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Welcome to Rogue, and the Journal at the End of the
World
Vivian Asimos
(she/her)

2020 has been a very strange year indeed. From wildfires, global pandemics, and peaceful protests gassed down,
the state of the world in 2020 led to some drastic changes in the way we understood the world around us and our
place within it. We began to realise what small things we once took for granted, like the touch of familiar hands
and the warm embrace of a friendly hug.
And through it all, the academic world kept trying to find something to keep going. For myself, sitting
on my couch and researching theories of identity felt strangely like I was desperately trying to pretend the world
was normal when it obviously wasn’t. And yet, at the same time, the positioning of scholars in the humanities
and social sciences began to find their roles more relevant as the fight for acceptance for people of colour and
individuals in the LGBT+ communities led to those with knowledge of how to teach issues such as systemic
racism to do so.
While it may continue to feel worthless studying our nuanced fields in the midst of so much social,
cultural and medical change, we must always remind ourselves of the greater role we play – we help to uncover
how our societies function: the good, the bad, and the socially unjust.

The World of Alternative Academia
Academia itself is beginning to face a crossroads. For about a decade, the state of the world of
universities have been faltering. Jobs are few and far between, with an increasing number of early career
researchers feeling despair at the possibilities of achieving the job they have spent years and hundreds of
thousands of pounds to get. Meanwhile, those who did manage to get jobs, or those who have already been in
one, have seen their departments shrink, their funding drastically decrease, and their workload rise. New
research is hard to find time for. New fields and ways of doing research are often overlooked in favour of what
we know works well, what is comfortable. In the midst of this, alt-ac.uk was founded. Myself, Theodora
Wildcroft and Aled Thomas founded alt-ac.uk to provide a home for alternative academia, in all its forms.
For some, their research is alternative to academia. They explore new fields and avenues that are often
overlooked. They have difficulty finding a home for their work. Interdisciplinary research, while supported from
a funding perspective, often has difficulty finding homes in publications or academic networks. Each discipline
has a set of axioms and ways of approaching which can be difficult for another discipline to understand if a
research project combines these.
The methods of undertaking research can be alternative. While alt-ac.uk would never suggest
researchers undertake unethical research, several of the ways of doing research can be both restrictive and
prohibitive. Writing about fieldwork is often presented as something scientific and definitive. There’s no room
for the messiness fieldwork uncovers. Presenting research in all its messiness is something alternative to the
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traditional. There are also the methods which incorporate funding, interaction, or both from non-academics and
non-academic institutions. All methods which are ethical are ones alt-ac.uk promotes.
Scholars, too, can be alternative. Traditional institutions can create unwelcome atmospheres to
individuals who do not fit the mould of the old, white cis-man which typically makes up the image of what an
academic looks like. Scholars of colour and those with different gender identities can find university halls cold
and hostile. Disabled scholars can struggle to find a home in institutions who do not understand, nor care to find
out about, their needs. But alternative scholars can also be non-academics. The idea that the only intellectuals
are those with tenured positions is a fallacy alt-ac.uk refuses to uphold. The cashier at Tesco can be just as
capable of intellectual thought as the Harvard tenured professor.
Alt-ac.uk is the all-embracing faculty for rogue academics. For those who are rogue because of their
methods, their research, or themselves, alt-ac.uk is them. Rogue is a journal for these scholars. It houses research
that is both experimental and formal and provides a place for opinion pieces that explore what alternative
academia means. Rogue is the home for alternative academia in all its forms, and for all who call it home.

The Journal at the End of the World
In July of 2020, alt-ac.uk hosted the Conference at the End of the World, an online conference which was both
interdisciplinary and celebrated altenrative approaches to traditional ways of doing things. While other academic
conferences began to shut down, alt-ac.uk supported online conferencing. Not because of a global pandemic, but
because it is more financially responsible for many early career researchers who do not have a lecturer salary or
university funding to support going to a conference. Not only that, but disabled scholars can find travel,
accommodation, and the roaming through panel rooms physically difficult.
This edition of Rogue hosts conversations had at the Conference at the End of the World. These are not
only papers presented, but conversations that took place during roundtables and socials. This volume of Rogue
seeks to provide a home for these conversations. Two of the roundtable participants from the conference, MegJohn Barker and David Robertson, have provided valuable discussions on many of the topics talked about at the
conference. We focus on questions of online conferencing and what alternative academia looks like. Two papers
are also being featured. Aled Thomas and Edward Graham-Hyde explore the idea of “New Religious
Movements”, thinking about the approach of such a topic from an alternative perspective. Steven MacWhinnie
explores the place of death in contemporary Japan, using interdisciplinary methods in death studies.
We hope that you enjoy these pieces, and that you continue the conversations started here. We implore
you to explore alternatives to traditional ways of doing academia.
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Journal Roundtable Response

What has the online Conference at the End of the World
taught us about academia?
Meg-John Barker
(they/them)
For me, listening to the papers brought home what
might be possible if we took a fully
interdisciplinary perspective, rather than continuing
to police the boundaries between different
disciplines and knowledges with research
frameworks, degree classifications, funding
policies, and the like, all of which reward staying
within a particular discipline.
I have always got far more out of events which
engage with a particular topic from a
cross/inter/multi disciplinary perspective, than I
have from disciplinary conferences. How can we
understand something as complex as gender,
sexuality, relationships, or mental health - my areas
of interest - just from a psychological perspective,
for example, or even just from a social science
perspective? We need history, human geography,
philosophy, cultural studies, as well as
neurobiology and endocrinology, law and
medicine.
In order to weave these knowledges together to
form a more complete understanding, we also need
to learn to talk between and across disciplines, not
assuming knowledge of particular theorists or
research methods, for example. This requires the
humility to know what we don't know, and the
compassion to meet people where they are, neither

of which are often present in academia, although
both were gratifyingly present at the Conference at
the End of the World.
As somebody who writes about non-binary
perspectives, I was also struck how many papers at
the conference emphasised the need to get beyond
binaries, to embrace paradoxes, or to acknowledge
what we don't know. We heard about the problems
with binary understandings of sexuality and race
for bi and mestiza people. We learnt how difficult it
is to divide people into religious and non-religious,
or acts into sexual and non-sexual. There were calls
to question sharp divisions between fiction and
reality and life and death in relation to experiences
which defy certainty in these areas.
The knowledges which underpin much of our
current academic disciplines often rest on binary
assumptions such as mind/body, self/other,
truth/fiction, and rational/emotional. There were
calls at the conference to decolonise curricula and
to draw on theories and understandings beyond
white, western philosophy and science, as well as
to question academic practices which divide
academic expert from research participant,
or academic from non-academic. As a recovering
academic who has always been in a process of
leaving academia, and who will also probably
never have entirely left, I appreciated these
perspectives.
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Seeking New Approaches to the Alternative: The Merging
of New Religious Movements and the Study of Religion
Aled Thomas (he/him)
Edward Graham-Hyde (he/him)

Abstract
This article is the product of discussions between the two authors concerning the status of ‘new’ religions in the
wider academic study of religions. The authors outline the classical typologies and definitions of New Religious
Movements (NRMs) that have dominated the field in recent decades and interrogate the ways in which the
World Religions Paradigm has marginalised the field to a detrimental extent. As ‘cultic rhetoric’ continues to
dominate media and public discourse surrounding ‘new’ religions, we propose that the field must be integrated
within the centre ground of the wider study of religions. Wherein normally separated paradigms become the
study of contemporary religion, which understands religion as the lived realities of everyday people. To this end,
the authors call for the field of contemporary religion to become accessible to those outside the ivory tower of
academia, in order to combat the dominant prejudiced narratives concerning minority forms of lived religion in
public discourses.

Introduction
This article stems from conversations and debates between two early career researchers specializing in the study
of new and minority forms of religion, and draws from conversations surrounding our papers at Alt-Ac.UK's
(Alt-Ac) The Conference at the End of the World in July 2020. Throughout the course of our respective research
projects, it has become apparent that the study of new religions remains a marginalised pursuit in the academic
study of religions. It is also clear that, despite the best attempts of scholars of new religions, ‘cultic rhetoric’
involving minority religions continues to be a dominant narrative in public discourse and media accounts. As the
nature and variety of religiosity continues to develop in the age of perceived secularization and digitization in
the 21st century, we propose that the study of New Religious Movements (NRMs) must become more closely
aligned with the wider study of religions. More specifically, by placing a greater emphasis on the lived realities
of NRMs rather than the previously dominant focus on typology, scholars can avoid presenting ‘new’ religions
as ‘other’, or even unintentionally ‘lesser’, in comparison to more established or traditional forms of religion.
Accordingly, we believe that research on NRMs should become synonymous with the study of ‘contemporary
religion’, in which the study of ‘doing religion’ presents NRMs as pathways for religious activities, and
provides a clear counter-narrative to the cultic rhetoric still prevalent in media accounts of minority religions.
Before outlining how the study of new religions can adapt to contemporary challenges in the study of
religions, it is wise to consider the typologies that are most closely associated with the study thus far so they can
be appropriately framed in modern studies. These can be divided into two categories: (i) the scholarly methods
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of identifying key characteristics of NRMs, and (ii) the process of secularization through which the existence of
NRMs has often been understood or contrasted against.

