
 

 

THE IMPORTANCE OF ECONOMIC HISTORY  

IN CURRENT ASIAN STUDIES 

 
 

 

J. Thomas Lindblad 
Leiden University, Netherlands 

 

 
 
 
 
 

National Europe Centre Paper No. 32 
 
 
 
 
 

Paper prepared for the Workshop on  
Asia-Pacific Studies in Australia and Europe:  

A Research Agenda for the Future,  
Australian National University, 5-6 July 2002 

 
 
 
 



 2

ABSTRACT 
 

Does economic history matter in Asian studies? Such a question appears all the more relevant after students 

of Asia, in particular Southeast and East Asia, were taken by surprise twice, first by the so-called miracle of 

rapid economic growth in a number of countries, then by the sudden and deep crisis of the late 1990s. This 

contribution first determines the position of economic history within the historical study of Asia. 

Illustrations are drawn from Southeast Asia in particular. Then attention shifts to the need for a historical 

perspective when trying to understand the recent economic crisis. Examples here derive from both 

Southeast and East Asia. The paper concludes with a plea for a more rigorous integration of economic 

history with respect to the disciplines of both history and economics.  
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1 Introduction 
`The shock of 1997 is a defining event in the economic history of East Asia.’ This bold statement was made 

already in 1998 by the Australian economist Ross Garnaut who likened the Asian crisis with the 

Depression of the 1930s in terms of profoundly altering economic thinking and economic policy (Garnaut 

1998: 10). Whatever the precise merits of such a prediction are, it is clear that the Asian crisis has 

underscored the importance of economics in Asian studies, both in the region and elsewhere. At the same 

time, the very fact that the crisis was largely unforeseen reveals a dramatic lack of historical perspective in 

much of economic studies of Asia, in particular the crisis-stricken countries of East and Southeast Asia. 

This contribution argues that economic history has a key role to play in Asian studies by bringing historians 

closer to economic realities and by urging economists to consider historical contexts as well.  

   The discipline of economic history traditionally fits into either history or economics and is rarely, if ever, 

fully integrated into area studies concerning Asia. The discipline has worldwide lost some ground due to 

growing disappointment with the achievements of the so-called cliometrics or New Economic History, a 

process that began long before Robert Fogel became a Nobel laureate. Conversely, interest in social and 

cultural history has been successively rising. The logical starting-point of an exercise such as the present 

one is to determine the position of economic history within the historical study of Asia  (section 2). The 

Asian crisis forms the second logical theme of this contribution (section 3). It must be emphasized that this 

contribution cannot possibly provide an exhaustive survey of the economic historical literature about Asia 

or the Asian crisis. The general literature survey is largely constrained to Southeast Asia, not in the least 

because of the sharp rise of interest in this region within Asian studies in recent years. Although the Asian 

crisis erupted less than half a decade ago from the time of writing, the literature is already so vast, also 

through its dissemination via Internet, that it is next to impossible to give full justice to it all. The 

conclusion also contains a couple of recommendations (section 4). 

 

 

2 A discipline in search of identity 
Economic history is possibly the option of historical study with the strongest links to contemporary change. 

This was my own conclusion drawn from a quick survey of the literature about Southeast Asia published 

during the 1980s and early 1990s (Lindblad 1995: 163). I am not fully convinced that the same can be said 

about the economic historical literature published since the early 1990s. In other words, which part has 

been played by economic history within the overall historical field during the last ten years? Which 

preoccupations have evolved among economic historians? Which contributions have been made by the 

discipline towards understanding the spectacular changes taking place in the region?  

