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IS MAZDA
JAPANESE OR
AMERICAN? A
DEFINITIVE LOOK
AT ITS ORIGINS
AND IDENTITY

When you pull up to a
stoplight  and  see  a
s leek  Mazda  MX-5
Miata or a bold Mazda
CX-90 SUV, you might
find yourself wondering
about the brand’s true
her i tage.  With  i ts
global  manufacturing
network  and  historical
t i e s  t o  A m e r i c a n
automakers,  especially
Ford,  the  question  “Is
Mazda  Japanese  or
American?”  is  one  of

the most common and
misunderstood  topics
among car enthusiasts
and  potential  buyers
alike.  The  short  and
direct  answer  is  that
Mazda is unequivocally
a  Japanese  company,
founded  in  Hiroshima,
J a p a n ,  i n  1 9 2 0 .
However, the full story
involves  decades  of
i n t e r n a t i o n a l
collaboration,  shifting
ownership  stakes,  and
a uniquely independent
corporate  culture  that
has  allowed Mazda  to
reta in  i ts  d is t inct
i d e n t i t y  w h i l e
operating  on  a  global
stage.  This  article  will
explore  Mazda’s  deep
Japanese  roots,  its
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significant  but
c o m p l i c a t e d
re la t ionsh ip  w i th
American  industry,  its
current  ownership
structure,  and  what
this means for the cars
you drive today.

THE
UNQUESTIONABLY
JAPANESE ORIGINS
OF MAZDA

A
Hiroshim
a
Beginning
To  truly  understand
Mazda, you must start
in  Hiroshima,  Japan.
The company began its
life in 1920 as the Toyo
Cork  Kogyo  Company,
a  manufacturer  of
machine tools and cork
products.  It  was  not

unti l  1931  that  the
company ventured into
vehicle production with
a  three-wheeled  truck
called  the  Mazda-Go.
The name “Mazda” was
c h o s e n  n o t  a s  a
d e r i v a t i v e  o f  a
founder’s name but as
a nod to Ahura Mazda,
the Zoroastrian god of
wisdom,  intelligence,
and  harmony.  This
choice also echoed the
name of the company’s
f o u n d e r ,  J u j i r o
Matsuda,  as  “Mazda”
sounds  s imi la r  to
“Matsuda” in Japanese.
This foundational story
is  purely  Japanese,
b o r n  f r o m  l o c a l
ingenuity and post-war
i n d u s t r i a l
reconstruction.

Survival
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and
Resilienc
e in Post-
War

Japan
Mazda’s  history  is
marked  by  incredible
r e s i l i e n c e .  T h e
c o m p a n y ’ s
headquarters and main
production  facilities
w e r e  l o c a t e d  i n
H i rosh ima ,  a  c i t y
devastated  by  the
atomic bomb in 1945.
R e m a r k a b l y ,  t h e
company’s  leadership
a n d  s u r v i v i n g
workforce  rebuilt  the
factory,  and  it  was
producing  vehicles
again  within  months.
This  deep  connection
to  H i rosh ima  and
Japanese  industrial

culture  is  a  defining
characteristic  of  the
brand. Unlike many of
its  competitors  that
grew through mergers,
Mazda  largely  grew
t h r o u g h  i n t e r n a l
i nnova t ion ,  mos t
f a m o u s l y  i t s
commitment  to  the
r o t a r y  e n g i n e ,  a
t e c h n o l o g y  t h a t
required  immense
engineering  passion
and  investment.  This
r i s k - t a k i n g ,
perfectionist  approach
i s  a  h a l l m a r k  o f
Japanese  engineering
culture,  not  American
corporate strategy.

THE CRITICAL
FORD ERA: AN
AMERICAN
INFLUENCE THAT
NEVER
DOMINATED
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Financial
Lifeline
and
Strategic

Alliance
The  most  significant
r e a s o n  f o r  t h e
confusion  surrounding
Mazda’s  nationality
stems  from  its  long
partnership  with  the
Ford  Motor  Company.
This relationship began
i n  t h e  1 9 7 0 s  a n d
deepened substantially
in the 1990s. Following
the  1973  oil  crisis,
Mazda  faced  severe
financial  difficulties.  Its
focus  on  the  fue l -
inefficient  rotary
engine became a major
l i ab i l i t y ,  and  the
company  required  a
bai lout.  Sumitomo

Bank ,  a  J apanese
financial  group,
orchestrated  a  capital
infusion,  but  it  was
Ford that stepped in as
a strategic partner. By
1979,  Ford  owned  a
25%  stake  in  Mazda.
Over  the  next  two
d e c a d e s ,  t h i s
partnership  grew  into
one of the automotive
industry’s most famous
international alliances.

