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Abstract
This paper considers the adoption of Western neoliberalism in Taiwan’s higher education (HE) 
governance as a hybridisation process in which the influences of political democratisation, social 
liberalisation and Chinese cultural traditions intersect with contemporary Western norms and values. 
The paper draws on data from interviews with senior university administrators and education ministry 
officials to delineate the resistance to the competitive ethos embedded in neoliberalism and the retention 
of state presence and intervention in university governance, highlighting Taiwan’s historical, socio­
political and cultural contexts. This account exemplifies how various historical, socio-political and 
cultural factors influence Taiwan’s HE governance and how Western norms and values are absorbed, 
questioned and resisted during the hybridisation process.
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Introduction
The global-local dynamics have long influenced Taiwan’s higher education (HE) development. 
In the 1990s, a movement promoting the indigenisation of academia emerged, given that some 
academics showed strong concerns over academic colonialism brought about by HE 
internationalisation (Yang, 1999). These academics advocated that social sciences should be 
firmly rooted locally, thereby responding to local needs (Yeh, 1993). Some psychologists thus 
launched a local journal called Indigenous Psychology (^±^3^W^) in 1993 to promote 
the scholarship concerned with local issues and informed by indigenous methods and theories 
and to resist the imported Western scientific norms and paradigms.

This resistance to internationalisation (or, critically speaking, westernisation) can be 
contrasted with Taiwan’s long history of learning from the West, particularly the US. While 
many senior professors in Taiwan were educated in the US, Taiwan’s HE system was modelled 
on the US system (Wu et al., 1989; Lin, 2003). However, due to the socio-political 
transformation emerging since the late 1980s, the local or indigenous consciousness 
suppression was removed, and the emphasis on local and aboriginal cultural elements grew 
into a localisation process (or Taiwanisation) (Law, 1996; 2002). This tendency towards 
localisation stoked up the resistance to HE internationalisation and the associated neoliberal 
policies and practices, which were seen as expressions of the Anglo-American hegemony in 
models of HE that embodied Western supremacy (Marginson, 2022).

Meanwhile, despite the 50-year Japanese colonial rule and the significant influences from 
the US, Chinese cultural elements (e.g. Confucian values) remain an essential part of Taiwan’s 
culture. The significance of Chinese culture in Taiwan’s society corresponds to the cultural 
perspective on HE in East Asia, from which research explores how cultural traditions intersect 
and integrate with contemporary norms and values (e.g. neoliberalism) to form distinctive 
hybrid academic models in the region (Marginson, 2011; Hawkins et al., 2013). In the case of 
Taiwan, apart from combining Western and Confucian intellectual values, the hybridisation 
process also involves the emergence of a Taiwan-centric epistemic perspective on knowledge 
production, given the growth of Taiwanese consciousness.

1

mailto:yccjason@mail.ncyu.edu.tw


This paper provides an account of the intersection among these historical, socio-political 
and cultural factors to exemplify the hybridisation process, focusing on adopting neoliberal 
values in HE. It begins with a brief review of Taiwan’s history and HE development. It then 
explains how neoliberalism spread as a global cultural order and impacted Taiwan’s HE. Next, 
the paper examines Taiwan’s university governance. Its findings show how the competitive 
ethos of neoliberalism is moderated and why the state remains strong in Taiwan, thus 
illuminating the intertwining of various factors during the hybridisation process.

Origins and evolution of Taiwan’s HE
As an island-state in East Asia, Taiwan experienced the ruling of various governments and 
colonisation over time. The island was originally the land of Taiwanese aborigines. In the 17th 
century, the Dutch and Spanish settled on the island. The rule under China’s Ming and Qing 
dynasties marked the beginning of the Han Chinese polity in Taiwan. The island was ceded to 
Japan in 1895 after the First Sino-Japanese War (Morris, 2002). Moreover, the Japanese 
colonial administration attempted to assimilate the Han Chinese in Taiwan by introducing the 
Japanese language and culture through formal education (Tsurumi, 1979).

