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Second-generation Family Federation believers demonstrating for freedom of religion in Shibuya, Tokyo 

April 29, 2026 

 

European human rights expert warns against state-led faith-

breaking project aimed at children of large religious minority 

Family Federation 

 

On 2nd June 2026, in the second installment of her Bitter Winter 

series examining the consequences of Japan's campaign against 

the Family Federation for World Peace and Unification - 

formerly known as the Unification Church - international human 

rights attorney Patricia Duval argues that the assault on the 

religious organization has moved beyond the dissolution and 

entered a far more sensitive domain: the relationship between 

parents, children, and the state. Her analysis contends that recent 

policies and public statements reveal an effort not merely to 

regulate a religious movement but to reshape the beliefs and 

identities of the children raised within it. 

 

On the first installment in Duval's series: Beyond Dissolution: A 

Religious Purge in Japan? 

 

On the first installment in Duval's series: Next Target After 

Dissolution: Believers' Rights 

 

More from Duval: Religious Freedom in Jeopardy After 

Dissolution 

 

Duval situates the debate within a broader struggle over religious 

freedom, parental rights, and state neutrality. According to her, 

the issue is no longer whether the Family Federation should 

retain legal status as a religious corporation. Rather, it is whether 

the Japanese authorities, encouraged by "anti-cult" activists and 

some academics, are justified in treating the religious upbringing 

provided by believing parents as a form of harm requiring 

government intervention. 

 

The article highlights statements made by sociologist and Buddhist priest Yoshihide Sakurai (櫻井義秀), 

Bitter Winter, the world's leading 

online magazine on religious 

liberty and human rights 

 

Attorney Patricia Duval, here 

speaking at the United Nations 

Office in Geneva, Switzerland 

June 16, 2025 



 

 

who has been involved in several campaigns against the Family Federation. He welcomed the dissolution 

of the religious organization but argued that the measure alone would not solve what he considers the 

underlying problem. From this perspective belonging to the camp that wants to eradicate the religious 

organization completely, even if it loses its institutional structure, many believers will continue practicing 

their faith. 

 

Hostile activists point out that children raised in such families 

may remain influenced by the worldview transmitted by their 

parents. National Network of Lawyers Against Spiritual Sales 

claim that this influence can affect a child's ability to make 

independent choices and to adopt what they regard as the 

accepted norms of Japanese society. 

 

Duval challenges this reasoning at its foundation. She argues that 

equating a religious worldview with an obstacle to social 

conformity places freedom of conscience at risk. In liberal 

democracies, she notes, the purpose of human rights protections 

is precisely to safeguard the ability of individuals and 

communities to hold beliefs that differ from prevailing social 

attitudes. Religious liberty would lose much of its meaning if governments could suppress or discourage 

beliefs simply because they diverge from majority expectations. 

 

A central theme of the article is the distinction between social norms and human rights. Duval contends 

that some anti-cult advocates increasingly invoke the language of social integration and normality to 

justify intervention in religious families. She warns that such arguments invert the logic of international 

human rights law. Human rights instruments were created not to enforce conformity but to protect 

diversity of belief and conviction. Whether a religion is popular, unpopular, traditional, new, mainstream, 

or controversial should not determine the extent of the protection it receives. 

 

To support this argument, Duval points to international standards 

governing freedom of religion and belief. She emphasizes that 

the protection of religious freedom extends beyond established 

faiths and includes minority religions, new religious movements, 

nonreligious convictions, and even the right not to believe. States 

are expected to remain neutral among competing worldviews and 

to refrain from discriminating against groups merely because 

they are unpopular or viewed with suspicion by the majority. 

 

Against this backdrop, the article examines proposals advanced 

by "anti-cult" organizations and hostile lawyers who have 

advised the Japanese government. These advocates argue that 

children raised within strongly religious environments are not 

genuinely free in their religious choices because they adopt 

beliefs before reaching maturity. Consequently, they recommend 

exposing such children to "information" specifically designed to 

challenge the convictions taught by their parents. The stated 

objective is to restore what they describe as the children's 

capacity for independent and critical judgment. 

