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Ama in Japan 

The Japanese characters represent ĂSeañ and ĂWomanñ and are generally used for ama collectively, 
thus comprising the men as well as the women. In the Western translation, ama is not changed in 
numerus or genus. 

The legend of the ama 

The following translation is based on the Noh Index (theater with music), the Kagawa narrative (Kagawa 
being a Japanese prefecture) as well as the regional legends, but the central motive is the same 
throughout all novels: the woman sacrifices herself for her husband, thereby enhancing the future status 
of her son. 

As most people are not very familiar about Japanese culture and geography, I have enclosed links and 
information on these subjects. 

About 1300 years ago, a very stately young man sailed from Nara to a small coastal village on the island 
of Shido. Nobody knew who he was or what his intentions were. However, this young man fell in love 
with a charming girl from the village who was just a modest pearl diver like many other women, too. 
Soon they married and had a handsome son they called Fusazaki, after a nearby village. They were 
happy together, but soon the woman realized that her husband was increasingly often in a broody mood. 
She was very concerned, but when one day she asked him what aggrieved him, he answered evasively 
that it was nothing. ĂNothing? But I can see you are worried about something. If you really love me, 
please tell me about itñ, replied his wife close to tears.  

And revealing his noble birth, her husband told her what had brought him from his home in the capital to 
the small fishing village: The young husband was Tankai (Fuhito), the son of the late Fujiwara Kamatari, 
a most remarkable aristocratic statesman of the principal Japanese government of those days. On the 
occasion of a magnificent religious service in honour of the late patriarch, Tankai´s younger sister who 
was married to the Chinese emperor of the T´ang Dynasty had sent a ship with three precious and 
valuable presents to the Fujiwara family. The first was a magic drum which, once beaten, emanated a 
wonderful sound that lasted on and on until the drum was covered with nine layers of silken robes. The 
second was a unique ink stone which, when rubbed with an ink stick, produced the finest ink imaginable. 
And the third gift was a crystal orb containing an image of Buddha, who seemed to look straight into the 
eyes of the contemplator, no matter from which angle one looked at it. These rare treasures were offerd 
to bring peace to the late Fujiwara. 

But whilst the ship was sailing through the Sheiko inland sea, a dragon king got to know about these 
treasures and wanted them for himself. He immediately raised a furious thunderstorm and sent out 
legions of dragons against the small ship. The ship crew fought bravely, but to avoid the loss of 
everything, they eventually had to give up the Buddha´s orb to appease the dragons. 

The service for his father was magnificent. The two remaining presents of his sister, the empress of 
China, were immensely admired, but Tankai could not forget the orb ï the greatest of all treasures. So 
he sailed to Shikoku, found the place where the battle between the dragons and the ship had taken 
place but it was impossible for him to recapture the orb from the dragons. 

When he had finished his tale, the aristocrat sighed deeply. 
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His wife looked at him and said: I am an ama. I could bring back the orb to you, my lord.ñ At first, the 
husband refused. ĂI know that, but what if...?ñ The woman implored: ĂPlease let me try ï I would do 
anything to make you happy again!ñ and, turning her eyes full of tears to her baby son, she added: ĂIf I 
return the orb to you, will you take care of Fusazaki, our son?ñ 

Without hesitating, Tankai agreed and promised her that their son would have a great future as his heir. 

Very early the next morning they set out for the sea. The woman knotted a long rope, the so-called 
lifeline, around her waist and instructed her husband. ĂMy lord, hold the end of this line and hoist me up 
when I pull the line, for this means that I have retrieved the orb.ñ Her husband nodded and took hold of 
the end of the line. And with a knife in her hand, the woman disappeared into endless depths of the sea. 

Deep down, the little ama crossed the seemingly endless darkness, but the love she felt as a devoted 
wife and mother gave her the courage she needed. She dived on and on until she finally arrived at a high 
palace guarded by cruel dragons and swarms of crocodiles. She hesitated for a bare moment, but with a 
prayer to the god Kannon she entered the palace. Brandishing her knife, she arrived at the orb, grabbed 
it and fled, chased by the raging monsters. 

When her pursuers outran her at the gate of the palace, she inflicted an enormous wound to her breast 
into which she placed the orb and fell like dead. The dragons, being repulsed by the scent of blood and 
death, retreated and the woman quickly pulled at the lifeline her husband held above the surface of the 
sea. 

