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[Abstract] This article presents research on the activities of a symphony orchestra organized by Soka Gakkai, Japan’s largest new religious movement. Examples drawn from the author’s experience as a musician and researcher within the group illustrate that the members’ activities are a fusion of Buddhist practice, value inculcation and musical expression. The latter informs their religious experience, manifest on the one hand as western musical elements infused into Buddhist chant, and on the other as a deep reverence for one particular composer – Ludwig van Beethoven. Historical evidence and ethnographic case studies provide an explanation for this dynamic combination, and point to avenues of inquiry that can be undertaken by scholars researching Japanese new religious movements at the grass-roots level. Material drawn from fieldwork is in part analyzed using typologies of New Religions proposed by Japanese scholars. These models prove useful in describing general tendencies, but long-term participant observation reveals complexities of personal religious experience that do not necessarily conform to macro-level theory.
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‘Music is an expression of one’s life. That’s why a musician can’t produce good music without polishing his or her life.’
- Ikeda Daisaku, Recollections of My Meetings with Leading World Figures – Herbie Hancock, Jazz King (SGI-USA 2002: 39)

1. Japan’s Old New Religions and New New Religions 

In recent decades, Japanese scholars of the New Religions of Japan have focused on transitions in religions and religiosity in the postwar period, seeking to establish typologies and theories with which to classify different varieties of new religion in the context of broader trends within Japanese religion. Nishiyama Shigeru (1979) first employed the term shin-shin-shūkyō, or ‘new new religions,’ to describe groups that emerged in the 1970s.
 Drawing on Nishiyama’s notion that within these new faiths there was a perceptible ‘return’ to an idealized pure religiosity and an increasing disenchantment with science, rationality and materialism, Shimazono Susumu expanded upon the definition of new new religion, providing further analysis pointing to a withdrawal from previous emphases on moral cultivation and group activities and increasing attention to the individual emotional and intellectual needs of followers. Some scholars have contested these generalized chronological classifications (Inoue 1991), and have instead grouped New Religions into complex subcategories determined by historical and doctrinal factors (Inoue et al. 1990).
 Despite debate over classifications, most Japanese scholars of new religious movements agree that there are differences between the activities and priorities of groups that gained momentum in the period of rapid economic growth in the immediate postwar years and movements that followed in later decades.

One of the most recent examples of Japanese scholarship seeking a definition of new religions (Shimazono 2001) further identifies differences within Japanese new new religions and their predecessors. ‘Old’ new religions such as Soka Gakkai and Risshō Kōseikai emphasize morality and faith, qualities that are inculcated into the membership through intensive group activities and loyalty to a centralized leadership within a complex hierarchical administrative structure. Benefits of participation are made evident to those who join through testimonials that display a classic pattern of believers overcoming the three fundamental hardships of poverty, illness and conflict (hin-byō-sō) through rigorous adherence to the practices of the group.
Shimazono then proceeds to divide the ‘new’ new religions into three distinct categories standing in contrast to this older type. The first covers ‘isolationist’ (kakuri-gata) groups, which seek to break away from society at large, encourage their members to cut ties with non-believers, employ ascetic practices and restrict access to outside information. These groups are often categorized as ‘cults,’ and include Unificationism (the ‘Moonies’), the Jehovah’s Witnesses and Aum Shinrikyō. At the other end of the spectrum are ‘individual participation’ (kojin sanka-gata) groups, non-intensive small-scale movements that do not require a strong faith commitment, emphasize one-on-one communication to satisfy the personal needs of participants and generally display a weak emphasis on moral cultivation. The atmosphere within such movements is usually light-hearted and undemanding, comparable to that of a culture or sports circle. New Age groups and spirit-focused religions such as Agonshū fall under this second classification. Between these two extremes are the ‘midway’ (chūkan-gata) religions, which most closely resemble the old new groups. Represented by faiths like Shinnyoen and the Mahikari sects, religions in this third category rely on large hierarchical structures that guide the activities of their adherents. However, these middle groups are distinct from their antecedents in that the emphasized priorities are more closely linked to the secular motivations of the individual believers.

Shimazono (2001:35) highlights a polarization of religious consciousness in contemporary Japan. He contends that there is a decreasing influence of midway groups, and a corresponding rise in popularity of movements that exclusively represent casual participation on the one hand, and isolationist tendencies on the other. This is a fractured situation that he describes as the ‘postmodern’ condition of contemporary Japanese religion (Shimazono 2001:6).

The typologies suggested by Japanese scholars, and especially that of Shimazono, provide a useful framework for analyzing the characteristics of Soka Gakkai and its internal tensions. However, typological analysis cannot hope to illuminate the deeply personal experiences of individual believers. It is my hope that the historical and ethnographic details of this study will serve to fill the gaps left by typological categorization, and that the dynamic nature of the life and activities of these believers will be revealed.

2. Soka Gakkai: A Brief Introduction

The research detailed here is a case study of an amateur orchestra organized by Soka Gakkai in Tokyo: a sub-group within a religious movement that can be said to exhibit a complex combination of ‘new’ new religion characteristics while technically falling under the classification of an ‘old’ new group. This is based on information gathered over two years of participating as a player in the orchestra. Like many other Japanese new religious movements, Soka Gakkai can be generally characterized as a ‘culture movement’ that encourages its members to engage in a wide variety of artistic activities. Similar cases include Risshō Kōseikai’s Tokyo Kosei Wind Orchestra, the focus on traditional Japanese music such as gagaku within Tenri-kyō and Ōmoto-kyō, and, more recently, Aum Shinri-kyō’s sponsorship of the ‘Chyren’ symphony orchestra in Russia (Yomiuri Shinbun 1995). While each of these religiously-motivated musical activities has its own set of characteristics, it can be inferred that musical expression is common in Japanese new religious movements and that Soka Gakkai exemplifies this trend.

The Soka Gakkai orchestra is comprised of devout members who adhere strictly to their faith, engaging in activities that serve to cultivate morality and reinforce the organization’s administrative hierarchy. Examples drawn from fieldwork will show that members of the orchestra are motivated in varied and contradictory ways. Some examples can be generally characterized as corresponding to the ‘individual participation’ model, while others display isolationist characteristics. This is specifically illustrated by the approach the orchestra has taken to western classical music, especially its remarkable interpretation and adaptation of the life and works of Ludwig van Beethoven. Moreover, the final analysis will reveal that the Soka Gakkai orchestra has remained largely within the confines of the ‘old’ new religions, due primarily to the constant vigilance of its hierarchical organization. The administration works consciously to prevent its activities from slipping out of Soka Gakkai focus, ensuring that the group does not drift either in the direction of secular self-interest or world-rejecting isolationism. The conflicts and paradoxes that have arisen between the administration and the members in its charge will provide the conclusion of this article and will serve as a portrait of one expression of contemporary Japanese religious activity.

