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1. Introduction

On April 17, 2026, JS Ikazuchi, a Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force (JMSDF) destroyer, transited
the Taiwan Strait.! This marked the fourth transit of the Taiwan Strait by a JMSDF vessel and the
first since political tensions between Japan and China escalated following a series of measures
implemented by China in response to Japanese Prime Minister Takaichi Sanae’s remarks on
November 7, 2025 regarding the possible recognition of a survival-threatening situation in the event
of'a Taiwan contingency. These measures included calls for Chinese citizens to refrain from traveling
to Japan,” a ban on imports of Japanese seafood products,® and export restrictions on dual-use
products targeting twenty designated Japanese companies and organizations.*

China reacted swiftly to the transit. On the same day, a spokesperson for China’s Ministry of
National Defense announced that the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Eastern Theater Command
had organized naval and air forces to track and monitor lkazuchi throughout its transit of the Taiwan
Strait and had taken “‘effective control measures” to address the situation. The spokesperson further
accused Japan of engaging in deliberate provocation and compounding its previous mistakes,
asserting that Prime Minister Takaichi had made “erroneous remarks on Taiwan™ and had yet to “show
any sign of repentance.” According to the spokesperson, the transit of lkazuchi would stir up tensions
in the Taiwan Strait and send the “wrong signal to ‘Taiwan independence’ separatist forces.>” Also on
April 17, a spokesperson for China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs criticized the transit, stating that
Japan was repeating its mistakes by deliberately dispatching a JMSDF vessel through “the Taiwan
Strait to flex its muscles and deliberately provoke China.” The spokesperson further characterized the
transit as a “dangerous attempt” by certain elements within Japan to undertake “armed intervention”
and undermine peace and stability in the Taiwan Strait.°

Two days after the lkazuchi transit, on April 19, two People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN)
vessels (DDG 133 and FFG 577) transited northeastward through the waters between Amami-Oshima
Island and Yokoate-jima Island toward the Pacific Ocean.” Three days later, on April 22, the same
vessels sailed northeastward through the waters between Yonaguni-jima Island and Iriomote-jima
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Island toward the East China Sea (Figure 1).® According to a statement by the Ministry of National
Defense People’s Republic of China, the deployment constituted routine training conducted in
accordance with an annual training plan and was not directed against any specific country or entity.’
Nevertheless, some Chinese media outlets explicitly linked the deployment to the Ikazuchi transit of
the Taiwan Strait. For example, Global Times, a media outlet affiliated with the Chinese Communist
Party’s flagship publication, Peoples Daily, quoted an anonymous Chinese military expert who
argued that the deployment, conducted immediately after the lkazuchi transit of the Taiwan Strait,
served as a deterrent against hostile forces and demonstrated China’s firm determination to safeguard

its sovereignty and maritime rights and interests. !
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Figure 1. The Zkazuchitransit of the Taiwan Strait and the transits of PLAN vessels through
the waters between Amami-Oshima Island and Yokoate-jima Island and between Yonaguni-
jima Island and Iriomote-jima Island.

Source: Author’s compilation based on Japan Joint Staff press releases!! and materials from the
Geospatial Information Authority of Japan (GSI).*?

The lkazuchi transit represented the fourth transit of the Taiwan Strait by a JMSDF vessel and
the third conducted solely by Japan.!* China’s decision to publicly disclose its monitoring activities
on the day of the transit,'* its use of the particularly strong expression “armed intervention” in its
official criticism of Japan, and the transit of the PLAN vessels through the waters between Amami-
Oshima Island and Yokoate-jima Island only two days later collectively suggest that China’s response
was stronger than in previous cases. In addition, in parallel with these military activities, Chinese
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authorities—including the Ministry of National Defense, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and media
organizations affiliated with the Chinese Communist Party—engaged in active information
dissemination. Against this backdrop, what objectives was China attempting to achieve, and by what

means? This article addresses these questions from the perspective of hybrid warfare.

