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The Jesuits in 17th-century Japan
Literature on Muslims and Islam

The Society of Jesus was formed in Paris on 15 August 1534 within the 
tumultuous political and religious context of the early 16th century, 
which was marked not only by the Protestant Reformation, but also by 
Catholic religious dissent, the Sack of Rome (1527), the emergence of the 
Iberian nations as world powers, the discovery of and expansion into 
the New World, and the Turkish incursions into Europe. It was not until 
1540, however, that the Society was offfĳicially recognised by the Catho-
lic Church, in Pope Paul II’s papal bull Regimini militantis ecclesiae. The 
Jesuit mission to Asia was intimately linked to the spread of the Por-
tuguese who, through the 1493 Bulls of Donation, or Alexandrine Bulls 
(Eximiae devotionis, Inter caetera and Dudum siquidem) promulgated by 
Pope Alexander VI, and the Treaty of Tordesillas agreed between the 
Portuguese and Spanish crowns the following year, had gained exclu-
sive rights to the East Indies and to the civil and religious administration 
of the lands they had discovered or were to discover there.

The Portuguese reached India in 1498, establishing the Estado da 
Índia in 1505 and the See of Goa in 1534. From their Indian base they 
spread to Malacca, Indochina, Indonesia and the Maluku Islands, with 
the Jesuits joining them in 1542. The Portuguese had come into contact 
with Japanese traders in Malacca after it was conquered in 1511, but it was 
not until their ‘discovery’ of Japan in the early 1540s that sustained inter-
est in the country emerged. Thenceforth, the Portuguese maintained 
commercial relations until the issuing of the bans on foreign trade that 
ended relations with the Iberian powers during the 1630s, and ecclesi-
astical relations developed from the inception of a mission by Francis 
Xavier in 1549 until the early 1640s in spite of successive bans on the 
religion and/or missionary activities from 1587. Despite the aforemen-
tioned Bulls of Donation and the provision of exclusive rights to the 
missions in both China and Japan by Pope Gregory XIII in the 1585 Bull 
Ex pastorali offfĳicio, the joining of the Portuguese and Spanish crowns in 
1580 complicated the situation. Franciscans visited Japan from 1590 as 
ambassadors of the Philippines, and established a permanent presence 
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alongside other orders from 1600, when the Jesuits’ exclusive rights 
were abolished.

Missionaries to Japan interacted with Muslims en route to East Asia: 
they met Muslims at sea and in port; they kept Muslim slaves and employ-
ees; they facilitated Muslim-Christian trade; they were variously attacked 
and transported by Muslim pirates; they were participants and bystand-
ers in wars against and between Muslim kingdoms; and most importantly 
they attempted to convert Muslims to Christianity. In Japan proper, 
because the country lacked a native Muslim presence, the missionar-
ies had no direct contact with Muslims outside rare interactions with 
traders and more common interactions with their own slaves and stafff, 
encounters that often go unmentioned in missionary reports,  letters and 
other writings. Nevertheless, the Japanese mission facilitated interaction 
between Muslims and the Japanese. For instance, Petro Kasui Kibe (1587-
1639), a future Catholic priest and martyr, became the fĳirst Japanese to 
visit the Holy Land, travelling overland to Europe between 1618 and 1620. 
A Japanese novice by the name of Nicolau de Santo Agostinho travelled 
with the Augustinian priest Nicolau de Melo and the Franciscan Afonso 
Cordeiro to Persia and Moscow between 1597 and 1599. It has also been 
suggested that the Portuguese trade in Japanese slaves facilitated the fĳirst 
Japanese conversions to Islam in India. In China, India and throughout 
South-East Asia, the missionaries came into contact with native Muslim 
populations.

The authors considered in this entry are the Portuguese explorer 
Fernão Mendes Pinto (1509-83), who was associated with the Jesuit mis-
sionaries, and the French Jesuit François Solier (1558-1638), who became 
the principal of the Jesuit College at Limoges in 1598.
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Works on Christian-Muslim Relations
The Jesuits in 17th-century Japan. Literature on 

Muslims and Islam

Date 1614-29
Original Language French and Portuguese
Description
Fernão Mendes Pinto (1509-83) was a Portuguese explorer associated 
with the Jesuit missionaries. His Peregrinaçam was edited and published 
posthumously in 1614, after which it was translated into a number of 
European languages. A series of Pinto’s claims have proved controver-
sial, and some are believed to be semi-fĳictional. They place Pinto at the 
centre of historical events that he did not actually witness in person, 
such as the discovery of Japan.

Pinto refers to Muslims on a number of occasions on his journey to 
and from Japan rather than in Japan itself (Samuel Purchas, Hakluytus 
posthumus or Purchas his pilgrimes, vol. 12, pp. 59-141; this is the source 
cited in the references that follow). For the most part, Muslims are men-
tioned as unimportant bystanders to the main story, though Islam is also 
regularly perceived as a cause of apostasy and anti-Christian sentiment 
(pp. 60, 67-8).

Where Islam and Muslims become central to the narrative, the focus 
is often on conflict with Muslims, who are portrayed as perpetrators of 
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thievery, imposters, infĳidels or tyrants (pp. 67-8, 73-4, 79). These anti-
Islamic and polemical passages are interspersed throughout the text 
anecdotally, when Pinto describes incidents involving Muslims from 
his own perspective, often coupling these passages with value judgments 
through which Muḥammad is viewed as a false prophet, Islamic saints 
are declared wicked, and the religion is seen as a cursed sect. Samuel 
Purchas uses the terms ‘Moor’, ‘Musleman’, and ‘Mahomet’ in his English 
translation, but in the original text it seems that the terms Turco and 
Mafometico were prominent.

In 1627-9, François Solier (1558-1638) published a two-volume his-
tory of the Jesuit mission to Japan entitled Histoire ecclésiastique des 
isles et royaumes du Japon. Here, Solier refers to a servant of Alessandro 
 Valignano (1539-1606), and later retainer of daimyo Oda Nobunaga (1534-
82), commonly known by the name Yasuke, who had recently come to 
Japan with his master. Solier describes the servant as a native of Mozam-
bique, a More Cafre (kāfĳir) or Moorish infĳidel (vol. 1, p. 444), which may 
identify him as a Muslim, though his religious identity is of little impor-
tance to the author and is mentioned only in passing, with the narrative 
quickly moving to focus on the excitement with which Yasuke was met 
in Japan and on questions regarding the colour of his skin and other 
matters. The passage merely records the presence of Muslim slaves and 
employees as part of the Jesuit enterprise in Japan and in East Asia more 
generally.
Significance
Islam and Muslims feature for the most part as little more than footnotes 
in Christian histories and reports on Japan from this period, though this 
is to be expected as there were no Muslims in the country. Although 
some earlier 16th-century documents suggest that Muslims were trad-
ing with Japan, and although Muslims were certainly present as slaves, 
their presence was evidently much less important than other concerns. 
Whether or not Yasuke was a Muslim is debatable, though if he was, 
Solier’s references to him would provide clues to one instance of direct 
Muslim-Christian interaction in Japan, such as it was. In short, whatever 
records exist lack signifĳicance for Muslim-Christian relations in Japan 
precisely because Muslim-Christian interactions were hardly signifĳi-
cant. Whilst Pinto’s work is important for the understanding of Muslim-
Christian interactions outside Japan, on Japan itself it offfers little insight.
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por el licenciado Francisco de Herrera Maldonado, canonigo de la 
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