Frameworks of Identifying ‘New’ Religious Movements
The study of NRMs is most closely tied with the study of typologies; the defining characteristics and common
traits spread across ‘new’ religions. This is most arguably due to the association of NRM studies with the socalled ‘cult debate’ (Gallagher 2018). During the 1950s and 1960s, Western society saw the emergence of a
plethora of NRMs, many of which associated with the term ‘cult’, notably by the so-called anti-cult movement
(ACM) which portrayed conversion to NRMs in terms of charismatic but ultimately duplicitous leaders and the
brainwashing of gullible followers.
While the word ‘cult’ was common in late 19th century anthropological literature about religion, its
negative connotations compelled sociologists in the following century to search for terminology that was rather
less saturated with cultural bias (Saliba 1995). Initial distancing from the term cult provided alternative terms:
Contemporary Religious Movements (Robbins and Anthony 1979); Emergent Religion (Ellwood 1986);
Marginal Religious Movements (Harper and Le Beau 1993; Robbins and Anthony 1995); or Alternative
Religious Movements (Miller 1996). Nevertheless, the term ‘New Religious Movement’ became the most
widely used term in sociological discourse.
This desire for a more neutral category emerged following heated debates involving advocates of the
brainwashing thesis, such as Margaret Singer (2003a), a controversial figure in contemporary academic
discourse on ‘new’ religions. Viewed as an anticultist, Singer interpreted “all NRMs as destructive of individual
integrity and autonomy” (Dawson 2006, 97) by placing the brainwashing thesis at the core of her understanding
of ‘new’ religions (Singer 2003b).
Despite being prominent in the debates surrounding NRMs in the 1980s the work of Singer is treated
with scepticism by most prominent scholars in the field, with academics such as James Richardson arguing that
the brainwashing theory is used as “a powerful ‘social weapon’ for many partisans in the ‘cult controversy’”
(2003, 161) in an attempt to devalue, discredit, and undermine NRMs. Most notable is the pioneering work of
Eileen Barker on the Unification Church (commonly known as the Moonies), in which she rejected the
brainwashing theory on the grounds that there is no distinctly clear answer on whether the Unification Church
attracts members through rational choice or mind control, yet the evidence collected throughout her research
leans further towards an answer of active choice rather than irresistible conversion (1984, 250-251).
Barker’s work set a benchmark for future studies of controversial movements associated with the term
‘cult’, with the study of ‘New Religious Movements’ as neutral endeavour, distinct from anti-cultic studies,
beginning in earnest. While this term moved away from the cultural bias of ‘cults’, identifying NRMs presented
a new set of challenges, specifically relating to defining ‘new’ movements. During the early 1990s NRMs were
typically presented as organizations that provide particular answers to questions of a fundamentally religious,
spiritual or philosophical nature in a similar sense to mainstream religions, although they differ in how they
originated since the 1950s (Barker 1992). While this initially proved beneficial, pinpointing a watershed
moment as a barrier between ‘old’ and ‘new’ movements forces scholars to redefine NRMs when certain post1950s movements, such as the Church of Scientology or ISKCON, cease to be new (Chryssides 1999). In an
attempt to accommodate the highly relative nature of the term ‘new’, Chryssides (1999, 12) describes NRMs as
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‘recent’ phenomena, intentionally adopting a vague approach to avoid defining a precise point where a religion
is no longer ‘new’, thus allowing scholars to identify new movements on a case-by-case basis. Such an approach
allows for distinctions between movements such as Quakerism, which Chryssides (1999, 12) argues is not recent
enough to be considered new, and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (LDS), which is relatively
recent enough to be studied amongst NRMs.
Barker’s more recent work, for example, defines NRMs as “first-generation first-generation religions”1
(2014, 239, emphasis in original). A definition which takes into account the predominantly first-generation
membership of an NRM, whilst also taking movements with “more converts than members born into the
movement” (Barker 2014, 239) (such as the LDS) into account. This is an especially useful approach, as it
avoids generalisations based on the typologies which often dominate the discourse surrounding NRMs. By
attempting to avoid the problematic question of “what is new?”, scholarly definitions and understandings of
NRMs have become closely tied with the typologies that dominate conversations surrounding NRMs. The
aforementioned brainwashing thesis (Barker 1984), the charismatic leader who draws authority from the
devotion of their followers (Weber [1948], 1991; Barker 1992; Wessinger 2012), and secularization thesis
(Bruce 2011) have all played a significant role in the ways scholars have understood and categorized the
emergence of new religions in the 20th century, particularly post-World War II.
As an alternative to the problematic nature of identifying what constitutes as ‘new’ religions, scholars
have outlined key distinguishing characteristics of NRMs that offer a useful way of identifying movements that
can be classed as NRMs. For example, Bryan Wilson (1982) offered a definition of NRMs that focuses on what
new religions offer their followers, rather than the period in which they began. Noting that NRMs have the
potential to appeal to members of all ages, he argued that NRMs offer a revitalized vision of religious culture,
with a strong emphasis on salvation. This emphasis on salvation often involves the simplification of doctrine,
faster methods of achieving priestly roles (or lack of regard for priestly roles), and more rapid routes to spiritual
salvation in the current life. Wilson claimed that older and established religious movements are far more
hierarchical than NRMs, often only offering full fulfilment to those in their higher ranks, whilst NRMs not only
offer ‘short-cuts in learning, [but also] encourage education for the laity in matters that were once the specialist
concern of priests’ (Wilson 1982, 124).
Similarly, Roy Wallis (1984) offered a number of categories that encompassed a wide range of
movements based on their interactions (or lack thereof) with wider and external communities. He divided
differing types of NRMs into three categories; ‘World Rejecting’, ‘World Affirming’ and ‘World
Accommodating’. Wallis (1984) described the ‘World Rejecting’ NRMs in term of the belief that humanity has
lost contact with an ultimate reality, providing the example of ISKCON and the Children of God. These types of
movement distance themselves from wider society in order to place themselves closer to a deity’s calling. The
‘World Affirming’ movements, such as Scientology and Transcendental Meditation, offer a strong contrast to
the latter. They view the current social order as desirable and believe that humanity has the ability to reach its
higher potential by using disciplines that have, as of yet, only been utilized by a minority of people; this can
include a variety of techniques and skills. The final type of NRMs are the ‘World Accommodating’ movements,
such as Neo-Pentecostalism. These movements do not see religion as a primarily social matter; rather they
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provide stimulation to one’s personal affairs, such as reinvigorating an individual’s life, whilst having relatively
few implications for how life should be lived (Wallis 1984).
In addition to sociological examinations of how NRMs interact with society, other scholars have
attempted to demonstrate similarities that NRMs may share with each other in terms of organizational
structures. A particular concern for all emerging NRMs is the question of survival and how the movement plans
on maintaining its presence in subsequent generations, particularly following the death of the founder. This is an
issue that Rodney Stark has focused upon in his studies. Stark argues that a successful NRM may prosper in
competition with more traditional religious groups ‘within a relatively unregulated religious economy … [and
that] new religious organizations will do best where conventional religious mobilization is low’ (Stark 2007,
266). In an attempt to provide a theoretical model for the survival of NRMs, Stark outlines ten propositions that
NRMs must follow if they are to succeed, ranging from the need for non-empirical doctrine and a motivated
labour team, to the need to engage successfully with outsiders and the young in an attempt to minimize
defection (Stark 2007).
These frameworks of identifying, categorising, and understanding NRMs remain at the core of the
sociological study of ‘new’ religions. They have played a significant role in moving scholarship away from
cultic discourse and more towards a critical and balanced study of minority groups. Yet, as we will go on to
demonstrate, the processes of mediatization and digitization have created new environments for religious actions
and the emergence of new communities, several of which fall outside the frameworks of 20th century
scholarship. We do not intend to suggest that these frameworks and typologies should be discarded. Quite the
opposite - these understandings of ‘new’ religions can be enriched by adopting methods from the wider study of
religions, which in turn can move the study of NRMs away from the margins of ‘niche’ academic discourse and
towards a central role in defining our understanding of contemporary forms of religion.