Platform
Sharing
and Joint
Ventures
During the 1980s and
1990s, Mazda and Ford
shared  plat forms,
e n g i n e s ,  a n d
m a n u f a c t u r i n g
facilities.  This  led  to
s e v e r a l  b a d g e -
engineered  vehicles
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that  blurred  the  lines
b e t w e e n  t h e  t w o
brands. For example:

Ford Probe and
Mazda MX-6:
These cars were
built on the same
platform and
assembled in the
same plant in
Flat Rock,
Michigan.
Ford Escape
and Mazda
Tribute: A joint
SUV project that
looked similar
but featured
different engine
tuning and
suspension
setups.
Mazda B-Series
and Ford
Ranger: For
many years, the
Mazda pickup
truck was
essentially a
rebadged Ford
Ranger.
Ford Festiva

and Mazda
121: Small
economy cars
built by Mazda
for Ford.

These  collaborations
were so extensive that
m a n y  c o n s u m e r s
began to see Mazda as
a  smaller,  sportier
branch  of  Ford.  This
was reinforced by  the
f a c t  t h a t  F o r d
increased its ownership
stake  to  a  controlling
3 3 . 4 %  b y  1 9 9 6 .
However, it is critical to
note that  even during
t h i s  p e r i o d  o f
maximum  American
financial  influence,
Mazda operated as an
independent  company.
It  maintained  its  own
engineering teams,  its
own  design  language
(Kodo  des ign  was
developed  during  this
period),  and  its  own
dist inct  corporate
culture.  Ford  never
fu l l y  ass im i la ted
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Mazda; rather,  it  used
the  partnership  to
learn  from  Mazda’s
lean  manufacturing
a n d  s m a l l - c a r
expertise.

The
Breakup
and
Return to
Independ
ence
The  global  financial
crisis of 2008 changed
everyth ing.  Ford ,
struggling  to  survive,
began  selling  off  its
non-core  assets  to
raise  cash.  By  2010,
Ford  had  so ld  the
majority of its stake in
Mazda,  reducing  its
ownership to just 3.5%.

By  2015,  Ford  had
completely divested its
remaining  shares.
Today,  Ford  has  zero
ownership  in  Mazda.
T h i s  m a r k e d  a
definitive  end  to  the
American  influence  on
t h e  c o m p a n y ’ s
corporate  structure.
The question “Is Mazda
J a p a n e s e  o r
American?”  became
much clearer after this
divestiture.

CURRENT
OWNERSHIP AND
CORPORATE
STRUCTURE

Who
Owns
Mazda
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Today?
As  of  2024,  Mazda
Motor Corporation is a
p u b l i c l y  t r a d e d
Japanese company. Its
largest  shareholders
are  Japanese  financial
institutions,  reflecting
a typical structure for a
m a j o r  J a p a n e s e
corporation. The recent
major  shift  involved a
strategic  alliance  with
T o y o t a  M o t o r
Corporation.  In  2017,
Toyota acquired a 5%
stake  in  Mazda,  while
Mazda  took  a  0.25%
stake in Toyota. This is
not a takeover; it is a
capital  alliance  aimed
at  sharing  technology
for  electric  vehicles,
c o n n e c t e d  c a r
systems,  and  joint
production  facilities  in
the  United  States.
Unlike  the  Ford  era,
this  partnership  is
s t r u c t u r e d  a s  a

collaboration  between
equals,  with  Mazda
r e t a i n i n g  f u l l
o p e r a t i o n a l
independence.  The
c o m p a n y ’ s
headquarters  remains
in  Fuchu,  Aki  District,
Hiroshima  Prefecture,
Japan.  The  CEO  is  a
Japanese  executive,
a n d  t h e  b o a r d  o f
d i r e c t o r s  i s
p r e d o m i n a n t l y
Japanese.

