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This paper explores the role of social media in contemporary Shimauta culture in the 
Amami Islands in Japan. Shimauta is Amami Islands’ iconic style of folk music that 
has been practiced by local people for many centuries on various occasions. It has under-
gone many changes in accordance with the transitions of society, while incorporating in 
different influences and new transmission methods. The use of social media is adopted 
as a new space of Shimauta participation in contemporary Shimauta culture. I con-
ducted an online survey and interviews to examine how social media is integrated into 
today’s Shimauta transmission. Based on the results, social media plays a significant 
point of entry to broader and deeper Shimauta experiences. As it has become one of the 
most popular sources of information in modern Japanese society, social media is expected 
to attract more Shimauta participants from young generations and people who are at 
distance from the Amami Islands. Social media is adopted as an important new aspect 
that helps sustain Shimauta culture, and it also provides opportunities to get involved in 
in-person Shimauta experiences.

Shimauta is an iconic style of music of the Amami Islands in 
Japan, which has been transmitted orally from generation 

to generation. In the academic discourse of Shimauta culture, 
scholars argue that it has undergone conceptual and method-
ological changes during the last several decades in order to sur-
vive the historical shifts and modernization (Ogawa, “Amami 
no Shimauta” 42; Yamada 16; Kato and Teraoka, “Amami Oshi-
ma” 94). Shimauta culture is not just maintained in its original 

form, but new innovations are adopted in accordance with 
transitions of society. Since the use of social media has become 
the latest trend in sustaining Shimauta, I explore the role of 
social media in contemporary Shimauta culture through on-
line surveys and interviews. In this paper, I argue that social 
media plays a significant point of entry to the in-person experi-
ence of Shimauta culture for young generations and Amami 
people outside their home islands.

Iroha Mochida graduated from University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa in May 2021 with BA in Asian 
Studies. She wrote this piece for Undergraduate Research Opportunities Program (UROP) through 
conducting a research project to explore Shimauta, a folk music in the Amami Islands in Japan 
where she spent her childhood. Since Shimauta is not well known outside the Amami Islands, she 
hopes to attract international attention and to inspire many people to be familiarized with the Shi-
mauta culture. Currently, she works as a news reporter in Amami Oshima to learn and experience 
the full depth of Amami life and Shimauta culture. Her next academic goal is to study more about 
the Amami Islands’ culture and music for her master’s degree in UHM’s Asian Studies program.
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Introduction: The Background of Shimauta 
Culture and New Changes

Shimauta is an important traditional Amami performance 
genre that used to serve as a medium to connect people and 
convey important lessons and local news. Shimauta culture 
has undergone many changes to sustain itself in modern so-
ciety.

Definition of Shimauta

Shimauta has been performed for a long time in the Amami Is-
lands which consist of eight inhabited islands: Amami Oshima, 
Kakeromajima, Ukejima, Yorojima, Kikaijima, Tokunoshima, 
Okinoerabujima, and Yoronjima. It has been deeply attached to 
local people’s daily lives. The early history of Shimauta culture 
has yet to be revealed, however, it is believed to have originat-
ed around the 17th century when the Ryukyuan style of poetry 
developed in the Ryukyu Kingdom, today’s Okinawa (Yanaga-
wa, Amami Shimauta Nyumon 23). According to Yanagawa, the 
oldest Shimauta lyric is found in a Rykyuan poetry collection 
which was published in the late 18th century (23). Shimauta 
was originally categorized into three genres: work song, reli-
gious song, and play song (Yanagawa, 12). Within these genres, 
the play song, which is called ashibiuta, remains the strongest 
influence in contemporary Shimauta culture (Yanagawa, 12). 
The work songs used to be sung during physical labors such 
as rice planting and rowing a boat, however, they are not com-
monly performed today (Yanagawa, 11). The religious songs 
only remain as Hachigatsu-odori, or “August dance,” in small 
communities (Yanagawa, 11). Therefore, ‘Shimauta’ in modern 
context usually refers to ashibiuta, which dominates the largest 
portion of all repartries.