In this context, the modern education system was established in Taiwan to promote 
assimilation and meet the demands of the island’s economy. Post-secondary colleges were 
established on the basis of the model of Japanese institutions during this period. Many of these 
colleges evolved into universities later.1 In addition, Taihoku Imperial University, the first 
modern university in Taiwan and precursor to the current National Taiwan University, was 
founded in 1928 (Wu et al., 1989; Li, 2005).

Taiwan was briefly reunited with China after the Second World War. Thus, the island 
underwent a round of decolonisation in HE, which aimed to replace the HE model of Japan 
with that of modern China. In 1949, the Kuomintang (KMT or Chinese Nationalist Party) was 
defeated in the Chinese Civil War and relocated its government to Taiwan. In this political 
context, the KMT government was keen to promote Chinese culture and values in Taiwan’s 
HE to strengthen ethnic solidarity (Hsieh, 2020). Meanwhile, following KMT, some 
universities were relocated from the Chinese mainland to Taiwan.2 The goal of decolonisation, 
the policies and practices of promoting Chinese culture and the relocation of universities from 
the mainland justified the compulsory requirement for university students to study Chinese 
philosophy, such as the doctrine of the mean (^W^S) and the five constant relationships (5 
^) of Confucianism, during this period. Such an emphasis on Chinese culture and values also 
revealed the cultural roots of the centralised governance model in which state presence and 
intervention in university activities commonly occurred (Lin, 2020).

Although their Chinese roots were emphasised, the link between Taiwan’s universities 
and higher learning in Imperial China was implicit. Instead, some of them were established in 
the mainland in the late 19th century based on the Western ideas of a university (Yang, 2013). 
Furthermore, the influences of the US education model on various education levels in China 
were obvious after the 1922 education reform. The practices of learning from the US continued 
after 1949. Thus, the current HE system in Taiwan was developed mainly on the basis of the 
US prototype, and the US model significantly influenced the curriculum and evaluation 
mechanisms in HE on the island (Wu et al., 1989).

Taiwan and its HE entered an age of liberalisation after significant political relaxation in 
the late 1980s. After martial law was lifted in 1987, Taiwan began democratisation, extensively 
promoting electoral democracy and civic participation (Ho, 1990). Political democratisation 
and social liberalisation stimulated public demand for university education and explained the 
rapid HE expansion during the period. Furthermore, the political and social changes 
democratised university campuses where a decentralised governance model appeared (Lo, 
2010). Thus, universities began to apply the ideas of ‘faculty governance’ (^S^K) and 

2



‘campus democracy’ (^H^^); self-management by faculty members has become an 
important discourse in university governance since the political democratisation (Chan, 2010; 
Chan & Yang, 2018). Meanwhile, the political change and the resulting emergence of a 
Taiwanese identity caused the formation and consolidation of indigenous subjectivity (^^^ 
^te). Consequently, a tendency towards indigenisation (or Taiwanisation) emerged during 
this period (Law, 2002).

The indigenisation process intensified after 2000, given that the pro-independence 
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) won the general election in the same year. In the 
meantime, globalisation led to a wave of HE internationalisation on the island. Although the 
responses to globalisation were integrated with domestic political and social changes and 
caused identity reconstitution in Taiwan (Law, 2002), HE internationalisation also implied an 
embodiment of neoliberalism. This point will be further explained in the next section.

In short, despite building upon the American HE system, Taiwan’s historical connections 
with Japanese colonialism and Chinese cultural traditions substantially influenced HE 
development in the island-state. Although the promotion of Chinese culture that served as 
decolonisation, the KMT government inherited the colonial infrastructures in its HE system in 
Taiwan. Furthermore, colonial heritage was adopted as a cultural characteristic of post-colonial 
Taiwan that constituted part of Taiwanese localism/nationalism and identity (Ching, 2001), 
while many Taiwanese academic leaders received their education in the US and thus were 
profoundly affected by Western values (Wu et al., 1989). Meanwhile, the inheritance of 
Chinese culture and values essentially defined the state-university relationship (Lin & Yang, 
2021), even though democratisation of university governance occurred later.

