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Thirty years ago, the drive to introduce Asian studies
courses into the curriculum must have presented a dilemma,
if not a struggle, for most colleges and universities. This
dilemma must have been especially apparent at liberal arts
colleges. As Linda Lewis and Jonathon Wolff (2000) alluded
to in their panel presentations, while heritage learners may
provide an impetus for promoting Asian studies courses, is
there the demand for such courses on a campus with few
Asian-American students?* In the recent past, [ would imagine
that it was primarily Asian scholars who made the case for
the introduction of courses in all of the established disciplines;
history, political science, sociology, philosophy, religion and
economics. Today, a brief perusal of the web indicates a
burgeoning of Asian Studies courses and the explicit
establishment of the Asian studies major at both large
universities and small colleges—liberal arts schools in
particular.

Thus when I proposed the introduction of an Asian
Economics course at Furman University in 1998, which
already has a well-established Asian Studies program, my task
was facilitated by the whole-hearted support of the Asianists
and the university at large long acclimated to innovations in
the field. My fellow Asian studies faculty colleagues were
quite pleased to have Asian Economics as an additional course
offering for the social science component required of all Asian
studies majors.

The Choice of Countries in an Asian Economics Course

In essence, the Asian Economics course | teach at
Furman centers on an examination of the development records
of some of the Asian economies, notably Japan, the four tigers

(South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore), some of

the newly emerging industrialized economies (Malaysia,
Thailand and Indonesia), as well as newly emerging
liberalizing economies (India and China). A broad political
economic perspective, involving utilization of basic economic
models, is employed to examine institutional changes,
industrial policies and the role of the governmental and private
sectors in these economies. The World Bank labels the eight
economies of Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong,
Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand and Indonesia, the High
Performing Asian Economies (HPAE’s).? They are among the
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few economies since the end of World War II that have
surpassed classification as “underdeveloped” economies.
As such they provide a real test case for the various
paradigms of economic development, the role of policy
choices, and the factors that can lead to rapid economic
growth such as trade, investment and industrialization.
Unfortunately for these economies they are also a reminder
that bad things can happen to good economies. The Asian
crisis of 1998 provides a classic real-world laboratory lesson
of the importance and the role of institutions in the
incorporation of any development strategy.

Why Develop a Separate Economics Course on Asia?

My attempt to answer this question in the section
above represents but a partial answer. Given that most of
the students have only a limited exposure to Asian studies,
| assume that they have even less knowledge about how
economics and economic theory in general can be related to
the study of Asian economics. I set out therefore to
demonstrate how this particular set of countries in Asia
presents microcosms for understanding economic
development in the context of a rapidly changing global
economy.

My starting point in the course is to ask, “Does it
not seem reasonable that one needs to have some
understanding of how three-fourths of the rest of the
developing world lives?” I remind students that India and
China, two of the most populous nations in the world, are at
precisely the point in their development path of attempting
to move from traditional to modern economic societies. Then
I ask, who are the students who would typically enroll in
this course? A few of them are Asian studies majors, many
of whom have been on foreign study in Japan and China,
and, more often than not, bring to the course a sound
perspective on the nexus between culture and economic
development. A few others show interest in the region, and
are sensitive to and aware of the fact that Asia is fast
becoming a major player in global trade and economics.
Many are economics and business majors who need an
elective in the major. I find that the latter set of students
tends to have only a cursory understanding of Asia that needs
to be broadened and deepened.

Other reasons for emphasizing the economies of
Asia include:

e Asials emergence as a global market (which includes
the world’s second largest industrial economy, Japan,
and burgeoning consumer markets in China and India)

e Asia’s rising prominence as a trading partner



