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				PREFACE

Japan’s Soka Gakkai is a lay Buddhist organization that claims ten million members at home and two million followers in nearly two hundred foreign nations and territories. The largest of Japan’s New Religious movements, it was founded in 1930 as an association for educational reform. It later developed into a broader-based Buddhist movement for social and political reform.  Its leaders were imprisoned during World War II for their refusal to participate as a support group for Japan’s war efforts, but after the war the Soka Gakkai experienced an explosive period of growth under the direction of its current leader, Daisaku Ikeda (1928-  ) who began to internationalize the movement through Soka Gakkai International in the early 1960s.  SGI has established highly heterogeneous organization whose membership in each foreign chapter largely reflects the ethnic demography of the local population.  SGI's appeal is both social and religious. 

A key factor for SGI's growth is its emphasis on the concept of community. SGI has succeeded abroad for its ability to assimilate into local cultures and to offer doctrines and practices that are universal in their appli-cation.  Japanese as well as foreign members find the Soka Gakkai’s form of Buddhism appealing because it is said to give them a sense of confidence and self-empowerment, permitting them to manage their lives in a more creative and fulfilling manner.  Today SGI has major followings in South Korea, Hong Kong, Southeast Asia, North and South America, Europe, India, parts of Africa and Australia and New Zealand.
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CHAPTER ONE

SOKA GAKKAI  INTERNATIONAL:  JAPANESE BUDDHISM ON A GLOBAL SCALE



	Japan’s Soka Gakkai is the largest of Japan’s many New Religious Movements (NRMs) with a major presence not only in Japan, but also meaningful representation in nearly two hundred foreign countries and territories.  This  Japan-based Buddhist organization which claims ten million members at home has attracted two million followers abroad through its ability to assimilate into local cultures and to offer doctrines and practices that are universal in their application.  Japanese as well as foreign members find the Soka Gakkai’s form of Buddhism appealing because it is said to give them a sense of confidence and self-empowerment, permitting them to manage their lives in a more creative and fulfilling manner.

The Soka Gakkai bases its Buddhism on its interpretation of the doctrines of Nichiren (1222-1282), the founder of Japan’s only native school of Buddhism.  It is largely an urban movement with chapters across every corner of Japan.  Its international office, Soka Gakkai International (SGI), coordinates the activities of each of its many autonomous chapters abroad..  Founded in the early 1930s, the Soka Gakkai grew quickly in the early postwar era and by the 1960s began to sponsor chapters abroad in such areas as Korea, Taiwan, Southeast Asia, North America and Europe.  Today SGI is represented on every continent and has developed a wide following from a broad venue of social and economic backgrounds. 

There has been a vast expansion of Buddhism in North and South America, Southeast Asia, Europe, India, and Australia-New Zealand in recent decades.  Generally there have been two very different forms of this Buddhism:  Buddhism brought by ethnic Asian groups that have migrated to the West and groups of Westerners who are attracted to Buddhism for a whole range of often esoteric ideals.  Soka Gakkai International is rather unique in that its many international chapters generally attract a very multi-ethnic and multi-cultural following.  

The goal of this research is to analyze the expansive growth of a lay Japanese religious organization in Southeast and South Asia, Australia and New Zealand, Europe, parts of Africa and North America.[footnoteRef:1]  This paper attempts to address three points:  The nature of Soka Gakkai Buddhism, why it has spread to so many different parts of the globe, and why it has attracted such a broad multi-cultural and multi-ethnic following.  It is the contention of this writer that the Soka Gakkai movement and its form of Buddhism have become global because they successfully address universal issues that influence all people everywhere and that their emphasis on empowerment of the individual finds a receptive audience in many modern cultures. [1:  Studies of SGI expansion include: Bryan Wilson and Karel Dobbelaere, A Time to Chant: The Soka Gakkai Buddhists in Britain (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994); Phillip Hammond and David Machacek, Soka Gakkai in America: Accommodation and Conversion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994); David Machacek and Bryan Wilson, eds., Global Citizens: The Soka Gakkai Buddhist Movement in the World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994); Daniel Métraux, The Lotus and the Maple Leaf: The Soka Gakkai Buddhist Movement in Canada  (New York: University Press of America, 1996); Daniel Metraux, The Soka Gakkai Buddhist Movement in Quebec (Lewiston NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1997); and Daniel Métraux, The International Expansion of a Modern Buddhist Movement: The Soka Gakkai in Southeast Asia and Australia (New York: University Press of America, 2001).] 


	After studying Soka Gakkai in Japan from the mid-1970s through the mid-1990s, I conducted research extensively in Canada in the mid-1990s, early 200s and in 2010.  I made research trips throughout Southeast Asia in the late 1990s, to Australia in 2000, 2002 and 2003, to Cambodia in 2006 and New Zealand in 2003 and 2011.  I conducted modest written surveys in each area as well as in-depth interviews with individual members.  It is important to note that these surveys and interviews were conducted with the full cooperation of SGI leaders and only involved a very small percentage of the overall membership.  Furthermore, the sampling procedure itself was far from random and the results are not necessarily fully representative of the whole membership.  Rather, the findings probably reflect the thinking of the most committed members and not the experiences of less active or disenchanted members.  A more random sample might have yielded more statistically valid results, but limits on time and resources placed certain constraints on this research.

The Soka Gakkai Legacy

One of the most interesting developments in Japanese studies has been the widespread diaspora of many of Japan’s new religions throughout the world since the 1960s.[footnoteRef:2] They have achieved their greatest success in Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Southeast Asia, Brazil, Peru, and the United States, but they also have a presence in Canada, Europe, Africa and Oceania.  SGI, which has the largest following of any Japanese NRM abroad, began organizing foreign chapters in the 1960s.  Its largest chapters are in Korea, Southeast Asia and Hong Kong, South America, India, Australia and in the United States.[footnoteRef:3]/ [2:  Notably Tenrikyô, Sekai Kyuseikyô, PL Kyôdan as well as Soka Gakkai International have expanded outside of Japan.  Work on the expansion of Japanese NRMs abroad include Susume Shimazono, “Expansion of Japan’s New Religions,” Japanese Journal of Religious Studies, 18, nos 2-3 (1991) and Nobutaka Inoue, Umi o watatta Nihon shukyô (Japanese Religions Overseas) (Tokyo: Kobundo, 1985).]  [3:  According to figures provided to this writer in 2009 by SGI, Soka Gakkai membership in some countries was:  Australia,  4,000; Cambodia 1,600. Canada 6,800 (Quebec over 1,000), Taiwan (1998) 200,000, Hong Kong 24,000, Malaysia 60,000, New Zealand 1,800; Philippines 15,500; Singapore, 40,000; South Korea, 700,000-1 million; USA, 150,000-300,000.
] 

	
Makiguchi Tsunesaburô (1871-1944), a Japanese educator and devout lay practitioner of Nichiren Shôshû (“True Sect of Nichiren”), founded Soka Gakkai in the 1930s as a support group for his educational ideas.  However, by the late 1930s, he and his younger disciple Toda Jôsei (1900-1958) had transformed the organization into a lay support group for Nichiren Shôshû, one of several Nichiren Buddhist denominations in Japan.  Makiguchi and Toda were imprisoned in 1943 in Tokyo due to their refusal to participate in the govern-ment’s attempts to rally Japan’s religious organizations behind the war effort.  Makiguchi died in prison in 1944, but Toda, released in July 1945, rebuilt Soka Gakkai into a major religious organization in the 1950s.  Toda’s successor, Ikeda Daisaku (1928--), expanded Soka Gakkai in Japan and played a key role in SGI’s expansion abroad.  Ikeda also organized a political party, the Kômetô, which has maintained close ties to the Soka Gakkai since the late 1960s and has consistently ranked third among Japan’s political parties.  The Kômeitô was part of a coalition that governed Japan from the late 1990s to 2009.
	
The realization that Soka Gakkai had become a highly successful lay Buddhist movement with its own strong leadership, which had its independent social and political programs, did not sit well with Nichiren Shôshû, a conservative and traditional Buddhist sect.  The fact that the sect’s priesthood and Soka Gakkai were going in different directions caused a growing schism by the late 1970s that led to the formal separation of the two organizations by the early 1980s.  Today Soka Gakkai together with its SGI affiliates is an independent lay religious movement devoid of temples and priests that is dedicated to the propagation of its version of Nichiren Buddhism.

Soka Gakkai grew rapidly in the immediate post-World War II era because its leaders focused on Buddhist teachings that stressed the happiness of self and others in one’s immediate environment.  Happiness was understood in very concrete terms for millions of dispirited and hungry Japanese:  food, health, finding a mate, and securing employment.  Later in the 1960s and 1970s, when Japan became more affluent, happiness was defined in more philosophical terms to include “empowerment, character formation, and socially beneficial work….” (Seager, 2001) The fact that Soka Gakkai is an independent lay religious movement has probably broadened its appeal in an increasingly secular age.

The Doctrines of the Soka Gakkai

	The Soka Gakkai regards itself as the modern successor to Nichiren and sees as its goal the proselytization of Nichiren Buddhism throughout the world.[footnoteRef:4]  The Soka Gakkai, like other Nichiren denominations, is noted for its focus on the supposed saving powers of the Lotus Sūtra[footnoteRef:5] and an attendant belief that all people have an innate buddha nature within them which makes it possible to achieve enlightenment in their current form and present lifetime.   Each person, Nichiren noted, carries both the potential for good (buddhahood) or evil within him.  The sad fact of life is that the evil aspects of human nature generally prevail meaning that life in this world is dominated by greed, hatred and violence.  The goal of Nichiren (and Soka Gakkai) Buddhism is to bring out the buddha nature inherent in all humankind, thereby realizing a peaceful and harmonious world.  [4:  The Nichiren school of Buddhism today has over two dozen traditional sects and NRMs such as Soka Gakkai.]  [5: The Lotus ( Saddharma-pundarīka) Sūtra, known as Myōhō-renge-kyō in Japanese) dates from the first two centuries CE in northwestern India.  It was circulated widely in China following Kumarajīva’s famous translation into Chinese from Sanskrit in 406 CE and became the main text of the Tiantai school of Chinese Buddhism in the sixth century.  It reached Japan by the end of the sixth century and became the key document of the Tendai school of Japanese Buddhism early in the ninth century] 


	SGI Canada introduces itself on its web page with the following:
Soka Gakkai International is a global organization devoted to peace, culture and education, based on the humanistic Buddhist philosophy of Nichiren Daishōnin. SGI members represent the full spectrum of society, with members of all ages, ethnic and social backgrounds…. Nichiren Daishōnin[footnoteRef:6]… is regarded as the Buddha of the essential teaching, who sought to return to the original spirit of Sākyamuni Buddha as taught in the Lotus Sutra. Its core message is that everyone has the potential to manifest their enlightened nature, as they are in this lifetime. . [6:  “Daishōnin” is an honorific title meaning roughly “great priest.”] 

Just as the lotus blooms in a muddy pond, all people can manifest the buddha nature--inner resources of courage, wisdom and compassion that can equip them to overcome life's challenges and lead happy and fulfilling lives. As “engaged Buddhists,” SGI members aim to create value in any circumstances and contribute to the well-being of others. Their practice sparks a process of ongoing inner transformation and empowerment known as “human revolution.” The promotion of peace, culture and education is central to SGI’s activities. (http://www.sgicanada.org/about/aboutsgi.html)
Like Nichiren, the Soka Gakkai  bases its worldview on the idea that humankind today is living in a world plagued by greed and evil and that its only hope of survival is through its form of Buddhism.  Nichiren lived during the Kamakura era (1185-1333), one of the most turbulent periods of Japanese history, during which the country was beset by domestic strife, a series of natural disasters that included massive earthquakes, tsunami, storms, fires and famine, and two attempted invasions by Mongol armies.  Many Japanese at the time believed that they were living in the age of mappō (understood as the period of the degeneration of the Dharma) when people moved  away from the saving truths of Buddhist scripture and turned to evil and violent ways.  Nichiren, who himself subscribed to the doctrine of mappō, devoted his life to a search for the solution to the ills that had befallen Japan.  He predicted natural disasters and social disorder and later foreign invasions and domestic revolts, arguing that Japan was on the verge of catastrophe because of the failure of Japanese to follow the true teachings of the Buddha Śākyamuni found in the Lotus Sūtra.  The Soka Gakkai insists that humankind is still experiencing mappō, but that a peaceful, prosperous and harmonious world could be realized here and now if everybody everywhere subscribed to its version of Nichiren Buddhism.

SGI practice centers on chanting the daimoku, the phrase Namu-myōhō-renge-kyō.  This translates roughly as “I commit myself to the wonderful dharma,” referring to the highest teachings of the Buddha found in the sacred Lotus Sūtra.  Nichiren taught that chanting the daimoku will release the powers of Buddhism within each believer and that this chanting will bring positive benefits to the faithful.  Nichiren knew that while the promise of the Buddha, the salvation of all who honored the teachings of the Sūtra, could be readily understood, the actual teachings of the Sūtra, were so complicated that they were well beyond the capacity of any person to comprehend.  So he presented an essential and simple way that even the most illiterate person could demonstrate his faith and embody its glory.  That is to utter the title (daimoku) of the Lotus, Nam-myōhō-renge-kyō (“Praise to the Lotus Sūtra of the True Dharma”).  This chanting of the daimoku lies at the core of every Nichiren Buddhist including followers of the Soka Gakkai

Members daily perform a brief worship ceremony called gongyō, chanting the daimoku and short segments of the Lotus Sūtra before a copy of Nichiren’s Gohonzon (a scroll on which is written the title of the sutra in Chinese characters).  The Gohonzon is said to embody the teachings of the true Buddha and contains the power to bring true happiness to those who worship before it.  The Soka Gakkai describes the transformation of each individual follower as a “human revolution” (ningen kakumei).  The cumulative effect of many people experiencing these “revolutions” would theoretically be a happier, peaceful and more harmonious world.  Soka Gakkai teaches that through chanting, studying the Lotus Sutra, and proselytizing this message everywhere, the entire world can save itself.

Soka Gakkai’s Controversial History

The huge growth and power of the Soka Gakkai has drawn harsh criticism over the years, especially in Japan because of its aggressive proselytization in its early years, its decision to play an active role in politics and what critics call a personality cult around leader Ikeda Daisaku.  

The Soka Gakkai’s practice of shakubuku contributed to their rapid growth, but alienated many in Japanese society who decried such confrontational methods.  Shakubuku (“break and subdue”) is a very aggressive form of proselytization where the believer attempts to convert a person through forceful arguments and confrontations.  SGI chapters in both Canada and the United  States also drew criticism in their early years for this method of propagation.  There have even been accusations of “brain washing” of new members in Japan and abroad. 

The Soka Gakkai’s emphasis on exclusivity was seen by some as an anomaly by many religious leaders and groups in Japan.  There is a tradition followed by some Nichiren schools of not having any relationship of other religious sect or organization because of the supposed superiority of its own form of Buddhism.  The Soka Gakkai furthered this tradition of exclusivity in its earlier years, but this criticism has declined considerably since the 1970s when the Soka Gakkai  and its SGI chapters abroad largely abandoned shakubuku,  started using gentler, less aggressive methods of recruiting new members and became more socially engaged and “mainstream” in its recruitment and organizational practices. 

Critics say that it is improper for a religious organization to play an active role in politics in that it breaches the separation of religion and state.[footnoteRef:7]  There have been accusations of political and financial corruption among the higher echelons of Gakkai leadership. The Soka Gakkai counters that it uses its political power to enable it to actualize aspects of its social agenda. For example, it promotes itself as a movement fostering world peace and points to its successful efforts to protect Article Nine of Japan’s “Peace Constitution” which prohibits rearmament. Nevertheless, the Soka Gakkai’s active participation in Japanese politics will continue to raise controversy as long as these practices continue. On the other hand, the Soka Gakkai’s prohibition of any direct political involvement in other countries outside Japan has made SGI far less controversial in other lands.  [7:  Other religious organizations often endorse particular candidates or run individual or slates of candidates, but the Soka Gakkai is the only religious group that created its own political party.  ] 


 	The adoration that many Soka Gakkai members have for Ikeda has raised many eyebrows.  Ikeda is clearly admired by Soka Gakkai members not only in Japan, but in foreign chapters as well.  Critics compare this practice to a personality cult.  Whether this criticism is warranted or not, the fact remains that Ikeda’s articles, lectures, study sessions, activities, and even his photography dominate Soka Gakkai publications often at the expense of news about other organizational members or activities.

	Another criticism focuses on reports that  early Soka Gakkai leaders such as Toda called the Gohonzon a “happiness-manufacturing machine” which could be turned on through chanting.[footnoteRef:8]  It was said that there were members both in Japan and in the United States who would “chant for a Cadillac.”    This criticism implies that Soka Gakkai followers are naïve, that their desires are wholly materialistic and superficial, and that they believe in a kind of crude form of superstition.   [8:  For a discussion of this point, see SGI-UK Study Department, “The Gohonzon” at http://www.sgi-uk.org/resources/The%20Gohonzon%20-%20Notes.pdf (accessed 27 August 2011)] 


	These criticisms are not without foundation.  When I began researching Soka Gakkai in the mid-1970s, there were many reports of members chanting for material goods.  Soka Gakkai leaders told me that Toda was simply trying to illustrate the power and value of the Gohonzon using very simple terms that poorly educated members would readily understand.  They also noted that unfortunately some members did not understand the profundity of Nichiren’s teachings.  The true purpose of the religion is to help people strive for happiness  and to play a role in changing people’s character for the better by enhancing their buddha nature, and that material gains are not the sole benefits one should strive for.  

	Ikeda Daisaku has been at the brunt of many attacks on the Soka Gakkai. Ikeda, who is often viewed by both members and critics as a virtual personification of the Soka Gakkai itself, is regarded as a saintly figure by his followers and as a megalomaniac by his harshest critics.  A critic writing in a 1993 issue of the Tokyo Journal wrote:  

Ikeda Daisaku -- statesman, billionaire, god….Ikeda Daisaku's followers believe he is the earthly incarnation of a saint; those who believe otherwise suffer his god-like wrath. Ikeda Daisaku should be powerful -- he has karma on his side.   Enough karma to lure over 12 million followers to his radical Buddhist sect…. He is also known as an arrogant and mean-spirited man who taunts Gakkai executives at meetings. Yet his combination of religious aura and political clout has proved devastatingly successful…. Japan's political map is being redrawn, and Ikeda Daisaku-- statesman, billionaire, god -- seems intent to play his part.  (Tokyo Journal, 1993)

	Supporters of Ikeda, on the other hand, often portray Ikeda as a selfless statesman and humanitarian who has devoted his life to the causes of world peace, human understanding, and preservation of environment.  They point to his many honorary doctorates from universities around the world, his speeches at the United Nations and his many “dialogues for peace” with distinguished world leaders and intellectuals like Henry Kissinger and Arnold Toynbee as evidence of Ikeda’s high stature (Metraux, 1994).

Global Demographics of SGI
	
	There has been a notable demographic change in SGI membership in the West including Canada and in Southeast Asia since the 1960s and 1970s.  During the 1960s many members were older women, many of them ethnic Japanese, with limited educational backgrounds, but since the early 1980s SGI chapters in these areas have attracted many more non-ethnic Japanese young adult members in their late twenties and early thirties.  Although they represent all socio-economic classes, they are now generally well educated and are split evenly between males and females.  

Many of the younger SGI Canada members I met are university educated and most had embarked on or were planning to enter professional careers.  There seems to exist a strong affinity between a religious dogma that emphasizes “mental work” (attitudes and individual focus) and the well educated who have to work very hard to attain their educational credentials.  This phenomenon may also explain why this form of Buddhism is attractive to this particular social stratum and also helps to address why Soka Gakkai’s Japanese origin does not seem to matter much to many of its non-Japanese converts.  As Wilson and Dobbelaere found in their research in Great Britain and as Hammond and Machacek also saw in the United States, and as I found among a largely ethnic Chinese SGI following in Southeast Asia, the ethic of individual success and self-determination has a certain affinity with the experiences of white-collar professionals.

	The emphasis of the Soka Gakkai’s teachings has shifted somewhat since the immediate postwar era in Japan.  At that time many Japanese joined Soka Gakkai because it provided a positive outlook, a promise of happiness and a sense of community to a fluid, dismayed and impoverished population, much of it from rural areas looking to start a new life in cities like Tokyo and Osaka. Members learned that they could find hidden strengths within themselves and that these gains would enhance their ability to get better jobs and a higher standard of living.  Today the focus is much more psychological.  There is more emphasis on developing the self-confidence of members and on encouraging them to engage themselves more in their activities and communities for the betterment of society. 

	
Today there are perhaps 150-300,000 SGI members in the United States, 60,000 in Malaysia, 24,000 in Hong Kong, and 40,000 in Singapore.  Virtually all of the members in Singapore, Hong Kong, and Malaysia are ethnic Chinese.  There are very few ethnic Japanese in any of the SGI chapters I have studied outside of Japan.  Membership in the United States includes high numbers of Whites, Blacks, and ethnic Chinese, but only a small number of ethnic Japanese.  The same is true for Canada.  SGI Australia began as a mainly white organization, but today has large numbers of ethnic Southeast Asian Chinese, Koreans and Indians as well as white Australian devotees.

