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Habitat Segregation and Epidemicalization of Japanese Religions Abroad
Hirochika NAKAMAKI, National Museum of Ethnology

Japanese Religions have spread to the New World, to Hawai’i, North America and South
America, following the Japanese who migrated there. In these diasporic Japanese
communities, the established religions, Buddhism, incorporating elements of Shinto, and
Christianity (Protestantism in Hawaii and North America, and Catholicism in South
America) served as spiritual pillars of the community and provided the religious element of
official events, but symbolically split the communities. Nevertheless, by conducting rites of
passage and annual events for the overseas Japanese and their descendents, Buddhism
and Christianity succeeded in maintaining their market share in the religious and ritual
life of these communities. On the other hand, new religions and spirit mediums have found
a niche market by dealing sympathetically in the quest for solutions to the problems of
‘poverty, sickness and conflict’. In this paper I explain these separate functions of
established and new religions in the Japanese diaspora using the paradigm of habitat
segregation.

Japanese new religions, however, sought new markets and targeted non-Japanese
converts, transcending the frame of Japaneseness, and evangelising among the
mainstream population. Strategies such as multi-lingualization, multi-culturalization,
hybriditization and multi-nationalization proved to be very effective and many
non-Japanese local converts were recruited. But leadership roles continued to be dominated
by the Japanese migrants (including their descendents) or Japanese posted from Japan and
hierarchal priority has been maintained by the original headquarters in Japan. In the
paper, these phenomena are explained by the concept epidemicalization.

The paper further explores how these constructs transform themselves in the process of
globalization.