The man hauled in the line until he held his wife in his arms, but to his horror she was dying, grimly 
wounded and empty handed. With her last breath however she murmured: Ă...my breast!ñ 

And there, her husband eventually found the orb of Buddha, the quest of which had led him to these 
shores. With the orb, he returned to the capital to raise his son Fusazaki, thus fulfilling the promise he 
had given his wife before her death. 

When he had grown into manhood, Fusazaki traveled to Shido to search for his mother. On the shore he 
met a young ama who gave him a letter and then vanished with the words: ĂI am the ghost of the ama 
who is your mother.ñ 
In the letter, Fusazaki read: ĂThirteen years have passed since my soul fled to the Yellow Place. 
Countless days and months have passed, and my bones are covered with the white sand. Death´s road 
is dark, and nobody has prayed for me. I am your mother and I beg you, my son, lighten up the darkness 
of thirteen years that is surrounding me!ñ 

Fusazaki then prayed for the peace of his mother´s soul, and she reappeared to him, reincarnated as a 
paradise Dragon Lady, carrying in her hands the scroll of Hokkeky and the Hayamai, dancing with 
thirteen swift movements. 

 

In its present form, the story happens in the Nara Period (710-794), the main characters being Fujiwara 
Kamatari (614-669), his son Fuhito (659-720) called Tankai in the story, and Fusazaki (681-737), the 
grandson of the Patriarch. 
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But in fact, the story fairly outdates the Nara Period, having been embellished in the course of time. 
According to Takeda Akira, President of the Kagawa Folcloristic Society, the narrative is from the time 
before Japan was unified as the so-called Yamato-Race. 

One of the key elements of the legend of the Ama is the request of the woman that in return for her life 
and the treasure, her son become the heir of the aristocrat Fujiwara Fuhito. And in fact, the historic 
Fusazaki, grandson of the great statesman Kamatari, became minister to the government, one of the 
highest positions in the empire. 

In that era and within that vertically organized society, the social cleft between the nobleman and a 
simple diver of a distant village was immense, and it is inconceivable that this cleft could have been 
bridged in the span of a generation. 

In the eastasian cultural context and from the point of view of the diving mother, it was virtually ingenious 
to catapult her son into these heights of society. The fact that this promise was given without hesitation 
testifies to the importance of worshipping the ancestors in the social-political structure. 

It is said that the memorial of his mother, the diving woman, is erected between old stone pagodas and 
tombstones close to a shadowy corner of the Shido temple at a place called Fusazaki, near Shido. 
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An abstract from the Kodansha encyclopedia of Japan 

Ama are divers catching fish and shellfish and harvesting different kinds of sea weeds. Today, the 
female ama generally live in central Japan, whereas the male ama dominate in the northeast and 
southwest regions of Japan. In Japanese fishery, this kind of fishing is the only activity directly 
integrating women. 

Ama mainly fish for abalones (shellfish), sazae (kind of snail), tengusa (algae) and Egonori (red algae). 
The harvesting of pearl oysters in the Ago Bay belonging to the Mie prefecture and other positions of 
pearl oyster culture by the ama is relatively young and was initiated by the installation of pearl oyster 
culture at the beginning of the 20th century. 

Depending on local tradition, the male ama have three different fishing methods: 

- diving 

- harvesting the sea weeds with a long pole whilst standing in the boat 

- catching the abalone with a long spear from a glass bottom boat  

Ama usually work three to five months per year and about two to four hours a day. The average diving 
depth is 9 ï 11 meters, but some ama dive 27 to 36 meters deep. To increase the speed of descent, 
they carry a weight, for ascending they fix a rope around their waist which the ama call their lifeline. This 
lifeline is hauled in by a man in their fishing boat ï generally their husband.  

This method of diving in Japan was already recorded by Chinese observers in the 3rd century. In the 
ENGI SHIKI codex dating from the 10th century, the awabi (abalone) needed for the ceremony of 
inthronisation were procured by ama. Chronicles and poetry of the 8th century (e.g. Lojoki, Nihon, Shoki, 
Fudoki) already mention the ama. Azumi and Atsumi, names of villages and towns of different regions in 
Japan, were named in Old Japan after the head of the Amabe Clan (ama clan). 

 

Some definitions of the ama terminology 

The apprenticeship of the ama trade is generally called ĂKeiko suruñ. 

