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Longevity and Food Culture in Okinawa: Its Bright and Cloud

Shigeji MIYAGT*

Abstract

During the latter part of the 20th century, the longevity indices for Okinawa were the highest among Japan's 47

prefectures. However, the Okinawa ranking for life expectancy at birth for men fell to the 26th position in the

year 2000 (the so-called “26 shock”), and a cloud of Okinawan longevity has been demonstrated. The purpose

of this paper is to use the Okinawan food culture as a viewpoint to investigate the reduction in longevity and

its cloud factors.

Longevity in Okinawa owes much to foodstuffs and dishes sourced in its historical, economic, natural, and

cultural environments. Okinawan people have frequently eaten meat, especially pork, Okinawa tofu (a unique,

traditional Okinawan tofu which is larger and harder than that of mainland Japan), vegetables, wild herbs,

seaweeds, and kombu. The Okinawan people have used a traditional, unique food culture for their daily dishes

and eating. Aspects of this culture include meals such as champuru, a shallow-fried dish of meat and/or tofu

with various other ingredients, nuchigusui, a “medicine for life force” comprising a stewed dish and a practice

which supposes that the food and medicine have the same health effects, and enjoying dishes alongside family

and community members.

Okinawan people have recently shown a tendency to avoid traditional foodstuffs and dishes, and the

traditional Okinawan food culture has been forced to change to a more modern style. In particular, a meat

culture has been strengthened by the influence of the American government, and the traditional dishes of

Okinawa have become more similar to those of mainland Japan. Furthermore, a rise in instant food, and/or

convenient food, has been observed. Therefore, it is fortunate that Okinawan longevity has shown its cloud.

Consequently, it is necessary to urgently review the traditional foodstuffs, dishes, and food culture in

Okinawa.
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