 

Duval sees these proposals very differently. In her view, they 

amount to a program of ideological reeducation or faith-breaking 

[See editor's note 1 below]. She argues that the assumption 

underlying such measures is that children from Family 

Federation families are victims by definition, regardless of 

whether they themselves claim to have suffered any harm. Their 

religious identity is treated as evidence of manipulation rather 

than as a potentially legitimate outcome of family life and 

parental guidance. Patricia Duval writes, 

 

"The plan published by the government in January 2024 - titled 'Proposed Measures to Enhance and 

Strengthen Support for Victims of the Former Unification Church' - is entirely designed to reeducate the 

children of Family Federation members, who are considered victims even though they have not 

complained about anything. They are presumed to be under mind control [See editor's note 2 below] and 

must be de-indoctrinated so that they turn away from their parents' religion." 

 

To be continued. 

 

 

Sociologist with hostile view of 

the Family Federation: Yoshihide 

Sakurai 

Accused of working in league with 

faith-breakers forcing believers 

into lawsuits and exploiting them 

to fit narrative: One of the 

architects of new law and advisor 

to the Japanese authorities: 

Masaki Kito, one of the hostile 

lawyers of National Network of 

Lawyers Against Spiritual Sales 

and Nationwide Unification 

Church Damage Countermeasures 

Legal Team 



 

 

On the first installment in Duval's series: Beyond Dissolution: A Religious Purge in Japan? 

 

On the first installment in Duval's series: Next Target After Dissolution: Believers' Rights 

 

More from Duval: Religious Freedom in Jeopardy After Dissolution 

 

Text: Knut Holdhus, editor 

 

[Editor's note 1: Coercive faith-breaking ("deprogramming") in Japan refers to the practice of coercively 

attempting to separate individuals from their religious affiliations or beliefs, typically through 

intervention by family members, professional faith-breakers (deprogrammers) or organizations hostile to 

new religious movements (NRMs). This phenomenon often targets members of such movements, e.g. 

relatively large faiths like the Family Federation or Jehovah's Witnesses, but also smaller groups like 

Happy Science (Kōfuku no Kagaku) and other newer religious movements. 

 

Also subject to faith-breaking attempts: Members of Soka Gakkai. Here students belonging to the faith in 

2001  

 

However, also Soka Gakkai, a Buddhist-based lay organization with more than 8 million Japanese 

members, and affiliated with Nichiren Buddhism, has occasionally been subject to faith-breaking 

attempts. 

 

The practice gained attention in the latter half of the 20th century, particularly in the 1980s and 1990s. 

Parents or concerned family members often hired faith-breakers who taught them how to abduct and 

forcibly detain believers. Almost all such cases involved confining the individual believer and cutting him 

or her off from the religious community. During the confinement, the believer was subjected to intense 

questioning or indoctrination designed to break his or her faith. The aim was to "rescue" the person from 

what the family often had been tricked by faith-breakers or lawyers to regard as harmful influence from 

the religious organization. 

 

Critics of forced de-conversion argue that it violates fundamental human rights, including freedom of 

thought, religion, and association. Reports of psychological trauma and accusations of unlawful detention 

have sparked debates over its ethical and legal implications. In response, some religious groups, 

particularly NRMs, have lobbied for greater protections against such practices. 

 

Japanese courts have been inconsistent in addressing cases of coercive faith-breaking. While some 

verdicts have condemned the practice as illegal detention, others have been more lenient, citing family 

concerns about "mental health" or alleged "exploitation" as mitigating factors.] 