A critical question is if the Buddhism offered in all foreign chapters is identical in form to that in Japan, why has SGI attracted so many non-ethnic Japanese members abroad?  Professor Shimazono Susumu (1991) of Tokyo University has suggested several reasons for the success of Japanese NRMs abroad including SGI:

One of the common characteristics of the New Religions is their response to strongly felt needs of individuals in their daily lives, their solutions to discord in interpersonal relations, their practical teachings that offer concrete solutions for carrying on a stable social life, and their provision, to individuals who have been cut off from traditional communities, of a place where congenial company and a spirit of mutual support may be found. As capitalistic industrialization and urbanization advance, large numbers of individuals are thrown into new living environments, thus providing conditions that require spiritual support for the individual. . . . Japanese religions are abundantly equipped with cultural resources that answer the needs of just these people in treading the path towards the urban middle class. (p. 1163)

The Soka Gakkai is very unusual in that of the many new forms of Buddhism now found in the West, it alone breaks the “Two Buddhisms” paradigm – the idea that there are two distinct groups who join Buddhist groups or become Buddhists—ethnic Asians living in the West and Westerners who are attracted for a variety of reasons.  The Soka Gakkai stands out because it is strikingly multi-ethnic and has had success in many parts of the world among native populations including such places as Korea, Malaysia, Brazil, Europe, parts of Africa, India and North America.  SGI is unique because it is able to bring a variety of ethnic groups together to practice.

Peter Clarke (2000) suggests several reasons SGI has been especially successful in attracting a multiethnic following.  SGI in particular has succeeded in developing a strong following in many countries because “though a very Japanese form of Buddhism, it appears capable of universal application; no one is obliged to abandon their native culture or nationality in order to fully participate in the spiritual and cultural life of the movement” (p. 281).  Soka Gakkai leaders, while maintaining the essential elements of their faith, have released their form of Buddhism from its inherently Japanese roots by skillfully adapting their religious practices to each culture that they seek to penetrate. They recruit local leaders who direct the foreign chapter free of any direct control from Tokyo, conduct all religious exercises and publish all documents in the native languages, and emphasize those traits that are important to the host culture. Clarke, for example, notes that SGI practices in the United States that appeal to many American members are “the absence of moralizing, the stress on individual choice, and the need to take responsibility for one’s own actions” (p. 285).  SGI appeals to ethnic Chinese in SE Asia and North America because of its emphasis on individual self-empowerment—the idea that each person is responsible for his/her own happiness and success.  

Soka Gakkai has adapted itself to each cultural context in which it finds itself.   At the same time it has particular characteristics that make it attractive to potential converts. This is despite much anti-Japanese prejudice left over from World War II in some of these areas. For many countries with a Buddhist tradition, Soka Gakkai's presentation of Nichiren Buddhism is not only comfortable but also potentially life transforming because it offers a new approach to that ancient faith. SGI members in these countries maintain that SGI's emphasis on individual responsibility and initiative, together with the organization's ability to provide them with a strong sense of optimism and a community of believers and supporters made membership in the organization very appealing. As in the United States, the founding members of Soka Gakkai in Southeast Asia were older women, but the membership has become younger as rapid social and economic changes have made this movement, with the characteristics noted above, attractive to a wider circle of people.
Cultural adaptation of a non-indigenous religion in an alien culture is a very complex but necessary step if that religion is to survive in a new habitat. Much of the Soka Gakkai’s success in foreign cultures is due to its ability to find a balanced method of adaptation.  The human problems addressed by SGI and its solutions are universal in their scope and are not attached to any one culture or nationality.  SGI is also very adept at bringing people together in small distinct groups that work together on a frequent basis.  A large number of SGI members I have interviewed in Canada, SE Asia and elsewhere state that the social bonds made possible through SGI are an important factor in their joining and staying in SGI.  

The fact that there is uniformity in the Buddhist teachings of SGI worldwide helps to provide a sense of uniformity and unity worldwide among SGI members and chapters.  Religious tracts produced in and transmitted from Tokyo are read and studied by followers everywhere. Spiritual leader Ikeda Daisaku is revered and studied in every Gakkai chapter I have visited from Montreal to Singapore.  SGI chapters are also structured in a fairly uniform manner around the world.  Every foreign chapter I have visited has, for example, a youth division and men and women’s divisions as well as small district groups whose few members meet twice a month as individual units for discussion and study meetings

National SGI organizations are autonomous on an organizational level. They are run and manned by local nationals and all business is conducted in the local language. Meetings in Quebec, for example, are in both English and French. National organizations make their own decisions, generally raise their own funds, and choose their own leaders. Links with Tokyo are generally informational. Strong efforts are made to show the community that the SGI follows the culture and customs of its host nation. Its international success also stems from the fact that it does not promote itself or its doctrines as being inherently Japanese, emphasizing instead a form of Buddhism that, though founded in Japan, is applicable to everyone everywhere.

My research on SGI members in Canada, the United States, and throughout SE Asia and Australia indicates that Soka Gakkai attracts followers outside of Japan because it offers a strong message of peace, happiness, success, and self-empowerment.   The hundreds of members interviewed by this writer generally perceive that the Buddhism espoused by Soka Gakkai gives them some degree of influence over their personal environments, that through their hard work and devout practice they can overcome their suffering and find happiness here and now. They also find great satisfaction and a sense of community by joining with other people who follow the same faith. The practices of small groups of members meeting regularly to chant, discuss personal and mutual concerns, and socialize as close friends are important social reasons for the success of Soka Gakkai not only in Japan but abroad as well.[footnoteRef:9]  SGI’s international success also stems from the fact that it does not promote itself or its doctrines as being inherently Japanese, emphasizing instead a form of Buddhism, though founded in Japan, which they believe is applicable to everyone everywhere. [9: This interpretation is bolstered by the work of Hammond and Machacek (1999) in the United States and Wilson and Dobbelaere (1994) in Britain.  Their studies related the growth of SGI in these countries to value shifts associated with growing economic well-being.  In short, societies, is that as economic security rises, so does the population’s desire for tangible rewards such as happiness, self-fulfillment, and aesthetic pleasure.] 


Many of the younger SGI members in these countries are also very well educated. There seems to exist a strong affinity between a religious dogma that emphasizes “mental work” (attitudes and individual focus) who have to work very hard to attain their educational credentials. This phenomenon may explain why this form of Buddhism is attractive to this particular social stratum and also helps to address why Soka Gakkai’s Japanese origin does not seem to matter much to these non-Japanese converts. As Wilson and Dobbelaere (1994) and Hammond and Machacek (1999) found in their research in Britain and the United States, and as I discovered among a largely Chinese ethnic SGI following in Southeast Asia, the ethic of individual success and self-determination has a certain affinity with the experiences of white-collar professionals.

The fact that SGI is a Buddhist movement has won it support from many Chinese in Southeast Asia.  Many Chinese who migrated to Southeast Asia during the latter part of the nineteenth century and throughout the twentieth century come from Buddhist backgrounds in their native land.   Many of those who have joined SGI in such places as Singapore, Malaysia, and the Philippines told this writer that their families no longer practiced Buddhism in their new countries, but that Soka Gakkai offered them the opportunity to practice Buddhism again.  They found the very modern aspects of Soka Gakkai, especially in promoting the empowerment of the individual, to be added inducement for membership 

SGI’s Finances and Ties to the Japanese Soka Gakkai

All of the SGI are independent autonomous units that govern themselves, choose their own leaders, develop their own programs, and finance their own activities.  SGI Canada, , is no different from any other national SGI group.  There is a small paid staff that works out of its main headquarters in Toronto, but much of the work there and in other chapters across Canada is done by volunteers who devote massive amounts of time, energy and devotion for their cause.  SGI Australia had only one or two paid staff members in its Sydney headquarters – the entire operation is basically run by volunteers.

Finances are a key component of any organization’s success.  Money is needed to construct or purchase buildings, keep the electricity, and pay for a staff to maintain the day-to-day operations of the organization.  Soka Gakkai in Japan is noted for its great wealth, but many of the international chapters live on fairly lean budgets.  Most of these chapters raise their own money for daily operations through member contributions, but there are often major expenses that cannot be procured locally by smaller chapters.  When Malaysia SGI needed a new cultural center, its large and comparatively wealthy membership quickly raised the necessary funds locally, but when the very much smaller SGI chapters in Australia and Canada needed money to purchase land for major building projects, they received generous funding grants from the Tokyo office of SGI.  
The funds for the day-to-day operations of SGI Canada come from member contributions, publications and other local resources.  There are electric bills and phone bills to be paid, journals to be published and so on and the funds for these matters are received from member and local sources.  There have been subsidies from SGI Tokyo, however, for big ticket projects and items such as the purchase of the land and buildings at the Caledon Centre for Culture and Education.
The connection with SGI Tokyo, however, is very strong.  All of the doctrines and methods of worship are identical worldwide.  Many of the teaching materials as well as the guidance lectures of Soka Gakkai spiritual leader Ikeda Daisaku are sent from Tokyo. SGI leaders in each chapter travel to Tokyo for occasional meetings and exchange information and ideas with one another and the Tokyo office on a frequent basis.  Local autonomy is also very important, however.  


Daily Lives of Members

Every SGI member has daily, monthly and other occasional matters in which they are supposed to participate. It is important to note that SGI members come from all walks of life and have very normal personal and professional lives that extend beyond their SGI membership.  While the amount of time and effort that each individual puts into SGI differs with each member and family, in general the average SGI member puts in about as much time each month as does a reasonably active member of my church in Virginia.

Just how much time and effort each SGI member puts in is entirely up to the individual member.   Each member is supposed to do some chanting alone or with other family members every morning and evening, but some members chant longer than others. The key element is personal practice at home.  Twice a day, once in the morning and again in the evening, the believer sits in a formal posture facing the Gohonzon in his/her home, chants Nam-myôhô-renge-kyô and recites from the Lotus Sutra.  The sections of the sutra which are recited are the Hobe and Juryo,[footnoteRef:10] which constitute the heart of the sutra.  The goal of this practice is to energize the Buddha nature / life force that is said to exist in every person.  One who does this personal gongyo practice regularly supposedly will become endowed with compassion and wisdom.   [10:  The second and sixteenth chapters of the Lotus Sutra where Shakyamuni reveals that all people without exception can gain enlightenment – that all people have the Buddha nature innately within them.] 


The key group function is the district meeting.  For example, each SGI Canada region is divided into small districts with about 10-15 members.  These groups meet at each other’s homes twice a month, once for a discussion meeting and again for a study meeting.  The local district meeting constitutes the chief forum for introducing newcomers to the practice and in building strong personal bonds between members living in each district.  SGI Canada leader Tony Meers (2010b) notes that:

All of our activities, from one-to-one meetings to large-scale events, exist for the purpose of helping people live happy and fulfilled lives.  We have experienced what is possible with a united spirit and effort.  There is something truly wondrous about working for the sake of others.  When we apply this kind of solidarity to our district activities, taking time to visit and meet with each individual and making new friends, we can create joyful discussion and study meetings where everyone will feel revitalized. (p. 11)
	
SGI Canada, like SGI chapters in Japan and other countries, is also divided into groups such as the women’s division, the men’s division, the young women’s and the young men’s divisions.  These meetings provide additional opportunities for study, discussions, planning special events and the chance to develop personal friendships and relationships.
   
There are often activities that involve members from a region or the whole country.  For example, the Soka Gakkai has always put great stock in what it calls “cultural festivals” where followers, especially younger members, sing, dance and engage in other activities.  These festivals are largely designed to bring members together, to promote a sense of cooperation, and to have fun.  Annual festivals in Japan can involve as many as 15,000 performers in a massive auditorium, but festivals abroad are on a much smaller scale.

	SGI Chapters as Family-based organizations
	
Although there are many especially new members who have no other family in the organization, SGI chapters are very family-based..  Many of the younger faithful interviewed in recent years were second or even third generation members.  Their parents or even grandparents had joined SGI before they were born or when they were very young.  These younger members had grown up in the faith, but that did not automatically mean their unswerving devotion to the movement.  Many had brothers, sisters or cousins who were not members, but those who stayed often encountered some major crisis and received help, advice or strong support from other SGI members which renewed their commitment to the organization.  My experience in Canada was quite typical.
	
When revisiting SGI Canada’s cultural centre in Toronto in June 2010 I requested the opportunity to meet with a focus group of young adult members to learn why and how so many young Canadians had made Soka Gakkai Buddhism an essential part of their lives.  Toronto is one of the most cosmopolitan and multicultural cities anywhere with a population that is nearly half Asian including a large mix of South Asians and Chinese.   SGI membership in Toronto certainly matches this multicultural multiethnic mix and my five-person randomly selected focus group certainly reflected this mix.  Two young men and three young women – one of whom had just become a medical doctor – spent over two hours talking about their lives in SGI Canada.
	
Four of the five came from families whose parents were SGI members.  They grew up participating in SGI events in Canada and chanting with their parents, often on a daily basis.  Yet as children they had very little understanding of the movement and its teachings.  As young teenagers they all began to question the practice.  They all moved away from SGI and launched their own search for satisfaction and meaning in life, but later they all returned to the movement.  
	
Their reasons for returning to SGI were varied.  They had all experienced some degree of hardship, anxiety, and loneliness.  Chanting, alone or with others, and participation in SGI meetings, activities and festivals brought them a greater sense of confidence, energy, and purpose in life.  One young woman, whose family is from Taiwan, had been brought up in Canada in a wealthy family, but while in elementary school the family business in Taiwan went into temporary decline.  Her family members chanted fervently, never giving up hope, and in time the business recovered.  When she saw her family chanting, she joined and soon noticed a change within herself.   She felt stronger and more composed and all of her close friends said how she looked different, stronger and more confidant.  Another young woman said that as a teenager she was confused and lacked direction in life, but when she started chanting she felt a surge of energy within.  “I suddenly understood my mission in life and felt determined to lead others to happiness in life.”  The young woman who became a doctor realized her goal in life when as a teenager she began chanting.  She participated in a Buddhist club at university and saw working as a family doctor as a way to contribute to the welfare of society.  A young man, now a successful musician, was having difficulty focusing as a teenager, was having nightmares, difficulty sleeping and experiencing fits of deep depression.  His mother suggested several times that he try chanting and eventually he did just that.  It took a while, but in time he felt a change coming over his personality.  He felt a surge of energy and suddenly felt creative as a musician.  His nightmares and depression disappeared and he felt true joy in life.  All four found happiness through Buddhism and said that this Buddhism fit in very well with Canada’s culture of caring.


Public Reaction to SGI Abroad

Since the Soka Gakkai in Japan encountered significant anger and hostility during the 1950s and 1960s, it is fair to ask if it has met with hostility from non-members abroad.  There was some hostility in the United States in the 1960s when some SGI members tried to recruit new members through some of the same over-exuberant methods of proselytization as practiced in Japan.  However, Soka Gakkai in Japan and global SGI dropped these practices by the 1970s and has adopted quieter and “gentler” forms of recruitment.  SGI members are urged to invite non-member family members or friends to meetings or festivals and some, like SGI Canada, hold “Buddhist seminars” in libraries and universities.
The fact is that SGI has gone mainstream.  Its member chapters keep a very low profile, keep away from any form of public confrontations, and where possible work on community projects with other local groups.  This approach has allowed it to function very quietly and to draw very little attention and thus no hostility from non-member locals.  When I attended frequent Sunday meetings of SGI in Canberra, Australia, the chapter rented a room for a couple of hours in a public hall and conducted the gathering with virtually no notice except for a few friendly and curious onlookers.

The Soka Gakkai, however, is a highly socially engaged lay Buddhist movement.  Soka Gakkai in Japan is active socially not only in politics[footnoteRef:11] but also in a variety of environmental, educational,[footnoteRef:12] and cultural activities.  SGI organizations abroad are prohibited any form of direct political engagement,[footnoteRef:13] but involvement in social welfare, educational or other community action programs, commonly in conjunction with other local groups, is very common.  SGI Canada, for example, is no exception to this rule.[footnoteRef:14]  Since its founding in the 1960s SGI Canada has been quite active across the country raising money for worthy causes and working with other local, national and international organizations to promote the social good. [11:  The Soka Gakkai in Japan, working through its party, the Kômeitô, has an active political agenda to support its Buddhist aims including social welfare proposals, promoting closer peaceful relations with neighboring countries such as China, and with great success protecting Japan’s “peace constitution” from conservative forces who wish to eliminate or alter Article Nine which forbids rearmament for Japan.]  [12:  Soka Gakkai began as an educational reform movement in the 1930s and still retains a strong interest in education.  It has its own educational system in Japan from kindergarten through Soka University near Tokyo.  There is also Soka University of America in California.]  [13:  While all non-Japanese SGI branches totally abstain from any direct political action, some chapters such as SGI Singapore or Malaysia have close ties with their governments and on occasion will participate in government-sponsored events or social welfare-educational programs.]  [14:  Concerning Soka Gakkai social engagement,  an SGI Canada brochure notes:
“SGI is a Buddhist organization devoted to peace, culture and education based on the humanistic philosophy of Nichiren Buddhism….[T]he movement is characterized by its emphasis on individual empowerment and inner transformation or “human revolution,” which enables individuals to take responsibility for their lives and contribute to building a world where people of diverse cultures can live in peace….Education and dialogue are crucial for the advancement of peace and the SGI sponsors various exhibitions as a means of public peace education.  The promotion of cultural activities and exchange on an international scale is also an integral part of SGI’s activities….Working as a global citizen means working at a grass-roots level within our own communities.  SGI Canada members participate as volunteers in a variety of community-based cultural and humanitarian activities.  An example of this is the promotion of the Earth Charter as an important movement for positive change in the community”  T. Meers (2010).] 

	
SGI chapters, however, generally avoid public scrutiny because they keep a very low profile.  A search of major American, Canadian and Australian newspapers in recent years indicates virtually no coverage or even mention of SGI  --  evidence of the ability of the various SGI chapters to avoid public controversies and thus “bad press.”

Concluding Notes

The Soka Gakkai has found a small but growing niche in many different cultures throughout the world.  A key factor in its success is the feeling of self-confidence and self-control many of its members feel they derive from this practice.  They feel empowered to manage their own lives in a creative manner and to participate in what they regard as helping to create a world where peace, prosperity, harmony, and creative spontaneity are to be enjoyed by all.  A small community within a nation made up of different communities, SGI  provides its members companionship with like-minded people, a direction to channel their spirituality, and a growing sense of confidence and direction.  SGI chapters often find a niche because its members feel that the religion fills a spiritual void.  They claim a higher degree of happiness, self-confidence, peace of mind, and self-fulfillment.

A factor in SGI’s success is its emphasis on community.  The fast pace in a rapidly changing society, constant movement from one job or location to another, and the sizable growth of immigrant groups, especially from Asia, have left many people in industrial societies in Asia and the West with the sense that they are without strong community roots.  SGI’s practice of creating small chapters whose members meet twice or more monthly in each other’s homes creates a tightly bonded group of individuals who share much in common with each other.  The neighborhood newcomer or recent immigrant can find a ready-made group of friends / concerned individuals who can ease the lonely transition into a new area.
The increasingly complex nature of multi-cultural societies in the West and has meant greater tolerance and acceptance of Eastern religions.  Soka Gakkai might have had a harder time assimilating into Western societies before 1960, but today’s growing tolerance of multiculturalism and massive Asian immigration gives it fertile ground for slow expansion.  SGI chapters avoid partisan political issues and campaigns and keeps a low profile, but their participation in community events and exhibitions makes its presence more welcome and acceptable to its neighbors.
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CHAPTER TWO

SOKA GAKKAI IN AUSTRALIA AND NEW ZEALAND


This chapter focuses on the SGI movement in Australia based on three visits there between 2000-2003. There follow a few comments on the SGI in New Zealand based on brief visits there in 2003 and 2011.

Today Australia is experiencing a significant Buddhist boom with just two or more percent of the population declaring some affiliation with Buddhism in 2009. A vast majority of the adherents are ethnic Asians who have been immigrating to Australia since the early 1970s, but there is a growing interest among European Australians as well. The Soka Gakkai (SGI Australia or SGIA) is one of the many Buddhist movements making good headway there.

SGIA in 2009 claimed a nationwide following of up to four thousand members representing an estimated 34 ethnic groups.[footnoteRef:15] At that time more than two-thirds of the SGIA membership consisted of immigrants from Chinese communities in Southeast Asia and Hong Kong, as well as immigrants from Japan, Korea and India. SGIA has developed strong roots in communities nationwide and the prognosis for its continued expansion and long-term survival seem excellent. [15:  http://www.sgi.org/australia.html (accessed 26 May 2009)] 


The goal of my research trips to Australia in 2000, 2002 and 2003 was to investigate reasons for the apparent success of this New Religious Movement there. I conducted my research with the help of Australian scholar Ben Dorman.[footnoteRef:16] We conducted a nationwide survey of SGIA members as well as a number of in-depth interviews. Some of the questions addressed were why Soka Gakkai, with its strong Japanese roots, had succeeded in establishing a solid foundation in Australia, but also why, after roughly forty years, it had not expanded more rapidly. We wanted to learn who joins SGIA and why. When we discovered that a high percentage of the ethnic Asian members were not Japanese in origin, we wanted to learn why SGIA would appeal to such a broad mixture of Asians, many of whom had expressed little interest in Japanese culture and had little contact with Japan or its people. [16:  At that time Ben Dorman was a Ph.D. candidate in Asian Studies at the Australian National University. He received his doctorate in 2003 and is now a permanent fellow at the Nanzan Institute for Religion and Culture in Nagoya Japan. He is an Associate Professor at Nanzan University and co-editor of the Japanese Journal of Religious Studies and Asian Folklore Studies.] 


