studies over against the case of the Japanese
new religions,

The concept of new religions or new religious movements
has existed for some time, but lack of clarity has prevented it
from gaining currency. In modern times, as early az 1913 the
ootion of new religions formed the topic of an article by the
anthropologist Alexander F. Chamberlain, who wrote:

One of the most interesting topics in the history of
hnmmmﬂltml:ﬂnuﬂ:qn:lﬂmuf‘nmu]:m
and closely related phenomena. By “new religions™ is
here meant such religious ideas and movements, propa-
ganda, ctc., a5 spring up among more or less primitive
or uncivilized peoples, particularly afrer their contsct
with the so-called “higher™ races. The “new religion™
is often largely, and sometimes almost wholly, the re-
sult of the suggestions of the religious ideas introduced
by missionaries and other representatives of the intrusive
cubture®

Chamberlsin noted the presence of this kind of religious move-
thiz definition are quite interesting, particularly when considered
mﬂltllghtufth:]ipm‘mntwr&ligiﬂrﬁ. .'.mrdmgwﬂum—
hri,lfﬂ:r:ﬂntﬂmﬂlhjglﬂum,md{i}hrgﬂynarmﬂt
af the religion of the intrusive culture, The case of the Japaness
new religions proves that none of these factors is essential: (1)
The Japancse arc not a primitive people; (2) contact with a
“higher” or other colture was not a2 major factor in the appear-
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mﬁhcwiilm:n'.humninrhntrlﬂqued??m
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occupation. Lanternar must radically alter his theme that the
new religions were caused by the crisis of Western influence o
society: “[apan had been seeking liberation, mot from foreign
rule but from forces within its own socety,™

It may be noted that Lanternaris work and some other

attempt to compare recently emerging religious groups, particu-
larly along typological lines'* However, more pertinent o the
definition of new religions movements are the studies that at-
tempt to embrace all such “types™ into a general theory.

Anthropological and Sociological Interpretations of
New Religions Movements

Those scholars who have made the most important sys-
tematic studies of new religious movements are the anthropolo-
gists and sociologists who have encountered newly emerging
religions groupe in varions historical periods and geographical
arcas. These studies have considerable value for our present
task, particularly becavse of their comparative inquiry and sys-
anism or process by which the new religions appear, and not
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with their religious character; nevertheless we can learn a great
deal from these studics. A valusble critical interaction can be
gained by a juxtaposition of these theoretical formulations with
the case of the Japanese new religions,

The more recent literanure often takes as its point of de-
parture Linton's suggestion of “nativistic movements,” which he
defined as “any consdous, organized amempt on the part of a
sociery’s members to revive or perpetuate selected aspects of its
culture.” Linwn tried to broaden the scope of earlier study of
religious groups and to refine the explanation of their dynamics,
but he soll holds to the noton that culmoral contact and “a
situation of inequaliry between the societies in contact” are majar
causal factors in the emergence of religious movements.'"* Other
scholars have pursued comparative and systematic studies but
have criticized several aspects of Linton's suggestion. For exam-
ple, Lowie has pointed out—quite perceptively, I feel—that mes-
sianic and nativistic movements need not necessarily emerge
from cultural clash, but that “messianism springs from internal
causes.™™ Another kind of critique of Linton’s theory has been
made by Worsley, who thinks that Linton overemphasizes the
regressive aspects of these movements’® Marian W, Smith, in
revicwing some of the shundant Eterature on cult movements,
makes the same kind of critique and proposes the more positive
term “vitalistic" to distinguish organized attempts to incorporate
elements from another culture rather than to exclude them.™
These criticisms of Linton's theory reflect & common tendency
to seek out a more inclusive and systematic concept of new re-
higious movements. Both kinds of ecriticisms—insistence on
recognition of internal as well as external causes, and the weed
fior 3 more positive appreciation of the thrust of such movements
—are reinforced by the phenomena of the Japanese new religions.

