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In these letters, which now stretch back two decades,
I have only occasionally interrupted accounts of seri-
ous issues with cameo personal appearances (even

though my shape is now remarkably similar to that of the
late Alfred Hitchcock). But in the last six months, both
Anne and I have been in the news in a rather serious way,
and I thought it might be entertaining to write about our
experiences, some of which are of more than local inter-
est. In October, I learned to my delight that I was to be
the recipient of the 2015 Nobel Prize, or more precisely-
and there is no end of pedants and people who dislike
economics who want to insist on it — the recipient of the
Sveriges Riksbank Prize in Economic Sciences in mem-
ory of Alfred Nobel. As many previous recipients have
told, the experience is both exhilarating and overwhelm-
ing; l have often thought of the story of the dog who
liked to chase buses, but had little idea of what it would
be like to catch one. The Nobel is not just catching the
bus, but being run over by it. 

While the bus was driving back and forward on top of me,
Anne Case and I published a paper in early November in
the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences,
showing a reversal of the long-established decline in mor-
tality among middle-aged whites in the US, especially
those with only a high school education or less, and that
the fastest rising causes of death were suicides, accidental
poisonings (mostly from drug overdoses, both legal and
illegal), and alcoholic liver disease. We had established
those findings in May 2015, and every time we showed
them to economists or physicians, jaws would drop. Even
so, we failed to interest either of the major medical jour-
nals, one of whom rejected it so quickly that I thought I
must have sent the paper to a bad email address. But once
it appeared in the PNAS in early November, the storm of
publicity exceeded by an order of magnitude the still
ongoing publicity about the Nobel. Now there were sever-
al buses driving back and forward over both of us.
Pleasant enough, but we were gasping for breath.

Of course, the Nobel and ‘the paper’ became entangled.
Although the authors were listed as Anne Case and
Angus Deaton, the order was typically reversed, and in
several cases, became ‘Nobel economist Angus Deaton
and his wife, Anne Case, who is also a researcher’, a des-
ignation that the Alexander Stewart 1886 Professor of

Economics and Public Affairs was less than happy with.
Justin Wolfers eventually wrote a piece in the New York
Times on similar cases of blatant sexism in economics,
including Ralph Nader’s extraordinary suggestion that
Janet Yellen sit down with her Nobel Prize winning
economist husband (George Akerlof) before she decided
what to do about interest rates. But some of the entangle-
ments were entirely positive. A splendid tradition in the
US is that American Nobelists are invited to the Oval
Office, so we went with two remarkable chemists who
work on DNA repair-one of whom, Aziz Sancar, was
born in Turkey to illiterate parents-and the infinitely
charming Bill Campbell, born in Ireland, who found a
cure for river blindness. Three out of the four are immi-
grants to the US, and the fourth, Paul Modrich, is the son
of an immigrant. For Anne and me, the highpoint was
when President Obama opened the door to the Oval
Office, took our hands, and said ‘we have got to talk
about this paper that you have written.’ He had clearly
read it in detail, he had comments about earlier similar
events in the African American community, and even
some suggestions. Unusual attention for an academic
paper, and all of this before we had been to Stockholm.

One of the most surprising reactions to ‘the paper’ has
been the extent to which the newspapers, especially the
New York Times and the Washington Post, checked and
extended our work. The Times downloaded the 36 mil-
lion individual death records since 1999 in order to run
their own analyses. The Post, very recently, correlated
the ‘deaths of despair’ across counties with the voting
patterns in the primaries showing, as many had sur-
mised, that the deaths are correlated over space with
votes for Donald Trump. We have also, of course, been
horribly misquoted, including by Hillary Clinton who
bizarrely claimed that middle-aged whites in America
now have lower life expectancy than their parents. And
there has been a good deal of hostility from some in the
‘health inequalities’ part of the space, upbraiding us for
working on white mortality rates while blacks are still
suffering. Indeed, at least part of why our finding had not
been noticed was an excessive focus on inequalities, so
that much attention had gone to the narrowing of the
black white gap, without noting that some of the narrow-
ing had come from increased deaths among whites. 

