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INTRODUCTION

In this thesis, through six interviews, I will explore and analyze the motivations that have
brought some native Japanese people to convert to Islam.

In 2017 I had the opportunity to study for a year in Japan. That experience was my first contact
with the Japanese culture, and the reason why I decided to focus my career as a student on Japanese
studies. A few years after I returned to Italy, a male Japanese friend of mine told me that he had
recently converted to Islam. “Islam”, he said, “is a religion of peace and love”, and that was why he
converted. He also expressed concern when I suggested he come visit me in Italy because “Europe is
not safe for Muslims”. His unexpected conversion to Islam, a faith often criticized in western
countries, arose my curiosity. During my studies, I had the opportunity to interview him and research
the history of Muslims in Japan for an exam. On that occasion, I found out how scarce academic
materials on Japanese Muslims and Islam is in Japan. This is why, with the hope of being of use for
future studies on Islam in Japan, I decided to study the complex phenomenon of Japanese conversion
to Islam.

Muslims are a minority in Japan, and native Japanese Muslims are an even smaller minority.
What brought 46,000 native Japanese people (data from 2019) to convert to Islam? How did they
encounter this religion? Do they engage in religious syncretism? How are they perceived by the
Japanese society? In this thesis I tried to find some answers to these questions.

This research was carried out between ten months in 2024, during my period of stay in Japan,
and the area of the research is limited to the Tokyo and Chiba areas. Six native Japanese Muslims,
four women and two men, were interviewed and their answers analyzed. The questions focused on
how they came in contact with Islam, the factors that made them decide to convert, the degree of their
commitment to the Islamic religion, the reactions of their family and friends, and how they feel they
are perceived by the Japanese society. This research uses a qualitative method, as the number of
interviewees is limited. Furthermore, I want to specify that all interviews were not analyzed with the
purpose of finding a general trend of the lives and thought of all native Japanese who converted to
Islam.

This thesis is organized in the following way: in order to better contextualized the religious
reality of Japan, I decided to focus the first chapter on Japanese people’s perception of religion; in
the second chapter I introduced the history of Islam in Japan, from the first recorded time of a meeting
between a Japanese and a Muslim to today. For this chapter I mainly referred to the work of Ph.D.
Komura Akiko, who has been studying Islam in Japan for decades; the third chapter is the focus of

my research on native Japanese people’s conversion to Islam. I first explore the current discourse on
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religious conversion theory, and then I analyze the six interviews. For this chapter I based my analysis
on the research on Islamic conversion by scholars such as Stefano Allievi, Kieko Obuse and Elif
Biisra Kocalan; in the conclusion, I will comment on the results of my research, emphasizing the
more relevant elements of the analysis.

With the hope of being of use to the field of studies on Japanese Muslims and Islam in Japan,
this thesis will explore some important patterns found in the six interviews, mostly coherent with

Obuse and Kocalan’s researches, as explained in detail in the conclusions.



ENGAGING WITH JAPAN’S “RELIGION OF HUMAN RELATIONSHIPS”

The concept of “religion” in Japan is fairly new. It was born in the west and did not exist in
Japan before the arrival of Jesuit missionaries in 1549. It was translated into Japanese after the end
of sakoku (national seclusion, 1633-1853), when Japan opened its ports to western powers and began
to westernize.! Shitkyo? started to be used as the standard translation of “religion” and became
common in reference to domestic religion as well only from the late 1870s, around the time when
Christianity stopped being persecuted in Japan.? Historically, religion in Japan was part of ethical
thought and referred mostly to Buddhist and Confucian thoughts, both imported from China in the 6™
century from Paekche Kingdom of the Korean peninsula.*

As of December 2021, religious groups in Japan have recorded 179 million memberships,
divided as following: Shintd - 48.6%, Buddhists - 46.4%, Christians - 1.1%, and adherents of other
religious groups such as Islam and Hinduism - 4%, as recorded by the US Department of State’s 2023
Report on International Religious Freedom. In the same year the population in Japan counted 125.7
million people, indicating that a lot of Japanese people are affiliated to more than one religious group,
so it is clear that Japanese people partake in a certain degree of religious syncretism.> Nevertheless,
around 75% of Japanese people in 2021 considered themselves mushiikyé (non-religious).®

In this chapter, I will dive into an introductory excursus on some Japanese people’s views

' ISOMAE Junichi, “The Conceptual Formation of the Category ‘Religion’ in Modern Japan: Religion, State, Shinto”,
Journal of Religion in Japan, 1, 2012, pp. 227-228.; The first recorded translation of ‘Religion’ in Japanese can be found
in article 8 of the 1858 Treaty of Amity and Commerce with the USA. The translation, not yet standardized as ‘shitkyo’,
was exclusively used in translations, meaning that it was used only regarding western religions and not for domestic
religions. All the terms used, such as shiishi (principle of a specific sect), shiho (Buddhist moral of a certain sect) or
kyoho (teaching of Buddhist ethics), were of Buddhist or Confucian origin. (/vi, pp. 230-231).

2 A word of Chinese Buddhist origin that did not mean “religion” in the current sense. The Oxford Dictionary describes
“religion” as “the belief in and worship of a superhuman power or powers, especially a God or gods”, while ‘shitkyo’ in
Chinese Buddhism meant “the teachings and principle of a Buddhist sect”. (Ivi, p. 227).

3 In 1587, Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1537-1598) banished Christian missionaries and in 1591 prohibited Christianity, because
he believed it could not conform to the “syncretistic religious tradition” of Japan and he feared Christianity would create
instability in the new social order, potentially surpassing the traditional religions in prosperity. (Mark R. MULLINS,
“Christianity in Contemporary Japanese Society”, in Inken Prohl and John Nelson (eds) Handbook of Contemporary
Japanese Religions, Boston, 2012, p. 134).; On February 1873, the Grand Council of State lifted the prohibition on
Christianity. On March 14, Christian exiles were released and granted permission to return to their villages. By 1873,
Christianity had become an accepted religion in Japan, not as a sign of tolerance but as a mean to improve Japan’s image
internationally and revise the unequal treaties (ABE Yoshiya, “From Prohibition to Toleration: Japanese Government
Views regarding Christianity, 1854-73”, Japanese Journal of Religious Studies, 5, 2-3, 1978, p. 132.; ABE, Yoshiya,
“Religious Freedom under the Meiji Constitution”, Contemporary Religions in Japan, 9, 4, Dec. 1968, p. 338).

4 ISOMAE, “The Conceptual...”, cit., pp. 230-231.

5 %2023 Report on International Religious Freedom: Japan”, U.S. Department of State,
https://www.state.gov/reports/2023-report-on-international-religious-freedom/japan/ (last seen: 02.12.24).

6 “Nihon no shiikyd jinkd: 2 oku to 2-3 wari no kai no kai” (Japanese religious Population: Solution to the Mystery of the
two-hundred millions and 20-30%), in Musashino daigaku bukkyo bungaku kenyii kiyo (Journal of Institute of Buddhist
Culture, Musashino University), 27, 2021, p. 25.

[HADFRHAND 2fZ & 2-3 BloEofit ], B K FPAABCULIIFEc ., 27 5. 2021 4,
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regarding religion in order to contextualize the following chapters. While engaging with past studies
on contemporary Japanese religiousness and secularity, I will present excerpts from Japanese
interviewees met from Spring 2024 to Winter 2025. These testimonies are not to be seen as an
example of the general trend of Japanese people’s thoughts on religion; they will rather offer a starting

point for reflections on contemporary religious thought in Japan.

- Japanese Discourses on Religion

During the Tokugawa period (1603-1868), the Japanese people were controlled by the
Buddhist clergy, but no such thing as a “sacred canopy” existed then. Shintd was but a series of cults
that formed the substrata of common religious practices, and only after the Meiji Restoration was
Shintd created and nationalized in an effort to unify the population and build a ‘modern’ nation.’
During this time period, Buddhism was marginalized, as priests lost prestige and Buddhist properties
were destroyed all over the country. At the same time, Shintd developed into something sacred. The
“invention” of Shintd, with the use of propaganda, shifted the Japanese commoners from a belief in
local cults to the cult of the emperor. ® After the end of WWII, General Douglas MacArthur (1880-
1964), commander of the allied powers in the Pacific, saw Shintd as the cause of Japan’s militarism.
As aresult, in 1947 the new Japanese Constitution was compiled between the United States and Japan

and great care was paid to ensure that Shintd would be separated from the state.’

7 The term “Shinto” in ancient Japan did not refer to an independent religion, but to the essence of a kami, to the authority
and being of a kami itself. Furthermore, Shintd was generally looked at through the lenses of Tantric Buddhism and honji
suijaku, which is the theory of manifestation that holds Shinto kami as manifestations of Buddhas. (YOSHIDA Kazuhiko,
“Revisioning Religion in Ancient Japan”, Japanese Journal of Religious Studies, 30, 1-2,2003, p. 7, 21.; KURODA Toshio,
“Shinto in the History of Japanese Religion”, The Journal of Japanese Studies, 7, 1, 1981, p. 9-11.; NAWATA WARD
Haruko, “Jesuit Encounters with Confucianism in Early Modern Japan”, The Sixteenth Century Journal, 40, 4, 2009, p.
1046.

8 Mark R. MULLINS, “Secularization, Deprivatization, and the Reappearance of ‘Public Religion’ in Japanese Society”,
Journal of Religion in Japan, 1, 2012, pp. 64-66. With movements such as the Motori Norinaga’s (1730-1801) kokugaku
(Native Japan Studies), Fukko Shinté (Restoration Shintd) of Edo period (1603-1868) and kokka Shinto (State Shintd)
established during the Meiji period (1868-1912), Shintd evolved separately from Buddhism until it became the Japanese
“indigenous religion” (KURODA, “Shinto in the...”, cit., p. 20).; After the failure of the Great Promulgation Campaign
(1870-1884), whose goal was the creation of a united religion which could compete with western Christianity, State Shintd
in the late Meij period was considered as the national ideology belonging to the ethics sphere, not as the state’s religion.
As religion was thought to belong to the private domain, and ethics was believed to be a matter of national duties, Shinto
as a non-religion was protected from having to compete with other religions and could be enforced to the population as a
duty to the Japanese nation. (SHIMAZONO Susumu, “State Shinto in the Lives of the People: The Establishment of Emperor
Worship, Modern Nationalism, and Shrine Shinto in Late Meiji”, Japanese Journal of Religious Studies, 36, 1, 2009, pp.
99-100.; ABE, “Religious Freedom...”, cit., p. 287.; Helen HARDACRE, “Creating State Shinto: The Great Promulgation
Campaign and the New Religions”, The Journal of Japanese Studies, 12, 1, 1986, p. 63.; ISOMAE, “The Conceptual...”,
cit., pp. 239-240).

9 Urs Matthias ZACHMANN, “the Postwar Constitution and Religion”, in Inken Prohl and John K. Nelson (eds.) Handbook
of Contemporary Japanese Religions, Brill, 2012, p. 216.
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Scholars of secularization and modernization assumed that a natural distancing of religion
would occur in Japan following modernization after WWIIL. Nevertheless, religion in Japan saw
prolific growth in the postwar period while Japan was engaging in modernization. While it is
indisputable that modernity has made some religious phenomena almost completely disappear, such
as shamanism, modernization also saw the rising of New Religious Movements, which provided a
“new sense of identity” for their followers.'® Nevertheless, today most religious organizations are
struggling to face challenges such as the low birthrate and the aging population, and most Japanese,
particularly young people, have either a negative or neutral attitude towards religion, as they do not
despise religion but are not actively encouraged to have a faith.!! As showed by the following
testimonies, some Japanese find the thought of a friend converting weird and might be worried about
them. At the same time, some maintain an open mentality towards religion while having trouble

understanding why one would want to convert.

“If a friend of mine told me that he converted I would be surprised, and worried. Did something happen in his

life?” (Japanese woman in her fifties, profession unknown)

“It feels incredible to think that in this time and age, where we know so much about the World, people still
believe in God. I am always amazed when I meet someone who believes. Personally, I pray just in case, because
it has been the norm since [ was little. But it is nothing more than a habit. It would be weird if a friend converted,
but I do think it is interesting that there are people who find strength in difficult times through faith. I think a lot

of Japanese people do not have a strong religious consciousness.” (Japanese woman in her thirties, housewife)

The negative feelings that some Japanese people have towards religions is also to be attributed
to the negative perception of New Religious Movements, especially after the terrorist attack in the
Tokyd metro in March 1995 by the New Religion Aum Shinrikyd.! In particular, it seems like some
Japanese people might hold negative feeling towards New Religions, as showed in the following

cases. Both Kofuku no Kagaku and Soka Gakkai are New Religious Movements and the comment

10 Max EGER, “‘Modernization’ and ‘Secularization’ in Japan: A Polemical Essay”, Japanese Journal of Religious
Studies, 7, 1, 1980, pp. 18-20.; DATE Kiyonobu, “‘Religious Revival’ in the Political World in Contemporary Japan with
Special Reference to Religious Groups and Political Parties”, Journal of Religion in Japan, 5, 2016, Brill, p. 113.

' EGER “Modernization...” cit. pp. 15-17.; Jan SWYNGERDOUW, “Secularization in a Japanese Context”, Japanese
Journal of Religious Studies, 3,4, 1976, p. 286.

12 Aum shinrikyd was founded in 1987 by Asahara Shoko and is a doomsday cult. Now it is known with the name Arefu
(Aleph). The Tokyo metropolitan station attack was carried out with the gas sarin and caused 14 deaths and more than
6.000 intoxicated. This episode left a scar in Japanese people’s mind and negatively influenced their perception of religion.
(WATARU Netsu, “1995 sarin victim makes film to confront member of Aum Shinrikyo”, Asahi Shinbun digital, 10,2021,
https://www.asahi.com/sp/ajw/articles/14316967, last visited: 21.10.2024.; SHIMAZONO, Susumu, “In the Wake of Aum:
The Formation and Transformation of a Universe of Belief”, Japanese Journal of Religious Studies, 22, 3, 4, 1995, p.
403).
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about “small sects” was referring as well to New Religions.

“I think in Japan we see religions mostly as small sects who try to scam you. We tend to not trust religious

organizations.” (Japanese woman in her thirties, housewife)

“About other religions in Japan... there is a religion called Kofuku no Kagaku ... I think the people related to it
or Soka Gakkai or these religions tend to not expose themselves as members, because society does not see them
in a good light. There is a strongly negative view about them.” (Japanese woman in her twenties, university

student)

It is noticeable the effect that the 1995 sarin attack had in shaping the perception of Japanese
people on religious movements and religious people, making some Japanese distrustful of religion.

Furthermore, as will be seen in the following passages, it seems that some Japanese people
engage in religious activities without deeming them religious, possibly as a consequence of the
historic trends of defining Shintd practices as cultural, and Buddhism’s as ethic. In Jason Ananda
Josephson’s view, the confusion that usually surrounds the term “religion” in Japan is to be explained
by the “process of bricolage” by which the concept of religion was created in Japan. The term religion,
he stated, was introduced during the 1870s and was “indigenized thought indigenous analogs,

distinctions and possible translation terms”.!® The testimonies that follows seem to prove his theory.

“This is just my thought, but I think Japanese culture is so one with Shintd that Japanese people are not even
aware of it. This is why they say they are non-religious even though they have a religion. They pray to temples,
shrines, Churches etc... They pray even though they do not know who they are praying to. There are so many
gods in Japan, even Buddha! This is why they are all Shintd, because Shinto includes all gods. They think they
are atheists but they believe in everything at the same time. It is a bit weird because they are not strict regarding
religion, nonetheless they always partake in some religious act. They pray just in case, if they get married, they
do so in a Church, when they die their funeral is a Buddhist one. They do not mind which God they use, so long
as it is a God. This is my thought on this. Japanese people are weird. I first thought about this because a Muslim
friend made me notice it! I stayed awake all night thinking that day.... It feels like some Japanese people go to
religious festival and pray just for fun, even without knowing anything about that religion.” (Japanese woman in

her twenties, office worker)

“I do not know why Japanese people generally have a so low religious consciousness. While studying in America
I found out that even among Buddhism there were a lot of types. While in India there is a strong belief of Buddha,
like Christians believe in Christ or Muslims believe in Allah, in Japan there is no such belief. There are a lot of

different Buddhist families who pray to their ancestors, so it is more complex. There is no single God to pray to

13 DATE, ““Religious revival’...”, cit., pp. 112-113.



in Japan. For example, in the butsudan there is a family photo, not an image of the Buddha! This is why I think
it is difficult for Japanese people to find a common religion to believe in. Maybe we believe in family more than
anything, and it is difficult to see it as a religion. It is seen as culture. Personally, I also never studied religion in
school. I never studied Buddhism, or Shintd, but we had morality class, which I think maybe is close to Buddhist
values. But I do remember that my kindergarten was Christian, and so I regularly prayed for Mary at that time.”

(Japanese women in her thirties, university professor)

As showed by these testimonies, Japanese people grow up without being expected to conform
to one single religion. They are used to live in a society where many religions are intertwined, and
they are seeing as culture, a habit, more than proper religions. Sometimes, religions become so mixed
to the point of creating confusion between where a religion ends and another begins. I think the
following case is exemplary of the matter. When I asked her what she thought of Shinto, the

interviewee answered in the following manner:

“Shinto is the one with the kami? The one with the incense? A shrine is Shinto? Wasn’t it taboo for Shinto
people to pray at a shrine? It seems like I do not know anything about this... I believe in people, not in gods, I
guess. I go to everything: temples, shrines, Churches.... But I am mushiikyo. I have no interest in religion. I pray
but I do not believe. It would just be nice if my prayers were answered. At the end, I think if a God existed war

would not happen. There is war, so there is no God.” (Japanese woman in her twenties, nurse)

The reason why religions are so intertwined in Japan might be, as the interviewed Japanese
professor theorized, because Japanese believes are rooted to ancestry worship, which is different for
every family. And so, because no “sacred canopy” similar to the Christian one ever existed, it is
difficult for Japanese people to feel united under a single belief. This hypothesis is supported by
Yanagawa Keichi who, in the 1980s, argued that Japanese religious sense, rather than being rooted
on the belief in a God or a religious institution, is “based on human relationships”. As an example,
he brings the relationships that Japanese people have with their ancestors which is expressed and

cherished, for example, during festivals such as the Obon one.!* Yanaga also argued that:

“There has never developed a church-type institution comparable to the Catholic Church of Europe at any time
in Japanese history. The established religion during the Tokugawa period was nominally Buddhism, but it was

far from monolithic in nature. ... State Shintd did not claim even to be a religion.”!3

4 FUIIWARA Satoko, “Practicing Belonging? Non-religiousness in Twenty-First Century Japan”, in Journal of Religion
in Japan, 8, 2019, Brill, p. 126.
15 vi, p. 132.