Revitalization Movements

Among the various attempts to build these insights into
systematic theoretical statements, we may select the works of
Wallace and Smelser, and their respective formulas of “revitali-
zagon movements” and “value-oriented movements” These
theoretical statements are particularly significant for focusing on
the positive thrust of these groups as renewal forces and for
sharpening the criteria by which the form of such religious
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movements can be recognized. Wallace uses the term revitaliza-
tion to inclode all inoovations in colmural systems, such as
nativistic movements, reform movements, cargo cults, and mes-
sianic movements. “A revitalization movement is defned as 3
deliberate, organized, conscious effort by members of a sociery
o construct 3 more satisfying colmure.™* Wallace makes an im-
portant distinction between usual culrural change, when there
is a "gradual chain-reachon effect,” and revitalization move-
ments, in which coliursl elements “are shifted nte 3 new
Gesolt abruptly and simuoltaneously in intent.” T think that
Wallace’s idea of a changing gesralt marks a significant advance
beyond the marrower theories of nativism and vimslistic move-
ments; what identifies the Japanese new religions, too, s a new
socioreligious configuration.

Some other aspects of Wallace's theory are not supported by
the material of the Japaness new religions and the idea of new
religious movements. Wallace not only defines revitalistic move-
ments a5 including all the specific varieties of new religions
movements, but he also treats them as “recurrent features in
human history,” in which almost all men participate. Accord-
ingmwnlh::,hﬂhﬂmmmufmdh!nhlmmnhmm,md
possibly Buddhism as well, originated in revimalization move-
ments, Even myths and dreams are seen as possibly originating
from personal and social revitalization processes, In effect, Wal-
lace stretches the theory of revitalization so much that it be-
comes 3 total explanation for religion—the origin of religion,
the emergence of myths, the econversion experience, and also the
radically changed gestalt of 2 new religious group. But if re-
vitalization becomes a total theory of religion, then it loses its
potential for defining new religious groups. Whar Wallace
really seems 1o be saying is thar revimlization is the major char-
acteristic of religion in general, and not of new religious move-
ments in particular. Tf Wallace's theory of revitalization is to
apply to new religious movements (and if it s @ be internally
consistent), the revitalization motive must be directly linked
the result of 2 new pestalt.™®

Wallace has also sperified some of the basic presuppositions
of his revitalizarion theary. “The term ‘revitalization' implies
an organismic analogy,” which in turn utlizes the corollary of
the principle of homeostasis—a society works to preserve i own
integrity or “life-supporting matrix" and, under stress, will act
"1 preserve the constancy of the matrix.” Stress is a threat to
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the society and to the person’s mental image of society (“the
mazeway” ), which results in changing the ttal gestalt or maze-
way. This thecretical framework raises specific problems for
the jdea of new religious movemnents, but since the same prob-
lems arise in the background of Smelser’s theory, comments on
it may be rescrved until after we have sketched Smeber's con-
tribution.

Value-oriented Movements

Whereas Wallace attempts to treat cultural innovation and
th:munfdlmﬁginq&ndawhmmﬂm;lﬁmﬂmﬂ:;:
havior in general, setting apart religious or “value-onen
havior.* But Smelser's work is similar to that of Wallace, be-
cause he atempts to include the whole range of new religious
movements, presupposes the behavioral model of homenstasis,
and utilizes 3 wide range of religious data to support his argu-
ment. According to Smelser, “a value-oriented belief envisions
a modification of those conceptions concerning “nature, man's
place in it, man"s relation to man, and the desirable and non-
desirable as they may relate to man-environment and inter-
buman reladons.”” In gpeneral, “this regeneration of values is
the identifying characteristic of a valueoriented belief,” and “a
value-oriented movement is a collective anempt to restore, pro-
tect, modify, or create values in the name of a generalized be.
lief.™" Smelser uses the notion of a value-oriented movement to
include all of the same phenomena to which Wallace refers, and
the wide documentation places it in the same category as our
use of new religious movements. Tt is apparent that Smelser is
singling out a particular kind of religious meovement, for he
points out that *not all religious movements are value-oriented,”
illustrating this with the comment that “the mere diffusion of
pew rituals into a religion does not pecessarily require a full-
fedged value-oriented movement™* Although Smelser uses
different language, he, Eke Wallace, is insisting that some re-
ligious movements arc distinguished by their formation of a
new gestalt (which he calls a “valuc-added process™). Both the
material of the Japanese new religions and a general concept of
new religious movements lend support to this formulation.