Through our research we determined that the SGIA appeal and its demographic makeup appear to result from its combination of an individualistic ethic and its emphasis on a family-like community. Other factors helping SGI grow include its ability to offer its growing Asian membership an opportunity to be with other Asians and, through conversion to Buddhism, the chance to reestablish a viable connection with their Asian heritage.

The results of our surveys and interviews in Australia often paralleled findings from other research done on SGI in Britain, the United States, and Canada.[footnoteRef:17] These similarities were due partially to these nations being Anglo, capitalist, democratic, and advanced industrial societies which have seen a great influx of new immigrants since World War II. [17:  See Bryan Wilson and Karel Dobbelaere, A Time to Chant: The Soka Gakkai Buddhists in Britain (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994); Phillip Hammond and David Machacek, Soka Gakkai in America: Accommodation and Conversion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994); David Machacek and Bryan Wilson, eds., Global Citizens: The Soka Gakkai Buddhist  Movement in the World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000); Daniel Mtraux: The Lotus and the Maple Leaf: The Soka Gakkai Buddhist Movement in Canada (New York: University Press of America, 1996);  The Soka Gakkai Buddhist Movement in Quebec (New York: Edwin Mellen Press, 1997); The International Expansion of a Modern Buddhist Movement: The Soka Gakkai in Southeast Asia and Australia (New York: University Press of America, 2001).] 


Methodology and Approaches to this Study

Two research scholars participated in this study. I visited Australia for three weeks in February 2000, was a Visiting Fellow at the Faculty of Asian Studies at the Australia National University (ANU) in July and August 2002, and did a brief follow-up visit in May, 2003. During my first two visits, Dorman and I collected a variety of SGIA publications, developed contacts with SGIA leaders, attended several meetings in Sydney, Canberra and Melbourne, and interviewed a number of members at length.

We prepared a detailed, 59-question survey in April 2002. The first section contained eighteen questions about the member’s personal experience with SGI and SGIA, including how and when he or she first heard of the movement, who introduced the member to the movement, and what was that person’s own religious background. Section II asked questions concerning the member’s attitudes towards the practice of Nichiren Buddhism, focusing on such issues as benefits incurred from this practice and whether that person had ever chanted for a particular set of goals.[footnoteRef:18] Sections III and IV posed queries about the member’s feelings about the SGIA organization as a whole and its peace movement in particular.[footnoteRef:19] The fifth section requested a significant amount of demographic information. [18:  Examples of questions from Section II include: 19. What would you say have been the principal benefits to you from practicing Nichiren’s Buddhism? 20. Have you ever chanted to realize a particular goal or set of goals? If yes, please give some examples. 21. Were the goals for which you chanted realized? If so, in what way were they realized? 22. Have you ever chanted for a goal that was not realized? If yes, what was that goal?]  [19:  Examples of questions from Section III (25-29; The SGIA and World Peace) and Section IV (30-46, Attitudes towards the SGI organization) include: 25. How realistic is the goal of obtaining world peace [Response possibilities a-d, very realistic to not at all realistic]. If you answered a, b, or c, how important do you think SGI’s contribution will be toward realizing world peace.28. Do you think if SGIA cooperates with other organized religions such as Christianity, Judaism, or Islam in promoting world peace, it would compromise its commitment to the teachings of Nichiren? 33. Do you feel your local SGI organization is working to meet the needs of the broader community? Yes: (if so, in what way?) No: (if not, what could be done?)44. Are you satisfied with the way in which information is distributed to you. Yes: No: (If no, explain how the organization could improve this.45. Do you feel that the SGIA reflects the values of Australian society and culture as you see them? Please explain.] 


The research was carried out with the full cooperation of the SGIA leadership. The surveys were voluntary and the respondents had the option of revealing their identity. Initially, there were three main methods of distribution. First, the survey was sent to SGIA headquarters in Sydney; headquarters then faxed it to the main areas where branches are located[footnoteRef:20] and to members in outlying areas. The branches then distributed them through local channels, then collected the completed surveys and sent them either to SGIA headquarters or directly to the researchers. Of the surveys sent to headquarters, SGIA sent some to the researchers and we picked up the others in Sydney. Second, we emailed the survey to members who requested it and about 30 responses came back via email. Third, Dorman sent three hard copies of the survey to members who had otherwise not received it. [20:  Main branches are in Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, and Adelaide.] 


This initial campaign brought about 160 responses, mainly from members in their 30s, 40s and 50s. Since SGIA has a large and rapidly growing youth membership, we attended a week-end Nationwide Youth Conference in Sydney in late July 2002, where we successfully encouraged nearly a hundred younger members from all over Australia to complete the survey. By August we had about 265 completed surveys from all over Australia representing perhaps twelve percent of the total SGIA membership. SGIA leaders assured us that the demographic patterns developed from our survey closely fit their perceived national patterns for both age and ethnic distribution.

We also conducted about twenty in-depth interviews with individual and small groups in Canberra, and the Sydney and Melbourne regions, as well as shorter conversations with about thirty other members. We also interviewed a few members from across Australia at various SGIA meetings and festivals. We deliberately chose a few older members because of their ability to give us some historical perspectives about the movement, but other interviews came from people who expressed an interest in our interviewing them in survey responses.

As expected, we received a highly favorable image of SGIA from the active members interviewed; however, we also solicited and received a high number of frank criticisms of the movement, especially on topics such as leadership and communication between leaders and ordinary members.

It is important to note, however, that while the results of our survey represented over ten percent of the membership in 2002-2003, the sampling procedure itself was far from random and the results consequently are not necessarily fully representative of the whole membership. Rather, one can assume that our findings reflect the thinking of some of the most committed members. A more random sample might have yielded more statistically valid results, but limits on time and resources placed certain constraints on our research.

The Soka Gakkai Legacy

My research on SGI members in Canada, the United States, and throughout SE Asia and Australia indicates that Soka Gakkai attracts followers outside of Japan because it offers a strong message of peace, happiness, success, and self-empowerment. Adherents perceive that the Buddhism espoused by Soka Gakkai gives them some degree of influence over their personal environments, that through their hard work and devout practice they can overcome their suffering and find happiness here and now. They also find great satisfaction and a sense of community by joining with other people who follow the same faith. The practices of small groups of members meeting regularly to chant, discuss personal and mutual concerns, and socialize as close friends are important social reasons for the success of Soka Gakkai not only in Japan but abroad as well.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  This interpretation is bolstered by the work of Hammond and Machacek in the United States and Wilson and Dobbelaere in Britain. Their studies related the growth of SGI in these countries to value shifts associated with growing economic well-being. In short, the idea, drawn from other cross-national studies of value-change in advanced industrial societies, is that as economic security rises, so does the population’s desire for tangible rewards such as happiness, self-fulfillment, and aesthetic pleasure.] 


Many of the younger SGI members in these countries are also very well educated. There seems to exist a strong affinity between a religious dogma that emphasizes “mental work” (attitudes and individual focus) who have to work very hard to attain their educational credentials. This phenomenon may explain why this form of Buddhism is attractive to this particular social stratum and also helps to address why Soka Gakkai’s Japanese origin does not seem to matter much to these non-Japanese converts. As Wilson and Dobbelaere and Hammond and Machacek found in their research in Britain and the United States, and as I discovered among a largely Chinese ethnic SGI following in Southeast Asia, the ethic of individual success and self-determination has a certain affinity with the experiences of white-collar professionals.

Buddhism in Australia

Buddhism has made strong inroads in Australia since the early 1990s. While Buddhists are a distinct minority in Australia, their numbers are growing. The latest census, conducted in 2006, indicated that over 418,000 residents of Australia had declared themselves to be Buddhists, up from 360,000 in 2001, 200,000 in 1996 and 140,000 in 1991.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  http://www.wfb-hq.org/WFBRegionalNews0006.htm (accessed 28 May 2009); Kelly Burke, “While Christianity declines, Buddhism Grows Rapidly,” Sydney Morning Herald, 18 June 2002; Enid Adam et al., The Buddhists in Australia (Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service, 1996), 41. Citing the 2001 census, Burke notes that 25 percent of Australians declared themselves to be Roman Catholic, 20 percent Anglican, and 15 percent atheist or agnostic.] 


A foreign religion entering a new society may make a significant impact if certain conditions coalesce: large numbers of immigrants from the contributing culture(s), significant interest among the native peoples, and the religion having a good reputation. Buddhism has developed a favorable and respected position in many Western societies, including Australia, in recent decades, so when Australia opened itself up to Asian immigration in the 1970s, it is not surprising that many of these new Australians brought their Buddhism with them and that they gained some attention by European Australians. Particularly interesting is the number of second-generation Australians born in Australia or who immigrated there as young children who have adopted Buddhism. Their interest in Buddhism may be due to their efforts to learn about and identify with their native cultures.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Interview with Dr. Judith Snodgrass, a scholar of Buddhism in Australia, 1 August 2002 in Sydney.] 


Many of the first waves of Asian-Australians came from Vietnam, but there were also considerable numbers of ethic Chinese from Hong Kong, Malaysia, Taiwan and Singapore, as well as immigrants from mainland China, the Philippines, India, South Korea, and Cambodia.[footnoteRef:24] The largest single ethnic group was the Vietnamese, who comprise nearly one-third of all Buddhists in Australia. Ethnic Chinese Buddhists came to Australia from many places, including Malaysia, Hong Kong, Taiwan, mainland China and Singapore. There was a smaller group of Buddhists from Theravada countries such as Sri Lanka, Burma, and Thailand. A handful of Tibetan Buddhist immigrants attracted a number of Anglo-Australians who found appeal in the mystique of the Vajrayana tradition.[footnoteRef:25] The person that most Australians associate with Buddhism is the Dalai Lama, widely acknowledged as the spiritual and temporal leader of Tibet. He is a hugely popular figure who attracts crowds like a major rock star and has received massive mainstream media coverage in recent years. [24:  James E. Coughlan and Deborah J. McNamara, Eds., Asians in Australia: Patterns of Migration and Settlement (South Melbourne: Macmillan Education Australia, 1997), 53.]  [25:  Adam et al, 11.] 


According to the 1991 census, approximately seventeen percent of these immigrants saw themselves as being Buddhist.[footnoteRef:26] Since most immigrants arrived in Australia between the ages of 20 and 40, a huge majority of Australia’s Buddhists were in that age cohort.[footnoteRef:27] Well over eighty percent of Buddhists living in Australia in 1991 were born in Asia. Only four percent of Australia’s Buddhists were the children of Australian-born parents. [26:  Ibid, 308.]  [27:  Ibid., 49.] 


There were about 170 Buddhist groups in Australia around the year 2000 representing all the major schools of Buddhism. Most of these groups are considered to be ethnic as their members are drawn from one of the major Asian communities. There are other generally quite small groups whose members are Anglo-Australian and are more interested in a more general form of Buddhism rather than any specific sect.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Roderick S. Bucknell, “Engaged Buddhism in Australia,” in Christopher Queen, Ed., Engaged Buddhism in the West (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2000), 468.] 


Compared to other Buddhist sects, the SGI continues a very low profile in Australia. Only a very few Australians have ever heard of the Soka Gakkai’s current leader, Ikeda Daisaku, and most Australians are probably unaware of the entire movement’s existence. Although the organization has made a few more public relations efforts in the past few years, including 2009 by holding exhibitions, sponsoring talks, establishing contacts with major scholars at different universities, participating in events like “Clean Up Australia” and agreeing to participate in an Australian Broadcasting Commission-produced documentary aired in May 2002, it is still a lesser-known group.

One can thus reasonably conclude that much of the startling growth in the number of people practicing Buddhism in Australia can be attributed to the huge influx of Asians from Southeast Asia and, as Judith Snodgrass has discovered, a strong revival of interest in Buddhism on the part of second-generation Asians or in a few cases young Asians who, having arrived in Australia with no strong religious ties, became interested in Buddhism as a way of identifying with their Asian heritage.[footnoteRef:29] Before Asian immigration to Australian immigration began in earnest in the mid-1970s, a high percentage of the few Buddhists in Australia were Caucasian. The recent surge in the Buddhist population in Asia, however, is almost entirely Asian in origin and the percentage of Caucasian Buddhists has dropped below ten percent of Australian Buddhists.[footnoteRef:30] [29:  Snodgrass interview, op. cit.]  [30:  Adam and Hughes, 40-50.] 


Soka Gakkai in Australia

Soka Gakkai is one of several Buddhist organizations in Australia that follows one distinct school of Buddhism and has a multi-ethnic membership. The SGIA traces its origins to 13 May 1964, when a visit to Australia by Ikeda Daisaku encouraged a handful of Japanese resident members and European Australians to form a Melbourne chapter. The first leader, Dr. Tom Teitei, organized the first chapters in Australia and molded a national organization. There were over 4000 members by 2009.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Growth has always been glacial. Membership did not exceed 1000 until the late 1980s, but accelerated to 2000 in 1999 and 2500 by 2002. Part of the slowness in growth is due to the elaborate membership process that obligates the potential member to show a certain degree of commitment before formally joining.] 


SGIA is fully responsible for selecting its own leaders and raising its own funds for day-to-day operations. While there were two paid employees in 2002 to maintain the main office in Sydney, all other leaders worked on a voluntary basis while pursuing their own careers outside the movement. A major financial gift from Tokyo had facilitated the construction of the Sydney Community Center a few years before our research, but in 2002 SGI was publishing its own journals and managing its daily affairs on the $US 180,000 to $190,000 it raised from member contributions.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Interview with General Director Hans van der Bent in Sydney, 26 July 2002. Van der Bent contributed the following piece to the SGI Quarterly in 2005:
SGI's Role in Multicultural Australia: “In recent years SGI-Australia has increased its interaction with other faiths and become involved with many social and community activities. This has led to ongoing dialogues and partner relationships with a wide range of other organizations promoting peace, tolerance and nonviolence in Australian society. The first chapter of SGI-Australia was established in 1964, and in 1977 we opened our first culture center in Sydney. During the 1980s, we started spreading our wings by holding conventions and cultural festivals on a national level. Currently, our membership is around 3,000, with members in Sydney, Victoria, Queensland, Western  Australia, Canberra, Darwin, Cairns, South Australia, Tasmania and more rural regions and 34 different cultures involved in our total membership, including a high proportion of members of Asian origin as befits Australia's geographical position and ethnic makeup. The distances between each of the states and the isolation of the country areas mean that each state has its own distinct characteristics. The SGI movement in Australia is centered on an informal group-gathering style which reaches out to a wide range of people in different cultural, work-related, student, language-based and interest groups. This style attracts young people and those with a strong interest in cultural activities. The organization has also developed an innovative approach to Buddhist study centered on small group discussions which focus on the application of Buddhist principles to issues in daily life and Australian society.” http://www.sgi.org/australia.htm (accessed 28 May 2009)] 


There is considerable communication between SGIA and the SGI Tokyo office. SGI sends a wide range of study materials to its international chapters to include with their local publications, and occasionally an SGI leader from Japan will make a brief courtesy visit. SGIA General Director Hans van der Bent and other leaders are responsible for providing organizational leadership and guidance for SGIA members.

SGIA worked hard in its early years to attract members through active conversion. Members would seek out relatives, friends, colleagues or even casual acquaintances and to persuade them to join. This method worked to some extent, but it also may have turned off potential converts. Since the 1990s, the emphasis has switched from direct conversion to one focusing on dialogue.

Demographics of SGIA Membership

Our surveys and interviews of SGIA leaders and members in 2000, 2002 and 2003 indicated a stable and tightly knit organization more interested in the welfare of its members and the building of a healthy Buddhist community than in signing up members whose interest or faith may be superficial. A person is considered for membership after he or she attends meetings over a period of several months, shows genuine interest in the movement, and has studied the basic teachings and philosophy of Nichiren Buddhism. This process results in slow sustained growth but also less turnover of membership.

Our survey of SGIA members revealed a highly complex membership that was nearly impossible to categorize simply. In terms of demographics, the composition of Soka Gakkai closely resembled the overall Buddhist profile in Australia, especially in terms of age (relative youth) and European-Asian membership distribution.

Our survey results indicated that SGIA is a largely family-oriented movement. Two-thirds of all members and three-quarters of young members had other close family members in the movement. While just over half of older members were the first members of their family to join SGIA, close to three-quarters of younger members had other members of their family in the organization when they joined. Just over half of older members were introduced to SGIA by other family members, compared to three-quarters of younger members. Other members were introduced by close friends. Only a few were introduced by colleagues, fellow students, or strangers.

Overall, there are three female members to every two males in SGIA. The female-male ratio is slightly higher among older members (in their 30s or above) than among younger faithful (20s and very early 30s). Surveyed SGIA members are also overwhelmingly urban. More than half lived in suburbs of large cities while another quarter lived in big cities. Slightly more than ten percent lived in or near medium-sized cities, while another ten percent resided in small towns or rural areas.

Although SGIA faithful who joined in the 1960s and 1970s recounted that during the early years of SGIA, members tended to be older with a roughly even ratio between European and Asian (mainly Japanese) members, the current demographic has changed drastically. Membership is about three-quarters Asian overall and four-fifths among younger members. While ethnic Japanese dominated the Asian membership in the early days of SGIA, they now only constitute about a quarter of the Asian group. About two in three ethnic Asian members are Chinese in origin with much smaller groupings of Koreans, Indians and Southeast Asian members.[footnoteRef:33] This trend towards larger proportions of Asian members is in contrast to patterns in Soka Gakkai chapters in the United States, Canada and Britain, where Asian members are decreasing as a proportion of the membership, and younger members tend to resemble the population as a whole in terms of ethnic diversity. [33:  David Chappell in his study of the Soka Gakkai in the United States suggests that in “America there are three general categories of Buddhists: ethnic, elite and socially inclusive” and that Soka Gakkai is the most prominent example of socially inclusive Buddhism. SGIA is also socially inclusive because of its broad-based ethnic membership that is still about a quarter Caucasian, but its large younger ethnic Asian (especially Southeast Asian ethnic Chinese) membership could put SGIA in the ethnic category as well. See David Chappell, “Socially Inclusive Buddhists in America” in Machacek and Wilson, Global Citizens, 325.According to Chappell’s categories, ethnic Buddhists are immigrants who practice their native form of Buddhism in the United States. Elite Buddhists are American-born and generally white practitioners of Zen, Vipassana and Tibetan Buddhism; they rarely belong to an organized group of “church. Chappell limits socially inclusive groups in the US to Soka Gakkai because it attracts so many diverse ethnic groups who work closely together within the organization.] 


Our survey results show that SGIA members as a whole tend to be well educated. Members in their 30s and 40s were evenly divided between high school and university graduates, but members in their 20s and 30s were in general better educated. Well over half of the younger members said that they were university graduates, and another quarter said they were pursuing a university degree. About ten percent said they had or would pursue some form of graduate degree.

Members are employed in a diverse range of jobs and professions. A vast majority of older members are employed or self-employed, but a few were completing undergraduate or graduate degrees or were retired. There were large numbers of nurses and other health care professionals, public servants, people involved in business and finance, teachers at all levels, artists and musicians, secretaries, pharmacists, business owners, computer specialists, ad journalists. About a third of the younger members were attending a university. Those no longer in school worked at a variety of jobs, but a higher percentage were involved in white-collar professions or the arts than were older members. About 10 percent of older, and virtually no younger, members were full-time homemakers.

Roughly two-thirds of the older members were married or living with a full-time partner while a quarter were single. Only a tiny handful had been divorced, widowed or separated. On the other hand, about two-thirds of the younger members were single, with the rest either married or living with a partner. Less than ten percent were divorced or separated.

About forty percent of current SGIA members had any formal religious affiliation before they became members (60 percent Christian, 25 percent Buddhist, 7 percent Daoist and seven percent Hindu), and only 15 percent had been highly committed to another religion. A third of those surveyed (including roughly a quarter of the Caucasian members) had practiced another form of Buddhism or another East Asian faith at some point of their lives prior to joining SGI.

Patterns of Membership

While SGI originated from a Japan-based movement, most members did not join the organization because of its Japanese roots or connections. Rather, they were attracted by a Buddhist movement whose members appeared to be very happy and successful, and whose organization extended a sense of warmth, harmony, and a welcoming spirit. Only a third of the older members, and a quarter of the younger were introduced to the practice by Japanese members, and a slight majority expressed no real interest in any aspect of Japanese culture. A young Caucasian member noted, “SGI is indeed a Buddhist movement from Japan, but its message and appeal are universal. I have become a Buddhist, not a follower of Japanese Buddhism.”

Another probable source of SGI’s appeal, especially to the movement’s increasingly younger Asian members, was the fact that SGIA offered a place and opportunity to mix with other Asians, even if from different countries. They could join in activities with other young people from their country or culture. Membership also provided the opportunity to get to know people from other cultures, including Caucasian Australians, demonstrating a general pattern of outsiders—immigrants, minorities, gays and lesbians --finding welcome, acceptance, and community.

