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Introduction

In recent months, Chinese discourse on Okinawa and the Ryukyu
Islands has undergone a noticeable shift. What had long remained
a marginal historical theme—occasionally invoked in academic
discussions or nationalist commentary—has resurfaced with
unusual intensity across multiple channels. Officially linked media
outlets have called for renewed “research” into Ryukyu history.
Chinese scholars have revisited arguments about the legal status of
Okinawa in the postwar settlement.! Social media ecosystems have
amplified selective historical claims, often reframed in the language
of decolonization or self-determination. The simultaneity of these
interventions points to coordinated narrative activation.

This development coincides with tensions over the Taiwan Strait.
It also overlaps with Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi’s clarifications
that instability in the Strait—including a blockade—could create a
vital security contingency for Japan.” It is important to distinguish
escalation from clarification. The Prime Minister’s remarks do not
mark a doctrinal shift. Since the 2015 security reforms, Japan’s policy
has been circumstancial, not only geographic, in assessing threats.’
Given Japan’s proximity to Taiwan, its reliance on shipping, and the
concentration of U.S. forces in Okinawa, a Taiwan contingency is
widely seen by Tokyo’s strategic community as vital. Japanese leaders
have repeatedly highlighted the importance of peace and stability

1 “Why Researching ‘Ryukyu Studies’ Is Highly Necessary,” Global Times,
November 19 2025; “Academic Round-table on Ryukyu Studies at Peking
University Underscores Japan's Colonial Nature,” Global Times, December
7 2025; Tang Yongliang, “The ‘Undetermined Status’ of Ryukyu,” CGTN,
December 20 2025.

2 https://www jiia.or.jp/eng/report/2026/01/20260114-01.html

3 Government of Japan, “Legislation for Peace and Security (Outline of the July
2015 Legislation)”, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2015, https://www.
mofa.go.jp/fp/nsp/page23e_000273.html.
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in the Taiwan Strait. The Prime Minister’s
statement aligns with established policy, not a
new direction.

The asymmetry between Tokyo’s routine
clarification and Beijing’s strong response
stands out. Instead of rebutting Japan’s legal
logic, Chinese commentary widened the
debate. It brought in Okinawa’s history, the
Ryukyu Kingdom’s legacy, and postwar treaty
interpretations. The message was not just
about Taiwan. It implied that Japan’s territorial
settlement could face scrutiny. This broadened
the pressure.

Beijing uses layered ambiguity. The Chinese
government has not officially denied that
Okinawa is Japanese territory. Diplomatic
statements remain cautious. Yet, state-linked
outlets and scholars question Okinawa’s final
status. By prompting discussion without
taking a formal stand, Beijing keeps deniability
and signals dissatisfaction. This ambiguity is
strategically useful, creating uncertainty without
diplomatic risk.

The dissemination pattern suggests
orchestration. Academic articles offer historical
and legal scaffolding, often citing tributary
ties between Ryukyu and imperial China or
criticizing the San Francisco Peace Treaty.
Chinese media opinion pieces summarize or
popularize these claims. Social media accounts
amplify excerpts, often stripped of nuance, and
share them in nationalist or emotive forms." The
repetition across platforms suggests a narrative
supply chain, not isolated commentary. The aim
is less to persuade legal audiences than to shape
perceptions and create psychological leverage.

Why use the Okinawa narrative now? One
reason is the changing strategic environment.
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As Japan boosts defense, deepens its alliance
ties with the U.S., and clarifies its concerns
over Taiwan, Beijing faces stronger regional
deterrence. Raising Okinawa-related questions
serves several goals. It signals that Japanese
assertiveness can carry political costs. It raises
the cost of alignment with Washington. It
also complicates Japanese domestic politics,
especially in Okinawa, where U.S. bases are
already controversial.

This strategy does not mean Beijing plans
to change Okinawa’s sovereignty in the near
future. The narrative’s value lies in its flexibility.
Territorial ambiguity can be increased to gain
leverage, then allowed to fade when diplomacy
stabilizes. This episodic use fits a larger pattern
in Chinese signaling. Economic, legal, and
historical tools are used selectively to influence
others. The Okinawa narrative operates as an
adjustable pressure tool rather than a fixed
claim.

The timing shows the target is broader than
Okinawa itself. By highlighting the issue after
Japanese remarks on Taiwan, Beijing reframes
the debate. Japan’s comments about the Taiwan
Strait are portrayed as provocative. Meanwhile,
China presents its Okinawa discourse as a valid
historical inquiry. This move aims to shift the
blame for the escalation to Tokyo. It also signals
to the region that Japan’s activism could have
wider costs.