A more problematic aspect of the theories of Wallace and
Senclser ia their bagic cultural model, which seems to ower-
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emphasize the factors of equilibrium and stress and o deempha-
size the symbolic significance of religious phenomena. Smelser's
theory is similar to that of Wallace mot only in identifying the
form of the new religious movement but also in locating the
origin of these movements in some stress that upsets prior equi-
librivm, “Valueoriented beliefs . . . arise when alternative
means for reconstinuting the social situstion are peresived as
unavailable.™® Smelser is careful o include all the factors in
tl::pmdn:ﬂ.nnufawhcﬂﬁmtudmt,ﬁnu'mrm
relation between any type of deprivation and any type of value-
oriented movement, then, must be asessed as part of 3 sysem
of operating varishles™® But even if the various factors are
accounted for, the question remains as to whether or not the
crisis-response (or equilibrium-stress-new-equilibrium)  theory
is appropriate for interpreting new religious movements.

New Religions Movements: Social Crisis and
Symbolic Reneaval

In general, both Wallace and Smelser bave grestly ad-
vaticed the theoretical consideration of new religious movements
in their recognition of both the positive thrust of these move-
ments and the major new gestalt that they constitute. However,
if their theories are to contribute to a concept of new religions
movements, these theories must be modified in two respects:
by placing the crisis-response aspect in proper perspective and by
giving full recognition 1w the symbolic significance of these
MO Yements.

Special attention should be paid to the "crisds” theory of new
religions, partcularly since it has been adopted by some students
of religion in their interpretation of these movements. This
notion is founded in the analogy of homeostasis—an equilibrium
interrupted by strain and then brought back w 3 new equi.
Ebrium by a pew religious movement. But this analogy has
been questioned implicitly by the work of some scholars, in-
cluding the anthropologist Stanner. In his trestment of cargo
cults, Scanner notes that these cults provoke their own crisis—
the impending event awaited by the new cult®™ In brief, the
new religion itself can easily, and often does, prowoke a pew
crisit, To take an extreme example, there are reports of converts
to the Japanese movements of S6ka Gakkai who have smashed
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the family altar, destroyed the family solidarity, and upse: busi-
ness colleagues in the endeavor to convert them™ To be sure,
from the viewpoint of thess converts, they are trying to impose
a new (the only and wue) mazeway; but from the viewpoint of
the family (and sociery?), these actions represent a critical
threat. Herein is seen a question of the relative importance of
equilibrium and revitalization, a question wider than any par-
It may be noted thae every theory has its special strengths
and weaknesses. The equilibrium-crisis-new-equilibrium theory
is strong in accounting for cultural order and continuity, but
weak in scoounting for regeneration. Why should we view the
cultural organism oaly as striving for equilibriom? Why should
we not also view the cultural organism as striving for regenera-
don? Obwviously these questions cannot be answered in an
either-or fashion, but my own scquaintance with new religious
movements leads me to conclude that their dynamic thrust to-
ward regeneration or revitalization has been neglected at the
expense of overemphasizing the factor of return to equilibrinm.
This overemphasis is seen in the fact that equilibrium is treated
as a permanent, positive goal, whereas revitalization is treated
as lacking dlrm:ﬂnnrgml.,hnngﬂrnpl]'th:mﬂuﬂ!rupnnu
tnnln:lnlnrd:rminthhnm.