Ashibiuta was traditionally performed at local singing 
parties called utaashibi. These parties were the most popular 
form of entertainment prior to the introduction of technology. 
They helped encourage communal socialization where people 
met new friends and partners (Mikami 45; Ogawa, “Amami no 
Konin” 39). During an utaashibi, people performed Shimauta 
songs with accompaniment by a traditional instrument called 
Sanshin. As Sanshin literally means three lines, it has three 
strings. When played, they create a high-pitched crackling 
sound. The body of Sanshin is traditionally made of python 
skin. In the past, only males were encouraged to play the San-
shin while female Sanshin players were associated with sexual 
nightlife businesses (Yanagawa, Amami Shimauta Nyumon 41). 
In the contemporary Shimauta culture however, the sexual as-
sociation between females and Sanshin no longer exists. Rath-
er, the population of female Sanshin players increased rapidly 
within the past few decades (42). In a traditional utaashibi, 
people competed with each other through the improvisation of 
music and the lyrics. The singing style has a great variation de-

pending on different areas and communities and the messages 
that each Shimauta song conveys. Some are calming and slow, 
and others are fast and dynamic (16). One of the outstanding 
singing styles that Shimauta singers often use is guin, or cry 
breaks (Kato and Teraoka, “Amami no Uta” 56). Guin is added 
to emphasize the dramatic flows of emotion that are expressed 
in each Shimauta song. Yanagawa believes that this unique 
singing technique is a perfect match to the spiritual climate 
of the Amami Islands, and it best embodies Amami people’s 
sensibility (Amami Shimauta Nyumon 22).

The traditional Shimauta culture not only provided op-
portunities for socialization, but also for educational and 
broadcasting purposes. According to Yanagawa, Amami peo-
ple used to sing Shimauta to teach children important life les-
sons and to convey information about local incidents such as 
murder and suicide (46). Shimauta culture was an essential 
part of the traditional Amami lifestyle, and people heavily re-
lied on Shimauta as a tool to build new relationships as well as 
a source of knowledge and useful information.

Modern History of Shimauta Culture

The traditional style of utaashibi was practiced until around 
the middle of the 20th century. However, post WWII and af-
ter the Amami Islands’ reversion from U.S. control, intellec-
tuals from the islands promoted cultural assimilation to Japan; 
they advocated that Shimauta should be replaced by Japanese 
music and Western classics (Yamada 6). Furthermore, Japan’s 
economic development promoted the modernization of the 
local society in the Amami Islands. The population declined 
since many individuals and families moved out to mainland 
Japan, and the lifestyle became less interactive where people 
had fewer opportunities for collective labor and participation 
in seasonal and religious events (Ogawa, “Amami no Shimau-
ta” 46). Therefore, utaashibi became no longer required for 
communal socialization (Kato and Teraoka, “Amami Oshima” 
95). Moreover, cultural assimilation promoted a campaign to 
“correct” Amami people’s speech. The local Amami language, 
which was an essential part of Shimauta performance as well, 
was regarded as uneducated and an informal way of speech, 
and people were forced to speak standard Japanese (Ogawa, 
“Amami no Shimauta” 46). This led to the Amami people’s 
inferiority complex about being islanders. Those on mainland 
Japan also imitated Japanese customs and behaviors to conceal 
their Shimanchu (Islander) identity (Yamada 5). As a result, 
Shimauta culture lost social value and was disregarded for a 
period of time.

In order to prevent Shimauta culture from complete ex-
tinction, the Amami people adopted a new method of transmis-
sion. Classroom lessons replaced the traditional oral teaching 
style, which aimed at recruiting young students and children 
(15) (see Figure 1). Shimauta schools focused on improving 
musical techniques by providing materials such as music 
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scores and textbooks (16). The first Shimauta competition was 
held in 1975, and became an annual event for the following 
years; the winner would be recognized as the best singer of the 
whole Amami Islands (Yanagawa, “The handing-down” 16). 
Although there were some concerns and criticism about los-
ing traditional Shimauta practices and values, standardization 
of Shimauta was a reasonable measure to protect it from the 
serious decline (Yamada 13). The competition promoted inter-
island interaction through assembling Shimauta singers from 
different areas, which contributed to the shift of Shimauta cul-
ture from a localized territorial music to the iconic music of 
the Amami Islands (Yanagawa, Amami Shimauta Nyumon 75).