   The same methodology as before is adopted. One authoritarian journal with a general scope and wide 

coverage  is, selected as a forum reflecting developments of the discipline and again the Journal of 

Southeast Asian Studies is selected for this purpose. Historical topics discussed in the articles published by 

the journal are divided into five categories concerning respectively economic, social, political, cultural and 
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other matters (the final rest category is used primarily for historiography and methodology). The survey 

covers ten volumes of the journal ranging from the second issue of 1992 to the first issue of 2002. In 

addition, subject areas of all economic history books reviewed in the journal are identified by 

distinguishing between the colonial period, individual case studies, agriculture, recent economic growth, 

business history and other (including historiography). Results are presented in graphic form (Figures 1-2).1  

   Economic history received a fair share of the attention in the Journal of Southeast Asian Studies both in 

the early 1990s (1992/94) and towards the end of the decade (1997/99) when it accounted for one-third or 

one-fourth of all articles published (Figure 1). At other times, 1995/96 and since 2000, the weak position of 

the discipline is explained by the publication of special issues none of which was related to economic 

history, which in itself is worth noting. 2  The `best’ year for economic history was 1996 when five 

substantive articles covered such different subjects as very early regional trade, the rice policy of the 

Brooke rulers of Sarawak, Russian shipping in Singapore at the time of the First World War, Japanese pre-

war economic activity in Sabah and agricultural expansion in today’s northern Thailand. Cultural history, 

in the widest sense of the word, had been on the increase since 1991 (Lindblad 1995: 161). Since then 

topics chosen have drifted from myth, music and shadow plays to religion, literature and identity, aided by 

a number of special issues. Social history only received conspicuous attention in 1995 whereas political 

history experienced a revival in both 1996 and 2001.  

   The thirty-odd articles on economic history published between 1992 and 2002 display a greater spread 

across countries than over periods of time. Apart from a number of articles with a wider or regional scope, 

four of five concern either Malaysia, the Philippines or Thailand which leaves another three for Indonesia 

and Singapore each and a mere occasional reference to Myanmar and Laos. One article in three is on the 

late-colonial period, i.e. from the late nineteenth century up to 1941, whereas only six deal with 

developments since the 1960s. The articles were written by some 33 individuals, including eight of 

Southeast Asian descent which is more than what used to be the case in this journal (Lindblad 1995: 161). 

The group of authors also counts three Japanese scholars. 

   Research topics as reflected in this set of academic articles display a great of variation. Attention is given 

to early maritime trade, especially as carried out by Chinese and also by Vietnamese traders in the pre-

colonial period. Agriculture forms a favoured field of interest, in particular with respect to international 

markets for cash crops (sugar, rice, rubber, coconuts) in the late-colonial period. Institutions of the colonial 

regime are highlighted through case studies on banking, ports, regulations in fisheries and opium 

monopolies. Articles on pre-war Japanese penetration as well as on demonetization and local policy during 

the occupation or British business interests during the Emergency testify to a continuous interest in the 

transition period at the middle of the twentieth century. The broad scope in the economic history of the 

                                                 
1 For full references to titles of articles and books, see Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 23 (1992) 2 – 33 (2002) 1.  
2 The special issues were on historiography (1995), the Japanese occupation (1996:1), Protestantism (1996:2), popular history in 

Thailand and Vietnam (2000:1), Malay identity and Makassar (both in 2001:3).     
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period up to independence (in most of Southeast Asia) is characteristic of the discipline as it has developed 

over the last couple of decades. 

   Things look slightly different when we turn to the contemporary period. The total number of articles is 

small and there is a certain preference for developments in the shadow or at the periphery of the 

mainstream of the region’s rapid economic growth before 1997. Specific topics include agriculture and 

trade in northern Thailand, co-operatives in Laos and forestry in Sumatra. It is as if there were a tacit 

agreement to leave the recent economic history to the economists!  

   Only one article, a review article, deals specifically with the `Asian miracle’. The author, Gavin Peebles, 

here criticizes the view, held by the World Bank and its supporters, that the impressive growth achievement 

in the region was due to the good operation of government institutions. One line is worth quoting: `it is all a 

matter of perspective: some see cooperation that leads to bureaucratic competence; others see corruption’ 

(Peebles 1999: 151). It should be mentioned that the reviewer in question wrote with the benefit of 

hindsight about a book published before the crisis.  