Western neoliberalism as a global cultural order and its impacts on Taiwan’s HE 
Neoliberalism emerged at the beginning of the Cold War and was promoted by the market- 
oriented reform policies of the Thatcher and Reagan governments in the 1980s. Consequently, 
it became the dominant paradigm of public policy in the West. The distinctive strands of 
neoliberalism involve two sets of claims: ‘claims for the efficiency of the market as a superior 
allocative mechanism for the distribution of scarce public resources; and claims for the market 
as a morally superior form of political economy’ (Peters, 2012, pp. 135-136). On the basis of 
these claims, agendas of marketisation, privatisation, commercialisation and corporatisation 
are adopted to reform public services, redefine citizenship and review the role and size of 
government.

HE was not exempt from the extensive influence of neoliberalism on public services and 
thus became market-oriented, especially in Western capitalist countries where government 
funding was reduced and HE was commercialised as an individualised commodity with the 
consequence that students were redefined as individual consumers (Marginson, 2013; Hunter, 
2013). Apart from the commitment to the free market, a competitive ethos with and among 
individuals, departments and institutions in HE was advanced to uphold accountability in the 
sector. The theoretical illustration of this competitive ethos refers to managerialism, which 
emphasises the upholding of cost-effectiveness by creating financial incentives for individuals 
and organisations to compete to become more efficient. Such a managerial approach to 
governance altered the assessment of HE, which is now performance-based (Dougherty & 
Natow, 2020) and comprises sets of internal and external quality assurance mechanisms 
(Rhoades & Sporn, 2002; Harvey, 2005).

Furthermore, HE internationalisation is considered a variant of neoliberalisation in some 
national contexts (Bamberger et al., 2019; de Wit & Altbach, 2021). According to this market- 
oriented approach to internationalisation, competing for a more prominent global HE market 
share explains why some universities and governments are keen to internationalise their 
policies and practices at an increasing pace. The competition for resources and prestige among 
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institutions and systems has intensified globally, given the emergence of a globalised 
environment where national borders have been broken down and ideas, people and resources 
have been fused. That is, this approach identifies internationalisation as an embodiment of 
neoliberal ideas in the global context.

Despite emerging in the West, recent literature argues that neoliberalism has become a 
global cultural order that substantially affects education worldwide (Lerch et al., 2022; see also 
Peters, 2012). Specifically, the cultural dimensions of neoliberalism encapsulate the 
assumptions of individuality, rationality, self-interest and the primary role of knowledge in 
production in the form of universalised and abstracted knowledge, which has captured the 
policy agenda and been the basis for structural adjustments in different education systems. 
Some research further notes that this global spread of neoliberalism in HE relies on 
international organisations (e.g. Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
and the World Bank), which provide countries with the impetus to reform through normative 
influence, rather than economic coercion (Bromley et al., 2021; Deuel, 2022). The economic 
rationale, which defines HE as a commodity in the international market, is less relevant to 
explaining HE policy in East Asia. Instead, HE development in the region is primarily 
grounded on late development and developmental state theories, which highlight the needs of 
East Asian states to catch up with advanced countries and secure their political viability as 
states (Green, 2013; Bamberger et al., 2019). In this sense, East Asian governments used 
neoliberal reforms and the concomitant process of internationalisation to introduce competitive 
ethos to their HE systems, thereby increasing their competitiveness and earning global 
recognition.

Following this discursive, developmental approach to neoliberalism, this paper identifies 
three aspects in which neoliberal ideas have influenced Taiwan’s HE since the late 1990s. First, 
Taiwan adopted an elite-making policy (including the former Aim for the Top University 
Project and the current Global Taiwan Scheme under the Higher Education Sprout Project), 
aiming to develop a few selected national top universities into globally competitive universities. 
This elitism is in line with the competitive ethos of neoliberalism that underpins the global 
competition in HE and the catch-up mentality that endorses the superiority of Western HE. 
Thus, the narrative of HE internationalisation in Taiwan is characterised by the pursuit of 
Western image and quality, with which the selected universities can display their world-class 
attributes, earn an internationally recognised status and be competitive in the global 
competition for talent and resources (Lo, 2009; Hou & Cheng, 2022). Nevertheless, as 
Anglophone countries linguistically and culturally dominate the content of global knowledge, 
the initiative of pursuing a world-class image is associated with an emphasis on international 
outputs (e.g. publishing in English in international academic journals). This policy context 
justifies the rise of global university rankings in Taiwan’s HE policy and university governance 
(Lo, 2014).