Furthermore, young Shimauta singers appeared on mass 
media with Shimauta-pop fusion performances in the early 
2000s. This helped attract a lot of attention to Shimauta cul-
ture from all over Japan and the Amami people. According to 
Ogawa, the emergence of young Shimauta singers dispelled 
the Amami people’s inferiority complex about being islanders 
(“Amami no Shimauta” 45) as the young singers did not con-
ceal their Shimanchu (islander) identity. For example, Chitose 
Hajime is a pioneer artist of the Shimauta-pop genre, whose 
debut song Wadatsumi no ki became a number one hit song 
in Japan in April 2002 (Yanagawa, “The handing-down” 32). 
She publicly revealed her Shimanchu identity and praised the 
culture of the Amami Islands (Yamada 4). This helped other 
young Amami people also regain their cultural pride which 
had been diminished through cultural assimilation (Yamada 
6). Currently, social media has appeared as the newest meth-
od to sustain Shimauta culture. It has enabled Shimauta to be 
ubiquitous while being shared with wide audiences anytime, 
anywhere. Many Shimauta singers have utilized social media 
to encourage more active interaction with Shimauta culture. 
According to Kato and Teraoka, mobility and development of 

new technologies helped standardize and popularize Shimauta 
culture (“Amami no Uta” 30).

Shimauta culture successfully survived its decline 
through adopting conceptual and methodological changes. 
The use of social media is providing a new space for Shimauta 
participation, and it has become a significant point of entry to 
deeper culture with in-person experiences for young genera-
tions and Amami people outside their home islands. I explore 
how social media is integrated into contemporary Shimauta 
culture through observing the online Shimauta interactions 
between Shimauta performers and audiences.

Methodology

I conducted an online survey and interviews to understand 
the significance of social media in contemporary Shimauta 
culture. This method is approved by the Institutional Review 
Board (IRB), and I obtained consent from subjects of individ-
ual interviews.

The online survey targeted mostly young people over 18 
who are living, have lived, or have roots in the Amami Islands. 
I started recruiting participants from my acquaintances in 
Tokunoshima where I used to live. I contacted them on Face-
book and Instagram to ask them to take the online survey, and 
I expanded the connection to people in other islands and main-
land Japan. The number of total responses was 69. A majority 
of participants were in the age range between 10s and 50s, and 
the average age was 32.8 years old. 36 participants were male, 
32 were female, and 1 was unknown. This survey was aimed 
at learning about young people’s general experience with Shi-
mauta and examining the extent to which they are aware of the 
utilization of social media in contemporary Shimauta culture.

The one-on-one interviews were conducted on zoom and 
each meeting took 30 minutes to an hour. The interviewees 
were six young Shimauta singers and musicians from differ-
ent islands: Amami Oshima, Kikaijima, Okinoerabujima, and 
Tokunoshima. Their age range was between 24 and 48 years 
old. I asked them questions regarding their motivations and 
purposes to use social media in Shimauta transmission and 
how they utilize social media to share Shimauta culture.

Social Media in Shimauta Culture

Social media has become an important means to help Shimau-
ta transmission in contemporary Shimauta culture. It is the 
most effective method to publicly introduce Shimauta culture 
and to attract attention to Shimauta from young generations.

The survey shows that more than 60% of the participants 
have encountered Shimauta through social media. About 60% 
of them follow at least one social media account that shares 
Shimauta-related content, and 4.3% are following more than 

Figure 1. Author and her brother performing Shimauta at a nurs-
ing home in Tokunoshima, July 3, 2013. Photo provided by Mo-
chida, Iroha.
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10 accounts (see Figures 2 and 3). Likewise, more than 60% 
are willing to share Shimauta culture through their own social 
media accounts, as demonstrated by the numbers of respon-
dents who answered “agree” or “strongly agree” to the question 
below (see Figure 4).

