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ASIA AS THE GLOBAL ENGINE OF GROWTH:  
A COMPLIMENT OR AN EARLY WARNING OR BOTH 

 
By: Adrianus Mooy 

 
 

 Excellencies, Distinguished Participants and Guests, 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 
 First of all, let me take this opportunity to welcome you all 

again to the city of Yogyakarta. I hope the organizing 
committee give you some spare time to get to know the 
city because: 
 

o Yogyakarta is a Historic City; it was the first capital 
city of Indonesia during the revolution. 
 

o It is a Center of Higher Education being the home of 
the first national university of Indonesia, i.e. Gajah 
Mada University, where I had the privilege of doing 
my undergraduate studies before going to the 
University of Wisconsin for my graduate and post-
graduate studies. 

 
o It is also a Center of Culture, particularly the 

Javanese culture. 
 

 Secondly, I would personally like to thank the co-hosts, 
especially the UN-ESCAP and Bank Indonesia for 
remembering me and for inviting me to participate in this 
august gathering. Some time ago I was very much a  
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part of these two institutions and I feel very privileged and 
honored to be remembered especially long after 
retirement. So thank you again. 

 
 When my good friend Dr Aynul Hasan asked me to 

participate in the meeting and to contact BI to be the co-
host, I immediately said yes but when he asked me to 
deliver a special address at this first day luncheon, I first 
hesitated but then there is no such thing as a free lunch.  
 

 So during the past month I was struggling with what to 
say at this luncheon that is in a way special. It is a great 
challenge because the theme of our meeting is already 
very special. On the other hand, you have only one hour to 
enjoy your lunch while listening to me.  
I therefore interpret the word special to mean that:  
 

o I should be brief to give you enough time to enjoy 
your lunch and also that 
 

o I should say something light so as not to spoil 
your appetite.  

 
 I then decided to say something about our general theme 

but in a lighter way and leave the serious and technical 
parts to our discussions at the various sessions. Hence I 
select the following topic as the theme of my address:  
 

“ASIA AS THE GLOBAL ENGINE OF GROWTH: 
A COMPLIMENT OR AN EARLY WARNING OR BOTH” 

 
I hope this is special and light enough a topic.  
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 Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 
 We are now living in a global village where we all are close 

neighbors due to globalization. It would therefore be  
helpful to try to better understand the different cultures so 
as to avoid misunderstanding and conflicts, and promote 
harmony because sometimes, same words or actions 
could mean different things in different cultures.  

 
 To cite a few examples: 

 
o President Marcos’ proposal to have an Asean Mini 

Summit on Sabah in 1983. When the Philippines 
Ambassador to Indonesia consulted President 
Soeharto, President Soeharto nodded his head so it 
was interpreted as agreeing to President Marcos’ 
proposal while in fact President Soeharto did not. 
He nodded his head just to say that he heard or 
understood what the Ambassador was saying. In 
Javanese culture nodding head means yes but yes 
in Javanese culture could mean I heard you or I 
understood what you were saying or I agreed with 
you but most of the time not the last one. 
 

o The signing of the agreement with IMF by the late 
President Soeharto to obtain IMF’s assistance to 
overcome the impact of Asian crisis on Indonesia. 
While President Soeharto was sitting and signing 
the agreement, Mr. Camdesus was standing next to 
him folding his arms. This was interpreted by the  
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press in Indonesia as looking down at the President 
although perhaps that was normal in France. 

 
o There are also different ways in giving compliments 

and different ways of responding to a compliment 
among different cultures. In the West people tend to 
give compliments more easily and spontaneously 
while in Asia particularly in Indonesia people are a 
little stingy in giving compliments. Unless you 
asked them to applaud they hesitated to applaud 
even if they very much liked the performance. In the 
West people also just responded casually to a 
compliment by simply saying thank you but in 
Indonesia we took it very seriously and thought that 
everything is perfect under the sun. 

 
 Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 
 Lately we also heard a lot of comments particularly from 

the West praising Asia for relatively resilient during the 
last two crises and therefore go on to say that 21st Century 
is Asia’s Century and that Asia is becoming the global 
engine of growth.  

Given the cultural differences between the West and 
the East I wonder what this kind of statement really mean. 

  
 This reminds me of a personal experience with the World 

Bank and the IMF particularly in connection with the 
Article 4 Consultations. Although we were convinced that 
we had done the right things, IMF and the World were still  

 



 5

 
criticizing us. I think they meant well because they did not 
want us to get complacent but continue to do the right 
things and prepare for the worst while hoping for the best. 

