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The Contemporary Usage of “Islam” : A Shift toward “islam
as Gerund” in the Conversion Stories

Yohei Matsuyama
Graduate School of Global Studies, Tokyo University of Foreign Studies

Abstract :

This paper discusses how the contemporary meaning of the term “islam™ is shifting
from “islam as a proper noun” toward “islam as a gerund.” The discussion is based on
narratives by Muslims who converted to Islam, particularly those on records of Japanese
who became Muslims. The author uses the phrase “islam as a proper noun” to refer to
Islam as an institutionalized system, whereas the phrase “islam as gerund” to refer to a
private attitude of submission to God maintained by each believer.

During the founding period of Islam, these two dimensions of is/@m were not wholly
separate. Through a period of extensive modernization, however, “islam as a proper
noun” achieved the dominant position as proper usage, largely through an urgent need to
define “the religious” as a domain separate from the territory and authority of secular
nation-states.

Although the modern usage of islam has leaned toward use as a proper noun, an
increasing number of Muslims today use the word to describe a private attitude of
submission. This trend is conspicuous in an abundance of conversion stories and among
new Muslims who narrate their life stories in mass media for the purpose of da wah
(propagation) testifying to the truth of “Islam.” It must be noted that most of these
conversion narratives are from lay persons who have little access to religious texts or
knowledge of scholars’ tenets. However, they believe that the Truth or “Islam” can be
conveyed to non Muslims through narration of their private experiences and feelings, not
by detailing the creed of Islam. From this, it will be seen that Muslims today increasingly
speak of islam as an individual attitude of submission rather than an institutionalized

system.

Keywords : islam, objectification, conversion, truth, macro-narrative
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