For policymakers, the key analytical
challenge is to avoid underestimating,
which could harden narratives over time.
Understanding the campaign’s architecture,
timing, and objectives is therefore essential. The
evidence suggests a coordinated, multi-channel
effort designed to expand the scope of strategic
friction in response to Japan’s reaffirmation

4 Chu Jianguo, “What Insights Can Today’s Ryukyu Studies in China Offer?,” Global Times, 3 décembre 2025 ; Liu Dan,
“Interview: Scholar Urges Renewed Int'l Attention to Ryukyu, Warns of Japanese Militarism Resurgence,” Xinhua, 12
décembre 2025 ; Tang Yongliang, “A Chinese Researcher’s View on the ‘Undetermined Status of Ryukyu’,” CGTN, 20

décembre 2025.



of established security principles. Whether
this narrative intensifies or subsides will likely
depend on broader developments in China-
Japan relations and the trajectory of cross-Strait
tensions.

This brief examines Beijing’s Okinawa
narrative, its synchronized messaging, and its
strategic purpose. The current wave should be
seen as coercive signaling tied to Taiwan, not
as a precursor to a territorial claim. By placing
the narrative amid Tokyo’s policy continuity and
Beijing’s ambiguity, the analysis clarifies the
risks and limits of this pressure tool.

Japanese Policy Continuity: Taiwan
Contingencies and the Logic of “Vital
Situations”

Assessing Beijing’s escalation starts with
clarifying what Japan’s Prime Minister said.
Claims that Tokyo’s stance is new or provocative
do not hold up. Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi’s
remarks on the Taiwan Strait fit the post-2015
security framework and reflect policy continuity.
They are clarifications, not doctrinal changes.

Japan’s security framework relies on two legal
concepts from the 2015 reforms: a “situation
that threatens Japan’s survival” ({f£37.fEFE5
HE) and a “situation affecting Japan’s peace and
security” (FEZEEEEHEE). These categories are
intentionally functional, not geographic, letting
the government assess risks by impact, alliance
duty, and survival. The law sets criteria, not
regions.

Within this framework, a Taiwan Strait
contingency has long been seen as possibly
fitting either category. Japan’s southwestern
islands are close to Taiwan. Vital trade and
energy sea lanes cross or pass nearby. Okinawa
hosts many U.S. military bases, which are
central to the U.S.—Japan alliance. Any military
crisis, including a blockade, would have
immediate strategic, economic, and operational
impacts.
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Successive Japanese governments have
therefore emphasized the importance of peace
and stability in the Taiwan Strait. Former Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe publicly underscored the
interconnection between Taiwan’s and Japan’s
security. Subsequent administrations maintained
similar language in defense white papers and
high-level statements. The logic was consistent:
cross-Strait stability is not a peripheral matter
but a central element of Japan’s security
environment. Prime Minister Takaichi’s recent
remarks align with this established position.

The specific reference to a blockade scenario
is particularly instructive. A blockade is not
a remote or abstract contingency. It would
directly affect commercial shipping, insurance
markets, energy flows, and supply chains
vital to Japan’s economy. Even absent direct
military engagement by Japan, the disruption
of maritime traffic through the Strait would
constitute a severe strategic shock. Recognizing
that such a scenario could amount to a “vital”
or “important influence” situation is analytically
prudent. It signals preparedness rather than
aggression.

Portraying this clarification as escalatory
conflates defensive contingency planning with
offensive intent. Japan’s security legislation does
not mandate automatic military involvement in
any Taiwan scenario. It establishes decision-
making criteria, subject to constitutional
constraints and parliamentary oversight. The
Prime Minister’s remarks did not announce new
deployments, revise alliance commitments, or
redefine territorial boundaries. They articulated
arisk assessment grounded in existing law.

Understanding this continuity is essential
because Beijing’s response appears to rely on
framing Japan'’s position as a departure from past
restraint. Beijing’s portrayal of Japanese policy
as provocative serves multiple functions. First,
it attempts to shift responsibility for heightened
tensions onto Tokyo. Second, it introduces
uncertainty into Japan’s domestic debate by



implying that clearer alliance coordination and
a more robust defense posture invite territorial
vulnerability. Third, it communicates to regional
audiences that Japan’s involvement in Taiwan
contingencies carries costs extending beyond
the immediate theater.