In addition to rankings, the neoliberal values of competition and the managerial approach 
to governance were upheld by introducing quality assurance to Taiwan’s HE. Established in 
2005, the Higher Education Evaluation and Accreditation Council of Taiwan (HEEACT) is an 
official quality assurance agency appointed by the government to conduct accreditation 
exercises for assessing the performance of universities (Hou, 2012). Highlighting the use of 
criteria and indicators, the establishment of HEEACT represents the rise of audit culture, in 
which data and numbers become central to upholding accountability (Shore, 2008), in Taiwan’s 
HE.

The Taiwanese government also attempted to reform university governance structure in 
line with neoliberal ideas. Two reforms were proposed in 2005 and 2011, as the government 
intended to make public universities financially and administratively independent from the 
government. The first reform proposal was known as corporatisation, which focused on 
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changing the status of public universities into independent legal entities (Tien, 2008). The 
second proposal aimed to increase the elements of collaborative governance in public 
universities, thereby enhancing the autonomy of universities (Chen, 2015). However, both 
reform proposals received strong opposition and were not implemented. The unsuccessful 
launches of these governance reforms exemplify the resistance to neoliberal ideas in Taiwan’s 
HE and will be further examined later in this paper.

A note on methods
The interview data reported in this paper was collected from 20 semi-structured interviews 
conducted between 2018 and 2020. To understand university governance in Taiwan, the 
researchers interviewed 15 senior administrators (including vice presidents, associate vice 
presidents, college deans and department heads) from four universities (two public and two 
private) recruited by key informant and snowball sampling methods. All the interviewees were 
involved in the governing bodies of their universities (i.e. university assemblies in public 
universities and boards of trustees in private universities).

The interviews lasted between 45 and 120 minutes and were run in face-to-face mode. 
They focused on interviewees’ experience of serving as university management, power 
relations among different university stakeholders and negotiations among them in governance 
matters (i.e. financial, staffing and substantive issues). Interviewees were also asked for 
examples of cooperation and/or negotiation with various university governance actors related 
to broader cultural and political circumstances, including the prevalence of neoliberalism. In 
addition, four education ministry officials and a senior administrator of HEEACT were 
interviewed to provide insights on the relationship between the university and the government.

All interviews were transcribed and analysed for common themes, which focused on the 
impacts of cultural traditions and contemporary social and political changes on the coordination 
and allocation of power in Taiwan’s university governance. Special attention was paid to the 
comprehension of the adoption of neoliberal values in universities.

Adoption of neoliberal values in Taiwan’s HE governance

Moderating the competitive ethos
As previously mentioned, the neoliberal discourse on global competition entered Taiwan’s HE 
and caused the prevalence of global university rankings, which provided policymakers, 
university leaders as well as the public with an international benchmarking tool (Zacharewicz 
et al., 2021). Emphasising rankings in policymaking and university governance also implied a 
move towards internationalisation of research, which requested academics to participate in the 
global competition. The Taiwanese government began to foster internationalisation in 2000 
(Hou & Cheng, 2022) and launched the Aim for the Top University Project in 2006, which 
financially incentivised the selected universities to pursue world-class status, following the 
standards imposed by global ranking systems. Given its quest for complying with the standards 
of the Western academic model, this policy initiative of building world-class universities led 
to a tendency of westernisation in Taiwan’s HE (Mok & Chan, 2008; Lo & Liu, 2021). 
Furthermore, neoliberal and managerial ideas, such as global competitiveness, international 
benchmarking and performance-based accountability, surrounded this policy initiative and thus 
substantially changed the research landscape in Taiwan’s HE.