In its 2002 Annual Report, Soka Gakkai claimed a membership of 8.21 million families. In addition, the overseas membership, under the umbrella of Soka Gakkai International (SGI), reportedly exceeds 1.5 million families. At the end of 2002 the group claimed to be established in 185 countries and territories around the world (Seikyo Shimbun 2002a). The veracity of these figures is highly questionable, and estimates of both registered membership and participation rates vary greatly between Soka Gakkai’s proponents and opponents. Soka Gakkai (literally ‘Value Creating Society’) claims its official date of foundation as 3 May 1930, when its first incarnation, the Sōka Kyōiku Gakkai (Value-Creating Education Society) was founded by Makiguchi Tsunesaburō (the First President) and Toda Jōsei, as a group dedicated to educational reform, inspired by the teachings of Nichiren and specifically linked to the Nichiren Shōshū sect.
 Initially, there were fewer than 3,000 members, and the group endured persecution at the hands of wartime officials for refusing to give allegiance to State Shinto. Makiguchi and Toda’s staunch refusal to compromise their religious principles resulted in their arrest and imprisonment in 1943; Makiguchi died at the Tokyo Detention House of malnutrition on 18 November 1944, and Toda was released on 3 July 1945, weeks before the end of World War II. After the war, Toda revived the group, this time not as a society of educators but as a Buddhist lay organization. He became Second President on 3 May 1951, and by the time of his death in 1958 the group claimed a membership of 750,000 households. Ikeda Daisaku became Third President on 3 May 1960, and under his leadership the number of adherents has grown exponentially. Ikeda officially resigned from the presidency in April 1979, taking the title Honorary President. However, he remains the organization’s absolute leader and is intensely revered by all members of Soka Gakkai.

From the period of its rapid expansion in the 1950s up to the present day Soka Gakkai and its leadership have been the focus of intense criticism from citizen’s groups, rival religions, government and the popular press. The group became notorious for its aggressive proselytizing tactics and intimidation of its detractors (Garon 1997: 211). Yet even the harshest critics of the organization do not deny the group’s phenomenal success in the post-war period and its influence in Japan today. Even the lowest membership estimates suggest that almost everybody in Japan who is not himself a member of Soka Gakkai is either acquainted with a member or related to a member.

Members are organized into intersecting sub-groups, divided by location, age, gender, marital status, profession, personal interest, and other classifications. The number of different groups to which an individual member belongs is usually determined by individual motivation. All groups include kanbu’in (administrators), paid and volunteer representatives of the central administration, whose constant presence ensures that protocols are observed and lends validation to activities.

3. The Ongakutai
Since its foundation, Soka Gakkai has stressed the importance of the arts, by consistently encouraging its members to participate in cultural activities that give voice to the group’s ideals. This has mostly taken the form of mass activities that express heroic sentiments, simultaneously legitimizing the triumph of Soka Gakkai. This article portrays the activities of an amateur symphony orchestra within the Ongakutai, or ‘Music Corps,’ a cultural organization under the aegis of Soka Gakkai’s Young Men’s Division (Seinen Danshibu), a division renowned in Soka Gakkai for its drive and enthusiasm. Consisting of a wide variety of ensembles made up of devoted non-professional musicians, the Ongakutai is an immense organization. In 1990 its registered membership stood at 15,000, and today there are approximately 20,000 official Ongakutai members. These enthusiastic players participate in musical ensembles in every part of Japan. Each of Japan’s 47 prefectures has its own Ongakutai brass band, and other bands consisting of members drawn from a wider area compete nationally. Two of the most active groups are the Soka Gloria Wind Ensemble, which performs at monthly broadcasts viewed at kaikan (Soka Gakkai community centers) by millions of members, and the Renaissance Vanguard Drum and Bugle Corps, which in 2002 claimed its fifth consecutive first prize in national competition. Ongakutai musicians perform at Soka Gakkai meetings of every size, and the major ensembles have their own regularly scheduled concerts.


The Ongakutai is carefully managed by a small core group of full-time Gakkai kanbu’in, headquartered in Shinanomachi, central Tokyo. This administration is further split into a central command and thirteen regional divisions, with Tokyo, Kantō and Kansai being most active. Though the administration of musical activities is extremely time consuming, most of the Ongakutai managers also work full-time. Volunteer administrators seeded within every ensemble supervise numerous simultaneous musical activities. These members of the groups are asked by the Ongakutai administration to carry out its duties and to be present at every Ongakutai activity.


Other Soka Gakkai divisions also administer musical ensembles. For example, the Young Women’s Division (Seinen Joshibu) has a number of bands and choirs across Japan. These all-women musical ensembles are managed by the Fife-and-Drum Corps (Kotekitai), the Young Women’s Division equivalent to the Ongakutai. In addition, the Student Division (Gakuseibu) organizes co-educational student orchestras, and the Tokyo Fuji Symphony Orchestra is an ensemble consisting of male and female Soka Gakkai members who are professional musicians. It is important to note, however, that the participation of amateur musicians in Gakkai orchestras beyond the secondary school level has been almost exclusively restricted to men. This can be explained by the Ongakutai’s distinct history.


Soka Gakkai’s music corps has been active for almost five decades. The officially recognized birthday of the Ongakutai is 9 May 1954. In a recent speech, Ikeda reminisced about founding the organization, with the encouragement of then-President Toda, after suggesting the importance of fostering musical education. Gathering his ‘pocket money,’ Ikeda recalled purchasing some musical instruments and distributing them to sixteen young men in his charge. This ensemble had its first performance at Taisekiji, the head temple of Nichiren Shōshū, the sect of which Soka Gakkai formed a lay organization at the time. Ikeda recalled the band traveling from Shinanomachi to the temple on Mount Fuji to perform in the pouring rain for dedicated Gakkai members who had also made the pilgrimage (Ikeda 2001). The devotion of the founding Ongakutai members to endure the extreme conditions of this debut reflects the zeal of the musicians – a zeal maintained by their successors today.

Ikeda’s portrayal of his lonely effort in founding the Ongakutai is typical of the ahistorical manner in which Soka Gakkai texts routinely reformulate past events to conform to the desired message of the present. Though Ikeda is now credited as sole founder of the Ongakutai, earlier Gakkai sources admit the contribution of musicians to the founding of the first brass band (Ikeda 1978b). These sources also reveal that at its inception, the organization was known as the Gungakutai, or ‘Military Band Corps.’ This is in keeping with the martial spirit that pervaded the entire organization at that time. At the foundation of the ‘Great March of Shakubuku’ (Shakubuku Daikōshin)
 in 1951, members were sent out armed with the Shakubuku Kyōten, a handbook that sets out effective means by which to break and convert followers of other religions. The members became infamous for their aggressive proselytizing, inspired by President Toda’s declaration that if 750,000 households were not converted, his ashes were to be dumped into the sea (Stone 1994: 252). Young members were divided into butai (corps) led by butaichō (corps leaders) that rallied around butaiki (corps flags) (Murata 1969:99, quoted in Kisala 1999:80). It is entirely plausible that a military brass band was indispensable to the militaristic conversion drive of that time, to compliment choreographed events such as a rally held in October 1954, at which Toda addressed the assembled cadres from atop a white horse.