   Not one article in the journal discussed here has the most recent economic history, i.e. the crisis of 1997 

and its aftermath, as its main topic. However, the impact of the crisis do turn up in a couple of contributions. 

One example is Gerry van Klinken’s review article about three books on the transformation of Indonesia 

after the fall of Suharto (Van Klinken 2001), another John McCarthy’s account of the rise in illegal timber 

logging in one valley in northern Sumatra (McCarthy 2002). The former urges us to do some serious 

rethinking about our perception of Indonesian society whereas the latter demonstrates the utility of a 

political economy-type of analysis in discussing economic activities.  

   The movement of a title from the pile of received books to the pile of reviewed books is a critical 

decision in any editorial office of an academic journal. Subjective preferences undoubtedly play a part in 

individual cases but when reviewing a relatively large number of cases we are likely to get some 

impression of what is considered to be the important books in the field. My previous study of the books 

reviewed in the Journal of Southeast Asian Studies covered 60 titles and 12 volumes of the journal. It 

indicated a tendency to transcend the colonial heritage and to look more carefully for indigenous forces of 

change in the region (Lindblad 1995: 162). The exercise is now repeated with 75 titles reviewed in the 

course of 10 consecutive volumes appearing between 1992 and 2002. However, it needs to be mentioned 

that these 75 books represent a rather unimpressive proportion of the total of more than 600 books reviewed 

during the ten-year period under observation.3  

   The process of regional economic growth, broadly interpreted, continued to attract more attention than 

any other single subject area treated in economic history books also during the 1990s (Figure 2).4 Economic 

policy in Malaysia, Vietnam’s doi moi and various consequences of rapid economic growth in Thailand 

                                                 
3 It was editorial policy in the 1990s to increase the number of reviews in the Journal of Southeast Asian Studies. This was achieved 

by including more reviews of books written in a vernacular language (on occasion even including Dutch!) and by introducing brief so-

called booknotes.   
4 The small numbers of economic history books reviewed in 1995, 1996, 2000 and 2001 are explained by the publication of special 

issues on topics outside economic history in precisely these years.  
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were favorite topics at the peaks of growth-related works in 1993 and 1997 whereas from 1988 onwards the 

emphasis shifted towards political economy, notably in Malaysia, Indonesia and Thailand. No reviews 

specifically pertained to the vast literature on the Asian crisis.  

   Also the colonial economy has retained its faithful following among economic historians working on 

Southeast Asia. The position of this type of studies was even strengthened somewhat during the 1990s as 

compared to the previous decade which probably may indicate a reinvigorated interest among scholars of a 

younger generation within the region itself. Agriculture and business networks, i.e. as far as not integrated 

into colonial economy history, on the other hand appear to have become slightly less important  than before. 

However, a word of caution is required. It seems premature to formulate generalizations from these 

observations about the directions in which the field of Southeast Asian economic history is presently 

moving.    

   Leading economic history journals have generally not been known to devote much space to Southeast 

Asia. The same applies to the attention for economic history in leading economics journals on Asia. Yet 

there are exceptions. They include case studies of government-controlled sugar production and opium 

monopolies in colonial Indonesia in the Journal of Economic History (Chandra and Vogelsang 1999; Van 

Luijk and Van Ours 2001), one article of my own on foreign investment in the twentieth century in the 

Asian Economic Journal (Lindblad 1997) and an article in the Asia Pacific Business Review on a private 

business enterprise in British Malaya (Cox and Metcalfe 1998).5 By and large, Southeast Asian economic 

history remains an integral part of historical area studies rather than being integrated into the discipline of 

economic history at large or the emerging Asian economics literature.  