2. “Three Warfares” —China’s Hybrid Warfare

(1) Overview of Hybrid Warfare
Hybrid warfare refers to the use of a combination of military and non-military means to achieve
strategic objectives.!> Although there is no universally accepted definition of the concept, the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), for example, describes hybrid threats as the employment of a
combination of military and non-military, overt and covert means, including disinformation,
cyberattacks, economic coercion, the use of irregular armed groups, and the deployment of
conventional military forces.'¢

The defining characteristic of hybrid warfare, in contrast to traditional warfare, lies in its use
of a wide range of means—both military and non-military—to achieve strategic objectives.
Consequently, large-scale military operations conducted by regular armed forces, which have
traditionally been regarded as indispensable for achieving wartime goals, are not necessarily required
in hybrid warfare. Moreover, hybrid warfare places considerable emphasis not only on the exercise
of power in the physical domain but also on influencing the decision-making processes of targeted
actors in the information and cognitive domains. This distinguishes it from traditional warfare, which
primarily seeks to compel an adversary to comply with one’s will through the application of military
force. Because hybrid warfare does not necessarily depend on large-scale military operations and is
fought across physical, information, and cognitive domains, it encompasses both overt and covert
activities. Such activities may include concealing the identity of the perpetrator, employing means
that make attribution difficult, or operating through proxies and deniable actors. For these reasons,
hybrid warfare is inherently complex and often occupies the space between peace and armed conflict
(Table 1). Actors engaging in hybrid warfare frequently exploit the continuity between peacetime and
wartime conditions, deliberately blurring the distinction between the two in pursuit of strategic
objectives.

One of the most prominent examples of hybrid warfare is Russia’s “annexation” of Crimea in
2014. In this case, armed personnel—including members of the Russian military who concealed their
affiliation by removing identifying insignia—conducted covert operations in the Autonomous
Republic of Crimea. These forces seized key facilities, including the regional parliament, airports,
major transportation routes, and Ukrainian military installations. Russia subsequently facilitated a
“referendum” and used its outcome to create a veneer of legitimacy for the “annexation” of the
peninsula, thereby achieving its strategic objective.!” Notably, no large-scale conventional military
confrontation occurred between Russian and Ukrainian regular forces. At the same time, cyberattacks,
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disinformation campaigns, and other non-military methods were employed in parallel with military

activities.

Table 1. Comparison of Traditional Warfare and Hybrid Warfare

Category Traditional Warfare Hybrid Warfare
. Military and non-military
Means employed Military means
means
Large-scale military operations ) )
Necessary Not necessarily required

by regular forces
Physical, information, and

Domains of conflict Physical domain o ]
cognitive domains

Nature of activities Overt Overt and covert

Methods of exercising power  Compellence through military =~ Compellence and influence
against an adversary force over decision-making
Relationship between peace

Discontinuous Continuous
and war

(2) China’s Approach to Hybrid Warfare

As the significance of hybrid warfare as a contemporary form of conflict has increased, China has
also attached growing importance to this mode of competition. Chinese thinking on military affairs
and warfare appears to place considerable emphasis on non-physical as well as physical means. In
this context, China is widely regarded as employing the concept of the “Three Warfares,” consisting
of “Media Warfare,” “Psychological Warfare,” and “Legal Warfare.”'® Because the “Three Warfares”
combine military and non-military instruments, utilize legal and other non-military tools, and seek to
shape public perceptions, cognition, and psychology, they can be understood as a Chinese variant of
hybrid warfare.

In recent years, numerous cases have emerged in which China has conducted military
activities in parallel with information operations, apparently with the intention of influencing target
audiences across the physical, information, and cognitive domains. One such example is the incident
that occurred on December 6, 2025, east of Okinawa Island, in which a fighter aircraft launched from
the Chinese aircraft carrier Liaoning conducted radar illumination against a Japan Air Self-Defense
Force (JASDF) fighter aircraft.!” In this case, China employed military assets to interfere with routine
Japanese warning and surveillance activities while simultaneously conducting information operations,
including the public release of what was purported to be recorded radio communications between
PLAN and JMSDF vessels. Through these information operations, China disseminated the false
narrative that the JASDF aircraft had deliberately engaged in a dangerous maneuver despite prior
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notification by China of a designated military training area. In doing so, China not only exercised
influence in the physical domain through military means but also attempted to shape perceptions in
the information and cognitive domains by portraying the Japanese government and the Self-Defense
Forces as actors undermining regional peace and stability.?’ The transit of the PLAN vessels through
the waters between Amami-Oshima Island and Yokoate-jima Island, together with the accompanying
information operations conducted in response to the /kazuchi transit of the Taiwan Strait, can similarly
be interpreted as part of a broader Chinese hybrid warfare strategy that combines military activities

with information operations.