Figure 1 shows the trends in the total numbers of scholarly articles published by Taiwan’s 
academics between 2000 and 2020. Owing to the launch of the world-class university initiative, 
the number of international publications grew by more than three times, from 12,221 in 2000 
to 39,201 in 2020. By contrast, the number of local publications, most of which were written 
in Chinese, decreased significantly during the same period. In 2000, 48,047 articles were 

5



published in local journals. However, the number dropped to 16,510 in 2020. These numbers 
reveal that there has been a 65% drop in local publications since the launch of the 
internationalisation policy. Furthermore, the figure records a more rapid decline in local 
publications in recent years. Thus, though the number of international publications remained 
steady, the gap between the numbers of international and local publications became larger.

60000

Figure 1. Numbers of articles published by Taiwan’s academics in international and local 
journals, 2000-2020
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Source: SCImago (2021); Taiwan Local Journal Database (2014); NCL Taiwan Periodical Literature 
(2021).

The emphases on pursuing rankings and publishing in international journals constitute a 
narrative of becoming globally competitive, which was accepted by some of the interviewed 
senior university administrators:

Universities need to compete in the market. They, therefore, need a reputation. Global rankings 
are the most objective indicator of reputation, so their prevalence is inevitable. (UA2)

HE internationalisation is vital to universities. However, Taiwan lagged far behind the rest of 
East Asia on this issue. If Taiwan’s universities want to be internationalised, they must pursue 
rankings. (UC1)

Rankings offer a relatively objective perspective from which university leaders can make fairer 
decisions on resource allocation, even though rankings are imperfect. (UC3)

The world-class university initiative also led to a highly competitive environment where 
limited public funds were concentrated on several leading universities. Meanwhile, as an 
interviewee pointed out, competition among departments within these universities intensified, 
as the funding was open for departments to pitch (UB1). This excerpt confirmed the argument 
that the government’s competitive funding transformed the global competition into a domestic 
one and caused inequality and unhealthy competition within the system (Lo, 2014). 
Consequently, opposing forces against the competitive and performance-based culture 
emerged in Taiwan’s HE sector (Chou et al., 2013).
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The criticism of overemphasising competition triggered the anger of academics towards 
HEEACT, the agency responsible for conducting quality assurance activities. A senior 
administrator of the council noted:

The council was severely censured around 2010 because people believed that the council was the 
government’s agent and was used by the authorities to pressurise the universities. (HC1)

He further associated the criticism with Taiwan’s political environment:

Taiwan’s democracy was a factor affecting HE governance. The party politics encouraged the 
existence of different voices... Quality assurance made people voice their discontent. In this 
context, the Taiwan Higher Education Union was established. The union reflected university 
teachers’ workloads and pressures in the quality assurance process. ‘How can one expect a 
teacher who has not been doing research for decades to become research active immediately? 
How can one expect a teacher who does not speak English to teach in the language?’ the union 
questioned. (HC1)

This resistance to the competitive culture explained the policy fine-tuning, which incorporated 
the research outputs published in quality local journals in institutional quality assurance and 
individual performance appraisal exercises by setting up the Taiwan Social Science Citation 
Index and the Taiwan Humanities Citation Index in 2000 and 2009, respectively. In 2015, the 
government disconnected the results of university accreditation from the allocation of funding 
and the quota for student admission. Thus, as the respondent from HEEACT put it, ‘the council 
has lost its teeth since then’ (HC1).

Furthermore, there was a reorientation of HE policy in the late 2010s. In 2017, the DPP 
government, which won the general election in 2016, launched the Higher Education Sprout 
Project, claiming that the project would solve the problems (i.e. inequality and homogeneity) 
caused by the world-class university initiative. This project emphasised the promotion of 
equality in HE and the role of universities in supporting the development of local communities 
and nurturing talents required by local economies. Thus, the project was characterised by the 
notions of publicness and social responsibility. It indicated that the focus of Taiwan’s HE 
policy was shifted from participating in the global competition to promoting universities’ social 
responsibilities. It reasserted the significant roles of national and local agendas in HE 
development. Literature suggests that the criticism over the elitism in HE and the associated 
rise of discontent caused political pressure under which the government had to change its HE 
policy and abandon the overemphasis on global competitiveness (Lo & Hou, 2020). In this 
sense, the project was a correction to the former elite-making policy and a ‘doctrine of 
egalitarianism’ against the neoliberal competitive ethos (Chang, 2021; Hou et al., 2022), 
though national accreditation remained important to governance at the institutional level and 
the pursuit of the world-class status (i.e. the Global Taiwan Scheme) continued to be a 
component of the Higher Education Sprout Project.