   But what about the position of economic history within historical area studies? It gets its fair share of 

attention but it is losing the competition with cultural history in particular, which, it must be emphasized, is 

a worldwide phenomenon. The broad scope, in terms of chronological coverage and the variety of topics, 

has been reaffirmed as an important characteristic of the discipline but this has not always made it easier to 

define the precise focus of research. There is an unmistakable great interest in post-colonial or post-war 

economic developments but this has not given rise to much contributions to the international discussions on 

the spectacular changes in the region during the last couple of decades. This holds true for the `Asian 

miracle’ and to an even greater extent for the recent Asian crisis.  

   A certain ambivalence surrounds economic historians working on Southeast Asia. On the one hand, they 

are held in high esteem because, different from other historians, they are often well equipped to understand 

the rapid shifts in economic fortune that have overcome the region under study. But on the other hand, they 

are easily seen as escaping from political engagement and controversy by seeking refuge in the seemingly 

neutral facts and figures of economic life. This ambivalence translates into a set of expectations that are not 

                                                 
5 This list is of course not exhaustive. I am again confining myself to journals with a broad scope covering either a whole discipline or 

a whole region. Also the Economic History Review has published strikingly few articles on East Asia and then only on Korea and 

Hong Kong..  
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always easily met but this also underscores that the potential scope for contributions may be wider than is 

often realized. 

   Does economic history about Southeast Asia – and by inference about Asia in general – need a new 

identity? Yes, I think so. A more carefully defined focus and a stronger link with recent regional 

developments would do the discipline good. 

 

3 An event in need of historical perspective  
‘The East Asian crisis will prove to be an epoch-making event in the economic history of Southeast Asia.’ 

This was written by the Japanese economist Yanagihara Toru in 2000, three years after the Asia crisis had 

begun (Yanagihara 2000: 30). Great changes are expected in key areas such as operations of private 

business, the allocation of resources, economic policy, possibly even political governance (World Bank 

1998: 2). The Asian crisis has already become economic history and this section provides some 

impressions from the literature. Attention is given to models of causation, links with the preceding `Asian 

miracle’ and the relationship to conventional economic history reaching further back than a decade or two.       

   Several good summaries exist of the already vast literature on the Asian crisis and its aftermath. The most 

readily accessible Internet source is without doubt Nouriel Roubini’s `Global Macroeconomic and 

Financial Policy Site’, maintained at the Stern School of Business at New York University. Useful 

references may also be gathered through Matthew Ciolek’s `Asian Studies WWW Monitor Database’ at the 

Research School of Pacific and Asian Studies of the Australian National University whereas a multitude of 

original documents may be consulted through the separate crisis websites in the `World History Archives’ 

of the University of Hartford.6 Among academic journals about the region, the Asia-Pacific Economic 

Literature brought out four articles on the crisis in 1999 (volume 13) alone whereas the Journal of the Asia-

Pacific Economy provided a special issue, `Reflections on the Asian crisis’ that was spread out over two 

consecutive numbers (vol. 3:3 in 1998 and vol. 4:1 in 1999). Yet there was far less attention for the Asian 

crisis in a specialized journal such as the Asia Pacific Business Review which devoted several numbers 

during the years 1997-2000 to special issues on largely unrelated topics, for instance industrialization in 

Korea (indeed including one article on the crisis in Korea), Asian investment in Britain, managerial change 

in China and the globalization of labour in the Asia-Pacific region. Only after several years, in 2001, was a 

full-fledged survey of the crisis literature brought out by the Asia Pacific Business Review (Booth 2001).  

   There has been a true proliferation of books of very varying quality ever since the crisis erupted. The first 

one, Manuel Montes’ slim monograph on the currency crisis in Southeast Asia, appeared early in 1998 and 

contained predictions which would not have been made if the author had waited a little longer or at least 

taken a pause before updating the original book (Montes 1998). K.S. Jomo’s attractive volume, with the 

unforgettable title `Tigers in trouble’, also came off the press within one year of the crisis presenting the 

first array of authors writing about several specific countries (Jomo 1998). There was more to follow of the 

                                                 
6 Relevant addresses are: http://www/stern/nyu.edu/globalmacro, http://www.anu.edu.au/asia-www-monitor and http://www.hartford-

hwp.com/archives.  
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same type. The collection of country studies brought out by Ross McLeod and Ross Garnaut covered the 

entire region whereas H.W. Arndt and Hal Hill limited themselves to Southeast Asia (McLeod and Garnaut 

1998, Arndt and Hill 1999). A fourth collection of case studies, edited by Karl Jackson, concentrated on 

financial questions and also appeared only two years after the event under study (Jackson 1999). Rarely, if 

ever, has an event in economic history been described and analyzed in such detail so soon after it had taken 

place. 

