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Plausibility for the Belief Systems
of New Religions in Contemporary Taiwan:
A Comparative Study of Five New Religious Groups

Ting, Jen-Chieh

Research Associate, the Institute of Ethnology, the Academia Sinica
jeting@gate.sinica.edu.tw

Abstract

There is an assumption that unconventional religious beliefs are highly vulnerable to
everyday experience and therefore inherently fragile. Snow & Machalek challenges the
view that unconventional belief systems are necessarily fragile. Based upon Snow and
Machalek’s discussion on plausibility, and Borhek & Curtis classification of belief systems,
we try to discuss the plausibility of the belief systems for new religions in contemporary
Taiwan. Five groups are discussed. Each corresponds a specific location in Borhek & Curtis
four quadrant model, thus with a different degree of plasticity in facing the disconfirming
information. In general, all of these five groups have higher plasticity than folk religion
in their persistence in facing disconfirming evidence. However, this kind of “internal
plausibility” can only partially account for these groups’ viability within the “Anti-cult
Movement” in 1996. There is another “external plausibility” factor involving that may
explain the development of these groups, and why there are large amount of pseudo-
believers’ withdrawal during this time. In general, “external plausibility” seems to account
for more the viability and development of new religions in contemporary Taiwan than the
factor of “internal plausibility.”

Keywords: plausibility, new religions, Anti-cult Movement, worldview, privatization
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1 P.L Berger (1967). The Sacred Canopy. Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor Books, pp.127-153.

2 Hervieu-Leger Daniele (1998). Secularization, Tradition and New Forms of Religiosity: Some Theoretical
Proposals. New Religions and New Religiosity (Elieen Barker & Margit Warburg, Eds.). Denmark: Aarhus
University Press, pp.28-44.
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3 James R. Lewis (Ed.) (2004). The Oxford Handbook of New Religious Movements. New York: Oxford University

Press.
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11 David A. Snow, & Richard Machalek (1982). On the Presumed Fragility of Unconventional Beliefs. Journal for
the Scientific Study of Religion, 21 (1).
12 Ibid., p.20. James T. Borhek, & Richard F Curtis (1975). 4 Sociology of Belief. New York: John Wiley.
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