Cultural
and
Operation
al
Independ
ence
One  of  the  clearest
indicators  of  Mazda’s
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Japanese identity is its
e n g i n e e r i n g
phi losophy.  Whi le
m a n y  g l o b a l
automakers  have
adopted  a  “one-size-
fits-all”  approach,
Mazda  doubles  down
on  uniquely  Japanese
concepts  like  “Jinba
Ittai”  (the  unity  of
h o r s e  a n d  r i d e r ,
d e s c r i b i n g  t h e
connection  between
driver  and  car)  and
“Kodo: Soul of Motion”
des ign  language.
T h e s e  a r e  n o t
marketing  slogans
borrowed from Detroit;
t h e y  a r e  d e e p l y
embedded  principles
that  guide  everything
f r o m  e n g i n e
development to interior
design.  Mazda  is  also
o n e  o f  t h e  f e w
a u t o m a k e r s  t h a t
continues  to  develop
its  own  transmissions
and, famously, its own
engines,  including  the

S k y A c t i v - X
compression  ignition
gasoline  engine.  This
level  of  independent
e n g i n e e r i n g  i s  a
hallmark  of  a  proud,
standalone  Japanese
manufacturer.

WHERE ARE
MAZDA CARS
BUILT? A GLOBAL
PERSPECTIVE

Manufact
uring in
Japan
A significant number of
Mazda  vehicles  sold
worldwide are still built
in  Japan.  The  primary
production  hubs  are
the  Hiroshima  Plant
(Ujina)  and  the  Hofu
Plant  in  Yamaguchi
Prefecture.  These
facilities  build  models
like  the  Mazda  CX-5,
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Mazda  CX-30,  Mazda
MX-5  Miata,  and  the
Mazda3  for  g lobal
markets.  For  many
buyers,  the  fact  that
their  Mazda  was  built
in  Japan is  a  point  of
pride,  associated  with
high  quality  control
a n d  p r e c i s i o n
manufacturing.  These
plants  are  world-class
and are responsible for
exporting  vehicles  to
over  130  countries.

Manufact
uring in
the
United
States
To  directly  serve  the
North American market
and  avo id  impor t
tariffs,  Mazda  operates
a  j o i n t  v e n t u r e

assembly  plant  with
Toyota.  The  Mazda
Toyota  Manufacturing
USA  (MTM)  plant  is
located  in  Huntsville,
Alabama.  This  facility
began  production  in
2021  and  builds  the
M a z d a  C X - 5 0
specifically  for  the
N o r t h  A m e r i c a n
market. It is important
to  understand  that
while  the  assembly
happens  in  the  USA,
the  company  remains
Japanese .  Th i s  i s
similar  to  how Honda,
Toyota, and Nissan all
have major factories in
the  United  States.
B u i l d i n g  c a r s  i n
America does not make
a  company  American;
i t  makes  i t  a  good
corporate citizen with a
local  manufacturing
f o o t p r i n t .  T h e
engineering,  design,
corporate strategy, and
r e s e a r c h  a n d
development  for  the
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CX-50 still originated in
Japan.

Global
Manufact
uring
Footprint
M a z d a  a l s o  h a s
assembly  plants  in
Mexico  (Salamanca),
C h i n a  ( C h a n g a n
Mazda) ,  Tha i land
( A u t o A l l i a n c e
T h a i l a n d ) ,  a n d
Malaysia. Each of these
plants  serves  specific
regional  markets.  The
Mexican  plant,  for
example,  builds  the
Mazda2  and  Mazda3
for  the  Americas.  The
Chinese plants are joint
ventures  with  local
p a r t n e r s ,  a
r e q u i r e m e n t  f o r
opera t ing  i n  tha t
market.  Despite  this

global  dispersion,  the
c o r e  D N A  o f  t h e
product  is  Japanese.
The  specifications,
quality  standards,  and
engineering  are  all
dictated by the parent
company in Hiroshima.

UNPACKING THE
BRAND IDENTITY:
WHAT MAKES
MAZDA UNIQUE?