   The harvest has also included numerous monographs, some journalistic in style and depth, others scarcely 

comprehensible for readers outside international finance. Only a few, that have received ample attention in 

the academic literature, can be mentioned here. Max Corden’s thoughtful essay and Paul Krugman’s 

provocative analysis both appeared quite early bringing the personal view of a famed economist into the 

discussion (Corden 1999; Krugman 1999). The duo Ariff-Khalid and George Fane, writing at a slightly 

later time, put the crisis in the wider perspective of international capital market regulation and institutional 

reform (Ariff and Khalid 2000; Fane 2000). Post-crisis adjustments already predominate in the latest 

additions to the crisis literature available at the time of writing this survey, for instance in books by the duo 

Islam-Chowdhury, Rao or Joseph Stiglitz together with Sh. Yusuf (Islam and Chowdhury 2001; Rao 2001; 

Stiglitz and Yusuf 2001). 

   There was early agreement that the crisis had been caused by a rapid liberalization of international capital 

movements in combination with failures in short-run economic policy (Montes 1998; McLeod and Garnaut 

1998; Elek and Wilson 1999). Soon, however, much attention was given also to a misallocation of 

resources that in turn could only be explained by political economy-factors such as close links between 

banking and government in Thailand, cronyism in Suharto’s Indonesia and preferential treatment of 

chaebol in Korea under Kim Young-Sam (Dean 1998; Liew 1998; Haggard and McIntyre 1999). But there 

were differences of emphasis. Both Corden and Krugman assigned a decisive importance to unwarranted, 

self-fulfilling market panic with the latter insisting that vulnerability to such panic played a greater role 

than crony capitalism or corruption (Corden 1999; Krugman 1999: 100-101). Others stressed the weakness 

of financial institutions in Asian countries that became fatal when combined with the extreme volatility of 

international capital (Grenville 1998; Haggard 1999; World Bank 1998: 39-41). Different schools of 

thought about the Asian crisis were thus emerging within a couple of years’ time. 

   The multitude of explanations, often partly overlapping or interrelated, called for a more systematic 

approach. A valuable suggestion in this direction was to distinguish more carefully between technical 

causes triggering the crisis on the one hand and factors explaining the severity of the crisis on the other 

(Arndt and Hill 1999). The multicausal explanation received an elaborate expression in Jackson’s 

introduction to the volume he edited. Five factors were distinguished: capital account convertibility, more 

or less fixed exchange rate regimes, excessive domestic lending and misallocation of private investment, 

lack of regulatory or supervisory capacity and, finally, the paralysis of political decision-making in the 

early days of crisis (Jackson 1999: 12). Another useful synthesis is offered by Rao who shows how a 
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sequence of crises (confidence – currency – financial – economic – social – political) may be applied to 

explain differences across crisis-stricken economies (Rao 2001: 63).  

   The Asian crisis appeared to come as a lightning bolt from the sky. It was a source of no little 

embarrassment to economists applauding the `Asian miracle’ only to see the seemingly `sound 

macroeconomic fundamentals’ wither away almost overnight. In a rare introspective exploration of why the 

crisis was largely unforeseen, Kenward discusses the case of Indonesia. He admits that macroeconomic or 

financial market indicators did indeed not give any warnings but, more importantly, there were signals, 

`just below the surface’, in the vein of structural weaknesses, scandals and personnel changes (Kenward 

1999). Such signs had clearly not been picked up by leading observers of the Indonesian economy. Writing 

one year before the crisis, even renowned financial economists such as David Cole and Betty Slade 

expressed their confidence in the financial system of Indonesia. Their only caveat was a very general 

observation at the end of their book that `most financial systems do experience crises sooner or later’ (Cole 

and Slade 1996: 357).7 Similar mistakes in judging the situation can be found for Thailand and Korea as 

well. 

