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| The Way of Ama Life
Takao Kojima

Professor, Department of Literature, Seijo University

Most female ama working today in Toba and Shima were born
between 1945 and 1955. These women experienced the rapid ex-
pansion of the Japanese economy from elementary school through
adolescence. In those days, the primary industries were the core
industries. Young men became fishermen or craftsmen, such as
carpenters, and women worked at pearl farms until they became
old enough to get married. Job opportunities were limited.

Moreover, in order to support the family economy after getting
married and having children, women chose jobs they could work
while still keeping house. Many women chose self-sufficient work,
growing vegetables in season, and ama work in the summer. At that
time, ama work required goggles, diving clothes, a wooden bucket
and a chisel. Many women chose diving work as a summer job.

The ama fishery was uniquely different from male-dominated
fisheries. Ama were not affected by different types of fishing equip-
ment. They only needed their physical strength, skill, knowledge
and willpower to make good money. Therefore, it was easy to see
how well individuals did compared to others within the fishery.
Although ama might feel envious of the amount of money others
made, it hardly occurred to them to be jealous of other ama. Rather,
they aspired to be as good as the more successful ama. For example,
younger ama memorized the favorite fishing sites of their seniors.
Senior ama did not keep their fishing sites secret. Apprentice ama
would assist their mentors by flipping rocks for them, and thus learn
the location of these sites. The ethics of ama fishing differ from most
fisheries. The ama fishery depends on cooperation. Why is this pos-
sible? Although senior ama share some of their fishing sites, they

have other sites as well. They have the skills and self-confidence as
senior ama; they can remove abalone from the rock without scars.

Relationships amongst ama work like this. Each ama must un-
derstand her personal skill level to be able to evaluate others. At the
same time, she must demonstrate her abilities to be recognized as
an accomplished diver. Fishing relationships established between ama
carry over to their daily life on land. During the competitive era of
high economic growth, ama worked together to share the limited
natural resources. The sense of unity women established through
the ama fishery helped maintain tranquility within their community.

Ama fisheries make sense as seasonal activity for women that live
by the coast, along with other seasonal jobs, rather than a special
year-round occupation. Ama often said, “There was only the ama
fishery available.” Instead, we can say that they are able to sustain
the life they have now because, “They have lived as ama.” Ama
work as a group. The ethic of cooperation helped them regulate the
harvest and prevent over fishing. The ama way of life is more than
just a style of fishery. Human relationships today could benefit by
reflecting on this way of life.
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