Secularization and Minority Religions
It is our endeavour to holistically interrogate the field as it currently is and it would be remiss of us to fail in
addressing the secularisation thesis. Especially considering that a common typology of NRMs is as a response to
secularisation. Bryan Wilson defines secularisation as relating to:
a process of transfer of property, power, activities, and both manifest and latent functions,
from institutions with a supernaturalist frame of reference to (often new) institutions
operating according to empirical, rational, pragmatic criteria (1985, 11-12).
In essence, secularisation (for Wilson, at least) refers to a process of change in which religion is
replaced with an institution dealing in the physical, not meta-physical domain. Perhaps Bowker (2000, online)
further illuminates Wilson’s initial ideas by defining secularisation as: ‘the process whereby people, losing
confidence in other-worldly or supernatural accounts of the cosmos and its destiny abandon religious beliefs and
practices, or whereby religion loses its influence on society’ (2000, online).
Certainly, this fits with Wilson's initial stance that religious institutions would decay and that all
religious activities would be replaced by rational, irreligious, activities. Bruce helpfully surmises the above as
simply ‘the displacement of religion from the centre of human life’ (2011, 1) which is something that occurs
over a sustained amount of time.
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It is worth picking up on some areas of contention in Bruce’s work on secularisation. Firstly, Bruce
chooses to use the word ‘cult’ despite that debate being long settled and NRM as the established term in use.
Whilst Bruce does use the term NRM, he seems to pick and choose which NRMs are referred to using that term
– without any real justification. We find this point worth noting as this is the very issue in which we find
frustrating in the field of study currently; and to those that find this a minor point, that is the very reason this
discussion of terms needs to be on-going. Secondly, his entire defence of secularisation, when considering
religions outside of the World Religions Paradigm (WRP), is founded upon the ideology, discourse and
methodological practice of the WRP. The WRP is ‘a culturally constructed symbol, metaphor, or tool, that
functions to simplify, for “good” or “ill”, areas of human behaviour that have been deemed “religious”’ (Cotter
and Robertson 2016b, 13). In other words, the WRP is a highly simplistic method through which religion can be
understood as sui generis and institutional forms of religion, typically through Western perspectives (Fitzgerald
2000; Knott 2005; Thomas Forthcoming: 2021). Similar to the frameworks of the WRP, Bruce’s argument that
current institutional religion is becoming less central is based upon the centrality that institutional religion has
built for itself within academia.
In order to fully define secularisation, Bruce (2011) admits that one would need a definition of religion.
If one needs a definition of religion in order to better understand secularisation, then the definition must be
reflective of society as is. Unfortunately, most secularisation theorists tend to use substantive definitions and
ignore phenomenological, and even functional, definitions of religion which do not often support the notion of
secularisation; rather, the adaptation of religiosity instead. Certainly, the above is one of the ways in which the
study of NRMs has been framed within the context of the study of religion. It is easy to see how the hegemony
of the WRP within academia makes this a problematic framing at best, and severely ignorant at worst.
We would suggest that an interpretative approach to defining religion is more appropriate for the field at
large. The field would benefit from allowing adherents to define their view of religion, rather than having it
defined for them2. The problem with definitions of religion in the current body of literature is that, on some
level, they almost always require some form of comparison to WRP hegemony in the Western context. Equally,
in having a comparison in the first place, NRMs are ‘othered’ and this simply serves the malicious intentions of
the anti-cultists and ill-researched media narrative that still plagues the cultural discourse surrounding NRMs.
Nevertheless, we reject any notion that we cannot still attempt to define and identify minority and
majority religions but instead suggest that consistent review, research and debate is necessary in order to ensure
that scholarly understanding of what religion consists of, and how it is perceived, is reflective of society as
perceived by the individuals living in it. Obviously, religion to Ancient Israelites is going to have a drastically
different meaning to Scientologists in the 21st century. Thus, the impact and influence this has within society will
fluctuate. We must ask ourselves, why do those of us in our ivory tower seek to define and outline the lived
experience of adherents when we have a wonderful opportunity to understand the reality of individuals and the
impact that has on religion, culture and society?
The secularisation debate has been characterised by definitions, occurring within paradigms, which
these authors argue are outdated. We instead adopt the approach of Primiano (1995) who challenges the status
quo of 'official religion' (WRP) within the context of scholarly work. Primiano identifies official religion as:

2

We recognise that Japanese religion, fandoms, and digital communities are often referred to as religious when adherents would not define
themselves in this way. There are limitations with a participant-led approach to defining. We invite discussion into this area.
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a Western scholarly concept [which] has been sustained partly out of deference to the
historical and cultural hegemony of Christianity which has set the dominant tone for
Western culture (1995, 45).
When one takes this into account, it is easy to see that the secularisation thesis is founded upon the
hegemony of a leviathan that once was, which still has much of academia in its clutches, rather than an accurate
reflection of the lived reality of individuals in societies. Much like the fluctuating nature of individual identity
over time, the secularisation thesis (and any definitions and derivatives from it) need to fluctuate in kind.
We do not reject secularisation when it refers to world religions as the evidence is clear, but we do not
agree that the above definitions and outlines are sufficient for the study of lived religion. Religious institutions
have morphed, power has shifted, and society has fluxed as a result; however, we also accept that vernacular
religious practice and belief, by its very nature, demonstrates the secularisation thesis, as is, to be inadequate.
Critics of the secularisation thesis, and there are many, suggest that the traditional understandings of
religious expression have merely morphed rather than eroded. Grace Davie (1994) identifies that individuals still
believe whilst not belonging to religious institutions, as traditionally understood. One could argue that Grace
Davie's position of 'belief without belonging' is, in and of itself, a better definition for secularisation than those
posited by proponents of the thesis. It is clear that the hegemony of the WRP is in decline, but it does not equate
to suggesting that religion is being displaced from the centre of human life.
Stark & Bainbridge (1985, 1987) also suggested that religion has morphed and not eroded beyond
functionality. They argue, at the risk of over-simplifying their work, that individuals make rational decisions in
joining religious groups (although reasons for joining can be debated). The very fact these decisions take place,
in 'secularised' society, is antithetical to the notion of religion becoming less important and no longer central to
human life, and society. When one chooses to identify as irreligious, that is also a reflection of the importance
one places on religion in that they recognise their identity is not religious; this is not a displacement of religion
from the centre but a recognition that religion is more than just a label.
We argue that secularisation, in macro terms, is simply the established religious institutional decline
culminating in the downscaling, but not complete erosion, of current majority religious institutional hegemony.
That is to say, traditional Christian pervasive influence of Western society has decreased (which can be
measured in societal norms and values; e.g. gay marriage, abortion, fluid sexuality, fluid gender, etc.) and in that
sense - the secularisation thesis has some merit. However, within micro terms, we reject that the importance of
religion is being displaced from the individual. The pluralisation of religious expression, in the UK at least, is
evidence that the importance one places on spiritual, religious and communal belief and actions has not
diminished but rather refracted into other forms.
If our critique of secularisation is accepted as is, then that unquestionably leaves space for the study of
minority religion in the same context as majority religion; the world religion paradigm that has often been used
to ‘other’ the study of NRMs collapses as inadequate. Thus, the paradigm of research shifts and scholars are
able to discuss and report on the lived experience of religion within a holistic understanding of the religious
milieu; rather than the currently fractured understanding due to the separation of NRM and Religion within
scholarly work; with the dominance of WRP as a continuous assumption.
Individualised forms of religion, even if 'traditionally secular', should shape the field of research.
Certainly, our initial research identifies that individuals have somewhat of a postmodern, 'pick 'n' mix', attitude
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towards belief and practices. The construction of one's reality not only shapes their interactions with wider
society but also society itself; meaning secularisation as traditionally understood cannot be accepted. Equally,
our preliminary research shows that individuals are able to spiritually operate opposite to Davie’s assertion:
people belong without believing also - with an increased emphasis on practice, ritual, and everyday life above
metaphysical issues. Whilst this needs to be substantiated further, it certainly adds credence to our rejection of
the current secularisation thesis. There is a definitive importance placed on the matters of spirituality, the
providers of spiritual exploration, and the understanding of oneself. At the same time, there is also a continued
clear indication that the innate need for community, a desire to belong to more than oneself, and a desire to be a
positive influence in the world is central to human existence – all of which are religious in nature yet open to
fluctuation.

