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POLICY BRIEF

Decentring the First Island Chain
Okinawa requires a recapitulation
of security

The shadow of an insecure history

Historically Okinawa has been the ‘keystone’ of the Western Pacif-
ic. In other words, whoever controls the so-called First Island Chain,
which runs from the Japanese mainland through to Itbayat and Basco,
with the Ryukyu Islands at its centre, exercises power over much of
the East China Sea (ECS) region, if not the Indo-Pacific more broad-
ly." Conversely, conceptualised as a maritime fault-line dividing great
power rivals, the Okinawan islands remain a likely site of mid- to long-
term instability and conflict through what is expected to be a period of
transition in the international arena.?

As of today, with approximately 70% of US military bases in Japan still
stationed on and around Okinawa’s Main Island, and a rapidly grow-
ing Japan Self Defense Force (JSDF) presence throughout the archi-
pelago, Japan’s 47th and most south-westerly prefecture forms a key
part of its radical transformation of defence and security policy.®> More
specifically, it is being extensively fortified in preparation for prospec-
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tive confrontation with China. This has already led
to a dangerous arms race that includes mapping
multiple scenarios for strikes and counter-strikes
relating to mainland Asian targets. In addition, the
training and inter-operationalisation of US and Jap-
anese forces in readiness to defend or retake the
disputed Senkaku/Diaoyu/Tiaoyutai (hereafter Sen-
kaku) islets have been accelerated.*

Misconceptions of modern-day
Okinawan security

Against this backdrop, there are at least three im-
portant question marks concerning the motivation
and efficacy of advancing a policy trajectory fo-
cused primarily on fortification. First, it is already
leading to escalation. In other words, a security
dilemma has been created in which the US-Japan
alliance is militarising in order to keep pace with
China’s development of conventional and non-con-
ventional war machinery and viceversa. From To-
kyo’s perspective, this is in the hope of maintaining
sufficient deterrence to prevent a future invasion or
capture of Japanese sovereign territory and further
deter aggression against Okinawa’s neighbour, Tai-
wan. Second, led by the Americans as the senior
partner, the US-Japan alliance has focused recent
efforts on interoperability as a means by which to
maximise combined conventional military capabili-
ties in readiness for a regional security contingency.
Of course, the Japanese political leaders might still
refuse to respond or instruct their American part-
ners to go it alone, but it nevertheless threatens to
entrap Japan in US foreign policymaking — or ‘bur-
den share’ to use Washington’s terminology. For
example, if their forces are deeply integrated, then
any localised aggression against US assets — albeit
highly unlikely in and around Okinawa given Chi-
na’s wariness to avoid provoking a kinetic response
— can more credibly be deemed an attack on the
alliance and therefore subject to invoking self-de-
fence, which allows Japan to circumvent its own
constitutional constraints on operationalising lethal
combat. Third, by using the pretext of national se-

curity, the Government of Japan (GoJ) is able to
make apologetic noises about the disproportionate
burden that Okinawa shoulders in terms of bases,
but ultimately justifies it as “essential” for the de-
fence of all Japan.®

Each of the above aspects of security policymak-
ing on Okinawa are fundamentally flawed. As such,
the approach to realising real security on Okinawa
needs to be recapitulated in a series of interlocking
layers that incorporate structure, agency and iden-
tity sequentially. Putting the US-led drivers towards
interoperability and fortification already noted to one
side for a moment, the process of this recapitulation
can be initiated by decentring the GoJ’s false nar-
rative dichotomy of national security versus self-de-
termination, which is pedalled by leading political,
bureaucratic and conservative media figures in To-
kyo. Instead, policy should be driven constructively
from Naha. Even a cursory attempt to simulate this
makes it abundantly clear that there is no good rea-
son why Okinawa cannot have both greater autono-
my and improved security. Moreover, arguments for
increased self-determination at the prefectural level
are underpinned by a common-sense interpretation
of the (unrevised) Constitution of Japan. This rests
on promotion and application of Article 95, which
upholds the right to localised self-governance with
popular backing.®

Structure, agency and identity as a
framework for recapitulation

The layered approach, therefore, begins with incor-
poration of a defensive realist understanding of the
current structural balance of power. Opinions vary
widely on the relative strengths and intentions of
the ECS’s multiple adversaries. However, despite
Beijing’s increasing ability to strike targets on and
around Okinawa, the US and Japan continue to
possess capabilities that sustain a viable deter-
rence against potential aggression led by China in
the Western Pacific for the immediately foreseeable
future. As such, the question of how much power
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is enough power can be answered convincingly if
framed in terms of preventative security.” This fram-
ing dramatically reduces concerns over the concept
of power transition, even more so when consider-
ing that China remains behind the Alliance when
it comes to conventional military hardware. In this
regard, when combining US military, JSDF and Ja-
pan Coastguard (JCG) readiness and pragmatism
— as is currently witnessed in the standoff over the
Senkaku Islands — there is little if any incentive for
Beijing’s leaders to escalate from a situation that
approximates the existing status quo.

This does not mean that China will not continue to
use assertive tactics and greyzone tricks to wres-
tle a degree of control over the surrounding waters.
Critically, though, the situation has become relative-
ly stabilised precisely because the JCG exercises
maximum restraint and its Chinese counterparts
are aware of the likely grave consequences of fur-
ther escalating towards armed conflict that could
draw in the Japanese and, potentially, US militar-
ies. Both are positioned on alert in close proximity.
In the case of other possible contingencies in the
ECS, too, a similar pragmatism would be likely to
take hold. For instance, even in the unlikely scenar-
io that China decided to impose a blockade on Tai-
wan and its surrounding waters, the PRC might re-
alistically allow a carve-out that exempts Okinawa’s
closest inhabited islands, such as nearby Yonaguni
Island, to avert a default confrontation with Japan.?