3. An Analysis of China’s Response from the Perspective of Hybrid Warfare

(1) Overview

This section analyzes China’s response to the /kazuchi transit of the Taiwan Strait through the lens of
hybrid warfare. As an analytical framework, it first introduces the Conceptual Model of hybrid threats
developed by the European Centre of Excellence for Countering Hybrid Threats (Hybrid CoE).?! The
section then examines China’s response by focusing on three principal instruments—coercive
military activities, information manipulation, and the selective use of legal arguments—while

drawing upon the Conceptual Model’s categories of tools and targeted domains of hybrid warfare.??

(2) Analytical Framework: The Hybrid Warfare Conceptual Model

The Conceptual Model developed by Hybrid CoE provides a useful analytical framework for
understanding the overall landscape of hybrid threats. The model is structured around four pillars:
actors and their strategic objectives, the tools employed by those actors, the domains targeted by
hybrid activities, and the phases through which such activities unfold.?> Together, these pillars enable
analysts to identify how hybrid threat actors combine different tools to exert influence across targeted
domains in pursuit of their strategic objectives, while also tracing the evolution of hybrid activities
over time.?*

The Conceptual Model assumes that an actor conducts hybrid warfare through the use of one
or more tools directed against one or more domains.>> Among the 40 illustrative hybrid-threat tools
identified by the model are military exercises, the exploitation of thresholds, attribution ambiguities,
legal gaps, and legal uncertainty, as well as disinformation and propaganda campaigns.?® Similarly,
the model identifies 13 illustrative domains that may be targeted by hybrid activities: diplomacy,
politics, culture, society, law, the military, space, public administration, infrastructure, the economy,
intelligence, information, and cyberspace.?’

In this way, the Conceptual Model suggests that hybrid warfare involves the coordinated
employment of a wide range of military and non-military tools against multiple domains of society
simultaneously. Against this conceptual background, the following subsections analyze China’s
response to the Tkazuchi transit through three interconnected instruments of hybrid warfare: coercive
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military activities, information manipulation, and the selective use of legal arguments.

(3) Coercive Military Activities: Demonstrating Military Presence and Readiness Beyond the
First Island Chain

In recent years, the frequency of Chinese military operations extending beyond the First Island Chain
from the East China Sea into the Pacific Ocean has increased markedly.?® This trend appears to reflect
the PLA’s efforts to enhance its capacity to conduct operations at greater distances from the Chinese
mainland. Furthermore, by conducting training activities in the western Pacific—an area likely to
become a principal theater of military operations in the event of a Taiwan contingency and possible
intervention by the United States—China can accumulate operational experience under increasingly
realistic conditions while simultaneously signaling its military capabilities to Japan, the United States,
Taiwan, and other regional actors.

The principal routes used by Chinese military forces to enter the Pacific Ocean from the East
China Sea include: (A) the Osumi Strait; (B) the waters between Yakushima Island and Kuchinoshima
Island; (C) the waters between Amami-Oshima Island and Yokoate-jima Island; (D) the waters
between Okinawa Island and Miyako-jima Island; (E) the waters between Yonaguni-jima Island and
Iriomote-jima Island; and (F) the waters between Yonaguni-jima Island and Taiwan (Figure 2).%
Among these routes, the waters between Okinawa Island and Miyako-jima Island have traditionally
been the most frequently utilized due to their greater width, deeper waters, and relative proximity to
Taiwan. In recent years, however, Chinese forces have increasingly employed alternative routes as
well.3°