Engineeri
ng
Philosoph
y: The
Japanese
Spirit of
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Kaizen
Mazda  embodies  the
Japanese  concept  of
“Kaizen,” or continuous
improvement.  This  is
not a theoretical idea;
i t  i s  a  p r a c t i c a l
engineering  discipline.
While  many  American
a n d  E u r o p e a n
automakers  pursue
p o w e r  t h r o u g h
d i s p l a c e m e n t  o r
c o m p l e x
turbocharging,  Mazda
h a s  s p e n t  y e a r s
perfecting the naturally
aspirated  engine.  The
S k y A c t i v - G  a n d
SkyActiv-X engines are
testaments to Japanese
efficiency  and
refinement.  They  are
not the most powerful
engines in  their  class,
but  they  are  often
p r a i s e d  f o r  t h e i r
responsiveness,  fuel
economy,  and  linear
power  delivery.  This

focus  on  fundamental
engineering over brute
force  is  a  distinctly
Japanese  trait.

Design
Language
: Kodo
and
Japanese
Aesthetic
s
The  visual  identity  of
modern Mazda vehicles
is rooted in traditional
Japanese  aesthetics.
The  “Kodo:  Soul  of
M o t i o n ”  d e s i g n
language  emphasizes
simplicity, tension, and
a sense  of  movement
even  when  the  car  is
s t a t i o n a r y .  T h i s
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contrasts  with  the
often  aggress ive,
angular  designs  of
some American brands
or  the futuristic,  tech-
forward  designs  of
some German  brands.
Mazda’s interior design
i s  a l s o  a  s t r o n g
i n d i c a t o r  o f  i t s
Japanese heritage. The
focus on “less is more,”
high-quality  materials,
and  an  ergonomic
driver-focused  cockpit
i s  r em in i s cen t  o f
traditional  Japanese
a rch i tec tu re  and
craftsmanship.  The
minimalist  approach,
with clean lines and a
lack  of  clutter,  is  a
direct  reflection  of  the
brand’s  cultural  roots.

HOW DOES MAZDA
POSITION ITSELF
AGAINST
JAPANESE AND
AMERICAN
COMPETITORS?

Versus
Toyota
and
Honda
(Japanese
Rivals)
Within Japan, Mazda is
o f ten  seen  as  the
“ s m a l l ,  p l u c k y
innovator”  compared
to  giants  like  Toyota
and  Honda.  Whi le
Toyota  is  known  for
unbeatable  reliability
and hybrid  leadership,
and Honda is known for
practical  engineering
and  broad  market
a p p e a l ,  M a z d a
positions  itself  as  the
“ p r e m i u m
mainstream”  brand.  It
aims  to  offer  a  more
engag ing  d r i v ing
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exper ience  and  a
h igher  perce ived
qual i ty  of  inter ior
materials.  This  is  a
deliberate  strategy  to
be  the  “ J apanese
BMW.”  This  premium
focus  is  very  much  a
J a pane se  marke t
differentiation strategy,
not an American one.

Versus
Ford and
Chevrolet
(America
n Rivals)
Compared to American
b rands ,  Mazda  i s
typically smaller, more
fuel-efficient,  and
offers  a  more  refined
driving  experience.
American brands have
historically  prioritized
interior space, straight-

l i n e  p o w e r  ( V 8
engines),  and  towing
c a p a c i t y .  M a z d a
prioritizes  handling,
agi l i ty,  and  dr iver
engagement.  A  Mazda
CX-5  is  not  a  direct
competitor  to  a  Ford
Explorer  or  Chevrolet
Tahoe;  it  competes
more directly with the
H o n d a  C R - V  a n d
Toyota  RAV4.  The
driving  dynamics  of  a
M a z d a  a r e  o f t e n
described  as  more
“ E u r o p e a n ”  o r
“ J a p a n e s e ”  t h a n
“American,”  further
reinforcing  its  non-
American  identity.

COMMON
MISCONCEPTIONS
ADDRESSED

Misconception:
Mazda is
owned by Ford.
This is false. Ford
sold its last
shares in 2015.
Mazda is
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independently
owned.
Misconception:
Mazda is
American
because it
builds cars in
the USA. This is
false. Many
Japanese,
German, and
Korean
automakers
operate US
factories.
Ownership and
corporate
nationality are
defined by
headquarters
and control.
Misconception:
Mazda is part

of Toyota. This
is partially false.
Toyota owns a
5% stake in
Mazda, but
Mazda is not a
subsidiary. It is
an independent
company with a
strategic
alliance.
Misconception:
Mazda is a
luxury brand.
This is not
accurate. Mazda
is a mainstream
brand with a
premium focus,
but it does not
compete with
Lexus, BMW, or
Mercedes-Benz
directly.