This reframing is strategically significant. It
expands the scope of contestation from cross-
Strait stability to the legitimacy of Japan’s
territorial settlement. Rather than engaging
directly with the legal reasoning underpinning
Japan’s security categories, Chinese discourse
redirects attention toward historical grievances
and postwar treaty interpretations. The
implication is that Japan’s strategic activism
renders its own periphery contestable.

Such linkage is not legally grounded but
politically instrumental. Japan’s recognition that
a Taiwan crisis could affect its security does
not create a legal opening regarding Okinawa’s
sovereignty. The legal status of Okinawa was
determined by the postwar settlement, notably
Article 3 of the 1951 San Francisco Peace
Treaty, which placed the Ryukyu Islands under
U.S. administration, and by the 1971 Okinawa
Reversion Agreement, which restored Japanese
administrative rights in 1972. Introducing that
question into the debate represents a deliberate
broadening of the pressure field.

For policymakers, the key analytical point is
that Japan’s stance on Taiwan contingencies has
remained structurally consistent over time. What
has evolved is the regional security environment
and the clarity with which Tokyo articulates its
assessment. In a context of growing military
activity around Taiwan and increased gray-zone
pressure in the East China Sea, ambiguity about
potential impacts would undermine deterrence
credibility. Clarification serves stabilizing
purposes by reducing miscalculation.

At the same time, clarification exposes
Japan to narrative countermeasures. If
Beijing interprets stronger alliance signaling
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as constraining its options, it may respond
asymmetrically—through economic measures,
diplomatic protest, or historical narratives.
The Okinawa discourse appears to fall into this
category. It does not negate the logic of Japan’s
security assessment, but it seeks to raise the
perceived political cost of articulating it.

In sum, Prime Minister Takaichi’s
remarks on Taiwan should be understood as
a continuation of Japan’s established policy,
grounded in the 2015 security framework. They
reflect a functional evaluation of how a blockade
or major contingency could affect Japan’s
survival and security interests. The escalation
that followed lies not in Tokyo’s doctrine but in
Beijing’s choice to activate a broader narrative
arena. Recognizing this distinction is critical to
evaluating the intent and limits of the current
pressure campaign.

Beijing’s Position: Formal Doctrine and
Strategic Ambiguity

Despite the recent intensification of
commentary on Okinawa and the Ryukyu
Islands, Beijing has not formally declared that
Okinawa is anything other than part of Japan. No
official statement from the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs has articulated a direct sovereignty
claim. Nor has China introduced a diplomatic
note, white paper, or legal position paper
asserting that Okinawa’s status is unresolved
under international law.

This restraint is significant. A formal claim
would constitute a major diplomatic escalation
with far-reaching consequences for China—
Japan relations and for regional stability. It
would trigger immediate alliance implications,
complicate China’s relations with the United
States, and likely provoke unified responses
from other regional actors. The absence of
such a declaration indicates that Beijing is
operating below the threshold of overt territorial
revisionism.



At the same time, the Chinese government
has allowed and in some cases encouraged
public discussion questioning the historical and
legal foundations of Okinawa’s incorporation
into Japan. This ecosystem of commentary
functions without formal endorsement yet
within a permissive political environment. The
resulting posture is one of calibrated ambiguity.
Beijing avoids binding itself to a definitive legal
claim while ensuring that alternative narratives
circulate widely enough to create uncertainty.

The Core Narrative Components

The contemporary Chinese discourse
on Okinawa typically rests on three
interrelated strands: historical framing, legal
reinterpretation, and political reframing.

First, the historical narrative emphasizes the
distinct identity of the Ryukyu Kingdom prior
to its annexation by Japan in the late nineteenth
century. Chinese writings often underscore
tributary relations between Ryukyu and
imperial China, presenting these as evidence of
a special historical linkage. The annexation of
the islands by Meiji Japan is portrayed in some
commentaries as a coercive act inconsistent with
historical legitimacy.

Second, the legal argument centers on the
interpretation of the post-Second World War
settlement. Certain Chinese scholars question
whether the San Francisco Peace Treaty fully
resolved Okinawa’s status, particularly given
the People’s Republic of China’s absence
from the treaty negotiations. While this line of
reasoning does not necessarily assert Chinese
sovereignty, it aims to introduce the concept
of an “undetermined status.” By reopening
interpretive space, the argument challenges the
perception of finality surrounding Okinawa’s
reversion to Japan in 1972.