From its inception, the bands and other musical groups of the Ongakutai have been the flag bearers of the most militaristic aspects of Soka Gakkai. Indeed, Ikeda describes the Ongakutai as ‘a symbol of Soka Gakkai’s vanguard,’ (Ikeda 1964) and characterizes the musicians as the face of the movement to the outside world. In every description, the Ongakutai is portrayed as rushing forth, the outriders of a massive swell of the faithful. The official seal of the Ongakutai is a bugle, ringed with the English words ‘Hope, Courage, Passion, Mission.’ Posters for the organization feature the English slogan ‘We produce the sounds of victory,’ under photos of brass bands in concert. The names of many Soka Gakkai musical ensembles resound with the stridency that characterizes the Ongakutai: as well as the aforementioned Gloria Wind Ensemble and Renaissance Vanguard, the Student Division has a Hope Orchestra (Kibō Ōkesutora), Soka University has its New Century Symphony Orchestra (Shinseiki Kōkyōgakudan) and the Kansai area runs the 21st Century Symphony Orchestra (Nijūisseiki Kōkyōgakudan). A Soka Gakkai publication devoted to the Ongakutai is divided into subsections titled with passionate musical terms such as Amoroso, Grandioso, Con spirito and Alla marcia (Seikyo Shimbun 2002b). The transition from the Gungakutai to the more neutral Ongakutai reflects a gradual rationalization of Soka Gakkai’s activities that has taken place under Ikeda’s leadership. Nevertheless, the boldly militaristic origins of the Ongakutai ensembles stand in striking contrast to the messages of world peace and international harmony the group now claims as its basis. Even today, the core activity of the Ongakutai is military-style band music, and the bombastic displays of these ensembles reflect the Gungakutai era. In 2002, pamphlets were circulated at meetings featuring a stanza announcing the new Ongakutai ‘motto’:

Fighters for the Expansion of Value – The Ongakutai!

Heroes of the Art Revolution – The Ongakutai!

Kings of Human Culture – The Ongakutai!

Champions of the Collaboration of Teacher and Disciple – The Ongakutai!
4. The Tokyo Orchestra

Though military bands and similar mass displays popular in the immediate post-war era make up the majority of the Ongakutai activities, orchestral music has also played an important role in Soka Gakkai. Fieldwork undertaken with an orchestra administered by the Young Men’s Division forms the basis of the research presented here. In the interest of preserving the confidentiality of its members, I refer to it here simply as the Tokyo Orchestra. Twenty years of musical training and previous experience working as a professional violinist enabled me to participate fully in the orchestra’s activities. Since November 2000, I have taken part in meetings, rehearsals and performances. In addition, I have conducted numerous interviews and attended many formal and informal gatherings, allowing me to gain unprecedented access to the activities of this particular group and an in-depth understanding of the private lives of its members. Though I am the only non-Soka Gakkai member and non-Japanese ever to participate, I feel that my musical ability and ability to communicate in Japanese have granted me de facto membership.
Membership of the Tokyo Orchestra has fluctuated, but overall has increased steadily since its inception as a chamber ensemble formed by a group of Soka University students in the 1980s. Though membership varies, the group had approximately 120 registered members at the time of writing: 70 adults and 50 boys from the youth section (Miraibu). In concert, about 50 people appear on stage, depending on the piece being performed, and between 35 and 45 regularly attend rehearsals. The members are exclusively male, ranging in age from first year junior high school boys of 12 or 13 to ‘O.B.’ (‘old boys,’ Young Men’s Division alumni) in their late forties, with the majority being in their mid-thirties. The adult members are otherwise employed full-time in non-musical occupations, and most are highly educated (graduates of a four-year university).
In concert, the orchestra is much like any other. However, details of the activities and membership reveal that the group is indeed fundamentally religious in nature. Regular rehearsals take place on Sundays at a large Soka Gakkai facility in Shinjuku, central Tokyo. Members come from all over the Kantō area, and some travel almost three hours in each direction to attend. Compared to other (non-religious) amateur orchestras, rehearsal days are particularly intense. At peak times, in the months preceding the semi-annual major concerts, activities begin at 9 a.m. and often run past 10 p.m. Some members arrive early and stay late, staying for 13 or 14 hours. Additionally, extra rehearsals are often added on Saturdays and weeknights before major performances.

Sunday mornings and early afternoons are devoted to activities of the Miraibu, (literally, ‘Future Division’). The Miraibu consists of boys at junior and senior high school, aged 12 to 18. The young members meet at 9:00 for a morning chanting session, which can last as long as 50 minutes, longer than the full orchestra session held in the evening. This is followed by testimonials by junior members, wherein they detail their recent involvement in Gakkai and musical activities. They are urged to intone these testimonials following the stentorian example of their superiors, delivering glorious accounts that describe a linear path to great achievement. Beginner and less-skilled members are then guided through a coaching session by their Miraibu senpai (superiors) and a few adult volunteers. They are instructed in musical rudiments and ear training, and each instrumental part is rehearsed separately, with senior members giving lessons in basic technique. A quick lunch is followed by more rehearsal, which often consists of the entire Miraibu ensemble practicing basic repertoire together to be performed at smaller concerts and meetings. The rehearsal ends at 3:00 p.m., right before the beginning of the adult members’ rehearsal. The last 30 to 40 minutes are devoted to a group study session. The young members stand in a circle and take turns reading from texts written by Ikeda Daisaku, which they are expected to have prepared in advance. The texts are generally unrelated to music, relating rather to issues concerning contemporary youth, or the cultivation of morality. After a section is read, each member is asked to contribute an opinion or observation, which often takes the form of a reflection on their own activities within Soka Gakkai, continuing perseverance in their musical training, or overcoming difficulties in their teenage lives. After the end of the Miraibu rehearsal, skilled senior youth members stay on to participate in the adult practice, thus committing 12 or 13 hours of every Sunday to the orchestra. For this reason, only the most devoted Miraibu members continue into the last year of high school, a period typically occupied with preparation for university entrance examinations. Besides the weekly rehearsals, all youth members are expected to attend every performance of the orchestra, despite the fact that most of them do not appear on stage. They are assigned duties such as collating programs, taking tickets, bringing refreshments to the performers backstage and picking up trash in the performance area.