Many participants had high expectations for social media 
to be the new generational method of Shimauta transmission, 
and they expressed their ideas for effectively utilizing social 
media in contemporary Shimauta culture. Here are some of 
their opinions (see Table 1). This shows that social media is 
becoming a very accessible and comfortable way to learn and 
share Shimauta culture among young generations.

On the other hand, only about 30% of the participants are 
somewhat exposed to live Shimauta experiences. This indicates 
that, compared to what Shimauta used to be as a part of daily 
life, people lack opportunities to appreciate the full depth and 
breadth of in-person Shimauta culture today (see Figure 5).

One of the reasons for this is young people’s migration 
outside of the Amami Islands. After high school graduation, 
many people leave their home islands for schools or job oppor-

Figure 2. Frequency of encountering Shimauta culture through 
social media.

Figure 3. Number of Shimauta-related accounts followed.

Figure 4. Would you be willing to share Shimauta culture on 
your own social media accounts?

Table 1  Example opinions

Indi-
vidual Opinion

A I think we should create a video streaming site to 
share our Shimauta. It doesn’t have to be formal, but 
it’ll be nice if we can stream Shimauta in real life, 
like people humming in a kitchen while cooking.

B Live streaming our local events on social media is 
the best way to share Shimauta culture. 

C We can share Shimauta through social networking 
services (SNS) which should provide a space where 
the audiences can respond immediately to express 
their vivid emotions provoked by Shimauta perfor-
mances.

D Social media should be used to recruit young peo-
ple from a wide range of areas who would inherit 
this traditional music. 

E We should do Shimauta lessons by using social 
media.

F Let’s do the Shimauta relay (a singing challenge on 
social media).

G We should create accounts on Instagram or You-
Tube where people regularly live stream Shimauta 
on certain days and times. People who left Amami 
Islands can visit the online space to feel like they are 
at home. To properly introduce Shimauta culture, 
we need to weigh realistic experiences. I think live 
streaming on social media is an effective method.

Figure 5. Frequency of joining in-person Shimauta gatherings.
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tunities. The survey shows that more than half of the partici-
pants currently live outside the Amami Islands. The outflow of 
the young population has weakened the bonds within Amami 
communities as well, which has resulted in the decline of tra-
ditional communications and local languages (Toyoyama 71). 
The local languages are an essential part of Shimauta culture 
as they are used in the lyrics, however, the majority of survey 
participants answered that they have limited speaking and lis-
tening skills (see Figure 6). Today, the local languages in the 
Amami Islands are registered in the “Atlas of the World’s Lan-
guages in Danger” by UNESCO (Sakai 138).

Mass media (TV, radio, and newspapers) has also become 
a less common method to share and learn Shimauta culture. 
Although the survey shows more than half of the participants 
at least have some chances to encounter Shimauta on mass 
media, those who answered “Always” was 0% and “Frequent-
ly” was 11.6% which was only a half of the result of social me-
dia (see Figure 7).

Furthermore, mass media is no longer considered the 
most accessible source of useful information. According to a 
2019 survey by the Japanese Ministry of Internal Affairs and 
Communications (MIC), the average time spent watching and 
listening to TV and radio is shorter than the average time to 
use the Internet among the younger population from 10s to 
30s (16). Moreover, newspapers are only popular among the 
older generation over 60s, and the younger generation be-
tween 20s and 50s mainly use online platforms to read news 
articles (81). Internet portal sites and social media have been 
replacing mass media as the major source of written informa-
tion in modern Japanese society (81).