Third, some strands of discourse adopt the
language of self-determination or indigenous
identity. By framing Okinawa as culturally
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distinct from mainland Japan, these narratives
seek to construct a moral argument that
transcends conventional territorial debate. Even
when not explicitly advocating independence,
the repeated emphasis on distinctiveness
reinforces the broader suggestion that
Okinawa’s relationship with Tokyo is historically
contingent rather than settled. It could
also become a difficulty for the PRC as the
argument could be used in the case of taiwan or
autonomous regions like Tibet or Xinjiang.

Taken individually, these arguments might
appear academic. In combination, and when
disseminated across multiple channels, they
create a layered challenge to the stability of the
territorial narrative.

The Utility of Ambiguity

Okinawa’s legal status under international
law is not ambiguous. Following Japan’s
renunciation of sovereignty over certain
territories in the 1951 San Francisco Peace
Treaty, the Ryukyu Islands were placed under
U.S. administration, without a transfer of
sovereignty. In 1972, the Okinawa Reversion
Agreement restored Japan’s full administrative
control over Okinawa. Since then, Okinawa has
been internationally recognized as an integral
part of Japanese territory, and no state formally
disputes its sovereignty in diplomatic practice.

However, Strategic ambiguity offers
Beijing several advantages. By refraining
from an official claim, China avoids immediate
diplomatic confrontation. At the same time, by
tolerating and amplifying quasi-official debate,
it introduces uncertainty into Japan’s strategic
environment. This ambiguity serves as a
signaling device. It communicates dissatisfaction
with Japanese policy without committing China
to a fixed escalation path. The narrative can
be intensified when leverage is required and
allowed to recede when tensions ease. Such
reversibility enhances its coercive value.



Ambiguity also preserves China’s broader
diplomatic flexibility. A formal territorial
claim would isolate Beijing in regional forums
and potentially undermine its messaging on
sovereignty elsewhere. Maintaining an unofficial
debate avoids this contradiction while still
exerting pressure.

Signaling Through Synchronization

Although the Chinese government has not
issued a definitive statement on Okinawa’s
sovereignty, the timing and synchronization of
commentary suggest coordinated signaling.
Academic publications, opinion pieces, and
online amplification often emerge in close
proximity to moments of diplomatic friction
between Beijing and Tokyo. This pattern
indicates that the discourse functions less as an
academic historiographical reassessment than
as a responsive instrument.

The combination of restraint at the
diplomatic level and assertiveness within semi-
official channels allows Beijing to shape the
informational environment while retaining
plausible deniability. In strategic terms, this
“grey zone” approach broadens the spectrum
of contestation without crossing the threshold
into formal territorial revisionism. The objective
appears not to redefine sovereignty immediately
but to remind Tokyo that territorial questions
can be reopened rhetorically if political
conditions warrant.

The current posture thus occupies an
intermediate space between outright revisionism
and pure rhetorical noise. It does not constitute
a declared effort to alter Okinawa’s legal
status. Yet it cannot be dismissed as incidental
commentary. By sustaining a controlled
ambiguity, Beijing establishes a latent pressure
point.

This intermediate strategy is consistent with
broader patterns in China’s external signaling.
Economic coercion measures, maritime patrols,
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and legal interpretations are often deployed
incrementally. The Okinawa discourse follows
a similar logic. The issue is how ambiguity,
repetition, and timing can be used to expand
strategic leverage.

If Beijing’s posture on Okinawa is
characterized by formal restraint and strategic
ambiguity, the operational dimension of the
campaign lies elsewhere: in the synchronization
of multiple messaging ecosystems. The recent
evolution of the Okinawa discourse does not
stem from a single authoritative declaration. It
emerges from a layered architecture in which
academic production, quasi-official media, digital
amplification, and diplomatic signaling reinforce
one another. Understanding this architecture is
central to assessing intent and impact.

State-Linked Media and “Research”
Framing

The first layer consists of commentary in
state-linked or party-affiliated media outlets.
Rather than issuing direct sovereignty claims,
these platforms often adopt a more indirect
formulation. They call for renewed “research”
into the history of the Ryukyu Kingdom,
question aspects of Japan’s nineteenth-century
annexation, or highlight ambiguities in postwar
treaty arrangements. The tone is frequently
framed as scholarly inquiry rather than political
assertion.

This rhetorical posture is deliberate. By
presenting the issue as a matter of historical
clarification, state-linked media create space for
discussion without formally altering government
policy. The repetition of similar themes across
multiple outlets signals endorsement while
preserving deniability. The message conveyed is
subtle but clear: Okinawa’s status is not beyond
intellectual scrutiny.