Conversion to Buddhism, for some, appeared to be a means of reconnecting with an Asian heritage. Less than half of the current membership had any religious affiliation before joining SGI, and only a third practiced another form of Buddhism or other East Asian faith before they became members.

Other interviews revealed that SGI meetings had what could be described as a therapeutic effect on some members. A large proportion of the members we contacted stated that a strong sense of camaraderie and community initially attracted them to SGI and its genre of Buddhism. SGI became an important base for friendship, caring and mutual help for many members, a critical reason for their joining the movement as well as for SGI’s long-term growth. Many surveyed members insisted that SGI provided for both their religious and social needs, functioning as a support in times of need and as the basis for a social outing. It offered a readymade community center for the newcomer and a magnet for someone seeking greater happiness in life. Members told us that there had been something missing in their lives or that they had been sad, lonely or depressed. A friend or family member suggested that they attend a SGI meeting at a culture center or at a member’s residence. The newcomer was soon attracted by the warm sense of “family” or “community,” and the testimonies as to how people had found true happiness as Buddhists after chanting regularly and becoming devout members. One member noted:
“What appeals to me most about SGIA is the idea of Buddhism in action—a spiritual family chanting, studying and working for others at a local level—being there for family, friends, strangers, different cultural groups and the environment—and globally when we deal with the wider issues such as world peace, education, and eliminating poverty.”
This sense of community was very important for Australian members. The fact that many members found SGIA to be a tolerant and caring community was especially meaningful for immigrants new to Australian life. SGIA provided a ready-made community containing a very diverse group of white Australians and Asian-Australians from a wide range of backgrounds and locales. Newcomers often find SGIA to be a safe and comforting port of entry into Australia—many were members from SE Asia who made a bee-line for SGIA upon arrival. SGIA also attracts a number of gay-lesbian members who join because they feel accepted and a comforting atmosphere within the ranks of SGI.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  An SGIA leader noted in 2003 “Soka Gakkai in Australia has a high tolerance for gays—we are very open to gays because of our strong respect for human values. There is a strong homophobic tendency in SE Asian cultures and homophobia was once very evident even in SGIA, but we are becoming more open and more tolerant in the eyes of many members.”] 


The survey responses and interviews indicated that some of these members were attracted to SGIA because of the movement’s teaching that everyone is responsible for his or her own life and circumstance. They felt that the movement gave them control over their own destinies allowing them to create their own happiness. They felt motivated by SGI leaders and study materials telling them that they could really advance in life through their own hard work, strong faith and discipline. This repeats a trend that attracts young educated white-collar workers to SGI throughout Asia.

A key ingredient to SGIA’s success has been its ability to function as a lay religious movement. The decline in the credibility of organized religions and the increased debate over the very existence of an anthropomorphic deity have opened the way for religious organizations such as SGIA to insist that each member take strong responsibility not only for one’s own destiny but also for that of fellow members.

Members were virtually unanimous that the quality of their lives had improved greatly after joining SGIA. Most said that they had become calmer, more self-confident, and happier in their work and relationships. Significant numbers said that they had become more optimistic and were better able to make clear and informed decisions. Virtually all surveyed said that they had chanted to realize a goal or set of goals and that they had achieved many (but not all) of their desired results.[footnoteRef:35] Several members said that chanting gave them better control over their destinies and positively affected the lives of their neighbors. By changing their own karmas as well as the lives of others, members felt that they were contributing to the betterment of the world. [35:  A vast majority of members also reported that they had also at least once chanted for a goal that had not been realized. Their explanations for these failures included the notions that the goals were unrealistic (winning a lottery, saving a failed relationship), the timing was poor, or that they had not chanted with enough enthusiasm or sincerity.] 


It is important to note that joining SGIA, while a major commitment to Buddhist faith, does not preclude the average member from leading an ordinary Australian life. Membership does require some degree of commitment and service to the organization, but in most cases not enough to affect significantly one’s social and professional life outside the movement. Indeed, the general proportion of a member’s life devoted to SGIA does not seem much different from the time spent by active members of my small church in Virginia. According to our survey results, the average SGIA member attends about one meeting a week and a goodly number attend two, though the most active members might attend more. And, as Hammond and Machacek noted about SGI-USA members, those who join the movement “had to give up very little of their former way of life. Conversion, apart from learning to chant, entailed only minor behavioral change; whatever tension converts experienced because of their decision to join Soka Gakkai was therefore minimized.”[footnoteRef:36] Based on our own observations, much about SGIA resembled SGI-USA in this sense at least. SGIA membership was also not very disruptive in terms of members’ everyday activities. Most maintained some close friendships outside of the movement and had jobs and careers unrelated to SGIA. [36:  Hammond and Machacek, Soka Gakkai in America, 176-78.] 


Another factor enhancing a stable membership is that for the most part, SGIA members simply do not have to endure the social criticism from family, friends, and colleagues that their counterparts in Japan often experience. Soka Gakkai in Japan is a high profile, multi-million member movement deeply involved in politics and social programs. Many Japanese in the past regarded the Gakkai as an extremist movement and Japanese members tell me that this form of criticism can be hurtful. But since SGIA is small and not well known in Australia, very few members have had to endure such criticism.

Our interviews also showed a growing conviction among some SGIA members that large formal institutions such as the state or church cannot bring greater happiness and a better life to the individual citizen. Personal autonomy, reliance one’s own efforts, and a growing sense of personal responsibility for one’s own life dictate the need to seek greater control over one’s destiny. This attitude has contributed to the growing popularity of movements like Soka Gakkai that emphasize self-help.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  For a discussion of Soka Gakkai as a self-help movement, see Katherine Metraux, “The Role of Self-Help and the New Religious Movements in North America” in Daniel Metraux, The Lotus and the Maple Leaf, 129-35.] 


Conclusion

SGI has found a small but growing following in Australia. Nichiren Buddhism gives members a feeling of confidence and self-control. They feel empowered to manage their own lives in a creative manner and to participate in the endeavor to create a world where peace, prosperity, happiness and creative spontaneity are to be enjoyed by all. A small community within a nation made up of many different communities, SGIA provides its members companionship with likeminded people, a direction to channel their spirituality, and a new sense of confidence and direction. The fact that SGIA is a lay movement makes it all the more compatible with an increasingly secular age.

A key factor in SGIA’s growth has been its great emphasis on the concept of community. The fast pace in a rapidly changing society, constant movement from one job to another, and the rapid growth of immigrant groups have left many Australians with the uncomfortable feeling that they lack firm community roots. SGIA’s practice of forming small chapters whose members often meet each other in their own homes or in community centers creates a tightly bonded group of individuals. The neighborhood newcomer or recent immigrant often finds a ready-made group of friends that can greatly ease his/her transition into the area.

Our surveys find that Nichiren Buddhism itself as found a very small niche in Australian society because its members feel that the religion fills a spiritual void. They claim a higher degree of happiness, self-confidence, peace of mind, and self-fulfillment which they lacked earlier in their lives.

SGIA continues to grow due to its ability to attract a devoted following via its wide appeal among both Asian and Caucasian communities in Australia. It has strong Japanese roots, but its high degree of autonomy, local leadership and its focus on modern issues encourage followers to regard it as a clearly international Buddhist movement.

The increasingly complex nature of Australia’s multicultural society has meant greater tolerance and acceptance of Eastern religions. Soka Gakkai might have had greater difficulty assimilating in Australia in the 1950s or 1960s, but now truly multicultural Australia is fertile ground for expansion. SGIA stays out of political affairs entirely and maintains a low profile, but its participation in community events and exhibitions makes its presence more welcome and acceptable to its neighbors.

SGIA will not grow as fast or as large as its parent organization in Japan, but its growth and development compares very well with its sister chapters in Canada, Europe and New Zealand. The Soka Gakkai movement has grown slowly but surely in the West and there is every indication the same will be true in Australia.

SGI New Zealand

When I took a large group of Mary Baldwin College students on a study tour of Australia and New Zealand in May 2003, we were hosted in Auckland by members of SGI-New Zealand. Students were assigned to interview as many SGI members as possible and as a result we collected a lot of information about our hosts.

The history of the founding of the SGI movement in New Zealand parallels that of other chapters included in this study. During the late 1960s a native Japanese woman, Mrs. Yuki Johnston, married a New Zealander and moved to New Zealand. She had joined Soka Gakkai when growing up in Hiroshima. SGI says that after joining SGI she had overcome being physically disabled and was able to discard her walking sticks after moving to New Zealand. A few years later, at the time of the establishment of the SGI chapter in Guam, a district was formed in New Zealand with seven members.

When we visited in 2003, we were told that there were over 600 members practicing in New Zealand, but when we returned to New Zealand we found that the New Zealand chapter had grown more than 1200 SGI members practicing all over New Zealand with activity centers in Auckland, Wellington, Dunedin and Christchurch. New Zealand is one of the most diverse multicultural societies on earth and the SGI there is a good representation of the nation’s social diversity. According to the SGI New Zealand website, “We are very multicultural, with members from the Pacific, Thailand, Japan, India, Malaysia, Hong Kong, Singapore, Taiwan and Denmark. Members born in New Zealand also represent a variety of cultures including Maori, Pacific, pakeha (European) and Chinese. Our rich diversity enables us to have many cultural exchanges as we learn to respect and treasure our differences and deepen our understanding of each other's cultures. We believe that peace begins with our interactions with those around us, and through our activities we learn how to transcend boundaries of ethnicity, culture, nationality, sexuality and tradition.” We certainly saw a very great diversity of ethnic faces when we visited the culture center in Auckland and a restaurant run by SGI-NZ members in the heart of the city.

We found that the reasons members initially joined SGI in New Zealand mirrored those of Australia. Asian members, many of them ethnic Chinese from SE Asia, stated that Soka Gakkai reattached them to their Buddhist heritage which they feared they were losing. They joined other members who appreciated the religion’s emphasis on one’s own empowerment and need to take responsibility for their own actions and livelihood. All members also stressed the importance of community—that SGI provided bonds of friendship, mutual help, and community service. Again and again the fact that SGI organized members into small meeting (zadankai) groups created the basis of strong friendships.

We also had the opportunity to chance to talk with two former members who had left the movement. They said that they had enjoyed their time in SGI, but had left because they simply lacked interest in the movement, that they felt they had received little benefit from it, and that they just wanted to move on. There was no sense of bitterness on their part—they felt that they had been warmly treated, but that this Buddhism simply was not their “cup of tea.” Nobody had pressured them to join, and though some members expressed regret that they were leaving, “nobody from SGI really bothered us once we left. It was a graceful and easy departure.”

We met the mayor of Rotorua, a hot spring resort several hours away from Auckland. The mayor had had many dealings with SGI and praised them noting, “It’s a fine organization with a strong community spirit. They have done a lot here to promote this town as a beautiful resort.”

Our major SGI host was a wonderful Maori gentleman named Fred. He took our students to all sorts of cultural sites across Auckland and once said to us with a broad mischievous smile, “A century or more ago I would have eaten you, but today I greet you!”
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CHAPTER THREE

SGI IN CANADA

Japan's lay Buddhist Soka Gakkai International (SGI) has established a small but viable chapter in Canada that in 2011 had about 7,000 members nationwide. Since its founding in 1960 SGI Canada has evolved into a highly heterogeneous organization dominated neither by white Canadians and nor ethnic Asians of which a large number are of Chinese origin. SGI Canada’s appeal is both religious and social.. SGI-Canada members find their movement's form of Buddhism appealing because it is said to give them a greater sense of confidence and self-empowerment, permitting them to manage their own lives in a more creative manner.  SGI Canada also provides a strong sense of community for its members.

This study focuses on the Canadian chapter of Soka Gakkai, the largest of Japan's New Religious Movements (NRMs) which bases its doctrines on its interpretation of the Buddhist teachings of Nichiren (1222-1282), a Buddhist priest and scholar who founded Japan's only native school of Buddhism.    The Soka Gakkai claims as many as ten million followers in Japan and another two million abroad[footnoteRef:38] through its international wing, Soka Gakkai International (SGI).  Its Canadian chapter, SGI Canada, which dates back to 1960, in 2011 claimed a membership of close to seven thousand.[footnoteRef:39] [38:  Many scholars and journalists in Japan feel that these numbers are somewhat inflated and that the true size of Soka Gakkai ranges from five to eight million in Japan.  ]  [39:  Based on numbers provided by Soka Gakkai International in Tokyo and SGI Canada.] 


     	When I took a group of students from my university in Virginia on a study tour of Quebec to visit the Soka Gakkai Culture Center in Montreal in early May of 2002, we were greeted by a crowd of over two hundred members.  What surprised my students was the ethnic and racial diversity of the group.  There were many ethnic East, Southeast and South Asians, a few immigrants from Africa as well as a large number of Anglophone and Franco-phone Canadians from Quebec and elsewhere in Canada.  A vast majority of the congregation was in its late 20s to very early 40s, but there were a few older and younger members as well.  Later when we visited the Soka Gakkai center in Quebec City we were greeted by a group of mainly white middle-aged Francophones.    I encountered a very diverse mix of SGI faithful during stops at SGI headquarters and private homes in Toronto between the mid-1990s and 2010 and a mainly Asian mix of members and a few Caucasians in 2010 at the Vancouver SGI Center.   

Virtually every age group was represented at each locale and there was a broad diversity in their economic and educational back-grounds.  SGI Canada's very diverse membership in some respects reflects the diversity that one finds throughout the whole of Canada, a fact which differentiates SGI from other Buddhist groups in Canada. 


     	The Soka Gakkai began in Canada in the 1960s and 1970s just as Canada was starting to open its doors to Asian immigration.  Before  1967 Canada’s immigration laws were explicitly racist based on the distinction between “desirable” and “undesirable” races.  Asians were “undesirable” and if admitted to Canada, they were not allowed to own property, attend school or get good jobs.  SGI Canada developed mainly after 1967 in a Canada greatly changed after the race-neutral points system was introduced.  Asians entered the country in increasing numbers and had greater social and economic mobility and Canadian society grew more tolerant towards Asians and was more willing to embrace their cultures.   These developments provided SGI fertile ground to lay down roots.  

SGI Canada’s successes in part are attributable to its ability to accommodate itself to Canadian society.  It remains dependent on its parental organization in Japan for leadership and authority in religious matters.  However, virtually from the start SGI Canada has used English (French in much of Quebec) as its main language and its leaders are for the most part native Canadians from many ethnic backgrounds.  It is a lay Buddhist movement that has avoided the use of Japanese-style Buddhist temples and a Japanese-born clergy.  Most SGI Canada meetings are held in members' homes, further reducing the foreign feel of the religion.  SGI Canada, like most SGI chapters, is an autonomous organization that chooses its own leaders and formulates its own programs and outreach.  Today there are SGI community or culture centers in Calgary, Edmonton, Montreal, Ottawa, Quebec City, Toronto, Vancouver, Winnipeg, and in Atlantic Canada.

SGI Canada has experienced slow but steady growth because it is well-equipped to appeal to a very broad group of people through Canada.  Its Buddhist doctrines deal with universal values, but are packaged in very modern terms meant to appeal to contemporary society.  SGI publications promote world peace, brotherhood and respect for the environment.  Members respond favorably to SGI teachings of self- empowerment.  They are told that their fate rests entirely in their own hands, that they are fully responsible for the ups and downs in their lives, and that they alone can change their destiny for the better through their own actions by following its version of Nichiren Buddhism.  SGI is also very able to create a strong sense of community which binds the membership together.  Many SGI members had previously moved away from more traditional churches or had no strong religious ties of their own.  Many felt a lack of spirituality in their lives and responded positively to SGI Canada's message and communal strength.  It is for this reason that SGI Canada may well grow and survive in the future.  

	Research Methodology

	The goal of this research is to analyze the growth of this Japanese-based lay Buddhist organization in Canada.  It is meant as a part of my study of several  SGI chapters and as an extension of the work of other scholars who have studied SGI in the United States, Europe and elsewhere. [footnoteRef:40]  I conducted research extensively in Quebec in 1995, 1996 and 2002, in Ontario in 1996, 1997, and 2010, and, briefly, in British Columbia in 2010.   The research entailed extensive reading of SGI magazines and other publications from its early days in Canada through 2011.  There were visits to SGI Canada centers in Toronto, Montreal, and Quebec City where I met with organization leaders and several focus groups consisting of five to ten members from all age groups and ethnic backgrounds.  There were several visits to members’ homes for more in-depth discussions.   It is important to note that all those interviewed were said to be deeply committed  members of SGI Canada.  I  also met independently with two former members who had voluntarily left the organization [40:  Studies of SGI expansion include: Bryan Wilson and Karel Dobbelaere, A Time to Chant: The Soka Gakkai Buddhists in Britain (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994); Phillip Hammond and David Machacek, Soka Gakkai in America: Accommodation and Conversion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994); David Machacek and Bryan Wilson, eds., Global Citizens: The Soka Gakkai Buddhist Movement in the World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994); Daniel Métraux, The Lotus and the Maple Leaf: The Soka Gakkai Buddhist Movement in Canada  (New York: University Press of America, 1996); Daniel Metraux, The Soka Gakkai Buddhist Movement in Quebec (Lewiston NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1997); and Daniel Métraux, The International Expansion of a Modern Buddhist Movement: The Soka Gakkai in Southeast Asia and Australia (New York: University Press of America, 2001).] 


I conducted modest written surveys of nearly two hundred members in Quebec and Ontario as well as in-depth interviews with members in these two provinces and in British Columbia. These surveys and interviews were conducted with the full cooperation of SGI Canada leaders and only involved a very small percentage of the overall membership.  Furthermore, the sampling procedure itself was far from random and the results are not necessarily fully representative of the whole membership.  Rather, the findings probably reflect the thinking of the most committed members and not the experiences of less active or disenchanted members.  A more random sample might have yielded more statistically valid results, but limits on time and resources placed certain constraints on this research.

SGI Canada History[footnoteRef:41] [41:  For a more detailed discussion of SGI Canada’s history through the mid-1990s, see Daniel A. Métraux, The Lotus and the Maple Leaf  (New York and London: University Press of America, 1996).] 


     	SGI Canada officially dates its start when then Soka Gakkai President Ikeda Daisaku visited the United States and South America in October 1960 to encourage the creation of Soka Gakkai chapters there.   He made a brief visit to Toronto where he met with Mrs. Elizabeth Izumi and other Soka Gakkai supporters in Canada.  Mrs. Izumi, the first SGI Canada leader, came to Canada before 1960 to be with her Japanese-Canadian businessman husband.   Ikeda encouraged Mrs.Izumi and the others to organize a Canadian chapter which they did soon after his departure.  Because of its small size the Canadian chapter was organizationally linked to the much larger Soka Gakkai chapter in the United States, but by 1975 the Canadian group became large enough and sufficiently financially stable to move off on its own.

Some of the founding members of SGI Canada were immigrants from Japan, but they were generally "technical immigrants" (gijutsuimin) most likely to settle in urban centers where their professional and technical skills were in demand.   Two other founding members and leaders, Micky Matsuda and Tad Ohira, Japanese-born (and naturalized Canadian) businessmen who resided in Toronto and Montreal respectively, played key roles in organizing chapters in both cities.  They had strong ties with older Japanese communities in their cities,. but worked mainly with Caucasian Canadians.  They along with Mrs. Izumi and other members were successful in building and expanding their chapters that soon from the start had a strong multi-ethnic base.  Today ethnic Japanese compose only a small portion of the membership.  Although there is no official accounting of the ethnic background of members, it seems that about half the members are Caucasian, a third or more are Asian, and the rest are from a broad diversity of backgrounds.

    	Another early arm of SGI Canada grew around Quebec City in the late 1960s due primarily to the efforts of the late Françoise Labbé (1933-2001) in the tiny village of Baie St. Paul, which lies 100 kilometers north of Quebec City along the St. Lawrence River.[footnoteRef:42]  Labbé was an aspiring artist who left her poor village in the mid-1960s on a scholarship to study art in Paris.  She joined SGI in Paris and returned to Baie St. Paul a dedicated SGI Buddhist.  Despite scorn from many other villagers, she converted a number of younger residents while building with government help a museum dedicated to Quebec folk art.  Today, due mainly to her efforts, Baie St. Paul is a major art and tourist center and her large museum is flourishing.  Her first convert, Daniel Déry, a university instructor in Quebec City, created what is now the Quebec City chapter by converting a number of local francophones there.  (Labbé interview, 1995).   There was a time when the base of SGI Canada in Quebec was centered in Baie St. Paul, but successful efforts by SGI members in Montreal and Quebec City and the migration of SGI members from Baie St. Paul to these cities led to the growth of "congregations" in both Montreal and Quebec City.   [42:  For more information on Labbés work in Baie St. Paul, see “Françoise Labbé (1933-2001). La grande dame de Baie-Saint-Paul” at http//www.encyclobec.ca/main.php?docid=36   (accessed 27 August 2011).] 