Though the atmosphere of the Miraibu sessions is consistently lighthearted and energetic, a rigid focus and control is maintained by the constant vigilance of the senior Miraibu members, and the omnipresence of the gakudanchō (orchestra leader), the senior administrator assigned to the orchestra by Ongakutai headquarters in Shinanomachi. The gakudanchō has to be an amateur musician himself. In addition to his role as administrator, he will at times instruct the Miraibu in music, and is seen as a brother-in-arms by the adult members, a factor which gives him great leverage in guiding the orchestra’s activities. Though the gakudanchō attends every part of the Miraibu meetings, it is interesting to note that he remains largely silent during the proceedings, interjecting with advice only when asked and coaching younger members when requested to do so. He defers to the Miraibu leader, a senior high school boy, who organizes the entire day’s events. In guiding this young leader through implicit rather than direct instruction, the Soka Gakkai administration thereby allows the Miraibu rehearsal to serve as a training ground for future leadership as well as a forum for musical and moral education of the young members.

The young leaders and the members in their charge take their responsibilities very seriously. Absolute attention is paid to member hierarchy: younger Miraibu kōhai (subordinates) address their senpai and adult members in deferential polite language, crying out ‘ohayō gozaimasu’ (good morning) and ‘otsukaresama deshita’ (thanks for your effort) in greeting their Ongakutai superiors. Though these rehearsals take place on Sundays, the majority of the younger Miraibu members wear their school uniforms. Their grooming is impeccable, and bleached hair, piercings and other accessories common among Tokyo adolescents are almost completely absent.
Practice hours for the adult members are generally from 3 p.m. until as late as 10 p.m. On an average Sunday, between five and seven hours are devoted to music practice. Members are also encouraged to arrive early and stay later for extra practice on their own. From 3 to 6 p.m., there is usually a full-orchestra or sectional (wind and/or strings) rehearsal run by assistant conductors. Usually only the most devoted members, approximately one half of the orchestra, are present for this early rehearsal. The young conductors who lead this practice session are members of the orchestra who in some cases aspire to perform professionally. The Ongakutai provides them with the rare and valuable opportunity to rehearse regularly with a large ensemble. This first rehearsal can thus be seen as a supplementary training session for both orchestra and conductor. The atmosphere is relaxed and forgiving, and errors committed by the instrumentalists and conductor are laughed off with equal lightheartedness, a rare thing indeed in most orchestra rehearsals, where interpersonal relationships are often tense and competitive.
At exactly 6:00, all members convene to perform Gongyō – the twice-daily chanting of chapters from the Lotus Sutra that is the central practice of Soka Gakkai believers. This takes place in a small tatami room devoted to this purpose, empty except for a large altar in which a Gohonzon
 is enshrined. The chant generally lasts from 20-25 minutes, and is almost always led by the gakudanchō. Before the beginning of each chanting session, he announces a goal towards which the members are encouraged to pray. This is often for success in an upcoming performance, but other popular choices are to pray for protection from colds during the winter months, and for traffic safety, perhaps due to the large number of members who travel to rehearsal by car.
Members planning to participate in evening rehearsal usually attempt to arrive at 6:00 p.m. for Gongyō, so that by the end of the chanting session the small room may be crammed with as many as fifty people. Explicit expression of the unity of the group through high attendance rates and eager participation in its activities is reinforced by the nature of the activities themselves. One potent unifying quality of the chanting session is the powerful resonance of the harmonies and intonation of the orchestra members’ incantation. I have attended chanting sessions at Soka Gakkai meetings of all sizes, and the members generally produce an impenetrable wall of noise. The chant of the orchestra, however, is beautiful and sonorous. At the beginning of the chant, intonation is spotty, as some members chant quietly while others speak out. However, after the first couple of minutes the members tend to resolve around F above middle C, with some of the younger boys hovering around A or B flat, forming intervals of a major third and a perfect fourth. The tones produced are in the tenor (upper) range, indicating that the chanters are pushing their voices, producing a forceful, strident tone that indicates their strong devotion.
 The resulting harmonies are happy and resolved intervals, which interestingly enough conform to the IV-I Plagal cadence that signifies the end of many Christian hymns, the familiar ‘A-men.’ Occasionally other harmonies are produced. One session unfolded into a dominant seventh chord based on C, perfectly in tune. This glided back to F, thus resolving the interval in perfect accordance with western music theory as a standard V-I progression. On one memorable occasion, the chant of the members around me produced sympathetic vibrations that created overtones soaring high above the vocal range that could be directly produced by male voices. Somehow the members had resolved around a perfect fourth that was so precisely in tune that an E three octaves above middle C (the top of the coloratura soprano range) produced by sympathetic vibrations sang out. Even the syllables of the chant were reproduced at this high pitch, creating the eerie impression that an ethereal presence had joined the chant. I do not believe that this music is produced consciously. At each session it resolves gradually. It is different every time, and all of the members with whom I have shared this observation remarked that they had not given this phenomenon any thought prior to our discussion of it. Despite an apparent lack of conscious by participants, this unique chanting style plays an important role in unifying the members of the orchestra. Gongyō is sung rather than incanted, transforming the group into a powerful choir. Importantly, the group comes together to perform the chant, rather than to quietly read the dense Sino-Japanese text in an attempt to descry its meaning. Being in the center of a group of like-minded devotees producing bold sympathetic harmonies is a powerful experience, one that sets this sub-group apart from other Soka Gakkai activities.

After Gongyō, or sometimes at the end of rehearsal, time is allotted for announcements and testimonials. The announcements are primarily delivered by the gakudanchō, and while some are concerned with administrative matters directly related to the orchestra, most relate to the accomplishments of other groups within Soka Gakkai. Most are unrelated to music, and there is always a detailed account of the most recent activities of Ikeda and/or a lauding of his vaunted status. With the gakudanchō acting as master of ceremonies, members volunteer to give short testimonials about their recent Gakkai endeavors. Depending on the makeup of the membership at each particular meeting, these testimonials can vary in content and intensity. At the end of full-scale rehearsals, common themes include stories about overcoming difficulties to meet with success in solo performances, and awards received for gaining converts or newspaper subscriptions in a local area. However, at smaller meetings at which only the core adult membership was present I have seen members burst into tears, overcome with emotion while expressing frustrations at hardships endured. At these times the testimonials take on the characteristics of a confessional, allowing the members to vent personal frustrations and unload stress on their sympathetic peers.
The announcements period is less information session than pep rally. Each account of a Soka Gakkai accomplishment is met with enthusiastic applause, and all members who speak are greeted with smiles and words of encouragement. This serves to further unify the group and bring the energies of the members into focus. The administration clearly seeks to inspire the members to greater effort both in participation with the orchestra and in broader, non-musical Soka Gakkai activities.