Importantly, these commentaries often
appear in clusters, coinciding with moments
of heightened diplomatic friction—particularly



after Japanese statements on Taiwan. The
timing transforms what might otherwise appear
as isolated articles into components of a broader
signaling effort.”

Academic and Legal Production as
Narrative Infrastructure

The second layer consists of academic
and quasi-academic output. Chinese scholars
affiliated with research institutions or policy
think tanks have revisited legal and historical
arguments concerning Okinawa’s incorporation
into Japan. These writings typically focus
on treaty interpretation, historical tributary
relations, or the concept of “undetermined
status.”

Academic production plays a critical
structural role. Once published, scholarly
articles are summarized in opinion columns,
excerpted in social media posts, and translated
into simplified narratives. The academic layer
thus functions as the intellectual infrastructure
of the campaign.

This “citation supply chain” creates the
appearance of depth and legitimacy. Arguments
first articulated in academic language are
reframed as emerging consensus or as
rediscovered historical truth. Even when the
legal reasoning remains contested, the repetition
across channels amplifies perceived credibility.

The synchronization between scholarly
publication and media commentary suggests
that these outputs are not entirely spontaneous.
While not explicitly dictated, they operate within
a permissive environment that encourages
convergence.
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Social Media Amplification and Narrative
Simplification

The third layer consists of digital
amplification. Social media platforms serve
as accelerators, transforming technical
arguments into emotionally resonant messages.
Screenshots of academic excerpts circulate with
simplified captions. Short-form commentary
frames Okinawa as historically distinct or
unjustly incorporated.® Hashtags and visual
content reinforce themes of identity and
historical grievance. On Chinese social media
platforms such as Weibo, Okinawa-related
narratives circulate under hashtags including
#GER, #ohga, #IEERMLT, and #IEERARH
A%. During periods of diplomatic tension with
Japan—particularly following statements linking
Taiwan’s security to Japan’s own—these tags
experience renewed activity and can reach more
than 100 million “views.”

Digital amplification performs two key
functions. First, it increases reach. Arguments
that would otherwise remain confined to
academic circles enter broader nationalist
discourse. Second, it simplifies complexity,
thereby enhancing mobilizing potential.

Escalation as Narrative Leverage

Taken together, these channels form a
coherent architecture. Academic production
supplies arguments. Media outlets legitimize
and disseminate them. Social platforms amplify
and simplify. Diplomatic channels maintain
deniability while signaling dissatisfaction. The
synchronization of these elements suggests
coordinated activation rather than coincidental
debate.

The campaign’s effectiveness lies not in

5 Hsi-Ting Pai, “When China-Japan Disputes Arise, Beijing Plays the Ryukyus Card,” The Strategist (Australian

Strategic Policy Institute), January 30, 2026.

6 Robert D. Eldridge, “The Okinawa Question and China’s Strategic Narrative,” in The China-Japan Border Dispute:
Islands of Contention in Multidisciplinary Perspective, ed. Tim F. Liao and Kimie Hara (Farnham: Ashgate, 2015).



persuading international legal audiences that
Okinawa’s sovereignty is genuinely contested.
Rather, it lies in expanding the spectrum
of strategic friction. By linking Taiwan-
related statements to renewed scrutiny of
Okinawa’s status, Beijing broadens the field
of contestation. The objective is leverage.
This architecture allows for escalation or de-
escalation. Intensity can increase through more
frequent publications, stronger language, or
broader amplification. Conversely, emphasis can
diminish without formal retreat. The narrative
thus functions as an adjustable instrument.

In sum, the Okinawa discourse operates
through layers that synchronize and reinforce
one another while preserving official ambiguity.
It represents a calibrated pressure campaign
designed to expand the costs of Japanese
strategic clarity without crossing the threshold
into overt territorial confrontation.

The architecture described above becomes
analytically meaningful only when examined in
relation to timing. The recent intensification of
discourse surrounding Okinawa and the Ryukyu
Islands did not emerge in a vacuum. It coincided
with heightened sensitivity in China—Japan
relations, particularly following Prime Minister
Sanae Takaichi’s clarifications on Taiwan Strait
contingencies. The clustering of academic
publications, media commentary, and digital
amplification around such moments suggests
a pattern of episodic activation rather than
continuous ideological revisionism.

