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Abstract

This paper explores Japanese Muslim converts navigate and construct their Muslim identities
within the context of everyday life. While the majority of Muslims in Japan are of immigrant origin,
native Japanese Muslims constitute a minority within a minority, and occupy a sociologically unique
position. They must engage in complex negotiations not only with the broader Japanese society but also
within the immigrant Muslim community.

The study is based on qualitative fieldwork conducted over a period of more than two years in
Tokyo. It draws on in-depth interviews with 62 Japanese Muslims and participant observation.
Methodologically, the research is grounded in a phenomenological approach and employs grounded
theory to analyze the data. The aim is to identify the practical and social challenges encountered by
Japanese Muslims and examine the strategies they develop to cope with these challenges.

Japanese Muslims face a wide range of interconnected challenges in their everyday lives, shaped
by both their minority religious identity, and their position as cultural insiders in a highly conformist
society. These challenges manifest across various domains—workplaces, social relationships, public
spaces, and Muslim communities themselves—making it necessary for Japanese Muslims to develop
complex strategies to maintain their faith while minimizing friction in their social environment.
Participants frequently reported difficulties related to visible expressions of religiosity, such as wearing
the hijab, attending Friday prayers, or avoiding alcohol in social situations. These practices, while central
to their Islamic identity, often run counter to prevailing norms of Japanese corporate and social life.
Japanese Muslims observe that while immigrant Muslims are often welcomed and accepted as culturally
different, they are held to a different standard. Because they are expected to conform to Japanese norms,
their expressions of faith are met with greater skepticism or resistance. In response, they adopted various
coping strategies—claiming health reasons to avoid alcohol, wearing the hijab only outside of work
hours, or performing prayers discreetly. This contributes to a subtle but enduring sense of exclusion, in
which Japanese Muslims feel marginalized. Their marginalization doubles in encounters with immigrant
Muslim communities. Participants noted that their adaptive behaviors—such as avoiding confrontation,
minimizing religious visibility, or engaging in compromise—were often misunderstood by immigrant
Muslims, who sometimes viewed these choices as signs of weak faith or insufficient piety. What were
in fact contextually shaped strategies for survival and integration were interpreted instead as failures to
embody a proper Muslim identity. This tension placed Japanese Muslims in an awkward middle ground:
navigating between a society that questioned their religious choices, and a religious community that
questioned their authenticity.

In addition to these identity negotiations, Japanese Muslims bear a significant burden of
representation. As some of the few visible Muslims in their social or professional circles, they are often
expected—implicitly or explicitly—to explain, defend, or embody Islam. Participants expressed anxiety
that their individual actions might be used to judge all Muslims, especially in a society where general
familiarity with Islam remains limited. As a result, they reported feeling pressure to act with constant
patience, kindness, and emotional restraint, even in difficult or unjust situations. For some, this burden
took the form of quiet da‘wah, or leading by example through ethical conduct. For others, it became a
psychologically exhausting demand to be the perfect Muslim, constantly self-monitoring in order to
counter negative stereotypes. Moreover, this sense of responsibility extended inward. Some participants
felt obligated to correct the behavior of immigrant Muslims who they believed might harm the image of
Islam in Japan through culturally inappropriate actions. In doing so, Japanese Muslims found themselves
positioned as intermediaries—not only between Islam and Japanese society but also between immigrant
Muslim communities and broader social expectations.



In conclusion, Japanese Muslims are situated at the margins of both Japanese society and the
broader Muslim ummah. They navigate a range of pressures: the suppression of their beliefs in the
workplace, being misrecognized in public space, their position as cultural insiders but religious
outsiders, and the heavy burden of representing their faith. These factors shape their identities in
dynamic and multilayered ways. This study provides critical insights into the lived experiences of
religious minorities and challenges narrow understandings of religious visibility, integration, and
resistance. The experiences of Japanese Muslims reveal that religious identity is not merely about
visibility or conflict, but often about subtle negotiation, strategic accommodation, and ethical
representation in everyday life.
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