After a short rest period, which allows members to eat quickly and warm up on their instruments, the beginning of the rehearsal is announced. Before the main conductor takes the podium, all of the members place their instruments on their chairs, stand at attention, and in loud clear voices recite the official credo of the Ongakutai. This is an essay penned by Ikeda entitled the Ongakutaikun, and is considered by the members to be the essence of their organization. Every one of the 20,000 Ongakutai members in Japan is required to memorize this essay, and it is recited in unison by every ensemble before each rehearsal and backstage before every performance.

The two-page Ongakutaikun was written in 1964, four years into Ikeda’s presidency. It sets the tone of victory and triumph that defines all aspects of the organization. Music, it says, is a universal language that transcends boundaries. The Ongakutai is declared to be a symbol of the rise and prosperity of Soka Gakkai, and the vanguard of the movement. Internal and external objectives for the Ongakutai are announced. To the outside world, it is to be a herald of the teachings of Soka Gakkai while simultaneously contributing to world culture. Internally, the organization will seek to aid the members when they are in need, to give them hope and courage to carry out their mission in right-minded fashion. Finally, the Ongakutai is to pursue this mission in a manner that transcends a vain pursuit of technique and ability, focusing rather on a pure, non-elitist appreciation of music by and for common people (Ikeda 1964).

Both the content of the Ongakutaikun and the manner in which it is recited are of central importance to the religious consciousness of the orchestra members. This text is greatly venerated by the organization. Articles on the Ongakutai in the Seikyo Shimbun (Soka Gakkai’s daily newspaper) quote from it verbatim, and when asked about the relationship between music and their faith, individual members have almost invariably referred me to it. Equally important is the performance of this text – it is boldly recited under the scrutiny of peers and administrators, rather than being read in silence. Importantly, each recitation of the Ongakutaikun is followed by the enthusiastic applause of all who intone it, an explicit reaffirmation of the sense of acceptance and community created by the group recitation. This credo is usually chanted right before the beginning of the main evening rehearsal, but on several occasions when I have been present it was recited directly after Gongyō. At these times especially, the conflation of the Lotus Sutra and the words of Ikeda could be clearly perceived – indeed sometimes the latter seems even more important than the former. The quiet conclusion of Gongyō stands in contrast to the applause at the end of the Ongakutaikun, and the assertive clapping of the participants provides a fitting segue into the energetic group activities that follow the recitation of the credo. Both chants are performed, recited in unison in a set, declamatory style. In both cases the emphasis seems to be on group participation and the production of a choral timbre imbued with intrinsic rhetorical power rather than on conscious attention to the meaning of the words. Within the members’ performance, there is a smooth transition from the words of the Buddha to the equally vaunted words of their living leader, blended and rendered powerful through a moving musical performance.

The evening rehearsal is more formal than the afternoon training session, a concentrated effort to prepare the repertoire for concerts and develop orchestral proficiency. The orchestra is led by two professional conductors, who alternate every six months. There is a special atmosphere in both the afternoon and evening sessions, but particularly in the latter. There is almost no small talk between stand partners, and there is a complete lack of obvious judgementalism and competition between players. This is extremely unusual in a classical music setting, where petty jealousies and political machinations often define relationships between rival players. Several orchestra members with experience playing with other ensembles commented to me that this orchestra was the easiest group they had ever played in: they could feel confident enough to play with gusto without fear of being castigated for obvious errors. There is no timidity in the playing of any of the members either in rehearsal or performance, another rare quality.

The evening rehearsal lasts from approximately 6:50 to 9:00 or 10:00 p.m., often with little or no break. During this time every member is unswervingly focused on the conductor. Special veneration is reserved for the elder of the two main conductors. The reverence with which they treat him borders on worship. Among the reasons the members pay him greater respect is the fact that, unlike the other conductor, he is a practicing member of Soka Gakkai. Now around 80 years of age, he is a graduate of one of Japan’s most prestigious music universities and has the distinction of having been one of the first Japanese to study music abroad in the post-war period, having traveled to Germany to study conducting in the early 1950s. The other, somewhat younger conductor is never dealt with disrespectfully, but is clearly seen as being junior to the revered sensei who stands at the top of the membership’s musical pyramid. In regular rehearsals, however, both conductors are followed with unblinking attention. Each time the conductor gives a piece of advice or corrects a section’s playing, he is answered with a resounding cry of ‘HAI!’ from the entire orchestra. Though the overall technical level of the individual players is relatively low, rehearsals are extremely efficient, and there is a noticeable improvement in the group’s playing after each session.

At the end of the rehearsal, the conductor bows formally to the group, and all rise and shout ‘otsukaresama deshita.’ There are often announcements, and sometimes further testimonials. After being dismissed, everyone pitches in to put away chairs, music stands and percussion instruments. All participate in this regardless of seniority, and when work is completed, many people begin the long journey home, while small groups of players go out to socialize.
Despite the intensely religious nature of the orchestra’s regular activities, there is almost no outward display of the group’s Soka Gakkai identity in performance. Apart from the name of the group and a short written greeting outlining the orchestra’s history that prefaces the program notes for each concert, the performance of the tuxedo-clad musicians of the Tokyo Orchestra does not differ in appearance from that of any other classical ensemble. Concerts take place at public halls in the Tokyo area, rented by Soka Gakkai for the occasion, and are only advertised in Soka Gakkai publications. On average just over 1,000 people attend regular concerts. Tickets are free, but available only to those who apply in advance to receive them by mail. Questionnaires circulated by the Ongakutai administration at every concert indicate that audiences primarily consist of Soka Gakkai members and their invited guests. The orchestra certainly has a devoted following: most survey respondents indicate that they attend every concert, and one elderly woman wrote that she flies to Tokyo from Sapporo every six months expressly to hear the orchestra.

Along with Gongyō and the Ongakutaikun, the third text taken up by the orchestra members and absorbed into their religious consciousness is the classical repertoire that is rehearsed and performed. Most of the music is taken from the western classical canon, including works by Brahms, Mozart, Prokofiev and above all Beethoven (see Section 5 below). However, pieces are selected within a specific Soka Gakkai context. The repertoire for each concert is chosen in consultation with the conductors by a small committee of orchestra members headed by the gakudanchō. The Soka Gakkai leadership has never commanded the orchestra to perform music preferred by Ikeda Daisaku, yet its members, guided by the ever-present Ongakutai administrators, take it upon themselves to shape concert programs that are consistent with the tenor of the movement and their leader’s preferences. As the concerts are intended to be a manifestation of what the Ongakutaikun calls the ‘outer face of the movement,’ the members ensure that music written by and for Soka Gakkai is almost never performed at regularly scheduled concerts, which are nominally intended for general consumption. However, at a post-rehearsal meeting held in late January 2001 to choose a piece to play as an encore for the February concert, the gakudanchō suggested that, since Honorary President Ikeda had declared the 21st century to be the ‘Century of the Woman,’ and since a general meeting of the Married Women’s Division was being held in the same month, the orchestra might play a rendition of Haha (‘Mother’), a favorite Soka Gakkai song. The orchestra ultimately agreed to his suggestion, despite the fact that the song essentially had to be arranged for string orchestra overnight.