A review of the sequence of events reveals
a recurring structure. First, a Japanese official
statement reiterates the importance of peace and
stability in the Taiwan Strait or clarifies that a
major contingency—such as a blockade—could
constitute a vital security situation for Japan.
Second, within a short time, Chinese state-
linked media began publishing commentaries
that emphasized historical aspects of the Ryukyu
Kingdom or questioned the finality of Okinawa’s
postwar status. Third, academic articles or
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expert commentaries appear, providing legal
or historical arguments that can be cited in
subsequent discussions. Finally, social media
amplification accelerates the narrative, often
framing it in simplified or emotive terms.

This pattern is not perfectly uniform, nor
does it require explicit public coordination.
However, the recurrence of similar sequences
indicates a reactive logic. The Okinawa
discourse intensifies when bilateral tensions
rise and recedes when tensions stabilize. The
absence of sustained, continuous campaigning
during quieter diplomatic periods reinforces the
impression that activation is conditional.

The episodic nature of the campaign
reflects what might be described as “burst
dynamics.” Rather than maintaining a constant
level of rhetorical pressure, Beijing appears to
calibrate its intensity to the political context.
When Japanese leadership articulates clearer
alignment with the United States or underscores
Taiwan’s relevance to Japan’s security,
commentary questioning Okinawa’s status
becomes more visible. When tensions subside,
the narrative diminishes in prominence.

This pattern serves several strategic
purposes. First, it maximizes signaling value. A
sudden surge in commentary attracts attention
and conveys dissatisfaction more effectively
than steady background noise. Second, it
preserves flexibility. By avoiding a permanent
escalation, Beijing retains the option to de-
escalate without making formal concessions.
Third, it reduces the risk of counterproductive
backlash that might arise from an overt and
sustained territorial claim.

The burst logic also reinforces ambiguity.
Because the campaign is not continuous, it
can be portrayed as a spontaneous scholarly
debate rather than coordinated signaling. Yet
the correlation with diplomatic developments
undermines that interpretation. The timing itself
becomes a form of communication.



Audience Targeting and Layered
Signaling

The episode was preceded by a revival
of unusually aggressive Chinese diplomatic
rhetoric. Following Prime Minister Sanae
Takaichi’s remarks linking a potential
Taiwan contingency to Japan’s own security,
several Chinese officials and state-affiliated
commentators adopted language reminiscent
of the earlier “wolf warrior” phase of Chinese
diplomacy. A Chinese consul general publicly
wrote that “the dirty neck that sticks itself in
must be cut off,” a remark widely interpreted
as a threat directed at the Japanese leader.
Although the post was later deleted and
described by Beijing as a personal comment,
it triggered a broader wave of harsh criticism
across official media and diplomatic channels.
State outlets accused Tokyo of “provocation,”
warned Japan not to “play with fire” on Taiwan,
and framed the statement as evidence of a
revival of Japanese militarism. This episode
illustrates how confrontational diplomatic
language can serve as an opening signal in
a broader escalation cycle, setting the tone
for subsequent media narratives and online
amplification.”

Timing is closely linked to audience
selection. When Okinawa-related narratives
intensify following Japanese statements on
Taiwan, the message is directed at multiple
audiences simultaneously. For domestic
Chinese audiences, it reinforces the perception
that Beijing is responding firmly to external
pressure. For Japanese audiences, it introduces
uncertainty and potential political cost. For
regional observers, it signals that Japan’s
activism carries risks beyond the immediate
Taiwan file.

The activation of Okinawa-related narratives
must ultimately be evaluated in terms of
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strategic purpose. If Beijing has not formalized
a territorial claim, yet has allowed and amplified
discourse questioning Okinawa’s historical and
legal settlement, the central question becomes:
what is this instrument designed to achieve?
The evidence suggests that the Okinawa
narrative functions as a mechanism of coercive
signaling—aimed at shaping Japanese behavior,
raising political costs, and expanding the
spectrum of strategic pressure in response to
Tokyo’s clarity on Taiwan-related contingencies.

Deterrence by Political Cost

One core objective appears to be deterrence
through cost imposition. As Japan strengthens
alliance coordination and clarifies that instability
in the Taiwan Strait could constitute a vital
security contingency, Beijing faces the prospect
of a more cohesive regional response in a crisis
scenario. Direct military countermeasures
would entail a significant escalation. Instead,
narrative pressure offers a lower-threshold
alternative.

