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Western Influence on Japanese Culture 

Japan has a homogeneous population; around 95% share the same ethnicity and culture. 

Japan's census reports that almost 97% of the Japanese population are nationals, another strong 

marker of a homogeneous country (A. K. M. A. et al. 2024). However, Japan is only partially 

Japanese. Japanese culture has mixed aspects of Western culture. Japanese society acknowledges 

Western holidays or incorporates foreign words. Its food has foreign ingredients, and Western 

ideas are seeping in. This paper examines how the Japanese have accepted some, but not all, 

characteristics of Western culture. 

Background 

Japan was an isolated country for many years, allowing only minor trading with the 

Dutch. Its culture and language grew from its Chinese origin and blossomed into Japanese 

culture. Religion and beliefs differed between each prefecture and its people, making their 

religion exclusive to the Japanese.  

In the first half of the 19th century, European and American ships were weak and needed 

more power in Japan (Tasevska. 2021). However, Western culture seeped into Japan as more 
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foreigners moved products in and out of Japan. By the latter half of the 19th century and through 

the 20th century, much of Japan had already been in contact with Western ideas. The Japanese 

were forced to adopt Western ideals in the Meiji era (1868-1912) after Emperor Mutsuhito 

reconstructed Japan to more greatly reflect Western ideals (Tasevska. 2021). 

Most Japanese were not initially pleased with changing much of their lifestyle to fit the 

emperor's Western ideals, but they listened to him. While the Japanese population began to 

accept some foreign ideas, it kept its independence by mixing tradition and modernism to 

preserve its culture (Tasevska. 2021). 

Guiding Questions 

1. How does culture from Western countries benefit Japan? 

2. How much is Western culture affecting the younger generation? 

The Rise of Individualism in Japanese Culture   

Western countries, especially the United States, have individualism ingrained into their 

culture. Individualism is a recent addition to Japanese culture, but is being adopted quickly. 

Tracking changes in family matters can gauge how independence influences Japanese culture. 

For example, divorce rates have risen from 8.5 divorces out of 100 couples in 1965 to 35.6 

divorces out of 100 in 2015. Individuality in societies causes family structure to be looser and 

more accessible. Giving each family member more freedom in their love lives leads to divorce. 

The rise in divorce rates indicates that individualism is growing in Japanese culture (Ogihara, 

2017). 

Moreover, Japanese names have also begun to be more unique, taking cues from Western 

culture—Japanese parents' desire for their children to be more independent manifests in how 

they name them. Japanese names are created with written Chinese characters and portions for 
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pronunciation. Over time, common pronunciation of Japanese names has decreased for both boys 

and girls. Intrecurite written Chinese characters and pronunciation of those characters portions 

have begun to show up much more. The individualism in name selection started growing in 

popularity in the 1980s but has begun showing itself more in the 2000s (Ogihara, 2017) 

Similarly, pet names are becoming more individualized. Traditionally, Japanese pet 

names had common names. However, unique pet names have increased. Historically, pets in 

Japan were not considered family; they were thought of as guards. Western ideas seeping into 

Japan changed how Japanese people viewed their pets. The Japanese are more likely to build 

emotional bonds with pets, considering them more as a child than tools. (Su et al., 2018). 

Japanese people’s growing beliefs in individualism are shown by how they choose names for 

those they care for.  

The Westernization of the Japanese Diet  

A major study of the amount of nutrients in a typical Japanese person’s diet was 

conducted from 2003 to 2015 (K. Murakami, M. B. E. Livingstone, & S. Sasaki 2018). The study 

recorded the average food ingredients consumed by 88,527 Japanese adults. With this data, the 

study's authors created a list of food that a Japanese person eats on average (See Appendix). 

Many crops on the list did not exist then in Japan; they were introduced when the West raided or 

sold their crops to Japan. As Western influences spread across Japan, the Japanese people began 

to eat more items in the “Animal food and Oil” category in the chart, with 0.85 percent of people 

eating red meat or processed meat. (Murakami, et al. 2018) Meat eating was inherently Western 

as Buddhist adherents did not recommend the consumption of meat unless it was medicinal.  

The Meiji Emperor decided to lift the ban on meat because he believed the Japanese were 

physically feebler than Westerners, who were taller and heavier. The emperor concluded that 
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meat consumption was causing Westerners to be larger so he revoked the ban on eating meat to 

gain a stronger army and population. Meat quickly became a staple in many Japanese meals  

(Nakamura, et al. 2021). The typical Japanese meal is classified as “one soup and three dishes," a 

combination of a soup, two side dishes. and a main dish, typically containing fish or meat.  

(Tomoko, et al) This type of Japanese-style meal has been prevalent for years, so to the younger 

generation, having no meat in their typical Japanese-style meals would be a huge change. 

Western Music's Impact on Japanese Culture  

After the end of World War II, an allied commander played American pop music over 

Japanese radio for the first time. This began the Westernization of Japanese music culture. The 

Japanese people welcomed Western music as they were tired of the war, and Western songs were 

said to be “Bright and cheerful” (Mitsui, 2015). Western songs covered by Japanese singers 

became popular in the 1960s. Along with these Western song covers, songs with strong Western 

influence, such as Kyu Sakamoto's "Ue o Muite Arukou", became tremendous hits in Japan (N. 

Mitsui, 2015). Rock and roll found its way early into Japanese culture in the Westernization of 

Japan. In the late 1960s a Japanese band, "Happy End," caused a debate all over Japan with their 

music. Happy End created songs based on folk rock, a genre that had arrived with 

Westernization. (Boles, 2022) Many Japanese have wondered if rock and roll should be sung 

entirely in English since the genre originated in the United States. Also in question was whether 

the Japanese were ready to incorporate Western influences into their music culture. This cultural 

acceptance of Western music created more variety in the music today; younger generations 

would even listen to genres such as J-pop, which is heavily influenced by Western music (Boles, 

2022).  
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Discussion  

 Japan has become very Westernized since the Meiji era. The culture and ideals of foreign 

Western countries have embedded themselves into Japanese culture. Japanese ideas have begun 

to reflect American culture, which includes seeking more individual freedom. Much of the 

younger generation has grown up with Western culture without realizing it. Songs heard on 

television screens or radio almost always have a Western origin. Pop or the rock genres have 

been a large part of the Japanese music industry since its popularity in the late 1960s (Boles, 

2022).  

Meat has also been a part of Japan's younger generations' lives; it is a staple of Japanese 

meals. Japan's main dish, Washoku, is a Japanese meal containing either meat or fish. When 

asked to think of a typical Japanese meal, the younger generation will think of meals with meat. 

Western culture has affected the younger generation without their realization since they were 

raised with it. 

Western culturizing has benefited Japan. The Western culture of individualism has 

modified Japanese culture in areas such as family relations. Divorce rates have increased as 

people choose the happiness of themselves over their partner. Children are given many more 

unique names or pronunciations, building a child's self-identity. Pet names have also begun to 

show more individuality. Dog names have become much more unique. These ideas of self-

importance were not new to the Japanese; however, the belief in these ideas of self-importance 

has grown much more robust due to outside Western influences (Ogihara, 2017). 

Conclusion 

Western cultural influences have greatly helped Japan's population become less parochial. 

For most of its history, Japan was an island that had little contact with the outside world and was 
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very monocultural in its beliefs and practices. Foreign countries then pressured it to open their 

tight doors and allow access to those of the West. Opening the gates to Western culture has 

helped Japan grow its own unique culture alongside its old culture. Many great things, such as 

music and food, have come into Japanese culture from Westernization. 
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Appendix 

The chart shows the daily average percent of ingredients consumed in Japan. 

  