We therefore had a saying that: “If IMF or the World 
Bank criticizes us that means that we have done 
something right but if they give us compliments then 
watch out because something can go wrong later”. 
Well, it was started as a joke but then the 1997/1998 crisis 
proved that that was true. 

World Bank in the early 1990s formally complimented 
Indonesia for being part of the East Asian Miracle 
but then not long after that, the Asian crisis hit Thailand, 
Indonesia and South Korea where Indonesia was the 
hardest hit among the three countries. Of course we do 
not want that to happen again. 

 
 Given that experience, I wonder whether: 

 
o The statement “Asia as the Global Engine of Growth” 

is a compliment for the past and if it is, whether it is 
genuine and sincere or just for politeness or 
 

o  Whether it should be seen more of an early warning 
or a wake-up call about the future and we therefore 
should respond differently .As argued by UN-ESCAP 
there is no room for complacency so we have to 
respond by making introspection. 

 
 Thus in short, while welcoming and appreciating the 

compliments we should not lose sight as we look into the 
future : 
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o First, we have to try to understand what the real 

message conveyed in a statement and  then 
 

o How best to respond before coming to the 
  

o Identification of specific policies and actions to take. 
 

 Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 

 Progress has 2 dimensions, quantity and quality 
dimensions. Both are important and we need both of them. 
Progress in quantity is relatively easier to measure but 
progress in quality is more difficult. 
 

 Compliments are also normally based on what was visible; 
more on what was achieved in quantitative terms but not 
in quality because quality is more difficult to see or to 
reveal; it can only be felt.  
As I said, we need both quantity and quality because 
quantity is a necessary condition but quality is the 
sufficient condition to build a more broad-based and 
inclusive growth and development for sustainability.  
      

 Thus the statement of “Asia as the Global Engine of 
Growth” on one hand can be seen as a compliment for the  
quantitative achievements in the past but on the other 
hand should be interpreted as an early warning on the 
need to pay more attention to the quality dimension of 
growth and development in the future where there is still 
plenty of room for improvement. 
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 While saying that, as an Indonesian I feel somewhat  

embarrassed because the Indonesian government recently 
in my view gave a different  response with regard to oil  
subsidies.  

Instead of taking a quick decision thus expediting the 
structural reform needed to improve fiscal quality in 
promoting inclusive growth, it decided to postpone the 
decision by saying it will have a little impact on growth 
and stability. 

 
 I do not know whether this is a cultural problem because 

there is a saying here in Indonesia that if things are going 
well, why bother. Maybe we need a cultural reform as well 
to respond properly to various statements or compliments.  

 
 Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 
Lately, I came across a saying that:  
 

o No one falls in love by Choice; it is by Chance.  
 

o No one stays in love by Chance; it is by (hard) Work.  
 

o No one falls out of love by Chance; it is by Choice.  
 
  I think there are some similarities here between Loving 

and Growing because one can say that a country can grow 
in quantitative terms by chance but it can only grow in  
quality to become the engine of global growth only by 
hard work i.e. by taking appropriate policies and actions. 
On the other hand, a country can run into a crisis and fall 
out of growing not by chance but by making mistakes. 
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 I said growing in quantity by luck or by chance because: 
 

o if our growth is a resource-based growth then it is by 
chance because we are lucky to be blessed with 
abundant natural resources while others are not or 
 

o simply we gain by luck because others are in pain 
   

 The policies and actions to take will be discussed at our 
various sessions. 
At this point, I just want to say that to identify the 
appropriate policies and actions, we first need to be clear 
about what we mean by becoming an engine of world 
growth.  

 
 In short :  

 
o First, the engine has to be running independently at a 

higher speed continuously which means that Asia has 
to grow on its own at a higher rate continuously. This  
implies that Asia’s growth has to be internally driven 
or domestic demand driven. This is the necessary 
condition but not sufficient because by doing that the 
average rate of global growth will increase but only in 
statistical terms. 

 
o Secondly, Asia’s growth has to be impacting the 

growth of the rest of the world. It has to be able to 
jumpstart growth in the rest of the world by  
transmitting its own growth to other countries without 
jeopardizing its own growth. This is the sufficient  
condition that requires a very skillful management of 
the foreign sector so as not to jeopardize Asia’s own  
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growth but at the same time have an optimum impact 
on global growth. 

 
 Is Asia ready to be the global engine of growth? Perhaps 

not yet because there is still plenty of homework to do in 
order to reach that stage but we will never be ready for it if 
we do not address the quality issues now. 

 
 So please enjoy your lunch and we will come back to 

addressing these issues at our plenary sessions. 
 
 Thank you and Bon Appétit. 

 
 

------------ 