Apparently, social media is the most popular method to 
search for useful information in modern Japanese society. Var-
ious social media platforms such as YouTube, Facebook, and 
Instagram are actively used to share Shimauta related content 
and to promote online Shimauta interactions. In contemporary 
Shimauta culture, social media is utilized not only by individ-
uals but also by local governments and public organizations. 
For example, Amamikke is a public website of Amami Oshi-
ma island. It runs its own Facebook and Instagram accounts 
which introduce Amami Islands’ culture, nature, and tour-
ism destinations, as well as detailed information about local 
Shimauta-related events and meanings of different Shimauta 

songs. The Facebook account of Amami public museum also 
shares Shimauta related information such as background 
stories of the lyrics. Furthermore, TV companies and radio 
stations in the Amami Islands also have their own YouTube 
channels and social networking services (SNS) accounts to 
share various contents about the Amami Islands including lo-
cal languages and Shimauta culture. This indicates that public 
interest is more toward social media since it can attract as wide 
an audience as mass media used to.

Based on the results of the survey, younger generations 
have more chances to access Shimauta culture through social 
media rather than through in-person experiences and mass me-
dia. Social media has become a major source of information in 
modern society, and it has also become an essential tool to help 
Shimauta thrive. It can deliver Shimauta experiences to those 
who are at a distance and cannot participate in in-person Shi-
mauta gatherings. Social media has also alternated with mass 
media which used to be the only method to publicly introduce 
Shimauta culture. It is easily accessible and has a function of 
mutual communication that helps spread Shimauta culture to 
wide audiences especially among younger generations.

Purposes of Social Media in  
Shimauta Culture Today

Social media can help construct regional bonds and make peo-
ple feel like they are having realistic Shimauta experiences in 
the Amami Islands. The use of social media contributes to re-
cruiting future inheritors of Shimauta culture.

Preservation of Old Shimauta Songs  
and Ideas

Shimauta singers believe that posting videos and descriptions 
of Shimauta songs on social media can help prevent tradition-
al Shimauta from disappearing. Ms. Hiromi Maeda who is a 
31 year old Shimauta singer from Okinoerabujima expressed 
her concern about Okinoerabujima songs being forgotten. 

Figure 6. Excellency in Amami languages. Figure 7. Frequency to see Shimauta through mass media.
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The culture of Okinoerabujima has been strongly influenced 
by Okinawa. Thus, even though there are some similar charac-
teristics, Okinoerabujima’s Shimauta songs are quite different 
from the typical Shimauta songs in other Amami Islands. Ms. 
Maeda says, “Okinoerabujima’s Shimauta is the least known 
among all Amami Shimauta cultures.” Since her island has a 
small population and few young people can play the local Shi-
mauta, she thinks it is urgent to archive and preserve old songs 
of Okinoerabujima. She actively uses social media to post her 
performance videos to spread the Okinoerabujima’s traditional 
Shimauta songs. She believes that social media can help trans-
mit old Shimauta songs to the future generations. Ms. Saori 
Kawabata, a 37-year-old Shimauta singer from Kikaijima, de-
scribes Shimauta culture as “a treasure box filled with ancient 
wisdom.” She uses social media to preserve what she inherited 
from the older generations and to transmit it to young peo-
ple. She also tries to inform more people about this traditional 
knowledge of Shimauta culture. In contemporary Shimauta 
culture, social media is utilized to archive and preserve tradi-
tional Shimauta songs and ideas for future generations.

Social media can help expand and recruit new members 
to the Shimauta community by building new connections be-
tween Shimauta singers in different places. As an innovative 
way to expand their community network, online Shimauta 
interactions have been actively practiced, especially since the 
pandemic happened. During Japan’s first lockdown in April 
2020, Shimauta singers conducted “Shimauta challenge” on 
social media. In this movement, each participant posted a Shi-
mauta performance on their social media accounts such as 
Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter, and passed the challenge 
onto another participant. It was started by Ms. Maeda from 
Okinoerabujima. She said that the pandemic encouraged her 
to come up with a better use of social media. Her goal was to 
reach 100 participants in the end although she started it just 
for fun. She simply wanted to bring people joy through musi-
cal interaction on social media during the difficult times. She 
believes that the use of social media can support building an 
emotional connection with people from Okinoerabujima liv-
ing in different places. The “Shimauta Challenge” eventually 
gained huge support and many people participated by posting 
their performances on social media. According to the Amami 
newspaper, the number of participants reached 100 in June 
(“Amami Shinbun”). The 100 participants included many 
local Shimauta singers, children, Shimauta singers outside 
the Amami Islands, and even different genres of folk singers 
(“Amami Shinbun”). Other interviewees also participated in 
the “Shimauta challenge.” They all expressed positive feedback 
for joining this movement. Mr. Shimgo Maeyama, a 37-year-
old Shimauta singer from Amami Oshima, said he enjoyed the 
“Shimauta challenge” as if it was a new generational utaashibi, 
where people have fun with bringing different songs for musi-
cal communication. Ms. Momoyo Sakae, who is a 48-year-old 
Shimauta singer and an owner of Amami cuisine restaurant in 

