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論  文  内  容  の  要  旨  

氏  名  （ P h i l i p  S w i f t             ）

論文題名 
Touching Conversion:  
Tangible Transformations in Sūkyō Mahikari 
(触れることによる回心：崇教真光における宗教的変容とその物質性) 

論文内容の要旨 

The thesis concerns Sūkyō Mahikari (崇教真光), a Japanese new religion with an estimated membership 
of five hundred thousand. Founded by Okada Kōtama (岡田光玉) in 1959, Mahikari espouses a syncretic 
cosmological vision, combining Shinto, Buddhist and Christian conceptions, according to which the world 
is in a crisis of escalating pollution and catastrophe. In Mahikari’s view, human bodies are constantly 
under threat from the toxic energies from acid rain, ultra-violet rays and other pollutants, all of which 
constantly enter human bodies and become the causes of spiritual and physical suffering. Although the 
spirits of human beings were once as pure and transparent as glass, they have become clouded by pollution 
and by the accumulated action-effects of karma (zaie 罪穢). Mahikari’s answer to these cosmic and 
existential problems is the practice of okiyome (お浄め), a technique of purification which involves the 
radiation of divine light. The technique is mostly used to purify the human body, but the practice is 
flexible and may be used in other ways, as a means of purifying inanimate objects and spaces as well.  
  The thesis examines these ideas, in the light of Mahikari cosmology, and gives thought to the idea of 
transformation, which this cosmology discloses and actualizes. Crucially, such a concept of transformation 
is one actualized and also experienced within bodies, along surfaces, in shaking, in sweating, and so on. 
Transformation in Mahikari is thus commonly conceptualized in concrete terms, as a matter of sensation. 
Furthermore, the connection to divinity in Mahikari is a form of relationality that is often defined in terms 
of tactility.  
  I try to show how these notions of transformational contact are disclosed in various events and contexts, 
including the “Primary Course” (shokyū kenshū 初級研修), and in study sessions of Mahikari doctrine (in 
which the idea of “sticking [the teaching] to the body” 身に付ける) is regarded as absolutely crucial.  
  But the tactile nature of transformation is most evident in the vital activity of okiyome, and in attendant 
practices connected with experimenting with the efficacy of divine light. In so many ways, Mahikari 
members make efforts to achieve a kind of skinship with divinity, a repeated material enactment of 
intimate spiritual relations 
  Drawing on all these ideas of transformation, I try to argue how such conceptions might be deployed in 
transforming the concept of religious conversion, as it has been configured in sociology and anthropology.   
  Examining current theories in the sociology of conversion, the thesis argues that the epistemological 
preoccupations of these models are inadequate for an understanding of conversion as transformation. 
Instead, an ontological approach is recommended in which Mahikari conversions show up as visceral, 
sensuous transitions, often mediated through touch. In conclusion, the thesis attempts an anthropological 
critique of the representationalizing bias in sociology and religious studies towards the conceptualisation 
of conversion as a matter of cognitive or emotional affiliation to a system of beliefs.  
  The relationship between tactility and religious practice has been explored in a number of a works in 
anthropology and material culture studies, but the notion of religious conversion as a materially mediated 
condition and process remains relatively unexplored as a topic. As such, my argument here is intended to 
contribute to this emergent field of inquiry.  




