
Colonialism, Self-Rule, 
and the Asian Tigers 

Tracing the Drivers Behind 50 Years of Economic Success 
 

Han Sheng Chia 



We are Singapore 

There was a time when people said  

That Singapore wouldn’t make it  

But we did 

There was a time, when troubles seemed to much  

For us to take  

But we did 

We built a nation, strong and free 

Reaching out together, for peace and harmony 







Economic Success 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Has led to governments of these nations claiming credit for the economic transformation
Why wouldn’t they? Legitimize rule, stay in power
What we must not forget, is prior to 1950, Taiwan, Korea and Singapore were all under colonial rule
While growth was flat,
Could colonialism have left them with anything that contributed to the rapid rise from 60s?



Research Puzzle 

Question 1:  

Did colonialism contribute in any way to the Asian Tigers’ long-term economic 

success? 

Question 2: 

If it did, what was the extent of the contribution relative to that of post-colonial 

governments? 



1 Nationalistic 
Perspective 

2 Snapshot View 

Theoretical Significance  

Policy choice by post-
colonial government 

Positive impact on 
growth variable  

(e.g. industrialization) 

Higher long-term 
growth outcomes 

Colonial precedent 
and legacy 

A.  
Capital stock inherited from 

colonial rule 

B.  
Faster growth due to the 

greater amount of input for 
production 

Destruction of large 
amounts of capital stock 

during civil war 

Depreciation, plundering  
and idle use under  

various administrations 

Discontinuities in the impact of colonial capital stock contributions 



Practical Significance 

Helps policy makers understand: 

• Whether there are colonial prerequisites for achieving the kind of growth 

seen in the Asian Tigers 

• What can be replicated in the post-colonial era 

 



Methodology 

Comparative case study 

• S.Korea, Taiwan, Singapore 

 

Process trace of three growth variables 

• Strong government bureaucracy 

• Government-business relationships 

• Export Oriented Industrialization (EOI) 



Growth Variable Definition Method of Assessment 

1. Strong government bureaucracy • State institutions associated with planning 
economic policy 

• Qualitative analysis of meritocratic practices, 
bureaucratic autonomy and civil service 
strength in directing growth industries 

2. Strong business-government relationships • Relationship between governments and 
domestic or foreign firms 

• Qualitative analysis of relationship such as 
indigenous business and foreign investment 
promotion strategies 

3. Export Oriented Industrialization • EOI is defined as the structural development 
of a country’s economy into one with a high 
degree of industrial output targeted for 
exports 

• Amount and type of capital stock utilized by 
private business or the government 

• Proportion of GDP generated from industrial 
activity 

Methodology 

Presenter
Presentation Notes

Breakdown how I was studying these things, and what they mean on a functional level. When I refer to strong bureaucracy, I am referring to xyz




Achieving a strong bureaucracy 

INTERACTION 

Colonial Rule 
Strong bureaucracy 

Taiwan 2 

Mechanisms of 
Production & 
Reproduction 

Self-Rule Critical 
Juncture 1 

Bureaucratic innovation 
under KMT 

Colonial legacy persists 

Strong hybrid 
bureaucracy 

Mechanisms of 
production and 
reproduction 

High Growth 

Colonial & self-rule 
hybrid legacy 

Colonial Rule 
Strong bureaucracy 

Self-Rule Critical 
Juncture 1 

Personalistic rule under 
Rhee 

Mechanisms of 
Production & 
Reproduction 

Self-rule legacy 1 

Self-Rule Critical 
Juncture 2 

Strong bureaucracy 
under Park 

Mechanisms of 
Production & 
Reproduction 

High Growth 

Korea 1 

Self-rule legacy 2 Break-away from colonial rule 

Colonial Rule 
Passive bureaucracy 

Self-Rule Critical 
Juncture  

Strong bureaucracy 
under PAP 

Mechanisms of 
Production & 
Reproduction 

Self-rule legacy  

High Growth 

Singapore 3 

Break-away from colonial rule 

LEGEND 

Colonial rule and legacy 

Self-rule and legacy 

Hybrid of colonial and self-rule 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Even if the Japanese left Taiwan and Korea with very similar types of effective bureaucracies, what each country did with the bureaucracies was very different



Colonial Rule 
Free emergence of 

business class 

Self-Rule Critical 
Juncture 1 

PAP preference for FDI 
and crowding out of 

local business 

Mechanisms of 
Production & 
Reproduction 

Self-rule legacy 2 

High Growth 

Singapore 3 

Break-away from colonial rule 

Colonial Rule 
Limited emergence of 

business class 
 

Self-Rule Critical 
Juncture 1 

Repression under KMT 
and rise of SOEs 

Mechanisms of 
Production & 
Reproduction 

Self-rule legacy 1 

Self-Rule Critical 
Juncture 2 

Liberalization and 
creation of private spin-

offs 

Mechanisms of 
Production & 
Reproduction 

High Growth 

Taiwan 2 

Self-rule legacy 2 Break-away from colonial rule 

INTERACTION 

Colonial Rule 
Limited emergence of 

business class 
Korea 1 

Mechanisms of Production & Reproduction 

Self-Rule Critical 
Juncture 1 

Patronage under Rhee 

Growth of business 
class under state 

support 

Mechanisms of 
production and 
reproduction 

High Growth 

Colonial & self-rule 
hybrid legacy 

Self-Rule Critical 
Juncture 2 

State support under 
Park 

Colonial legacy persists 

Achieving a strong government-business relationship 

LEGEND 

Colonial rule and legacy 

Self-rule and legacy 

Hybrid of colonial and self-rule 



Achieving export oriented industrialization 

Korea 1 
Colonial Rule 

Coerced extraction by 
Japan and limited 
industrialization 

Self-Rule Critical 
Juncture 2 

Adoption of EOI 

Self-Rule Critical 
Juncture 1 

Adoption of ISI 

Mechanisms of 
Production & 
Reproduction 

Self-rule legacy 1 

Mechanisms of 
Production & 
Reproduction 

Self-rule legacy 2 

High Growth 

Colonial Rule 
Coerced extraction by 

Japan and limited 
industrialization 

Self-Rule Critical 
Juncture 1 

Adoption of ISI 

Mechanisms of 
Production & 
Reproduction 

Self-rule legacy 1 

Self-Rule Critical 
Juncture 2 

Adoption of EOI 

Mechanisms of 
Production & 
Reproduction 

Taiwan 2 

Self-rule legacy 2 

High Growth 

Colonial Rule 
Free international trade 

and limited 
industrialization 

Colonial legacy persists 

High Growth 

Singapore 3 
INTERACTION 

Mechanisms of 
Production & 
Reproduction 

Self-Rule Critical 
Juncture 1 

FDI induced 
industrialization 

Growth of EOI through 
international trade 

legacy and FDI 

Mechanisms of 
production and 
reproduction 

Colonial & self-rule hybrid legacy 

LEGEND 

Colonial rule and legacy 

Self-rule and legacy 

Hybrid of colonial and self-rule 



Implications 

Theoretical 

• There are many pathways to becoming a Tiger 

• Even the final form of what it means to be a “Tiger” has variations 

• Post-colonial regimes have agency to break away from previous path dependency 

 

Practical 

• Optimistic for policy makers 

• Caveats and caution required 

 



Future Research 

Trace more variables 

• Education, healthcare, macroeconomic stabilization 

 

Study interaction between variables 

• More positive externalities to be discussed 
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