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The Paci�c Rim of Asia – Paci�c Asia – is now the world’s largest and 

most cohesive economic region, and China has returned to its center. 

China’s global outlook is shaped by its regional experience, �rst as a 

premodern Asian center, then displaced by Western-oriented moderniza-

tion, and now returning as a central producer and market in a globalized 

region. Developments since 2008 have been so rapid that future directions 

are uncertain, but China’s presence, population, and production guaran-

tee it a key role. As a global competitor, China has awakened American 

anxieties and the US-China rivalry has become a major concern for the 

rest of the world. However, rather than facing a power transition between 

hegemons, the US and China are primary nodes in a multi-layered, inter-

connected global matrix that neither can control. Brantly Womack argues 

that Paci�c Asia is now the key venue for working out a new world order.

Brantly Womack is Senior Faculty Fellow at UVA’s Miller Center and 

Emeritus Professor of Foreign Affairs at the University of Virginia. He is 

the author of Asymmetry and International Relationships (Cambridge, 

2015), China among Unequals: Asymmetric International Relationships 

in Asia (World Scienti�c Press, 2010), and China and Vietnam: The 

Politics of Asymmetry (Cambridge, 2006).
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Brantly Womack is Professor Emeritus of Politics at the University 

of Virginia and Senior Faculty Fellow at the Miller Center. His inter-

est in the general dynamics of Chinese domestic development and 

international relationships has led to a number of books, includ-

ing Asymmetry and International Relationships, China among 

Unequals: Asymmetric International Relationships in Asia, China’s 

Rise in Historical Perspective, and China and Vietnam: The Politics 

of Asymmetry. Most recently his research has focused on China’s re-

emergence and its implications.
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and his later research encompassed the Chinese diaspora, and the link-

age of traditional and contemporary notions of China’s role. Recent 

publications include his two-volume autobiography which relates his 

personal experience of growing up as an overseas Chinese in Southeast 

Asia, and the book China Reconnects: Joining a Deep-rooted Past 

to a New World Order. Wang is the founding director of the East 

Asia Institute of National University of Singapore and is University 

Professor there. Before moving to Singapore he was Vice-Chancellor 

of Hong Kong University, and prior to that Director of Australian 

National University’s Research School of Asian and Paci�c Studies.

Chapter 3: Wu Yu-Shan is Academician and Distinguished Research 

Fellow of Taiwan’s Academia Sinica and founding director of its 

Institute of Political Science, as well as Professor of Political Science 

at National Taiwan University. He is a leading scholar on compara-

tive political development in Asian politics, European communism, 

and cross-Strait politics. Recent books include The Chinese Models 
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the Foreign Policy Advisory Group of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs. Qin translated Wendt’s Social Theory of International Politics 

into Chinese. His book, A Relational Theory of International Politics, 

was published by Princeton in 2018. Qin is particularly interested in 

the globalization of international relations theory.

Chapter 5: Evelyn Goh is the Shedden Professor of Strategic Policy 

Studies and Director of Research at the Strategic and Defence Studies 

Centre at Australian National University. She is a leading expert on 

the changing political and diplomatic contours of East Asia. Her work 

on the hedging strategies of China’s neighbors is well known. Goh 

recently co-authored (with Barry Buzan) Re-thinking Sino-Japanese 
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This book is the result of �fty years of learning from Asia schol-

arship, and from interaction with Asian friends in Asian contexts 

as well as with American and European friends. It is not predic-

tive, since one of the basic lessons of the past �fty years has been 

that China, Paci�c Asia, and their relationship to the world have 

changed, sometimes dramatically and unexpectedly. China’s 

domestic developments have encompassed the pragmatism of Deng 

Xiaoping, the trauma of Tiananmen, the institutionalizing efforts 

of Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao, followed by the de-institutionalizing 

personalism of Xi Jinping – what is next? In terms of foreign affairs, 

we have witnessed China’s admission to the UN and general dip-

lomatic normalization, the shift of Taiwan policy from liberation 

to peaceful reuni�cation, followed by the transition in Taiwan to 

democracy and Taiwanese identity, not to mention the intertwined 

mushrooming of the Chinese and Paci�c Asian economies and 

regional recon�guration since 2008. Anyone who has lived through 

these transformations knows better than to simply assume the pres-

ent and to expect more of the same.