New Religious Movements and the Wider Study of Contemporary Religion: An Intertwined
Field
Until now the study of NRMs has frequently been viewed as a niche study in both the sociology of religion and
the interdisciplinary category of Religious Studies, arguably to the detriment of the overall field. This is partly
due to the emphasis on the WRP, which has dominated the academic study of religions until recent years. The
focus of the WRP on what Cotter and Robertson describe as ‘the big five’ (2016b, 2) (Christianity, Islam,
Hinduism, Judaism, Buddhism) has left little room for the study of NRMs, both within scholarly publications
and the Religious Studies classroom. While academic work is continuously shifting further away from the WRP,
as notably demonstrated in Cotter and Robertson’s edited volume, After World Religions (2016a), its impact on
the field continues to be felt. Yet by placing an increased emphasis on studying religion as something people
‘do’ (Primiano 1995; Bowman and Valk 2014), such as everyday actions and activities, the study of religions
has opened new opportunities for further integration with the field of NRM studies. By avoiding cultural biases
to the best of one’s ability, a scholar can approach the study of a new or minority religion alongside more
mainstream forms of religiosity. This can allow, for example, Scientologist practices on the one hand, and
Roman Catholic practices on the other, to be explored as equal forms of religious actions, without a cultural bias
dictated by the WRP through a favouring of more traditional communities. Furthermore, due to the often
unorthodox nature of ‘new’ religions, the study of NRMs as contemporary expressions of religious actions can
act as a useful avenue through which global processes, such as mediatization, can be understood.
A key distinction between the ground-breaking research on NRMs during the 1980s and the study of
contemporary religions is the significant development of digitization in recent decades. The increasing
popularity and use of digital technology has resulted in a global network, in which cultures, societies, and
communities have become entangled and interconnected more intensely than at any time in previous history,
and now maintain an ‘almost unavoidable contact’ (Beyer 1994, 2). In his research on NRMs, James Beckford
framed the emergence of religion in relation to a process of ‘rapid social change’, in which he argued that
‘religion, as a social phenomenon, is never entirely static: change is endemic’ (1986, xi). Accordingly, the ‘rapid
social change’ Beckford associates with NRMs relates to their contribution to society and their response to
social change, making NRMs ‘social and cultural laboratories where experiments in ideas, feelings and social
relations are carried out’ (1986, xv). Indeed, scholarship on NRMs and secularization has provided a detailed
foundation upon which the process of digitization can be understood. NRMs have often acted as vehicles for the
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transmission of religion in new contexts and through new channels in the past. ISKCON brought Hinduism – or
a version of it – to the West, for example, while the more recent use of new digital media for religious
transmission by NRMs, such as Scientology, further illustrate Beckford’s point that NRMs are akin to
laboratories for conducting experiments in social change.
The approach of understanding new religions as broad indices of rapid social change continue to be
pertinent in the field of contemporary religions, particularly the intersections of religion and popular culture, and
the emergence of hyper-real and invented religions (Cusack 2010; Possamai 2012). Indeed, as Barker observes,
‘[i]t is difficult to exaggerate the difference that the availability of the Internet has made to NRMs’ (Barker
2017, 13), which has created an environment in which new religions can emergence and flourish. On a basic
level, the Internet has been transformative in allowing 20th century movements to communicate their ideas with
wider audiences. For example, Free Zone Scientologists (Scientologists practising outside the institutional
Church of Scientology) have made effective use of the Internet to disseminate their interpretations of L. Ron
Hubbard’s works and theories with wider audiences (Schorey 2016; Singler 2017, 65).
Beyond its use as a method of communication for Free Zone Scientologists, however, the Internet has a
deep significance for contemporary Free Zone practices by allowing independent Scientologist auditors to
conduct online auditing sessions and innovate their practices without the dictations of top-down institutional
hierarchies (Thomas Forthcoming: 2021). Furthermore, placing a focus on the lived realities of digital practices
in Free Zone Scientology demonstrates a breakdown in the typologies that have previously dominated the field
of NRM studies - perhaps most notably the influence of the charismatic leader. As the singular leader of
Scientology, L. Ron Hubbard has embodied the role of the charismatic leader who inspires devotion and
adoration from his followers (Barker 1992). Yet when discussing the Free Zone milieu, wherein many
‘Freezoners’ often distance themselves from Hubbard’s original Scientologist practices through developing their
own auditing techniques and creating new versions of the E-Meter (a device used in auditing), resulting in
highly fluid environments for Free Zone communities. These innovations and use of physical objects are best
understood through the materialist perspectives and a lived religion method (Thomas Forthcoming: 2021;
Tremlett 2013, 11), resulting in the opportunity for NRMs to be best understood as examples of contemporary
21st century religion with a significant insight for scholars across the spectrum of the study of religions.
In addition to contributing to a breakdown in NRMs typologies amongst 20th century groups
transitioning into the 21st century, the Internet has provided a platform through which hyper-real/invented
religions and digital mythologies, particularly those intertwined with popular culture to emerge, such as
‘Matrixism’, ‘Jediism’, and communities based around the Harry Potter franchise (Cusack 2010; Asimos
Forthcoming: 2021). Hyper-real religions are a particularly fitting example of NRMs’ ability to act as indices of
rapid social change (Beckford 1986, xv): they represent innovative and cutting-edge use of technology amongst
everyday people, demonstrating an overlap between the notion of ‘new religions’ and everyday lived religion.
Moreover, despite their relatively ‘new’ status, hyper-real religions and fandoms feature little (or any) of the
typologies commonly associated with models of NRMs. This distancing demonstrates a need for NRM studies
to accommodate the wider field of contemporary religion as it continues to develop, particularly through digital
mediums.
The impact of digital forms of religions can be viewed both online and in set physical locations. Vivian
Asimos’ (2019) ethnographic analysis of ‘contemporary movement’ CoxCon, a conference for fans of online
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video game YouTuber Jesse Cox, outlines how fan conventions can act as meeting spaces and forms of
pilgrimage for ‘fandoms’ exclusively formed online. This does not mean that online communities value physical
gatherings above their digital communities, however. Fandoms, online communities, and hyper-real religions
represent everyday religious actions in the 21st century, often assuming great significance for individual
practitioners. While (as we observed above) research of fandoms, digital communities, and hyper-real religions
may seem removed from the dominant typologies of NRM studies, they are in fact new religions, as understood
by Barker’s (2017) categorisation of NRMs as consisting of first-generation members. Furthermore, much like
‘classical’ understandings of NRMs, they often offer a counter-narrative to the dominant institutional forms of
religion favoured by the World Religions Paradigm. Yet the digital ethnographic methods and literature required
to study and analyse these communities may be unfamiliar to scholars of NRMs.
With these examples of digital religion in mind, the processes of digitization and globalization have
therefore created distinctive opportunities and challenges for the study of NRMs to become fully integrated with
the wider study of religions. Freed from the constraints of the WRP, the field of NRM studies can assume a
more dominant role in the study of religions by becoming categorised as a study of ‘contemporary religion’,
wherein technological advancements and rapid social change have created more fluid, innovative, and nonhierarchical relationships between a variety of communities, both ‘old’ and ‘new’.

A Collaborative Endeavour: Projecting the ‘Muted Voice’
In early 2018 a panel of committee members from the British Association for the Study of Religions (BASR)
convened to discuss the public impact of the academic study of religions (Cotter et al. 2018). A dominant theme
throughout their conversation was the idea of the study of religions ‘becoming a muted voice’. In other words,
scholarship within the interdisciplinary field of Religious Studies is failing to take a larger role in public
discourse surrounding the category of ‘religion’, and not ‘making its voice heard’.3 This arguably paints an even
more concerning picture for NRM studies, which currently holds a position as a niche subfield in the study of
religions. The often controversial nature of subject matters addressed in NRM studies, in addition to the cultic
rhetoric of media depictions of new religions, calls for carefully constructed and researched scholarship that
communicates a balanced approach to new religions to public audiences.
From the emergence of NRM studies as a field of study to the present day, the media has remained the
public’s primary source of information on NRMs, frequently positioning minority movements as dangerous,
sinister, and occasionally comedic in sensationalistic accounts and exposes (Barker 2017, 11). Furthermore,
while the ‘cult debates’ of the 1970s and 1980s may not seem as prevalent as they once were, there is a clear reemergence of cultic rhetoric and language in recent years. Writing for the Religion & Politics blog, Benjamin E.
Zeller (2019) recently explored the ‘Cult of Trump’, in which he demonstrated that the use of anti-cult language
(‘cult’, ‘brainwashing’, ‘drinking the Kool Aid’ etc.) is being adopted to delegitimize and mock political
opponents. Recent political discourse in the UK also demonstrates Zeller’s observations, with Alan Johnson (the
former Labour Home Secretary) describing left-wing activist group Momentum as a ‘little cult’ (Jones 2019,
online). It is an effective method for political agents. Highly charged accusations such as these paint a vivid
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This conclusion is likely to not surprise most scholars of religion, but is an issue to always keep in mind - as scholars we should always
strive to communicate our ideas outside the ‘ivory tower’ of academia, and excellent scholarship should be open and accessible to wider
publics.
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picture – of activists/voters that have lost a sense of reason, embraced an irrational worldview, or simply been
mindlessly enamoured by their leader.
Another notable example of recent media engagement with NRMs is Netflix’s ‘Cults, Explained’
(2019), an episode of its Explained series. On the surface, it is a fairly typical short documentary which
positions NRMs as frequently harmful cultic organisations associated with brainwashing, stating that “most
cults insist they’re not cults, and almost nobody in a cult realises they’re in one” (Netflix 2019, online). The
episode, however, is notable for its highly selective discussion of sociological studies of NRMs - even making
reference to a paper from Margaret Singer, one of the most prominent anti-cultic academics of the 1980s who
wrote significantly on the notion of brainwashing. It is notable that Reza Aslan also featured in the documentary
to explain that many scholars in the study of religions prefer the term ‘New Religious Movements’ (emphasising
that ‘cult’ is a value judgement), yet little reference is made to any tangible balanced NRM scholarship beyond
anti-cultic research, not least the pioneering work of Barker in rejecting the brainwashing thesis (1984; see also
Anthony and Robbins 2008). The episode maintains a distinct ‘anti-cultic’ approach, neglecting to explain that
Singer’s position, once popular in the 1980s, now serves as a counter-narrative in contemporary studies of
NRMs.
The Explained episode serves as a reminder that media accounts of NRMs, which hold significant
influence in public discourse, continue to adopt anti-cultic narratives despite decades of nuanced scholarship
from academics in the field of new religions. This is a challenge that scholars of new religions have not taken
lightly, perhaps best demonstrated by Eileen Barker’s establishment of INFORM (Information Network Focus
on Religious Movements), an independent charity which specialises in the public dissemination of balanced
research on new and minority movements, often collaborating with government and educational bodies, and
social workers (INFORM n.d.). INFORM continues to make a significant and extremely valuable contribution
to public understanding on new religions, but there remains a need for further communication between the
research conducted in academic circles and the media bodies which influence public discourse - a responsibility
for all scholars researching minority and often-marginalised communities.
This is a task that is easier said than done. As Stephen Gregg, one of the BASR panellists, remarks ‘when you’re trying to explain to a journalist that, actually, this is complicated – that’s not what a journalist
wants. They want sound-bites. They want public discourse about our academic disciplines to be simple and to be
black and white’ (Cotter et al. 2018, online). This creates a difficulty for scholars of NRMs attempting to
disseminate nuanced approaches to sensitive and highly contested topics with media sources which would prefer
more straightforward (and often sensationalised) ‘sound-bites’ that quickly summarise a complex topic.
However, as the BASR panellists demonstrate, the issues for NRM scholars are shared across the study of
religions. This is an incredibly difficult challenge, and we do not intend to propose that we have the answer to
what is arguably a crisis for the field. However, the challenges posed by the study of religions becoming a
‘muted voice’ has offered us the opportunity to form a collaborative endeavour (across the field of Religious
Studies) that moves the study of ‘contemporary religions’ (which includes NRMs) away from the ‘ivory towers’
of academia and towards public discourse. With the WRP breaking down to give way to a study of ‘religion’ as
a study of everyday activities and actions, scholars of contemporary religion (‘new’ or otherwise) can work
towards a presentation of the critical and non-confessional study of religion which addresses complex issues in
the public domain. Such an approach will also bring NRM studies in from the margins to join the centre of the
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field, allowing the highly valuable work of scholars of new religions to shape the wider study of religion, in
which NRMs are not seen as ‘other’ forms of religion, but as examples of the lived realities of everyday people.

