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Preface for Special Issue Honoring Gregory 
Chow 
 
The history of China’s transformation from a Soviet style centrally planned 
command economy to a market economy is today well known throughout the 
world. Less well known even among economists working in the field is how this 
transformation in the Chinese economy was accompanied by an equally rapid 
transformation within China’s universities and government research institutes in 
how the discipline of economics was taught and how research and policy analysis 
in the field was conducted. Even less well known is how a small number of 
Western economists helped bring this about. Among those economists, the 
contributions of Professor Gregory Chow stand out. 

Prior to this transformation, economics in China consisted mainly of two parts. 
For most university teaching and for most academic research the economics used 
was Marxist Political Economy. Some of the writing in this field was more 
dogma than real analysis but there were also serious works of economic history 
done in this vain, but Marxist Political Economy played no real role in policy 
making in the economic sphere. Policy analysis relied mainly on what was 
usually termed Industrial Economics which primarily involved teaching about 
and research on the methods of central planning. There was also a field of World 
Economics that studied the economies of other countries but mostly from a 
Marxist Political Economy perspective. In the universities there was essentially 
no teaching of what for lack of a better term I will call market economics, 
economics as it was then taught in most market oriented high income countries 
as well as many developing countries.1 

                                                        
1 Economists involved with the transformation of the way economics was practiced and taught 
in China have typically labeled the kind of economics taught in the U.S. as “modern 
economics,” but this term is not very descriptive and has a bit of an arrogant tone to it so I 
have used “market economics” instead. 
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That began to change in 1979 but initially in a very modest way. The Ford 
Foundation, whose China work then and for many years thereafter was led by 
Peter Geithner, began sending a handful of Chinese economists to the United 
States to become more familiar with economic teaching and analysis as it was 
practiced in market economies. At the same time the Committee on Scholarly 
Communications with the People’s Republic of China (CSCPRC)2 sent its first 
delegation of American economists to China, a delegation led by Lawrence Klein 
who soon thereafter won the Nobel Prize for his work in macroeconomics.3 Each 
of the members of this delegation gave a public lecture on their research area 
during this visit and those lectures were typically attended by hundreds of 
Chinese economists and other scholars. There were also return visits to the 
United States by Chinese economists such as the head of the Institute of 
Economics at the time, Xu Dixin, who was and remained a specialist on Marxian 
Political Economy. 

The reason for focusing on the Klein delegation is less the lectures given by 
the members of the group and more the fact that Klein used the opportunity to 
attempt to persuade the sponsor, the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, to 
accept his offer to conduct a workshop on econometrics in China for economists 
interested. Klein, who had extensive international experience including in the 
Soviet Union, felt, accurately as it turned out, that econometrics would be more 
acceptable to the Chinese economics establishment than most other fields since 
econometrics did not challenge directly China’s then Marxist Political Economy 
approaches. That workshop was held in 1980 led by Klein with Professor 
Gregory Chow prominent among the teaching faculty of the workshop.  

That workshop met with great success and it as much as anything done at the 
time opened up what became a floodgate in the early 1980s of workshops and 
individual visits by American and other economists to China to give lectures 

                                                        
2 The CSCPRC was a committee sponsored by the National Academy of Sciences, the Social 
Science Research Council, and the American Council of Learned Societies. It was the main 
organization managing scientific exchanges with China particularly during the 1970s and 
1980s. Its office was located in the National Academy of Sciences building in Washington, 
DC. 
3 There was a delegation sent by the CSCPRC to China to study rural small scale industry that 
included a number of economists and there was also an earlier group sent by the Union of 
Radical Political Economists but neither of these delegations saw as their role the promotion of 
market economics in China. I was the leader of the first of these two delegations and was also a 
member of the 1979 CSCPRC economics delegation. 
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about their fields. The largest organized effort of this sort was supported by the 
Ford Foundation and involved workshops led by very distinguished American 
economists in most of the major sub-fields of economics, but the Ford effort was 
not alone.4 Gregory Chow himself was involved in some of these other efforts 
including a workshop on microeconomics that was the first workshop to be 
formally sponsored by the Chinese government’s Education Commission.  

It was at this time that Professor Chow began his effort to accelerate the 
placement of Chinese students in graduate economics programs in the United 
States. The authors of the papers in this volume honoring Professor Chow’s 
contributions to the transformation of economics education and research in China 
include many who participated in this program. There were two components to 
this initiative. One was to hold an examination in China to identify the students 
who would be best able to handle the work of a PhD program in the United 
States. The other was to identify and encourage American and Canadian 
economics departments to both accept these students and provide them with 
financial support. To this end Professor Chow sent a letter to a large number of 
economics departments asking if they were willing to accept and finance these 
students and many replied positively. There were 63 students that went in the 
first group that enrolled through this effort and came to North America in 1985. 
These were not the first students to enter graduate economics programs in the 
U.S. but they represented a large increase over the handful that had arrived 
earlier.  

One of Professor Chow’s most important contributions to the study of market 
economics in China came in 1984 when he met with then Premier Zhao Ziyang. 
Premier Zhao had met with many foreign experts including economists but in 
this meeting Professor Chow and Premier Zhao discussed market economics (or 
“modern economics,” the term usually used by Western economists at the time) 
at some length and the meeting and its content was published on the front page of 
the People’s Daily (Renmin Ribao). In China in 1984 that was tantamount to an 
official endorsement of market economics, its relevance to China, and the need 
for China to acquire expertise in the field. 

