THE

OKINAWAN JOURNAL
OF

AMERICAN STUDIES

No.4
2007

ARTICLES

Continental Expansion and the Asia-Pacific:
The Imperial Outposts of Nineteenth Century U.S. Culture

.......................................................................................... Anirudra Thapa
Special Issue On Health
Postwar American Influences on Public Health, Medicine, and
Health Trends in Okinawa
............................................................................................. SEiZO Saklha.ra
The effects of the establishment of public health centers on
peoplels health in Okinawa after the Second World War
................................................................................................ SEiShO nga
Contribution and Influence of U.S. Administration on
the Training of Physicians in Okinawa
.......................................................................................... Masao MaeShirO

The Historical Context of Okinawan Longevity: Influence of
the United States and Mainland Japan
--------------------------------------- Makoto Suzuki, Craig Willcox and Bradley Willcox
Caloric Restriction, Energy Balance and Healthy Aging in
Okinawans and Americans: Biomarker Differences in Septuagenarians
------------------------------------ Bradley J. Willcox, D. Craig Willcox, Hidemi Todoriki,
Katsuhiko Yano, J. David Curb, Makoto Suzuki

The American Studies Center of the University of the Ryukyus



46

Makoto Suzuki, Craig Willcox and Bradley Willcox

The Historical Context of Okinawan Longevity: Influence of the United
States and Mainland Japan

*] *2 "3
Makoto Suzuki, D. Craig Willcox and Bradley J. Willcox.

*1  Professor Emeritus, University of the Ryukyus, 207, Uehara, Nishihara, Okinawa, Japan.
*2  Associate Professor, Okinawa International University, Ginowan City, Okinawa, Japan, and
Research Associate, Pacific Health Research Institute, Honolulu, Hawaii, USA

*3  Physician Investigator, Pacific Health Research Institute, and Clinical Assistant Professor,
Department of Geriatric Medicine, John A. Burns School of Medicine, University of Hawaii,

Honolulu, Hawaii, USA

Okinawa, the southwestern-most prefecture (state)
of Japan, is known for the longevity of its
inhabitants (Willcox BJ et al., 2001; Suzuki, 1985;
Suzuki 2001). The historical context of this
phenomenon and the role of various political
factors, such as the American occupation and the
influence of mainland Japan are not well known.
Therefore, in this paper, we explore the history of
Okinawan longevity and hypothesize as to the
influence of various political, demographic,
epidemiological and other factors on Okinawan

longevity, particularly the U.S. presence.

Various demographic tools are used to measure
longevity in populations but life expectancy and
prevalence rates of long-lived persons are among
the more common. Life expectancy at birth is not
an ideal measure of longevity since it is most
impacted by what happens to younger members of

a population since they have the most to contribute

in terms of years to population life tables. However,

often data are not available, particularly historic
data, on life expectancy at older ages, which might
better reflect longevity. Prevalence rates of long-
lived persons, such as centenarians, may also be
influenced by diverse factors, many of which have

little to do with longevity (e.g. immigration,

emigration, birth cohort size, etc). Since
centenarians have historically appeared only rarely,
and in small numbers, the small sample size can
strongly affect prevalence rates. Therefore one
must be cautious when selecting smaller regions
with few centenarians for statistical analysis and
not rely too heavily on such data. For this paper,
we use regions composed of at least one hundred
thousand persons to estimate centenarian

prevalence rates.

Despite these limitations, it is naturally expected
that there may be some relation between both
measures. That is, centenarian prevalence rate
should be high in regions with high life expectancy
if true population longevity exists, assuming
moderate to low infant mortality rates. Therefore,
with these caveats in mind, we report life
expectancy at birth and the octogenarian and
centenarian prevalence rate for Okinawa and
various other regions and at various times,
including the period of the old Ryukyu (Okinawan)
Kingdom, which lasted until 1879, the periods of
Japanese jurisdiction (1879-1945; 1972-present)
and the period of U.S. jurisdiction (1945-72).

The methodological approach that this paper takes,

is mainly an epidemiological and demographic
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