The waters between Amami-Oshima Island and Yokoate-jima Island—through which the two
PLAN vessels transited during the response examined in this article—constitute one such strategically
significant route. Chinese military activity in and around this area has become increasingly prominent.
In June 2020 and September 2021, submerged transits by submarines believed to be Chinese were
detected within Japan’s contiguous zone near Amami-Oshima Island.*! More recently, on April 12,
2025, a PLAN Dongdiao-class intelligence-gathering vessel (AGI 796) transited northeastward
through the same waters en route to the Pacific.’ The waters between Amami-Oshima Island and
Yokoate-jima Island possess several characteristics favorable to China. Compared with other routes
discussed above, they are relatively wide and are situated closer to Chinese military bases along the
East China Sea coast, including Ningbo, home to the headquarters of the PLA Eastern Theater
Command Navy.?* These advantages may explain why the Chinese military appears to attach
strategic importance to this maritime area as a route for the deployment of naval vessels, including
submarines, and as a potential alternative to the waters between Okinawa Island and Miyako-jima
Island.
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Figure 2. Principal Routes Used by Chinese Military Forces to Enter the Pacific Ocean from
the East China Sea

Source: Author’s compilation based on materials from Japan Ministry of Defense®* and Geospatial
Information Authority of Japan (GSI).*

Given the strategic significance of the waters between Amami-Oshima Island and Yokoate-jima
Island, the transit of the PLAN vessels through this route only two days after the lkazuchi transit of
the Taiwan Strait appears intended to serve several purposes. First, it demonstrated China’s growing
military presence and operational readiness beyond the First Island Chain while showcasing its ability
to access the Pacific through multiple routes rather than relying solely on the waters between Okinawa
Island and Miyako-jima Island, thereby exerting military pressure on Japan, the United States, Taiwan,
and other regional actors. Second, by normalizing the use of multiple transit routes to the Pacific,
China may seek to increase the operational burden on regional actors responsible for surveillance and

monitoring activities, thereby complicating their defense planning and resource allocation.

(4) Information Manipulation: Framing Japan as a Destabilizing Actor in the Taiwan Strait

Neither the Japanese government nor the Ministry of Defense officially announced the lkazuchi
transit of the Taiwan Strait. Nevertheless, Japan has consistently maintained that freedom of
navigation should be preserved and protected in accordance with the principle of the freedom of the
high seas.>® With regard to the Taiwan Strait, Japan has also repeatedly stated that peace and stability
across the Strait are indispensable to the security and prosperity of the international community and

that cross-strait issues should be resolved peacefully.’’
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China, however, largely ignored Japan’s longstanding positions and instead disseminated
information capable of creating the impression that Japan had unilaterally escalated tensions
surrounding the Taiwan Strait and interstate relations in the broader Indo-Pacific region. As noted
above, Chinese officials characterized the lkazuchi transit as a “wrong signal” directed toward
“Taiwan independence separatist forces” and as an act of “armed intervention.” Chinese authorities
further portrayed the transit as an attempt to undermine peace and stability in the Taiwan Strait. In
addition, Global Times emphasized that April 17—the date of the Ikazuchi transit—coincided with
the anniversary of the signing of the Treaty of Shimonoseki, which concluded the First Sino-Japanese
War and resulted in the cession of Taiwan to Japan. Citing a Chinese analyst, the newspaper suggested
that Japanese political leaders had deliberately chosen this symbolic date in order to send a political
signal to “Taiwan independence separatist forces.”

Chinese media also disseminated information whose accuracy could not be independently
verified. On April 18, Global Times reported that the PLAN Type 054A guided-missile frigate Honghe
had driven away a “foreign warship” attempting to transit the “Strait” after a twenty-hour standoff.*8
The report specified neither the location of the “Strait” nor the nationality of the “foreign warship”
and was therefore characterized by a high degree of ambiguity. However, given that it appeared only
one day after the Jkazuchi transit, it is likely that the report constituted an information operation aimed
at creating a perception among both domestic and international audiences that Chinese naval activities
had compelled a foreign naval vessel—implicitly the JMSDF destroyer—to abandon or alter its
mission.

Taken together, these information activities formed a broader strategic narrative. This
narrative portrayed Japan as engaging in provocative military behavior toward China, implied
coordination between Japan and “Taiwan independence separatist forces,” and deliberately linked the
lkazuchi transit of the Taiwan Strait to the historical memory of the Treaty of Shimonoseki, under
which Taiwan was ceded from the Qing dynasty to Japan. These narratives were not isolated
statements but were rather strategically coordinated messages intended to shape perceptions. Through
this framing effort, China appears to have sought to portray Japan as a revisionist actor attempting to
alter the status quo through military means and thereby undermining peace and stability in the Taiwan
Strait and the broader international order. Ultimately, by promoting such narratives, Beijing may have
aimed to weaken Japan’s relations with its ally and partners and to generate its diplomatic isolation

in the international community.