Osaka, said “Shimauta challenge” provided a wonderful oppor-
tunity to relish Amami vibes while in-person meetings were 
restricted. She was also surprised that the movement quickly 
gained a great deal of attention. She appreciated that she could 
expand her connections and meet with new Shimauta singers 
from different places.

Since social media has become the most popular com-
munication and information tool for younger generations in 
modern Japanese society, Shimauta singers put high expecta-
tions on social media as it can attract people who would inherit 
Shimauta culture for the future. Ms. Kawabata says that online 
Shimauta interactions like “Shimauta challenge” are going to 
play a prominent role to be a good Shimauta learning oppor-
tunity. Ms. Marina Hirata, a 24-year-old Shimauta singer from 
Amami Oshima, said “Social media is already part of our lives.” 
She believes that social media can make young people become 
more interested in Shimauta culture. She appreciates social 
media as a tool to share her real life Shimauta experiences with 
other young people. Ms. Kawabata, Ms. Maeda, and Ms. Sakae 
also believe that social media is an effective tool to appeal and 
get young people involved in the broader and deeper in-person 
Shimauta culture. Mr. Kazuma Tei who is a 38-year-old musi-
cian from Tokunoshima strongly advocates that utilization of 
social media is going to become an essential part of contem-
porary Shimauta culture. He thinks it is critical that the local 
Shimauta communities be open minded about taking advan-
tage of new technologies in order to train new inheritors and 
to sustain the important cultural heritage that has rooted in the 
Amami people’s lives. He supports the use of social media as 
the most effective way to attract many young people who would 
love the Amami Islands and inherit Shimauta culture. In this 
sense, social media is utilized to expand connections between 
people who are inspired by Shimauta culture, and to get young 
learners involved as new inheritors.

Reaching Out to Amami People Outside 
Home Islands

Since many Amami people have migrated to mainland Japan, 
social media has been used as a glue to maintain the bonds 
between people and their home islands. Mr. Maeyama believes 
that social media is the most convenient way to appeal to the 
beauty of Shimauta culture to both local people and those who 
live outside the Amami Islands. He said, “Shimauta perfor-
mance is not about good or bad, it’s about Nachikashaa. Na-
chikashaa literally means nostalgic in Amami language, but 
it also includes different emotions conveyed in the tradition-
al lives of Amami people. My goal is to deliver Nachikashaa 
Shimauta to make people feel like coming back to the Ama-
mi Islands.” According to Yanagawa, Nachikashaa is the best 
word when complimenting Shimauta performances (Amami 
Shimauta Nyumon 75). As Shimauta is iconic of the Amami 
Islands, it is strongly associated with the Amami people’s Shi-
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manchu (Islander) identity. Nowadays, many Amami people try 
to construct their cultural identity through learning Shimauta, 
as if they are taking in an element that allows them to stay 
connected with their mother islands (Kato 61). Mr. Maeya-
ma, therefore, posts his performances and Shimauta-related 
information on his social media accounts while intending to 
provide opportunities for people outside the Amami Islands 
to recollect their nostalgic memories and to become aware of 
their cultural identity.