Despite the unpredictability of these transformations, none of them 

were random accidents. Each one, in retrospect, was related to the 

prior massing of both resources and problems, and to the perceptions 

of populations, elites, and leaderships regarding their situations and 

options. Not only were the leaders sometimes surprised and disap-

pointed by these developments, but even the success of a project like 

Deng Xiaoping’s “reform and openness” would lead to new situations 

and new challenges. As the history of the Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations (ASEAN) shows, continuity requires adaptability. It is 

tempting to fall back on the familiar distinction of “continuity and 

change,” but, in fact, continuity and change are inextricably inter-

twined in the actions of the present, in what is attempted, and in what 

actually succeeds.
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The premise of this book is that we are in the long present of a new 

era. Although I date the beginning of the era at 2008, that is to say 

�fteen years before my current writing, it is such a massive change in 

the world order that we have yet to grasp its implications. The United 

States remains the leading power in economics, politics, and security, 

but clearly it is not in control. The developing world, with China as 

its avatar, is not replacing the developed world, but it is displacing 

the massiveness of its presence. The era of Western modernization is 

shading into something else, with Paci�c Asia playing a major, and 

possibly a leading, role. And with China already risen, Putin’s inva-

sion of Ukraine splitting Eurasia, and the Cold War mentality in the 

United States, we may already be moving into Act Two of the twenty-

�rst century’s recon�guration.

The dynamics and questions regarding the Paci�c Asian region help 

shape the agenda of the global prospect, and this book is an attempt 

to rethink the elements of the past and present that shape its real 

options. Of course, China, Paci�c Asia, and their new global roles 

are not the only factors shaping world order, but they are important, 

and they are the ones that I know best. A rethinking is necessary 

for all concerned. For China, the return to regional pre-eminence 

has resonances with its traditional centrality, but not the Empire as 

sanitized and glori�ed by Chinese popular memory. What were the 

extent and limits of traditional centrality? How was centrality lost? 

What does it mean to again become central to a modernized and 

international region? What to do about Greater China? For Paci�c 

Asia, how to relate to a peacefully risen, but very, very large, China? 

And how to relate regionally to a China now in global rivalry with 

the United States? For the United States, China certainly presents 

challenges to America’s global role and to its self-con�dence, but 

is China a challenger? Is proportional change in the global political 

economy necessarily threatening? Is American leadership adaptable, 

or is it condemned to a retro mentality of making itself great again? 

For the rest of the developing and developed world, what difference 

does greater connectivity and agency make in a world that again has 

two global powers? If these questions are not rethought, the default 

answers are likely to be a confusion of backward steps from the 

present into a misunderstood future, steps shaped by the changing 

ground on which they tread, but as likely to stumble as to make 

progress.
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The map on the cover is the earliest map of the Paci�c Asian region. 

It was painted at the beginning of the seventeenth century, possibly 

to decorate a merchant’s villa as a display of his routes of trade. The 

main routes are here highlighted in red by Dr. Hongping Annie Nie, 

and they show an intricate pattern of regional trade reaching from 

Japan and Korea to the Indonesian islands, with one heading west-

ward through the Malaccan Strait, including directions as far as Aden 

and Hormuz. The Fujian trading metropolis of Quanzhou is shown 

with eighteen routes connecting to sixty ports.

The map is transitional in every respect. It demonstrates the dimin-

ishing ability of the Ming Dynasty to control regional relationships 

with the tribute system. However, its focus on intraregional trade is 

about to be supplanted by the splintered globalism of Western mod-

ernization. Regional relationships have returned in the current era, but 

as a distinctive part of a changing world order.

The map was donated to Oxford’s Bodleian Library in 1659 by 

John Selden, and remained unnoticed until its rediscovery by Robert 

Batchelor in 2008. Since its rediscovery it has been considered one of 

the most important premodern Chinese maps.
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