(5) The Selective Use of Legal Arguments: Double Standards Regarding Strait Transit and
Freedom of Navigation

In recent years, China has repeatedly asserted maritime claims and engaged in activities based on

interpretations of international law that diverge from prevailing understandings of the existing

maritime order. The most prominent example is China’s continued assertion of “historic rights” within

the so-called “Nine-Dash Line” in the South China Sea despite the 2016 arbitral tribunal ruling in the
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Philippines v. China case, which rejected the legal validity of China’s claims.*

With respect to the Taiwan Strait, China has likewise advanced claims based on its own legal
interpretation of maritime rights and jurisdiction, while Chinese media have actively promoted
narratives consistent with those claims. In reporting on the lkazuchi transit, Global Times cited a
Chinese military expert who argued that the Taiwan Strait is neither part of high seas nor international
waters. According to this interpretation, the Strait consists of China’s internal waters, territorial sea,
contiguous zone, and exclusive economic zone as defined under the United Nations Convention on
the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) and China’s domestic laws. The report further asserted that China
enjoys sovereignty and jurisdiction over the Taiwan Strait while respecting the “legitimate rights” of
other states in its “relevant waters.”** Notably, Chinese government statements criticizing previous
transits of the Taiwan Strait by foreign warships had typically included language affirming respect
for the “legitimate rights” of other states in the “relevant waters.”*! Such language, however, was
absent from official responses to the lkazuchi transit of the Taiwan Strait. At the same time, the report
addressed the waters between Amami-Oshima Island and Yokoate-jima Island. It argued that because
these waters include areas characterized as “non-territorial waters,” all states enjoy freedom of
navigation and overflight in those “non-territorial waters” and the airspace above them in accordance
with relevant legal provisions.*?

The precise meanings of terms such as “relevant waters” and “legitimate rights” remain
unclear. Nevertheless, China’s characterization of the Taiwan Strait as neither part of high seas nor
international waters appears intended to support restrictions on freedom of navigation within the Strait.
By contrast, in discussing the waters between Amami-Oshima Island and Yokoate-jima Island, the
Chinese commentator avoided the concepts of high seas and international waters while employing
the term “non-territorial waters” to justify freedom of navigation in that particular maritime area.*’

This double standard illustrates a broader pattern of selective legal argumentation. Rather than
invoking universal concepts such as the high seas or international waters, China frames issues in
terms of individual maritime areas and asserts that freedom of navigation applies within those
portions of such areas that it characterizes as “non-territorial waters.” Through this approach, Beijing
appears to seek to narrow the scope of the debate by portraying incidents such as the lkazuchi transit
and China’s responses to it not as issues concerning the broader international maritime order, but
rather as localized disputes confined to specific geographic areas and the parties directly involved.

Behind these Chinese assertions appears to lie a pragmatic calculation: while China seeks to
assert rights in the Taiwan Strait based on its own legal interpretation and to restrict the activities of
other states, it also aims to create a favorable environment for its naval expansion beyond the First
Island Chain into the Pacific. To that end, China has an interest in avoiding the generalization of
issues related to transit and freedom of navigation in straits and instead confining them to specific,
case-by-case contexts. Furthermore, unlike in previous cases, the Chinese government refrained, in
its response to the lkazuchi transit, from employing language referring to the “legitimate rights” of
other states in the “relevant waters” of the Taiwan Strait. This omission may have been intended to
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exert greater pressure on Japan. Viewed from the perspectives of hybrid warfare and the “Three
Warfares,” these legal arguments constitute a form of “Legal Warfare” in which legal concepts are
selectively interpreted and strategically employed in support of broader political and security

objectives.

4. Conclusion

This article analyzes China’s response to the transit of the Taiwan Strait by the JMSDF destroyer
Ikazuchi from the perspective of hybrid warfare. Specifically, it examines three principal instruments
employed by China: coercive military activities, information manipulation, and the selective use of
legal arguments.

