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China’s ‘Malinformation’ Comes for 
Okinawa

Maiko Ichihara

This article was first published on The Diplomat on March 20, 
2025.

China has been intensifying its information war against Japan’s 
Achilles’ heel — Okinawa.

Late last year, when several thousand Okinawans protested the 
sexual assault of a 16-year-old girl by an American soldier stationed 
in their island prefecture, the People’s Daily, a major Chinese state 
media outlet, spun the story. Okinawans, it reported, were demanding 
a complete revision of the Japan-U.S. Status of Forces Agreement, the 
rules that govern U.S. military bases in Japan. 

What the newspaper neglected to tell its readers was that 
the changes sought by the protesters were aimed specifically at 
preventing sexual assaults. Indeed, the crime that sparked the 
protests was given only a token mention, leaving the impression that 
it was the U.S.-Japan alliance itself that Okinawans opposed.

Okinawa bears a disproportionate burden for the U.S.-Japan 
alliance, with 70 percent of U.S. bases in Japan located on the 
islands. That makes the prefecture both strategically important and 
vulnerable. China’s goal is to drive a wedge between Okinawa and 
mainland Japan, in order to destabilize the U.S.-Japan alliance and 
weaken Japan’s security posture.

The Internet is a powerful tool in that effort. Anti-U.S. and anti-
Japanese narratives created by Chinese media and trolls incite 
opposition to the U.S. military presence. Some even go as far as to 
agitate for Okinawa’s independence from Japan. These narratives 
are published in multiple languages, with Chinese versions designed 
to incite Chinese netizens to spread the word further. Some claim, 
contrary to all historical evidence, that Okinawa used to be a part of 
China. The concern is that China might one day claim Okinawa as its 
territory.

Maiko Ichihara is a professor 
a t  t h e  G r a d u a t e  S c h o o l 
of  L aw a nd t he S chool of 
International and Public Policy 
at Hitotsubashi University, 
Japan. She also chairs the 
Steering Committee of the 
East Asia Democracy Forum, 
and serves on the Steering 
Commit tees of  the World 
Movement for Democracy, 
the Japan Factcheck Center, 
and International Coalit ion 
for  Democ r at ic  Renewa l . 
Throughout her career, she 
h a s  c o n d u c t e d  r e s e a r c h 
on internat ional relat ions, 
democracy support, Japanese 
foreign policy, and influence 
o p e r a t i o n s .  S h e  h o l d s  a 
Ph.D. in pol it ica l sc ience 
f rom George Washing ton 
University. Her publications 
i nc l ude :  “ How t o  Ta c k l e 
Dis i n for mat ion i n  Japa n : 
L essons f rom the Russia -
U k r a i ne  w a r,”  i n  Jes s ic a 
Br a ndt ,  e t  a l . ,  I mp ac t  o f 
Disinformation on Democracy 
in Asia (Brookings Institution, 
2022); “Japanese Democracy 
A fter Shinzo Abe,” Journal 
o f  Democracy  32 -1 (2021); 
a nd Japan’s  International 
Democracy Assistance as Sof t 
Power: Neoclassical Realist 
Ana l y s i s  ( Ne w  Yo r k  a n d 
London: Routledge, 2017).

https://thediplomat.com/2025/03/chinas-malinformation-comes-for-okinawa/
テキストボックス
Disclaimer : 
The views expressed in this publication are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the policy or position of The Japan Institute of International Affairs or any other organization with which the author is affiliated.

線



Policy Brief

2

June 30,2025

Over the past year, an alarmed Japanese 
media has expanded its coverage of Chinese 
disinformation about Okinawa, exposing 
some of these false narratives. Nikkei and 
Asahi, two major newspapers, have uncovered 
disinformation from China that exaggerates pro-
independence sentiment.

Outright lies are not the biggest problem, at 
least when it comes to influencing public opinion 
in Japan. In part because Japan is less politically 
polarized than many other countries, notably 
the United States, fewer Japanese Internet 
users tend to respond to and re-post outright 
disinformation. Strong public sentiment against 
China also acts as a firewall: people don’t trust 
disinformation that can be easily associated with 
the Chinese government.

What  is  more a lar ming is  the  subt le 
manipulation of facts — a phenomenon that 
experts call malinformation. There is a lesson 
to be learned from Russian influence operations 
over Ukraine. Outright lies gained little traction 
— few people, for example, believed the Russian 
fabrication that the U.S. had built biological 
and chemical weapons factories in Ukraine 
and used their output against Ukrainians. But 
malinformation was more effective. For several 
months after the invasion began, many Japanese 
media par roted the Russian propaganda 
narrative that NATO’s eastward expansion 
was the cause of Vladimir Putin’s aggression 
against Ukraine. In reality, there was no 
prospect of Ukraine joining NATO at the time 
of the invasion. This was simply malinformation 
created to manipulate international public 
opinion.

It was problematic that the Japanese media 
took this perspective because it gave a sense of 
legitimacy, albeit limited, to Russia’s aggression. 
It turned some people into de facto apologists 
for Russia, in the name of “neutral views” for 
Putin’s actions.

C h i n a  h a s  m a d e  e x t e n s i v e  u s e  o f 

malinformation. Its story about the Okinawa 
protests — headlined “Okinawan People 
Demand Review of U.S.-Japan Status of Forces 
Agreement” — repor ted real events in a 
selective way to portray a faltering US-Japan 
alliance. This was not disinformation per se, but 
was typical malinformation.

Awareness of disinformation in general has 
been increasing in Japan. The media regularly 
reports on lies and hoaxes found on the Internet. 
The government has established a structure to 
counter disinformation by external actors, with 
the Ministries of Foreign Affairs and Defense 
collecting information, the Cabinet Intelligence 
and Research Office conducting analysis, and 
the Cabinet Secretariat stepping up public 
communication to counter disinformation. The 
government has also strengthened cooperation 
with partners such as the U.S., South Korea, and 
the EU to tackle the problem.

What is missing, however, is programs to 
fight malinformation. Malformation is difficult 
to tackle through fact-checking and debunking, 
so deeper research is required to identify it and 
to answer important questions, like what groups 
is it targeting and why? Fighting back requires 
counter-narratives — compelling true stories 
that can unite Japanese society in the face of 
authoritarian propaganda and strengthen the 
values of democracy and human rights that are 
often targeted by malformation.

This requires a whole-of-society approach. 
Government agencies might be able to identify 
the source of foreign influence operations, but 
they’re not adept at creating emotional stories 
that shape social values and norms. This is 
especially true of the Japanese government. 

Instead, it is the media and NGOs that 
are good at creating impactful narratives. As 
independent actors, they can provide genuine 
voices that resonate with society. While the 
government should avoid working so closely 
with such private actors that they get labeled 
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propaganda tools, it can foster an environment 
in which private actors willing to disseminate 
pro-democracy messages can flourish. Providing 
grants for NGOs that create narratives to protect 
society is one possible option. Helping connect 
such actors with leading international voices 
might be another.

Compared with blatant disinformation, 
malformation is complicated and hard to tackle, 
but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try. That 
is especially when it comes to important and 
potentially vulnerable targets like Okinawa. It is 
time to strengthen countermeasures to protect 
Okinawa from China’s influence operations, the 
U.S.-Japan alliance from fragility, and Japanese 
society from polarization.