Other Shimauta singers also believe that social media is 
most useful to grab attention from people who left the Ama-
mi Islands. Recollecting her own experience living in Tokyo 
after graduating high school in Amami Oshima Island, Ms. 
Hirata said that she became more enthusiastic about Shimauta 
culture while in Tokyo rather than when she was home. She 
agrees that social media can be a convenient tool to keep in 
touch with Shimauta culture and self-learn Shimauta songs at 
a distance. Likewise, Ms. Maeda and Ms. Kawabata utilize so-
cial media while hoping Amami people in other places can feel 
Nachikashaa about the Amami Islands. Ms. Sakae, who was 
born in Amami Oshima but raised in Osaka, said that social 
media is an important source to learn about Shimauta culture 
for 2nd and 3rd generations of Amami migrants because they 
have very few opportunities for the live Shimauta experience.

In contemporary Shimauta culture, social media has be-
come a space to share beneficial information for people who 
embrace Shimauta as their part of cultural identity. The use 
of social media is considered an important method to keep a 
record of the history of Shimauta tradition, to recruit young in-
heritors of Shimauta culture, and to deliver nostalgic Shimau-
ta experiences to make Amami migrants feel connected with 
their home islands. Through sharing Shimauta culture on so-
cial media, Shimauta singers intend to bring people into the 
Amami Islands so that Shimauta culture can flourish again.

Transmission through Social Media and  
In-person Transmission

Social media has become a point of entry to in-person Shimau-
ta culture for the younger generations and for people who are 
outside of the Amami Islands, and it is an important new as-
pect of Shimauta culture, combined with ongoing, traditional 
in-person forms of transmission.

In Shimauta culture then and now, in-person experience 
has been considered an indispensable aspect of Shimauta 
transmission. Although the teaching style has changed from 
informal oral transmission to classroom lessons, the fun-
damental idea of face-to-face Shimauta practice is still cher-
ished by local Amami people. Mr. Maeyama emphasized that 
it is significantly important to continue in-person Shimauta 
practices in order to fully understand the pleasure and Nachi-
kashaa feeling of Shimauta culture. Ms. Hirata also believes 

that in-person Shimauta experience is a basic requirement for 
sustaining Shimauta culture since it belongs to the Amami Is-
lands and its people. This philosophy actually made her come 
back to Amami Oshima from Tokyo, and she currently teaches 
Shimauta to local children through oral lessons. The survey 
participants also feel attached to the in-person Shimauta trans-
mission as well. Some of their opinions are:

The fundamental principle of Shimauta is a trans-
mission from person to person. We can accept new 
generational methods but Shimauta culture should 
not be commercialized.

Shimauta is a living culture, changes are in-
evitable along with shifts of people’s lifestyle. But 
I hope oral tradition continues while Shimauta 
evolves to fit modern society.

I want local kids to have more opportunities to 
experience live Shimauta culture.

This shows that Amami people heavily value in-person 
experience in Shimauta culture. According to Kato and Tera-
oka, in-person Shimauta culture has been sustained through 
changing its form from the community-based freestyle mu-
sic to the standardized music that students are encouraged to 
acquire better skills through organized lessons, while various 
media platforms have been exploited as a beneficial tool to help 
this transformation (“Amami Oshima” 102).

In this sense, social media is not the primary method of 
transmission in contemporary Shimauta culture. Instead, it is 
an important secondary resource which effectively supports 
sustaining in-person Shimauta transmission. As the survey 
results show, young people have limited opportunities for in-
person Shimauta experiences today. Shimauta inheritors and 
local communities actively use social media to share Shimauta 
culture and reflect a realistic Shimauta experience. By doing 
so, they intend to involve more young people and Amami peo-
ple outside their home islands into the in-person Shimauta 
participation.