With this defensive framework established as a par-
tial stabilisation mechanism, the next step is for Oki-
nawa to exert greater agency. It is essential here for
Naha to work with instead of against Tokyo, as has
too often been the case in recent years. Indeed,
the prefectural authorities, particularly under Gov-
ernors Onaga and incumbent Tamaki, have been
the victims of punitive litigation by the central gov-
ernment for resisting the fortification process. How-

ever, they have also worked tirelessly to promote a
range of socio-cultural and economic regional ini-
tiatives that offer a pathway for the comprehensive
development of Okinawa as a regional hub.? These
are geared towards promoting economic invest-
ment and socio-cultural exchanges with a range
of Asian mainland partners, and renewing ties with
Taiwan. By emphasising the potential of the prefec-
ture to revitalise historical trading relations with port
cities around the ECS, and hosting high-profile in-
ternational sporting events and scientific projects,
Okinawa is positioning itself as a satellite centre for
peaceful coexistence and regional integration. In
so doing, it sends a powerful message to Tokyo,
Washington, Beijing and Taiwan that de-escalation
is both possible and profitable.™®

The final piece of the recapitulation puzzle here is
the creation of a persuasive narrative to articulate
the strength of such agency driven from within, in-
stead of outside, Okinawa. The Okinawan islands
have ample pedigree to achieve this given their
historical lineage and contemporary positionality."
And although Onaga’s call for the cause of ‘All Oki-
nawa’ had only limited success given its somewhat
divisive rhetoric, Tamaki’'s push for peace and pros-
perity has more practical emphasis. The key here
is for Tamaki and others to maintain a pragmatic
depoliticised approach that casts Okinawa as a
uniquely significant subnational entity which can aid
central government in winning the hearts and minds
of Asian partners, while avoiding a tone that evokes
images of independence or leaning too far towards
reincorporation in an ancient Chinese sphere of in-
fluence."?
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Lingering constraints on decentring

There has already been some pushback from both
American strategists and Japanese conservatives
in these regards. Tamaki’s refusal or failure — de-
pending on one’s political disposition — to rebuff re-
marks made by General Secretary of the CCP and
President of the PRC, Xi Jinping, to the effect that
Okinawa'’s rightful place in history lies in a greater
Chinese empire, certainly raised more than a few
eyebrows."® This is significant because it illustrates
an area in which the Prefectural authorities in Naha
might utilise Chinese dog-whistling designed to
(not so) subtly indicate Beijing’s long-term aspira-
tions for Ryukyu assimilation. In other words, this
is primarily about China projecting legitimacy for its
domestic audience by promoting the restoration of
a lost historical legacy that includes regional hege-
mony and incorporation of Okinawa as a tributary
state. Tamaki is well-placed to encourage the in-
creased economic integration with his giant main-
land neighbour that this would entail while simulta-
neously leveraging fears of its realisation to push
for increased autonomy in order to defend political
sovereignty underwritten by the US-Japan alliance.

Meanwhile, the ruling LDP in Tokyo continues to
promote a counternarrative of a severe security sit-
uation that identifies China as an outright threat to
its strategic interests. Nevertheless, the leaders of
Okinawa’s key municipalities are not naive in their
understanding of this. Instead, despite most of them
being conservative in their political standpoints and
in favour of a strong US-Japan alliance, they are
acutely aware of the need to view Okinawa’s role
from a position that puts Okinawan perspectives at
the centre. This means the development of region-
al relations that improve the prefecture’s economic,
environmental and geomilitary security in tandem
with, rather than against, China and other neigh-
bouring states and statelets, including Taiwan.

In this respect, Okinawa faces an internal struggle
to align its culturally diverse and geographically

dispersed islands to the point where they can act
in unison to realise this aim.'* For example, re-
cent efforts by Yonaguni Island and Ishigaki Island,
among others, to reach out to Taiwanese partners
might risk hampering progress made by authorities
in Naha to develop initiatives with mainland China
that can rejuvenate key trade and tourism sectors.’
Prefectural and municipal governments have also
been at loggerheads over issues concerning base
relocation and construction, such as at the con-
troversial site of a new base at Henoko Bay to re-
place Ginowan City’s notoriously dangerous Marine
Corps Air Station (MCAS) Futenma. These should
not, however, be insurmountable problems. If a
constructive dialogue that promotes a historically
grounded Okinawan identity and mutual benefits
that can be advanced in good faith by all parties,
there is every reason to think that this beautiful is-
land chain can become a world-renowned centre
for eco-tourism, marine sports, scientific endeavour
and more.

A call for all to realise Okinawa’s
glorious future

Boasting nine UNESCO World Heritage sites, sev-
en international universities, a world-class transport
network, cutting edge tech and tourism infrastruc-
ture, and a dual-runway international airport, not to
mention its pristine marine environment, Okinawa
has everything it needs to operate as a keystone of
regional peace and prosperity. All that remains is for
sufficient buy-in to be captured by state, market and
societal actors. Therefore, by consolidating its posi-
tionality through a robust yet defensive interpreta-
tion of structural power, exercising pro-active agen-
cy in pursuit of multi- and mini-lateral private and
public sector exchanges with regional partners, and
projecting a modern antimilitarist Okinawan identity,
this once proud island nation can surely regain both
a thriving peace and enduring security.
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