Conclusion
Throughout this article we have outlined the ways in which the study of NRMs has become marginalised by the
World Religions Paradigm, with a number of implications for both NRM studies and the wider academic study
of religions. We have argued that these paradigms are no longer fit for purpose and are in need of a coherent
vision that tackles wider public and media discourse on the nature of religion in contemporary society. Scholars
of religion (‘new’ or otherwise) are faced with the challenge of becoming a ‘muted voice’ (Cotter et al. 2018),
which calls for a unified approach to the study of contemporary religion which both communicates scholarly
work outside the ivory tower of academia, whilst also avoiding ‘othering’ NRMs as ‘lesser’ forms of religiosity.
Creating divisions between ‘new’ religions and the older movements favoured by the WRP has made
the study of NRMs a niche pursuit. This is problematic. The study of NRMs should instead take centre field
alongside other disciplines in the study of religions, in which we propose that we focus on all types of religiosity
as ‘contemporary religion’4. The development of NRMs in the 21st century, as demonstrated by the breakdown
of typologies and the emergence of hyper-real religions, have increasingly blurred the lines between ‘NRM
studies’ and studies of contemporary religion. By exploring these issues through the lived religion approach, in
which we study religion as the everyday beliefs and actions of people ‘on-the-ground’, studies of ‘new’ and
‘traditional’ religions instead become a study of contemporary religion. Therefore ‘new’ or ‘minority’ groups
are not marginalised because of institutional and hierarchical academic structures, but instead offer avenues
through which religion in contemporary society can be explored.
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Journal Roundtable Response

What does an alternative academia look like to you?
David Robertson
(he/him)
This is the most interesting question for me. Is
“alternative academia” an alternative to academia,
or an alternative academia? That is to say, does it
challenge the norms of academia to establish an
alternative, or does it recreate those norms for a
community who feel excluded from mainstream
academia? Probably the answer is a bit of both. But
for me, these are not the same thing at all.
The first point, the task of challenging academic
norms, is not simple either. If the aim is to
challenge the conservatism and traditionalism of
academic institutions, then I am all in. So much of
academia relies on outmoded technologies
(journals, physical libraries, exams, essays,
seminars, etc), social hierarchies, economic models
and even problematic epistemic positions, that
comprehensive institutional change is sorely
needed. The problem here is that academia is part
of the “ideological state apparatus” that justifies
and mystifies power inequalities in contemporary
society, and there are not yet enough people in
academia who are prepared to challenge that.
But if we are also to challenge theoretical and
methodological norms of academia, I am more
wary. Certainly, there are areas where ideas need to
move faster—particularly the attachment to
colonial ideas and views of history. But when we
seek to move away from a strict adherence to
scientific principles, I am not on board. This is the
very point of the modern university—which is not
to say that other epistemic principles are not just as
valuable, but rather that the point of the
university—of academia—is to promote and
support this one approach. Other institutions exist
for other positions.
(Now, if you want to argue that the scientificmaterialist epistemology is the product of Western
imperialism, I wouldn’t disagree. But the solution
to that isn’t to mix it with a bunch of other things.
The answer is to stop positing academia as the
pinnacle and arbitrator of all knowledge. Not all
research is academic—and that’s OK. Relativising
epistemologies means less Western scientific

materialism, and therefore less academia. If you put
more chairs around the Master’s Table, it’s still the
Master’s Table.)
The idea of an alternative academia seems to be a
different thing, though. There is certainly a need for
a space to nurture non-tenured researchers, given
the shrinking of the sector and the increase of
various forms of precarious employment.
Importantly, there is also the need to share
resources and ideas in establishing new outlets and
forms of generating income. But at what point does
it cease to be “academia” and become something
else, something new? Are all the reasons that
people are excluded from academic positions
equally problematic? And how do we challenge the
conservatism of academia if all the fresh, diverse
voices have gone elsewhere?

Meg-John Barker
(they/them)
What came up for me, during the conference, was
that it still retained a familiar format: being a series
of short presentations where people spoke about
their research to an audience. I would like to see
more radical changes to how we engage with
research, teaching, and the presentation of
knowledge in future. Two things I would
particularly highlight are the need to put consent at
the heart of these endeavours, and the need to value
embodied emotional practice as highly as critical
thinking.
The neoliberal university is an utterly nonconsensual institution, embedded as it is within a
broader capitalist system. For example, different
forms of labour are valued very differently - both
among academics in terms of who gets promoted
and financially rewarded, and between academics
and other staff, from HR to cleaners.
Processes such as assessment, vivas, and journal
reviews are constructed in ways which
differentially reward those who are more
privileged, who are more likely to have learnt how
to 'play the game'. For example, consider how
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many marginalised groups are trained - in wider
society - to defer to authority, to assume that others'
voices and opinions are more valuable than their
own, and even to fear violence if they stand up and
defend themselves to authority figures. Consider
how people from those groups may feel entering a
viva, compared to somebody who has been taught
that their opinions have intrinsic value, and that
defending their position to others is a fun way to
spend their time.
Also academics are expected to produce more and
more with little consideration of the different
capacities people have, to be in competition with
each other for scarce resources, and to compare and
judge themselves against others, and to the shifting
targets of so-called 'excellence'.
I would like to see alternative academia put consent
at the heart of the endeavour, constantly asking
what would be required for everyone involved to
feel free-enough and safe-enough to participate, to
express themselves, to bring their vulnerabilities as
well as their strengths, and to articulate their
diverse needs and boundaries. At the level of a
single event this may involve considering group
agreements around engagement, and access
intimacy. At the level of the institution it requires
exploring what ideas, processes, and labour are
more or less valued, and how we might develop
cultures of consent, and respond to inevitable
situations of non-consent.
Relatedly, authors such as bell hooks and Beth
Berila have questioned how we can expect students

- and colleagues - to take on board critical theories
and ideas, without providing them with any of the
practices required to sit with the - often
uncomfortable and painful feelings - these bring up,
or to address how they relate to their lived
experiences.
The 'trigger warning' debates a few years back
highlighted the fact that not all students or
academics are in the same place when they enter
the classroom or conference, where the assumed
default is often a relatively privileged person who
does not carry the traumas of oppression,
marginalisation, or victimisation. Academic trans
'debates' in recent years have also made it clear
how people from marginalised groups are expected
to tolerate - or even welcome - their identities and
experiences being dismissed and debated in the
name of academic freedom. Bullying and sexual
harassment remain an everyday experience for
many academics and students.
I would like to see trauma-informed, embodied,
pedagogical approaches woven into the curriculum,
and embedded within academic events and the
everyday academic life, given just as much weight
as the presentation and exchange of intellectual
ideas. It would be helpful to draw, for example, on
transformative justice approaches as an alternative
to policing and punishing models in institutions,
developing communities of mutual care where
everyone can become skilled in practices of selfreflection and compassionate communication.
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Places of Death: Dying in Northern Japan
Steven G.B MacWhinnie
(he/him)
Abstract
The physical spaces of death that have arisen in 20th century Japan are the result of pre-war religious influences,
cultural artifice, and modernist design of the economic bubble years. As the population of Japan ages, the places
of death also change. The built environments surrounding death reflect a certain Japaneseness, which is both
timeless, and aged. To attempt to understand this relationship between Japanese people and the space of death,
this paper discusses the mobilities of the places of death that can be found in northern Japan. This is done
through an investigation into a crematorium, a public cemetery, and a Buddhist temple.

Introduction
With an increasing awareness of, and attention to, how society and culture reacts to—and with—death, there is an
increased importance in understanding the complex systems surrounding the structures and edifices of death and dying.
These systems are ingrained in cultural norms, and yet are a piece of society that is pushed to the periphery. Death work
and death culture are manifest throughout Japan, in the ubiquity of advertisements offering gravestones, in the openhouses held by funeral parlors, and the inescapable fact that for aging, rural areas, death is always present.
This study is situated in the midst of that complex system that encompasses the processes of death. It serves as an
attempt to interpret the interconnectedness of different physical locations that are linked to death as stops on a journey.
As the human body moves from flesh to ash, and the soul moves from the physical confines of the human body to the
‘after’, there is movement. This is true both of the deceased, and also for the family who is left behind who must move
through, and interact with, a variety of spaces as they complete culturally prescribed rituals that form Japanese death
culture.
In analyzing the places of death in modern society, this paper takes a new mobilities approach (Cresswell, 2010).
This framework allows for an exploration of the movement of people through space while addressing the wider, social
implications of those movements. In this paper, the focus is narrowed to the specific movements of the deceased and the
bereaved family through a series of spaces with a discussion of the connection of those movements to society in modern
Japan.
To accomplish this aim, this paper takes an “approach to human mobility that considers the fact of movement and
the meanings attached to movement, and the experienced practice of movement.” (Cresswell, 2010, p. 22). This is done
in the context of the physical spaces of death and dying in northern Japan. This examination of these spaces sheds light
on the manner in which they have been derived from different social and political factors. The Japanese context of death
and dying is built upon historical practices and cultural legacies which continue to influence the performance of funeral
rites to this day.
The researcher visited the physical spaces of death to employ a “mobile ethnography” (Sheller & Urry, 2006, p
217). As I visited each location in turn— a crematorium, a cemetery, a Buddhist temple — I considered each location as
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it related to the movement of the human body on its journey from physical to the eternal. These three spaces encapsulated
the process from being to non-being. For the family in the process of grieving, these locations serve as physical
manifestations of change, both physical and spiritual. As the researcher, I stand as observer to these practices.
The location of this anthropological investigation was Aomori prefecture in northern Japan. Japan is unique in
many ways, as while the world looks forward to a continually aging population (Hartcher, 2020), Japan is far ahead with
a population that is expected to continuing shrinking by 1 million people annually, bringing the population from 123
million (in 2020) to 88 million in 2065 (Otake, 2017). In Aomori prefecture, this dramatic change is perhaps more acute
than the rest of the country, with the prefecture facing the second fastest rate of population decline (Kumagai, 2010). This
dramatic change in population dynamics is likely to bring about a change in funeral practice: perhaps as the result of a
shift in cultural perceptions of death and dying, or more certainly, as a necessary result of de-population with its far
reaching social-economic repercussions. Already, these changes are starting to influence the way that death is thought
about in Japan (e.g. Suzuki, 2000). With fewer young people to carry on the rites and rituals essential for present-day
death practices, and the rites required following death, it is nearly assured that there will be a change in the way that
society deals with death.
Much as the deceased and bereaved move through different spaces, this paper, too, moves from place to place,
examining each in relation to the role of that location in death culture. There is particular emphasis placed on the
mobilities of the participants, living and dead, as they move through these spaces.