For a number of years now the ama have been using the Ăbuiñ, a swimming hoop also being used as 
platform.  
Diving women without boat or on the so-called okedo-boats use red swimming hoops in the middle of 
which a net is fastened. The net receives the harvested seashells, on the hoop itself is a board (Ăitañ) 
with a variety of knives or prybars (Ănomiñ) of different sizes. All other equipment such as diver´s fins, 
mask, gloves etc. are also fastened to the ita if necessary.  
A small yellow flag attached to the ita is hoisted for the safety of the diver. The Arame (see wead divers) 
use bigger black hoops with a circumference of ca. 1 meter. 

In former times, the ama dived with Ăokeñ - wooden troughs, to be seen today at various tourist 
attractions or traditional ceremonies. 

 
© Ruth Linhart 

 
© Ruth Linhart  
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ĂFundoñ is a rope with a metal rod weighing 20 kg and which is attached to the boat. Fundo are used by 
the ama to descend rapidly. As they are not using air tanks for diving, the working period under water is 
limited to their lung capacity. The skipper of the boat (Ăsend¹ñ ï head of the boat) hauls up the fundo ï 
today, by motorized rope winches, in ancient times per hand. 
 

The traditional diving robe is called Ăisogiñ. Up to the Shôwa-era in 1926, the women were diving in a 
waistcloth (Ăkoshimakiñ) with a towel (Ătenuguiñ) around their head on which a Ămayokeñ (spell) was 
drawn in black colour. This spell as well as various amulets coming from diverse sanctuaries were 
designed to ward off evil of the divers. 

 

The star symbol to the left is drawn in one single trait and thereby protecting from dangers. 
It resembles the star of David, but before the jews chose it to be the symbol of their people, it served 
christians, muslims and jews alike as protection against demons and fire. 

In 1982, the Ethnologic Museum in Ugata was inaugurated, displaying historical diving equipment among 
other things. 

A red flag is hoisted when the dive begins and hauled in when it is finished ï not to be confused with the 
red flag symboling the interdiction of bathing and swimming at a beach. 

Ever since 1978, most ama have been using wetsuits. They isolate against the cold, thus providing a 
longer working time.  

To avoid overfishing, diving times have been limited. From May to June, diving is permitted for one hour 
in the mornings and one hour in the afternoon, in July 1.5 hours in the morning and from July to 
September 1.5 hours on mornings and afternoons. These are pure diving times, without breaks or 
journey time. 

http://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Davidstern
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The ama differentiate between swimming ama and those on a boat or ship. The vessels themselves, 
however, are divided as follows: 

 

Hierarchy Remarks  

Ippaibune 
/Ipponkiki 

Boat/ship with one ama aboard; diving with 
Fundo; the skipper (Sendô) ï in most cases 
the husband - receives 50% of the profit  

© Ruth Linhart 

Haikara 

Boat/ship with 2-3 ama, formerly up to 6 
ama; descending with Fundo, ascending 
without any external help; the Sendô 
receiving 25% of the profit of each ama  

© Ruth Linhart 

Okedo 

Boat/ship with up to 6 ama; diving with bui 
and diver´s belt with stone weights; the 
Sendô receiving 15% of the profit of each 
ama   

© Ruth Linhart 

Kachido 
Swimming ama; bui und diver´s belt with 
stones or lead weights 

 

 

Western reports about the ama 

Very often, jobs are surrounded by myths and legends. Today, you add some marketing experts and the 
tourist faces a charming picture of lean, swift divers with alabastern skin, looking like models. Reality, 
however, has nothing to do with this vision.  

Mr. Fosco Maraini and Mrs. Bethany Leigh Grenald have studied the ama more intensively. I have 
chosen to publish extracts of their reports as they have been written in different decades and 
independently from one another. 