 

[Editor's note 2: In Japan, the "mind-control" myth has been a powerful tool used to stigmatize and 

suppress new religious movements (NRMs), particularly since the 1980s. The concept suggests that 

NRMs manipulate or "brainwash" their followers, depriving them of free will and rational thought. This 

narrative gained traction after the 1995 Aum Shinrikyō sarin gas attack, when public fear of dangerous 

cults intensified. Although Aum was an extreme and violent exception, the incident cast suspicion on all 

NRMs, allowing critics, media, and the government to label diverse groups as manipulative or 

psychologically coercive. 

 

The "mind-control" myth serves multiple social and political functions. It simplifies complex questions of 

belief, making it easier to portray converts as victims rather than as individuals exercising spiritual 

agency. This framing justifies legal and social intervention, including the coercive "deprogramming" of 

believers - sometimes involving confinement or psychological pressure to force renunciation of faith. 

Lawyers, ex-member groups, and certain media outlets have used the idea of mind control to construct 

NRMs as threats to family stability and national order, reinforcing social conformity and Japan's 



 

 

preference for established, non-controversial religions such as Buddhism and Shinto. 

 

In recent years, the myth resurfaced following the 2022 assassination of former Prime Minister Shinzo 

Abe, whose attacker cited resentment toward the Family Federation. A public outrage largely created by 

media reignited scrutiny of NRMs, and politicians and journalists revived "mind-control" rhetoric to 

explain fundraising and recruitment practices. Critics argue that this framing discourages genuine 

religious tolerance and critical examination of Japan's restrictive religious climate. Overall, the "mind-

control" myth functions less as a scientific or psychological concept and more as a moral panic - a 

cultural weapon used to delegitimize minority faiths and to reaffirm mainstream social norms about 

religion, obedience, and the boundaries of acceptable belief.] 

 

Related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Lawfare: State Uses Legal System in 

War on Faith 

 

More, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Scholar Questions Secrecy in 

Dissolution Case 

 

And more, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Shocked Author: "Japan 

Ignores Basics of Justice" 

 

Still more, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Legal Inconsistencies A 

Blow to Democracy 

 

Even more, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Japan: Court Accused of 

Using Speculation 

 

Also related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: MEXT's Legal Spin and 

"Dissolution at All Costs" 

 

Also related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: UN Report: Japan's Lawfare 

Against Faith Minority 

 

And also related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Protesting No Transparency 

in Closed-Door Trial 

 

More, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Dangerous Flaws in 

Dissolution Order Decried 

 

Also related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: "Lawyers Lying and Shaming 

Japan" for 50 Years 

 

And also related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Japan Following the Way of 

China 

 

And also related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Japan's Dissolution Case 

Echoes China's Playbook 

 

More, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Media/Legal Expert: 

Communism Behind Persecution 

 

And more, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Militant Lawyers Dictate 

Government Policy 

 

More, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Collusion to Rob Minority of 

Its Rights 

 

And more, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: State and Media Creating 

"Today's Non-Citizens" 

 

Still more, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Japan Copying China: 

State Seizure of Churches 

 

And still more, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: 12 Religious Freedom 

NGOs Denouncing Japan 

 

More, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: 4300 Abductions and Forcible 

Detentions 

 



 

 

And more, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Japan: Families Fear for 

Graves of Loved Ones 

 

Yet more, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Lawyers Manipulating, 

Coercing, Lying 

 

Also related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Kishida Follows Anti-Family 

Federation Minister 

 

Also related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Militant Lawyers Dictate 

Government Policy 

 

Still more, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Malicious One-Sided 

Government Source Selection 

 

And still more, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Japan Urged to Make 

U-Turn 

 

And yet more, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Dangerous Precedent 

to Crush Religions 

 

Even more, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Japan Following the Way 

of China 

 

Yet more, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Japanese Communists' 

Final War 

 

Still more, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Political and Social 

Activism behind Oppression 

 

Still more, related to state-led faith-breaking project aimed at children: Dissolution Case: Rule of 

Law on Trial 4th March 

 

 

 






