Place one: Hirosaki City Crematorium
I visited the crematorium in Fall of 2019. The leaves had changed color and begun to fall; snow lightly coated the
mountains in the distance. The rain fell lightly as I approached the building. There was a prevailing sense of eternal
peacefulness, mixed with an unease at the realization that this was the place where body becomes ash.

Hirosaki Crematorium was constructed in 1983. It was designed by Maekawa Kumio (前川國男), an architect
who worked to modernize Hirosaki city. Maekawa worked to change the image of Hirosaki city from a feudal, castle
town, to a modernize city full of modern, western buildings (Ishida, 2016). He is responsible for eight civic structures
throughout the city, including city hall. His work was influenced by Le Corbusier (Ishida, 2016). This is clearly
communicated in the design and structure of the crematorium. His intent to bring Hirosaki into the modern age is attested
in the seamlessness of modernist aesthetics which are adapted to serve the citizens of Hirosaki, while at the same time
placing the modernization of the city in a culturally significant location — the final location of being is now a
representation of the new Japan to emerge out of the ashes of WWII.
The crematorium is located next to a cemetery and at the bottom of a hill. Access to the crematorium is adequate,
but it is generally hidden from sight. A casual motorist would be unlikely to stumble upon it. To reach the crematorium, a
road next to the cemetery must be followed. To reach this space, a conscious decision must be made, there is a
purposefulness in movement of those who arrive.
Approaching the building itself there is an abundance of greenery. The landscape in approach is well maintained
with shaped topiary and grass cut to length. The main entrance is a grand awning where a hearse may be parked to move
a corpse into the crematorium. Here the corpse and coffin are transferred from the car to a stretcher that will be used to
place the body into a cremator. The family will gather to watch, but the actually handling of the corpse will be done by
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the staff of the crematorium. There is a distinct separation between those who handle the dead, and the family who
observes. The power to handle the dead is no longer in the realm of the familial.
Upon entering the building there is a small office to the left, and a reception desk. As a rule, it is funerary
companies who take care of the necessary paperwork before a body is cremated. A representative from a funeral
company will provide the proper permits at the reception desk and take care of any payment for the family. The funeral
company will have explained this process to the family. Although it will ultimately be the family who bears the cost of
cremation, the funeral company takes the responsibly, and the admiration, for handling this task.
The process of application for cremation is fairly straight forward, the family, or a representative from the funeral
company, will bring a copy of the death certificate, obtained from the attending physician at the time of death, and
submit this at city hall and be given a cremation permit. This permit, along with 6,000 yen for adults, 4,000 yen for
children, and 2,000 yen for infants, is given to the reception desk. These prices are for residents of the city and the cost of
cremation more than doubles for people living outside of the city who wish to use the crematorium.
The payment and movement of the corpse is carried out by professionals. This service further separates the family
from the matters related to death. The family enters the crematorium as observers, rather than participants. This
movement away from direct involvement at this stage in the process allows the family to avoid death pollution that
would otherwise result from the handling of the dead, but also denies access to the privilege of providing a final service
to a loved one who has died. The funeral company and crematorium staff take on the role that would have traditionally
been the duty of the direct family (Suzuki, 2013).
In the increasing monetization of the funeral industry, the staff who take care of families develop a strong
relationship with families. Suzuki (2000) notes that it was not unusual to find that funeral company staff members
maintained relationships with their clients’ families, even after the funeral was complete, indeed, even in some cases
serving as a sort of counselor. At Hirosaki crematorium the family become observers, they are guided into this place of
transformation less as empowered family, there to engage in the transformation of flesh to ash, but more as observers to
be shepherded from chamber to chamber.
In Japan, it is possible for families to execute the cremation process without the use of a funeral company. Indeed,
it recently made news when a company started to sell DIY funeral kits (Savillo, 2019). However, at Hirosaki
Crematorium, the staff had no recollection of anyone actually doing this. Indeed, when asked for details about what the
process might entail, the researcher was met with confusion and an insistence that a funeral company always took care of
the process. Culturally, the funeral industry dominates.
After the paperwork is processed, the family and body are moved into the cremation chamber. This is a cavernous
room with a row of cremators. There is a Buddhist altar in front of each cremation chamber. The placement of altars in
front of the cremators indicates the degree to which Buddhism is engrained in Japanese culture, it is perhaps less of a
conscious decision to include Buddhist paraphernalia, rather more of what is culturally expected.
While the crematorium is secular, the majority of people who die are given Buddhist funerary rites. Each cremator
has an altar standing in front. This will be used if a family has elected to have a Buddhist priest come to give final rites.
The altars can be moved if the deceased is non-religious or not Buddhist. A study carried out by the Joto Buddhist sect of
nationwide funeral practices showed that 77% of people expected a Buddhist funeral with 18% leaving the decision up to
their surviving family (Nawa, 2012). Walter (2008) also notes that 94% of funerals in Japan involve Buddhist rites.
Although all Japanese who die do not have Buddhist rites performed, the majority do, and this is reflected in the
decoration of this secular crematorium.
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While the Buddhist altars may be moved or put away if the deceased has elected to have a different sort of
cremation, the presence of this paraphernalia is indicative of the sway that Buddhist still maintains over funeral rites. In
discussing this issue with a man whose father had been vehemently anti-Buddhist, he bemoaned the fact that his father
had had to be cremated in such close proximity to these altars. His father considered Buddhist temples to be corrupt and
greedy and a negative influence on society. He said that his father would not have been happy about any religious
imagery in any spaces related to his death.
It is easy to focus on the homogeneity of Japanese culture, while overlooking that the outwards representations of
culture, in this case Buddhist altars before cremators, obscures individual differences. In this case, the crematorium has
prepared for the majority, perhaps at the expense of the minority.
Whether or not a monk has been called to assist in the final moments before cremation, the result is the same: The
body will be placed in the cremation chamber and kerosene will be used to burn it. This process takes between one and a
half and two hours. The process is monitored from a small room behind the cremators. This is a space that will never be
seen by the family. It is functional without any of the grandeur of the cremation chamber.
From this small control room, the operator watches as the body is reduced to ash and brittle bone. There are
controls to adjust the flow of kerosine, the heat and how the kerosine mixes with oxygen to combust the body. Separate
from the public spaces of the crematorium which present the processes with reverence and awe, here the space is without
adornment.
After the cremation is completed an announcement is made over the crematorium-wide intercom system. This
transfers the knowledge of completion from the operator, to the family, and indeed, to anyone in the crematorium. From
my own western perspective, this openness about the completion of the process and its broadcast throughout the facility
seems out of place, as if all of the reverence due the deceased is suddenly forgot as the body becomes cremains.
Yet, when cast within Japanese culture, this serves a functional purpose, both in the practical transfer of
knowledge, as well as an equalizer. Rather than confront the difficulty of which member of the family should be
informed first, this announcement serves to democratize the spread of knowledge. It also serves a practical function of
informing all members of the family, even those who may have wondered off while waiting for the process to finish.
While the physical structure of the building has aged well, there are no apparent cracks in the facade or interior of
the building, the style feels as through one is slipping through time. The walls and floors are black and white marble. As
the baby-boomer generation continues to die, this structure stands as a sending off, not only for their physical remains,
but as a symbol of their generation. Both the style and decor call back to an age of opulence. For mourners, this space
will serve as either a friendly reminder of a not-so-distant past, or as a relic of a bygone age.

Place two: Hirosaki Cemetery
Winter had just begun as I made my way through apple orchards on the way to Hirosaki Cemetery. Snow had fallen the
previous day, leaving a white blanket over everything.