5. Beethoven

The fact that the repertoire chosen by the orchestra is based on the preferences of Ikeda Daisaku has resulted in a singular focus on the music of Ludwig van Beethoven. The Ongakutai’s first ever full-scale orchestral performance took place on 15 October 1962, when an ensemble in Yokohama performed Beethoven’s Symphony #3, the ‘Eroica.’ The choice of Beethoven was anything but random. Ikeda has written extensively on Beethoven over the course of his leadership. In an essay read by many members, Ikeda reminisces about his impoverished youth when, unable to afford tickets to concerts, he would comfort himself by listening to a recording of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony (known as the Unmei, or ‘Destiny’ in Japanese). He claims that he played this recording so much that he wore out the grooves on the record. After listening to the Fifth, his courage would be refreshed, and he would feel his blood pumping faster through his veins (Ikeda 1978a: 189).
In his earlier writings Ikeda claims that his taste in music was guided only by personal preference, and not by any sophisticated knowledge of music criticism. However, in his later writings on Beethoven he adopts a more authoritative tone, quoting from the composer’s letters and sketchbook, and exhibiting more than a passing knowledge of Beethoven’s life and the European milieu of the early nineteenth century. Though his writings on Beethoven are highly detailed, it is important to note that Ikeda typifies the classical music consciousness of one of his generation and educational background in Japan.

Born in 1928, Ikeda was raised in an educational environment wherein Germanic music, especially that of Beethoven, was considered definitive. By the Taishō era, the Japanese word for music (ongaku) had come to be equated almost solely with western classical music, which in turn was dominated by Beethoven. By the early Shōwa period, this model had coalesced into a popular understanding that the figure of Beethoven and his music were embodied ideals of humanism, heroism and equality, to be used as a template for the creation of a ‘native’ Japanese music befitting an empire. This interpretation of western cultural forms was the inheritance of a militaristic educational tradition drawn from Germanic models adopted in the Meiji era (Hata 1994, Nishihara 2000).

Ikeda’s reification of Beethoven and his constant references to the composer are probably influenced by the pre-war public education he received as a youth in Tokyo’s working-class Ōta Ward. Nishihara Minoru (2000) observes that reverent literary portrayals of Beethoven penetrated the Japanese popular consciousness long before performances or recordings of his music were commonplace, a point previously highlighted by Ōtsuka Shigeki (1994), who vividly portrays the deep impression that stories of Beethoven’s life and music left on the lives of pre-war Japanese youth. Biographical details, and portrayals of Beethoven’s struggles as an artist and a man by scholars such as Romain Rolland, (whose works, first translated into Japanese in 1913, remain popular today) continue to form the image of the composer, more than actual performances of the music. Ikeda’s reverence for Beethoven is typical for one of his age and educational background, in that his writings focus on the heroic aspects of Beethoven’s life, quote prolifically from Rolland, reveal only a passing familiarity with a few of the composer’s most famous works, and say almost nothing about the music itself. He writes glowingly of the brave manner in which the composer triumphed over adversity in his personal life in order to realize his artistic vision, describing this as “pushing through trouble to arrive at happiness” (nayami o tsukinuke kanki ni itare, Ikeda 1990). This idea is characterized elsewhere in Soka Gakkai literature as an example of the Buddhist concept of bonnō soku bodai, or success in times of hardship. Ikeda praises the words of Schiller used in the last movement of the Ninth Symphony, the Ode to Joy (Kanki no Uta in Japanese), describing this piece as a ‘magnificent prelude’ to the spread of Soka Gakkai across the world and declaring this to be his favorite piece of music. This is not an unusual choice, given that the Ninth has become a Japanese cultural phenomenon. It is performed hundreds of times every December to bring in the New Year, and like temple bells ringing one hundred and eight times or the ritual making of mochi rice-cakes, has been brought in as part of the system of constant adaptation of new cultural elements (Smith 1995: 34).

Indeed, Ikeda’s musical preferences contributed to the rift that occurred between Soka Gakkai and Nichiren Shōshū. Soka Gakkai was originally established as a lay organization under the nominal authority of the Nichiren Shōshū priesthood. Ordained Nichiren Shōshū priests officiated at weddings, funerals and other ceremonies of Soka Gakkai members, and were responsible for conferring Gohonzon, replicas of the central object of worship. They also oversaw the flow of millions of Soka Gakkai pilgrims to the head temple, Taisekiji, on Mount Fuji. Soka Gakkai members traveled from all over the world to worship in front of the Daigohonzon, the original sacred mandala inscribed by Nichiren himself. Tensions brewed for many years between the priesthood and Soka Gakkai, specifically between the Nichiren Shōshū high priests and President Ikeda. It is widely believed that a power struggle with the priesthood led Ikeda to resign the Soka Gakkai presidency in 1979. Conflicts between the ordained priesthood and the lay movement intensified in the late 1980s and culminated in the ‘notice of excommunication’ of 28 November 1991, an edict promulgated by the Nichiren Shōshū priesthood that effectively ejected every single one of the millions of Soka Gakkai members from association with the sect. Ikeda’s reverence of the Ode to Joy and his promotion of its performance at a leaders’ meeting was given as evidence by the priesthood of his promotion of non-Buddhist teachings (Seikyo Shimbun 1998). Ikeda responded to these charges by declaring the universality of the message of Schiller and Beethoven, and has encouraged the musicians of Soka Gakkai to express this sentiment through repeated performance of the piece. In keeping with Ikeda’s wishes, Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony is performed constantly by Soka Gakkai musical groups. In 1994, a 50,000-strong chorus was convened at the Fukuoka Dome on the anniversary of a 1981 triumph over the Nichiren Shōshū priesthood, as a symbol of defiance of the excommunication. On 2 December 2001, a mass performance of the final movement of the Ninth took place at another sports arena in Fukuoka, at which several thousand choristers in the arena were linked to many other choirs around Kyushu via satellite, making for a total of 100,000 performers. Sixteen of the most devoted members of the Tokyo Orchestra flew to Fukuoka to participate in a full day of rehearsals and the performance, flying home immediately after the concert. It is worth noting that the Ode was performed in the original German. Soka Gakkai’s published coverage of the event stated that: ‘After struggling with the original German poem, participants sensed the deep spirituality of the song’ (Seikyo Shimbun 2002b: 37). The performative aspect of participation in religious activity is highlighted by this statement. As with the practice of Gongyō (and perhaps the incantation of the Ongakutaikun), the meaning of the words of the Ode was not necessarily apprehended by the thousands of Soka Gakkai believers who participated in its performance. However, the rhetorical impact of singing in concert with countless other like-minded believers powerfully reinforced the heroic, transcendent ideals constantly stressed by Ikeda. Events such as mass performances of the Ninth serve to reconcile disparate religious and cultural elements within musical activities in a faith-driven context.

