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Activity Development of Native-Place Associations and Settlement Area of Domestic
Migrants:A Case Study of Migrants from Tokunoshima Island in Kobe

NaRANISHI Yuji*

Abstract

This paper focuses on the settlement process of domestic migrants from Tokunoshima Island, a
part of the Amami Islands, to Kobe though the practices of native-place associations. I define the
Amami Islands as Japan’s borderlands based on its historical background.

Migration from Amami including Tokunoshima Island to Kobe significantly increased in the
beginning of the 20th century. Many people initially migrated to mainland Japan as unskilled
workers at industrial areas. With a large number of people from Tokunoshima Island, several
native-place associations began to flourish in this area after the 1920’s. In addition to this began the
formation of cross-regional networks based on community ties or kinship.

After World War II, Amami went under the US military rule between 1945 and 1953. During this
period, native-place associations of Amami migrants carried out more specific activities compared
to the pre-war period, and began to have functions specific to this period. First, these native-place
associations assisted fellow islanders with formalities required for travelling to Amami. Second,
they used their good offices to distribute supplies to Amami migrants. And third, they led the Amami
reversion movement which started in the 1950’s.

After the reversion of Amami in 1953, a great number of people emigrated from Amami where
people were suffering prolonged economic hardship, and the number of people migrating to mainland
Japan to work rapidly increased. Chain migration continued even after 1953, and mass employment
was also arranged through personal connections to large-scale factories of large companies.

These characteristics also affected the spatial distribution of migrants from Tokunoshima Island.
The spatial distribution of migrants from Tokunoshima Island in Kobe tends to concentrate in the

areas adjacent to coastal industrial zones. This trend has been found since the pre-war period and
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continues to the present days.

In addition, the spatial distribution of migrants from Tokunoshima has different characteristics
depending on the elementary school district where they came from. Native-place associations of
elementary school districts play a central role in the activities of today's associations of migrants
from Tokunoshima. Then, the focus of today’s native-place associations is on symbolic activities, that
is, cultural activities involving ethnic symbols such as traditional dances and folk songs. In recent
years, these activities are expected to perform a function to maintain the identity which is waning

especially among the younger generations as well as the bond among fellow islanders.
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