A side issue in this discussion is the question of the nature
of religion and the dimension of crisis in religicsity.™ Alhough
this large problem cannot be treated in full here, it is worth
noting that, of course, all religion deals with a critical dimension
of life. All religious activicy—potentially or actually—involves
the human crisis of basing one’s life on what is sacred or ulti-
mately real—what we may call generally an existential decsion.
And when there arises a crisis that cannot be met by the present
religions tradition, this situation does dehine a critical juncture
for the old tradition and the opportunity for a new tradition. So
the concept of “crisis religions” is not without basis, but it does
contain two Habilides. One liability s practically the same as
that found in Wallace’s elshoration of revitalization: If the
factor of crisis is treated as the generic quality of all religious
forms, then it loses ite ability to locate new religions movements.
The second lishility (which seems to diminish the theories of
Wallsce and Smelser) is more serious: fallure w recognize the
crucial symbolic character of new religious movements.

Stanner helps us avold the first pitfall by proposing “that
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we are dealing with phenomena of crisis necessarily having
m]lgminm.‘“'l‘huuqmungnﬁmm,hnuuhhud&:—
uutlyr&lmdﬂuhmdmnmﬂn emergence of a new re-
i movement (cargo culis) and at the same time has
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The Interpreiation of New Religions Movements
Considerable attention has been paid to the crisis-response
formula, becavse it has proven to be one of the major obstacles
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in the interpretation of the origin, history, and compararive sig-
nificance of mew religious movements. Now we must amempt
a more constructive trearment of new religious movements,
which tales into account their symbolic character. An adequate
interpretation of new religions movements must be able o hold
together in proper relationship (1) a definition of the nature of
religion, (2) the lncation of the juncture of new religious move-
menis, and (3) an explnation of the continuity of religious
forms (and caloural forms).

Religion is that mode of life or symbolic activity by which
man discovers, expresses, and celebrates what is ultimately mean-
ingful w him. Religion is always directly relared w every other
aspect of life, but it focuses on what is ultimate, real, or sacred.
The concretr forms of religious life vary according to their
particular context—that is, they are relative w where they ap-
pear; and they maintain a modified continuity through time—
that is, religious forms are handed down as traditions that are

The element of renewal (or rebirth or regeneration) is found
in all religious traditions, because in the celebration of the power
of the sacred lies the possibility for transforming mere physcal
life into human and transhoman planes. One of the best exam-
ples of the theme of birth and rebirth is found in initation rites,
but it is a universal religious theme ™ Religious traditions are
handed down so long as they remain vital and continue to pro-
vide participants with a meaningful orientation in kfe. But the
time comes in alimost any tradition when the original inspiration
fades and religious forms are practiced and transmined without
uﬂunngﬂuunpmlmlplﬂm Thas state of affairs can be
called stagnation, or fossilization. At these junctures
the “time is ripe” for renewal, and pew religions movements
appear. Of course, the process of fomilization and renewal s
going on in every tradition at every moment in the continuing
modification that affects the way in which the rradition is handed
down. However, at particular junctures the whole tradition is
significantly reorganized ioto a new sociorcligious organization
{nruwgm:h],whdlmutmamrd@mmmmu

Every religions madition represents a continuity in time,
which is identdfiable by virtue of the forms and goals that are
crucial o it. This comtinuity can be traced by following the
sucocssion of a set of interrclated ritual, ecclesiastical, and soberio-
logical forms. On the one hand, this continuity holds even in
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the face of the emergence of ncw religious movements, On the
other hand, the emergence of new religions marks a significant
break from the preceding orderly succession™ A new religious
movement doss not necessarily introduce new content, but it
must constitute a significant reorganization. For example, Japa-
ncse religion manifests a continuity from andient times o the
present, in spite of the appearance of the new religions. The
new religions incorporate some fairly novel elements, but on
the whole they preserve the persistent themes within carlier
Japanese religion®® What the Japanese new refigions have se-
complished is a significantly new kind of socioreligions organiza-
tion in contrast o the former pattern of Shinww shrines and Bud-
dhist temples. Therefore, there it no contradiction between the
idea of “new” religious movements and insistence om the his-