In his view, what functioned as a religious institution was the household institution; the ie.

This structure was adopted by Buddhist orders as well in Japan, as Yanagawa said:

“After it [Buddhism] was introduced to Japan, it lost most of its universalist tenets and became closely tied to

ancestor worship.”!®

Yanagawa argument is supported by what the Japanese professor said in her testimony; that
even Buddhism is tied to ancestry worship in Japan, not to the worship of Buddha and its universalist
doctrine. For Yanagawa, as the Japanese practice of worship to the ancestors does not look as religious
as the western religions, it is seen as non-religious by Japanese people. The following interviewee’s

testimony is an example of this view.

“Is it a religion to pray to your ancestors? I do not think so. I think one decides to convert only if life becomes

difficult, and you lose the way.” (Japanese woman in her fourties, profession unknown)

It appears that, as Yanagawa Keichi argues, religion in Japan might be more focused on
ancestor worship, which differs from household to household, making it difficult for some Japanese
people to find a common creed to believe in, and sometimes creating confusion as every religion in
Japan is interconnected to the point of making it difficult to know where one ends and another begins.

The Japanese office worker’s comment on how Japanese people seem to join religious
festivities “just for fun”, might be related to what Fujiwara Satoko sees as tsunagari shohi (connection
consumption), which refers to social occasions such as weddings or public festivals which become
an occasion to experience belonging and cherish human relationships, sacralizing them “through
collective effervescence”.!” For Fujiwara, tsunagari can be seen as a revival of Yanagawa’s “religion
as human relationships”, which became obsolete with the changing of the family structure from
traditional to nuclear. While in the past ancestors were worshipped, now is the link itself between the
people that is cherished through events.'® While the following interviewee does not explicitly state to
like events because they are opportunities to create bonds between people, I think it is interesting her
comment about Japanese people loving events as it could be connected to Fujiwara’s tsunagari

theory.

“Japanese people love events, and are curious about people’s choices, this is why I am here (in this Mosque).

16 Fyi, p. 133.
7 vi, pp. 129-130.
18 Jvi, pp. 137, 146.



Maybe I will convert one day, if life becomes difficult.” (Japanese woman in her forties, profession unknown)

A general trend then can be noticed from some of the interviewees’ answers is the idea that
religious conversion happens as a result of a trauma in life. After the Great East Japan earthquake and
tsunami disaster of March 11, 2011, scholars of religion started to argue that religion and religious
organizations should have a more active role in aiding people which were struck by disaster. From
this, the idea of religion as a “public-serving” entity was born and religious groups are now expected
to prove their usefulness socially.!® After the disaster, a lot of Buddhist priests volunteered to chant
sutras for the deceased during municipal crematoriums and, sometimes, these were offered and
carried out regardless of the chosen faith of the dead.?’ The tendency of Japanese people to resort to
religion to perform rituals of a commemorative nature for victims of natural disasters or war casualties
seems to indicate a religious revival of some degree.?!

The revival of local festivities has also been seen by scholars as an indicator of recovery of
the population. While most festivals were suspended after the disaster, after a few years the events
arose again. Sholars such as Miki Hizuru (2012) and Kurosaki Hiroyuki (2013) argued that festivals
were motivated by the community’s need to remember the tragedy, and were also organized as a way
to revitalize the community’s social life.?? In some cases, as for the Oshiogori festival®* in Hamaichi
in the Miyagi prefecture, the tsunami’s effects were too devastating and the villagers decided to
change their festival, giving it a new meaning as a way of commemorating the lives lost. This way, it
became a “prayer for recovery”, emphasizing the religious aspect of the festival.>* It seems that some
Japanese communities might find comfort in religion after a disaster, like it happened after the 3/11
one, revitalizing religious practices to commemorate the dead.

None of the interviewees were suffering from a recent trauma in life but, as will be shown by
the following comment, the interviewee feels the presence of religion more prominently during

funerals.

“I am not a believer. But I do go to the temple or shrine on New Years and if someone dies. In those cases, I am

19 FUIIWARA Satoko, “Introduction: Secularity and Post-Secularity in Japan: Japanese Scholars’ Responses” in Journal of
Religion in Japan, 5, 2016, Brill, p. 98.

20 NISHIMURA Akira, “Are Public Commemorations in Contemporary Japan Post-secular?”, in Journal of Religion in
Japan, 5, 2016, Brill, p. 137.

2 Ivi, p. 138.

22 KIMURA Toshiaki, “Revival of Local Festivals and Religion after the Great East Japan Earthquake”, in Journal of
Religion in Japan, 5, 2016, Brill, pp. 228-230.

23 The festival is of the Kumano Shrine in Miyazaki, and consist in the bringing of an object of worship for forty kilometers
to Hamaichi village, where it is immersed in the sea as part of a “costal purification” ritual. (/vi, p. 231).

24 Ivi, pp. 242-243.
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aware that Buddhism and Shintd exist, but normally even though I might go pray at shrines or temples, I do not
feel like it is religious. I think I will not ever convert. Religion is not a big part of my life. If a friend converted,

I would be very surprised. I would ask why they converted.” (Japanese woman in her twenties, university student)

As explained by the previous testimony, the religious aspect of Shinté and Buddhist practices
might be more apparent for Japanese people during acts for remembrance of the deaths. Nevertheless,
during their day-to-day lives, Japanese people seem to have a very low religious consciousness even
though they are engaging in prayers. Most of the Japanese people that were interviewed reported
praying “just in case”. In both of the following testimonies, the two interviewees said to pray just out

of habit. They both said to pray regularly and, at the same time, to not believe in anything.

“I do not know if I will ever want to convert, I do not think I believe in anything but I do pray every day. [ am
curious about what people who converted think. Do they really believe? Would I be able to really believe? For

now, | am more interested in studying.” (Japanese woman, eighteen years-old, university student)

“I do not think I am without religion (mushitkyo), because I do pray to God sometimes when I have an exam or
something. But I do not think I am part of any religion in particular. I would be curious if a friend converted, but
I would not be shocked. The most important thing for me is always having a choice.” (Japanese woman, nineteen

years-old university student)

The idea that praying every day does not make a person religious might be connected to the
idea of Shintd not belonging to the realm of religion but of culture.® Or maybe it might be that
Japanese people, not having a lot of opportunities of having contacts with foreign religions or not
having to study religion in school, are not aware of their own religiosity, such as in the following

case.

“I think I have a stronger religious consciousness than most Japanese people. I realized it when I went abroad,
but before that time I honestly did not think that religion was a good thing. I am Buddhist, but I did not have
opportunities in Japan to realize that I was. I did Buddhist things out of habit and did not realize what they were
really. Hearing about extremism and terrorist attacks on the news made me think badly of religious people. This
was when I was in Japan. In America I took a class on Buddhism and I realized I was Buddhist, that I had a
belief. I do not strongly believe, but I do think that everything in my life and identity is connected to Buddhism.”

(Japanese women in her thirties, university professor)

The case of this Japanese professor is particularly interesting. She did not have chances in

2 DATE, ““Religious revival’...”, p. 114.
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Japan to discover her religiosity as everything she did was out of habit, as part of her culture. But,
once she went abroad and started studying religion from a foreign point of view, she realized that
what she used to do in Japan was of a religious nature. In her case, contacts with a foreign culture
helped her to understand her own and she now defines herself as Buddhist. As no classes on religion
exist from elementary school to high school, it might be difficult for Japanese people to be aware of
their own religiosity, as is the case of the interviewed Japanese professor.

This is not to say that every Japanese people is religious and simply does not know it. As the
following testimony shows, religiosity is a very intimate matter and it is extremely difficult to identify
general religious patterns of the population, as every individual understands religion and lives it in a
different way. The following interviewee, for example, does not pray and does not believe as she

wants to create her own future without relying on a God.

“I do not want to rely on a God for my life. I do not want to rely on anyone or anything because my life is mine
to decide. This is why I do not believe. I guess it is because of my character, but I never liked to blame others,
or a God, for my faults. I think I make my own life through my decisions; I do not believe in a faith decided by
a God. I also do not go to temples or shrines because it was never the custom in my home. At the same time, I
think everyone should be free to believe in anything they want.” (Japanese woman in her twenties, university

student)

In the face of such a diverse and complex religious background, where religion is mostly
understood as part of ethic and culture, and not religion in the western sense, Yanaga challenged the
possibility of studying Japanese religiosity by just looking at churches and sect members, weekly
attendance and donations, as that would not be enough to actually understand religiosity in Japan.?°

These testimonies, albeit interesting, are but a piece of the complex puzzle of Japanese
people’s religious understanding. Nevertheless, they show points which support some scholars of
religion’s theories. This excursus into Japanese people view of religion and its complexity served to
show the context in which Islam is present in Japan, and to introduce the religious background from
which the native Japanese Muslims interviewees from this research might come from. In the next

chapter, the history of Islam in Japan and Japanese views of Islam will be discussed.

26 FUIIWARA, “Practicing...”, cit., p. 134.
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HISTORY OF ISLAM IN JAPAN

Islam is a minority religion in Japan. Yet, Japanese scholars have been studying Islam since
before WWI. Researchers active during Japan’s expansionist period, have envisioned an Islam that
could be integrated with traditional Japanese religions, mostly with Buddhism. Historically, two
periods stand out as peaks for Japanese converts to Islam: 1) during Japan’s expansionist period,
particularly during the 1930s, and 2) during the Bubble economy, in the 1990s. In the first case, the
Japanese who converted where mainly male scholars who worked and lived in China during the
Russo-Japanese war, or military men who used Islam as a means to win the Islamic populations in
Southeast Asia over from European colonizers. On the other hand, during the second period, women

who married Muslim men constituted the majority of Japanese conversions.!

- From the Heian Period to the First Japanese Muslim

Komura Fujio (1912-1998)? wrote in his book Nikon isuramu shi (History of Islam in Japan,
1988) of an encounter recorded in the Shoku Nihongi (Continuation of the Chronicles of Japan, 797)
between Islam and Japan. It is written that in 753, two ambassadors from Japan and Iran met at the
Tang court in China during a New Years visit.> However, this event, being between two diplomatic
officials, cannot be considered the first time Islamic and Japanese culture met.

A long time had to pass before Japanese commoners could be introduced to Islam. This is also
due to the historical period known as sakoku. As Japan was an almost completely isolated country, it
was not possible for Japanese people to have encountered the Islamic religion during that time.*

The first time common Japanese people met Muslim people was in September 1890, after the
shipwreck of the Ottoman ship Ertugrul near Oshima village, in the Kashino district.> Ertugrul was

on a trip to train new cadets and stopped in various countries in Southeast Asia with a large Muslim

! KOMURA Akiko, “Nihon ni okueru isuramu no rekishi-Meiji no kaiko kara 1980 nendai zenhan made”
(History of Islam in Japan, 1890-first half of 1980), in Komura Akiko (ed.), Nifkon to isuramu ga deau toki-sono rekishi
to kanosei (When Japan Meets Islam: its History and Possibility), Tokyd, Gendai Shokan Publishing Co. Ltd., 2015, pp.
50, 80.

IRRT. THARICET 24 27 — L OJEE——HR0#E 2 5 —JUNOEMAFE £ <), IFIITFH. A
LART—LBHE) & & 2 OJER L AREME, B, BURUERE, 2015 4F,

2 He converted to Islam in 1938 and took the name Komura Muhammad Mustafa.

3 vi, p. 39.

4 vi, p. 40.

5 Currently known as Kushimoto city in the Wakayama prefecture.
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population in order to increase Turkey’s prestige and strengthen the Pan Islamism promoted by the
Ottoman empire.® The ship was returning to Turkey after a goodwill visit to the Japanese prince
Komatsu Akihito (1846-1903), who previously visited Istanbul, when a storm wrecked it. Thanks to
the efforts of the Oshima villagers, 69 from the original 600 people of the crew were saved. In October
1890 the Meiji government gave the order to return the survivors back to Istanbul on two ships, Hiei
and Kongo. Noda Shotard (1868-1904), at the time in his twenties, was sent by the newspaper
Jijishinpd” to record the events.®

The ships arrived in Istanbul in January 1891, and as a sign of friendship, the sultan of the
Ottoman Empire Abdul Hamid II (1842-1918)° requested that one of the Japanese officials stayed in
Istanbul to teach Japanese. But as no official could permanently remain on foreign soil without formal
permission from the emperor, Noda was chosen to stay. To be able to teach Japanese he started to
learn about the Turkish language, the history of the Ottoman empire and Islam.!® In May 1891 he
converted to Islam and became the first known Japanese Muslim. Nevertheless, his conversion was

only for appearances, and after he went back to Japan in 1893, he never again acted as a Muslim.'!

- First and Second World Wars

During the Russo-Japanese War (1904-1905), foreign Muslim of Tatari ethnicity, migrated to
Japan. From these first migrants, Japanese students started to learn about Islam. It is during this period
that some Japanese researchers began to focus on Islam, and more than one Japanese decided to
convert. Yamaoka Mitsutard (1880-1959) and Tanaka Ippei (1882-1934) are an example of this

trend.!?

® Ivi, p4l.

7 Jijishinpo was a daily newspaper active between 1882 and 1955. It was one of the most important newspapers of the
prewar period.

8 KOMURA Akiko, “Nihon ni okeru isuramu no rekishi” (History of Islam in Japan), in Komura Akiko Nihon no isuramu-
rekishi, shitkyo, bunka wo yomitoku (Analysis of the history, religion and culture of Islam in Japan), Toky6, Asahi Shinbun
Publication Inc., 2019, p. 40.

T THRICET 24 27— LR | /IT R, BHAEDA X7 — 4 S - R - XL 2R A
i <L B, WIHBTEIEAR, 20194F,

° The sultan Abdul Hamid II is known for his Islamic propaganda during his efforts to maintain united and strong the
Ottoman Empire against the European ideological currents. In order to create vast consent between the masses, he
invented some Islamic traditions and revitalized ancient ones, such as the revival of the caliphate. The sultan’s request
that one of the Japanese officials stay in Istanbul might be, in my view, coherent with his wish to spread Islam. (Federico
DONELLI, “Simboli e tradizioni “inventate alla corte di Abdiilhamid I1”, Diacronie-Studi di Storia Contemporanea: Le
monarchie nell eta dei nazionalismi, 16, 4, 2013, pp. 6, 8).

10 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2015, cit. p. 43.

' KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2019, cit. p. 42.

12 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2015, cit. pp. 44, 46.
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Fluent in Chinese and Russian, both worked as translators during the war. They became the
first two Japanese to participate in a pilgrimage towards Mecca. Yamaoka Mitsutard converted to
Islam during a trip to Mumbai, India in 1909,!* while Tanaka Ippei converted in China, where he
remained after the end of the Russo-Japanese War. About his pilgrim experience, he published
Shirakumo yiiki (Travelogue in White Clouds) in 1925.'* After Yamaoka and Tanaka, more pilgrims
went on journeys to Mecca. This is because during WWI pilgrimage towards Mecca became an
excuse to check on the situation in China, India and other countries on the way.!

At the end of WWI, during the Russian Revolution (1917-1923) and the birth of the USSR,
Muslims that were participating in anti-Russian independentist movements tried to reach their own
independence. Among the independent Muslim states that were created during the Russian
Revolution, the Idel-Ural Republic in Kazan was proclaimed in March 1918. Later in the same month,
Bolsheviks conquered the Republic’s land and destroyed it. To escape persecution, the Tartars who
lived in Kazan passed through Harbin and Dalian (China) and migrated to Japan.'¢

The Japanese government started to be interested in Tatars people and Islam after 1924, year
when Muhamméd-Gabdulhaj Kurbangaliev (1889-1972), a politically strong member of the Bashkir
Liberation Movement of the Soviet Union, arrived in Japan. He came from a long lineage of Imams, !’
therefore he was deeply knowledgeable about Islamic teaching. In 1920 he founded the 70yo kenkyiijo
(Institute of Asian studies) in Mukden (Currently known as Shenyang), China. There, a community
of Tatars and Bashkirs started to research Japanese and Chinese languages. After his arrive in Japan,
in January 1925 he founded in Tokyd the Tokyo kaikyii kyodan (Tokyd Islamic congregation), in 1927
he built the Tokyo kaikyii gakko (Tokyo Islamic School) in Yoyogi-Uehara, Tokyd, to teach children
of Tatars refugees about Islam!®. Furthermore, in 1927, he opened the Dai-ikkai no kaikyé-to taikai
(The First Muslim Conference) in the Tokydo Hotel on Shinjuku’s main street. Around a hundred
people participated. In an effort to educate Japanese people on Islam, he also opened the Arabia-
Toruko Gakkai (Arabic and Turkish Academy) in Kanda-Jinbochd, in Tokyo. There, he taught Arabic

and Turkish to Japanese who were interested.'” From the 1930’s the first Mosques started to be built

13 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2019, cit. p. 42.
14 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2015, cit. p. 44.
15 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2019, cit. p.42.
16 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2015, cit. p. 46.; Salavat ISKHAKOV, “The Impact of the First World War on Bashkir and
Tatar Muslims (1914-1918)”, Revue des mondes musulmans et de la Méditerranée, 141, 2017, p.121.
17 An Imama is the head of a Muslim community, a person who leads worshippers during prayers.
18 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2015, cit. pp. 47-48.
19 KAWAMURA Mitsuo, “Yamaji Hiroaki ‘Showa shoki ni okeru Isuramu-kyo kenbun-roku (Tokyd chihd)’ (1999 nen)
kokai ni atatte” (Yamaji Hiroaki “Record of information about Islam in the beginning of the Showa era (Toky0 area)”
(1999) upon publication), Shinshii Isuramu-sekai benkyo-kai, 2020, p. 10. (Segue nota)
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on Japanese land.

The first Mosque that opened in Japan was the Nagoya Mosque in 1931, built in Nagoya’s
Chikusa ward by Tatars. It was destroyed in 1945 by an American air-raid. Right now, the oldest
Mosque to exist to this day is in Kdbe, a port city where many Muslims from India and of Tatar
ethnicity lived after WWI.?° The Kobe Mosque was constructed in September of 1935 thanks to
donations mainly from Indian Muslims.?' Constructions for the first Tokyd Mosque started in 1937,
was active from 1938 to 1984 and it was demolished in 1986. The Mosque was built because of the
will of Kurbangaliev. He pressured important Japanese people to donate for the construction of the
Mosque and then, because a Mosque can only be built with Muslim’s donations, Muhamméd-
Gabdulh4j collected all the money and donated them himself.??