Fosco Maraini on Hekura Island in 1954 

In 1954, Fosco Maraini visited the island of Hekura (Hegura-Jima), where the mystic ethnic group of the 
ama live from diving after the precious abalone snails. The peculiarity about the ama is their magic 
relation to the sea as well as the fact that it is the women who dive. And their working naked ï or close to 
ï has not only captured Maraini. He dived with the woman and took pictures of them during their work.  
Early in the morning, the girls and women meet and take small boats to the diving grounds near the 
rocky coasts. They undress and jump into the water. Most of them stay about one minute under water. At 
about 8 to 10 meters deep, they search the rocky ground with their fingers for the abalone snail which 
they then pry off the stony ground. Maraini wondered why no men were diving. The answer seems clear: 
women are less prone to feeling cold, they have a ñfat belt, like sealsò. Old Hirosaki should know the 
answer: he is the leader of the diving women. According to him, women can ñhold their breath longer and 
are more serene than menò.  
Before, it was also supposed that due to their breasts, women had a larger lung than men and thus 
better preconditions for diving. 
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Every ama has to climb the hierarchical ladder from bottom up, qualifying herself through experience and 
knowledge. Any skipper, in most cases the owner of the boat and in the case of the Ippaibune tribe 
nearly always the ama´s husband, will choose only the most successful ama, of course. Whereas the 
swimming ama earn their living close to the coast, the boats can head for better harvesting grounds. The 
higher up the hierarchy an ama is, the more successful she is considered. But also among the Kachido, 
however, are very good and experienced ama. 
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In 1962, Hamish Hamilton published the 
book titled ĂHekura. The Diving GirlËs 
Islandñ in Great Britain; it appeared in the 
same year at Harcourt, Brace & World, 
Inc., New York, titled ĂThe Island of the 
Fisherwomenñ. 

The contents of both books is identical, 
they merely differ in the cover. 

It is a fascinating record of the ama diving 
women. Their customs, their religion and 
their celebrations are highly interesting 
and the skin diving women, who are so 
proud of their vocation, are impressive.  

 
 

 
The following publications are studies of the ama living in about 50 villages on the Japanese coast and 
on the islands of Honshu, Shikoku, Kyushu and other smaller islands. Their life differentiates vastly from 
the life of a common Japanese woman. Contrary to the popular belief, the ama do not mainly dive for 
pearls but for shellfish or edible sea weeds. They dive without air tanks or snorkel, the only things they 
wear G-strings and goggles and carry the tools they need to pry loose their Ăharvestñ. 

The ama of Shiranama 

The legendary Japanese ama catching shellfish in the deep sea, eternalized in postal stamps and 
through the legendary James Bond film ĂYou only live twiceñ from 1967, have grown older in the 
meantime. Their number has reduced, too, but they love their work and still earn enough to fill this 
tradition with life. 

Kotoyo Motohashi, 68, whose face is tanned from her lifelong working under the sun, has been diving 
without air tanks since her 18th anniversary. She is the oldest active ama in Shirahama Nojimazaki 
District, situated on the tip of the Boso peninsula, about 100 km southeast of Tokyo. 

In the past, she shared her Amagoya (diving hut) with four or five other ama during the abalone-season. 
For one kilogramm of this shellfish, the ama earned about 4.400 yen (in 2003, about 37 ú) from the 
nearby cooperative of Shirahama. On the menues of Tokyo restaurant, the price was twice as high. 

ĂI never dive alone. I dive with a group of friends, we meet opposite the Nojimaki lighthouseñ, explains 
Motohashi. 

When she became ama, Motohashi only harvested Tengusa, a dulse (red algae) species, and sazae, a 
sea snail, gaining high prices in Japan. But quickly she learned to dive deeper to find the abalone hiding 
in fissures in the rocks or beneath the forests of kelp. 

Among men, ama were considered a good Ăcatchñ. ĂWhen I became a very good ama, I soon got 
numerous proposals, and at the age of 20 I married the son of a well-off familyñ, tells Motohashi. 

Oasahi Matsumoto, manager of the Shirahama cooperative, recalls that in 1965 a good ama could earn 
about 10.000.000,- Yen, representing about 74.000,-ú, in a single season, which lasted from April to 
September. Today, the seasons are shorter by a month to protect the abalone population. 

Today the Shirahama district, totalling 6.300 inhabitants, counts about 1.500 active ama. Only 300 of 
them are shellfish divers, and 50 of the 300 are men. The average age of the women is 67, the youngest 
is 50 and the oldest 85 years old. Today, only 15 out of 40 school children would choose the profession 
of an ama. This problem of succession leads to the slow extinction of a traditional and rare profession. 
The impression created by the erotic woodblock prints of the 18th century by Utamaro Kitagawa or 
suggested by the white bikini in the James Bond-film mentioned above do not correspond to the working 
clothes of today´s ama. They wear thermic stockings and a top in vivid orange as to be easily recognized 
by the boat crew, and neoprene dive hoods. 
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When Motohashi started diving, ama wore white cotton tops and trousers. As terrible accidents had 
happened previously, they agreed on the white clothing as it was easy to recognize under water. At first 
they dove without top whatsoever in order to enhance the liberty of movement, but 20 years ago new 
regulations as to the diving outfit were imposed by the cooperative and realized accordingly. 