6. Individual Paths

It became evident over the course of my fieldwork that though members of the orchestra are faithful to the organization, several of them have in many ways transcended the unsophisticated framework established by Ikeda and the Soka Gakkai administration, both intellectually and musically. What the Ongakutai administration seems to fear most is not that members will lose their faith in Soka Gakkai, but rather that they will outgrow the organization’s single-minded mission. Although the orchestra members have achieved a level that far exceeds the limited objectives of the Ongakutai, the structure of the group ensures that they remain consistently deferential, operating within the framework maintained by their Soka Gakkai mentors.
For example, before one of the semi-annual scheduled concerts, time was allotted at rehearsals for lectures given by a member who is a keen student of Beethoven and German musical tradition. He provided a detailed musicological analysis of each of the pieces on the program and discussions of related European history. In the case of the Beethoven selections, he showed us copies of the composer’s sketchbook and manuscripts tracing the development of the compositions, and played excerpts from definitive performances on CD. These lectures provided the players with an insight into the music, the context in which it was created and even the state of mind of the composer at the time. This attention to detail persists in the rehearsals, where special care is taken to observe every mark penned by the composer, in an attempt to express Beethoven’s vision to the full extent of the players’ abilities.
The lecturer summarized each presentation using the writings of Ikeda. Though his own insight into the works and history of Beethoven far exceeded the rhetoric of his spiritual leader, he consistently deferred to Ikeda’s characterizations of the composer and his music. To an outside observer, the Soka Gakkai content seemed to stand in stark contrast to the rest of the presentation, which also included investigations into philosophical and theological issues that were more penetrating than those of Ikeda.
 It is tempting to ascribe this deference to Ikeda’s opinions to the constant presence of the administration and its implicit control of all members’ activities. However, the following short case history may offer a more nuanced view.

In personal interviews, the member who delivered the Beethoven lectures (hereafter K) revealed to me that he approached Soka Gakkai through Beethoven, rather than the opposite. Though he had joined Soka Gakkai at the age of twenty while a university student, he had harbored a love for the music of Beethoven since his teenage years. He did not start playing an instrument until he was in his thirties, and only did so because he wished to join the Ongakutai orchestra, which was renowned within the organization for its Beethoven focus. He took up the violin specifically to perform the works of his favorite composer. Though K is well versed in the works of Japanese and European Beethoven scholars, he firmly states that Ikeda’s ningenzō (portrait) of Beethoven is superior to those of other authors. This statement may not be as simple an expression of his Gakkai allegiance as it first appears. The aforementioned conflict between Soka Gakkai and Nichiren Shōshū profoundly affected K. He was stricken by the accusations of idolatry related to the Ninth Symphony, and underwent what he described as a deep crisis of faith in trying to reconcile his love of the explicitly Christian content of Schiller’s poem with his exclusivist Soka Gakkai faith. He strongly believes that Ikeda’s declaration of the universality of this piece, and his active denunciation of the charges leveled against the group, were catalysts that allowed him to overcome this crisis, subsequently allowing him to further deepen his faith through an ever-expanding exploration of the music of Beethoven. He says this process has surpassed the impact of any other Soka Gakkai activity with which he is engaged.

He is not the only member whose life has been shaped in profound ways within the rarefied context of the orchestra. Another member (hereafter D) provides another example. D is nineteen years old, and until his graduation from high school in March 2002 he was the leader of the orchestra’s Miraibu. Brought up in a devout Soka Gakkai family, his musical education has taken place in an entirely Soka Gakkai context. His violin teacher is the concertmaster of the Gakkai’s Tokyo Fuji Symphony Orchestra, and all his other musical training has taken place within the Miraibu, factors that have doubtless contributed to his keen interest in German composers and performers. In his final year of high school, D made a pivotal decision – to forego entrance examinations for Japanese universities or conservatories and travel to Germany instead. He stressed that he believed Germany was the only worthwhile place to study music, rejecting any suggestion that excellent music training was available in other countries. Although he spoke only a few words of German and lacked sufficient funds to pay for tuition and living expenses abroad, he nonetheless left for Leipzig, where he hoped to become the disciple of the concertmaster of the Gewandhaus Orchestra. Though this bold effort was not rewarded with success, he continues to pursue his goals with unflagging determination and courage. He has a positive approach to life that he attributes to his Ongakutai training. His ultimate goal is still to follow in the footsteps of his idol, Herbert von Karajan, a celebrated interpreter of Beethoven. Hence he took up the baton as leader of the Miraibu orchestra, and even took steps toward applying for flight school in emulation of von Karajan, who was an enthusiastic pilot.

Most Ongakutai members are certainly not as intense as D in the pursuit of their goals. However, the Ongakutai maintains a highly charged atmosphere in which members are encouraged to develop singular life ambitions, often formed around musical objectives, which are to be achieved through tireless effort and practice of their faith. D’s valiant attempt to chart his life according to the romanticized biography of an early 20th century music hero can be attributed to the Ongakutai’s isolationist tendencies. Success in individual endeavors is attributed to steadfastness of practice and the support of other members. Crisis and conflict are taken as opportunities to retreat from progressive outside influences towards a reaffirmation of the fundamental principles of the organization. The following incident illustrates this point.

