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Preserving island heritage and culture

Dawn Grimes-MacLellan

It takes only a brief time for a newcomer to Amami Oshima to recognize that she has
entered a rich ecological habitat with dense forests, distinct wildlife, crystal clear waters and
colorful coral reefs. Also readily noticeable is the relaxed pace of the island. Nobody is in a
rush here. Drivers go at or below posted speed limits, shopkeepers take time to chat, and meals
are enjoyed leisurely. Digging a little deeper, there is much to learn about the island’s traditions,
festivals, music, dialects, local industries, and food culture. Ranked the second largest remote
island in Japan after Sadogashima in Niigata, Amami Oshima is about as distant from the
metropolis as it gets in terms of both kilometers and lifestyle. Yet, at the same time, the
markers of mainland Japan are clearly present, particularly in the largest town of Naze, where
there is an abundance of taxis, vending machines of all types, a Daiei supermarket, Tsutaya
rental shop, and Lawson convenience store. In addition, television programming reflects
dominant mainland culture and the general population speaks standard Japanese.

In such contexts where a dominant culture contrasts greatly with local culture, it can be
challenging to retain, promote and sustain cultural traditions. According to Kuwahara (2013),
for example, until the 1970s the distinct characteristics of Amami culture were viewed
negatively against the backdrop of the surging Japanese economy. “As a result, using dialect in
school was strictly forbidden, as educators were concerned that if school students could not
speak standard Japanese well they would be discriminated against and/or be socially-malad-
justed and lose self-confidence if they later moved to reside in urban centers in mainland Japan”
(Kuwahara 2013:5). More recently, and in particular due to the nationwide musical hit of
Wadatsumi no Ki by Amami singer Hajime Chitose in 2002, the value of Amami culture has
shifted, and facilities such as the Amami Natural History Museum, Oshima Tsumugimura,
Amami Park and its Tanaka Isson Memorial Museum of Art preserve and provide important local
knowledge of the natural environment, history, and culture of the area. Moreover, the local
government is now striving to secure UNESCO’s World Natural Heritage status in summer 2016
(Amami City website 2013). While these efforts to revitalize local culture and promote the
distinct physical landscape of the Amami Islands beyond its borders may bring economic
development through growth in tourism, the manner in which local culture and traditions are
learned and sustained within the community, among local children in particular, has important

implications for preserving a living local island culture that can be passed to future generations.
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While in the past, schools disrupted local island culture by, for example, disallowing dialects
to be spoken at school as mentioned above, and more generally through a national curriculum
emphasizing the dominant social values of mainland Japan, educational reforms in 2002
introduced measures to decentralize the curriculum and “provide children with experience and
learning in cooperation with the local community” (MEXT 20010:6). In the Amami Islands,
increased autonomy under these reforms has brought increased emphasis on connecting local
elementary and junior high school children to the cultural traditions, social activities, and rich
ecology of their community. At Amami Elementary School, for example, morning reading time is
spent reading local folk tales, and promotion of local knowledge is emphasized in various

subjects throughout the curriculum as the chart below indicates:

Subject Local Content
Life Environment Studies Amami botony
Social Studies Amami traditional culture
Integrated Studies Grade 3: Amami nature & music

Grade 4: Amami culture & language
Grade 5: Lifeways of the community

Grade 6: Rediscovering the value of local ecology, culture, industry, history,
people; Study of the Reversion Movement

All grades: Hachigatsu Odori, Shimauta, Rokucho
Music Shimauta
Club Activities Shamisen

=1

Using a different approach, Yani Elementary School students engage with their local
community through a variety of activities that give them hands-on experience from cultivating
sugarcane and processing brown sugar, to using science time to investigate local flora and
study the night sky across the seasons, to experiencing the ocean in a canoe while learning
about the ways in which their ancestors traveled on the sea for fishing, trade and transport. Still
other elementary schools incorporate different local features into the curriculum such as planting
and cultivating taro root, studying traditional tsumugi silk textiles, researching the Ryukyu Ayu
fish, learning about Amami food culture, and completing writing projects such as introducing
one’s community through essay writing or developing a sightseeing guide of the local
environment.

At the junior high level, students engage with the local community through varied first-hand

experiences with local workplaces, industries, and welfare institutions. They also interact with
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elder community members who share their knowledge of Amami traditions and culture, including
hachigatsu odori (August dance), shimauta (community songs), shamisen, and island drumming.
In addition to learning more deeply about Amami culture and history, junior high school students
are also introduced to the study of environmental problems and sustainability for the future of
the island community. At Koshuku Junior High School, students conduct research for a
graduation project on island heritage and culture.

In addition to school-based activities that aim to connect children with the past, present,
and future of the Amami Islands, other local initiatives also endeavor to build strong connections
between children and their local cultural heritage. One notable project is the Society for the
Storybook Creation of Folk Tales (Minwa de ehon zukuri no kai) which has completed two books
to date, Tsuki no naka no ippon ashi no musume and Tennin nyobou. What is interesting about
this project is that it has given children a real part to play in their own learning of local folklore.
For each of the two storybooks, twelve to fourteen parent-child groups worked together for one
year, choosing a tale, conducting research about it at the folklore history archives, consulting
with a local folklorist, and visiting the local landscape. Under the guidance of various adults,
the children developed the story in both standard Japanese and local dialect, and illustrated the
tale with torn-paper mosaics. Throughout the process, the children’s interests in the history of
islands, local dialects, and folklore grew and it is said that they found the project to be immea-
surably enjoyable. Though it may be difficult to connect children to their local cultural heritage
and foster genuine interest and engagement when a dominant culture exists, it would seem that
a project such as this that puts children in the central participatory role of engaging with local
folklore has the potential to foster a deep interest in local culture that can be sustained into the
future.

Preserving and sustaining cultural heritage and traditions for future generations in remote
locations like the Amami Islands where a dominant mainland culture competes with local
lifeways is a challenge. Curricular reforms in the last decade, however, have opened up oppor-
tunities for educational activities to connect children with their history, culture, traditions, music,
industries, and natural environment. Additional local initiatives that give children a legitimate
active part to play in the learning and production of local knowledge have the potential to build
even stronger connections to the community. Investigation into the ways in which children

themselves make sense of local cultural learning would be a worthwhile project in the future.
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