Then, Islam started to be studied in Japan as something to be used during colonial endeavors
in Muslim communities. From 1930, Japan wished to expand into Manchuria, Northwest China and
Southeast Asia, which are places where large Muslim communities exist.”* In its colonial endeavors
in the Dutch East Indies (Indonesia), Islam was used as an effort to make the locals accept the
Japanese occupation over the Dutch one. The Japanese Empire conquered Indonesia in March 1942
and controlled it until September 1945 .24

Activities to publicize Islam in Japan started to be promoted. From 1938 to 1941, the quarterly
magazine Kaikyo jijo (Islamic Affairs) was published by the Research Department of the Minister of
Foreign Affairs. In November, 1938 in Ueno (Tokyod) and in December in Nihonbashi (Osaka), the
Kaikyoken tenran-kai (Islamic Exhibition) was held in collaboration with the 76kyo kaikyodan
(Tokyo Islamic Society) and the Dainihon kaikyo kyokai (The Greater Japan Muslim League), a
league guided by the military founded in 1938 with strong political colors.?®

It was common at the time for Japanese scholars to compare Islam to existing religions in
Japan, mostly with Buddhism. Japanese researchers on Islam such as Suda Masatsugu®® (1893-1964),

Segawa Hisashi (unknown) and Okawa Shiimei?’ (1886-1957), thought Islam should include an

JUATSERR, TR TREFIIHIC R 2 4 2 7 28U RER GRTHTT) ) (1999 ) KB 72 > Tl B
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20 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2015, cit. p. 45.

2 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2019, cit. p.43.

2 i, pp. 44-45.

23 KOMURA Akiko, “Islam”, in Baffelli Erica, Castiglioni Andrea, Rambelli Fabio (eds.), The Bloomsbury handbook of
Japanese religions, Bloomsbury Academy, London, 2021, p. 111.

24 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2019, cit. pp. 46-47.

% i, p. 46.

26 Suda Masatsugu met Islam for the first time in 1918, while he was fighting in Siberia. He was a famous researcher of
Islam.

27 Okawa Shiimei was a nationalist and supporter of Pan-Asianism. He became interested in Islam in 1913. After being
processed at the Tokyd war crime trial, he was declared legally insane.
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ascetic training similar to the Buddhist shugyo (austere training). In particular, for Suda and Segawa,
the meaning of the Shahada, one of the five Islamic pillars, was not clear;*® Suda talked about the
“four pillars of Islam”, eliminating Shahada because it is a profession of faith, not a practice, thus,
according to him, could not be included in religious training. Segawa tried to differentiate Shahada
from the other pillars as a theoretical aspect of the doctrine, while he saw the others pillars as practical
aspects of ascetic training.?’ During this period Japanese scholars had to compare Islam to religions
already existing in Japan because they could not fully understand it. Because of this, we can also
notice that Islam in Japan was starting to change and become something hybrid with Buddhism, a

religion that Japanese people could more easily understand.

- From the Postwar to the 70s

During the aftermath of WWII, the names and whereabouts of Japanese Muslims working in
the military or as translators abroad were lost and it was not clear if they were alive or dead.
Furthermore, from 1950 to 1960, many Japanese Muslims in Japan that converted during the war died
or decided to stop being Muslims.*°

Supporters of the Islamic propaganda in Japan, that is to say the Japanese government, military
authorities and right-wing organizations, were disbanded. From that moment, the task of supporting
Islam in Japan fell on foreign Muslims and the Japanese people who converted; at the same time,
little by little, new Mosques and Islamic groups were born.>!

In 1952 the Nihon musurimu kyokai (Japan Muslim Association) in Tokyo became the first
case of Muslim organization founded after the war, building the basis of Islam in Japan. First known
as Isuramutachi no kai (Society of Islamic Friends), it was recognized as a religious institution in
1968. As aresult of this organization’s efforts, for the first time a Japanese student had the opportunity
to study in Egypt at al-Azhar University in Cairo.*?

In 1961, the Musurimu gakusei kyokai (Association of Muslim students) was founded in
Tokyd by exchange students. In 1968 a group of Muslims that were active in the Japanese Muslim

Association founded in Tokyd the Isuramikku senta-Japan (Japanese Islamic Center), that was

28 Shahada, the profession of faith; Salah, the prayer; Zakat, almsgiving; Sawm, fasting during the holy month of
Ramadan; Hajj, the pilgrimage to Makkah.

2 KOMURA, “Islam”, cit. pp. 111-112.

30 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2015, cit. p. 51.

31 vi, p. 54.

32 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2015, cit. p. 52.; KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2019, cit. p. 47-48.
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recognized as a religious organization in 1975.%3

Foreign students speaking Arabic were a precious source of information about news from
abroad on Islam. They started to translate articles into Japanese and partake in missionary work
towards non-Muslims.**

While Japanese Muslims relied heavily on foreign Muslims to spread the belief, they
themselves where active in the translation of the Qur’an into Japanese. Before 1950, some non-
Muslim Japanese scholars tried to translate the Qur’an but from the 50s Japanese Muslims started to
be active in translations for the first time.*

Mita Rydichi*® (1892-1983) published a translation in 1972, titled Nichia-taiyaku - chitkai
Sei-Kuran (Japanese-Arabian commented translation of the Holy Qur’an).3” Mita’s version of the
Qur’an was very popular, but rather than presenting it as a religious text, it was published with general
education purposes. His translation stands out as every word was carefully chosen to avoid any
Buddhist reference. Nevertheless, Mita’s translation of the Qur ’an was still heavily influenced by the
terminology already existent in the Japanese language that was first invented to translate the Bible.*®

Another interesting organization is the Nihon isuramu kyodan (Japan Islamic Congress),
active from 1975 to 1990 in Toky®d. It promoted a simpler, Japanese-style Islam.* In 1975 the Japan
Islamic Congress converted more than 1.000 Japanese people, but its fame declined after 1983. This
organization was so successful because it promoted a type of Islam very easy to understand for
Japanese people and did not force indoctrination. The “correct” Islam, on the other hand, was seen
by Japanese people as a complex religion difficult to grasp.*® The Japan Islamic Congress later on

became known as Daijé Islam (Mahayana Islam).*!

During Japan’s economic growth after the war, and after the oil shock of 1973, commercial
activities with the Middle East increased and more and more Japanese people moved there for work.

Japanese companies started to be diffused abroad and, through them, news about the Islamic culture

33 Ivi, p. 50.
34 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2015, cit. p. 56.
35 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2019, cit. p. 50.
36 Mita was another of those Japanese who worked and lived in China during the war. He worked mostly as a propagandist
spy for the Japanese government. He became a Muslim in 1941. In 1960 he became the head of the Nihon musurimu
kyokai.
37 i, p. 51.
3% Hans Martin KRAMER, “Pan-Asianism’s Religious Undercurrents: The reception of Islam and Translation of the
Qur’an in Twentieth-Century Japan”, The Journal of Asian Studies, 2014, 73, 3, pp. 633-635.
3% KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2015, cit. p. 62.
40 Ivi, pp. 65-67.
41 KOMURA, “Islam”, cit. p. 113.
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reached Japan.*?
From 1975 to 1980 most Japanese still did not have a proper understanding of Islam and
prejudices and misunderstandings were common. During this period, the Muslims population in Japan

reached 30,000 people.*?

- From the Bubble Economy to Contemporary Times

From 1980 Japan entered into what is known as Bubble Economy. From the end of WWII to
the Korean war and during the first economic growth, Japan needed manpower but immigrants that
came from East Asia were enough to contain the need.** The situation changed during the economic
boom, when the shortage of manpower became unsustainable. More and more men from Islamic
countries entered Japan with a short-term visa or thanks to accords of mutual visa exemption between
countries. Most of them came from developing countries such as Iran, Pakistan and Bangladesh.*’

During this time, the number of illegal immigrants grew because it was difficult for foreign
workers to get a long-term status of residence and after their short-term permit expired, some of them
remained in Japan, mostly working the 3K jobs (hard, dirty and dangerous). This led to the Gaikokujin
rodosha mondai (The issue of foreign workers).*® In order to decrease the number of illegal residents,
the Japanese government decided to put a stop to the agreement for mutual visa exemption for
Pakistan (1989), Bangladesh (1989) and Iran (1992), and from 1993 imposed a requirement to get in
advanced a short-term visa for Malaysian people.*’ The number of foreign workers diminished but
the lack of manpower was still pressing, so industries started to hire through the trainee system.*3

People mainly from East and Southeast Asia, especially from Malaysia and Indonesia, started to go

42 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2015, cit. pp. 59-61.

4 Ibidem.

4 MORITA Toyoko, “Zainichi musurimu teishiika made no yoso — Iran to Toruko-jin wo hikaku shite” (Aspects of Muslim
Settlements in Japan — Comparing Iranian and Turkish people), in Minesaki Hiroko (ed.), Nikhon ni kurasu musurimu
(Muslims living in Japan), Akashi shoten, Tokyd, 2024, p. 155.
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4 Komura Akiko, ‘“Nihon ni okueru isuramu no rekishi-1980 nendai kohan kara genzai made”
(History of Islam in Japan, second half of 1980-present), in Komura Akiko Nikon to isuramu ga deau toki - sono rekishi
to kanosei (When Japan Meets Islam: its History and Possibility), Gendai Shokan, Publishing Co. Ltd., 2015, p. 70.
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46 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...1980-present”, cit. p.70.; MORITA, “Zainichi musurimu...”, cit. p. 156.
47 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2019, cit. pp. 54-55.
48 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...1980-present”, cit. p.71.
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to Japan.*’ Foreign workers that entered Japan between 1980 and 1990 also included Turkish men.
Yet, because no restriction for entering Japan was put on them, their number rapidly grown from
around 2.500 in 2012 to 6.080 people in 2022 as more families moved to Japan.>

A problem for Muslims during the Bubble economy was the lack of places where to pray. The
continue overuse of the Tokyd Mosque damaged it beyond repair and it had to be demolished in 1986,
after two years of disuse.’! Even though Muslims could still freely pray in the Japanese Islamic
Center, not every man>> was able to go there on Friday for the mandatory prayer.>

In places where Muslims concentrated, simple musalla (areas allocated for prayer) were
created in workplaces, in corners of factories and offices.>* Furthermore, for important Islamic
festivities such as Eid al-Adha or Eid al-Fitr, when a lot of Muslims gather, the space was not enough,
and various problems arose when large groups of Muslims went to pray in hotels and parks. Banquet
halls of hotels in Tokyd were used for prayers, but so many people started to attend that the amount
of shoes in the corridor became a bother to other guests.>® Similarly, because of the number of
attendees, organizing prayers in big parks such as Yoyogi Park became impossible. For the 1992 Eid
al-Fitr, around 5000 people gathered in the Tokyo International Trade Fair Assembly Hall located in
Harumi.>

In 1991, the economic bubble burst. In March 1995, the terrorist attack by Aum shinrikyo, As
seen in the previous chapter, incited a general phobia towards religions in Japan. During this time,
because of the bad economy, many foreigners had to live and work in unstable positions. This is why,
as a way to escape instability, it became common for the majoritarian male foreign Muslim population
to marry Japanese women.’’” While Islamic law does not require a Muslim man to marry a Muslim
woman and does not force converting to Islam to marry, popular belief is that Muslims cannot marry
outside of their religion. This belief might have had an influence on the Japanese women which
decided to convert to Islam in order to marry. This is why we can see an increase in the Japanese-

Muslim population from 1990. Muslim men would go so frequently to the Islamic Center to look for

a bride that the Center had to publish in 1992 an article reminding everyone that the Center was not

4 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2019, cit. p. 56.

50 MORITA, “Zainichi musurimu...”, cit. p. 160.

S KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2019, cit. p. 59.

52 Muslim men are required to perform the Jumu ah (Friday Congregational) Prayer every Friday. Women can attend it
but it is not mandatory for them.

33 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2019, cit. p. 57.

34 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...1980-present”, cit. p. 73.

35 1t is usual for Muslims to take of their shoes before entering a Mosque or, in this case, a room used for prayers.

5 vi, p.76.

57 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...1980-present”, cit. pp. 77-79.; It is not clear if every marriage between a Muslim man and
a Japanese woman was one of convenience. I think it can be assumed that the majority was for convenience, but each
case is probably different and I am not aware of any research on this data.
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a marriage agency.>®

At that time, it is estimated that 10,000 Japanese converted to Islam. But, if we compare this
number to the population of Japan (123,478,000 people in 1990)*° or with the totality of the foreign
population (1,075,317 people in 1990)%, it is evident that Japanese Muslims were a minority inside
a minority.%!

In recent years, thanks to globalization, Japanese people have more opportunities to encounter
Islam. Some Japanese people have decided to convert because they came in contact with Islam during
their life and not just because of marriage, such is the case of B, E and F’s cases in the following
interviews. Others, in fact, after a divorce, have decided to stop being Muslims.®?

During the late 90s and early 2000s, more Mosques were built not only for prayer but as
community centers to teach Islam, for Japanese Muslims to gather and for Japanese women to learn
about Islam.%® The Tokyd Mosque and Diyanet Turkish Cultural Center (Tokyd Cami) opened in
Shibuya, Tokyd in the year 2000.%* Around it, Turkish people were able to create a tight religious
community.®

Recently, problems arose mostly on the question of Islamic education for second generation
Muslims, because no Islamic school in Japan is legally recognized. Kindergartens are often attached
to a Mosque, but there is no way to get a legally recognized, Muslim higher education in Japan. This
is why parents must choose if they want to send their children to international schools, regular schools,
or back to their original Muslim country for education.®® Another problem regards living in the
Japanese community. Because of cultural differences, difficulties might arise in living in Japan. For
example, foreigners sometimes are not aware of garbage recycling rules or have difficulties
understanding local laws.®’

During the aftermath of the 9-11 terrorist attack in the US, Muslims in most countries were

seen with suspicion. But while in the West islamophobia produced hate crimes and various incidents,

Muslims did not suffer such harsh discrimination in Japan,®® possibly because the Muslim population

38 KOMURA, “Nihon ni okeru...”, 2019, cit. p. 61.
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in Japan was, and still is, very small.®” Nevertheless, it is common for many Japanese to not have a
good image of Islam and Muslims, mostly because they hear news about Islamic terrorism on mass
media.”® During my stay in Japan, I had the opportunity of talking about this with some Japanese
people, mostly with university students. Almost all of them reported of having had some kind of bias
towards Islam. But, interestingly, most of these biases disappeared after they had contacts with
Muslims or Muslim communities, usually thanks to trips in Muslim countries, or because of

university classes on Islam.

“On television, they mostly talk badly about Islam, but I have been living in Singapore for a while and
I met a lot of Muslims there. This is why I now understand that you should not judge an entire religious

community just from what you hear on the news.” (Japanese woman in her thirties, housewife)

“I do have some reserves about Islam. Regarding their reputation, I think that because of a minority of
extremists the majority of Muslims pay the price. | had an Indonesian student that taught me a lot about Islam. I
even read the Qur’an and I went to a Mosque in Indonesia. This is why my image of Islam is not generally bad.
I do feel that the extremist part of Islam is not good, but I can separate what they tell us on the news from how a
single person is. I do not feel scared when I see a Muslim and I do not think that every Muslim that lives in Japan

is a bad person.” (Japanese woman in her thirties, university professor)

“I am very interested in Islam right now. I think there is a bad image of Islam because of the news, but
I studied Islam in university from an Egyptian professor, and so I started to think that the ‘bad part’ was just a

minor part of Islam.” (Japanese woman in her twenties, university student)

“Recently, I have been taking a class on Turkish culture and I started learning something about Islam. I
started thinking that the bad image that Islam have is because the news only focus on its bad aspects. I have no
negative feelings towards Islam and I also have some Muslim friends.” (Japanese woman in her twenties,

university student)

Some of the Japanese people that had the opportunity to visit a Muslim country expressed
surprise at how kind or religious Muslim people are. One Japanese professor even expressed envy at

Muslims ability to believe and live at peace.

% TAKAHASHI Norihito, “Minorities”, in Baffelli Erica, Castiglioni Andrea, Rambelli Fabio (eds.) The Bloomsbury
handbook of Japanese religions, Bloomsbury Academy, Londra, 2021, p. 162.

70 Interestingly, none of the non-Muslim Japanese people that I asked had ever heard the word “islamophobia” or, in
Japanese, isuramu kyofusho. The only Japanese which knew of the word is the interviewee F, who expressed his belief
that islamophobia is not strong in Japan.
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“Muslims believe so much that they cover their face, and they must be kind because their religion
commands them to. When I was in Turkey, Muslims on the bus saw me struggling with my luggage and I was
helped by everyone and they were eager to let me sit. They seemed very kind. In Turkey, not everyone is so strict
about Islam and sometimes people drink as well. There are a lot of believes on how Muslims should act and 1
was surprised about it. I had a bad view of Islam but now, after that trip, I do not think Muslims are scary
anymore. Extremists do exist, but I think they are the minority, and the news make it seem like they are the

majority. (Japanese woman in her twenties, university student)

“I was surprised by how strict Islam can be when I went to Indonesia. What is interesting is that, while
Indonesian live their lives carefree and sometimes do not abide to all the rules, they strictly respect the Islamic
ones. This was impressive to me. Even the most relaxed person followed with precision all the Islamic rules. I
thought I would probably not be able to do it. But even though the rules are strict, they seem to live in peace and

happiness. I felt jealous of that, of their strong belief.” (Japanese woman in her thirties, university professor)

These testimonies might make it seem like Japanese people are generally quite tolerant and
open-minded, but it is important to notice that almost all of the Japanese people I had the chance to
speak to are part of an academic élite, and had the opportunity to travel during their lives. This is not
to say that everybody else is necessarily close-minded, but that these testimonies cannot be taken as
a general trend of Japanese people’s thoughts on Islam. For example, a Japanese students told me she
loves to study about Islam but, while her parents support her studies, they would probably not be okay

with her marrying a Muslim.

“I study Arabic in university. I am interested in Islam because I know now, thanks to my classes at
university, that it is not a scary religion. I found out that we have a lot in common with Muslims. My parents are
fine with my studies, but my father once joked about being worried that I will meet a Muslim man and marry

him. That made me sad.” (Japanese woman, eighteen years-old university student)

And again, one woman, while having had the opportunity to visit a Muslim country and does
not have strong prejudiced towards Muslims, did expressed her belief that some aspects of Islam are

too conservatives.