With regard to coercive military activities, the transit of the PLAN vessels through the waters
between Amami-Oshima Island and Yokoate-jima Island only two days after the lkazuchi transit of
the Taiwan Strait appears intended to demonstrate China’s military presence and operational readiness
beyond the First Island Chain. Such activities serve not only to signal China’s capabilities to Japan,
the United States, Taiwan, and other regional actors, but also to normalize the use of multiple routes
into the Pacific Ocean and thereby increase the operational burden on those responsible for
surveillance and monitoring activities.

Turning to information manipulation, China employs strategic narratives containing both
verifiable and unverifiable elements in an apparent effort to frame Japan as a revisionist actor seeking
to alter the status quo through military means, thereby undermining peace and stability in the Taiwan
Strait and the broader international order. Through this narrative construction, Beijing appears to seek
to weaken Japan’s relations with its ally and partners while generating Japan’s diplomatic isolation in
the international community.

With respect to the selective use of legal arguments, China advances legal arguments that
reflect a double standard regarding strait transit and freedom of navigation. In short, while employing
concepts such as “non-territorial waters” to justify freedom of navigation within a particular area of
the waters between Amami-Oshima Island and Yokoate-jima Island, China simultaneously maintains
that the Taiwan Strait is neither part of high seas nor international waters and that it enjoys sovereignty
and jurisdiction over the Strait based on its own legal interpretation. By doing so, Beijing appears to
seek favorable conditions for Chinese military activities beyond the First Island Chain while
preserving its ability to restrict the activities of other states in and around the Taiwan Strait.
Furthermore, unlike in previous cases involving transits of the Taiwan Strait by foreign warships,
including JMSDF vessels, Chinese authorities did not state that they respect the “legitimate rights”
of other states in the “relevant waters” of the Taiwan Strait. This omission may indicate an intention
to exert greater pressure on Japan than in previous instances. Whether China will adopt a similar
approach in response to future transits of the Taiwan Strait by naval vessels from other countries
merits close observation.
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A common feature underlying these three instruments is the integration of military activities
and information operations to influence decision-making processes. Through coercive military
activities and demonstrations of presence, the dissemination of strategic narratives, and the selective
interpretation and application of legal concepts, including the assertion of rights in the Taiwan Strait
based on China's own legal interpretations, China appears to be seeking to influence decision-making
at multiple levels—including governments, organizations, and individuals—not only in Japan, the
United States, and Taiwan, but also across the broader international community. China’s concept of
the “Three Warfares” suggests that Beijing views not only the physical domain but also the
information and cognitive domains as critical arenas of competition. China’s response to the lkazuchi
transit reflects this understanding and can therefore be interpreted as a manifestation of hybrid warfare.

Japan’s National Security Strategy notes that “it is highly likely that hybrid warfare,
combining military and non-military means to achieve military objectives such as information
warfare which utilizes the spread of disinformation prior to an armed attack, will be conducted in an
even more sophisticated form in the time ahead.”** China’s response to the Ikazuchi transit provides
a contemporary illustration of such sophisticated hybrid warfare. Similar operations integrating
military activities with information operations are likely to remain a persistent feature of China’s
strategic behavior. The immediate impact of these actions on Japan, the United States, Taiwan, and
the wider international community is likely to be limited. However, China’s objective may not be the
achievement of immediate effects. Rather, Beijing appears to be pursuing a long-term strategy of
continuously employing hybrid warfare in order to gradually shape perceptions, influence decision-
making processes, and create conditions favorable to its strategic objectives.

To effectively respond to this challenge, the Government of Japan and the Japan Self-Defense
Forces must secure superiority not only in the traditional domains of land, sea, and air but also in the
information and cognitive domains. Important steps have already been taken, including the
strengthening of the Defense Intelligence Headquarters and the establishment of dedicated
information operations units within the Ground and Maritime Self-Defense Forces.*> Continued
enhancement of capabilities for operating in the information and cognitive domains will nevertheless
remain essential. Furthermore, given the increasing integration of the global information environment
resulting from globalization and advances in information and communications technology, it is
difficult for any single country to compete effectively in these domains on its own. Accordingly, Japan
should deepen cooperation with the United States as its ally, as well as with partner countries and
regions that share universal values such as freedom, democracy, respect for fundamental human rights,
and the rule of law. Strengthening cooperation in the information and cognitive domains will become
an increasingly important component of efforts to counter sophisticated forms of hybrid warfare in
the future.
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