That endorsement in effect made possible a major initiative in 1985 that would 

                                                        
4 I, for example, was responsible for organizing the Development Economics workshop and 
there were roughly a half of dozen other workshops on different economic fields as part of that 
program. 
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play a central role in a program that as much as any was to provide the 
manpower trained in market economics that by the mid 1990s made it possible 
for increasing numbers of Chinese universities to be able to staff departments 
specializing in market or “modern” economics. The basic idea originated with 
Gregory Chow who felt that China would benefit from a year-long program of 
true graduate level training in market economics and he worked with the State 
Education Commission (it returned to its earlier name of Ministry of Education 
in 1998) and with commission officers Wang Zenong and Wang Fusun to get 
their endorsement for such an effort. The next challenge was to find funding and 
here the Ford Foundation led by Peter Geithner stepped in and the program was 
formalized.  

The program was made an integral part of the Master’s degree programs of 
seven of China’s comprehensive universities and the actual teaching was done at 
Renmin University of China in Beijing. Later a similar program was added at 
Fudan University in Shanghai although it ran for a shorter period of time. 
Management of the program was by two committees, a Chinese committee 
chaired by Huang Da, then a professor of Renmin University of China and later 
President of the University, and composed of representatives of the seven 
comprehensive universities. The American committee was co-chaired by Gregory 
Chow and myself and included a number of distinguished American economists, 
two of whom had or would receive Nobel Prizes. The American committee, the 
Committee on Economics Education and Research, operated under the auspices 
of the CSCPRC located in the National Academy of Sciences. The committee 
had one staff member whose role was mainly to help recruit teachers for the 
program and manage the logistics involved when these teachers were resident in 
China for a semester or a year.  

The program lasted for the next ten years during which time over 500 students 
received a rigorous graduate level program comparable to the first year of PhD 
economics training in the U.S. The faculty, mainly from the U.S. but also the UK, 
were consistently excellent and one would go on to win a Nobel Prize and 
another became a British Lord.5 Funding for this program, much like funding for 
the Chow Program for study in the US and Canada, came to an end in the mid 

                                                        
5 The Nobel Prize winner who taught in the program was Leonid Hurwicz of the University of 
Minnesota and the British Lord was Nicholas Stern, Baron Stern of Brentford, of the London 
School of Economics. 
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1990s as supporters such as the Ford Foundation concluded that too few of those 
sent abroad were returning to China to teach or work in economic research 
institutes. It is true that few had returned by the mid-1990s but, as it turned out, 
that was soon to change. Today large numbers of Chinese economists trained 
abroad have returned to China on a permanent basis. Many others and perhaps 
most of those that have stayed in their positions in North America return 
regularly to teach and participate in research, conferences, and much else. 

By the turn to the twenty-first century, most economics teaching in Chinese 
universities was in market or modern economics and that was what most of the 
students interested in economics studied. The efforts described above had much 
to do with this transformation. There were others who contributed in important 
ways, of course. The World Bank, for example, at one point held a major 
conference and program to help China revise its economics curriculum, an effort 
that included economists from a number of market economies. Many of the 
students managed to find a way to study abroad on their own and many stayed in 
China and studied market economics there. Individuals such as Huang Da and 
Mao Yushi became very good market economists studying the field on their own. 
By the 1990s it was also clear to almost everyone that the Chinese economy was 
already a market economy with very little central planning and anyone interested 
in helping manage that economy had to understand market economics. 

Two other efforts of Gregory Chow or that involved him should be mentioned 
in the context of the history of the development of market economics in China. 
One is his book, China’s Economic Transformation, which is now in its third 
edition. This book originally published in 1986 was written in part as a textbook 
for the courses that Professor Chow taught at Princeton but it was really one of 
the first textbooks written for teaching in China.  

The other contribution to mention is Gregory Chow’s help in the foundation of 
what was first called the Chinese Young Economists Society but later changed its 
name to the Chinese Economists Society. The society was founded in 1985 by 
one or two dozen graduate students in economics at Princeton, Harvard and a few 
other universities. Its early meetings were in the U.S. and an ordinary American 
university classroom designed for thirty or so could easily hold all those 
attending. By the society’s twentieth anniversary in 2005 the meetings were held 
in China sponsored by one or another of China’s comprehensive universities and 
attendees filled the large auditoriums of these universities and dozens of 
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classrooms for the many sessions for the presentation of research papers. 
Membership in the society by that time was over 2,000 and included economists 
from all over China and not just those who had returned with degrees from 
abroad. Gregory Chow played a central role in the early formation of this society 
working with the students then at Princeton and he has remained involved with 
the society ever since.6 

This brief history of the contributions of Gregory Chow to the transformation 
of economics teaching and research in China does not begin to cover Professor 
Chow’s contributions to economics or even to the Chinese economy. It is simply 
to underline his key contributions to what was probably one of the fastest and 
most complete transformations by universities in any country of how a major 
subject such as economics should be taught. Universities everywhere tend to be 
conservative institutions and major changes of this sort can take a century or 
more, but in China the transformation basically took only two decades. Many 
people were involved in this effort both inside and outside of China but Professor 
Gregory Chow was central to the transformation throughout. 
 

                                                        
6 My own role in this effort was mostly to help the Harvard students in the society find 
funding for their meetings. 