Letter from America —

A special edition from Stockholm
and Washington
In this, his fortieth Letter from America, Angus reflects on some of the lesser-known consequences of
being a Nobel laureate.
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Many have written about the splendors of Stockholm,
and the videos and photographs on the Nobel website
give a good idea of the colors, the flowers, the pomp, the
dresses (Anne’s scarlet sheath could be seen from outer
space), the jewelry, the King and Queen, and the princes
and princesses. Being treated like a head of state, even
for a week, is a memorable experience. It was a week to
celebrate with my family — a nine-year old grandson in
white tie and tails was a truly memorable experience —
and with several vintages of coauthors. Perhaps what
will stay with me the longest is that, for the Swedish
people, the Nobel ceremony and the banquet that follows
play the same role as the Oscars do in the US. People

make dates with friends, they buy food and drink, and
they watch everything on TV. All of this, amazingly, is to
honor, not movie star charisma, or athletic prowess, but
intellectual achievement. Alfred Nobel himself had the
unusual opportunity to read his own obituary after his
brother had died in an explosion, and been mistaken for
him. He was so horrified by the descriptions of Dr. Death
and the destruction he had brought to mankind that he
determined to be remembered for something more posi-
tive, and the Swedish people have long honored his
vision. And although the Swedes have their share of sui-
cides, they have among the lowest mortality rates in the
world, with no signs of rising mortality in middle-age.

Between copying and creating:
where does East Asia fit?
Rajah Rasiah1 takes issue with the argument that the growth of some East Asia economies is largely a
reflection of increased inputs rather than technological innovation.

It is now over two decades since Young (1994) and
Krugman (1994) threw cold water at East Asia’s eco-
nomic growth with the latter equating it to what hap-

pened during Stalin’s rule in Soviet Union. Explaining
the growth by a focus on factor inputs rather than tech-
nical change, Krugman (1994) argued that such a per-
spiring growth strategy would combust as a conse-
quence. While orthodox economics has pushed relent-
lessly to use the same methodology to trace sources of
growth, it is time to rethink such ideas to give East Asia
the credit it deserves. South Korea, and Taiwan, espe-
cially, have grown rapidly over the period 1965-2015
while weathering major storms during the difficult years
of 1973-75, 1979-80, 1985-87, 1997-98 and 2007-09
when externally induced crises caused by oil and finan-
cial shocks threatened to derail them. 

The fundamental point to examine is whether East Asia
enjoyed technical change over the rapid growth years.
The Solow-Romer model of total factor productivity
(TFP) estimations over the period 1970-85 had shown
factor inputs as the prime source of growth achieved by
South Korea, and Taiwan (Young, 1994). Until the mid-
1980s, as Amsden (1989), Wade (1990), Kim (1997),
and Saxenian (2006) have shown, there is evidence to
suggest that these countries were learning from foreign
technology acquired through licensing, knowledge
transfers carried by human capital and mergers and
takeovers. If one does not regard such transfers of for-
eign knowledge as technical change, then the capital
accumulation argument advanced by Rodrik (1995) can
be the only plausible explanation in the initial phase.
However, even so one cannot hide the truth that firms in

these countries were adapting foreign sources of knowl-
edge to improve productivity through both producing
similar products more efficiently and to producing new
products rather than simply copying them. Such a devel-
opment would easily fit Schumpeter’s (1934) reference
to incremental innovations whereby entrepreneurs adapt
or modify existing stocks of knowledge to produce
things more efficiently or new products.

Even if the results of Young (1994) and its consequent
interpretation by Krugman (1994) over the period 1970-
85 for South Korea and Taiwan are to be accepted, such
arguments will be questionable from the 1990s as firms
in South Korea and Taiwan have caught up and
leapfrogged to shape the technology frontier in a number
of industries. Not only are there some recent TFP studies
that indicate considerable scope for further capital accu-
mulation in these countries (Timmer and Ark, 2000),
there is also evidence of firms taking technological lead-
ership of high technology industries (Rasiah, 2015).
Indeed, firms in South Korea and Taiwan have taken on
what Schumpeter (1942) had favoured, which is the ini-
tiation of cycles of innovation by creating new stocks of
knowledge. For example, Samsung Semiconductor took
leadership of memory chips to lead its miniaturization
process from the 1990s, while Taiwan Semiconductor
Manufacturing Company has begun dominating logic
chips since the turn of the millennium (Rasiah, 2015).
Similarly, South Korea and Taiwan have become leaders
in the launching of new products in several industries,
including integrated circuits, smartphones, automobiles,
refrigerators, notebooks, television sets, and ships
(Chang, 1994). 