By reintroducing questions about Okinawa’s
historical and legal status, the implicit
message is that strategic activism carries
broader consequences. Even if sovereignty is
not formally contested, the mere suggestion
that it could be subject to debate introduces
reputational risk and domestic political
complexity. This mechanism does not rely on
persuading international legal audiences. Its
functions are psychological warfare and politics.
The objective is to raise the perceived cost of
strategic clarity without crossing into overt
confrontation.

Wedge-Driving Within Japan
A second mechanism involves exploiting

internal political sensitivities. Okinawa occupies
a distinctive position within Japan’s national

7 Thomas Reilly, “Understanding China’s Overreaction to Takaichi's Taiwan Comments,” The Diplomat, November 19,
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landscape. Historical memory, hosting U.S.
military facilities, and local debates over identity
provide a pre-existing context of sensitivity. By
amplifying narratives emphasizing Okinawa’s
distinctiveness, Beijing seeks to widen perceived
gaps between local and national perspectives.

The discourse does not need to generate
separatism to be effective. It merely needs to
complicate the national consensus. If public
debate in Japan becomes polarized around
Taiwan-related policy, alliances, and defence
posture, the resulting friction could constrain
decision-making. The activation of historical
narratives thus serves as a potential wedge,
even if its direct resonance within Okinawa
remains limited.

This approach reflects a broader pattern
in information competition: identifying and
amplifying internal cleavages rather than
inventing them. The Okinawa narrative
leverages existing sensitivities rather than
creating entirely new fault lines.

Expanding the Field of Contestation

A third mechanism lies in broadening
the scope of strategic friction. When Tokyo
discusses Taiwan contingencies, the immediate
issue concerns cross-Strait stability and alliance
coordination. By linking this discussion to
Okinawa’s historical trajectory, Beijing shifts the
debate onto a different terrain. The implication
is that Japan’s strategic posture may invite
scrutiny of its own territorial settlement.

This reframing transforms a focused security
clarification into a multidimensional dispute.
Instead of responding solely to Japan’s legal
reasoning under the 2015 framework, Beijing
expands the conversation to include historical
legitimacy and postwar treaty interpretation.
Such expansion complicates diplomatic
engagement and introduces new variables into
an already sensitive relationship.

10
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Importantly, this expansion does not
require formal escalation. It relies on rhetorical
activation. The field of contestation widens
without the introduction of new legal claims.

The Okinawa narrative also appears to be
calibrated for different audiences. For domestic
Chinese audiences, it reinforces the perception
that the leadership is responding firmly to
perceived external pressure. Nationalist framing
around historical justice and territorial dignity
resonates internally and supports regime
legitimacy.

For Japanese audiences, the narrative
introduces uncertainty. Even if most observers
do not accept the underlying claims, the
activation itself signals potential vulnerability.
It suggests that strategic alignment with the
United States may provoke broader challenges.

For regional audiences—including Taiwan
and Southeast Asian states—the message is
more nuanced. It implies that Japan’s activism
may destabilize not only cross-Strait relations
but also its own territorial context. This
framing seeks to complicate Japan’s diplomatic
positioning.

Constraints and Risk Calculations

Despite these objectives, the strategy
carries inherent constraints. Excessive
activation of such narratives risks producing
counterproductive effects by strengthening
domestic cohesion in Japan and reinforcing
alliance solidarity. This dynamic appeared
evident in the aftermath of the controversy,
as reflected in the Liberal Democratic Party’s
decisive victory in the February elections. By
maintaining ambiguity and avoiding official
codification, it tries to preserve maneuverability.
This calibrated approach suggests careful risk
calculation, but its effectiveness is questionable.

Such a strategy aligns with broader patterns
in China’s external signaling, where economic



coercion measures, maritime patrols, and legal
interpretations are deployed incrementally. The
Okinawa discourse fits within this repertoire
as an information-based pressure instrument.
Understanding these mechanisms clarifies the
purpose of the current campaign. It is designed
to influence perception, raise costs, and expand
strategic friction—without crossing into
irreversible territorial confrontation. Whether
it succeeds depends not only on Beijing’s
messaging but also on Tokyo’s capacity to
maintain policy continuity, domestic cohesion,
and calibrated response.

The narrative campaign also intersects with
alliance dynamics. Okinawa plays a central
role in U.S.-Japan force posture, particularly
in relation to contingencies in the Taiwan
Strait and the broader East China Sea. Raising
rhetorical questions about Okinawa’s status
implicitly undermines the alliance’s credibility.

