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It may be safe to say that Asia is probably a place full of miracles and myths. Regardless
of its great historic events and people, we have witnessed rapid economic growth and social
changes since World War Ⅱ and the financial crisis in the late 1990s.

Although ten years have passed since the outbreak of the Asian financial crisis in 1997,
many questions resulting from the crisis still remain: What were the real reasons behind the
crisis? What kind of the role did international capital play? What mistakes did the regional
banking systems and companies make before the crisis? And is there any relation between the
so-called Asian economic model and the financial crisis?

To answer these questions many economists and experts have published a huge volume
of articles, books and analyses. However, as Chinese teachers of economics, we still have
some questions on the issue. One of them is: Is there an Asian Economic Model? Unfortu-
nately in this paper, instead of providing respectable readers a sound answer, what we would
like to be able to do is to ask this question and hope to hear your answers.

Ⅰ. The Asian Model as a Rising Sun

We have heard many words relative to the Asian model such as the Japanese Model, the
Korean Model, or the East Asian Development Model for many years. Sometimes they were
written by mathematic formulae with variables like the capital, labor or technology, etc.; and
sometimes they were presented by shorter or longer literal explanations, describing the roles
of and relations among government planning, industrial policies, entrepreneurial management,
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making and applying the economic model to the real world.
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international trade, education, ethics, and so on. If one’s analyses could not provide one with,
or be testified to by such models, they would be regarded as unscientific, or unsuccessful.

It seemed that we Asian economists have not found out any questions in these models
because these models were a very simple and powerful method for us to represent or describe
the real world of economic development and success of the post-war Asia.

Fairly speaking, however, the terms of the Asian Models were not created by the Asian
economists but by Western scholars in the 1980s. More exactly, there had been no such model
called the “Japanese model” before the 1980s. Instead, what Asian people frequently heard
was the word “Japan Inc.” from Western academia, which put emphasis on the close relations
between the Japanese government and big companies during the post-war period of the 1950s
to 1970s.

However, when the economic success stories of other East Asian countries became more
familiar to the Western scholars, they found more social, political, cultural and historical
factors behind the Asian Miracles. Then, as a result, the “Asian Model” came out. In fact,
their fruitful endeavors and exploration are worthy of a high appreciation both in the context
of promoting Asian economic practice and theoretic development. Without their pioneering
works, the Asian model would probably not have been debuted to the world.

At the same time, some of the Western scholars preferred to classify the East Asian
economies led by Japan as a new brand of capitalism Asian Capitalism, or, in other words,
“the developmental states.” Inspired by outside praises, some Asian leaders delightedly
declared that the 21st century would belong to Asia. All of these efforts, within and outside
the region, made the Asian model out to be fantastic, mysterious, and even somewhat utopian
to a certain degree.

During those days, besides the academic books like Japan as Number. One or The MITI
and the Japanese Miracle, there were popular novels such as the Rising Sun, side by side.
There is no doubt that until the outbreak of the Asian financial crisis in 1997, the Asian
economy and the Asian model were standing at their florescent era.

Ⅱ. Questions of the Asian Model

There is an old Chinese saying Wu Ji Bi Fan (things tend to go to the opposite side
when they come to the extreme), and unfortunately it justly falls on the Asian Model. Since
the beginning of the Asian financial crisis in 1997, the Asian development model has been
regarded as one monster behind the regional disasters.

In fact, even before the crisis, during its heydays, questions and confusions about the
Asian model have existed among the scholars. For example, The East Asian Miracle, pub-
lished by the World Bank (World Bank, 1993), submitted a different conclusion about the
Asian model. In this thorough, in-depth research report the authors concluded, contrary to
prevalent opinions, that there is no East Asian model, although the Bank assured the readers
that many common characteristics among the regional economies had been found.

It is a pity to admit that the Asian people, including economists, sociologists, historians,
and politicians, did not respond in time when they were faced with these questions and chal-
lenges. Many, who had been satisfied with the obviously exaggerated praises since the pros-
perous days, remained silent to the hysterical criticisms of the Asian model during the crisis
period of 1997 to 1999. Even now, many Asian and western people are still confused with
what had really happened in the years of the Asian miracle and the days of the regional
disaster.
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Ⅲ. The World Bank Report

The 1993 World Bank report on the East Asian Model is a very important analysis,
worthy to be read again by those in Asian academic circles, by government officials and by
local entrepreneurs.

The first look at the report is not impressive because almost all contents have been
repeatedly discussed by many previous economists in years. However, what surprised us
might be the authors’ conclusion about the Asian development model. On the first several
pages the authors of the report pointed out that the fundamental facts behind the Asian miracle
were those such as:

private domestic investment. . . rapidly growing human capital. . . high levels of domestic
financial savings. . . declining population growth rates. . . fundamentally sound develop-
ment policy. . . unusual stable macroeconomic management. . . export-push strategy. . .
education policies that focused on primary and secondary schools. . . agricultural policies,
and so on (World Bank, 1993, pp. 5�25).