    	Although most members live in the core areas between Toronto and Quebec City, members in some other cities began forming chapters in the 1960s and 1970s. The chapter in Calgary was begun in the mid-1960s by three immigrant women from Japan and it took another decade for the first non-Asian Canadians to join.  The Winnipeg chapter was started by Mrs. Toshiko Friday and a local Euro-Canadian friend in 1964.  Forty years later the Winnipeg group had more than eighty members divided into four groups with an ethnic Japanese following of about twenty percent and an active student club at the University of Manitoba.  Other regions such as Saskatchewan have small groups of members, but no formal chapter.    (Mullens, 2006, 51+54-55)  

	The SGI chapters in Canada began as separate entities in the 1960s and 1970s and it took considerable effort by Mrs. Izumi and other SGI Canada leaders to build an effective national organization.    They achieved national unity with a major national meeting of 600 members from across Canada and a return visit by Ikeda in 1981 and the completion of a national center in Toronto in 1985.

	Who Joins SGI Canada and Why?

	Scholars who have studied SGI in the United States, Britain, Southeast Asia and elsewhere all report much the same phenomenon:  SGI attracts a very broad membership in terms of ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds and SGI Canada is no exception.  The question is why this has occurred.

The first thing one must consider about SGI Canada is its small size—its 7,000 members are miniscule when compared to the nation’s thirty-four million inhabitants.  Although SGI Canada has experienced steady growth since its truly formative years in the 1970s and early 1980s and, according to its leader, Tony Meers, has an “astonishingly low drop-out rate,”[footnoteRef:43] I have often wondered why the organization has not grown larger and faster.  The answer, according to Meers, lies with the true intent of the movement.  SGI Canada is deeply committed to helping its members find greater happiness and meaning in life and that the organization as a whole contributes in a meaningful and constructive way to the betterment of life in Canada and the rest of the world.  “While we certainly hope to grow much larger in the future, it is much more important to have a solid core of active and dedicated members than a larger group of members who do not share a deep commitment to the movement” (Meers interview, 2010).  SGI Canada deliberately makes becoming a member a slow and careful process, making sure that the novice has some appreciation for and understanding of this Buddhism, is sincere in his/her worship, and has resolved possible conflicts with other family members at home. [43:  Interview with Tony Meers at SGI Canada main office in Toronto, 14 June 2010.  This low drop out rate differentiates SGI from many other NRMs.   Professor Lorne Dawson in his book Comprehending Cults: The Sociology of New Religious Movements (Oxford University Press 2006) argues that NRMS such as the Unification Church, Scientology and Krishna Consciousness have experienced very high dropout rates.  Likewise, Aum Shinrikyō signed up tens of thousands of members in Russia in the early 1990s, but soon thereafter shrunk to only a very few followers.] 


SGI Canada, like other SGI chapters around the world, has adapted a cultural model that allows the organization to quietly blend into Canadian society.  Except for the occasional large cultural festival involving members from all over Canada, practice is private or small-group oriented.  David Machacek, writing on SGI in the United States, notes that SGI’s “compliance with American social institutions and a history of reforms [are] designed to make this Japanese religion look as American as possible,” thus allowing the organization to grow with little controversy.  He adds that by “adopting the conventions of everyday culture, Soka Gakkai was implicitly expressing its intent to comply with the widely accepted rules of behavior that govern America social life” (Machacek 2000, 208).  Machacek suggests that this non-confrontational attitude permits SGI to attract a broad grouping of members.  What he observes in the U.S. is true for Canada as well. 

The SGI Canada approach to proselytization today is relatively benign.  Most Canadian members interviewed by this writer since the mid-1990s stated that they had heard of SGI through a friend, colleague or family member who was a member.  Many younger members were brought up by parents who were members.  Members are urged to talk about Buddhism to non-members and to invite interested persons to discussion meetings or other SGI events or festivals.  Tony Meers adds that “Since 2002, SGI Canada has been conducting introductory seminars at our centers, universities, and public libraries.  They are promoted through local community events listings, university news postings, and through members’ invitations.   We do not send people on the street or engage in any form of public soliciting.”[footnoteRef:44] [44:  Tony Meers email to Daniel Metraux, September, 2009.] 

	
One becomes a member when one has gotten to know other members, has studied the basic doctrines of this Buddhism, and has begun to practice on one’s own.  The official conferral of membership is the receipt of a small replica of the Gohonzon inscribed by Nichiren seven centuries ago.  The new member takes the Gohonzon home, places it in a prominent place, and performs his/her daily worship before it.
	
As in any religious group, there is some degree of attrition.  A couple of former members interviewed by this writer said that while they enjoyed their short time with SGI Canada, especially relations with members, this Buddhism turned out to be something that they were not terribly committed to.  They said that when they informed SGI Canada that they wished to terminate their membership, SGI members asked them to reconsider.  But once they left, there was a friendly good-bye and that was that.

This writer’s interviews and various surveys since the mid-1990s indicate that many current SGI Canada members were dissatisfied with their experiences as Christians earlier in their lives or had not really had much experience with any religion before joining SGI Canada, thereby suggesting that their lack of any sense of spirituality in their lives was a motivation to join.  A Quebec member noted that as a child of the 1960s’ Quiet Revolution in Quebec she and her friends came to reject the authoritarian and conservative spiritual authority of the Catholic Church.  She added, however, that when they moved away from the one institution that had given Quebeckers a firm spiritual foundation for over three centuries, there was nothing to replace it until she joined SGI.  “Nichiren Daishonin’s Buddhism has a strong positive and modern outlook on life.  I feel that I can control my own destiny” (Interview with SGI member in Quebec, June 1996).

Some Canadian members feel that Christianity has failed to address their own personal as well as Canadian society’s social needs and, by contrast, that Buddhism makes more sense to them as a prescriptive  approach to the ills of war, poverty, a changing environment and so on.  They also appear to be attracted to promises of true happiness here and now rather than in some ill-defined paradise after death.

Many SGI Canada members say that their practice has brought them a far more positive view of life.  New members are encouraged to chant for specific non-material goals which, if achieved, are cited as proof of the power of the Gohonzon.  They are encouraged to “challenge and overcome adversity” and “make possible the impossible.”  Members are told repeatedly that overcoming problems in their lives are their own responsibility, that they cannot blame others for their own misery and depression, that they have to learn to create their own happiness.   Everyone has the strength and courage to succeed to overcome adversity and become master of one’s own self.  It is this sense of self-mastery that Canadian members listed in my surveys as the most important benefit of membership.

SGI leaders stress the need for a person to learn to make decisions for oneself.  If a new member approaches an older member for advice concerning, for example, a marital problem, he is supposed to advise the questioner to chant hard for an answer.  In other words, by developing his latent buddha nature, the believer will eventually find the best answer for oneself.

The other factor that has led to a stable SGI Canada membership base is a strong sense of community.  Members in each locale meet each other on a frequent basis, often in each other’s homes or in their community center.  They get to know each other very well.  They often openly discuss their major worries and deep concerns and provide each other with mutual support and encouragement.  

This sense of community is very important for SGI Canada members.  Students and young professionals, who make up the core of new members, may not have many friends or a way to develop new relationships.  Immigrants new to Canadian life might not have any better way to enter their new community.  Indeed, when I visited the Vancouver SGI center in October, 2010, I sat in on a Sunday class for perhaps a dozen Asian members learning English and getting pointers on how to live in British Columbia.  SGI Canada is a ready-made well structured community with people from many different avenues of life.  Membership for some can be a clear path to new friends, invitations to people’s houses and strong support groups.

Traditional churches in Canada and the United States in many cases have been community centers that in addition to worship services provide a variety of social events and social services for members and neighbors.  The decline of traditional churches in Canada – especially in Quebec[footnoteRef:45] – means for some people a concurrent loss of a neighborhood community organization.  SGI provides a replacement for such a community base. [45:  According to Quebec historians John Dickinson and Brian Young, the percentage of Catholics in Quebec who attended church at least twice a month dropped from 88 percent in 1965 to 38 percent in 1985 and that less than 20 percent of young Quebeckers were practicing their religion in the 1990s (Dickinson and Young, 1993, 327).    Historian Richard  Handler argues that the secularization and urbanization of Quebec that began in the 1960s has created a large number of Quebeckers without any religious base (Handler 1988, 84-89).] 


Constance Geekie, a Canadian scholar who has conducted research on SGI in North America, asked many Canadian members why they joined SGI:

Many were introduced by friends and become involved because they like the people they meet in the group and also because the Buddhist philosophy attracts them.  Some join because of a spouse who practices, while others relate that they joined during a difficult period in their lives and found support within the group.   Still others were introduced by family members and one young woman told me, with great pleasure, that she is “third generation Soka Gakkai.”  Some said that they were exposed to the organization as children, but remained uninvolved until they were in university or even older.  In other words, the stories about why people join are as diverse as the members themselves (Geekie 2008, 209).

SGI Canada as a Family-based organization

	Although there are many especially new members who have no other family in the organization, SGI Canada is in fact very family-based.  Many of the younger faithful interviewed in 2010 were second or even third generation members.  Their parents or even grandparents had joined SGI before they were born or when they were very young.  These younger members had grown up in the faith, but that did not automatically mean their unswerving devotion to the movement.  Many had brothers, sisters or cousins who were not members, but those who stayed often encountered some major crisis and received help, advice or strong support from other SGI members which renewed their commitment to the organization.
	
When revisiting SGI Canada’s cultural centre in Toronto in June 2010 I requested the opportunity to meet with a focus group of young adult members to learn why and how so many young Canadians had made Soka Gakkai Buddhism an essential part of their lives.  Toronto is one of the most cosmopolitan and multicultural cities anywhere with a population that is nearly half Asian including a large mix of South Asians and Chinese.   SGI membership in Toronto matches this multicultural multiethnic mix and my five-person randomly selected focus group reflected this mix.  Two young men and three young women – one of whom had just become a medical doctor – spent over two hours talking about their lives in SGI Canada.
	
Four of the five came from families whose parents were SGI members.  They grew up participating in SGI events in Canada and chanting with their parents, often on a daily basis.  Yet as children they had very little understanding of the movement and its teachings.  As young teenagers they all began to question the practice.  They all moved away from SGI and launched their own search for satisfaction and meaning in life, but later they all returned to the movement.  
	
Their reasons for returning to SGI were varied.  They had all experienced some degree of hardship, anxiety, and loneliness.  Chanting, alone or with others, and participation in SGI meetings, activities and festivals brought them a greater sense of confidence, energy, and purpose in life.  One young woman, whose family is from Taiwan, had been brought up in Canada in a wealthy family, but while in elementary school the family business in Taiwan went into temporary decline.  Her family members chanted fervently, never giving up hope, and in time the business recovered.  When she saw her family chanting, she joined and soon noticed a change within herself.   She felt stronger and more composed and all of her close friends said how she looked different,  stronger and more confident.  Another young woman said that as a teenager she was confused and lacked direction in life, but when she started chanting she felt a surge of energy within. She said, “I suddenly understood my mission in life and felt determined to lead others to happiness in life.”  

The young woman who became a doctor realized her goal in life when as a teenager she began chanting.  She participated in a Buddhist club at university and saw working as a family doctor as a way to contribute to the welfare of society.  One of the young men, now a successful musician, was having difficulty focusing as a teenager, was having nightmares, difficulty sleeping and experiencing fits of deep depression.  His mother suggested several times that he try chanting and eventually he did just that.  It took a while, but in time he felt a change coming over his personality.  He reported that he “felt a surge of energy and suddenly felt creative as a musician.”  His nightmares and depression disappeared and he felt true joy in life. The other young man whose older siblings are not members said that he joined because of the “camaraderie” he found in the movement and the “surge” of happiness he now felt in life.  All five found happiness through Buddhism and said that this Buddhism fit in very well with Canada’s culture of caring.

Daily Lives of Members
	
Every SGI Canada member has daily, monthly and other occasional activities which one is supposed to participate in. It is important to note that SGI Canada members come from all walks of life and have very normal personal and professional lives that extend beyond their SGI membership.  It is not a cult that removes the member from society.  While the amount of time and effort that each individual puts into SGI differs with each member and family, in general the average SGI member puts in about as much time each month as does a reasonably active member of my church in Virginia.

The key element is personal practice at home.  Twice a day, once in the morning and again in the evening, the believer sits in a formal posture facing the Gohonzon in his/her home, chants Nam-myōhō-renge-kyō and recites from the Lotus Sutra.  The sections of the sutra which are recited are the “Expedient Means” and “Life Span,” the key second and sixteenth chapters of the Sutra where Sākyamuni reveals that all humanity without exception can gain enlightenment and that all people have the buddha nature innately within them.  The goal of this practice is to energize the buddha nature / life force that is said to exist in every person.  One who does this personal gongyō practice regularly supposedly will become endowed with compassion and wisdom.  
	
The key group function is the district meeting.  Each SGI Canada region is divided into small districts with about 10-15 members.  These groups meet at each other’s homes twice a month, once for a discussion meeting and again for a study meeting.  Members are also encouraged to attend larger meetings, activities, and joint chanting sessions at their nearest SGI community center.  Most meetings occur at night or on week-ends, especially Sunday.

Members are expected to buy and read SGI publications which feature inspirational stories by members, updates on issues and programs on the local, national and even international level, and background readings on specific topics to be discussed at monthly meetings.

Social Engagement and Outreach

SGI Canada is making a determined effort to increase its social engagement and community outreach. Since its founding, it has been quite active across the country raising money for worthy causes and working with other local, national and international organizations to promote the social good.  Activities in 2010 included raising thousands of dollars for Haiti earthquake relief and its close collaboration with two closely related non-SGI affiliated organizations, Free the Children and Me to We.  Free the Children is one of the world’s leading youth-driven charities that has built more than 500 schools in Asia, Africa and Latin America and provided daily education to more than 50,000 children since its founding in 1995.  Me to We, a support organization for Free the Children, is a social enterprise that promotes social responsibility through leadership programs in North America.  It focuses on raising awareness around social issues, providing opportunities for education to those living in developing communities, and helping youth take action to improve their lives and the lives of others.  (Source:  Meers interview 2010 and SGI Canada brochures)
	
Working in close collaboration with these two organizations, SGI Canada assembled a group of young people from across Canada to create a curriculum for schools called REACH.[footnoteRef:46]  REACH is a project targeted at junior high school and high school students as well as some older elementary school children.  Its goal is to be a consciousness-raising resource to empower individuals to find answers to their own questions through self-examination.  Director Tony Meers notes: “In other words, this curriculum is about enabling, more than instructing, and about examining our scruples, ethics, and fundamental beliefs” (Meers interview, 2010).  The program will be implemented in Me to We programs where experienced and skilled facilitators will assist youth in developing leadership skills and learning more about how to take action in their lives.  Meers added that “Since SGI was founded as an educational movement, it is only fitting that we are involved in educational programs like this.”  (Meers interview, 2010) [46:  REACH  stands for:
“R= Create RESPECT for oneself and others. E=Empower youth in believing in themselves.  A=Provide an accessible tool for helping youth to take ACTION for change.  C=Instill COURAGE and strength to face any of life’s challenges.  H=Inspire HOPE and a sense of purpose in life” (Meers interview, 2010).] 

	
The Soka Gakkai is famous for its large cultural festivals that involve a variety of performances using song, dance, music and other art forms.  They are presented in large auditoriums and involve hundreds of people who perform in a succession of variety acts.  These are joyful occasions that bring together hundreds or even thousands of mainly youthful members on stage or in the audience.  The many hours of preparation provides a sense of teamwork and togetherness which is critical for the success of the SGI movement.

SGI Canada’s Finances and Ties to the Japanese Soka Gakkai
	
All of the SGI chapters that I have studied in North America, Southeast Asia and Oceania are independent autonomous units that govern themselves, choose their own leaders, develop their own programs, and finance their own activities.  SGI Canada is no exception.  There is a small paid staff that works out of its main headquarters in Toronto, but much of the SGI work across Canada is done by volunteers who devote massive amounts of time, energy, and hard work for their cause.  

The funds for the day-to-day operations of SGI Canada come from member contributions, publications and other local resources.  There are no set dues to pay and the material requirements for practice are minimal.  Members are encouraged to donate whatever they wish for the upkeep of their centers, but this is optional.  There are electric bills and phone bills to be paid, journals to be published and so on and the funds for these matters are received from member and local sources.  There are subsidies from SGI Tokyo, however, for big ticket projects such as the purchase of the land and buildings at the Caledon Centre for Culture and Education, a major meeting hall in a rural area outside of Toronto.

The connection with SGI Tokyo, however, is very real.  All of the doctrines and methods of worship are identical worldwide.  Many of the teaching materials as well as the guidance lectures of Soka Gakkai spiritual leader Ikeda Daisaku are sent from Tokyo.
SGI leaders in each chapter travel to Tokyo for occasional meetings and exchange infor-mation and ideas with one another and  the Tokyo office on a frequent basis.    

SGI Canada’s Edmonton Community Centre

The SGI Canada’s Edmonton Community Center is typical of some of the smaller chapters of the organization.  In 2008 there were approximately 75 SGI members ranging in age from a few elderly women to several families with young children.  There were more women than men and about half the members were ethnic Asians from Japan, China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, India and Malaysia.   Some members are relatively new to the practice while others have been members for more than twenty-five years.

The socioeconomic background of SGI members in Edmonton closely resembles that of other centers across Canada.   There are some that are well off while others have fewer resources at their disposal.  Some of the older members are less well educated than their younger peers.  Constance Lynn Geekie, who has studied the Edmonton chapter in depth, notes that many of the younger members are post-secondary students, some of whom are in Canada only to pursue their studies and who in some cases plan to return to their native lands once they complete their studies.  (Geekie 2008: 207-08)

Geekie reports that the Edmonton Centre consists of rented space on the second floor of a commercial building in the city’s downtown area.   There is a foyer, a small office and a large room for meetings and chanting.  This differs greatly from the centers I have visited in Toronto, Montreal, Quebec and Vancouver which are larger individual buildings.   Geekie writes:

The most striking difference between this center and Buddhist temples I have visited is its simplicity.  There are no statues of the Buddha and none of the intricate tapestries, paintings or other iconography one might ordinarily associate with a Buddhist temple; only a large wooden altar at the front of the room indicates that this is a sacred place.  Chairs, arranged in rows, face towards the altar where, set in a recessed case, is the Gohonzon.  (Geekie 2008: 208)

	The center’s membership is divided into districts generally based on geography to allow members to attend monthly meetings in convenient locales.[footnoteRef:47]  As is the case throughout SGI, the Edmonton Centre has interest groups including the youth, young women’s and student groups that tend to overlap with the districts.  The monthly calendar is filled with chapter and district meetings as well as many planning sessions.  There is enough to keep an active member involved most days of the week, but SGI does not require members to do all of this.  One is free to choose one’s level of activity and commitment.  (Geekie, 208-209) [47:  One district is based on language.  SGI Canada often divides its membership into linguistic groups to facilitate communication.  Districts in Quebec, for example, are often divided into Francophone or Anglophone groups.  One also finds such groupings in Southeast Asia where divisions exist between Chinese and English-speaking sets.   Larger meetings at the centers in Montreal and Quebec are held in both French and English with simultaneous translation available to all attendees.] 


Concluding Notes

The Soka Gakkai has found a small but growing niche in Canada.  A key factor in its success is the feeling of self-confidence and self-control many of its members feel they derive from this practice.  They feel empowered to manage their own lives in a creative manner and to participate in what they regard as helping to create a world where peace, prosperity, harmony, and creative spontaneity are to be enjoyed by all.  A small community within a nation made up of different communities, SGI Canada provides its members companionship with like-minded people, a direction to channel their spirituality, and a growing sense of confidence and direction.

A factor in SGI Canada’s slow growth is its emphasis on community.  The fast pace in a rapidly changing society, constant movement from one job or location to another, and the sizable growth of immigrant groups, especially from Asia, have left some Canadians with the sense that they are without strong community roots.  SGI’s practice of creating small chapters whose members meet twice or more monthly in each other’s homes creates a tightly bonded group of individuals who share much in common with each other.  The neighborhood newcomer or recent immigrant can find a ready-made group of friends / concerned individuals who can ease the lonely transition into a new area.

The increasingly complex nature of Canada’s multi-cultural society has meant greater tolerance and acceptance of Eastern religions.  Soka Gakkai might have had a harder time assimilating into Canadian society before 1960, but today’s growing tolerance of multiculturalism and massive Asian immigration gives it fertile ground for slow expansion.  SGI Canada avoids partisan political issues and campaigns and keeps a low profile, but its participation in community events and exhibitions makes its presence more welcome and acceptable to its neighbors.
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CHAPTER FOUR
THE SOKA GAKKAI IN SOUTHEAST ASIA


Southeast Asia has been an important growth area for the Soka Gakkai. After a slow start in the 1960s, SGI chapters have grown rapidly throughout the region including Thailand,[footnoteRef:48] Malaysia, Singapore, the Philippines, Cambodia and Hong Kong. Since I am covering Cambodia and the Philippines in separate chapters, the focus here will be on my research in the late 1990s and early 2000s in Malaysia, Singapore and Hong Kong. [48:  The SGI in Thailand politely refused my request to research their movement in their country, but this writer was able to interview three Thai members in Japan in 1998. They indicated that except for the fact that SGI has a lower percentage of ethnic Chinese members than in some other SE Asian countries studied in this chapter, its basic characteristics are very similar to other SGI organizations in SE Asia. Most Thai members grew up as Buddhists and regard their membership in SGI as a reaffirmation of their being Buddhist. They appreciate SGI because of its focus on the needs and desires of the individual and because Nichiren Buddhism in their opinions not only provides a clear explanation of why they suffer, but also provides a clear path to greater happiness personal transformation, and general satisfaction in life. SGI in Thailand is very community oriented and enjoys excellent ties with the government.] 


