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Great symbolic value has been invested in the incident between Japan and the People’s Republic of China (PRC, China) that began in waters surrounding the disputed Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands on September 7, 2010.1 Although several distinct narratives on the incident have appeared, the leading one essentially interprets its process and fallout as (further) evidence of an ongoing ‘power shift’ in East Asia, or explains it as a consequence of such a ‘power shift’.2 In this instance, Chinese ‘aggressiveness’ or ‘pressure’, and Japanese ‘weakness’ or ‘defeat’ are viewed respectively as reflections of ‘China’s rise’ and ‘Japan’s decline’.
Many indicators seem to corroborate the notion that China is ‘rising’, Japan is ‘declining’, and a ‘power shift’ is occurring, not just in East Asia but also in the world at large. Indeed, one could argue that the historic agglomeration of capability in China over the past three and a half decades has occurred, at least partly, at the expense of other states’ relative power.3 The emergence of a ‘power shift’ narrative is thus fairly intelligible.4 Yet, dominant narratives assume a certain power; by ‘imposing a meaningful pattern on what would otherwise be random and disconnected’ they become a prerequisite both for analysis and policymaking.5 The way in which the ‘power shift’ narrative and its corollaries were reproduced in analyses of the incident in the East China Sea in the autumn of 2010 is a case in point.
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