The utilization of social media for cultural revitalization 
and preservation is observed all over the world. For instance, 
Igorot, who are indigenous people in a mountainous area 
on Luzon island in the Philippines, also share their cultural 
practices through social media. According to Botangen et al, 
social media plays a significant role in the Igorot community 
to promote their indigeneity and knowledge of their culture 
(Botangen et al. 2309). Especially, the Igorot migrants who 
live outside the Philippines are benefited from their Facebook 
groups which provide useful resources to learn Igorot culture 
(2310). This makes it possible for them to engage with tradi-
tional cultural practices and their indigenous identity even at 
a distance. Meanwhile, Botangen et al emphasize the impor-
tance of in-person experience of the indigenous culture. They 
consider “physical involvements in the practice of Igorot cus-
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toms as primary means to preserve indigeneity” (2310). Igorot 
culture resembles Shimauta culture in terms of its integra-
tion of social media into revitalization of indigenous culture 
and identity. In contemporary Shimauta culture, social media 
provides virtual space for realistic Shimauta experience and 
connects Amami migrants to their home islands. It is used to 
promote cultural revitalization and in-person Shimauta partici-
pation which is highly valued in the Amami Islands. Similar to 
Igorot cultural preservation, social media has become a means 
to involve young people and people outside their home islands 
in a deeper sense of physical Shimauta experiences in contem-
porary Shimauta transmission.

Shimauta is a living culture. It has evolved overtime 
through conceptual and methodological changes. The in-
terviewed Shimauta singers also advocated that changes are 
inevitable to sustain Shimauta culture in modern society. 
Throughout the history of Shimauta transformation, social 
media is accepted as a new aspect of Shimauta culture along 
with the traditional practices and transmission methods, and 
it has played an important role as an entrance to in-person Shi-
mauta participation.

Conclusion

Shimauta culture has undergone many changes to survive the 
decline during the past several decades. It is thriving in a way 
that appears to be cultural sustainability while incorporating 
different influences and new transmission methods. Cultural 
sustainability is defined as “a concept that names a field of in-
quiry and action that flows from the demands of ethical schol-
arship and activism and takes seriously both the challenges of 
cultural work and its necessity in a changing and uncertain 
world” (Mason and Turner 82). Mason and Turner argue that 
“traditions are constantly and dynamically transformed” in ac-
cordance with shifts of society, technologies, and values (82). 
Shimauta culture follows the same path; it has evolved over-
time throughout historical and social shifts. The concept of 
Shimauta has transformed from a communication tool in a 
small community to an iconic style of music that represents 
all of the Amami Islands and Shimanchu (islander) identity. 
The oral teaching style was replaced by the classroom lessons 
where students learn to acquire better musical and singing 
techniques to perform on stage. Despite some criticism about 
Shimauta being standardized, these conceptual and method-
ological changes were inevitable to sustain Shimauta culture 
in modern society (Yamada 13). Mason and Turner also say, 
“Rather than trying to ‘preserve’ a specific traditional expres-
sion at the item level, cultural sustainability engages the whole 
social and cultural ecosystem and its current actors to chart a 
course for self-conscious cultural change” (88).

Based on this idea of cultural sustainability, the adoption 
of social media is a reasonable innovation that embodies flex-

ibility of Shimauta culture. According to Mason and Turner, 
“technology has broadened and vitalized cultural participation, 
inviting new ways that researchers can work with new forms 
of expressive life” (89). Social media has become the most 
popular source of information in modern society, and it has 
introduced a new space of Shimauta participation to the con-
temporary Shimauta culture. Individuals and organizations 
appreciate that social media can attract a great deal of atten-
tion to Shimauta culture from younger generations. Shimauta 
singers utilize various social media platforms as an important 
means to archive old Shimauta songs, to expand connections, 
and to reach out to Amami people outside their home islands 
and deliver them Nachikashaa Shimauta experience. While 
in-person Shimauta participation is still highly valued in the 
Amami Islands, social media contributes to attracting many 
audiences who would be willing to get involved in in-person 
Shimauta culture. Social media can broadly appeal to the beau-
ty of Shimauta culture to potential inheritors of in-person Shi-
mauta among the young population and people who left the 
Amami Islands. Therefore, the use of social media has become 
a prominent part of contemporary Shimauta culture, as it is 
the new generational development to sustain Shimauta cul-
ture and it is a significant point of entry to the quintessence of 
in-person Shimauta participation.
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