Then, in the six chapters that followed, the Bank research group gave the readers much
more detailed explanations and extensive analyses. However, what surprised the readers, who
were impressed by the writers’ efforts, is that in the last chapter the report came to an end in
a controversial and confusing conclusion as follows:

We began this book with the objective of understanding East Asia’s success. We found
that the diversity of experience, the variety of institutions, and the great variation in
policies among the high-performing Asian economies means that there is no East Asian
Model (emphasis by the authors) of rapid growth with equity. (ibid., p. 366)

It seemed that this was the common sense among international institutions. For example,
five years after the World Bank’s report, the IMF (1998, p. 82) also made a similar conclu-
sion that there is “no uniform model of development. . . applied throughout East Asia.”

Ⅳ. Our First Criticism of the Report

When we read the World Bank’s report on the East Asian miracle more than ten years
ago, we had three questions as follows.

First of all, we thought that the World Bank confused the generality and individuality of
a subject matter of observation. For example, we all know an old saying that there is not a
leaf which is exactly the same as another in the world. And we agree with it, because it is,
in a strict sense, completely correct: every leaf is different from others, in size, weight, color,
and form, etc., even if all leaves were from the same branch of a single tree. In this case, the
difference among the leaves is the so-called individuality or particularity of them. However,
at the same time, it is also true that every leaf can, if it were from a branch of one tree or from
a branch of the same kind of tree, be seen as the same or at least as similar with other leaves,
in a general sense. In this case, observers ignored the subtle and tiny distinctions, in size,
weight, color, and form, etc., among the leaves. The similarity in this case is the so-called
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generality or universality among the leaves.
To explain more clearly, we took another example. Suppose there were several foreign

travelers who went on a trip around China, eating Chinese food every day, finally making a
conclusion as follows. “We found a diversity and variety of foods across China such as
Sichuan food, Canton food, or Shandong food, etc., but there is no Chinese food (emphasis
by the authors) with good color and wonderful taste.” So, was their conclusion correct? Of
course, probably not. Their findings were right, but their final conclusion, drawn from their
experiences, was certainly wrong, because they failed to generalize an abstract concept about
Chinese food from a set of individual and concrete local foods that they hadtested.

In other words, Chinese food as an abstract concept has its basis as many kinds of food
with tremendous differences in the materials, form, taste and method of cooking, etc. How-
ever, to recognize their variety is not equal to denying the common characteristics shared by
them. Meanwhile, to affirm their generality is not necessarily to neglect their diversity.
According to the common sense of epistemology, the generality or universality can only be
embodied in the individuality or particularity, while the latter reflects and consists of the
elements and nature of the former.

Therefore, the Bank’s conclusion about the Asian model was exactly an obvious episte-
mological mistake. It put too much emphasis on the diversity of Asian economies while
failing to generate a model consisting of the common characteristics shared by the “high-

performing Asian economies” (HPAEs), a term created by the Bank, including Japan, the
four “tigers,” and Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand. As a result, for the Bank, its purpose to
“show the way for the next generation of developing economies to follow export-push strate-
gies” (ibid., p. 25), or, its suggestion of that “East Asia’s experience can be recommended
with few reservations” (ibid., p. 26), and its answer to the question on “What can other
developing economies learn from the East Asian miracle?” (ibid., p. 367), all became mean-
ingless. In fact, whatever the Bank’s book title, the “East Asian Miracle,” or the new termi-
nology called the HPAEs, which “led by Japan, are identified by several common charac-
teristics, such as very rapid export growth” (ibid., �), have virtually indicated that there is
a kind of generality or universality among this group of Asian economies.

The second problem we found in the report is that the Bank’s conclusion is based on an
eclectic opinion about the role of government in the marketplace. In the report, the experts
briefly introduced two theories of Asia’s economic performance: the neoclassical and the
revisionist. Moreover, according to the Bank, the basic differences between them mainly
centered on assessments of the role of the government in the market economy. The former
theory proposes that Asia’s success has greatly benefited from the decisions and policies that
limit government’s role in economic activities, allowing markets to exercise a decisive role in
determining resource allocation. On the other hand, the latter claims that Asia’s government
policies have extensively or selectively promoted individual sectors and all economic expan-
sion has depended on state intervention (ibid., pp. 82�86).

However, contrary to the assertions made by the two schools of thought, the Bank pro-
vided readers with a third theory, namely the so-called “market-friendly view.” This is a
commixture of the two, and “falls in the middle ground between the neoclassical and revision-
ist views.” It seemed fair to remind the governments to “do less in those areas where market
works,” and “do more in those areas where the markets cannot be relied upon” (ibid., p. 84).