Even though wearing a rather disadvantageous diving outfit, the women are self-confident and cheerful. 
They are not in the least embarrassed when talking to each other through the open doors of their huts 
while showering after a dive. 

Here, it is definitely the women who are responsible for the society and that is the way it will stay. The 
reason for the unusual social position of the women might be that in earlier days, the men left for the 
merchant navy or the tuna fleet, and the women took over the social and familiar tasks of the men. 

ĂTodayËs young women do not like the sea as we do, they are lacking courage. And what is more, they 
donËt want their skin to tan, neither by working in the water nor in the field.ñ Motahashi regrets the lack of 
successors keeping up the tradition. 

From May to September, the Shirahama ama earn an average of about 100.000,- Yen (ca. 750,- ú), and 
the best of them up to 3.000.000,- Yen (ca. 23.000,-ú), which represents an ample extra income to their 
main work ï outside the fishing season, the ama work in their fields growing rice, soja, horse beans and 
flowers. 

The collecting of the abalone is hard work. Equipped with a lever tool, they dive down to 10 meters and 
virtually have only a single breath to stem the shellfish from the rocks. They either swim directly from the 
shore to the harvesting places or are brought there by boat. Thus, the younger ama spend about 4 hours 
per day in the water, resting and chatting with their friends at the wooden troughs containing their 
harvest. Matsumoto reports that the ama bring in roughly 90% of the catch of the Shirahama district. 

Due to their size and aroma, the abalone are considered a delicacy in Japan and are thus very much 
requested. ñOur fishing method will live on as long as the clients are prepared to pay the price for this 
quality.ò Of late, the cooperative has begun to consolidate the number of the abalone by bringing out 
eggs provided by abalone cultures.  

But the women do not only dive for the money that offered to a woman like Motohashi the possibility to 
split up with her husband when she was 29 years old and to raise and educate two children on her own. 
ĂI dive because it is good for meñ, she simply states. Sanae Kiso, 56 years old and diving since age 17, 
also sees the secret behind diving in the pleasure it brings her. She loves the sea and the time she can 
spend there together with her friends. 
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Governed by the limits of their endurance ï their courage knows no depths 

Woman divers of Japan 

Von Bethany Leigh Grenald, anthropologist 

 

Before you start reading the next paragraph, take a deep breath... and hold it:  

Now: imagine yourself 30 feet below the surface of the Pacific Ocean, so deep in the murky water that 
the noon sun is just a dull gleam like a flashlight. Powerful waves undiminished by any breakwater roll 
above you, and cause strong surges beneath the surface that yank you forward and backwards with 
each sweep. Now imagine that you're hunting for abalone and other ever-scarcer shellfish. You have 
descended willingly, but now that you're down there, you've got to find something to bring back before 
you will permit yourself to breathe again.  

Unfortunately, the only place you're going to find any abalone these days is in deep crevices between 
rocks, and so to the claustrophobia of being underwater is added the claustrophobia of being 
sandwiched between rocks in a space scarcely wider than you are -- and you're upside down. If you're 
lucky enough to find your target, a $40-a-pound abalone, then it's time to get the tools out and start 
wrestling. Abalone resemble suction cups about five inches in diameter, and while their top part is 
protected by a thick mother-of-pearl shell, they are grabbing onto rocks with their underside with enough 
strength that you can't pry them off with your bare hands, hence the necessity of a tool that looks like a 
combination spatula-crowbar-knife. You have to slip it between the abalone and the rock, and then use it 
like a lever to pry the abalone loose. Still, the abalone might be too strong, and it's likely that a life-and-
death struggle will ensue. 

The abalone is literally fighting for its life, and you feel like you are, having gotten so caught up in the 
struggle that you feel that you must remain struggling until you've secured your prey, or else you've 
made your 60-foot, 80-second roundtrip for nothing, because if you ease up for a moment, the abalone 
will slither deeper between the rocks out of your reach.  

OK, you can breathe again now.  
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The ama of Shirahama 

What I've just described is a typical dive for many of Japan's women divers, called ama in Japanese. I 
have spent the last year-and-a-half living in the diving community of Shirahama, about 100 miles south 
of Tokyo, studying and diving with ama. People have dived for seafood off the Japanese islands for 
thousands of years, but it isn't widely known that the practice of professionally diving without air tanks 
still exists today in high-tech Japan. More surprising still is that in many ways diving practices are 
unchanged from those of 1,500 years ago.  