A Tentative Phenomenology of New
Religious Movements

Having reviewed some of the Erersture on new religions
movements and the major problems of interpretation, I will now
venture a tentative phenomenology of new religious movemnents,
based particularly on my familiarity with the Japanese mew
religions. In the first place the very idea of 2 new religious
movement presupposes an established traditon from which or
in opposition to which the new group emerges. In Japan there
is the specific werm hisei shidkys (established religion); but even
in the case of new religions smong American Indians we can
see clearly the contrast between the “classical” tribal tradivon
and such renewal movements as the Ghost Dance Religion.

In the second place, 2 new religious movement constitutes a
significant break from the prior, or established, tradition. A new
religions movement is to be distinguished from internal reforms,
whether they are revisions of hiargy or polity. For cxample,
changes in Roman Catholicism such as the vernacular mass or
even a married clergy do pot pecessarily constitute a new re-
ligious movement. Schisms, wo, arc of a different category,
simply implying a new authority.

In the third place, the thrust of the break is toward renewal
or revitalization. The implicit or explicit criticism of the old
tradition is its inability to speak to present-day people. Whereas
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social scientists may emphasize the erucial importance of a crisis
situation, such a crisis will not provoke a2 new religion unless
the old tradition is incapable of handling it. (Sometimes crises—
nﬂ.uﬂnmdumniuﬂfﬂlmnnmwﬂn'WMHw:rﬂ

of London—can srengthen faith)) Revitalization
necessarily implics the decline of the prior tradiion, Thercfore,
it seems to me that the concept of revitalization makes sense only
in a pair of terms, such as stagnation and revitalization. A re-
newal or revitalization movement promises literally a new life,
a new access to religious power,

In the fourth place, the thrust of renewal resuls in a new
woioreligious organization. It is troe, of course, as Wallace has
pmntnﬂuut.lhummhnnmunmunmlﬂmmnhuu-

. However, a revitalization movement is distinguished
whmrm:wﬂlulmpmnmdmamlﬁ;mtmgmmm
(that is, in a new gestalt): a pew configuration has
There is no peed to look for new refigious content, because whart
is important is not the relative balance of old and “new™ ele-
ments, but the resulting new socioreligious movemnent.

This phenomenclogy of new religions movements is still
tentative, requiring forther verification from Japanese and other

R Mevertheless, it is hoped thar the elaboration of this
phenomenology will help both w elarify the particular context
of the Japaness new religions and to rajse comparative questions.
This kind of comparative study always involves scholarly coop-
eration, and it is hoped thar others interested in the problem will
contribote their awn materials and theories toward a more in-
clusive interpretation of new religious movements. Of greatest
significance Is the fact that these movements are not merely re-
spomses to crisis or substitures for other forms of action; they are
attempts at religious renewal, through which the forms of re-
ligion agein help people define their world and their careers
therein,

Retrospect, 1973
This article was written in 1969 and retains essentially i
original form, excepe for minor revision of foomotes. During
the past few years a number of books and articles on the Japa-
nese pew religions have been published, but it would require
another article to trear them thoroughly.® Soffice it o say at
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h,;lﬂm.mllnn-gmnﬂ accepted  interpretation has been
r:hgmmu some form of the crisis (or anomie) explanaton. In
my estimation this theory is not adequate for comprehending
the basic problems of the origin, definition, and comparative

i of these new religions movements. My own phe-
cal approach s an attempt w resolve these issues by
balancing the various factors rather than using one factor as the
major explanation. What is needed now is a demonstration of
this theory through a comprehensive analysis of the new re-
higions. Obviously this is a large task and can be completed
only by the cooperation of a number of scholars who will have

w further innovate if a generally accepted theory of new re-
ligious movements is to be achieved.
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