SGI has garnered a large following of well over one hundred thousand followers across Southeast Asia since the first chapters were created nearly fifty years ago in the early 1960s. The growth of SGI in the region started in ethnic Chinese communities in Hong Kong and rapidly spread to Chinese communities in Malaysia, Singapore, the Philippines and elsewhere by the mid 1960s. Today ethnic Chinese constitute an overwhelming majority of SGI members in Malaysia, Singapore and Hong Kong. There is also a minority ethnic Indian membership and a scattering of other Asian and Western members.

Tokyo University Professor Shimazono Susumu’s thesis[footnoteRef:49] concerning the appeal of Japan’s new religions to upwardly mobile urbanites also applies quite well to younger SGI members in Malaysia, Singapore, and Hong Kong. Career-oriented SGI members in these countries have maintained that SGI’s emphasis on individual responsibility and initiative, together with the organization’s ability to provide them with a strong sense of optimism, happiness, and a meaningful “extended family,” were factors that made membership in the organization very appealing. Another key factor in SGI’s success in many Asian states, however, is that as a strong Buddhist movement it represents one of the largest and traditional of Japan’s schools of Buddhism. Most Asian countries have strong Buddhist traditions of their own and almost half of SGI members surveyed by this writer indicated that their families had strong ties to Buddhism and that they had actively practiced some form of Buddhism in the past, usually as children. Many SGI members suggested that when they joined SGI, they felt that they had found a deeper and more relevant form of Buddhism. [49:  See Chapter1.] 


Why should a Japanese-based Buddhist movement be successful among ethnic Chinese in Malaysia, Singapore and Hong Kong? Memories of Japanese World War II military atrocities against Chinese in each of these areas remain very vivid, especially among the elderly. Still, SGI has won broad official and public acceptance in these countries and most SGI members there have indicated that they had only rarely received criticism from friends and family when they joined SGI. There are apparently several reasons for this ready acceptance. The Soka Gakkai strongly opposed the war effort and its leaders at the time, Makiguchi and Toda, were imprisoned when they refused to cooperate with government demands that they merge their faith and organization with other religious organizations. The Soka Gakkai also has had a long and very deep friendship with cultural, educational, and political leaders in the People’s Republic of China. SGI’s Buddhist identity, however, is the most important attribute when it comes to its members.

SGI’s success in Southeast Asia may thus be attributed to a combination of factors: its ability to provide members with a strong Buddhist foundation in their lives and its appeal to individuals living in rapidly urbanizing and industrializing societies. Interviews with members in these countries plus the Philippines indicate that many had experienced a strong spiritual vacuum before joining SGI and that their membership had helped them to fill this void. Almost all members expressed satisfaction with their new lives and alleged that a positive transformation of personality was the source of their increased happiness.
The keys to this transformation are the twin concepts of karma and taking responsibility for one’s actions. SGI leaders stress that Buddhism is not for those who like to be told how to order their lives, who look constantly for guidance from an outside authority, whether in the form of a priest, scripture or ritual. Throughout the teachings of Soka Gakkai, along with their insistence that members lead a balanced life and follow common sense, there is a stated obligation for each person go think things out and to make one’s own decisions on one’s own. The doctrine of karma requires each believer to be responsible for his or her own happiness and satisfaction in life.
No matter how bad things have been in the past, the SGI faithful see a bright future in this lifetime for those who demonstrate strong faith, work hard for their own career development, demonstrate compassion, and offer a helping hand to others. People who are convinced that they can wipe away the burdens of the past and improve their lot in life will take positive action to upgrade their existence and will take risks for success in a free enterprise economy. A pioneer female member in Hong Kong exclaimed:
Becoming a Soka Gakkai member was like emerging out of a cold dark tunnel into the bright sunshine. I had been a prisoner of my past, but then I joined a loving family whose members genuinely enjoy taking care of each other. Trivial matters that used to worry us about our own lives pale into insignificance compared to problems facing society as a whole.
SGI works hard to make members feel comfortable with its Buddhism. For example, the Singapore Soka Association (SSA) reports that a number of older members left the movement in the early 1990s when Soka Gakkai broke with the Nichiren Shoshu priesthood. Older ethnic Chinese Buddhists in Singapore had always maintained close ties with Buddhist priests and temples and were not comfortable when SGI broke its ties with the priesthood. Some of these older members returned to SGI in 1997 when it opened a modern temple and brought in a “reformed” Nichiren priest from Japan who is a strong supporter of Soka Gakkai.[footnoteRef:50] [50:  The priest Yuhan Watanabe was in 1998 a 40-year-old graduate of Soka University whose parents were Soka Gakkai members. He had received training as a Nichiren Shoshu priest when it expelled the Soka Gakkai in the early 1990s. Watanabe reports that some conservative Singapore members had been offended by the fact that Nichiren Shoshu priests often married and hard large families. Watanabe was single and was hired to work in Singapore on the condition that he remained celibate. Watanabe criticized the traditional Nichiren Shoshu priesthood because in his opinion it placed itself above the people insisting among other things that priests alone have the power to change people’s karmas I(destinies). Priests, he felt, should be in every respect equal in status with the lay believer and that the role of a priest is to assist the lay believer in strengthening his faith.  When Soka Gakkai left Nichiren Shoshu, so did Watanabe.] 


Local chapters are fully organized, financed, and led by local nationals. They receive publications, doctrinal documents, and writings by and about Ikeda Daisaku, but little else. An SGI leader in Hong Kong stated proudly: “We are a Hong Kong-based Buddhist organization serving Hong Kong people. We work very independently of Tokyo. . . . The key links between us and Tokyo are our faith in Nichiren Daishonin’s Buddhism and our deep respect for Mr. Ikeda. We finance all of our own operations.

Profile of SGI Members in Malaysia, Singapore, and Hong Kong

Although each SGI organization has its own distinct characteristics, there are significant similarities in membership. Extensive surveys conducted by me in the late 1990s in Malaysia, Singapore and Hong Kong reveal a Soka Gakkai whose membership is at the same time stable yet changing rapidly. It is stable in that followers have always been largely ethnically Chinese (about 98 percent in each of these countries), but is changing in that the movement, initially consisting of not very well educated adult females, is becoming increasingly young and well educated with an even distribution between young male and female members. One finds the same demographic patterns in the Philippines except that while there are many ethnic Chinese members, most of the members are native Filipinos. The founding members of SGI in SE Asia were overwhelmingly older women; there were very few younger members. A rapid jump in youth membership came in the 1970s as a result of the willingness of children to follow their parents into the organization, and their presence attracted other young members recruited from among their peers. Today, SGI membership in Asia has become quite young; most are in their 20s and 30s or early 40s. They are virtually all high school graduates and most have attended at least some college. A large percentage of members in Malaysia and, to a lesser extent, in Singapore have done some graduate work as well. While many older members were housewives or involved in some form of small business or more traditional occupations such as teaching, younger members are more likely still to be students or have professional careers in business, high tech, accounting and teaching.

There is every indication that most members were satisfied with their lives before joining SGI. Only about a third reported that they had been decidedly unhappy. Indeed, members from all age groups in Asia report highly optimistic worldviews. Over 98 percent of members felt that both the short-term and long-term future of the world looked very bright and that the Soka Gakkai, with its programs fostering “peace, education and culture,” was a “precious vehicle” for peace.
There were a few active members with more cynical perspectives. They speculate that the world outside their movement had become so corrupt that not even Soka Gakkai Buddhism could ultimately save the world. One youth division member even called SGI President a “sincere idealist” who “meant well,” but whose peace proposals were out of place in a “Machiavellian” world.

Questions concerning religious activity and concerns about religion before joining SGI indicated strong differences between Malaysian and Singapore members on the one hand, and Hong Kong members on the other. A majority of Singapore and Malaysian members followed their parents’ beliefs and practices in traditional Daoism and Buddhism, while a large majority of Hong Kong members were previously “free thinkers”—people without any active religious beliefs. Ethnic Chinese members in the Philippines followed the patterns of Singapore and Malaysian members, but the vast majority of Filipino members had grown up as Catholics, but had turned away from the church because of what they called the regressive nature of church hierarchy.

Motivations for Membership

Respondents in all four countries were asked to write brief essays explaining their motivations for joining SGI. This approach has the advantage of providing followers an opportunity to express themselves freely rather than forcing them to choose from reselected categories. The disadvantage, of course, is the very wide range of responses that are hard to clearly categorize. Nevertheless, most of the essayists provided two or more factors that brought them into the Soka Gakkai movement. Table [1] gives the most frequently mentioned circumferences.

The most noteworthy statistic is the number of believers who joined because of family relations. The leading source of conversions is within families. A middle-aged mother in Hong Kong, for instance, joined because she was distressed over her husband’s acute illness and the financial panic that ensued once his paycheck had disappeared. The husband recovered and credited his wife’s new religion with this “miracle.” Able to resume work, he joined SGI immediately, and the couple’s three children, the wife’s parents, and the husband’s two brothers and one sister also joined. Thus, the typical pattern is for the new faithful to convert members of their immediate families, while the children, when they reach their mid-teens, convince some of their own peers to join.

These surveys and interviews indicate that people who joined on their own often spoke of problems related to health, human relationships, occupation and anxiety (“peace of mind”) that led them to Soka Gakkai. Family health problems were most numerous than personal illness, but both were quite often accompanied by financial problems and, not surprisingly, these circumstances often led to family stress. The few people who wrote that they were searching for a new religion when they joined were a distinct minority.

Table [1] Reasons for Joining SGI

Reason	Numbers
Parents, family members already belonged to SGI		96
Family illness		38
Personal illness		33
No direction in life		29
Poor personal, family finances		27
Disharmony in family		24
Relative cured of illness		21
Searching for meaning in life		21

Perceived Benefits of SGI Membership

Respondents to the survey of SGI members in SE Asia were also asked what benefits they thought they had derived from their faith and membership in the organization. The respondents could check off as many items as they pleased from the list in Table [2].

Table [2] Benefits of Membership

Benefits	Number
Improved Health	117
Better financial situation	156
Happiness, more self-confidence	221
Hope for the future	210
Happier family	130

Respondents were also asked to provide essay responses concerning their benefits. The following four responses are representative:
A. It is very easy to explain the benefits of SGI membership. I have cut down on BAD CAUSES and instead channel my resources (time, energy, and money) for one GOOD cause: HAPPINESS of my family, friends, people in my town, and country and the world. These changes are reflected in my daily life. No more night-life, no more drinking, no more movies or TV. Instead, more time with my family, building friendships with others, helping others to improve themselves, reading more, being less stressed in daily life. I am happier because I know that I am the cause of what I am and what I am not. I can be whatever I want to be. (40 year-old businessman in Malaysia).
B. My kidney problem became so severe that my doctor advised against marriage and bearing children, but when I joined the Soka Gakkai and started chanting, there was rapid improvement in my condition. I married happily, gave birth to two children, and am still healthy. I am happy because my practice gives me the life force to sustain a healthy constitution even though my kidney problem still exists.
Buddhism also taught me not to be an escapist, but to face all of my problems squarely and to overcome them happily. It also taught me not to depend on outside stimuli to make me happy. Happiness must be found from within. My family life is also happy because I really do not attach myself to love, but instead thrive on compassion and the love generated spontaneously from the love of a harmonious family. (30 year-old female office worker in Hong Kong)
C. I was once a stubborn and argumentative person, but after studying Nichiren Daishonin’s writings, I came to understand my weaknesses and decided to improve myself. I give much of my time and resources for the benefit of others. Life has much more meaning now. My husband’s once severe health problems have also improved.

This Buddhism gives me the courage and wisdom to face the realities of life. Although life is always changing, we must work hard to bring happiness to others. Life is meant to be enjoyed—materialism cannot guarantee our happiness. It all depends on our hearts to feel joy, but that joy depends on how much we do for others. In the past I had no goals in life. I never thought about value or human potential, but having joined in SGI activities, I now understand that each one of us has unlimited potential. SGI activities have shown us the courage and care needed to live (40-year-old female in Singapore).
D. I am happier. My family members are all very happy and harmonious. Everyone in the family is happy, positive and possesses a strong life force. They possess the Buddha’s wisdom to overcome all obstacles. That is what we call absolute happiness, not relative happiness. A general contractor in Hong Kong).

While roughly half of the SGI members surveyed said that membership had brought them better health, fewer financial worries, and improved family relations, an overwhelming majority felt that they had undergone a deep positive transformation that had made them happier and more confident as individuals. There was constant reference to their belief that they were no longer lonely, that they could enjoy the benefits of a genuinely caring extended family. There was a feeling that they had a greater degree of control over their own lives, that they had been empowered with the ability to maximize their own potential.

Devotion to the movement also implies financial support. Members give generously not only to support the day-to-day activities of the organization, but also to special fundraising campaigns to build large community centers. Malaysian SGI leaders reported, for example, that when they formulated plans for a new community center and inaugurated fundraising drives, the response was always rapid and strong. A successful ethnic Chinese businessman and Soka Gakkai Malaysia (SGM) leader in Kuala Lumpur explained: “I have profound happiness through Nichiren Daishonin’s Buddhism. My business career has prospered since my entire family joined SGM. It is a Chinese custom to support an organization that has brought one so much good fortune.

Nurturing and Leadership

SGI thrives as a voluntary association. Many of the leaders and active members volunteer considerable amounts of their free time to the welfare of the organization and its members. The concept that the Soka Gakkai in SE Asia is every member’s extended family is very real. The heart of the movement here is a system of nurturing, where each member is, in essence, responsible for the health and welfare of other members.

The role of an SGI leader at any level is to provide and organize care for a group of members. The leader is supposed to nurture the member, encourage study, and chant with and for him, but making home visits, attending study meetings, and involvement in activities takes up much of one’s free time. The leader must keep in constant touch with members, and if she or he sees any hint of trouble, the member will almost certainly receive a phone call or, more commonly, a home visit. One leader stated that on average she made up to three or four home visits each week. The same leader recalled how she had helped a family suffering from financial distress, another household in which a housewife was receiving physical and mental abuse from a violent husband, and a mother whose child had just developed cancer. A member who had been in the hospital for a difficult operation reported that many members visited him to boost his spirits and to chant together with him before the day of the operation.

The care and devotion that a troubled member receives is very personal. An important objective is to let the person know that he/she is not alone, that he/she does not have to face a difficult situation without the devotion and support of other members. A leader in Hong Kong reported that she had just visited a fellow member who had suffered considerable verbal and physical abuse from her husband, a successful businessman who was suddenly doing badly during an economic recession. She had several children, no money, very little education, and no place to escape to. She felt trapped and isolated. Her SGI comrade’s main initial task was to be a good listener, reassuring her that her many friends in the Soka Gakkai sympathized with her plight and would do anything possible to boost her morale:
A group of fellow members went to her house and chanted with her before the family Gohonzon. Later I reminded her of the karmic law of cause and effect and that it was up to her to change the family karma for the better. She seemed to gain strength and resolve through her chanting and the encouragement we gave her. Her husband was so deeply moved by her strength and tenacity that he joined her in chanting.  His anger seemed to subside, and gradually he apologized to her for his former conduct and became a kinder person.
Qualifications for leadership include strong spiritual commitment and genuine or “spontaneous” devotion not only to the movement, but even more important, to the welfare of the members. A leader should also have experienced success in his/her career, and his/her family should manifest well-being. Malaysian leaders said that their husbands or wives have to adapt themselves to these circumstances as part of their commitment to the Soka Gakkai movement. When both parents are leaders, older children must look after themselves and their younger siblings, or accept and receive care from grandparents or other family members.

A lengthy discussion with a group of twelve Malaysian women leaders indicated that they were out five or six evenings a week and all day Sunday. As a group they estimated that they spent about eighty percent of their free time in SGI-related activities. There was little time for non-SGI related activities, such a longer vacations, visits to restaurants, or even downtime with other family members. They insisted that SGI was their life work and source of enjoyment, and that their family lives had actually improved because many, if not all, family members had dedicated their lives to the movement an d had found great joy in their ability to help others.

Other SGI leaders indicated, however, that while there were many individual leaders and members who devoted much of their free time to the movement, such time intensive commitments were not the norm. Leaders throughout SGI work long hours to further their cause and to assist other members, but they are also strongly urged to spend quality time with their friends and family, get plenty of rest, and to pursue other hobbies and activities.

The large amounts of time and devotion of an SGI member or leader, however, may cause problems for future generations of SGI leaders. Some younger leaders must devote fewer hours to the movement because of tremendous time commitments at work and a desire for some quality time with their families. While there is clearly a core of young leaders and members who make extraordinary efforts to further the cause, Bon Chai Ong, general director of SGI in Singapore (SSA), openly chided a large gathering of youth leaders and members in July 1998 for an attendance rate at SSA meetings of only 32 percent over a recent period. An SSA youth leader confided that it had taken an inordinate amount of time to find about 96 youth members to take part in the 1998 national youth festival celebrations. A youth leader in Hong Kong confessed that youth today have to work so many long hours at school or for a company that they have very little time or energy for SGI events: “Members such as myself deeply care about the future of SGI, but we have professional careers that simply wear us out. There is really no such thing as the forty-hour work week here, especially during times of economic recession. Our faith is strong, but we must manage our time very carefully.” A young leader in the Philippines concurred: “Now that our country is growing economically and because we have so many young educated people in the movement, younger members simply do not have the time to devote to SGI that their parents and grandparents had.”

Despite the problem of free time, it does appear that the average member in SE Asia devotes more of his time than counterparts in North America. A key factor is that chapters in the West tend to be much smaller and thus offer far fewer activities for members. For example, the small SGI chapter in the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia in the early 2000s had enough members to meet one or two Sundays a month, but there was no local culture center or central place of worship. Their meetings in each others’ homes was the limit of most of their activities together. SGI community centers in Asia are humming all day every day of the week, but SGI culture centers in such places as Toronto and Montreal are generally very quiet during each week day.

Education and “cultural activities”

Soka Gakkai organizations throughout the world perform a variety of activities to promote “Peace, Education, and Culture.” The Soka Gakkai is an “engaged” Buddhist movement that seeks to influence major social institutions with “Buddhist values.” Education, for example, is important not only for the teaching of basic facts or concepts, but also for inculcating in students a sense of compassion, tolerance, and respect for the dignity of life.  Peace activities include exhibitions to remind citizens of the horrors of war, and events to bring together people of different cultures and backgrounds to establish common bonds. Cultural programs include a wide variety of activities from music and dance groups to garden clubs to help members find greater enjoyment in SGI, to encourage friendships among members, to study and practice the faith together, and to deepen a sense of commitment to the organization.[footnoteRef:51] [51:  Cultural groups in the SSA are organized by the various divisions. For example, the men’s division choir and drum groups, the women’s division dance and choir groups, the young men’s division brass band, lion dance, choir and calisthenics groups, the women’s division fife and drum corps, choir and dance groups. The SSA Chinese orchestra and the symphonic band comprise members from all divisions. These cultural groups perform at certain SSA activities and cultural shows which SSA has staged since 1975. Besides these, the groups are occasionally invited to other organizations to perform.] 


The SGI organizations in Hong Kong, Malaysia, and Singapore have built large and very successful kindergartens for not only children of members, but also others from the general community—in Malaysia and Hong Kong the children of non-members are in the majority. The schools are housed in modern, spacious and very colorful buildings that promote a generally cheerful ambiance. Classes are small, teachers are well-trained and benevolent, and the students appear to be delighted to be where they are. When asked how education in a Soka Gakkai school system differs from other schools in her country, a teacher in the Soka kindergarten in Malaysia describes her school’s view of “humanistic education:”

Every child in Malaysia learns reading, writing, math, science, and other subjects in school to help them earn a living. But these same schools are often lacking in their ability to teach youngsters about daily life in society—how to deal with anger, how to reconcile conflicts, how to breathe, smile, and get along peacefully with others. We offer a revolutionary approach go education. Our “humanistic education” focuses on training students in the art of living in peace and harmony. Our students learn about courtesy, compassion,—it is perhaps even more important for a child of five to learn how to play and share with other five-year-olds than it is for him to pass a test in math. But, as it turns out, our children go to do very well in primary and secondary school.
Outreach programs in 2009 followed the pattern set a decade earlier. SGI-Hong Kong and the China Polar Museum Foundation collaborated to organize an exhibition of Dr. Rebecca Lee Lok-sze entitled, “A Call from Global Warming.” In another environmental initiative, the Singapore Soka Association was one of a number of organizations that took part in a community recycling project (“Charitable Recycling @ South West) at its culture center in January 2009. The exhibition resulted in the collection of S$60,000 in support of the Institute of Technical Education’s Educational Fund.

Religious Life

The Soka Gakkai, however, is specifically a religious movement, so it is hardly surprising that worship and Buddhist practice occupy most of the time and attention of SE Asia SGI members. Members chant at home in front of a Buddhist altar (Butsudan) for a period of time every morning and night. Every community center has a room or—in the case of Singapore—a small temple where members and visitors can drop in for a period of chanting with other members.