Their reasons for diving are little changed. Divers search for seaweed, various shellfish, lobster, sea 
urchins, octopus and, in certain waters, pearls, which occasionally were a nice bonus inside the oysters 
the ama caught for food.  

The main modifications in diving equipment have occurred in the last 100 years with the use of masks, 
then, perhaps 40 years ago (depending on location), fins. With the introduction of fins, divers gained the 
swimming power to support more drag in the water, so they could also withstand the additional weight of 
clothing to provide warmth. Also, for a brief time in the late 19th century, the ama in the Shirahama area 
dived with compressed-air helmets. The practice was soon outlawed once it was realized that it would 
lead to quick depletion of local oceanic resources. Some residents of Shirahama and nearby towns then 
moved to California, where helmet diving was not forbidden, and set up a thriving abalone diving 
business. The Oscar-nominated actor Sessue Hayakawa (for Bridge on the River Kwai), born in the 
Shirahama area, originally immigrated to America to become a diver before finding success in 
Hollywood.  

So by and large, only low-tech methods of diving have been used in Shirahama. The divers, proud of 
their strength and skills, have legislated that it is the limits of endurance of each individual, unassisted 
with any but the most rudimentary of equipment, that determine how long each person stays in the 
water, how successful each diver becomes. Accordingly, most areas of the town forbid divers to wear full 
wetsuits, permitting only very small, thin, torso-covering wetsuits. Thus now, as in the past, ama rely only 
on their own heart, lungs and willpower. And then, as now, women divers garnered the most attention.  

In fact, that is what I went to Japan: to study-women divers. (There are men divers, too, though they 
aren't as numerous or as well known as the ama, and in some areas of the country, only women dive.) I 
set out to examine the differences between men and women divers, any tensions that might exist 
between them, and the different ways they are regarded in the popular imagination.  
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Meet the divers 

A large percentage of the women in Shirahama have dived at some point in their lives as a means of 
getting food and money for their family. But a few women persisted with it, making it their own skilled 
profession every year during the May to September diving season. The ama consider diving to be a 
rather undesirable job. I have yet to meet one who wished her daughter to become a diver. Yet every 
ama I have met has spoken with pride of her diving skills and of her own desire to be a diver. To call 
oneself an ama is almost to claim an honor for oneself, and many divers have told me, "I'm not a real 
ama," because they didn't feel that they were skilled enough to claim the title "ama."  

Ama say that a love of the sea is necessary for all divers, otherwise the difficult, frequently frightening 
work is too unpleasant to endure. Every day I dived with them, I was awed at their courage and spirit, as 
women as much as 40 years older than I would gamely slog through nauseating waves, between great 
rocks, in conditions that my old dive instructors in Northern California might quail at the prospect of 
swimming in.  

One friend of mine, age 73, suffered a heart attack, and her doctor told her to stop diving. But after six 
months' recuperation, she was back in the water. All of the younger divers were glad to see her because, 
as one said, "She's the best diver. Every year, I watch her and learn something from her." Another 
woman, 62, suffered a mini-stroke while diving. Despite weakness on one side of her body and a sudden 
dimming of her vision, she swam to shore. When the next year's diving season rolled around, she was 
back in the water.  

The worst day of diving, bar none, is the first day of the season, May 1. The water is at its coldest, 
perhaps 57 degrees Fahrenheit (8°C), and murky. The sun is obscured by clouds, and there are strong 
spring winds making it feel colder and whipping up the ocean waves. Out of practice, the divers can 
retrieve only pathetically small amounts of shellfish for all their efforts. On such a day in 1997, I was able 
to see most clearly what keeps them diving under these conditions. After diving, we all returned to the 
dive hut on the beach, the amagoya, where cadres of three to eight divers eat, rest, rinse off (in 
unheated fresh water) and change clothing. Everyone was wearing the supremely disgruntled 
expression of a cat who has been forced to take a bath.  