“I think a lot of Japanese people do not know anything about Islam or any religion. It was very
interesting for me to see Muslims in Singapore, even though I did not ask them about what they think of Islamic
extremism... it would be interesting to know. But, hearing about how women and men are separated, for example
in the Mosque, I thought that it was maybe a bit ‘old fashioned’ in this age.” (Japanese women in her sixties,

profession unknown)

Furthermore, a Muslim woman married to a Japanese man told me how difficult it was for
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her, at the beginning of her marriage, as her in-laws did not accept her religion.

“My husband is Japanese and his family was not at all happy about his decision to marry me and convert
to Islam. They were scared of Islam and Muslims. Little by little they opened up and now we see each other

around once a week.” (Pakistani woman in her thirties, profession unknown).

Now, many foreign Muslims workers get into Japan with a trainee visa or as elder care
workers. For example, from Indonesia, the country with the most Muslims, in 2008 208 people arrived
as care workers for elder people through training programs. The number of students from Southeast
Asia is also on the rise.”! Because of marriages, the born of second-generation Japanese Muslims,
naturalization and conversions, the number of Japanese citizens who are Muslims is increasing.
Children and young Muslims are more than 50% of the Muslim population in Japan today.”” In 2019
it is counted that 230.000 Muslims were living in Japan, 46.000 of which have Japanese citizenship.”?
The most common nationalities are Indonesia, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Malaysia, Turkey, India,
Uzbekistan, Afghanistan, Nigeria and Egypt.”*

The most interesting think I gathered while talking to Muslims leaving in Japan, is the belief
that Japan is a perfect country for Muslims to live in, as some aspects of the Japanese and Islamic
cultures are seen as compatible, such as dressing modestly, being kind and following the rules. Most
interestingly, one Muslim woman expressed her belief that Japanese people and Muslims are very

similar in their difficulties in believing in religion.

“Islamic life is in a lot of ways similar to the Japanese one. They dress modestly, they do not touch each
other too much... only the pork and alcohol aspects of Islam are difficult for Japanese people. But everything
else is not. Peace, discipline and routine. They even have difficulty in believing in religion, in this they are very
similar to Muslims. It is easy for a Muslims to live in Japan. Even though the working culture is not easy, I never
felt discriminated upon, and I received multiple times compliments for my Aijab or for how I was dressed. They
see the hijab as a fashion choice I think, and they are curious.” (Turkish woman in her twenties, profession

unknown)
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“It is easy as a Muslim to live in Japan. My husband is Turkish and sometimes he says that Japanese
people look more Muslim than he is. Even for the fact that people cover themselves in summer... it feels like
there is a good Islamic environment in Japan.” (Muslim woman from Singapore in her thirties, profession

unknown)

- Conclusion

This chapter focused on the history of Muslim migration to Japan and the development of
Islamic knowledge within Japan. Knowledge about Islam started to become accessible to the Japanese
public — meaning not only to scholars or politicians — during the economic Boom of the 80s, when
Muslims started to migrate to Japan for work and spaces started to be increasingly built to
accommodate their religious needs.

While at first conversions to Islam where tightly related with Japan’s expansionist goals, a
trend of conversions can be seen between Japanese women for marriage purposes starting from the
90s, and more recently between Japanese without marriage relations to Muslim people. Nonetheless,
Japanese Muslims remain a very small minority in Japan. Because of the continued increase in
Muslims immigrants in Japan, it is not unlikely that more Mosques and places reserved for Muslims
will be built. In Tokyd I have more than once seen prayer rooms in department stores and Universities.
Halal food markets and restaurants are also becoming more common. Thanks to the Tokydo Cami
community and efforts on social media, Japanese who are curious about Islam can choose between
various events to discover more about Islam. It appears that some Japanese people who had biases
towards Islam were able to overcome them through meetings with Muslim communities and
university classes. Tokyo Cami efforts on spreading awareness on Islam in Japan might have an
important impact on how Japanese perceive Islam. Furthermore, it seems that some Muslims were
able to find similarities between their cultures and the Japanese one, thus being able to live peacefully

in Japan.
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BECOMING MUSLIM: INTERVIEWS WITH NATIVE JAPANESE CONVERTS

The study of religious conversion has the purpose of analyzing the constant change and
encounters between different societies and cultures from a religious perspective. Conversion and
deconversion are not fixed events, they are everchanging and complex, and are defined in a different
way by every religion as a way to understand who does or doesn’t belong to their creed. But what can
be universally defined as conversion? At this time, it has still not been found a specific definition that
is not too limited and can encompass all the variables and dynamics that are proper of religious

conversion. !

Religious Conversion Studies

Since the so-called Axial age (800-200 BCE), religion and religion conversion had a
prominent role in changing and shaping human history and the lives of individual people. For
example, the lives of Mahavira, Shakyamuni Siddhartha Gautama, Confucius, Laozi, King Ashoka,
Saul, Muhammad, Socrates, Jeremiha and Isaiah were all changed by religion and influenced the
course of human history in a decisive manner.>

The history of religion conversion has been shaped by the never-ending embrace of and
departure from a religion. For different reasons, cases, and costs, peoples have decided to accept or
reject a religion, and have subjected themselves to the criticism and skepticism of others. Being such
a fluid concept, religious conversion has been the object of opinions which differ vastly from one
another. In particular, Judaism, Islam, and Christianity have been controversial because of how
demanding they are in their guidelines of what is considered acceptable as conversion.?

To understand conversion, a scholar has to take into account not only the conversion itself,
but also the influences of the historical period and society. Religious conversion now means
something very different than it did two-hundred years ago. Every conversion has to be contextualized

and this is why the study and meaning of conversion has to evolve and change over time.*

! Lewis R. RAMBO, Charles E. FARHADIAN, “Introduction” in Rambo Lewis R., Farhadian Charles E. (eds), The Oxford
Handbook of Religious Conversion, New York, Oxford University Press, 2014, pp. 9-10. Pierre BEAUCAGE, Deirdre
MEINTEL, Géraldine MOSSIERE, “Social and Political Dimensions of Religious Conversion”, Anthropologica, 49, 1,2007,
p- 11.
2 RAMBO, “Introduction”, cit. pp. 2-3.
3 vi,p. 4.
4 vi, p. 14.
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We live in what Jiirgen Habermas (1929-)° has defined as a “post-secular” society, where
secularism and religion are both flourishing. Maybe this is why the topic of religious conversion has
been studied like never before for more than a century, in an effort to understand human nature and
the call for conversion.®

William James (1842-1910) and Arthur Darby Nock (1902-1963) are considered two of the
most influential early scholars on religious conversion and are still relevant to this day. In his book
Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), James describes conversion as a process by which an
unhappy and wrong soul can become right and happy. Essentially, he theorized that a soul, by existing
in a religious reality, can become better. In Conversion (1933), Nock describes conversion as nothing
less than a complete break from a former religion or practices. In the eyes of the convert, the past
must be wrong and the present right, otherwise conversion is not happening and it can only be
considered an adhesion to the religion.’

Both of these scholars’ work was influenced by Protestant Pietistic view of religious
conversion, which sees conversion as an inner experience which prioritizes subjectivities. While their
view of conversion as a psychological process is still influential, the focus in more recent studies has
shifted to the process of constructing a new identity, which has to be seen in single contexts and
through different periods of the life of the convert.®

While in the past the study of religious conversion was mostly related to the study of
Christianity and in particular of Protestantism, contemporary scholars are integrating a wide variety
of different disciplines, such as psychology, politics, sociology, culture and logic, in the study of a
broader range of religions.’ Islam and Buddhism in particular, even though they are two of the
religions with the most adherents worldwide, were mostly ignored during the last few decades
because the study of conversion has focused primarily on Christianity.!

Some past scholars were exceptions to this trend. For example, Thomas Walker Arnold in his
book The Preaching of Islam (1913), Nehemiah Levtzion in Conversion to Islam (1979) and William
Bulliet with Conversion to Islam in the Medieval Period (1979) focused especially on Islamic
conversion. Today, Islam is the second largest religion in the world and is growing steadily every

year. These books from early scholars helped to inspire and reshape historical and theoretical

5 Jiirgen Habermas is a German philosopher and sociologist, whose work focuses on the politics of rationality and the role
of public opinion.
 vi, p. 4.
7 vi, p. 5.
8 Ibiem.
® vi, p. 2.
10 vi, p. 12.
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approaches to Islam, shifting the focus to how dynamic religious conversions can be in different parts
of the world."!

Until the ‘80s, theories of modernization and secularization were at their peak.
Consequentially, conversions were regarded as deviations in behavior and as going against the norm.
As a consequence, examples of religious resurgence and religious vitality were largely ignored.!? The
current development of New Religions and the resurgence of Islam have proved that the
secularization paradigm was not totally correct. Especially in secular societies, it is possible that this
revival of religion is linked to a desire to escape the impersonality of modern societies and to embrace
a new identity which finds meaning in religion.'?

This trend of religious revival can be seen in Japan as well, where old and new religions
proliferate and intersect with one another. Two famous New Religions in Japan are Aum Shinrikyd,
introduced previously, and Soka Gakkai. While controversial in Japan due to its involvement in
politics, Soka Gakkai managed to create a strong international community of believers. These are but
two of the hundreds of New Religions that are proof of the religious vitality of Japan even today.'*

Contemporary scholars are aware that the complexity of conversion cannot be tackled by only
one discipline and must take into account the different influences that society, inner psychology, and
personal experience have in shaping one’s decision to convert. While early scholars emphasized a
break that occurs during the sudden act of conversion from a past to a present religion, contemporary
scholars have shifted the focus on active engagement of the convert, negotiations that the convert has
to make between the past and present, and on the interpretation of the religion by the convert, usually
shaped by their culture and previous religion. While it is true that conversion happens in a moment
in a technical manner, such as with baptism, the process of conversion is dynamic, complex, and
oftentimes incomplete. Conversion might take years. The variety of complex reasons that are
involved in the act of religious conversion are usually analyzed to determine whether the conversion

can be considered genuine and authentic.!* Most of the time in modern disciplines, the cause for
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conversion is overlooked in favor of the study of the consequences brought on by conversion.!®
Furthermore, recently the topic of deconversion has become relevant in religious conversion studies,
while it was wildly overlooked before.!” The narrative and the language that the convert uses to
explain his history is also an import part of contemporary conversion studies. 8

Recently, neuropsychology has also become a new field involved in the study of religious
conversion. With the use of the most advanced technologies, it is possible to study the brain and we
might be able to study conversion and religion directly from the brain. '

The challenge for new studies will be to be to interact in an interdisciplinary way and to see
conversion from different points of views and insights without neglecting the deeper levels of one’s

own specialized knowledge.?

- Radicalization as a Form of Religious Conversion

In 1965, Lofland and Stark devised a seven step process that generally every convert
undergoes: tension (unpleasant feelings such as frustration), problem solving perspective (turning to
religion to find answers), seekership (identification of himself as a religious seeker), turning point
(event that triggers the need for a resolution), cult affective bonds (contact with members of the
religion/cult), cutting extra-cult affective bonds (detaching emotionally from outside members),
intensive interaction (participation daily in the cult’s activities and frequent interactions with the
members).?!

In the majority of cases, a situational contingency occupies a critical role in shaping
conversion or radicalization. In the critical moment of conversion, if the convert is moved by positive
feelings, the conversion will likely result in a positive process and if the conversion is accompanied
by feelings of hatred, it is more likely that the convert will become radicalized.?? It is interesting to
see that almost all models devised to explain the process of religious radicalization are very similar
to this one. They all start with some form of tension, and many of the steps are also incorporated in
such models, with the exception of the addition of violence at the end of the process, in particular in

the case of Islamist jihadism. This shows that intra-faith conversions are to be considered a form of

16 Henri GOOREN, “Anthropology of Religious Conversion”, in Rambo Lewis R., Farhadian Charles E. (eds), The Oxford
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17 RAMBO, “Introduction”, cit. p. 8.
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conversion, as it implies the change to a radical form of the same religion.?’

- Factors Influencing Religious Conversion

Different factors come into play to influence and facilitate religious conversion. Elements
such as the similarities between two religions, personal contact with people from different religions,
the influence of a charismatic figure, similarities between religions and languages, and the presence
of institutions that propagate a religion are the most influential.>*

Recently, technology has made it possible for people from all over the world to connect and
for religious thought to spread beyond the limits of a nation or a group of people. Of course, while
connections through the internet are very effective in creating awareness, the lack of interaction
makes it more difficult for a person to be brought to convert.?®

Religious conversion is often influenced by situational contingencies and implies not only a
psychological, interior change, but also a reform in the social relationships of who converts. Being at
a turning point in life, having meaningful interactions with believers, and the weakening of other
social bonds are all factors that might influence one’s choice to convert.?®

Two theories are the most applied in the field of religious conversion: the deprivation theory
and the social influence theory. The first one assumes that people convert because they lack
something; a purpose, money, health etc, and is supported by Ed Diener, Louis Tay and David Myers
in their 2011 article “The religious paradox”, which shows how poor nations are more likely to be
religious than richer nations where life conditions are better; the second, formulated in 1953 by
Herbert Kelman, supposes that people convert because of the influence of surrounding people. In this
case, a convert changes his group affiliation and will have to relearn some social norms in relation
with the new religion.?’

In the case of Islam, for example, an important factor that might influence conversion are the
expectations in a family, which could bring spouses to change religious affiliations to be able to
marry.?® As seen in the chapter on the history of Islam in Japan, from the ‘90s a rise in native Japanese

women converting to Islam can be seen as the result of marriages with Muslim men.
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When a conversion happens between two different religions or very different cultures, such
as the Islamic and Japanese one, what is known as “social tension” might occur.?’ One of the purposes
of this study is to find out if the native Japanese interviewees are experiencing some kind of social

tension because of their decision to convert.

- The Role of Narration

Everything in reality is mediated by language, and through it we shape our truths. This also
applies to how people speak in a certain culture or religion. It follows that to join a religion means to
join a new world view, with a new set of words used. This could be accompanied by a change in
identity as well. What is not yet clear is when a change in religion is actually associated with a change
in one’s identity. What are the factors influencing a change of identity? And if such change is actually
happening, when does is happen? Does it actually start with the journey towards conversion, or is a
product of self-reflection over the personal conversion story?>°

As a scholar who analyses a case of conversion has no means to go back in time and witness
it, personal narrations of the event become the only thing to analyze. The conversion narrative
becomes a ritual that makes the speaker relive and modify that event in light of their experience and
expectations. It is an autobiography that the scholar has to analyze in light of that person’s religious

background, without forgetting that it is also necessary to understand what converts do, with who

they associate, and how do they feel while doing it and not just what they narrate as their belief.’!

- The Role of Gender
Gender is one aspect of religious conversion that has been neglected in past studies. One of
the reasons why is because women are excluded from public areas of religious life in some traditions,
and so have been invisible to researchers.>?
After the events of September 11, 2001, it is interesting to see that there has been a rise in
conversions to Islam in the US and Europe, especially between women. In the US, for some African
American women, Islam meant opposing the racism that some thought Christianity was complicit in

creating. In European highly secularized countries such as the Netherlands and Germany, by
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embracing Islam, a modest way of dressing, and the Aijab, some white women felt that they were
being liberated from the contemporary culture that sees women as sex objects.>

While gender has relevance to the decision of conversion and in the way they experience life
after converting, the examples brought here should not be generalized. In Andrew Stuart Abel view,
because of the complexity of the phenomenon of religious conversion, every case is unique and

should be treated as such.?*

About Islamic Conversion

Attention has been brought on Islamic conversion particularly after the events of 9/11, mostly
as a politicized tool to portray Islam in the light of radicalized converts. Even though the media has
focused on those because of their urgent political importance, it is essential to notice that radicalized
converts are but a few of the total, not the majority.>

Islam, like Christianity, is a missionary religion and likewise, has spread worldwide.
Currently, Islam is the fastest growing religion in the world. This is because of the high fertility rates
between its adherents and because of the success of the Islamic religion over Christianity in areas
such as the African continent, where the two religions are competing for converts.*¢

Spreading Islam by inviting (da ‘wa) others to the faith is theoretically part of every Muslim’s
obligation. In practice, most Muslims do not feel the need to make missionary work a personal goal,
as seen from the less than common systematic missionary activities. This is probably due to the fact
that the Qur’an explicitly says that “there should be no compulsion in religion” (2:256).3’

While modernization theorist in the 50s and 60s thought Muslim societies would inevitably
be secularized, political Islamization movements throughout the 80s and current revival movements
are proof that Islamic society is still thriving.*8

Contemporary English-speaking converts usually refer to their conversion as “becoming
Muslim”, “embracing Islam”, or “reversion” instead of conversion, because the Islamic theology
includes an episode of recognizing Allah as God before being born. Following this theory, everyone

is Muslim at birth and can choose to revert to Islam in case he strayed from it during his life. The
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world “Islam” itself can be translated as “accepting and submitting to Allah’s will”, and this is what
converts do; they submit to what they believe to be the original religion. “Conversion” is a term
considered limited to an outsider perspective. This is shown by the choice of expressions used when
asking about one’s conversion. A Muslim person might ask “how did you come to embrace Islam?”,
while a non-Muslim is more likely to ask “Why did you convert?”. As everyone is believed to be
born Muslim, there is no need to convert from an insider perspective but just to revert to the original
faith.>

Additionally, some converts refer to themselves as “dormant Muslims”, implying that they
were already Muslims and had Muslim ideas before they were aware of it. Thus, no conversion was
actually involved but was merely a path that showed them who they already were. Generally, there is
not a single path towards conversion, and every Muslim varies greatly in their level of commitment
to the creed.*

The conversion ceremony is quite simple and consists of the recitation of the profession of
faith in the presence of two witnesses. There is no concept of original sin present in Christianity, so
there is no baptism and just by converting, a Muslim is free from all previous sins. Unlike other
religions, it is not required of Muslims to know almost anything about Islam before the conversion.
This is why it is so important for the convert to have access to support groups after conversion to
learn about Islam and socialize with other converts and born Muslims.*!

The attitudes of converts towards Islam is usually highly influenced by their Muslim
community. A common example is the woman’s choice of using or not the Aijab; if the Muslim
community around the female convert does not pose strict rules on covering one’s hair, she might
develop a Muslim conscience that is detached from the wearing of the 4ijab. In other cases, she might
feel like the Islamic dress rules are a requirement and might want to adhere to them strictly.*?