   It was not easy to reconcile the Asian crisis with the preceding `miracle’. Some saw the miracle and crisis 

as two sides of the same coin: the very factors that propelled rapid economic growth now became sources 

of vulnerability to external shocks. Direct government interference with the process of allocating resources 

was a case in point. Selected favouring of key enterprises had by some been seen as part of the explanation 

of the rapid growth but the crisis obviously discredited such practices (Garnaut 1998). The `two-sides-of-

same-coin’ argumentation appeared to apply especially well to Korea (Kwon 1998). The very same close 

co-operation between government and business that had applauded before was now branded as corruption 

(Haggard 1999). On the less institutional and more cultural side of the debate, it was tempting to view 

`Asian values’ in a new light with the virtues of hard work and loyalty now turning into the vices of 

authoritarianism and recklessness. At any rate, neo-classically inspired thinking about economic growth 

received a serious blow from which it is not likely to recover soon (Islam and Chowdhury 2000). 

   What went wrong? In retrospect, it is easy to say that observers of economic change in East and 

Southeast Asia should have been more alert to other factors than the hardcore macroeconomic indicators, in 

particular political economy-factors that might have exposed weaknesses in the growth model even at a 

time when everything seemed to go well. A major achievement of the crisis literature has been to 

demonstrate the necessity of a more critical attitude towards Asian economic growth and the institutions 

responsible for it. But such an attitude also requires a historical perspective and that is something which has 

so far been dramatically lacking in the literature on the Asian crisis. 

   A nice distinction between the economist and the economic historian uses the length of the long-term 

trend as yardstick. The former is confident to look no further than ten years back while the latter traces the 

trend backwards a century or more. There is also an intermediate category, economists with historical 

                                                 
7 These authors later admitted that they had been far too optimistic in their assessment  I must confess that I myself belonged to the 

group remaining reasonably optimistic about Indonesia’s growth prospects up to the moment that the crisis hit.  
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feeling, opting for a couple of decades.8 Most of the crisis literature easily falls into the first-mentioned 

category. Historical time series often serve only as an illustration of the rapid economic growth that formed 

the background to the crisis. On occasion parallels are drawn with the tequila crisis in Mexico (1994/95) or 

the crises in Latin America in the early 1980s The time horizon then becomes a bit longer, albeit still 

shorter than what an economic historian would like. Lessons are drawn from the comparison, in particular 

about the differences between the crises (Corden 1999). In Latin America governments spent too much 

whereas in Asia private investors became reckless. The Latin American economies became insolvent but in 

Asia many crisis-hit economies struggled with a shortage of liquid funds rather than with insolvency (Dean 

1998). Such judgments are useful for assessments of the IMF policies to combat the crisis and the prospects 

of recovery.   

   There is a tendency to liken the Asian crisis with the Depression of the 1930s in terms of impact but 

systematic comparisons are few and far between which again testifies to the short time horizon applied by 

most scholars writing on the crisis. Parallels in the work of economists often remain superficial  (Krugman 

1999). Historians, on the other hand, tend to be too preoccupied with the crisis of the 1930s to make but a 

cursory reference to the more recent events. An instructive example is the collection of essays on the crisis 

experiences of Southeast Asia in the 1930s brought out by Ian Brown and Peter Boomgaard with the timely 

title `Weathering the storm’. Despite claims to the contrary on the back cover, only one brief section in the 

editors’ introduction draws out the parallel with the Asian crisis of the late 1990s. The differences strike the 

eye: the depression then was imported while the crisis now had internal causes, the rural economy was then 

hit, the urban economy now, the depression by definition implied deflation whereas the collapse of 

exchange rates during the Asian crisis went accompanied by inflation. But there are also interesting 

similarities. Both events were conditioned by over-investment and had dramatic social ramifications in 

terms of increasing poverty. In either case solutions were dictated from the outside, then by colonial powers 

(except in independent Thailand), now by IMF (Boomgaard and Brown 2000: 12-17).9 A more elaborate 

comparison by Anne Booth is forthcoming (Booth 2002).   