7. Crisis and Reaffirmation

The orchestra is currently an ensemble exclusively restricted to men. However, this has not always been the case. After the foundation of the group, female Soka Gakkai members who were amateur musicians were invited to participate on an unofficial basis. They were not officially recognized as full members, since the orchestra was affiliated to the Young Men’s Group. They nonetheless contributed significantly, and, according to interviews with several core members, at one time constituted as much as one-third of the musicians present at regular rehearsals. The women were also reported to have been more technically skilled as musicians than the men, with greater overall musical experience. A number of years ago, some men who had joined the orchestra at its formation began to complain about the presence of women participants. The Young Men’s Division administration sympathized with these complaints, and in 1998, all of the women participants were abruptly ejected from the orchestra. In personal interviews, members indicated that reasons for the initial conflict that led to the expulsion included jealousy of the women’s superior technical ability and the sense that the mixed group was drifting away from the administrative control of the Young Men’s Division.
 However, the overwhelming root cause stressed by the members that I spoke with was that the men of the orchestra sensed that the women were less concerned than the men with the group’s religious activities. They said they felt that the presence of women resulted in Gongyō, recitation of the Ongakutaikun and reverential investigations of the repertoire taking a back seat to a more secular interest in honing music for performance. Some members confessed to me that they considered these charges unfounded, and stressed that they were not in favor of the expulsion. However, none of the men appear to have overtly opposed the administration, and an official complaint lodged by the Women’s Division with the central Soka Gakkai administration at Shinanomachi also failed to reinstate the women or effect other change.
The exclusion of women from the Tokyo Orchestra appears absolute. A meeting and chamber concert attended by Ongakutai alumni held in May 2002 to mark the upcoming twentieth regularly scheduled performance of the Tokyo Orchestra was open only to men who had been involved with the group. I was informed by administrators that the Ongakutai had chosen to reaffirm its exclusivist policy and had specifically not invited the former women participants.

Since the expulsion, a small all-female chamber orchestra has been established (in 2002) under the administrative purview of the Kotekitai, the Fife-and-Drum Corps of the Young Women’s Division. Additionally, in what can be seen as a tentative step toward reconciliation, a joint Ongakutai-Kotekitai orchestra and chorus concert was held in November 2002, an event that several Tokyo Orchestra participants described to me as part of a continuing healing process required after the trauma of the expulsion.


The initial response of the group to the 1998 rift is revealing. At a meeting convened after the crisis to determine the course of the group, it was decided that the orchestra was to focus on its founding principles. This took the form of launching a campaign to perform all of the Beethoven symphonies in order, with each symphony serving as the core of the program of each consecutive concert and other repertoire (other Beethoven works, if possible) chosen to fit around it. It was felt that a process of healing was in order, and that the nine symphonies best expressed the core values of the group. This project would serve to unify the men around the pursuit of a final objective – a grand performance of the Ninth, offered in tribute to Honorary President Ikeda. Thus Beethoven, whose life and works had first separately guided the leadership and individual members of the orchestra, was elevated to the status of figurehead and the group’s raison d’être. The establishment of a glorious goal set at the end of a long path beset by trial and tribulation, a narrative that Soka Gakkai authorities urge members to repeat constantly, has given the rehearsals an atmosphere of single-minded purpose. The repetition of narratives of trial and transcendence in the face of dissention has proven to be a potent tool, which Soka Gakkai has repeatedly used to legitimize the group’s tenacious conservatism and rigid adherence to its traditions.

8. Concluding Remarks

Let us return to the categories of Japanese new religions outlined at the beginning of this article. Categories such as those set out by Shimazono are useful in outlining some of the general tendencies expressed within the Tokyo Orchestra. They are less effective, however, when one seeks to characterize the contradictions and complexities of the orchestra as directly experienced by its members. The orchestra displays some characteristics associated with ‘new’ new religions, yet it remains part of a hierarchical, moralistic and conformist ‘old’ new religion. This is due to the top-down supervision of the membership by a central administration. The leadership consciously acts to prevent members from drifting into either a realm of individuality and secular pursuit on the one hand, or a world of anti-social isolationism on the other.
However, it is important to note that Shimazono’s model of new new religions can be used to highlight the tension between the Tokyo Orchestra membership and Soka Gakkai’s administration. Were it not for the constant vigilance of the administrators, the orchestra might be in danger of transforming into an ‘individual participation’ type of 21st century religious activity, with an increasing focus on secular interests and a decline in commitment to ideals determined by the group. Such a trend might ultimately lead to a loss of control by the central authorities of the religion. Instead, the intense atmosphere of the Ongakutai, in which rigorous inculcation of youth and adult members takes place, has created an environment that generates leaders imbued with a mindset that ensures the continuation of the guiding principles of the group. New members are exclusively drawn from within Soka Gakkai itself, in a closed, self-supporting and self-perpetuating system. Administrative control ensures that the orchestra members maintain core Soka Gakkai values that stress the importance of being constantly engaged with mainstream society and urge success in worldly pursuits. It is possible to speculate that were it not for this, the orchestra members might drift in the direction of the ‘isolationist’ pole of ‘new’ new religions, becoming increasingly disengaged from society at large as they retreated from sources of conflict. The ejection of women, the dedication to Beethoven and the increasing glorification of Ikeda Daisaku can all be taken as signs of an intensification of focus that has gone hand in hand with the group’s increasing isolation.
However, the examples that I have drawn from fieldwork indicate that the activities and experiences of individual members belie the official views disseminated by the Soka Gakkai leadership. This is one new religious group that does not fall easily into any single category. The life choices and motivations of members such as K and D result from multiple and varying contexts, influences and personal histories that inform and shape members’ faith. The historical, religious and personal factors revealed in this investigation of the Tokyo Orchestra indicate that long-term participant-observation research can fill in some of the rich personal meanings of religious experience that tend to be overlooked by big-picture classificatory studies.

In the case of the Tokyo Orchestra, the role of music is pivotal. The intrinsic rhetorical power of the music its members play and the texts they intone, a unique fusion of words and sound, is a multilayered phenomenon that serves as the medium of the members’ faith and practice. Music forms the basis of their religious experience, and for the members of the Tokyo Orchestra, playing Beethoven has become as essential a religious act as chanting. These individuals are in a unique position to appreciate not only that the music they play is religious, but also that the central practices of their faith are musical.
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� Shakubuku is the term used within the Nichiren tradition for breaking and converting followers of other religions. Exact definitions of this term and conversion techniques have undergone radical transformations within Soka Gakkai. See Bessatsu Takarajima Henshūbu 1995, Hurst 1992, Stone 1994, Kisala 1999.


� Author’s translation.


� The Gohonzon (object of worship) is a replica of a mandala known as the Daigohonzon inscribed by Nichiren on 12 October 1279 with the characters namu-myōhō-renge-kyō (which can be translated very roughly as ‘Praise the Wondrous Law of the Lotus Sutra’) at its center, enshrined at Taisekiji temple. See Hurst 1992: 95.


� At other chanting sessions, particularly morning sessions when the members may be sleepy, the group tends to resolve lower, usually around D flat, giving the chant a more relaxed feel.


� For example, the lectures addressed the still unresolved conflict of Soka Gakkai’s exclusivist Nichiren Buddhist foundation with Beethoven’s devout Christianity, exhibited in the Ninth and in other more explicitly sacred works, such as his Missa Solemnis.


� Members were extremely reluctant to discuss this episode with me, and I only discovered it after two years of participation.





PAGE  
1