Not all women who convert decides to put on the 4ijab or other kinds of veil also for fear of
judgment from friends and parents, or at work. Women who decide to cover their hair in western
societies are often perceived as less intelligent and as foreigners, as Islam is considered a foreign
belief. Hijab in the West is associated with female degradation and submission, so the personal
agency of these women in deciding to cover their hair is often perceived as a form of submission to
a male partner, or as brainwashing. The choice to veil in some cultures, as seen, is not one without

social consequences.*?
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- History of Islamic Conversion

Historically, the Islamization of cultures was created by a fusion between Islamic beliefs and
local custom that were deemed acceptable for the creation of an Islamic jurisprudence in the area. In
most cases, the process did not begin with forced conversion and war but took centuries of complex
hybridization to be completed. In the Middle east, for example, large-scale conversion did not peak
until hundreds of years after the initial conquest.**

In the pre-modern era, mass conversion was common. It occurred when a king or leader joined
areligion after he was convinced by a charismatic figure, such as a saint or preacher, of the superiority
of his faith, usually through miracles as convincing evidence.*

The spreading of Islam in South Asia began in the 7" and 8" centuries through the maritime
Silk Roads. Muslims from the Arabian Peninsula governed the trading routes, and were deeply
invested in commerce with every South Asian country.*® The American scholar Richard Eaton
thought of four main theories of conversion which could explain the influence of Islam on South
Asian history. The first one called the immigration theory sees Muslims as immigrants, and it is
theoretically from these immigrants that the majority of the Muslim population in the area comes
from. Following this theory, Islam is a foreign religion still mostly believed by descendants of those
immigrants. The second theory, the conversion by the sword theory, considers Islam an alienating
religion that destroyed the local Indian tradition by force. The third theory, the patronage theory,
explains conversion to Islam as a mean of social process because of the monetary aid that Muslims
people would offer to the converts. Lastly, the religion of social liberation theory sees conversion to
Islam as a form of liberation for the lower classes, who were seeking to reach a higher status in society
by associating with literate Arabs.*’

Whatever the case might be for the conversion of South Asian people, the majority of Muslims
today are concentrated there, in countries such as India, Pakistan and Bangladesh. In many pre-
modern groups, in the lower parts of those societies, syncretism occurred between Islam and Hindu,
while today, Muslim and Hindu nationalist identities are competing for religious supremacy in the

area.48
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In sub-Saharan Africa, from the 8th and 9th centuries, the population was converted to Islam
by traders and scholars. In the East and West African coasts, patterns varied from fast conversion in
the cities to uneven Islamic practice in remote areas of the inland. In the 11th century in coastal
trading areas of the east coast, Arab merchants started to marry African women who lived in the
coastal cities but only from the 19th century Islam started spreading to remote areas. Converts explain
to have been influenced to embrace Islam rather than Christianity by Islam’s lack of racial barriers
and integrative power, both absents in Christian institutions at the time.*’

In Southeast Asia, Islam started to spread from the 12th century, with relevant effects
especially in Indonesia. A major factor that kicked off the mass conversion process in Southeast Asia
was the starting of trade between local countries and the Arabs from Yemen. Conversions gave
prestige of literacy, this is why speaking Arabic and having Arab descendants was considered very
prestigious. In Indonesia in particular, Islam was practiced in syncretism with local practices and was
assimilated by the local population only after the ruling élite decided to convert. In Southeast Asia,
Islam was also seen as a religion that promoted unity of the people opposing Dutch colonialism and
its promotion of Christianity.>

From the 13" century, in Central Asia most Muslim lands were conquered by Genghis Khan’s
Mongol hordes, which were assimilated into the Islamic culture. The descendant of the Mongols kept
the Islamic tradition and continued to spread it in Central and South Asia. The Turkish-speaking
population carried Islam from the Balkans all the way to China through Central Asia. From more than
three-hundred years before 1453, when the Byzantine Empire fell to the Ottomans, Turkic nomads
had been immigrating into Anatolia and spreading Islam between the Christian indigenous peoples.
By the 15th century, Islam had become the major religion in Anatolia.>!

The Ottoman empire ruled in the Balkans from the 14" to the 18" century. The conquest of
the Balkans, which started in 1362, was accompanied by religious oppression but also brought
stability to the region. A controversial practice was that of the devshirme (blood tax), a levy of
Christian children repeated every seven years. The youths were converted to Islam and brought up
with the best education in order to make them members of the Sultan elite Janissary corps. This
practice was used to ensure that children would grow up to become loyal members of the military,
and to diminish the number of Christians in the area. Before the corps were abolished in 1648, around

eight thousand youths were levied.>
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In Europe and America, conversion to Islam occurred in pre-modern times as a result of
contact with Muslim immigrants. In the case of England, it was first through their encounter with the
Ottomans, who were so welcoming and rewarding to converts that, in the 17th century, there was fear
of Englishmen converting to Islam in their quest of raising their social status. Notably, a few
Europeans stationed in Muslim countries during the colonial period did convert to Islam, and these
conversions increased during the 20th century, particularly during the 60s thanks to the spread of
Sufism between the hippie movement. Some reasons for conversion included being disaffected by
colonial rule over Muslims and the wish to affect positively, as converts, the dealings between Muslim
societies and Western colonial powers. In later conversion narratives, emphasis is given to the Islamic
literature that became available in translation at the time, and to the power of hearing the Qur’an
being recited in Arabic.>

In the US, race is particularly relevant in studying Islamic conversions. In some cases, for
African Americans conversion to Islam means a rejection of the white-dominated values, while white
Americans might feel that by converting, they are opposing the secularity and lack of authenticity of
contemporary societies. In this group, it is rarer to see the actual adoption of Islamic cultural aspects
such as the change of names. For Hispanic Americans, Islam in some instances means a return to

their “Andalusian heritage”, creating a narrative of return to a “culture or origin”.>*

- Reasons Behind Islamic Conversions

Islam is a religion embraced by a variety of different ethnicities for different reasons, so it is
not easy to clearly identify a single cause behind conversions to Islam. A modern interpretation of
Islam, for example, sees it as a rational and scientific religion. Seeing it in this way can make it, in
the eyes of the converts, more compatible with western scientific skepticism.>®

Stefano Allievi distinguishes two types of conversion: relational and rational. A rational
conversion is one that was brought on by an intellectual search of some kind. A relational conversion
is either the product of a relationship with a Muslim (non-instrumental) or of a marriage to a Muslim
(instrumental). Generally, rational conversion seems to be more common among males, while
relational conversions among women. In particular, rational converts are drawn to Islam by its
perceived clarity and rationality compared to other religions such as Christianity. Relational converts,

however, found interest more in the community and culture of Islam.>°
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Monika Wohlrab-Sahr, in her search for reasons behind Islamic conversion, identifies three
personal traumas or crisis that can be transformed by conversion to Islam, and could influence greatly
one’s choice to convert. The first is related to relationships between genders. For converts who are
seeking new gender related boundaries, Islam offers precise rules to follow. Many women who
converted in the West, for example, feel like Islam liberated them from the overly free liberal, western
society. Also, they feel like in the Islamic community they are perceived less as sexual objects than
in the West. The second and the third crisis can be intertwined; one is about the desire for social
mobility and the other about the problem of belonging. As the convert enters the Islamic community,
he might find a new sense of belonging, and could also find new career paths in this new community.>’

Regarding Islamic conversion between native Japanese people, Elif Biisra Kocalan found four
main motivations for conversion: social, intellectual, psychological and pragmatical. Social
motivation is brought by an interest in the relational ties between Muslims, and by a desire to be
included in them; strong family relations, charitable social attitude and positive life attitude are the
most mentioned in Kocalan’s study.’® Converts moved by intellectual motivations were impressed by
the clarity of Islam and by perceived cultural similarities between Islam and the Japanese culture.’
Psychological motivations include the need of the convert to be guided and protected by a divinity,
or the convert feeling of enlightenment at the hearing of the Qur’an.®°In pragmatical motivations, the
most common in Japan, marriage is the goal of the conversion and not the conversion itself. Kocalan
research shows that some Japanese converts which motivation is pragmatical do not seem to further

interest in Islam after marriage.!

Becoming Muslim: Interviews with Native Japanese Converts

- Methodology

For the purpose of this study, a qualitative method was selected over a quantitative one.
Through the analysis of six interviews of native Japanese Muslims - four women and two men - this
research explores the complex reasons behind the interviewees’ conversions and how their Muslim
identity influences their lives in Japanese society. Attention was placed particularly on understanding

their view of religion and investigating the level of religious syncretism that they might partake in.
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However, this study in no way suggests that these cases are exemplary of Islamic conversion in Japan.

The interviews were conducted between March and December 2024. In March, during the
Ramadan, the frequent /ffar held in spaces separated between males and females became an occasion
to connect with female Japanese converts and with born Muslims. Both female Japanese Muslims
and born Muslims were happy to talk about their experiences as Muslims in Japan, and the Japanese
converts agreed to answer a variety of questions about their conversion experience.

It was less easy to connect with male native Japanese Muslims. The author attempted to
communicate with male Japanese Muslims through social media and mutual contacts, but of the eight
found, only two agreed to be interviewed while the others were unresponsive. While with the female
converts, the first meetings occurred in person in a Mosque, with male converts initial communication
occurred through internet or e-mail. This likely influenced their will to be interviewed.

All interviews were carried out with just the interviewee and the author present, or in a
language that third parties present could not understand. Care was taken as to assure that the
interviewee was feeling free to talk without fear of being judged by other Japanese or Muslims
listening. The fact that they were talking to a foreigner, most of the times in Japanese, might have had
a more positive effect in making them feel free to talk than if the interviewer was Japanese or Muslim.

The interviews conducted in Japanese were translated into English and commented.

- Interview with A (Woman in her forties, married to a Turkish man)

I met A during an Iftar in the Chiba Isuramu bunka senta (Chiba Islamic Cultural Center) in
April. The Mosque was small and full of women and children sat on the floor, waiting patiently for
the iftar to start. Some non-Muslim Japanese women were also present, but the chance to speak with
them did not arise as they left soon after they finished eating. One veiled Japanese woman (from here
on referred to as A) agreed to speak to me, but only after the dinner and prayers were concluded. A
seemed active in the community, everybody knew her, and she took a leading role in helping clean
up after dinner. Once the floor was clean, the dua (prayer) started, and A prostrated on the floor and
recited the prayer with the other Muslims. After everything was cleaned and the prayer was finished,
A sat with me where we could get a bit of privacy and, after apologizing for the wait, she agreed to

answer some questions in Japanese.

“I met my husband in a club where I went to see one of my students perform as a DJ. My husband was also a

DJ, and he was very straightforward in asking me out, so I accepted. We started going out and I was very
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surprised because he would not touch me, he would not even hold my hand. He explained that it was because he
was Muslim and I was not, so I started to study a little bit and, when we decided to get married, I had no problems
converting. It was ten years ago. [ was young and did not think too much about the consequences of that choice.
If it happened now, maybe [ would give it more thought before converting. My parents felt sorry for me (kawaiso)
when I converted. They see Islam badly, as a religion where women are forced to cover their hair and are treated

badly by their husband.”

Like the majority of the Japanese, A did not have serious knowledge of Islam previous to her
encounter with her husband. As Kocalan observes, becoming a Muslim is something that happens
through socialization for Japanese people and not because of the existence of tension or frustration,
as seen in Lofland and Stark’s conversation model.®? The initial meeting sparked curiosity in A,
whose purpose was to be romantically involved with her now husband.

Because the chances for a Japanese person to meet a Muslim during their lifetimes is low,
their knowledge of Islam often comes from mass media, which often portraits Islam as a religion of
terrorism. This likely leads to the developing of negative biases against all Muslims, as discussed in
the first chapter.®® Kocalan’s research shows that the main biases are that Islam is a very strict
religion, that it is a religion of terrorism, and that it is oppressive to women. It is also true that most
Japanese have a generally uninterested or neutral stand towards Islam, because of how little contact
they have had with the religion during their lives. This brings them, in some cases, to be open and
curious when they meet a Muslim.®* This is A’s case; she had at first a neutral approach, because she
did not know anything about the Islamic religion, and then her curiosity was sparked by meeting a
Muslim. Her conversion, using Stefano Allievi’s terminology, was relational and instrumental,
meaning that she decided to convert because of her marriage with a Muslim and not as a result of a
rational search. Kocalan defines this type of conversions as pragmatical, because conversion is a

means for marriage.®’

“Working as a Muslim in Japan is difficult. I had been working as a teacher for a long time before converting,
but as soon as I told the school’s dean of my new religion, he said that I could not work anymore in contact with
the kids, and that I had to start doing secretary work. Islam was perceived as a very bad religion, and the school
did not want the children to see a Muslim, even though I do not usually wear the Aijab, and 1 would not have
talked about Islam to the children. Now I have a new job, where no one judges me if I need to pray during the

day or adhere to the Ramadan. But, even after all these years, I do not feel comfortable wearing the %ijab outside.
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I do not want to attract attention from other people, I put the Aijab on only when I pray. My husband does not

mind, he is not too strict with Muslim rules.”

Becoming Muslim in Japan means joining a minority. A converted in 2013, when tolerance
toward Islam was considerably lower, and Islamic terrorism was almost at its peak. In 2014, ten-
thousands terrorist attacks affecting almost eighteen-thousands victims were perpetrated around the
world.® Muslims then and today are seen as others, something foreign, and views on Islam have been
heavily influenced by 9/11 and ISIS, which links Islam closely with terrorism.®” This might be the
reason why the dean of the school where A worked decided to not let her teach anymore.

Furthermore, it is interesting to notice A’s reluctance to wear a hijab in public, even after ten
years of being a Muslim. Because Islam is considered culturally other, a native Japanese Muslim
could suffer from what Kieko Obuse calls “inverted marginality”, whereby being part of the ethnic
majority, and consequential lack of foreignness, leads to marginalization. While usually being a part
of the majority would lead to acceptance by society, in this case being Muslim and being Japanese

are regarded as two different and exclusive categories.®

“At the beginning it was difficult, because I did not know how to act as a Muslim, but everyone in the Muslim
community in Chiba was very kind to me, and they introduced me gradually to everything. They did not force
me into anything, they just kindly taught me how to behave in a Mosque, how to pray, what to do or not to do
during Ramadan etc. I found a community in Islam. But, if I can be honest, I do not know what it is to be a
Muslim. I pray, but I do not understand what I am saying. I just repeat the katakana, is that praying? I have
doubts about my faith, but I carry on and try my best for my family, for my daughter. We are raising her as a

Muslim, and I think she is more of a believer than I am. Even so, I am grateful for the community that I found.”

Religious conversion does not end with the actual act of conversion. Instead, it is something
that changes and evolves over time. After her introduction to Islam, A was brought into a new
community, with sets of rules and customs that she was not familiar with. While she followed all
teachings, remarking how kind the Muslim community in Chiba has been to her, she admits to have

doubts about her creed. This raises the following two questions: if the goal of a conversion is a
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romantic relationship and not religion, how valid is the conversion? Is it possible to engage in
religious rituals without understanding their purpose but be a believer nonetheless? Of course, every
case is unique, and there is not a single possible answer to these questions, but in the case of A, it
seems like her belief in Islam is mostly passive. She obeys Islamic rules and is raising a Muslim
daughter, but she says that she does not know what it means to be Muslim, because she does not
understand most of what she is doing. Certainly, this statement holds the implicit understanding that
an ‘“actual Muslim” knows and understand the meaning of every ritual and prayer, which is
contestable. Nonetheless, A refers to herself as a Muslim. And, regardless of her degree of faith, her
conversion is relevant because it was the start of a complex religious process that has had a deep
impact on her life; it has brought her into a new community and towards a completely new way of

life.

“At school we never had problems with the teachers. They are always very respectful and usually approach me
to be sure that in handling my daughter they remain respectful of Islamic rules. I feel like the situation has
changes from ten years ago. Sometimes, there are problems with the other kids. Sometimes she got bullied, but
nothing serious. Just once I was shocked to know what happened. One kid had hit her with an umbrella, and she
got hurt. I think he had some problems. He must have heard something from his parents or someone else, but he
was convinced that “because foreigners kill with pistols, we need to kill them”, and my daughter does not look

like a “Japanese”. I was shocked that something like that could happen, and thankfully it never did again.”

Muslims are marginalized and often criminalized in Japan, but A’s testimony shows that the
Japanese teachers that she met held no prejudices, and were eager to learn how to handle a Muslim
kid.®” This suggests that a change occurred from ten years ago, when a Muslim teacher was not
permitted to be in front of children. Today, teachers seem to accept and respect her religion in A’s
experience.

A daughter’s incident is a result of the widespread view of the Japanese as a single ethnicity with
particular traits. This makes it so that everyone who does not fit inside the rigid standard of
“Japaneseness”, is somewhat a foreigner. While recognizing that in Japan foreigners are often seen
badly, A pointed out that such incident occurred just once, and that it was probably due to the boy
having mental problems. She was thankful that her daughter does not usually experience
discrimination for being a Muslim and overall sees her experience with Japanese schools in a

favorable light.
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- Interview with B (Woman in her twenties, unmarried)

B is a university student that I met through a mutual Muslim friend. She comes from southern
Japan but moved to Tokyo for university and in the hopes of finding better working opportunities.
Two meetings occurred with her; the first time was during an event at Tokyo University meant for
non-Muslims, Japanese Muslims and born-Muslims to meet and exchange ideas and impressions on
Islam and religion in general. She was sitting with her Japanese mother and wore a modest dress that
covered her whole body and a Aijab. It was not the right occasion for an interview, but it was a chance

to speak to her mother, who firmly supports her daughter’s decision to convert.

“Both her father and I support her. But I think it is rare for parents to accept this (the conversion). I think some

people might not say to their parents that they converted, for fear of their reaction.”

B accepted to talk about her experience and her thought on religion another time. As she was
busy with job-hunting, it took a while before it was possible to meet again, but a month later she
proposed to go together to a different, all-women social event, held at the Tokyd Cami, where it would
be possible to talk. The interview started during the event and continued after. The event was largely
populated by English-speaking Muslims but almost no Japanese Muslims. B felt free to talk without
holding back, explicitly saying that she would never tell to another Japanese Muslim some of what

she was telling me, in order to not upset them.

“I was engaged with a Malaysian guy, that is how I got to know Islam, but I did not convert for him. We had
some problems because of how different our culture is, so we broke off the engagement. No, I converted for a
different reason, I wanted to be a slave to something. Growing up, I noticed that everyone is a slave to something.
Money, work, love, it can be different things, but I wanted it to be religion. I wanted to have something that
could provide me with a path to follow, with rules that could help me live a good life. I tried with Christianity,
but it was very difficult to understand for me. I find the concept of the Trinity confusing, while Islam is a lot

easier and clearer as a religion. This is why I converted to Islam.”