Retaining state presence and intervention
Taiwan was under authoritarian rule. Thus, universities on the island were under strict 
government control and lacked autonomy in various spheres, including personnel, finance and 
curriculum (Chan, 2010). As the island-state underwent a round of political democratisation 
and social liberalisation in the 1990s, governance reforms with the goals of enhancing 
university autonomy, protecting academic freedom, relaxing bureaucratic control and, more 
generally, democratising university campuses were considered a major task of HE reform 
during the period (Ho, 1990). In this context, the government established the Commission on 
Education Reform to review university governance in 1994. In 1996, the commission proposed 
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to corporatise public universities to make them independent legal entities, which their boards 
of trustees would oversee. This proposed governance model aimed to prevent political 
interference in university affairs and allow universities to enjoy full autonomy (Commission 
on Education Reform, 1996).

However, university corporatisation is also an embodiment of neoliberalism, as it 
removes control over universities from the state in favour of market mechanisms and brings 
business-like practices to the HE sector in the name of improving efficiency and effectiveness 
(Mintz, 2021). Such a neoliberal interpretation of corporatisation was widely circulated to and 
accepted by university stakeholders in Taiwan. Ironically, though the reform proposal initially 
aimed to democratise university campuses, critics of the proposal believed that the 
entrepreneurial ethos and the value of market competition promoted by corporatisation would 
undermine democracy, given the weakening of public supervision in the reformed governance 
structure. Consequently, the proposal of corporatising public universities in 2005 and the pilot 
scheme of autonomising public universities in 2011 met strong opposition and were abandoned 
(Chan et al., 2018).

The abandonment of the university corporatisation initiative made state presence remain 
strong in Taiwan’s HE, although decentralisation occurred and allowed universities to form 
their governing bodies (Lo, 2010). All the senior university administrators interviewed 
confirmed this circumstance, though they had different views on the extent of the state 
intervention in university affairs. For example, an associate vice president at a public university 
noted:

University teachers enjoy freedom in teaching and research and freedom of speech on campus. 
However, the education ministry has full control over universities’ finance. As universities are 
financially dependent, they must meet the government’s expectations. (UC3)

Other interviewees echoed this observation about the government’s financial controls. A 
department head at another public university added:

Although the government’s support is a major source of the university’s income, the university 
derives a significant part of its income from other sources. As the university is partially 
financially independent, it should be partially autonomous. Thus, further relaxation of the 
government controls, especially those on student admission and tuition fees, is needed. (UB1)

Interviewees from private universities noted that the government’s controls over tuition fees 
also existed in their universities (UA1; UD1). An education ministry official confirmed the 
state presence in these spheres and explained the government’s role and position:

The influences of the education ministry on universities mostly appear in finance and student 
admission. It cannot and will not intervene in the daily operation of universities, as there are too 
many universities. (EM2)

He further noted:

Private universities have their responsibility in public education. The government does not have 
enough resources. Thus, the private sector plays a role in HE. Meanwhile, private universities are 
subsidised by the government.3 (EM2)

However, apart from finance and student admission, the interviewees also addressed the 
decisive role that the government played in universities’ personnel matters:

8



The personnel offices of public universities are part of the government. Their heads are 
responsible to the Directorate-General of Personnel Administration of the government rather than 
the university presidents. Thus, the presidents of public universities in Taiwan do not have any 
power in personnel matters. (UB1)

A vice president at a private university also said:

