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The economic recession in East and
Southeast Asia since 1997 has burst the
Asia Pacific bubble and, for the time at
least. has put an end to unbridled specu-
lation about the “Pacific Century” and
its variants. From the hopes of the glo-
bal capitalist economy the dragons and
tigers of only a decade ago have turned
into its clients and dependencies. “Con-
fucian capitalism” has turned almost
overnight into “crony capitalism.” Pacific
Asia, the motive force behind the emer-
gence of the contemporary discourse on
the Pacific has not lost its importance in
the present and the future of capitalism,
but it is now a distant third in the triadic
power structure of global capitalism, be-
hind not only a flourishing US economy
but also a Europe emboldened by its
renewal through the new European
Union. For the moment, at least, Pacific
Asia seems most conspicuous as the lo-
cation once again for potential conflict
with global consequences, while the
various societies of Southeast Asia are
threatened by political upheaval and
fragmentation.

The disillusionment with the collapse
of a manufactured Pacific dream may
well give way to national withdrawal and

conflict. The Pacific dream of the last
two-three decades was not entirely new,
of course, and neither was the struggle
for Pacific hegemony it concealed be-
hind its enthusiastic rhetoric. What was
new was the proliferation of participants
in the manufacturing of the dream, the
newcomers into the ranks of capitalism
who have been anxious to assert their
presence in the discourse of the Pacific.
If the discourse on the Pacific in its lat-
est resurgence was expressed as a dis-
course on the Pacific Rim, that privileged
the so-called “Neo-Confucian” societies
of East and Southeast Asia, and turned
“Confucianism” into a stand-in for “Asian
values,” the leaders and intellectuals who
spoke forthese newcomers played a ma-
jor part in the discursive turn.

The new entrants have also compli-
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cated the configurations of hegemony.
Pacific formations over the last two cen-
turies, but especially since the end of
the nineteenth century, have been
marked by rises and falls, and attended
by contention over hegemony. It was
no different in its latest phase--except
that it had new contenders for the power
to define the region, most prominently,
the People’s Republic of China. If it was
enthusiasm over the Pacific that most
has captured attention over the last two
decades, the potential for conflict was
visible throughout in lapses of the rheto-
ric. In the United States, the Japan-bash-
ing of the 1980s has given way since the
early nineties to China-bashing. The Japa-
nese and Chinese have responded by
declaring their ability to say, “no.” In the
meantime, China seeks to assert itself as
a regional hegemon in Pacific Asia,
which is no more welcome to other Chi-
nese societies in the region than it is to
Japanese, Koreans and Southeast Asians.

While scholarship on the Pacific must
of necessity take cognizance of imme-
diate issues in the shaping of the region,
I think it is best served by a long time
historical vision that keeps these issues
in perspective, and is informed by a
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critical appreciation of discourses on the
region, both for what they say, and what
they do not. T will offer here a few
thoughts that might also serve as point-
ers to agenda for research.

First, I think it is possible to speak of
a Pacific formation both in terms of his-
torically changing material processes and
as a discourse. Human motions, com-
modity exchanges, culture flows have
shaped the Pacific over the centuries;
but the particular historical configurations
of these processes, and the structures
they have generated, have also produced
different spatializations of the Pacific.
These spatializations are intimately re-
lated to different ideas of the Pacific, and
the discursive production of the Pacific.
Hence we must read the latter not only
for what they include, but also for what
they exclude. Pacific Rim discourse, for
example, in privileging North America
and Pacific Asia, produced a spatializa-
tion of the Pacific that erased not only
what was in the Rim, but large parts of
the Rim itself that seemed marginal to
the particular interactions that informed
the discourse. In the process, it also ren-
dered invisible the fact that the Pacific
as the new frontier of capitalist devel-
opment was the product of a history of
colonialism and conflict.

Secondly, the various spatializations
of the Pacific do not represent merely
temporal products that succeed one an-
other in the evolution toward a Pacific
totality, but they coexist temporally. In
other words, the Pacific really consists
of numbers of historically shifting Pa-
cific formations that do not present them-
selves merely as components of a Pa-
cific totality, but contending regions eco-
nomically, politically and culturally. If it
is possible at all to speak of a Pacific
history, it is necessary also to recognize
that the Pacific peoples are divided by
their common history. It is necessary also
to recognize, especially from the per-
spective of people’s motions, that the
Pacific may not be containable within a
Rim conceived physically. People’s mo-
tions originating somewhere in the Pa-
cific have long overflowed the Rim, as
with Chinese migrations over the globe,
or Japanese migrations to Brazil.

Peoples of the Pacific are divided in
other ways as well. The economic for-
mations of the Pacific that have benefited
some have meant for others the destruc-
tion of the ecology and ways of life
bound with it; the marginalization and
oppression, if not the near extinction, of

indigeneous peoples; the production of
Pacific Third Worlds; the formation of
migrant working classes, and the severe
exploitation of women and child labor.
These products of Pacific economic for-
mations have been absent from the dis-
courses on the Pacific until recently, and
even now, we have only a vague un-
derstanding of their configurations, and
their place in a Pacific (in contrast to a
national) formation. On the other hand,
as in colonial or neo-colonial spaces in
general, the oppressed and marginalized
populations of the Pacific are now be-
ginning to move around within the same
spaces that produced them in the first
place, headed for Pacific “First Worlds,”
which present the latter with unprec-
edented social and cultural challenges.

Migrations around the Pacific also
have given rise to unprecedented ques-
tions of national cultural identity. This is
quite evident in the case of Chinese mi-
grations, which not only have produced
new Chinese societies, but also appre-
ciable Chinese presence in many other
societies. The result has been to raise
questions about “the meaning of
Chineseness.” Similar questions of cul-
tural identity are perceptible among
many other populations, from the Japa-
nese to the Filipino/a to Samoans. We
need to remember that questions of cul-
tural identity are also political questions,
as they challenge the assumption of cul-
tural identity as a bedrock of national
identity and unity.The list could go on,
and I am sure that others could add their
lists to mine. What is important here is
that discourses on the Pacific motivated
by service to existing and emergent struc-
tures of power disguise the most impor-
tant long-term and structural issues raised
by Pacific formations. Like the global-
ization discourse which it did much to
empowert, the discourse of the Pacific is
laden with contradictions which it seeks
to contain and disguise. Critical scholar-
ship on the Pacific needs to address these
contradictions; not merely or most im-
portantly for abstract scholarly ends, but
because they bear upon the lives of all
the people who inhabit the region so
named. The bursting of the Pacific
bubble has rendered visible many of
these contradictions. Now may be an
opportune time to establish Pacific stud-
ies on a critical basis.

Avrif Dirlik:Professor of History and Adjunct Professor of
Cultural Anthropology, Duke University
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Avrif Dirlik.ed, What Is in a Rim? (1998)
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