Hirosaki Cemetery has an area of 158,925 hectares. There is space for some 3,828 family plots. It is away from
the city center and offers a view of Mt. Iwaki. The area around the cemetery is largely agricultural. There are apple
orchards all around the cemetery. This is a public cemetery and anyone who live within the city may make use of it.
Although the cemetery is designed to be used by the residents of Hirosaki City, there are often problems
surrounding continuation of use. Family graves are designed to hold multiple generations with the oldest son taking
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control of the gravesite and maintaining it. Hirosaki Cemetery has a particular problem with this system. The gravesite
registration system only affords usage for residents of Hirosaki city, this means that if the children have moved away,
there may be no way to maintain the gravesite. Without relatives who maintain a residence in Hirosaki city, the grave
may no longer be used. This includes the interment of new cremains.
This can cause issues with families when parents remain in Hirosaki and children have moved to other places.
This is a particularly acute problem as nearly half of all children moves away from the prefecture to find work in Tokyo
or other major cities (Aomori City Board of Education, 2019). These children may return to Hirosaki to attend to their
parents’ funeral, but will find it difficult to navigate the bureaucracy involved in obtaining permission to inter the body in
the cemetery if they do not reside within the city. It is most common for people in these situations to look to other
relatives, cousins, aunts, or uncles, to deal with the paperwork needed to maintain the family grave.
As migration away from rural areas and into cities continues, this trend is likely to continue. The current
generation of elderly were, largely, born into large families (Matsubara, 1969). This has resulted in the current situation,
where it is not unusual for there to be many relatives, generally of the boomer generation, who have continued to live in
Hirosaki, while the younger generations have largely left. The lack of familial connections to the area is exacerbated by
the bureaucracy which demands residence.
In Hirosaki city where this cemetery is located, there are harsh winters and heavy snow. As the cemetery is near
the mountains, there is too much snow for it to be open during the winter. Families are not allowed access to the
cemetery during this time. Any deceased relative may not be interred until the snow melts in spring. In most places in
Japan where there is little snow, this is not a concern, but for cemeteries located in areas of heavy snow, this is standard.
The remains of the deceased will be often be kept in the family Buddhist altar at home, or at a temple used by the family,
and then placed in the family grave site in the spring.
This delay adds an extra layer of complexity to the funeral process. Families with Buddhist altars in their home
may keep the cremains there, others may opt to have the cremains stored at a local temple. This adds one more
movement for those cremains before they can be interred. For families I have interviewed, this added delay was a source
of stress. There was a sense of unfinishedness. The proper ceremonies had been completed, but without placing the
cremains in their final resting place, they reported it did not feel finished.
This poses another obstacle in cases where the family no longer lives in the area near the cemetery. Even living
one town away can cause considerable consternation as the processes of placing the ashes into the grave is a solemn
affair that warrants the inclusion of Buddhist monks and the presence of extended family. In several cases I investigated,
the bereaved family felt considerable stress at the idea of having to wait until spring and then revisit the death of a loved
one in the process of placing the ashes in the family grave.
At Hirosaki cemetery there are still many empty plots where graves could be erected. This cemetery was created
in 1983, concurrent to the construction of the Hirosaki city crematorium. Prior to this, smaller cemeteries associated with
temples were often used (see below). This cemetery has been in continual use for over 35 years. It still has much room
remaining. Some sections of the cemetery are full, while others are nearly empty.
The cemetery offers two different sized plots. The smaller plots are 4m2 and cost an initial 280,000 yen, with
2,480 yen paid each year for maintenance. The larger plots of 6m 2 cost 420,000 yen and have a yearly upkeep of 3,240
yen. After purchase of a plot, there are guidelines that must be followed when constructing the gravestone. Generally,
these guidelines are related to the size and shape of the monument and it being designed so as not to disturb the graves of
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others. As this is a municipal (secular) cemetery, there are no particular regulations nor rules with regard to the use of
religious imagery.
While American cemeteries often stand as memorials to history, with graves that date back to the 18th century, in
Japan it is not uncommon for these gravestones to be fairly new. Indeed, the design of the gravestones may be an
expression of the patriarch who had it erected. Walking amongst the graves, there are images of baseballs, soccer balls,
golf clubs, sports cars, all decorations that serve to show that the person interred was, a person.
The different sizes in plots and what size and style is select is both a deeply personal decision, as well as being
one made with reference to cost (Aveline-Dubach, 2012, p. 8). There is a great importance attached to the amount of
money spent on the deceased (Suzuki, 2000). It is estimated that in 2020 the funeral industry will have grossed over $34
billion a year (Hariyadi, 2017). Families who have failed to take care of their relatives in life can make amends by
spending money now, as it is the last chance to do so. Funeral companies are skilled at assigning a price to grief and are
well trained in upselling funeral services (Aveline-Dubach, 2012). In this cemetery the larger gravesites often show clear
signs that more money has been spent, with more expensive looking stonework and an emphasis on clear, clean lines.
There is great variety in the design of these gravesites, but they all share a common function, which is to provide
the final resting place for the cremains. The plots usually have an altar constructed on them with a space that can be
opened to allow for the deposit of bones. The variety of design is directly connected to the price, even a simple
gravestone without adornment will cost upwards of 1 million yen. The designed becomes both an expression of self and a
subdued display of wealth.
Access to the graves in this municipal cemetery is adequate. The cemetery in laid out in a grid pattern will parking
spaces throughout. However, the experience at the gravesite will vary based on design. Some gravesites have been
designed for the family to have a bench to sit at, or a space to enter, and stand with the deceased. Larger plots often have
considerable space for these activities. This contrasts with the smaller plots, that may have a single bench seat, but due to
size and monetary constraints, lack space for the family to move off of the interconnecting pathways between graves, and
into the private sphere of the individual gravesite.
Important in Aomori prefecture is the manner in which bones are deposited in graves. In most of southern Japan,
bones are first placed in an urn, and in turn, this vessel is placed in the family grave. This has created the problem,
prevalent in southern Japan, of cemeteries becoming full and a lack of space. The number of urns that a may be placed in
a specific gravesite varies dependent on the size of the plot, as well as the size of the urn being used. In the Kita-Kyushu
area, it is customary to only take some of the bones of the deceased, thus allowing for a small urn size (Suzuki, 2000).
However, in Aomori prefecture, the bones are placed directly in the family grave, next to the bones of other family
members.
This difference in custom may come as a shock to Japanese from outside of Aomori. The reason for this
difference is not clear, but amongst monks, it is generally regarded as having its origins in the generally impoverished
nature of Aomori prefecture. Non-Aomorian Japanese who learn of this custom are often surprised and say that for their
own funeral, they would most certainly require their own urn. In the context of Aomori, where money is scarce and space
is abundant, this practice the problem of the cost of buying an urn. Bones and ash are brittle and do not take nearly as
much space as urns.
A patriarch may erect a family gravesite with the intention that his own heir, the first son, will continue its use.
This system coincides with the traditional inheritance system. Traditionally, the oldest son, and his wife, will provide
care for the son’s parents. In return, he will inherit everything (Kawano, 2010). While laws surrounding this system have
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been changed to allow for equal inheritance between surviving family, this system assumes that the oldest son will have
been caring for the elderly parents, and in return will receive the estate. A part of that estate will be both the family
Buddhist altar, and the family gravesite.
This cultural inheritance practice assumes larger families with a dedicated male heir. For those who do not have
family to take over a family gravesite, such as those without sons or who are estranged from their children, there are
other options for disposal after death. This includes placing ashes into a common area maintained by either the
government or a temple, tree burial, or ash scattering (Boret, 2014; Kawano, 2010).
Hirosaki cemetery has one such area designed for the deposit of bones of people without a dedicated family
gravesite. It is a set of stones in a circle. The stones themselves are shaped like coffins and they can be opened to allow
bones to be deposited. As the diaspora from the countryside into the cities continues, it is increasingly important to think
of ways to handle the bodies of those who are left behind without any direct relatives.
While the cemetery has plenty of space for new gravestones, there is an issue with the lack of younger generations
in Aomori prefecture. As they continues to move to larger cities, those left behind have to consider what will become of
their family gravesites. While many people may wish that they children return to care for them in old ages, the rate of
return to the prefecture is low. A full half of current high school graduates leave the prefecture to find employment
(Aomori City Board of Education, 2019), as a result children and grandchildren may return to visit, they do not return to
live. Many older people worry what will become of their family graves after they pass away. As it stands, the city
government maintains the cemetery, and a fee is paid for maintenance. This may be sustainable for the next generation,
but as the connection between the area and the descendants of those interred at the cemetery weakens, it is questionable
whether it will be sustainable in the long term.
While access to this cemetery is fairly straightforward, for a visitor from out of the prefecture, it would be
difficult. Surviving family members who do not live nearby might find it a significant burden to return to the area, both
in monetary terms as well as the time required for the journey. This can be further compounded if the children live out of
the country (Rowe, 2011). The yearly pilgrimage to visit the family grave is deeply engrained in Japanese culture, yet as
the physical situation of the populace changes, this may become increasing difficult.
Issues surrounding responsibility for caring for gravesites are particularly acute in rural areas of Japan. As the
population of rural areas continues to decrease, it is uncertain who will remain to look after the final resting places of so
many citizens. Hirosaki cemetery addresses the issue of people who die without family, but it is not immediately clear
how the city will handle abandon gravesites. There are protocols in place to give notice and ultimately dispose of the
gravesites and cremains, but the cost to do this, often quite high, falls to the city. It will be important to find ways to
ensure that the final resting places of citizens is respected, without putting undue financial burdens on the increasingly
small population of the city.