The education ministry would ask the boards of trustees of private universities to select their 
presidents. However, the ministry would provide the boards with some guidelines on the 
selection and invite candidates whom it favours to apply for the positions. This intervention 
makes the selection a kind of formality. (UA2)

Concerning the criticism of the state intervention in the selection of university presidents, an 
education ministry official defended:

Universities form their selection committees to select their presidents, no matter if they are public 
or private institutions. Two-fifths of the committee members are alumni representatives, two- 
fifths are community members and the education ministry appoints one-fifth. As the university 
management nominates the alumni representatives and community members, four-fifths of the 
committee members have connections with the university. (EM3)

He added:

Before 2005, university presidents were appointed by the education ministry. Then, reforms 
occurred. Universities can now select their presidents. This practice applies to public and private 
universities. However, after over a decade of operation, we realise the shortcomings of this 
selection mechanism. As university members predominate the mechanism, only existing staff 
members of the universities are selected as presidents. (EM3)

Another official also noted controversies over the selection of university presidents. He further 
explained that, in the current system, the education ministry plays a supervisory role and that 
universities are governed under the ministry’s supervision (EM2). Quoting a former education 
minister, he said:

We (the education ministry) want to transform our role from supervisor to partner. However, 
universities must be accountable to the public. The government is accountable to the legislature. 
To whom are universities accountable? Who will monitor universities’ performance? Inadequacy 
of accountability is the biggest problem in today’s university governance. (EM2)

A senior official asserted that the government is not interested in interfering in university affairs. 
However, he noted that as universities are unaccountable for their performance, the education 
ministry must play a supervisory role (EM1).

These conflicting views around the state-university relationship illustrate the increasing 
complexity of HE governance in Taiwan. On the one hand, a competitive environment where 
university performance and accountability were stressed appeared due to the prevalence of 
neoliberalism and managerialism. On the other hand, neoliberal reforms (i.e. university 
corporatisation) met strong opposition from the HE sector. The strong opposing voices made 
the reforms infeasible, given the democratised political environment. The co-existence of these 
factors characterises the adoption of neoliberal ideas in Taiwan’s HE and constitutes a form of 
multiplicity in university governance. The following section will examine this characteristic.

Multiplicity in university governance
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Recent literature considers ‘nested’, ‘sinuous’ and ‘continuous’ forms of development and 
conflation of the multiple dimensions of the development as the characteristics of hybridity in 
university governance, which is simultaneously driven by multiple forces (Hsieh, 2022; see 
also Bamberger et al., 2019). This paper empirically reveals an entanglement of these various 
local and global driving forces and their impacts on university governance in Taiwan.

One dimension of the development is the interplay between globalisation and localisation 
(Law, 2002). On the one hand, neoliberalism, associated with globalisation, has transformed 
Taiwan’s HE since the late 1990s. An awareness of the globalised environment invigorated the 
pursuit of global competitiveness in general and the calls for building world-class universities 
and pursuing global rankings and international research outputs in particular under the theme 
of internationalisation. Consequently, an elite-making policy (i.e. the Aim for the Top 
University Project), together with the prevalence of quality assurance practices (e.g. the 
accreditation exercises run by HEEACT), was adopted to uphold the competitive ethos of 
neoliberalism in Taiwan’s HE.

On the other hand, the social norms and values, nurtured within the local context of 
political democratisation and social liberalisation, promoted civic participation and individual 
freedom and resulted in participatory governance in universities where collegial participation 
was highlighted (Chan & Yang, 2018). These values constituted a force against the top-down, 
universalist approach (i.e. one transplanting neoliberal and managerial practices via 
government policy initiatives) but favoured a bottom-up, indigenised approach (i.e. one 
emphasising local involvements) in governance. This perspective about the global-local 
dynamics articulates the tensions between the global and local dimensions of HE development 
and justifies the policy shift towards university social responsibility and egalitarianism in the 
late 2010s (i.e. the Higher Education Sprout Project) (Lo & Hou, 2020; Hou et al., 2022).