As we sat in silence, shivering and dripping, nauseous amidst the smell of seaweed gone bad, unable to 
truly dry off because it had started to rain, two divers slunk off together into an obscure corner, 
whispering conspiratorily. Moments later, they both jumped out, wearing outlandishly silly clothing that 
they'd bought in preparation for this day. All the other divers burst out laughing in surprise. The 
oppressive mood was broken, and everyone started moving around and chattering happily. Then, one of 
the culprits leaned over to me, and said, "You see, Bethany-chan, if we laugh we can forget how damn 
cold it is!"  
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A space of their own 

Despite these harsh conditions, they love diving, so I have asked them from where their love springs. A 
partial answer seems to lie in the freedom that comes with diving. Virtually all ama also hold another job, 
usually caring for a small farm, in addition to running their homes. And for most of these women, being at 
home when young meant that their mothers-in-law and other members of their husbands' families would 
be watching over them (this is less true of the current generation). But ama always have a space of their 
own: the amagoya.  

  

 
© Ruth Linhart 

The ama meet at the amagoya each morning during the diving season. The hut is soon surrounded by a 
flurry of activity, with the ama mending gear, soliciting the latest gossip and laughing at bawdy jokes. 
Next, they begin eating, loading up on calories to support them for the day's work. Because of the harsh 
ocean conditions, divers can stay in the water for only a few hours at a time before becoming too cold, 
too sick or too tired to continue. Then, they make their way back to the rocky beach (almost always as a 
group), sell their catch, eat lunch, rest and talk with their friends as they spend the rest of the day 
gradually warming themselves up from their minor hypothermia.  
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Because diving requires great skill, non-divers have no authority to critique the ama in their own sphere, 
unlike in the home. One ama told me that when she was first married, "After diving, we would always 
stay at the amagoya instead of going home, because after diving, you need to rest and warm up, or else 
you'll get sick. But if we went home, we would be made to work or to feel lazy for not working. But in the 
amagoya, we could do what we liked." Yet there is a great deal of competition between divers, a result of 
which is that divers do not instruct or advise other divers on their work, either. Consequently, ama are 
relatively autonomous in their actions.  

Another plus for diving is that it is less laborious than farming because even though it is more intense 
work, it demands much less time. So even divers who also farm are able to spend less time farming than 
those who do not dive at all. Some divers have spoken to me of the freedom that diving gives them in 
other contexts as well. One diver with a young daughter to support told me that she was glad of her 
ability to dive because "it gave me the financial freedom to divorce my husband." Others have told me 
that when young, their ability to earn a living from diving allowed them to avoid becoming maids in Tokyo 
to help support their families.  

Financially, diving was at one time quite lucrative, though profits have been decreasing for the past 20 
years due to depletion of oceanic resources as well as to the collapse of the Japanese economy. Divers 
are fairly secretive about their earnings, but they used to earn more than many salaried workers. Most 
ama have noticeably attractive, expensive houses, paid for from their diving profits. Currently, while good 
divers who dive all day from boats can earn perhaps $500 a day in the 80 days or so that make up a 
diving season, the majority who dive from shore for only a few hours a day may earn only $100 to $200 a 
day.  

The result of all of these aspects of being an ama is that ama are sometimes said to be different from 
other women - more aggressive, more earthy - though many ama would disagree with this. Ama 
frequently yell or speak in loud voices, are leaders in the community's women's groups and converse in 
bold, direct ways that are not commonly used by women in Japan - sort of the equivalent of saying "Yo!" 
instead of "Hello." Ama say that these speech patterns are true of all fishing people in Japan, because 
you need to yell and speak directly when working near the loud ocean. Of course, the damage ama do to 
their ears because of the changes in water pressure may contribute to their loud voices as well. Diving 
also causes ama to be muscular from the physical exertions and chubby as protection against the cold. 
Being in the open water for long periods of time causes them to get deep facial tans, too. All of these 
characteristics conflict with more idealized Japanese notions of feminine beauty and behavior, those of 
Japanese women as quiet, slender, shy, pale and self-effacing. It also conflicts with the geisha 
stereotypes of Japanese women held by many Westerners and encouraged in various films and novels.  

 
Why women dive instead of men 

When I tell a person that I'm studying Japanese diving women, I'm usually asked, "Why do women dive 
instead of men?" While not strictly true since there are men divers in Japan, this question reveals that 
women divers are focused on. Implicit within this question is the belief that diving is men's work and 
inherently unfeminine as well as hinting at other perhaps unconscious assumptions about women and 
men. Attempts to answer the question reflect these assumptions.  