B’s encounter with Islam was not because of education or personal interest but happened
through socialization with a Muslim person. Nonetheless, her conversion cannot be considered
relational, as her motivations are psychological. She felt unsure about her future and desired to find
guidance in religion. Lofland and Stark’s conversion model can be applied in this case, as her
conversion process started with a personal crisis concerning the future. She embarked in a quest to

find a suitable religion to embrace, and while she found that Christianity was confusing, Islam was
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rational and easy to understand. She was attracted by the clarity of the Islamic faith, and by the
guidance in life that it provided. Her conversion is an example of rational conversion with
psychological motivations. She did not have negative biases towards Islam before converting, but she

did not hold a serious interest in Islam before discarding Christianity.

“A lot of Japanese Muslims do not tell their parents that they converted because they know that they would not
agree, and they could get kicked out. I was very lucky. I decided to tell my parents that I became Muslim because
I wanted to take a trip to Mecca and needed their consent. I started to introduce them to Islam slowly, by making
them meet some of my Muslim friends. | wanted to show them that Islam is not a religion to fear, that it is not

bad to be Muslim, and they understood. I am very grateful for that.”

While A’s parents reacted to her conversion with pity, B’s parents were open and accepting
of her conversion. Nonetheless, both B’s mother and B herself stressed the fact that this acceptance
is not the norm in Japanese society. B talked about “hidden Muslims”; native Japanese Muslims who,
for fear of being seen as crazy, dangerous, or less Japanese, hide their Islamic faith. C might be an
example of such Muslim.

Because B was aware of Japanese society’s biases towards Muslims, she decided to first
introduce her Muslim friends to her parents, to show how good people they were. B only told her
parents that she converted later. While B’s parents happily support her religion, the existence of a
community of “hidden Muslims” is proof of Japanese society’s tendency to see being Muslim and
being Japanese as two exclusive categories. It shows that some Japanese Muslims would rather live

a hidden life than to expose themselves as Muslims and potentially be judged because of it.

“I feel responsibility towards Japanese society. I want to get married, find a nice job and live a stable life. I do
not feel the need to wait to find a Muslim man in order to marry and I would prefer to marry a Japanese man.
Relationships between cultures are difficult. If the culture is the same everything is easier, but if it is different
then I would start to worry about some things. What if his idea of family is different from mine? What if he does
not understand Japanese or the Japanese culture? And about work, in Japan we have a particular working ethic,
could he fit in? I want to find peace and happiness, and if that becomes too difficult because of religion, doesn’t
it lose all its meaning? I care to live peacefully in the Japanese society, this is why I would prefer to find a
Japanese man. A Muslim, if possible, but not necessarily, because it is so difficult to meet Japanese Muslim men.
In the Mosque and during Iftars we are always separated. At least if there were events where we could meet...
And I do not want to emigrate to a Muslim country. Life as an immigrant is tough, and my family lives in Japan.
While abroad 1 saw a lot of Muslims who did not believe, exactly like a lot of Japanese people. It feels

uncomfortable to see so many non-believing Muslims, this is also why I prefer Japan.”

B’s motivations for converting to Islam were rational and psychological. She needed a path
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to follow during adulthood, but religion does not come before harmony in her Japanese life. She chose
to live in Japan to be closer to her family and to avoid the possible cultural differences between her
and her potential future husband. She was engaged to a Malaysian person, and she broke off the
engagement because of cultural differences, so it seems fitting that she desires now to settle down in

Japan with a Japanese man.

“I think that the most important thing about religion is religious belief itself. It does not matter what you do, the
only important thing is what you believe inside. For me, both Islam and being Japanese are important things so
I try to compromise between Islam and Japan as much as I can. For example, as I am doing job-hunting during
Ramadan, sometimes I have to go to lunch meetings and I eat, even if [ should not. Also, I do not wear the Aijab
when [ go to interviews for companies because 1 know that seeing a hijab might make some people
uncomfortable. Because I am looking for work in Japan, I do not want to make it more difficult for myself than
it already is. Even though I have eaten food during Ramadan, and sometimes I do not wear the kijab, it does not
mean that [ am less of a Muslim. I still pray and I am a Muslim nonetheless. A job in a university, in the academic
world, would probably be the best in my situation, as they are usually more permissive towards religion. I could
probably pray and be a Muslim without feeling the pressure to conform, but it is difficult to live in Tokyd with
an academic job. This is why I need to find a good job; it does not matter if I have to compromise on how Muslim
I look from the outside. You know, I understood this, that I can be Muslim even without acting like a perfect
Muslim, when I was in Malaysia. There everyone is born Muslim, and you see a lot of really perfect-looking
Muslims. Even so, it was clear for me that some of those who acted as perfect Muslims did not believe at all. I
figured, if they can call themselves Muslims just because they act like one even though they do not believe, it is

okay for me to believe and be a Muslim even if I do not act like one.”

B is finding everyday ways to compromise between her faith and life in the Japanese society.
To her, religion is something personal, that does not necessarily need to be shown to the outside. She
seems comfortable in her belief and, at least for now, she does not feel guilty if she has to make
compromises. During the interview, it was surprising how rational B was being about Islam. She was
not talking about religion in a romantic, ideological way, instead she chose Islam based on necessity.
She needed religious guidance, and Islam was easy to understand with clear rules. But instead of
being a slave to religion, as she claimed to be, it seems that she is treating Islam as a moral compass
to use but that does not dictate aspects of her life that she does not want to change, such as leaving
and working in Japan.

It is possible that such view of religion comes from her experiences in Malaysia,”® where she

0B had a lot of opportunities to visit Malaysia. She went four times: in 2018, 2019, 2022 and 2023. The first two times
she stayed for a short trip. In 2022 she stayed six months for an exchange program and in 2023 she went back another six
months for an internship.
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met many Muslims who just behaved Muslim without actually believing. Because of this, it might be
that her belief was strengthened with the knowledge that following rites does not make someone

religious. This might have left her free to compromise with Islam without feeling guilty.

- Interview with C (Woman in her fifties, married to a Burkinabé Muslim man)

I met C at a female only meeting on Ramadan held in the Tokyo Cami. She wore a colorful
hijab tightly around her head and she agreed to be interviewed on a different day. She lives in Gunma,
but she agreed to meet again in Tokyo Cami a few weeks later. She was dressed modestly and again
she had her 4ijab on. The interview took place in the Tokyd Cami Mosque, on the women’s floor. C
looked comfortable in the Mosque. She sat on the ground, offered me tea and started to talk about her

experience.

“I converted in June 2023 because my husband is Muslim. I think the majority of Japanese Muslim women
converted in order to marry. I met him online during Covid, because I wanted to study English and he wanted to
study Japanese. We were language exchange partners. Before knowing my husband, [ was aware that Islam was
a religion. I knew that Muslims pray multiple times a day, that they cannot eat pork and that women wear the
hijab. And, of course, I did hear all of the negative news on Islamic terrorism, but I always thought that religious
teachings and terrorism were two separate things. In every religion there are people or groups who did bad things,

but that does not mean that the religion itself is to be feared. That was my understanding of Islam at the time.”

Just like A and B, C was introduced to Islam through her relationship with a Muslim man.
And, as A, her conversion was relational and instrumental, with the pragmatical goal of marriage.
She did not present a state of tension or crisis previous to her conversion, and her attitude towards
Islam was neutral. She acknowledges that Islam is sometimes seen as a religion of terrorism, but she

did not hold negative biases herself.

“I think the majority of Japanese people do not have a religious consciousness. I was born in a normal household,
where no one was religious, but we did go pray to a shrine on New Year, we went to Obon and we went to a
temple for funerals. All of these activities were cultural for me, not religious. Just like Christmas is an event in
Japan, not a religious festivity. Even now that I am a Muslim, I still go to shrines and temples. I think it is okay
to still go, because I do not perceive them as religious rituals. Also, all of my family and most of my friends are
Japanese, so it would be weird for me to stop going to Japanese cultural events.

It is difficult to say if I really believe in Allah. I was non-believer all my life, but even then, sometimes it did
happen that I prayed to the kami, even though I had no religious consciousness. Now, instead of saying “please

kami-sama”, 1 say “please Allah”, and I know that I am praying in a religious way. It is difficult for me to adapt
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to all Islamic rules. I am a Japanese living and working in Japan, this is why I usually do not have time to do the
five daily prayers. After all, religion is not something compulsory. I do not think my husband understands my
point of view; he thinks I should be praying five times a day. I think praying to Muslims is like brushing one’s
teeth for Japanese people; it is a habit. Just like it is obvious for me to brush my teeth and eat three times a day,
for my husband it is normal to pray five times a day. But for me, because I am not used to it, and because I live
in a society where praying like that is not the norm, it is difficult to adapt, even if I know that praying is

important.”

As Kocalan’s research shows, C’s family fits into the description of a common Japanese
family. As seen in the first chapter, a common feature of Japanese families is that they involve
themselves on a daily basis with religious practices, even though they refer to themselves as non-
religious.”! This is why she does not think that continuing to be involved in Japanese religious
practices goes against her new religion. While she considers herself a religious person because she
became Muslim, it seems like not much changed from before she converted. When I asked C if she
felt the presence of Allah inside the Mosque, C took a long time to answer, and at the end she did not
clearly state if the answer was positive or negative. Her belief in a supernatural entity seems to have
become more substantial, but it looks like she is still trying to come into terms with her new
spirituality, born from pragmatic and not psychological needs. This is why she finds it difficult to fit
Islamic religious practices into her Japanese daily life. Her difficulty in adapting and believing in
Islam raises once more the question of whether a pragmatic conversion where the convert has no

interest in religion outside of it being a means for marriage can be considered a genuine conversion.

“I think most Japanese do not understand Islam. They see it as a foreign religion, because Muslims are the
minority, it is not like abroad. In Japan, if you are Muslim, you stand out. In Islamic countries you put on the
hijab to cover yourself but in Japan you stand out, I think it loses its meaning like this. Maintaining harmony is
essential, and if people notice me on the street because I am wearing a &ijab, the harmony is lost. If [ was foreign,

it would be different, it would be accepted, but because I am Japanese, I should try to not stand out so much.”

Islam in Japan is often considered a religion linked to Muslim tourists, and so culturally other.
For some Japanese Muslims such as C, being Muslim in Japan can be difficult as they might feel
isolated or discriminated upon by the Japanese society.”? To avoid standing out as different and
breaking the alleged “harmony” of the Japanese society, C decided to appear as less Muslim as she

can. Once again, it appears that being Muslim and being Japanese are considered two exclusive

"I KOCALAN, “Four Motivations...”, cit. p. 724.

2 OBUSE, “Living Compound...”, cit. pp. 1-2.
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categories. In this case, appearing Muslim as a Japanese in Japan could cause a break in the society’s
harmony, as it is usually not expected for a Japanese to appear or be Muslim. A foreigner, as from
the start not belonging to the Japanese society, would be more readily accepted as being Muslim than
a Japanese, who is expected to conform as much as possible to Japanese society. Furthermore, to

stand out in the Japanese society would, in C’s view, make wearing the Aijab all its religious meaning.

“I have not told my parents or friends that I converted. My parents know that my husband is Muslim, but nothing
more. My son’® knows because he was at the wedding, so he saw that I converted. He was surprised, but did not
say anything. At work as well I did not say anything. After all, usually I do not look Muslim; I eat pork, I do not
wear the hijab and do not pray five times every day. If I looked Muslim and said that I cannot eat some things
my friends would ask me why and be surprised and we would have to talk about that instead of something else.
I do not feel the need to tell them. Even so, at home I respect Muslim rules for food. I also tried to do Ramadan
because, apart from the religious meaning, it is good for your body to fast sometimes. It is good for digestion
and for your health. I think everyone should do it once in a while. I do not have enough time to properly study
Islam. When I can I study online or read parts of the Qur’an in Japanese. For now, I am concentrating on my

Doctorate. I even stopped working for a while to study.”

C went to great length to avoid worrying her family and friends, deciding that her becoming
Muslim was not relevant enough in her relationships to inform her family and friends of it. She
expressed that that was because, once again, she did not want to break the harmony. She did not want
to worry her parents, who at the time of her conversion were ill, and does not want her conversations
with her friends to be disturbed by her being Muslim. While C never expressed such reasons, it is to
wonder if her decision to be a “hidden Muslim” has something to do with how Islam is generically
perceived; as an oppressive and backward religion linked with terrorism, or if her main reasons are

to be found in her desire to not stand out in the Japanese society as much as she can.

“I do not feel more Japanese or more Muslim. I think every religion looks for balance and harmony in life, which
are important things for Japanese people as well. I think everyone is connected somehow, even Islam and Japan.
If I felt inside of me an incompatibility between Islam and being Japanese, there would be conflict in my spirit.
Since for Islam as well harmony is important, there is no wall inside of me between Islam and being Japanese.
Islam is kind of like a hobby for me I would say. I am happy to have converted, even if [ never felt like I needed
religion. I think I learned new things and I am happy to have met new people. Even if our marriage failed, I
would still consider myself Muslim, I would continue to live exactly like I do now. But I would not impose to

my new husband to convert. It should be his choice in case.”

3 Her son was born from a previous relationship and does not live with her anymore.
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Even though C seems to avoid as much as she can to let people know that she is Muslim, she
stated to feel equally Muslim and Japanese inside, and she challenges the thought of them being
exclusive concepts. Nonetheless, she relegates Islam to “a hobby” in her life. If Islam is a hobby for
her, that might explain why she does not feel the need to talk about it, and why she does not feel
conflicted inside. After all, a hobby does not define and influence someone’s life the way religion

does.

- Interview with D (Woman in her thirties, married to an Egyptian Muslim man)

I met D at the same event where I met C. She was dressed modestly, but she did not wear a
hijab, and she looked heavily pregnant. During the event, she asked more than one question on
Ramadan. She looked curious and eager to learn. Since she was pregnant, she was exempted from
fasting, and she asked questions on whether it was allowed for her to eat in front of a fasting person.
After the event, she agreed to an interview on another day. As she soon had her baby, the interview

was conducted online.

“I converted in August 2023 to marry my husband. I first got to know Islam in university. I did international
studies and I learned about Islam. In particular, I decided to study Indonesian Islam in depth and I really had fun
doing so. After university, I started to work and I did not keep studying, but thanks to my university years, when

I met my husband, I already knew about Islam.”

D’s conversion was relational and instrumental, the same as A and C. D, in opposition with
the previous interviewees, developed an interest in Islam during her university years. This means that
she was not introduced to Islam through socialization, but through personal interest. Because her
studies did not make her interested in Islam in a religious sense, but only in a cultural one, her

conversion is still to be considered relational.

“I do not think that my belief can be considered the same as that of a born-Muslim, but I believe that all my life
has brought me to where I am for a reason. First in university, then when I met my husband, everything has

brought me toward Islam. I think this is the destiny that Allah has chosen for me.”

Even though D’s conversion is technically of the instrumental type, she sees Islam as
something she was fated for, as everything in her life lead her to it. The way she recalls her own

history in favor of her Islamic destiny suggests a deep level of acceptance of the religion in her life.
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D converted just to marry, but then she understood that becoming Muslim had always been her

destiny, and she now believes deeply. This shows an interesting evolution of her spirituality.

“Now I do not go anymore, but I used to go to temples and shrines to pray, and I would go every year to clean
the family grave. My family believes in S6t6 Buddhism, and they have a kamidana in the house. Praying was a

habit since when I was little and I was aware that it was a religious act, but I did not believe strongly.”

D said to be born in a Buddhist family, and she was raised with a religious consciousness since
an early age. Religion has always been a part of her life, but for D Buddhism was a habit, and she did
not consider herself a believer, even thought she was aware that she was engaging in religious, and
not cultural, acts. Now, because she fully converted to Islam, she does not visit temples or shrines
anymore, because as a Muslim, she has no reasons to partake in Buddhist or Shinto religious acts. D
acknowledges that visiting temples, shrines, and partaking in religious festivals is not a cultural act,
but a religious one. This type of religious consciousness is rare, as most Japanese people practice such
religious acts, and yet define themselves as non-religious, as they think that praying at temples or
shrines, and participating in festivities such as Obon, is just an expression of the Japanese culture.’*
An example is C, who partakes in some sort of religious syncretism by practising some Islamic
prayers and participating in some Japanese religious festivities and prayers. This is because she does

not regard them as religious, but cultural events.

“I am very careful with what I eat, because usually I am with my husband. I always check that everything that I
buy is halal, and when I have time, I do all the prayers daily. Now that I am in maternity leave, I have time. Even
if with work it is usually difficult to pray five times, I try to do it at least twice every day. My husband knows
that I am trying my best to study and pray, so he is happy even if I cannot do everything. He knows that my
intent is to do good. I do not wear the Zijab because my job would not allow it, and because it would be difficult,
as Japanese, to be accepted by the society. My husband and I talked about it before getting married and he told
me that in Egypt there is not a single rule for wearing hijab, and some people do not wear it at all. We agreed
that, as long as I did not see the hijab as merely a fashion piece to put on or take off as I please, it was okay for

me to not wear it.”

While A does not understand the meaning of Islamic prayers, and struggles with her identity
as a Muslim, D had the opportunity to study Islam in university, making it easier for her to adapt after
conversion. And while B has to compromise daily between her desire to wear the Aijab and the need

to be accepted in the Japanese society, D has had the opportunity to choose to not wear the hijab. This

74 KOCALAN, “Four Motivations...”, cit. p. 724.
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is largely because her husband culture, Egyptian Islam, accepts it. In this case, the Muslim community
around D is accepting of her decision, and they did not see wearing a hijab as a necessity. But she
also acknowledges that such a decision has to be taken in the family, between husband and wife, and
that some men prefer their wives to wear a hijab always, while others do not care. This shows that
the Muslim community around the converts has a major role in shaping his or her understanding of

Islamic rules such as the use of the Aijab.