Discussion and dialogue meetings (zadankai) are held regularly at members’ homes or, in the case of Hong Kong, at SGI community centers where friends and relatives come together on a regular basis to study Buddhist philosophy, discuss problems in their daily lives, and enjoy each other’s company. Members often bring non-member guests to acquaint them with the movement and its practices and teachings.[footnoteRef:52] [52:  Bringing nonmember guests to meetings and activities is the most common form of proselytization.] 


I attended a number of discussion meetings in Malaysia and Hong Kong. The typical Malaysian zadankai was a congenial gathering of members. Approximately 50 residents of a middle-class neighborhood met in the house of a member, crowded into a large spacious living room. It was a noticeably relaxed family affair. Most of those in attendance were young or middle-aged couples and their children, but there was also a representative sampling of older women and women and a decent number of teen-agers and young adults. Parents with children too young to leave at home brought them to the host’s home. While the meeting progressed, small children ran back and forth from the kitchen to their parents.  It was a congenial, warm atmosphere.

The meeting opened with the entire group chanting in unison before the host’s Butsudan. Members then rose to sing two rousing Soka Gakkai songs which seemed to put the group into a joyful, even playful mood. There followed the reading and discussion of a passage of the sacred writings of Nichiren as well as a reflective essay on a reading composed by SGI President Ikeda. Two members provided testimonials in which they told how Nichiren’s Buddhism had brought joy and good health to their lives. The meeting ended with another song and a brief period of chanting. Friends gathered into small groups for a few moments of small talk before taking their leave.

Such meetings are central to the activities of any SGI member worldwide. The purpose of the zadankai is to cultivate a feeling of solidarity and harmony among local members and to provide a time when they can socialize, pray together and hear about each other’s triumphs, hardships, and concerns. A Singapore member aptly described these meetings as a “wonderful form of group therapy.” It is also a time when local SGI members and leaders can discuss issues facing SGI and make announcements about forthcoming events.

SGI-community relations in Southeast Asia

Since their inception in the 1960s, SGI organizations in SE Asia have worked hard to build strong ties with their communities and local and national governments. SGI leaders continually stress that Buddhism emphasizes both personal gain and service for the benefit of society, the nation and the world. SGI sponsors publicly visible programs in each of these countries with the hope of playing a visible role in community and national events and building ties with other community organizations and local and national governments. It is also apparent that local and national governments as well as communities surrounding SGI community centers generally have a positive view of SGI. An important factor in this development is that each of the four national SG organizations studied here consists of, and is led by, local nationals with deep roots in their communities. Each SGI organization is independent of Tokyo—and unlike Soka Gakkai in Japan, plays absolutely no role in local politics even though these SE Asia branches all have good relations and in some cases close ties to local and national governments.

The SSA performs regularly in annual national New Year’s Day and in National Day parades and celebrations and in biannual Singapore youth festivals. There are also highly effective community programs, including one that brings elderly citizens for a month-long “course” designed to help them make a successful transition into retirement. Participants, most of whom are not SGI members, told me that the SSA program had helped them build new and quite active social lives.

The SGI organizations in Malaysia, Hong Kong and the Philippines are equally involved in local and national activities. Hong Kong SGI members played a highly visible role in ceremonies marking the former colony’s return to Chinese rule and over 5000 Malaysian members performed in the opening and closing ceremonies of the September Commonwealth Games in Kuala Lumpur. In the early 2000s the SGI group in Manila was very much involved in community festivals and the like.

The following sections portray the close relationships between SGI organizations in SE Asia and their respective communities and governments.

The Singapore Soka Association: A Patriotic Civic Association

Patriotism and national service are important themes in all SE Asian SGI organizations, but this is especially true in the case of SAA. Singapore today is both an immigrant society and a Chinese city-state. When Great Britain acquired the island in 1819, Singapore had a population of several hundred Malays living in small simple fishing villages, but in 2009 it had become a thriving nation of over three million citizens with the highest per capita income of any nation in Asia outside of Japan. There is a significant minority Indian population and a much smaller Malay community, but political, commercial and cultural power are in the hands of the ethnic Chinese majority.

One of the major themes in Singapore history since World War II has been the effort to create a distinct Singapore identity. What does it mean to be a Singaporean? How can the dominant Chinese cultural heritage be transformed into a distinctly Singaporean culture? How can minority populations be successfully incorporated into this new culture. How can a small, predominantly ethnically Chinese city state learn to get along with much larger, but less prosperous Muslim neighbors in Malaysia and Indonesia?

SSA responds by emphasizing its role as a patriotic organization working to enhance Singaporean nationhood. A 1996 SSA publication emphasized this point, describing the role SSA played in making that year’s National Day parade a success despite terrible weather conditions at the National Stadium:
Despite the overwhelming obstacles, the spirit to persevere, to give one’s best and succeed for our nation, for the people of Singapore, prevailed. Driven by the sense of mission, 520 performers and another 255 working behind the scenes displayed the kind of pioneering spirit and resolve hat our forefathers possessed to build the nation we proudly call Singapore. Their valiant struggle was based on resolute faith and a harmonious unity that was imbued with the spirit of mutual care and support.
The Singaporean government in turn has praised SSA for its service to the nation. The prime minister made the following observations when he attended the opening ceremony of the new Soka culture center in Singapore in January 1993:
We have made a conscious effort to separate religion from politics. Religious leaders in Singapore understand why we have the Religious Harmony Act. Many, like SSA, have contributed to better national understanding, over and above their usual religious teachings. I congratulate SSA for its consistent efforts in promoting social, cultural, and educational activities for the benefit of all Singaporeans.
This identification with both community and nation has helped SGI place itself as an acceptable, even positive, force in every Asian society it has entered. SGI’s native membership, its hard work to foster good relations in local communities, and its active participation in Malaysia, the Philippines, Hong Kong and Singapore indicate that the SGI organizations in Asia ironically have achieved a degree of national acceptance never found in Japan despite the organization’s Japanese origins.

Soka Gakkai Malaysia: Chinese Buddhists in an Islamic Nation

The key social factors in Malaysia are ethnic division and a delicate balance among ethnic groups that is needed to form a cohesive united nation. There are more than sixty ethnic or culturally differentiated groups among Malaysia’s population of over twenty million, but the most critical division is between Bumiputera and non-Bumiputera people. The Bumiputeras are those with cultural affinities to Peninsular and Bornean Malaysia and the surrounding region. Malays constitute the main Bumiputera group and account for around 55 percent of Malaysia’s population. Non-Bumiputeras are peoples whose cultural origins lie outside of Malaysia—principally ethnic Chinese and Indians. Chinese constitute about 32 percent of Malaysia’s population and Indians about 8 percent.

Malaysia is anything but a “melting pot.” Each of the major cultural groups maintains its own linguistic and cultural traditions even today. Thus, ethnic Chinese still communicate among themselves in one of several Chinese dialects and have their own Chinese newspapers. Most educated Chinese Malaysians also speak Malay and English. Ethnic Indians maintain their own separate communities as well, and Malays have their own distinct cultural identities. One can walk down any street in Malaysia and quickly find Hindu and Buddhist temples quietly blending in with mosques.

The ethnic division of Malaysia was strengthened by economic stereotyping during the British colonial era, which extended from the mid 1800s to the 1960s. Chinese dominated such areas as finance, transportation, construction, small-scale industry, and retail trading. Upper-class Malays entered professional careers in law and government while ordinary Malays were rice farmers and fishermen. Many Indians labored on rubber plantations.

Terrible race riots in May 1969 led to the conclusion by all parties that each cultural group must learn tolerance and must work together for the salvation of the whole nation. Malay and Chinese leaders saw the need to vigorously tackle the economic and social disparities that had fueled racial antagonism. Measures were adopted to facilitate quality universal education, and to encourage the participation of all ethnic groups in the rapidly modernizing economy. Wealthy Chinese had to agree to considerable government control over business, and favoritism shown to Malays in such areas as employment and education. Malays in turn learned to be more tolerant of Chinese participation in the economic and political life of the nation. The result is that all of Malaysia’s ethnic groups have gained significantly from the nation’s rapid economic growth of the 1980s to the early 2000s.

Religion, however, is still a critical issue in Malaysian society. With government patronage, Malaysia is a much more insistently Islamic society than it was even a generation ago. The entire Malay population is Islamic, and it is very much against the law for any person to even attempt to convert a Muslim to another faith. Many of the Chinese in Malaysia are either Taoists or Buddhists. Some are Christian and a small percentage follows Islam. A vast majority of the Indians are Hindus, although a small number embrace other faiths such as Islam, Christianity, Sikhism and Buddhism.

Although there are a few Indian SGM members, the membership is essentially all ethnic Chinese. The fact that ethnic Chinese introduced SGI Buddhism to other Chinese and nobody is allowed to convert Islamic Malays to other religions means that SGM has remained a Chinese-based religious and civic organization. Malaysian constitutional guarantees of religious freedom mean that SGM members can practice their faith without any fear of government interference. The survival of the Malaysian nation, however, depends on more than just simple tolerance. Wherever one goes in Malaysia, there is a deliberate effort by many groups to work together for the benefit of the whole country, and SGM is an active partner in this process. An SGM leader stated emphatically that while SGM projects itself as a social organization “based on the life philosophy of Nichiren Daishonin, we respect the cultures, customs, traditions and religious practices of other groups.”

There is a long history of SGM members learning the cultural dances of other ethnic groups and inviting non-Chinese individuals and organizations to participate in SGM cultural activities. SGM has been invited to perform at various functions organized by the government or government agencies at the district, state and national levels including National Day celebrations, state ruler birthday celebrations, and multinational sports events. The SGM Soka Kindergarten has also hired Malay teachers to teach their language to the mainly Chinese group of children.

SGM thrives not only because of the many benefits members feel that they derive from Nichiren Buddhism, but because it is also a cooperative and patriotic civic group that participates in important local, regional and national activities, strongly respects the cultures, customs, and religious practices of other ethnic groups, and, perhaps most importantly, respects laws forbidding the conversion of Malays. This respect, and its contributions to the welfare of other cultures, has led to SGM’s general acceptance in Malay society.

SGI-Hong Kong and the Chinese Community

Unlike Singapore and Malaysia, both full-fledged nation with distinct characteristics, Hong Kong is a political entity in search of its identity. The British left over a decade ago, and in the early 2000s the Chinese government is maintaining a very low profile, so to a certain extent the people of Hong Kong still have the city to themselves. But in 2006 when I asked several Hong Kong residents what country they considered themselves actual citizens of, most replied that they were proudly Chinese, but not necessarily confirmed citizens of the PRC.

SGI -Hong Kong (SGI-HK) faces some of the same problems as the city itself. It lacks the characteristic patriotic demeanor of Singapore and even Malaysia, but there is a very strong sense of civic pride. SGI-HK identifies itself with Hong Kong and specifies that a crucial goal is the enrichment of the lives of the Hong Kong people, but it is a bit more inwardly directed than other Asian SGI groups. More of its cultural events seem to be for its own members than for outsiders. Although the group played an active role in the July 1997 celebrations marking the return of Hong Kong to China as well as other local civic events in more recent years, a younger SGI leader there noted: “We are in fact comparatively little involved in community affairs. We need to play a more visible role in public events.”

SGI-HK has experienced explosive growth in Hong Kong since the 1960s. Since 1961, when President Ikeda inaugurated the first district of eight members, by 2000 Hong Kong has developed into an organization consisting of eleven community headquarters, fifty-three chapters, and over 24,000 members. Ten of the headquarters serve a Chinese membership that demographically resembles Hong Kong as a whole SGI-HK’s headquarters #10 serves as an umbrella chapter for all non-Chinese members. Meetings there are held in a variety of languages including English, Tagalog and Korean.

SGI-HK makes no attempt to extend its organization and proselytization into the People’s Republic of China despite the proximity of the border. The Soka Gakkai in Japan has built up a long term relationship with the CCP and various political and cultural leaders in China over the past 50 years. There is a strong desire to refrain from any activity that might jeopardize these relations by running afoul of Chinese laws forbidding proselytization on Chinese soil by non-resident Chinese or foreigners.[footnoteRef:53] [53:  I have met a few mainland Chinese who are Soka Gakkai members. They say that they practice their faith in the privacy of their own homes or meet quietly in small groups in their homes, but there is no public worship and no Soka Gakkai organization of any kind outside of Hong Kong in China. On the other hand, there is a large SGI following in Taiwan.] 


SGI-HK was unique when I visited in 1998 in the sense that a few of its leaders were foreign. Then General Director Kong Sau Lee, who became Honorary General Director in May 2009 when John Ng Chor Yuk became General Director, was a Japanese national who had led the organization since the mid-1960s. Several other members of the SGI-HK staff were also Japanese. Several Chinese SGI-HK attended university in Japan—mainly at Soka University and spoke fluent Japanese. Up to that point SGI President Ikeda had made more than twenty visits to Hong Kong, whereas he had only by then visited Singapore twice and Malaysia once. Although SGI-HK is very Chinese in its membership and membership culture, its ties to Japan are extraordinarily close.

There are noticeable socioeconomic differences between Hong Kong members and their peers in Malaysia and Singapore. The SGM and SSA members are generally better educated, hold better jobs, and have higher incomes than their counterparts in Hong Kong. SGM in particular has attracted a number of particularly wealthy members. SGI-HK also has a few wealthy members, but nothing to the extent of Malaysia.

When SGI-HK got its start in the early 1960s, members were mostly middle-class proprietors of shops and small companies. Vigorous propagation activities succeeded in building a strong membership base in the poorer sections of Hong Kong, including some who lived their lives n small boats in Hong Kong Harbor. The living conditions of members improved dramatically in the 1970s and 1980s, but there is still a high percentage of older female members who lack the education of younger members. Interestingly, older female members outnumber their male counterparts by a ration of almost three to one. Younger members, on the other hand, are better educated, hold better jobs, have higher career prospects, and have a much closer male-female ratio.

Of the three organizations, SGI-HK most closely fits the image of a religious organization that attracts alienated people living in an urban industrial environment. A majority of the members had no strong religious background and lacked a sense of direction or confidence before they joined SGI. Their strong dedication to the movement, their current happiness with their lives, and their renewed optimism and confidence indicate that SGI-HK does play a constructive role in the Hong Kong community.



SGI’s Indian Minority in SE Asia

SGI has a large and rapidly growing organization in India, but there are also dedicated Indian members in Malaysia, Singapore, Hong Kong and even Australia. Most of the SE Asian SGI Indian members are the children or grandchildren of Hindu Indian immigrants from southern India who arrived in Southeast Asia early in the twentieth century. These Indian SGI members were typically brought up within the social caste and Hindu traditions of their parents, but became dissatisfied with the role of religion in their lives until they found Nichiren Buddhism

Indian members in Singapore and Malaysia have their own chapters within both SGI organizations, where they can meet with other Indians and converse in their own languages. This cultural-linguistic division of membership, which is quite common among SGI organizations worldwide, is said not to be seen as discrimination against minority members or as a way of segregating them from the mainstream. Indeed, a number of scholars have determined that one of the most noteworthy aspects of SGI is the strong relationships that exist among people of different cultures, races and language groups within each organization—including SGI-USA. Indeed, the creation of separate meetings or chapters for minority member groups is strictly voluntary and is done for the convenience of members. When Anglophone members meet in Quebec or Tamil-speaking Indians meet in Penang Malaysia, they can converse in their own language and relate to people in their own culture. Larger multicultural meetings do occur, but they are often slow and cumbersome because of the need for constant translation. An Indian not fluent in Chinese might feel isolated in a Chinese-only meeting, but would benefit by hearing testimonies and lessons in Tamil. He or she might also feel more comfortable discussing personal problems with people from their own culture. On the other hand, members from different cultures do meet each other at larger cultural activities and study or larger prayer meetings.

I spent a considerable amount of time with a Singapore-born descendent of Indian immigrants who plays a strong leadership role in SSA. In 1998 he was a 43-year-old manager in a construction company and father of two young children. His father was a devout Hindu and his son had strong religious interests since youth. He recounts going to a local temple, where he would ask religious authorities to explain the causes of certain events and was told that whatever happens is the will of God.[footnoteRef:54] Since he felt that Hinduism failed to provide a rational explanation for hardships in his family and his family’s life, he left the religion to become a skeptic and “free-thinker.” He became attracted to SGI when: [54:  A year later I met an older man in SGI Philippines who said he had once been a Catholic priest, but who had converted to Nichiren Buddhism because he had been instructed that within Catholicism, whatever happened was the will of God and that regular parishioners had no free will of their own.] 

I eventually found a copy of the SGI publication Seikyo Times where I read that suffering is caused by karma and that we are responsible for our own actions. Indians traditionally believe that good fortune comes as a result of their own actions while bad luck is the “will of the gods.” But if you realize that you are fully responsible for your conduct, you can create an entirely new life for yourself and your family. Nichiren Daishonin’s Buddhism teaches us compassion for others and helps us find happiness here and now. All Nichiren Buddhists are equals and even though we are a minority, we never experience any form of discrimination. Singapore is a nation built on the compatibility of different cultures, and SGI is a living model of what our nation must develop.
Another Indian member in Penang made these comments;
Nichiren’s Buddhism strengthens our own community, but also helps us to bridge the gap to the Chinese community. When I realized that my destiny in life was entirely in my own hands, I became free to develop my own career and to help other people find their own happiness.
Many younger Indians, like their ethnic Chinese counterparts in SE Asia, have found their traditional way of life including the caste system to be irrelevant

in a modern urban capitalistic environment. They are attracted to a new religion which they feel closes the gap between different cultures and encourages them to work hard to develop not only their own lives, but also those of their friends and family members.

Concluding Notes

SGI organizations flourish in Asia because, to their members, they represent a kind of extended family. There is extensive caring and concern for fellow members. There is also a genuine sense of warmth and kindness—a sharing of all the ups and downs of the lives of all members—and a noticeable spirit of joy and warmth. One sees a sense of purpose and hope, a certainty that they live in a good world, which, despite all of its problems, can be made better. There is a strong desire for peace and harmony and a realization that even the most difficult problems can be solved for the best. SGI members in SE Asia seem generally happy and successful; they feel full of confidence and manifest a sense of optimism.

The Soka Gakkai has also succeeded in SE Asia because, in a context of rapid socio-economic change, many people have felt a need for new religious inspiration. Many of Japan’s new religions thrived because they were able to satisfy the spiritual needs of the people living in the midst of postwar Japan’s great urbanization and industrialization. When a number of these religions expanded into SE Asia in the 1960s, they encountered people likewise experiencing socioeconomic change.

The late Bryan Wilson noted:
Nichiren Buddhism is a strongly individualistic religious orientation: one takes responsibility for oneself, and chanting has a powerful, albeit not exclusive, role in self-transformation. Realizing one’s true identity, transcending one’s karma, coming to terms with reality by using the Gohonzon as a mirror of one’s own 
individuality—all of these central preoccupations reflect the extent to which Nichiren Buddhism focuses on self-improvement and self-help.[footnoteRef:55] [55:  Bryan Wilson and Karl Dobbelacre, A Time to Chant: The Soka Gakkai Buddhists in Britain (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 186-87.] 

This sense of individualistic orientation and responsibility for oneself is ideally suited for younger upwardly mobile members of SE Asia’s increasingly well-educated and emerging professional middle class.

The Soka Gakkai has succeeded in Asia also because it provides members with a new extended family. Ethnic Chinese are traditionally family-oriented, but many younger members of the new middle class have moved far away from their traditional families and their old culture and now live alone or with their own nuclear families. Nevertheless, a number of members interviewed by this writer expressed a strong need for “family” and proudly stated that the SGI had become their new family.

The Buddhist background of many members made it easier for them to accept a movement that is itself Buddhist. Virtually all members interviewed indicated that their strong desire for some degree of religious practice and/or spirituality in their lives made SGI attractive to them once they came into contact with the organization and its members. The fact that many of them had Buddhist backgrounds and that SGI is Buddhist made it inherently more attractive than Christianity or some other “foreign” faith. Religious and racial tolerance in Singapore, Malaysia, and Hong Kong permits new faiths to develop local roots.

Beyond these considerations lies a further contributing factor in SGI’s success in SE Asia—virtually all SGI leaders are natives who have strong ties with the local community. Their willingness to work closely within the local community and with government officials at all levels enhances their prestige and facilitates their endeavors.



































CHAPTER FOUR

THE SOKA GAKKAI IN CAMBODIA

The subject of this brief study is the rapid growth of SGI in Cambodia. The Gakkai had existed as a small movement consisting primarily of foreigners in Cambodia before the rise of the Khmer Rouge in the mid-1970s, but then it completely disappeared. Today SGI has returned to Cambodia growing from a small handful of followers in the late 1990s to over 1600 faithful in early 2009. Cambodia remains a deeply Buddhist country with its native practices and temples fully intact, so it is interesting to ask why a Japanese-based NRM has established a viable foothold here and to find out who is joining.

Overview of Buddhism in Cambodian History
The Khmer Rouge, who ruled Cambodia from 1975-1979, took a terrible toll on traditional Cambodian Buddhist institutions and clergy. They closed and then dismantled virtually all monasteries, using the rubble for building materials. Every effort was made to destroy every aspect of Buddhism: Buddhist clergy were executed in mass numbers and libraries containing any Buddhist works were destroyed. When the Vietnamese captured Phnom Penh in 1979, there were only about 100 ordained Cambodian monks in existence, most of them in Thai or Vietnamese exile. Since then, there has been a modest recovery as temples and monasteries have reopened and growing numbers of young monks have been ordained.