Some say that divers were bred over generations to their skills, and so what they do would be impossible 
for other women to do. In fact, however, diving is not a job that is passed down from mother to daughter, 
but rather is adopted by choice. Others say that the ama are actually very masculine, implying that their 
skills at diving could not be associated with women, but rather are men's skills that they happen to have.  

Still other explanations are: that in prehistoric times men were hunters while women gathered shellfish 
on the beach and gradually started diving as an outgrowth of their beachcombing; that men left to fight in 
some war of long ago, and women took over their jobs; that women dive because men fish in deep-sea 
fishing boats, allowing women to stay relatively near home in the presumably easier job of coastal diving. 
None of these "historical" explanations is supported by any evidence.  

The explanation with the strongest empirical support is that women dive instead of men because women 
can deal with cold stress better. Various biological anthropologists have performed numerous studies on 
divers and found that women are able to conserve heat better in the severe cold stresses faced in the 
ocean.  
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Ama as bathing beauties? 

Even though they don't conform to common notions of femininity, the ama have nevertheless become 
erotic symbols in Japan and, occasionally, in the West. In Ian Fleming's You Only Live Twice (later made 
into a movie), James Bond marries, impregnates then leaves an ama/ Hollywood starlet/superspy who 
has revived him from a mid-life crisis via a masterful display of laughably stereotypical Asian-woman 
subservience, sensuality and exoticism. In the 1986 Japanese movie Tampopo, a nubile young ama 
sensuously wades out of the ocean and has a raw oyster eaten out of the palm of her hand by a man.  

The most famous ama erotica are the woodblock prints from Japan, primarily from 200 to 300 years ago. 
The ama's popularity with artists in this medium was partly due to the fact that nudity in woodblock prints 
was technically forbidden by the shogunate government. Since ama dived topless, this stricture could be 
circumvented through appealing to realism in art. Until quite recently, however, many female agricultural 
workers also went topless upon occasion, yet they were not depicted in erotic art as were the ama. 
Possibly the choice of the ama as subject reflects the symbolic association of women, water and sex 
throughout Japanese history.  

The image of the ama in both Japan and the West misrepresents their actual lives. Such dissonance 
might be merely amusing to some or offensive to others were it not for the fact that many who view the 
divers in this way have the economic power to affect how these women live.  
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The ama as tourist attraction 

When Kokichi Mikimoto invented a method of culturing pearls in about 1893, he opened a pearl-growing 
farm to attract tourist customers. Mikimoto then hired ama to pretend to dive for pearls at the farm even 
though no such labor-intensive method of oyster collection was necessary to harvest cultured pearls. 
When the tourists became shocked at the ama's open nakedness, Mikimoto made the divers wear a 
white outfit, later adopted by real divers and reputedly designed by him. The costume, as emphasized in 
modern tourist posters, is semi-transparent when wet. The effect of this costuming is to make the ama 
appear to adhere to conservative notions of feminine modesty, so that they are more like a feminine 
ideal, yet at the same time, the spectator is allowed to view the divers' nakedness, as if "stealing" a 
glance at something the women wish to conceal.  

Over time, the practice of hiring ama to mimic their prior jobs as independent divers while simultaneously 
serving as clandestine sex objects became more elaborate. To entertain tourists, ama or other women in 
villages where ama live have begun to be hired as so-called "ama-geisha" in bars and hotels. Ama have 
expressed to me their distaste at this work and their relief when their diving skills enable them to earn 
enough at real diving to avoid doing it. Yet this process of downplaying the unfeminine aspects of diving 
and highlighting the "feminine" aspects continues, so now bars are hiring women who have never dived 
to act as ama-geisha while wearing the sexy, invented ama clothing, as described by anthropologist D.P. 
Martinez.  
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This contrast between what divers really are and their commercialized image shows up vividly during 
Shirahama's annual Ama Festival. During the festivities, women divers dress up in the semi-transparent 
white outfits that people think ama really dive in, but which are no longer used in Shirahama. Then, at 
night, to the strains of "The Ride of the Valkyries," the divers wade out into the ocean and swim around, 
carrying burning torches that glint off the glass of their masks and make their white outfits glow. It is an 
eerie, impressive display, yet completely unrelated to what the divers do for a living, and many ama find 
it silly.  

 

 

 

In contrast, on land, the city hall has organized an "Ama Queen Contest", a thinly veiled beauty contest 
for which participants dress in the invented ama outfits and high heels, and answer questions like "How 