However, the fact is that there are no “walls” between the neoclassic and the revisionist,
or between the government and the market as well, simply because the real economy is not as
pure and monochromatic as what the theoreticians have described. In the real world, there is
no government that has no interest and intention to intervene in the marketplace. This is
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reason why almost every state has, since its founding, been eagerly engaging in the formula-
tion, implementation and consolidation of its power and influence, by using a full range of
laws, taxes, regulations, organizations, and administrations. How can we say that all the
means and organs established by the state were, as the World Bank claimed, “friendly” to the
workers, entrepreneurs, trade unions, companies, and the market?

Our third and final comment on the Bank’s research is that, when they failed to generate
and refused to recognize a theoretic model for the group of “high-performing Asian econo-
mies” that they selected to the research in the end, their whole work of study finished in vain.
Because the only aim of knowledge-based activities is to create an abstract and compressed
theoretic model, good or bad, and thereby to explain the real and complex phenomena of the
world.

In sum, the readers could easily find that at that time we were relatively traditional
economists whose desire was to establish a theoretical “model” after an intensive research and
study of the realities around us. Our comments as mentioned above showed that we really
were not satisfied with the conclusions of that report written by the experts of the World Bank.

Ⅴ. Our Present Thinking of the Asian Model

Ten years have passed since the Asian financial crisis of 1997 and question about the
Asian development model have still been hanging around in our minds. In recent years we
finally recognized that the answer to the question is there the Asian model is not a
simple “yes” or a simple “no”, but may be an amazing “yes and no”.

Take the foreign travelers’ idea of Chinese food as an example again. To the question
“Is there a ’Chinese’ food?”, their first answer is a certain “yes”, of course. But when we

think further, the “yes” becomes less certain because the food they have eaten or their daily
fare was not only the general Chinese food but also a particular sort of it: a Sichuan food, or
a Canton food, or a Shanghai food, etc. Therefore, they have to add such explanation follow-
ing the first answer “yes”. In this sense, if they answered a second question such as
“What kind of Chinese food did you eat?”, the genre “Chinese food” apparently disappeared;
or more exactly, changed into more individual local or provincial foods. If we had asked them
a third question such as “What kind of Sichuan food did you eat?”, then the “Sichuan
food” would apparently disappear, too; or more exactly, would changed into much more
detailed dishes such as Mapo Tofu, Hot Noodle (Dan-dan mian), and so on.

In the other words, what they (including we, of course) put into the mouths is, in fact,
not the abstract Not “Chinese food” but a very certain and specific “Chinese food”. At the
same time, since these very certain and specific foods have been made by Chinese cooks or
eaten in mainland China or in a China Town abroad, the answer that “We have eaten Chinese
food” is correct, of course.

In comparison to such detailed Chinese foods as Mapo Tofu, Dan-dan Mian, Beijing
Duck, the collective noun, namely “Chinese” food, is nonobjective and nonfigurative. In a
general sense, what we want to know from the questions is not a simple “yes” or a simple
“no” but more detailed information of the dishes of Chinese food.

If those foreign travelers could not give us detailed descriptions of the Chinese food, we
may doubt their answer. But, on the other hand, if they could tell us only one or two or even
more kinds of the local foods they had eaten, then we can also have a reasonable doubt that
what they have eaten is only a very small part of the many kinds of Chinese food. It means
that there is a danger when we take one or two kinds of local foods as examples and then insist
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that they are the definitive “Chinese food”. We may make such mistakes like the blind men
and the elephant, because we use a very small and limited part to cover a huge and whole
object.

Such ordinary common sense as is written above, however, cannot become the safeguard
for economic research and study. In the case of the arguments on the Asian model, we found
that the bigger danger is that we may use a very limited country’s experience to make a great
theoretical model; and the biggest danger is probably that we would then apply this model to
other countries in the region, thinking they have the same course of economic growth, the
same features of the social and political institutions, and the same success or errors of devel-
opment, and so on.

Ⅵ. Concluding Remarks

Generally speaking, the great part of the theoretical economists’ work is to find, to create
and to apply one model or another in the real world. They would be delighted if and when
they succeed at this. However, there are dangers as we mentioned above, which may be
ignored by the economists.

To the question “Is there the Asian Model”, besides the existing simple “yes” and
“no”, we would like to provide a third one: “yes and no”. The “yes” means that the countries
in East and Southeast Asia have had some approximately similar features in their economic
development in the past decades; and the “no” means that this simplified theoretical model
could not give us the detailed information of the specific country’s development. If we want
to know more experiences of Asian economies, we must know more about every individual
country in the region.

Our conclusion is: From a single country to the whole region and from the region to a
county, or from the real world to the theoretical model and from the model to the real world

this is an eternal circle without end and this is the course of Asian economic study.
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