“I did not ask permission to anyone before converting. After I talked to my husband and I decided to convert, I
called my mum and told her that I was going to marry a Muslim guy and that I was going to become Muslim
myself. At first my parents were very surprised, because it came out of nowhere, but they did not say clearly that
they did not agree. I knew that there is a lot of negative information about Islam in Japan, this is why they were
not happy. They did some research and then called me again to ask various things such as what would happen if
I died. They were concerned because a Muslim have to be buried following Muslim costumes, and that is not
easy in Japan. After that conversation, they told me to do what I thought best. I think if I was still twenty, they
would have said something more, but I am an adult, and they accepted my choice to convert. They also
remembered how interested I was in Islam during university, and they liked my husband when I introduced him
to them. My friends and colleagues were surprised that I converted. They were curious and asked me various
things, but I felt like they were mostly feeling sorry for me. Japanese people see religion as events, not as
something to really believe in, so they do not understand the meaning of, for example, not eating pork. They

think it is sad that, just because of religion, I have to give up on eating such delicious food.”

While C decided to keep for herself her conversion to Islam, D chose to tell her parents of her
decision to marry a Muslim and convert to Islam. D explained that her parents where very concerned
with the topic of her burial. Because D’s family is Buddhist, one of their concerns was about how to
bury their daughter in case of her death now that she is Muslim. In Japan there are only seven Islamic
cemeteries, and every Muslim in Japan has to have a card which declares their preferences for an
Islamic burial. It is possible sometimes that parents fight their child’s conversion because of burial
matters, but this was not D’s case.’”® Her parents accepted her decision because she is an adult, but
her friends and colleagues do not understand her conversion. They do not understand the religious
meaning behind the refusal to eat pork and generally feel like her decision to convert is weird. In her
research on Japanese Muslims, Obuse states that Japanese married to Muslims are sometimes
regarded as less Japanese, and that they are thought to follow their partner culture out of necessity.”®

It is not possible to determine if D’s friends and colleagues think less of D now that she is Muslim,

> OBUSE, “Living Compound...”, cit. p. 11.
76 Ibidem.
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but it is clear that they do not understand her.

“I met his mum in Japan before getting married, then I went for two weeks in Egypt to have a marriage party
there as well and I met his entire family. I felt very good there. I felt like family has a different meaning there
than in Japan, family ties are stronger. I was surprised in seeing it and I was treated very well. I am happy to be
Muslim. I remember that in the day of my conversion and wedding I felt shiawase (feeling of peace and

happiness).”

D seems to be attracted to the social part of being a Muslim, and she enjoys the familial
relationships between her and her husband’s Muslim family in Egypt. She was impressed by the social
ties and connection between her new Muslim family, and she felt a sense of belonging there. In most
cases, conversion means the introduction of new rules and a new community and can give the convert
a new sense of belonging.”” In D’s case it does not appear that her conversion healed a trauma related

to belonging, so Monika Wohlrab-Sahr’s theory cannot be applied.

“We are raising our daughter as a Muslim as well, and it is not going to be easy. We are currently looking for a
day care but it is not easy to find a place that accepts Muslim kids. In a normal school she cannot eat the same
things as everyone else, and she might think she is different from the other kids. I do not want for anyone to feel
sorry for her and I do not want her to feel excluded. I want her to feel at home in the Japanese society, and I also
would like for her to have the possibility to meet other Japanese Muslim kids, to avoid making her feel like a
foreigner. Since I converted, I was led to the realization that if I was a foreigner I would be more recognized in
the Japanese society than I am now. Because I am Japanese, it is considered weird for me to be Muslim. Before
converting I was not aware of this discrimination toward Japanese Muslims, I think it is not possible to
understand until you become one. Even between my friends some do not accept my choice completely. Some
blame me, thinking that my daughter will have a difficult life because of my choice to convert. I would like to

be accepted, or even just for society to recognize that Japanese Muslims exist and it is not a weird thing.”

Islam led D to find a new community, one where she found her true self, but the decision to
live as a Japanese-Muslim family in Japan was not one without consequences. D fears that her
daughter will feel excluded from the Japanese society because she is half-Japanese and Muslim.
Because she is half Japanese, it might be that her being Muslim will be accepted more easily that if
she was completely Japanese. But it is also possible that in her case she will struggle into being
accepted in society because she might be considered not Japanese enough, or a foreigner.

D's daily struggle is to not be accepted as a Japanese Muslim by the Japanese society. She

77 VAN NIEUWKERK, “Conversion to Islam and the Contruction...”, cit. p. 676.
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feels like her being Japanese is what is keeping her from being accepted as Muslim. Her choice to
convert is considered weird, and she is even blamed by some of her friends for deciding to have a
Muslim daughter. Sometimes, it happens that Japanese Muslim mothers are questioned by teachers
who reason that if they were real Japanese they would know not to deprive their children of healthy
Japanese habits such as eating pork.”® For now, D is trying to avoid all of these unfortunate
experiences and to find a good school for her daughter, where she can grow as a Japanese Muslim

without feeling excluded from the rest of society.

- Interview with E (Man in his thirties, married to a Japanese-Indonesian Muslim woman)

E was introduced to me through a mutual friend. He is active in promoting Islam online though
social media and music. He lives in Saitama and has a child. To make it easier for both parts, the

interview was conducted online.

“I converted in 2018 in Morocco. At that time, I was an itinerant singer, and I was backpacking around the world.
Because of that, I had the chance to meet a lot of Muslim people. In Japan Muslims are often seen as terrorists,
and Islam as a scary religion, but after I met some Muslims, I understood that my previous convictions were
wrong. I was robbed of everything that I had in Greece, and a Turkish Muslim men helped me. It is only thanks
to him that I could continue my travelling. When I was in a taxi in Morocco I heard a recording of the Qur’an
for the first time. I did not know what it was, I thought it was a beautiful song, but after the driver told me it was
the Qur’an 1 decided to read it in Japanese. While I was reading, I thought that no man could have written
something so beautiful. I had the revelation that those were the words of God. This is when I started to believe,

and I converted soon after.”

E came to understand Islam first through socialization, like the rest of the interviewees, and
not because of personal interest on religion. His views on Islam before he met Muslims people were
negative, but he did not hold strong biases. Before starting to backpack around the world, he only
knew Islam through mass media, which usually portraits Islam in a rather negative light.

His conversion happened because of psychological reasons; the hearing of the Qur’an was a
mystical experience to him and led him to the revelation that Allah is the real and only God, and
through the reading of the Qur’an he was convinced of the “rationality of Islam”.”® This is why his

conversion is to be considered rational, and psychological in nature.

8 OBUSE, “Living Compound...”, cit. p. 11.
" E often referred to Islam as a “rational” creed. He believes that there are scientific evidences that can support Islam.
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“I did not believe in anything in Japan. I think most Japanese people do not believe, even if they practice Buddhist
funerals, they go to visit a shrine on New Years and celebrate Christmas. Japanese people have adopted different
festivities from various religious, but they see them as just events, they do not really believe. For me it was the
same. [ do not go to pray to shrines or temples anymore. About why I choose Islam...The Buddha, for example,
was a man first. But if you believe that Buddha is a god, what came before him? This Buddhism cannot tell us.
Allah was not born, he is not human and will never be, he is the creator of everything, something that we cannot
understand. Islam takes into account everything, even Christianity and Judaism. We believe in all the prophets,
in both the Old and New Testament. Islam comprehends everything, all of history in its entirety. This is why I

believe in Allah and not in other gods.”

E, as well as most Japanese, comes from a family where, even though everyone is involved in
religious acts and events, no one consider himself a believer. As stated by E, religion for most
Japanese is just a matter of cultural events, not of faith. E was not a believer, and did not feel the need
to have religion in life before listening to the Qur’an.

The way E talks about his understanding of Islam is further proof of the rational nature of his
conversion. His reasons for choosing Islam instead of other religions are not based on the social
aspects of becoming a Muslim, but on how rational Islam is. According to him, because Islam is the
only religion that can tell us about everything from the beginning of times,*® and because in it both
Judaism and Christianity are incorporated, it must be the only true one. Such thinking is coherent

with Allievi’s definition of a rational conversion.?!

“I was not close to my parents before becoming a Muslim, but because Islam says that you have to love and
respect your parents, | contacted my mum for the first time in a while. I told her that it was because of the Islamic
teaching, and she was so thankful that she converted soon after. My father as well converted last June. They do
all the prayers and respect all Islamic teaching as well. My mother is a kindergarten teacher and, after converting,
she started to work at the Otsuka Masjid’s Islamic kindergarten in Tokyo. Some of my friends did not agree with
my choice to convert. They were scared of Islam and I mostly lost contacts with them. On the other hand, some
of my friends accepted my religion. I lost some friends because I do not drink anymore, and some of them I only
saw at drinking parties. While it is sad that some of my former friends thought I had gone crazy for converting,
I found new friends, new Japanese Muslims as well, and I try to associate with them as much as I can and ignore

the sad things.”

80Tt can be said that other religious creeds have the role of telling believers about the beginning of the world, but E
believes that only Islam can have that role. He explained that religions such as Buddhism and Shinto cannot tell believers
about the beginning of the world, “because Shintd only concerns Japan and Buddha was not present at the beginning of
everything”. About Judaism and Christianity, as Islam is comprehensive of both, E believes that it is the only true religion
that can tell believers everything about God and the world.
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Conversion is a journey that brings the convert into a new reality, where he has to compromise
between his new and old life. In E’s case, even though he acquired some new friends who are part of
his new community, he lost some old friends. Either because his new religious habits, such as not
drinking, did not permit him to continue the friendship or because of his friends’ negative view of
Islam, E’s conversion meant for him a drastic change both in his relationships with friends and family.
Conversion to Islam induced him to contact his family after a long time and led him to the
reconstruction of family ties that he thought were unfixable. The conversion of both parents after the
child’s conversion is an uncommon thing in Japan, as parents often disagree with their child’s choice
to convert and find Islam incompatible with Japanese values.®? For E’s parents, Islam brought their
son back into their lives. E’s mother was so impressed by the power of Islam that she decided to
convert as well. Her conversion was of the relational type, as it occurred as a result of a relationship
with her Muslim son, and her motivation fits into the social type observed by Kocalan.®* E’s father

got to know Islam through his son, but decided to convert years later, after a death in the family.

“Before converting I did not have a faith, so every time something bad happened I would count myself
responsible for it. We call it jiko sekinin (self-responsibility). I think a lot of people in Japan think like I did and
I believe this is one of the reasons as to why we have so many suicides. In Islam we know that we are just men,
and that Allah has a bigger plan for everything, and that plan is impossible for us to understand. I try to follow
Allah’s way as best as I can, and I stopped blaming myself for everything. Allah has a plan, and sometimes things
are out of our control. I can live a happier life like this. Last May my little brother died unexpectedly. That is
why I had to came back from Indonesia. It was a really difficult time, and my father was feeling like my brother’s
death was his fault. That is when he started to read the Qur’an, and eventually he accepted that Allah’s plan is
something out of our hands. He abandoned himself to Allah and could forgive himself. I think that in Japan too
many people have a difficult time forgiving themselves. Maybe, if they believed in God and understood that
some things are not for men to decide or understand, they would feel better. Maybe the number of suicides would

diminish as well.”

E found in Islam the strength to forgive himself when bad things happen in his life. In his
opinion, the reason why Japanese people are often so hard on themselves is because they lack faith.
In this instance E did not refer to Islam in particular, but to any kind of religious faith. E believes that
if Japanese people could believe in God or gods, they would understand that some things in life are

out of our hands and could forgive themselves if things do not go well in their lives. For E religion

82 OBUSE, “Living Compound...”, cit. pp. 11, 15.
8 KOCALAN, “Four Motivations...”, cit. p. 739.

53



becomes salvific when people learn to abandon themselves to the God; this is what E and his father

learned from Islam.

“I work for a Bangladeshi business now because I wanted to be in an Islamic environment. It is difficult to live
in Japan as a Muslim. In Morocco or Indonesia #alal food was everywhere, but in Japan you have to look for the
right food and often the Mosque is so far that you have to take the train or the car to get to it. In both Morocco
and Indonesia you could just walk around and find Mosques everywhere. Trying to ignore alcoholic beverages
is also difficult here in Japan, because they are everywhere. I wanted to live in an Islamic country, not in Japan,
but for various reasons I had to come back here. While I was in Morocco I opened a business, but I had to go
back to Japan because of Covid. Then I went to Indonesia, but because of my brother’s death I had to come back
again. For now, I will stay here and try to help to build a Muslim community to help all who reverted to Islam. I

want to make it easy for everyone to access Islamic teaching and meet with other Japanese Muslims.”

The other interviewees decided to make compromises between their being Japanese and their
Muslim faith. E seems to have embraced completely Islam, and he does not seem to feel the need to
fit inside of the Japanese society. He prioritizes his faith over society’s expectations. It is easier for
him to not make compromises because he is male, while the other interviewees are females. The
hijab, often considered a symbol of oppression and backwardness, is an issue that divides the Muslim
and non-Muslim community equally on what is permissible and what is not.** Female converts have
to decide what to do on the subject and are often conditioned by their new Muslim community. Males,
on the other hand, do not have to face this decision, and are not the focus of discrimination as much
as females converts usually are. This makes it easier for male converts to avoid compromises in their
daily lives, at least regarding their appearance.

E knows that a Japanese way of life is not compatible with that of a Muslim, so he had to look
for a job in a foreign Muslim business. His dream was to open a business in a Muslim country, either
in Morocco or Indonesia, but both times external circumstances led him back to Japan. Now, he is
dedicating himself to the building of a stronger community in Japan to help all of the Japanese
Muslims to find a place where they can belong. Through religion, he found a new purpose in life.
Islam shaped his entire life in a considerable way and I think, based on this interview, it will probably

continue to shape it in the future.

- Interview with F (Man in his twenties, unmarried)

8 OBUSE, “Living Compound...”, cit. p. 4.
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F and I have been friends since 2017. When he converted to Islam in 2020, he informed me
of it proudly, stating his intention of spreading Islam in Japan as a religion of love. He is the reason |
became interested in this subject, and he has had an important role in the making of this research. He
has been interviewed multiple times for Halal Media Japan and has published several YouTube videos

on his conversion experience.

“I first started learning about Islam in high school. It was during the preparations for the Tokyo Olympics, so a
lot of foreigners came to Tokyd, and a lot came to my family’s sento (bathhouse). I became interested in Muslim
people. I knew that women had to wear the Aijab and so I thought they could not use the sento. I began to think
about how I could make sento accessible to them, but then I saw that they could actually use it, and that, for
example, in Turkey they have something similar to sento called hammam (thermae). I remember that at that time
I thought that the Islamic culture was not so different form the Japanese one. I did not think about conversion
though. Then, in December 2019, I went to America and I was hosted by a Moroccan family, who taught me
about Islam in depth. Seeing how they behaved and how they thought, I thought that the Islamic one was a very
logical way of life. Muslims find the meaning of everything in religion. In Japan, for example, everyone knows
that you need to respect your elders, but if you ask why, they can only answer “because it is good”. But why is
it good? In Islam they know that it is because Allah said so, because to do good means to die a good person and
go to Heaven. In Islam people know that, even though we cannot know the meaning of everything, Allah knows

it, and we have to have faith in him. I thought it was a way of life easy to understand.”

F got to know Islam first through personal interest and then through socialization with Muslim
people, first in the US and then in Indonesia. Even though the 2022 Tokyo Olympics were held mostly
without spectators, during the Olympic preparations in 2019, 31,9 million foreign tourists entered
Japan. Until 2024, it was the highest number of foreign tourists in Japan ever registered.® The
growing number of foreign tourists, majorly concentrated in the Tokyo urban area, drastically
increased the possibility for Japanese people to meet foreign Muslims. F’s family owns a sento in
Tokyd, mainly visited by regular locals. In 2019, F remembers to have seen a larger number of
foreigners than usual visiting the sento, including foreign Muslim of both sexes. The raising number
of foreign tourists during the Olympics preparations was a chance for F to become interested in Islam,
even though his interest was purely intellectual, and he did not wish to convert. During an exchange
period of a few months in the US, he was hosted by a Muslim family. Through conversations with

them he became more and more interested in Islam, because he saw the religion as rational and easy

8 “Trends in Visitor Arrivals to Japan”, Japan Tourism Statistics, https:/statistics.jnto.go.jp/en/graph/#graph--inbound--
travelers--transition (last seen: 07.02.2025).
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to understand. He was also impressed by the Muslim community’s ties and by their way of having
fun every day, even with all the deprivations that Islam calls for, such as no alcoholic beverages or

haram food.

“When I was in America, and later while I was staying in Indonesia, I thought that being Muslim looked very
fun. It is true that they cannot eat pork, have to fast and say prayers, but everyone that I met saw it as a normal
habit, not as a burden. It looked like they were having fun. In America, during New Years Eve, all the adults
were laughing and chatting even without having to drink. I realized that we do not have to drink to have fun, that
alcohol is not necessary to live. It was then that I thought I would like to convert. In 2020, when I came back
from Indonesia, I was riding the train from Haneda Airport to Tokyd, and I remember seeing all the people on
the train... they did not look happy. The atmosphere was completely different from when I was in Indonesia.
Then I asked myself “why were we born? What is the meaning of life?”” Now [ am aware that only Allah knows
the answers to those questions. In 2020 I tried to fast during Ramadan and also do all the prayers. At that point |
was basically already Muslim; I thought like a Muslim, I was fasting, and I was praying, why not convert then.

So, I did it.”

The more he got to know Islam, the more F started to think “like a Muslim”. He felt attracted
by the Muslim community and way of life, so this might make F’s conversion a relational conversion.
Yet, what ultimately brought him into Islam was the clarity of its teaching and the fact that he felt
like his thought were compatible with being Muslim, which could make his conversion rational.
Because a truly rational conversion based on Allievi’s definition is linked to the discovery of the
Qur’an and the consequent revelation of its truthfulness, F conversion is to be considered relational,
because he was led to Islam through socialization and relations with Muslims. His motives for
conversion were social, because he admired the Muslim community’s way of enjoying themselves,
and intellectual, because he found a connection between his way of thinking and the Muslim one. At

the end, F discovered to be already living as a Muslim, even without converting.

“I believed in Shinto first, an animist religion. I used to believe that different gods resided in a lot of different
things. But then I went to America and the Muslim family that was hosting me asked me “But what would happen
if all the gods started a war between them?” I never thought about that, but I guess a war between gods would
have serious repercussions on humans. If just one God existed, at least that would not happen, so I started to

believe in only one God. It took some time though for me to understand that that God is Allah.”

