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SINCE THE SARIN gas attack on the Tokyo subway system by followers of Aum
Shinrikyõ in March 1995, there has been considerable interest in understand-
ing how a religious movement could turn so violent in the course of a
decade. The literature in Japanese about what has become known as the
“Aum affair” has mushroomed, but scholarly analysis available in English has
been largely limited to a few articles in specialized journals, several chapters
in anthologies dealing with new religious movements, and Reader’s earlier
monograph A Poisonous Cocktail (1996). This was written within a year of the
subway incident and, as Reader himself points out, was a “preliminary
account” based on the limited data available at the time.

Many popular accounts simply label Aum as a “cult” and describe what evil
things Asahara and his followers did. This approach, however, fails to explain
why a harmless group focused on yoga practice evolved into a movement that
legitimized violence against its own members as well as random violence
against what it came to regard as an “evil society.” Reader, however, analyzes
Aum as a “religious movement” and seeks to understand “the factors under-
lying the production of violence in and by Aum Shinrikyõ” (p. 3). The under-
lying implication of this study is that other religions also have the latent
potential for developing into similarly violent directions.

This new volume is an important study that advances our understanding of
the “Aum affair” in signi³cant ways. Reader has gathered considerable new
data based on interviews with current and former members of Aum, copies of
sermons Asahara gave to his disciples, and an extensive review of Asahara’s
books and numerous Aum publications. The ³rst chapter de³nes the “Aum
affair” as a case study of religious violence and draws attention to the need to
study the doctrinal dimension of religion to make sense of this movement.
Chapters 2 and 3 focus on Aum’s charismatic founder, Asahara Shõkõ, and
the development of his religious thought and practice. Chapter 4 provides an
analysis of the motivations and experiences of Aum members. Chapters 5, 6,
and 7 examine how Aum was transformed from a movement preaching
“world salvation” to one bent on “world destruction.” Finally, the conclusion
places the case study of Aum in comparative perspective and considers paral-
lels between Aum and other new religious movements. The extensive bibliog-
raphy (pp. 283–93) indicates Reader has considered both the primary and
secondary literature in preparing this study.

One of the strengths of this study is the careful analysis of primary sources,
in particular the writings and sermons of Aum’s charismatic founder,
Asahara. Since the trials of Asahara and his inner circle of disciples began,
the details of violence committed within and outside the movement have
become clearer. Reader has been able to show how the religious doctrines
and teachings drawn from diverse sources were adapted within the movement
over the course of a decade to explain and justify both unintentional deaths,



violence against members, as well as escalating violence toward society at
large. 

In addition to this detailed and nuanced account of Asahara and his move-
ment, this study also helpfully locates Aum within the larger context of popu-
lar religious culture in contemporary Japan. In particular, Reader gives
attention to the “new, new religions” (shin shin shðkyõ) to which Aum belongs
and shows how much Aum shares in common with other new religions (e.g.,
charismatic founders, eclectic orientation, emphasis on religious practice).
This is in contrast with many popular media accounts which focus on the
bizarre or deviant features of Aum. In parsing Aum’s eclectic religious world-
view, Reader considers the inµuence of Agonshð, one of the “new, new reli-
gions,” the incorporation of doctrines and teachings drawn from Hindu and
Buddhist sources (karma, poa), and the adaptation of messianic and apoca-
lyptic ideas from Christianity. 

While he does not ignore the interaction and conµict between Aum and
Japanese society in his account (what he refers to as “exogenous factors”), he
convincingly argues that Aum’s development into a “violent religion” evolved
primarily out of the teachings, practices, and character of its founder and his
immediate disciples. Reader’s analysis identi³es a number of factors that
shaped the doctrinal innovations and path towards violence, including the
lack of positive public response to its prophetic appeals, an increase in the
number of defections, the move from urban centers to isolated rural com-
munes, and the alleged illness of Asahara that contributed to the “crisis”
mentality among his dedicated followers.

External pressures may sometimes be a key factor and catalyst for violence
(in the case of David Koresh and the Branch Davidians in Waco, Texas, for
example), but sometime the internal dynamics (“endogenous factors”) are
more important. Aum was in increasing conµict with society related to par-
ents of members and local community groups that were in opposition to Aum
communes in the years leading up to the subway gas attack. Asahara and his
followers used these conµicts to bolster their own rhetoric of religious perse-
cution in contemporary Japan, but Reader points out that in each case of
alleged persecution “one can discern an Aum-generated cause.” As it turns
out, Aum was simply trying to create a smoke-screen to cover the violence
that was already occurring and being planned. While there has been a ten-
dency for many scholars of new religions to quickly side with persecuted reli-
gious minorities, Reader concludes that the case of Aum suggests that “it is
important for scholars to look closely and perhaps with an occasionally scepti-
cal eye at complaints of persecution and at the ways in which religious move-
ments use them” (p. 247).

In sum, Reader has provided us with an illuminating account of how and
why one Japanese religion turned violent. This is not just a book for students
of Japanese religion, however. The comparisons and parallels noted between
Aum and other new religious movements that have been closely associated
with violent eruptions in recent decades (Jim Jones and the Peoples Temple
movement, Joseph Di Mambro and the Order of the Solar Temple, and
David Koresh and the Branch Davidians, for example) will make this study of
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interest to many scholars and concerned individuals outside of the ³eld of
Japanese studies.
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THE IMAGE OF JAPAN as a homogeneous society has been roundly criticized in
recent decades, especially by Western theorists. The outward appearance of
uniformity, they argue, masks a wide range of divergent attitudes and opin-
ions lurking just beneath the surface. Moreover, the veneer of uniformity
itself is not a spontaneous occurrence; it has largely been imposed from
above by centralized institutions. Acknowledging the considerable diversity
that exists within the Japanese population will aid us not only in delineating
the mechanisms involved in constructing a national identity, but also in
understanding the exercise of human agency in the pursuit of individualized
objectives, even within a society supposedly inclined toward harmony and
consensus. The Japanese are not mere automatons, mechanically reproduc-
ing certain preconceived patterns; they are self-interested actors who routinely
bend the patterns to their own particular needs and preferences.

It is in this vein that anthropologist Karen Smyers has written The Fox and
the Jewel. Through an examination of beliefs and practices directed at the
deity Inari, Smyers presents a very individualized form of Japanese religion.
In so doing, she challenges the perception of cultural uniformity while at the
same time delineating the strategies that sustain this perception.

Smyers applies a Bakhtinian approach that assumes the presence of con-
tending voices. Western theorists are no doubt more inclined toward this type
of approach due to their own preoccupation with the individual. But in this
instance the author is not simply imposing her own biases, as the notion of
“my Inari” is frequently invoked by her informants themselves. This to some
extent derives from the malleable nature of the deity in question. Inari may
be considered either female or male, depending on location. Likewise, cen-
ters of Inari worship may be either Shinto or Buddhist, though they are more
commonly associated with the former. Even so, Inari is not among the of³cial
pantheon of Shinto deities described in ancient myth and was never drawn
into the politics of the state. It thus retained a fair degree of autonomy and
has freely adapted to changing conditions. Beginning as a rice deity, Inari
survived the transition from rural-agrarian to urban-industrial society and is
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