   There is a link between a longer historical perspective and a greater awareness of political economy-

factors or institutional weaknesses that may have developed over time in Southeast Asia. The case of 

Indonesia is again illustrative. There is a radical change of tone in the entire discourse about Indonesia, 

from confidence in the solidity of Suharto’s New Order to concern about the fragility of the post-Suharto 

era. A key to understanding how the same society and economy can be viewed in such different ways is 

offered by Van Klinken. The institution of the Suharto state was perceived in isolation from the rest of 

society which made it look far more robust than it in fact was (Van Klinken 2001: 266). In addition, the 

Suharto state was changing from within and these changes began long before the crisis. One example is the 

                                                 
8 Written by Toshihiko Kawagoe in his review of P. van der Eng’s monograph Agricultural growth in Indonesia (1996) in Bulletin of 

Indonesian Economic Studies 34 (1998) 1: 141-144. 
9 It should be mentioned that the Boomgaard-Brown volume consists of paper presented at a workshop that was held only nine months 

after the Asian crisis had begun.   
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rising influence of technocrats at the expense of the older generation of development economists, from 

about 1993. This change of players in the process of decision-making did not go unnoticed but its 

implications were not fully understood (Kenward 1999). Interestingly, a similar change in personnel in key 

government positions took place also in Thailand at about the same time (Phongpaichit and Baker 1999: 

195). 

   Much writing about economic growth in Southeast Asia needed instant revision after the crisis had begun. 

One notable exception was Booth’s monograph on the economic history of Indonesia during the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries which, written before the crisis, offered a perception of Indonesian economic 

development in which the crisis could fit in even if it was not anticipated (Booth 1998).10 This is a 

demonstration of how a truly economic-historical perspective, reaching back in time not one but two 

centuries, could make the observer better equipped to understand also the sudden turn to crisis. 

 

4 Concluding remarks 
This contribution is on the relationship between economic history and Asian studies. Two things have been 

established. First, that economic history as a discipline enjoys a well-established but not particularly strong 

position within historical studies about Asia while at the same time being in need of a sharper focus of 

direction. Second, that the vast literature on the most recent dramatic events in Asia, the Asian crisis, by 

and large lacks a historical perspective which could possibly have contributed to a fuller understanding of 

how economic fortunes could change so fast. Historians have contributed very little to the literature on the 

Asian crisis and economists have too often disregarded the historical background. This translates into a plea 

for a closer integration of economic history into both disciplines, history and economics. 

   How can such an integration be achieved? Here we look specifically at future Asian studies in Europe 

and Australia. Concrete recommendations may include the following: 

(1) assuring that education in Asian studies contain an economic-historical component that would better 

enable students to link up with current economic developments – such a guideline is far from superfluous 

since many students choosing Asian studies have little natural affinity with economics;  

(2) urging researchers in economic history to make connections with contemporary economic issues more 

explicit – which does not mean that everybody should study the Asian crisis but rather that themes are 

chosen with an eye to gaining better understanding of what is happening today; 

(3) encouraging economists of Asia to be more aware of historical backgrounds – something that could be 

furthered by addressing slightly other audiences in transmitting findings of historical research. 

But it is easy enough to think of some nice recommendations. Implementation is a different matter 

requiring cooperation from many sides and above all taking time. 

 

 

 

                                                 
10 This was pointed out by S.J. La Croix in a review of Booth’s book in the Journal of Economic History 60 (2000) 290-291. 
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