F said that he believed in Shintd before his conversion, and that he used to go pray at a shrine
close to his house almost every day. Nevertheless, he did not consider himself a strong believer; he
prayed for the gods, but he had not studied Shintd and his faith was mostly a habit. The meeting with

his Muslim host family in the US was a chance for him to reflect deeply on his beliefs. F never once
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thought about polytheism as opposed as monotheism in his life, because he was raised in an
environment where believing in the gods was a natural aspect of being Japanese. The encounter with
Muslims meant for him a complete changing in his religious perception. It was easy for F to stop
thinking about religion from a polytheistic viewpoint and to start believing in a single God. This
change was possible because he was not passionate about his previous beliefs, regarding them as a
cultural heredity rather than a chosen path, and because he already believed that some supernatural
entity must exist, even if he was not sure in which form it should be. After deciding that the concept
of a monotheistic deity suited his believes better, he was left without a religion to guide him other
than the awareness that only one God exists. Only later, through more socialization with Muslims, he
understood that God to be Allah. F’s path towards Islam shows how fluid personal belief can be.

Conversion is not a straight road, but a complex path of self-reflection.

“I am male, I think that is also why it is not difficult for me to live as a Muslim in Japan. I am not too concerned
with eating just Aalal food, because I live with my parents and I cannot expect them to adhere to all the Islamic
rules as well. No one ever offended me for being Muslim or thought me crazy. I can freely go pray to the park
without repercussions, and my parents have accepted my decision happily. The only thing that has changed in
my daily life is that I find time to pray, but it is only around thirty minutes of my day in total. I am growing up,
becoming an adult, of course things are changing, but I do not think it is all because of religion. I am having fun
with life. Since I became a Muslim, I feel like life is a game to play with Allah. I do something good, and I get
points to go to Heaven; it is fun, I have a purpose. I also feel less jiko sekinin, because I know that Allah has a
plan, and that he does not give us trials that we cannot overcome. I am doing my best, for the rest, it is kami

sekinin (responsibility of God).”

As seen with E, it seems that being male influences drastically how easy you can fit in the
Japanese society as a Muslim. F did not have to compromise between Islamic and Japanese standards
of clothing. F experience seems to be mostly positive, as he did not experience any of the judgment
that E says to endure sometimes. F has supportive parents, friends, and even though he acknowledges
the importance of Islam in his life, he thinks that it did not change his life more than growing up did.
He is facing important changes in his life because he will soon graduate and enter society as a
shakaijin (working member of the society), and he will marry his girlfriend in March. F is living a
time of transformations in his life, brought by the necessary changes that occurs when growing up.
In his eyes, growing up has had a bigger impact on his life than becoming Muslim. But it is necessary
to consider the fact that most of his choices in life has been guided my Islam. His studies and social
activities are guided by his faith, and his imminent marriage is a direct consequence of him being a
Muslim. This is because his soon to be wife is also a native Japanese Muslim, and it can be argued

that they would not have met if they were not part of the same cultural and religious group. While he
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does not feel like being Muslim changed his life on a day-to-day basis, it did deeply impact its overall
course.

F talks about the impact that Islam has in making him less anxious about life. The concept of
Jjiko sekinin came up both with E and F, but not with any of the other interviewees, even though it can
be argued that B, in her search for a path to follow in life, was expressing the same concept in different
words. In all of these cases, the choice to embrace Islam brought them the awareness that not

everything in life was theirs to decide, granting them peace during difficult times.

- Conclusion

Scholars of religious conversion have not yet been able to agree on a single definition of
“religious conversion” that can engird all the different aspects of conversion. In the past, scholars
have focused mainly on the act of religious conversion itself. For example, eminent researchers such
as Arthur Darby Nock and William James have theorized respectively conversion as a complete break
with a past religion and as a positive process that brings the convert from wrongness to goodness. In
the early 20" century, when Nock and James’s theories were devised, scholars were deeply influenced
by Protestant Pietistic views, which focuses on the inner subjectivities of the convert. Today, the
discourse has shifted to include the process of construction of a new identity as an important part of
the process of conversion. A wide range of disciplines such as psychology, politics, sociology, culture
and logic have now been integrated by contemporary scholars in order to fully understand every
aspect of religious conversion. Furthermore, while in the past the study of conversion has largely
ignored different cultures and reality to focus on Christianity and Protestantism, in recent times Islam
and Buddhism in particular have been the focus of due interest as two of the most joined religions
worldwide. Such shift occurred as a result of the resurging of Islam and the developing of New
Religions worldwide. The social paradigm that saw society on its way to inevitable secularization
started to be challenged by the current revival of religion, in Japan as well. This led to a renewed
interest in the study of religious conversion as a complex process that can take years to be completed
and requires difficult negotiations between the past and the present of the convert. The reason behind
conversion, the narrative and language that the convert uses to tell his story and the gender of the
convert are also important aspects of today’s studies on religious conversion.

Islam is the fastest growing religion today, opposing the secularization trends in the West and
the modernization theorists of the 50s and 60s, who predicted the secularization of Muslim societies.
Converting to Islam means to submitting oneself to Allah’s will, and returning to the original religion,

as it is thought to be by Muslims. This is why the process of conversion is oftentimes referred to as
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“reversion” by Muslims. Between the five native Japanese Muslims that were interviewed in this
research, only the two males chose to use the world “reversion” in English, as opposed to using the
Japanese world kaishii (religious conversion). The attitude of the Muslim community around the
convert can deeply influence his or her view of Islamic rules. For example, D felt confident in her
choice to not wear a hijab because her husband and his country’s culture, Egypt, permit this choice.
For all the four women interviewed, the subject of the Aijab was a complicated one. The common
thought that was expressed by all of them is that living in Japanese society requires the maintainance
of societal harmony. As Islam is seen as a foreign religion, to wear a hijab as a Japanese person would
make them stand out excessively. It is observed that all the women interviewed regarded the wearing
of the hijab as something private and chose to not show themselves as Muslims in public spaces or at
work.

The reasons behind the interviewee’s conversions seem coherent with Allievi’s definitions
and with Kocalan’s study, while no conversion was found to follow Wohlab-Sahr’s trauma theory.
Only in B’s instance can the Lofland and Stark’s conversion process be applied, as in no other cases
“tension” caused the conversion. Because also between Kocalan’s 62 Japanese Muslims interviewees
tension or a crisis that precede the conversion is not present, it is fair to assume that conversions to
Islam without a prior crisis are the most common cases in Japan. In every case but D’s, the convert
met Islam for the first time through a meeting with a Muslim. That is to say, the contact happened
through socialization, and not first through personal interest. As showed by Kocalan’s study, this
seems to be the case for most native Japanese Muslims. A, C and D’s conversions were relational and
pragmatic, because they were motivated by a desire to marry a Muslim man. While all three had to
compromise and struggle with being Japanese Muslim in Japan, only D seems to have fully embraced
Islam. A, after ten years, still struggles with understanding the meaning of Islam’s religious acts, even
though she is grateful to have found a new community. C, on the other hand, seems to regard Islam
as a hobby, and not as a religion to live by. B and E’s conversion was rational and psychological. B’s
desire to convert was brought by her need to feel guided by a religion, and E was moved to convert
after hearing the Qur’an being read. F’s conversion was relational, with social and intellectual
motivations, as he saw Muslim societies and relationships as ideal, and was convinced by how logical
the Qur’an and the Muslim way of life seemed to him.

A form of religious syncretism can be observed only in C, as she continues to partake in
Japanese religious events even while being Muslim. This is acceptable to her as she sees Japanese
people’s engagement with religion as a cultural act, and she does not believe these events hold any
religious meaning. But, as C sees visiting temples and shrines and praying there as a cultural act, can

it be considered a form of latent religiosity? Or should it be seen as an act devoid of any religious
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purpose and thus cannot be considered religious syncretism? In every other case, the convert chose
to forfeit any previous beliefs in favor of Islam. In none of these cases can a tension between past and
present beliefs be observed, largely attributable to the weakness of the interviewee’s previous
religious belief. Tension was observed between the Islamic and Japanese ways of life. In all the
women interviewed, maintaining harmony in Japanese society was prioritized over adhering to some
Islamic rules such as not eating pork or wearing the Aijab. For the male converts, no such tension was
observed regarding these matters, especially since men are not subject to clothing requirements that
could impact how Japanese society sees them, such as the Aijab.

In coherence with what was highlighted by Obuse’s research, all the interviewees, apart from
F, feel discriminated as Japanese Muslims. This is because they are part of the ethnic majority, while
Islam is considered a foreign religion. This view of Islam means that Japanese people who decide to
embrace it might be seen by the rest of society as less Japanese, or somewhat foreign. While the
female converts that were interviewed in this research decided to adhere as much as possible to
society’s expectations, E chose to live and work in the Muslim community in Japan after his plans to
move abroad to a Muslim country failed.

Through the interviews of six native Japanese Muslims - four females and two males - this
research intended to explore the complexity of Islamic conversion by Japanese people. It was
observed that conversion to Islam deeply influenced the lives of almost every interviewee, and their
struggles and comments were analyzed, with a conclusion coherent with previous studies. Without
meaning to suggest that these six cases are exemplary of Japanese conversion to Islam in general, this

research hopes to be of use for future studies.

60



CONCLUSION

This thesis’s purpose was to analyze the reasons behind the Islamic conversion of six native
Japanese people by examining their conversion stories and lives as Japanese Muslims.

In the first chapter of this thesis, I analyzed the religious perception of some Japanese people
by citing the works of scholars of religion such as Jason Ananda Josephson, Yanagawa Keichi and
Fujiwara Satoko. Furthermore, in the second chapter, I presented the history of Islam in Japan by
referring to the works of Komura Akiko, one of the few Japanese scholars to have studied the
phenomenon of Islam in Japan, and in the third chapter I researched the reasons behind six native
Japanese’s conversions to Islam in relation to the studies of scholars of religion such as Stefano
Allievi and Elif Biisra Kocalan.

The first chapter demonstrated how some Japanese people see religion and argued that much
of the confusion regarding religion in Japan might be attributed to how religions were seen in Japan
before its opening to western powers in 1853. They were a part of the ethical thought and lacked clear
differences between creeds, which were all deeply connected with ancestor worship. I also argued
that most of the negative perception towards religion in Japan is likely related to incidents regarding
New Religious Movements, such as the 1995 Tokyo subway terrorist attack.

In the second chapter, the history of Islam and Islamic conversion in Japan was discussed.
Two major phases of conversion can be seen: the first took place in the 1930s, when Japan was trying
to expand its influence to the rest of Asia. Interestingly, it seems like most of these conversions were
political more than religious, as having Muslims in the Japanese army might have had benefits in the
war against Christian European forces in southeast Asian countries, such as Indonesia, where the
Muslim population is the majority. The second phase of conversions happened during the 90s for
marriage purposes as a consequence of the increase of Muslim immigrants in Japan. More recently,
a trend can be seen of native Japanese people deciding to convert to Islam not only as a result of
marriage. Today, the Muslim and the Japanese Muslim populations are but a small minority in Japan
and struggle to create a strong community. Nevertheless, because of the increase of immigration from
Muslim countries, more spaces for Muslims such as Mosques, will likely be built, and thanks to the
efforts of groups such as the Tokyd Cami, a stronger foundation for a Japanese Muslim community
might be built.

In the third chapter, interviews of six native Japanese people were analyzed: four women and
two men. The four women were met at Islamic events, such as Iftars, during the 2024 Ramadan in
Tokyd and Chiba. Finding men to interview, as explained in the methodology, was difficult due to a

lack of responses and opportunities to meet Japanese Muslim men in person during the Ramadan or
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events at Mosques. At these events, males and females are always separated.

All interviews were conducted in Japanese with the purpose of exploring the interviewees’
path towards conversion including their relationship with Islam and Muslims before and after
conversion, the reaction of their loved ones after they became Muslim, and how they feel they are
perceived by Japanese society. For the most part, the results of this research are coherent with those
of previous ones.

Lofland and Stark’s conversion process, which includes a moment of “tension” which
precedes the conversion, was only observed in B’s case, as she was actively looking for a faith to
follow as a mean to find purpose in her life. In the other five cases, neither tension nor crisis were
present before the conversion. The same results were found in Kocalan’s study, where she
interviewed 62 native Japanese Muslims, making it possible to infer that the cases where tension is
not present prior to the conversion might be the majority in Japanese converts. In her study, Kocalan
also argues that Japanese people rarely have an interest in Islam before meeting a Muslim. That is to
say, what drove Kocalan’s interviewees to Islam was not intrinsic personal interest but the result of
socialization with Muslims. This is consistent with my results as five out of six interviewees started
to be interested in Islam only after befriending a Muslim. D’s case was the only one where she
discovered an interest in Islam during university and only later in her life, met her Muslim husband
and converted.

For this research, I decided to adopt Allievi’s categories of conversion, which can be divided
in rational (product of an intellectual search) and relational (result of a relationship with a Muslim)
conversion. I observed that A, C and D’s cases are examples of a relational conversion, which is to
be considered pragmatic by Kocalan’s categorization. They saw conversion as a mean to an end,
which was marriage with a Muslim. This is why their conversion is relational and pragmatic. F’s
conversion as well follows into the relational category but his motivations, as per Kocalan’s
definition, were intellectual and social, as he admired the social relationships between Muslims and
found the Qur’an logical and scientific. On the other hand, B and E’s conversions are rational and
brought by psychological reasons; B wanted to find a religion to live by and E decided to convert
after the deeply moving experience of hearing the Qur’an being read.

All of the interviewee’s conversion experiences were different and they adapted to life as
Japanese Muslims in various ways. All of the women faced the problem of the 4ijab and decided to
not use it for most of their day, as the hijab could make them stand out on the street or at work. In
this instance, it seems as if the women interviewed favored the cultural expectation in Japan to not
stand out and decided to not cover their hair. While A and B stated occasionally wearing the Aijab, C

said that she did not wear it outside of a Mosque and D chose to never wear it. They all reasoned that
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keeping harmony in Japanese society is the most important thing, as they chose to live in it. Regarding
prayer, all four women stated often not having the time to practice all the prayers during the day,
expressing that, as Japanese living in Japan, their time is not built around Islam and it is difficult to
be able to pray five times a day. The two male interviewees did not report having difficulties praying
five times a day. Regarding Muslim eating restrictions, B stated eating non-Aalal food and drinking
alcoholic beverages sometimes, if required during shitkatsu (job hunting). C stated preferring not to
restrict her eating habits while out with friends or family, preferring instead to keep her religion
private and preventing the conversation from focusing on her being a Muslim. All the other
interviewees expressed trying their best to adhere to Muslims rules about food and alcoholic
beverages, even though F expressed his discomfort at how easily accessible alcohol is in Japan, as
this makes it more difficult to avoid it.

Regarding the interviewees religious beliefs, it is not possible to say for certain how deep they
are held. Nevertheless, it was observed that B, D, E and F expressed more conviction in Islam than A
and C. A, even though she has been a Muslim for a decade, admitted to having difficulties in
understanding the meaning of Muslim prayers, and she found her faith to be insecure. At the same
times, she enjoys the Muslim community in Chiba that has welcomed her and is grateful for their
help. C, for now, is choosing to focus on her Doctorate studies and reports not having time to dedicate
towards studying Islam. Furthermore, she also expressed difficulties in adapting to Islam after living
her whole life as a non-believer. As seen in the first chapter, most Japanese people tend to perceive
Japanese religious activities as cultural and are used to living in a society where religions are mixed,
making it difficult to separate religions and to identify specific religious acts. This seems to be C’s
case as well. On the other hand, B, D, E and F expressed deep faith in Islam. These religious
experiences show how varied and complex religious conversion can be.

Of the six interviewees, only C partook in a form of religious syncretism, as she continues to
engage with Japanese religious traditions such as visiting temples or shrines. While A, B, D, E and F
saw those acts as religious and ceased to partake in them after becoming Muslims, C sees them as
purely cultural acts, devoid of any religiosity, which to her are habitual. In my analysis, I question
the possibility of actually considering her acts as part of religious syncretism, as she has no religious
intent while praying at a temple or shrine. While some degree of tension was observed between some
interviewees choice to become a Muslim and their lives in Japanese society, no tension was found
between their past and present religion. I argue that, since it appears that most Japanese have a low
religious consciousness, their conversion did not create tension because of how weak their previous
faith was.

Regarding how the interviewees’ families reacted to their conversion, the answered varied
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greatly. A’s parents felt sorry for their daughter as they see Islam as a religion which subjugates
women to their husbands. In a similar manner, D’s parents were worried about her because of their
negative perception of Islam. As they were open to discussions with D and curious about Islam, they
subsequently accepted her choice. In C’s case, she chose to not talk to her parents about her
conversion, potentially because of her desire to keep her religion private and not attract attention. B’s
family was very supportive of her conversion after she introduced them to Islam and F’s family, being
used to host international students, did not harbor negative feelings towards Islam and were happy of
their son’s conversion. E’s is a particular case, as his conversion was followed also by his parents’
conversion. Firstly, his mother converted out of gratitude because, E contacted her after a long time
thanks to Islam. His father converted recently after the death of E’s brother.

While all of the interviewees’ stories are different, A, B, D and E reported sometimes
struggling living as Japanese Muslims in Japan. A was forced to stop being a teacher because the
principal did not want a Muslim to teach children, and B acknowledged that acting like a Muslim,
such as wearing the hijab, might make some Japanese people uncomfortable. For the sake of harmony
and to not stand out, all female interviewees had to negotiate between their faith and their status as
Japanese people living in Japan. D’s case proves Obuse’s observation that sometimes, Japanese
people who convert are regarded as “less Japanese” by the majority. While she enjoys being a Muslim
and is happy about her decision to convert, D argued her being a Japanese Muslim and not a foreign
one meant feeling discriminated upon by Japanese society. She worries for her child’s future and
reports that some of her friends blame her for the potential difficulties that her daughter might have
in Japan as a result of her being Muslim. E lost some friends because of his conversion and has tried
multiple times to emigrate to a Muslim country, where life as a Muslim comes easier than in Japan.
Because of various reasons, he had to move back to Japan and has now chosen to focus on helping
other Japanese Muslims and is active in the Muslim community. While the female interviewees
choose to negotiate between Japanese society’s standards and their religion, E choose to distance

himself from some aspect of the Japanese society by going to work at a foreign Muslim company.

In this research, the six interviewees’ conversion stories were analyzed and brought important
considerations on the study of Japanese conversion to Islam. At the same time, it raised multiple
question over religiosity in Japan and on the necessity of creating a stronger community for Japanese
Muslims. Furthermore, as this research focused on the experiences of six native Japanese Muslims
living in Tokyo and Chiba, two metropolises at the core of Japanese society, experiences of Japanese
Muslims living in other parts of Japan were not considered. It will be necessary for future studies to

research the experiences of Japanese Muslims all over Japan in order to better analyze the similarities
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and differences between cases and further study Islamic conversion between Japanese people.
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