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The Syrian Asylum Seekers in Japan: Coping with Non-Recognition
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Millions of Syrians left their country after the war broke out in 2011. While most of them sought
refuge in neighboring countries, many further headed for European countries. Hundreds of
Syrians arrived in Japan, a faraway country that they had never thought of as a destination
before the war. Using the existing literature and interviews with Syrians, Japanese refugee
experts, and NGO staff, this dissertation explains the treatment of Syrian asylum seekers in
Japan. Devastation, massacres, economic hardship, and compulsory military service for males
were among the reasons they decided to leave the country. Thus, Syrian refugees looked for
places where they could live in safety and establish a more permanent base for their lives. They
looked to Japan as a possible destination. However, Japan's asylum policy is stringent, and the
refugee recognition rate is notoriously low. Although the recognition rate for Syrians is
considered high by Japanese standards, it is still the lowest among the G7 countries. Facing this
situation, many Syrians choose "informal asylum." They do not apply for refugee status but
decide to stay and work in Japan with a temporary visa. They live in uncertainty and can neither
reunite with their families nor relocate to another country. Furthermore, they are exploited at
workplaces, live in remote areas, and can not integrate into Japanese society. "Informal asylum"
1s now widely observed in Europe and the United States. However, the phenomenon in Japan has
never been studied before. The dissertation fills this gap by presenting the case of Syrians. The
dissertation also examines the situation of Syrian scholarship recipients vis-a-vis informal
asylum and concludes that the Japanese authorities granted them unlimited visa extensions,

treating them similarly to informal asylum seekers although they possessed student visas.
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