It is apparent, however, that not all young Cambodians are returning to traditional Khmer Buddhism. When I asked groups of educated young Cambodians in Kampong Thom in 2006 who worked for Japanese and other NGOs or as health workers about their religious practices, most replied that they had no use for traditional religious practices. Although there was no apparent Soka Gakkai presence in this region, these young educated Cambodians very much resembled the younger and young-middle-aged educated SGI members I interviewed in Phnom Penh.

Virtually all interviewed SGI members said that their families had stopped practicing Buddhism during the disruptive Khmer Rouge years and that part of their attraction to SGI is that it is itself a Buddhist group as they felt a yearning for a Buddhist presence in their lives. The fact that Japan has such a good image in Cambodia because of the massive Japanese aid effort there was also an attractive feature.

Perspectives on SGI’s Growth in Cambodia.

Cambodia is very different from any of the other countries where I have studied SGI. Few countries in the modern era have experienced the trauma of genocide that the Khmer Rouge inflicted on its own people, taking the lives of almost two million of the nation’s eight million citizens. Virtually all of the country’s doctors, teachers and intellectuals died or fled the country. Thirty years of civil war from the late 1960s to the mid-1990s brought further ruin and misery to the whole nation.
I interviewed many Cambodians from all age groups while traveling through the country in May 2006. One factor emerging from these discussions is a need for hope for a better future. Many Cambodians admitted a sense of hopelessness in their lives. Everybody I met had lost close family members; family life had been destroyed, their homes and villages obliterated, and they felt betrayed by their own government and abandoned by the outside world. Yes, life is gradually improving for many Cambodians and on the surface everything looks quite normal, but the mental and physical scars of three decades of turmoil are very deep and very real. I was told over and over by older Cambodians that when one loses one’s family, home and village, there is a sense of desperate rootlessness and instability that pervades their world views.

There is also the fact that virtually everybody in Cambodia today is quite poor. True, there is little real starvation; most young Cambodians look healthy and children are working hard in primary and secondary schools across the country, but there are very few prospects for high school and college graduates. Outside of tourist areas around Angkor Wat and Phnom Penh, there are no industries and very few jobs that lead to a meaningful career. Many educated Cambodians have no real hope for a productive professional life. This fact adds to a pervasive sense of gloom among many well-trained Cambodians, who often see no alternative but to leave their native land. They are caught in a quagmire of depression.

The Return of Soka Gakkai to Cambodia

There was no Soka Gakkai activity during this period of Khmer Rouge rule and Vietnamese occupation, but with the reopening of Cambodia after 1988, many Cambodians who had been living abroad during this difficult period returned and a growing number of foreigners, many of them involved in relief work, traveled to Cambodia. Two of these people were devout Soka Gakkai members: Seng Vuthi, a Cambodian businessman who had been living in southern California during the worst years of Khmer Rouge and Vietnamese rule and Joan Anderson, a British relief worker who had been chanting for four years when she first visited in 1990. When asked in 2006 why he returned to his impoverished homeland after developing a successful life while in California, he replied, “I am Cambodian and it is my duty and resolve to do what I can to help my people recover from the disasters of the recent past.”

When Anderson returned to Cambodia for a four-year stay starting in 1993, she found a group of about seven people chanting. They had begun to meet once a week to chant and study Buddhism together. Vuthi and Anderson made contact in 1994, by which time Vuthi had introduced several colleagues and members of his extended family to the practice. Several other Cambodians living in the United States and France also told their family members about the practice and encouraged them to try it. By mid-1998 there were approximately 50 actively practicing members, virtually all of them native Cambodians. There was then no organized Cambodian SGI-chapter and no discernable assistance from SGI headquarters in Tokyo other than Gohonzon brought from Bangkok and occasional study materials. Some external support came from a Cambodian committee within SGI-USA based in Los Angeles, which had been translating guidance and study material from SGI-USA and sending it to Cambodia.

During the early 1990s, however, there was some degree of Soka Gakkai activity in the country. The Soka Gakkai Youth Division in Japan collected and sent two hundred and eighty thousand used radios in response to a request by the United Nations. The hope was that the radios would be distributed to every village to be utilized for educational purposes during the 1993 elections to let people know about the new election system and the virtues of democracy. SGI Youth in Kyushu Japan collected and sold used postcards to raise enough funds to build two elementary schools in Cambodia that were subsequently named after Soka Gakkai founder Makiguchi Tsunesaburo. Soka Gakkai aid was part of a massive still on-going effort by many Japanese individuals, corporations, organizations and government to provide assistance to Cambodia.

Rapid growth in membership started around 2000, so much so that in 2002 SGI built its Cultural Center in Phnom Penh and received a charter from the Cambodian government recognizing it as a legitimate religious organization. I was told in May 2006 that there were 1006 members in Cambodia (1600 in 2009), some based in the capital, but many others spread out in rural villages forming an arc around Phnom Penh. I observed very few elderly members, but a substantial number in their late 20s, 30s and early to mid 40s. There were many very young members as well, in many cases the children of older members. There are said to be some scattered communities with Soka Gakkai members in the interior of Cambodia as well, but I only interviewed members from greater Phnom Penh.

By and large, Soka Gakkai’s basic structural model has been faithfully reproduced in Cambodia. There is the usual organization with divisions and departments that separate adherents by sex and age such as a Men’s Division, a Women’s Division and a Youth Division. There are rituals centered in prayers (daimoku, gongyo) before the sacred object (gohonzon); there is the custom of “discussion meetings” (zadankai) as a feature to attract new members and keep the constituents cohesive; there is also the ever-present invigoration of Ikeda’s leadership.
SGI Cambodia, like most of its counterparts in Japan and elsewhere, is a distinctly lay movement that works without the participation of any priests or formalized temple. There are no salaried workers except one office manager. Everybody works on a voluntary basis and follow active everyday lives outside of Soka Gakkai but meet on a frequent basis either at the cultural center or in smaller community gatherings.

Interviews with SGI Cambodia members

During my visit to Cambodia I visited the SGI Cultural Center in Phnom Penh where I attended various SGI functions and interviewed several SGI leaders. Overall I interviewed about 20 SGI members and read perhaps as many printed “experiences.” The clearest statement of SGI objectives came from one of its leaders at the culture center: “We have three key principles: To develop a sense of compassion, to relieve the suffering of others, and to help others find happiness. Each one of our own human revolutions (our individual transformations of character) helps to make Cambodia a happier country.”

The Soka Gakkai insists that the very core of its Buddhism is the “human revolution” that the believer will experience through his or her deep faith and practice. The practitioner will become stronger, more self-confident, and better able to achieve his or her goals. SGI-C member Che Boramy describes what happened to her when she experienced this “revolution:” “Although I chanted very little each morning and evening, I began to feel some form of relief [from earlier “sadness” and pain during the Khmer Rouge era] within myself. I overcame my inherent shyness and became a stronger person.” She credits her religious practice with bringing her new close friendships, a new and closer relationship with her family, and, most importantly, a sense of optimism. She was no longer without any direction in life.

It was a collective meeting with five young middle-aged school teachers at the SGI Culture Center that told me most about the spirit and drive of SGI in Cambodia and provided clues as to why SGI has begun to develop roots in Cambodian society. The following is a composite of the interviews with these teachers using their own words. They all proudly provided their names, but I have chosen to retain their anonymity.
Teacher 1 (Young Woman, Primary School Teacher): I was introduced to SGI by a friend who is a member. We Cambodians live in a highly stressful and conflicted society. Nobody trusts anybody and there is a sense of rage everywhere. But we cannot continue living in a world like this. Since joining I have chanted nam-myoho-renge-kyo for many hundreds of hours. I have found a melting of old hatreds in my heart and a growing sense of compassion for others. I have found so many like-minded people in SGI—there is a new spirit here of people genuinely wanting to help and care for others. None of us have much money, but together we can forge a new nation—we have a real sense of hope for a better future. I want to teach these values to my students.
Teacher 2 (middle aged male school principal): When the Khmer Rouge genocide occurred in my boyhood, people became desperate and each person had to fight for his own survival. The whole sense of community collapsed. Everybody was suffering and we all lost our families. We had to struggle on our own to survive and we learned to trust no one. Life was little more than a daily struggle just to survive. We really saw each other with bad eyes. But Nichiren Daishonin’s Buddhism teaches us to live in the present, to overcome the suffering of the past. I want to train a new generation of young Cambodians to love and respect each other.
Teacher 3: I heard about this Buddhism from an aunt who had learned about it in France. As a form of Mahayana Buddhism, it is superior to the Buddhism that we traditionally practice here in Cambodia. There are fewer rules about how we are supposed to lead our lives and a much greater emphasis on compassion. The true Law of Life is that people need to have compassion for each other—which is something really lacking in Cambodia today. I used to be impatient for change and always focused on my own misery, but now I realize that everybody in Cambodia is suffering and I find so much more satisfaction in life helping my students. We are doing good because of our fervent chanting for peace!
Teacher 4 (Young Woman, primary school teacher): We learn through this Buddhism that we have to take responsibility for our actions. If we just all sit around considering our own misery, nothing will ever change in my country, but as a teacher I can teach my students how to help themselves and help others. We have to start somewhere. Many foreigners have come here to help us, but the truth is that we must learn to work together and help ourselves. I even got my own parents to join—and they have become far more communicative and compassionate in their nature.
Teacher 5 (Young female primary school teacher): It used to be that everybody I knew was in a bad mood. Everybody was obsessed with his or her own misery and with their moving ahead in life on their own. I want to teach my 30 to 40 students to be considerate of others. … I don’t preach this Buddhism in class, but recently two students came to chant with me.
These interviews reflect themes found in other interviews as well as published “experiences.” Wherever one goes in Cambodia, there is a pervasive sense of despair. But, at least in the minds of SGI members interviewed by this writer, there has been a real reversal of this process. There is a true sense of hope that things have already gotten better and will get a lot better in the future. It is a slow and arduous process, but by working together with other Cambodians, they can achieve a better life.

This very strong sense of empowerment centers on the individual as an active actor in history and life. It is a “this-worldly” orientation that emphasizes self-improvement and a “do-it-yourself” attitude that is a common theme in Soka Gakkai doctrines taught everywhere. There is an emphasis on the centrality of the individual, that he/she has the power to change his/her own destiny through one’s own actions and that one must assume responsibility for one’s life.

The need for empowerment

Cambodians need a lot more than foreign aid to revive their country. Foreign medical supplies, money, and school books are useful, but to survive Cambodians need to begin believing in themselves again. They need to put the past behind them, begin working together to rebuild their lives, families, and communities. They need a strong dose of self-confidence that working on their own they can succeed as a culture and country. They must learn to trust each other and have faith that they can move away from the past towards a more promising future. So often Cambodians today seem to be walking around in a daze, preoccupied with the question of sheer survival.

The key to Soka Gakkai Buddhism, as it is with much of Japanese Buddhism, is an emphasis with the here and now. Bad karma has brought suffering to the world, but closely adhering to the precepts of Buddhism can help practitioners develop a better life almost immediately. This is especially true in the form of Nichiren Buddhism sponsored by the Gakkai. Many interviewees and “experience” writers in Cambodia agree that changing their karma is the key to their practice and that karma changed in this life can bring great rewards, both tangible and intangible.

SGI Cambodia members remark that Cambodia suffered terribly from the thrust of negative karma during the latter half of the twentieth century; they further believe that their chanting and community work have allowed them to move beyond the horrors that afflicted their country. Members noted that they felt that chanting gives them more control over their destinies and by changing one’s own karma, they can gradually remove the overwhelmingly dark karma that has brought such misery to Cambodia. No matter how bad things were in the past, the SGI faithful in Cambodia see a bright future now for those who demonstrate strong faith, work hard for their own career development, demonstrate compassion, and offer a helping hand to others. The key is a positive attitude towards life and a sense that they can achieve any goal because every person is master of his own destiny. Adversity is caused by bad karma, but because of the power of this Buddhism can help one overcome this barrier, there is hope for happiness and success in life even for the most wretched Cambodian.

SGI Cambodia members like those interviewed above feel a sense of real liberation. They have freed themselves from the stress, frustration, anger and mental deprivation of the past. They may not be that better off materially than some of their non-SGI member peers (although most members I met had steady jobs, were well educated and lived better than most other Cambodians), they demonstrate a very strong sense of self-confidence. They have clear goals in life and are fully confidant that they can attain them within the scope of a normal life. As one member noted, becoming an SGI member was like emerging out of a cold dark tunnel into the bright sunshine.

Fulfilling a Spiritual Void

Another theme evident in some interviews and “experiences” is that Soka Gakkai Buddhism found a greater relevancy in the minds of some believers. I was often told that the old forms of Cambodian Buddhism, the “religion of the elders,” were not terribly relevant to the needs and desires of young Cambodians. They claim to have found little solace through their traditional Buddhism and were attracted to this new Buddhism because of its emphasis on individual empowerment and its clear explanations of the causes of life’s tribulations.

A Sense of Community

Another factor leading to the success of SGI Cambodia, as is the case in other Southeast Asian countries, is that Soka Gakkai is very skilled in fostering a sense of community—important especially in Cambodia where the sense of community was so badly shattered by three decades of civil war. The concept that the Soka Gakkai in Cambodia is every member’s “extended family” is extremely important. One sees in every interview and “experience” that the heart of the movement is a system of nurturing where each member is in essence responsible for the health and welfare of other members. The following statement from another primary school teacher, a young woman, places the important sense of community into clear context:
Our culture traditionally honored family and community, but the Khmer Rouge ripped apart our families and destroyed our communities. I once felt alone in the world and felt a sense of anger that I should suffer in this way. But SGI-C is all about a community—I now have genuinely kind friends who care about me and who let me care about them. The truly beautiful thing about this Buddhism is that it teaches us about understanding others and caring about our country. I remember so well when this country had no peace, but now we devote a lot of our time together chanting for peace. It is this sense of solidarity and true companionship that I like most about SGI-C.”
She made reference to Nichiren’s famous 1260 tract, Rissho Ankokuron [On Establishing the Correct Teaching for the Peace of the Land] that is in a talk by Japan-based SGI President Ikeda Daisaku and published in a SGI-C brochure. The passage states: “If you care anything about your personal security, you should first of all pray for order and tranquility throughout the four quarters of the land, should you not?” She added, “Our daily prayers for peace will radiate out from our hearts and cross the land and will help end the awful nightmare our country has experienced.”

SGI’s tradition across Southeast Asia of forming small community chapters is a vital part of its Cambodian operation. Members of these local groups often meet in each other’s homes thereby creating a tightly bonded group of members who socialize together on a frequent basis. The new member of SGI therefore finds a ready-made group of friends that can become a very important source of community strength for the individual.

Cambodian SGI members feel emboldened to work hard for themselves and their country, as is evident from the following “experience” proudly handed to me by Neth Vorleak, the office manager of the Phnom Penh cultural center. Neth was born in a peaceful and prosperous Cambodia in 1959, but tragically lost both her parents and other family members. She survived the harsh life in a Khmer Rouge commune and eventually moved to Phnom Penh where she worked in a government office and met Joan Anderson who introduced her to Buddhism (her friend Sok Samith introduced her to SGI). After some hesitation she started chanting and soon found herself in a good paying job. She credits Nichiren Buddhism and her life as an SGI member for releasing her from the bondage of her earlier life:
Throughout my years of faith, I have realized that this practice advocates that women are not inferior or unclean beings [as found in our traditional Buddhism]. Nichiren declared the absolute equality of men and women in realizing the innate Buddhahood nature within our lives. This is an encouraging fact for women like me, especially for the women of Cambodia today.
This practice of Nichiren Buddhism has also made me realize that I want to work for the peace and happiness of all Cambodian people. . . . I totally agree with what my favorite Gosho, “On Establishing the Correct Teaching,” states: “When a nation becomes disordered, it is the spirits that first show signs of rampancy. Because the spirits become rampant, all the people of the nation become disordered.” Another passage from the same Gosho reads: “If you care anything about your personal security, you should first of all pray for order and tranquility throughout the four quarters of the land, should you not?” As such, I am very determined to strengthen my faith, and share Nichiren Buddhism with more people in Cambodia, so as to enable more people to practice this wonderful Mystic Law and enable true peace and security in Cambodia.
Proselytization

Another factor in SGI Cambodia’s successful start is that it has not tried to grow too big too fast. Today the Soka Gakkai in Japan as well as SGI chapters abroad focus entirely on building a smaller viable organization of dedicated members. Proselytization most often takes place by members talking to friends, neighbors and colleagues. Typically, one family member will join SGI-C for whatever set of reasons. His or her rapid increase in happiness, health, self-confidence or a major improvement in job prospects convince others in the family, typically parents, spouses, and other siblings to join. A young member will then persuade her best friend of the benefits of this Buddhism and then the friend will spread the faith to others in her family. I heard of some cases where a member would invite a friend, colleague, or relative to a SGI-C meeting. On occasion the guest might decide to try the new faith, and so on. Nevertheless, it takes some daring to convert from a native to a foreign faith, even if the base religion is the same. As one member noted, “It is not so easy to convert to Nichiren Buddhism, as it involves facing up to one’s own weaknesses and taking responsibility for one’s life.”

Of course, not all new members stay or maintain their enthusiasm. There is a long history of defections and drop-outs, but the fact that SGI-Cambodia grew from only a small handful of members when I first investigated them in 1999 to well over a thousand today is evidence that many new members do stay. The group of members that I interviewed in Phnom Penh consisted of men and women in their 30s, 40s and 50s who had been members for 6 to 12 or more years.


SGI’s Friendly Ties with the Cambodian Government

Another key reason for SGI’s success in Cambodia appears to be its friendly ties with the Cambodian government. SGI Cambodia leaders stress the importance of these ties, noting that these “good feelings” date back at least to the early 1990s when the Soka Gakkai in Japan donated the 300,000 radios and other funds to Cambodia. The goal of SGI Cambodia is to win the respect of government and community leaders as a worthy organization because of its active service and its participation in community and patriotic events.

In 2002 when SGI opened its Phnom Penh culture center and received its government charter, Soka Gakkai representatives from Tokyo, led by Soka Gakkai Vice-President Takehiko Sato met then-Cambodian King Sihanouk and Queen Norodom Monineath Sihanouk at the Royal Palace. The delegates presented the King with a letter from Ikeda Daisaku and a commemorative photograph of Ikeda’s meeting with the King in Beijing in 1975. In his letter, Mr. Ikeda acknowledged that the King's strenuous efforts on behalf of the people throughout modern Cambodia's tumultuous years deserved high admiration and respect. Mr. Ikeda closed his letter with a vow to make further efforts to help foster Cambodian youth and to contribute to the country's resurgence and development.

Concluding Notes

SGI attempts to provide members with a clear spiritual package that is easy to understand, but complex enough to require continued study. Its well-coordinated organizational structure and socialization process brings members together frequently, helping thereby to create a sense of belonging. SGI also attempts to instill a sense of confidence in many members through group affirmation and support. These positive feelings, it seems, further ensures their loyalty to the group and to the organization that is liberating them from the horrors of seemingly endless civil war.
Members were virtually unanimous that the quality of their lives had improved greatly after joining SGI Cambodia. Most said they had become calmer, more self-confident and happier in their work and relationships. Significant numbers said they had become more optimistic and were better able to make clear and informed decisions. Virtually everyone interviewed said they had chanted to realize a goal or set of goals, and they had achieved many of their desired results. Several members said chanting gave them more control over their destinies and positively affected the lives of their neighbors. By changing their own karma as well as that of others, members felt they were contributing not only to the betterment of their own lives, but also to the betterment of their respective communities and country.

SGI stresses that each member has a strong responsibility not only for his/her destiny, but also that of fellow Cambodians. They can take their personal and their nation’s destinies into their own hands and they are no longer dependent on other people, authorities, or religions for their survival. This feeling is very liberating for members, for it gives them a whole new worldview and a new way of leading their lives.


































EPILOGUE


	I have devoted over 40 years to studying the Soka Gakkai Buddhist movement both in Japan and in various countries worldwide.  This work represents my final publication on the Soka Gakkai grow and mature.  When I first encountered ther Soka Gakkai in Japan in 1968, it had already grown large in size in Japan, but it had barely sprouted roots outside of Japan.  The Gakkai at that point was also a non-mainstream fairly exclusivistic organization that had few ties with non-member organizations and individuals.

	Today in 2012 the Soka Gakkai has greatly moderated its former exclusivity and is now a much more mainstream organization that has ties with non-member individuals and groups.  Perhaps the Komeito’s role as a coalition partner with the ruling conservative Liberal Democratic Party for the decade between 1999-2009 forced some degree of moderation.  In any case the Soka Gakkai is a great deal less controversial and far more accepted by more Japanese than in the past.

	SGI has also done very well in the 21st century.  Its roots have sprouted in about 200 countries and territories and there is every indication that these international chapters will survive indefinitely.  International members are citizens or residents of the countries where each chapter exists.  SGI chapters focus on developing the faith and strong support of individual members even if total membership is relatively small.  This emphasis on slow but steady growth bodes well for the future. 