If Beijing’s objective is to increase the
perceived political cost of alliance coordination,
the most effective countermeasure is coherence.
Clear, consistent messaging regarding the
settled nature of Okinawa’s sovereignty and the
defensive character of alliance planning reduces
opportunities for narrative exploitation.

The introduction of historical reinterpretation
into contemporary strategic debates risks
eroding the stability of postwar settlements.
Even if not formalized, repeated references to
“undetermined status” may, over time, normalize
the idea that sovereignty questions are fluid.
Such normalization could complicate diplomatic
engagement and encourage reciprocal historical
revisionism.

For Japan, reinforcing the legal finality of
Okinawa’s reversion and the consistency of
international recognition remains essential.
Diplomatically, partners beyond the alliance—
particularly in Southeast Asia and Europe—
should understand that the Okinawa narrative
does not reflect an emerging territorial dispute
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but a rhetorical instrument. Misinterpretation
by third parties could inadvertently amplify
Beijing’s signaling objective.

Perhaps the most subtle risk is self-
deterrence. If routine clarifications of Japan’s
security framework consistently trigger
narrative escalation, policymakers may become
reluctant to articulate positions clearly. Such
restraint, driven by fear of rhetorical backlash,
would grant the pressure tactic disproportionate
influence.

Avoiding self-deterrence requires confidence
in policy continuity. Japan’s assessment that a
Taiwan contingency could affect its survival or
security interests is rooted in geography and
law. It does not depend on rhetorical intensity.
Sustained clarity, rather than episodic reactions,
reduces the incentive to activate external
narratives.

At the same time, resilience depends on
domestic cohesion. Addressing legitimate local
concerns in Okinawa—regarding economic
development, base burden, and representation—
on their own terms strengthens national unity
and limits opportunities for external wedge
strategies.

Conclusion: Territorial Narratives as
Adjustable Pressure

The recent evolution of Beijing’s discourse on
Okinawa does not amount to a formal territorial
revisionist campaign. Yet the activation of
historical, legal, and identity-based narratives
across academic, media, and digital ecosystems
is neither accidental nor insignificant. It
represents a calibrated form of coercive
signaling.

The core finding of this brief is that the
Okinawa discourse functions as an adjustable
pressure instrument. Its intensity rises in
moments when Tokyo clarifies its position on
Taiwan contingencies or reinforces alliance



coordination. It recedes when bilateral tensions
stabilize. This episodic pattern indicates
strategic conditionality rather than structural
revisionism.

Equally important is the asymmetry
at the heart of the escalation cycle. Prime
Minister Sanae Takaichi’s remarks regarding
Taiwan did not introduce a new doctrine.
They reflected continuity within Japan’s 2015
security framework, which allows for functional
assessment of contingencies that may threaten
national survival or significantly affect security.
A blockade in the Taiwan Strait—given Japan’s
geography, trade dependence, and alliance
posture—Ilogically falls within that evaluative
scope. The Japanese clarification was legally
orthodox and strategically consistent.

By contrast, Beijing’s rhetorical response
broadened the theater of contestation. Rather
than engaging directly with Japan’s legal
reasoning, Chinese commentary expanded
the debate to include Okinawa’s historical
trajectory and postwar settlement. This
expansion introduced uncertainty without
formal commitment. It allowed China to signal
dissatisfaction and raise political costs while
preserving diplomatic flexibility.

The strategic logic is clear. Territorial
narratives, even when unofficial, carry
symbolic weight. They touch on sovereignty,
identity, and historical memory—domains that
resonate domestically and internationally. By
reactivating the discussion of Okinawa’s status,
Beijing signals that strategic alignment around
Taiwan is not cost-free. Yet by avoiding formal
codification, it retains maneuverability.

This flexibility is central to the tactic’s
utility. A formal territorial claim would trigger
significant diplomatic backlash and potentially
reinforce alliance cohesion. A rhetorical
campaign, by contrast, can be scaled up or
down. It can generate bursts of pressure
without locking Beijing into a fixed escalation
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path. The narrative thus becomes part of a
broader repertoire of calibrated measures—
alongside economic signaling, maritime activity,
and legal reinterpretation—used to influence
counterpart behavior below the threshold of
overt confrontation.

The broader implication extends beyond
Okinawa. In an era of intensifying strategic
competition, historical and territorial questions
can be mobilized as instruments of influence
even when no immediate revision is intended.
Such expands the domain of coercion into the
realm of narrative and information warfare.





