
history of christmas in japan
history of christmas in japan is a fascinating journey that reflects Japan's
unique cultural assimilation and adaptation of global traditions. Unlike many
Western countries, Christmas in Japan is not primarily a religious holiday
but rather a festive occasion that emphasizes joy, togetherness, and
commercialism. The celebration has evolved significantly since its
introduction in the 16th century, influenced by various historical, cultural,
and social changes. This article will delve into the origins of Christmas in
Japan, its transformation over the centuries, popular customs and traditions,
as well as the modern-day celebration. We will also explore how Christmas has
become a time for romance and community rather than a religious observance.
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Origins of Christmas in Japan
The introduction of Christmas to Japan can be traced back to the arrival of
European missionaries in the 16th century. The Portuguese Jesuit missionaries
were among the first to introduce Christianity and its associated
celebrations, including Christmas, to the Japanese people. In 1549, Francis
Xavier, a prominent Jesuit, landed in Japan and began preaching the Christian
faith, which included the celebration of Christmas.

Initially, Christmas was celebrated by a small community of Christians in
Japan. The festivities included traditional European customs such as singing
hymns, decorating trees, and sharing meals. However, the celebration did not
gain widespread popularity due to the eventual suppression of Christianity
during the Edo period (1603-1868), when the Tokugawa shogunate banned
Christianity and persecuted Christians.

Despite these challenges, some Christmas customs persisted. The Meiji
Restoration in 1868 marked a new era of openness to Western influences,
allowing Christianity and Christmas celebrations to re-emerge in Japanese
society. This period saw the establishment of Christian schools and churches,
which played a significant role in promoting Christmas as a holiday.



Transformation Through the Ages
As Japan transitioned into the modern era, the perception of Christmas
continued to evolve. During the Taisho period (1912-1926), Christmas began to
be recognized more broadly outside of Christian communities. The influence of
Western culture, particularly through media and literature, led to an
increased interest in Christmas festivities among the general population.

After World War II, Christmas in Japan underwent a significant
transformation. The United States' presence in Japan during the occupation
introduced American holiday customs, which further popularized Christmas.
This era saw the emergence of new traditions, such as the Christmas cake,
which became a staple of the holiday season, and the commercialization of
Christmas through advertising and retail promotions.

Today, Christmas in Japan is characterized by a blend of Western customs and
uniquely Japanese elements. The focus shifted from religious observance to a
more secular celebration, emphasizing joy, togetherness, and community
spirit.

Modern Christmas Traditions
Modern Christmas celebrations in Japan are vibrant and diverse, reflecting a
mix of Western and Japanese influences. Some of the most popular traditions
include:

Christmas Lights and Decorations: Many cities, especially urban areas
like Tokyo and Osaka, are adorned with spectacular Christmas lights and
decorations. These illuminations attract both locals and tourists,
creating a festive atmosphere.

Christmas Cakes: The Christmas cake, typically a sponge cake decorated
with whipped cream and strawberries, is a must-have during the holiday
season. Families and couples often order these cakes from bakeries to
celebrate Christmas.

Gift-Giving: While not as prevalent as in Western cultures, the exchange
of gifts among friends and family has become a common practice. It is
often more about the sentiment than the value of the gifts.

Romantic Celebrations: In Japan, Christmas is often seen as a romantic
holiday akin to Valentine's Day. Couples frequently spend the day
together, enjoying special dinners and exchanging gifts.

Festive Foods: Fried chicken has become an unofficial Christmas meal in
Japan, with many families opting for KFC due to a successful marketing
campaign in the 1980s. It has become a popular tradition to order fried
chicken for Christmas dinner.



These traditions highlight the unique way Japan has integrated Christmas into
its culture, making it a time for joy, romance, and community celebrations.

Christmas as a Commercial Holiday
In contemporary Japan, Christmas has become highly commercialized. The
holiday season sees a surge in retail promotions, advertisements, and themed
events. Shopping centers and stores showcase Christmas decorations and offer
special sales, making it an opportune time for businesses to attract
customers.

Japanese companies often engage in elaborate marketing campaigns leading up
to Christmas, focusing on the festive aspect of the holiday rather than its
religious significance. This commercial approach aligns with Japan's broader
consumer culture, where holidays are often celebrated with a focus on
spending and entertainment.

Moreover, the commercialization of Christmas has contributed to the creation
of unique products and experiences. From Christmas-themed events at amusement
parks to seasonal food items, the holiday has become an essential part of the
retail calendar in Japan.

Conclusion
The history of Christmas in Japan is a testament to the country's ability to
adapt and reinterpret foreign traditions. From its early introduction by
Christian missionaries to its current status as a largely secular
celebration, Christmas has evolved into a unique holiday that emphasizes joy,
togetherness, and commercialism. The blend of Western customs with Japanese
culture has created a festive atmosphere that resonates with people across
the nation. As Christmas continues to grow in popularity, it remains a
significant time for celebration and connection among families and friends in
Japan.

Q: What are the origins of Christmas in Japan?
A: The origins of Christmas in Japan trace back to the arrival of Portuguese
Jesuit missionaries in the 16th century. The celebration was introduced by
missionaries like Francis Xavier, but it faced suppression during the Edo
period. After the Meiji Restoration, Christmas began to re-emerge as a
cultural phenomenon.

Q: How has Christmas changed in Japan over the
years?
A: Christmas has transformed from a religious observance among a small



Christian community to a widely celebrated secular holiday characterized by
festive lights, romantic dinners, and commercial activities. The post-World
War II era significantly influenced this change, incorporating Western
customs into Japanese celebrations.

Q: What are some common Christmas traditions in
Japan today?
A: Common Christmas traditions in Japan include decorating with lights,
enjoying Christmas cakes, exchanging gifts, having fried chicken for dinner,
and celebrating as a romantic holiday for couples.

Q: Is Christmas a public holiday in Japan?
A: No, Christmas is not a public holiday in Japan. It is primarily celebrated
as a cultural event rather than a religious one, and businesses typically
remain open on December 25th.

Q: What role does commercialism play in Christmas
celebrations in Japan?
A: Commercialism plays a significant role in Christmas celebrations in Japan,
with retailers creating elaborate marketing campaigns, special sales, and
themed events to attract customers. The holiday has become an essential part
of the retail calendar, emphasizing consumerism over religious observance.

Q: Are there any unique foods associated with
Christmas in Japan?
A: Yes, one of the most unique foods associated with Christmas in Japan is
the Christmas cake, typically a sponge cake decorated with strawberries and
whipped cream. Fried chicken, particularly from KFC, is also widely consumed
during the holiday season.

Q: How do families typically celebrate Christmas in
Japan?
A: Families in Japan often celebrate Christmas with special dinners,
exchanging gifts, and enjoying festive treats like Christmas cake. While not
a traditional family holiday, many families find joy in the festive
atmosphere and the opportunity to spend time together.



Q: Is Christmas celebrated in Japan as a religious
holiday?
A: No, Christmas in Japan is primarily celebrated as a secular holiday. While
some Christian communities may observe religious traditions, the broader
population engages in festive celebrations without religious connotations.

Q: What impact has Western culture had on Christmas
in Japan?
A: Western culture has had a significant impact on Christmas in Japan,
especially after World War II. The introduction of Western customs, such as
gift-giving and festive decorations, has shaped how Christmas is celebrated,
creating a unique blend of traditions.

Q: How do couples celebrate Christmas in Japan?
A: Couples in Japan often celebrate Christmas as a romantic occasion, similar
to Valentine's Day. They might enjoy special dinners, exchange gifts, and
participate in festive activities to commemorate the holiday together.
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