Place three: Seiun-in Temple
It was a brisk spring day as I drove past temple after temple on my way to Seiun-in.
Zenringai (禅林街) is an area packed with Soto Zen (soto-shu 曹洞宗) Temples. In total, 33 temples can be found
in the district. In 1610, 33 temples from around the Tsugaru (津軽) domain were moved to this district under the orders
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of the second Tsugaru lord, Nobuhira (信枚). The name, Zenringai, refers to Zen Buddhism, rin – forests – and gai,
district.
The Seiun-in (盛雲院) temple was originally in the small town of Nyuu (乳井), in what is now Owani town (大鰐
町), but was moved to Hirosaki in 1610 under the orders of the Tsugaru clan. The temple is said to have been the last
temple to obey the command and move, as a result, it is said to have been given the least desirable location amongst the
temples that make up the area. Indeed, looking out the back of the temple, the ground falls sharply towards a river. The
temple can trace its history back to between 1570-1573 when it was founded. It is also called by Mt. Kinkyuu (金龍山),
being named after a mountain is traditional for temples in Japan. It burnt to the ground in 1903. It was rebuilt three years
later, and this structure stood until it was rebuilt in 1978 (Seiun-in, 2013).
The layout is typical of temples in Japan. Notable is the second floor which has a room dedicated to housing small
box shines where the cremains of deceased patrons are placed. Rows and rows of ornate boxes sit on shelves. Within the
boxes, cremains are kept. The family name is written on the outside of each small shrine. Within the temple, there are
1000 of these boxes. Each box contains the cremains of at least one person. Some of these box shrines might contain the
combined cremains of an entire family.
These small boxes may be used to keep cremains, for a fee. They may be used to keep cremains until they can be
moved to a final resting place. Cremains are kept here only for a limited time before they are moved to their final resting
place. In the process of moving from physical body to finally being placed in the grave, these small boxes stand as a short
rest on that journey. Cremains that are kept in these boxes are watched over by the Buddhist monks at the temple, thereby
assuaging the duties of death for which the family would otherwise be responsible.
The rear of the temple is a cemetery full of graves. While the number of box shrines kept in the temple is known,
1000, the number of graves outside of the temple is not formally tallied. The records of who has been placed in the
surrounding graves is kept, a legal requirement, yet the exact number of gravesites is not checked. As these are the graves
of temple patrons, there is less concern with payment of fees and land usage, rather a focus on the spiritual.
Understandably, the oldest of these graves date to the founding of the temple at this location and after 400 years some
records have not been kept in the best order.
Unlike the neatly ordered public cemetery discussed above, this graveyard follows the contours of the land and the
graves appear as though cast into the yard. Walking through this graveyard requires care. There are no straight rows,
rather, one must move between and around the stones. In some cases, two gravestones may be placed at such an angle
that it would be impossible to access both at the same time.
After Seiun-in was moved from Nyuu to Hirosaki, there were still patrons in Nyuu and that connection was
maintained. Although now there are few people still in the old village who rely on the temple, the historical connection
remains. A community cemetery is still maintained there. Even with the movement of the temple itself, the parishioners
still required the services of the temple. The villagers of Nyuu would have found it difficult to visit the new temple in
Hirosaki due to the distance.
Most funerals in Japan have Buddhist rituals (Walter, 2008), and the rituals surrounding honoring the dead in the
years following their death are often rooted in Buddhist traditions. However, at Seiun temple, there are several local
customs which are maintained by the Buddhist monks, which have no basis in Buddhist teaching. In the region, there is a
folk tradition of placing three rice balls into a Buddhist family shrine at new years. Folk customs are often tolerated by

27
Buddhism (Davis, 2016). Over the course of a week, the temple prepares and places three rice balls in all 1000 small box
shrines.
In summer during the Obon (お盆) festival, all Japanese people are expected to make the journey to their family
grave to pay respects to, and pray for the souls of their deceased family members. This has become increasingly difficult
to realize in the modern world. With the diaspora into the cities, fewer and fewer people live in the areas where their
family graves are located. Seiun-in offers a variety of services which can help families who are unable to make the
journey, for whatever reason. However, these services all come with a fee.
During Obon, it is believed that the dead return to visit the living. One service offered by the temple is the
placement of rice balls dyed red at each of the 1000 shrines. This custom too, is not a part of Buddhism, yet its
observation continues. These two customs have no clear origin, perhaps the influence of local customs, or ancient Shinto
practices. They are not in any way antagonistic to Buddhism, and as such they are continued. However, with the
changing time many temples in Hirosaki have stopped these customs. The priest at Seiun-in believes that his is the only
temple that continues this tradition in the Zenringai.
The rice for this ceremony is usually donated to the temple. Traditionally, members of the temple would give
donations to support the temple. For farmers, this would have taken the form of their produce. Hence, the rice used for
this ritual would have been donated.
Furthermore, after the completion of the ritual, these rice balls, now dried out from being displayed in the
Buddhist altar, would be given freely to any impoverished members of the community. In the modern era, there are no
such people, and the rice ball are thrown away after the ritual placement. Current health codes do not allow for the formal
donation of the cooked rice, and the lack of needy patrons means that the rice has no further use. The head priest mused
that perhaps this is one reason why many temples have abandoned this practice.
This temple, as it true of many in Japan, has no clear plans for the future. In Japan, the number of people who
adhere to religion is decreasing. While this temple is not under any specific financial pressure, it is a large problem
throughout Japan and many temples have been forced to close (Reader, 2012). Seiun-in has no plans for how to tackle the
decrease in patrons. Rather, the temple plans to exist for as long as it is needed.
One point of pride for the temple is that it is a temple for its patrons and not for tourists. While some temples and
shrines are adapting to decreased numbers of followers and changing times by embracing tourism, this temple prides
itself on being concerned with the spiritual life of its patrons. While they do occasionally allow non-patron groups to visit
their Zen meditation room, this is done by special appointment, and is only done when there is no other temple business
to attend to.

Conclusion
The process of death and dying in Japan is complex and multifaceted. This paper has attempted to address just three
small places were death is present and to analyze how those spaces function as bodies, both living and dead, move
through them.
Buddhism entered Japan as the religious of the elite, but soon became the religion of all by co-opting and
absorbing folk customs. The results of this full integration of Buddhism into the fabric of Japanese society is evidenced
by the permeation of Buddhist ritual into the secular space of the crematorium. Here the cultural assumption of Buddhist
adherence is manifest in Buddhist paraphernalia. This then stands in contrast to the inner workings of the crematorium

28
which maintain a practicality and efficiency of process, as the body moves past the reception desk into the fire and then
ultimately is transformed into something else entirely, which is then carried away by the mourners.
These cremains then may be carried to their final resting place. While there is new interest in alternative
interment, such as tree burial or ash scattering (Boret, 2014; Kawano, 2010), the two dominant locations for eternal rest
remain the cemetery or temple.
At the cemetery there is freedom of design and expression in the creation of a unique gravestone, bound only by
plot size (and budget). The cremains are moved through rows and rows of gravestones, before being placed inside of the
family grave. Here they will remain for eternity, or until there is no one remaining to pay the fees associated with the
gravesite.
Others may be placed at the temple, where less ordered graves are found surrounding the temple complex. These
graves, much more conservative than those in the public cemetery, also offer the chance at eternal rest, with the caveat
that there may be no one to support the temple in the future. For the time being, those interred at the temple may rest
assured that as along as there are patrons and the temple thrives, the rituals, Buddhist or otherwise derived, will continue
to be carried out in their honor.
This paper has analyzed these places of death as they are now, drawing on the traditions that shaped them. As the
population decreases and Japan continues to age, it is certain that momentous changes will happen which may
fundamentally change death culture. For now, these edifices remain, as a reminder of the past, both distant and near.
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Journal Roundtable Response

What can scholars do, beyond traditional institutions, at
the end of the world?
Meg-John Barker
(they/them)

engage with such communities, learning about the
potentials for change, and experimenting ourselves - with transformational possibilities at

The current end of the world highlights the fact that
it is sometimes necessary to dismantle systems
entirely, due to the rotten foundations they have

every level from the embodied emotional, through
interpersonal relating, community development, to
bringing such learning to wider publics.

been built on. We might think of the
capitalist model of ever greater production and
consumption and how that is destroying the planet
we depend upon for survival. We might consider

David Robertson
(he/him)

the lessons from #BLM about the damage done by
systems of policing and imprisonment, and how
such understandings of 'justice' require dismantling

What do we mean by the end of the world? Whose

at every level from societal down to individual. We

world? What world?

might think about the lessons many have learnt
from home-schooling during the pandemic, about

The institutions and practices we see as traditional

the messages children receive in educational

are mostly only a few generations old – and even

systems which treat them non-consensually, and

the idea of universities at all is only a few hundred

encourage them to do the same to each other.

years old. Would it be so bad if they ended, or at
least changed dramatically?

Complete dismantling of such systems may seem
impossible, certainly risky, as we know that it is the

Is there even a need for professional scholars in this

most marginalised who are likely to suffer if

age of epistemic democratisation? “Post-Truth” is a

systems they have relied upon are suddenly pulled

myth – there never was a single Truth, only

away. But we can listen to the likes of climate

institutions whose grip on Truth was unassailable.

change activists, police abolitionists, and education

Maybe the age of the university has passed?

reformers, to hear about the realistic and careful
possibilities they are exploring to shift from the

There have always been other ways to make a

current system to ones based more on mutual care

living as an intellectual beyond the academy –

and consent.

indeed, those who shape the discourse most
profoundly are often not academics, or at least only

I would like to see scholars beyond traditional
institutions - including myself - continuing to

partially so. Here at the end of the world, we make
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things. We build new things, better things, as we
have always done.