Some research associates the rise of local resistance with the growth of ‘Taiwanese 
consciousness’ (Law, 2002; Hsieh, 2020; Lo & Chan, 2020), illustrating the political dimension 
of the development. This literature considers the emphasis on local or indigenous cultures and 
identities as a Taiwanisation process, which accelerates the formation of ‘national identity’ and 
‘nationalism’ within the specific political context of Taiwan. Specifically, from this perspective, 
Taiwanisation not only means preserving Taiwan’s cultural heritage and learning the 
Taiwanese language and/or aboriginal dialects but also implies a form of de-Sinicisation that 
constitutes political resistance to the growing influence of mainland China. This articulation of 
the local resistance connects HE development with party politics on the island. It also offers a 
cultural-historical perspective from which HE development has become a part of the politics 
of identity formation in Taiwan.

Recent studies further conceptualise the causes of the global-local dynamics (i.e. 
globalisation and democratisation) as structural factors, which set the parameters for university 
governance in Taiwan. For example, Chan and Yang (2018) proposed a two-layered model in 
which neoliberalism and managerialism underpin policies and practices at the system level, 
and collegial participation and bureaucratic behaviours inform governance at the institutional 
level. In a similar vein, Hsieh (2020) believed that interplaying with party politics and 
demographic factors, globalisation and democratisation form the outer layer of HE 
policymaking in Taiwan, whereas different narratives from various actors constitute the inner 
layer. Then, Chan and Chou (2020) revealed the contents of this inner layer by identifying an 
elite approach to HE governance. Specifically, they reported that six groups of HE stakeholders 
(i.e. internationally renowned Taiwanese scholars, Academia Sinica affiliates, senior emeritus 
professors and educational officials, presidents of leading universities, university associations 
and HE unions), who surround the education ministry, essentially dominate decision-making 
processes in HE.
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Despite emphasising participatory governance, the senior university administrators 
interviewed pointed out that position seniority mattered in many decision-making processes. 
For example, a department head said, ‘in a university assembly meeting, I asked my dean how 
I should vote. My dean said I could observe how the senior management acted and I should 
follow’ (UB2). A vice president also noted that he would avoid criticising his president (UA2). 
A faculty dean observed that democratisation was ineffective on Taiwan’s university campuses 
because of the Chinese culture practice that senior management had ‘the final say’ (^TM) 
(UC4). These excerpts suggest that collegiality practices, which uphold democratic values on 
university campuses, are profoundly constrained by personal connections and the respect for 
seniority in Taiwan’s cultural context.

Furthermore, the interview data presented in the preceding section demonstrate the strong 
state presence and intervention in Taiwan’s HE sector. It resonates with the cultural perspective 
on HE governance, from which Confucian values are seen as a foundation of the Confucian 
heritage societies ‘where the strong ascending drive from the nation-state with close 
supervision and control towards educational agendas and priorities is fundamental’ (Lin, 2020, 
p. 219). From this cultural perspective, the strong state exemplifies cultural traditions in Taiwan, 
a Confucian society. Thus, the clashes between university administrators and bureaucracy can 
represent cultural conflicts between the Western desire for autonomy and Chinese 
subordination to authority (Yang, 2020).

However, given the democratisation in various social sectors in Taiwan since the late 
1980s, Western concepts, such as academic freedom and university autonomy, have been 
indigenised and internalised through the process of campus democratisation and the practices 
of faculty governance and become part of the cultural traditions on the island (Chan & Yang, 
2018). The appreciation, indigenisation and internalisation of these Western values essentially 
explains the opposition to the university corporatisation, which significantly embodies 
neoliberal values from the West. In this regard, despite highlighting cultural confusion and 
conflicts with Western values, the cultural perspective on HE governance has gone beyond the 
East-West dichotomy. Instead, it urges enquiries about how Confucian cultural traditions can 
be integrated with Western sciences into a hybrid East-West modernity and how the Confucian 
heritage societies can develop a governance mode that is culturally appropriate for their HE 
sectors and institutions (Lin, 2020; Yang, 2020; see also Marginson, 2011; Hawkins et al., 
2013).

Conclusion
This paper offers an account of the interplay among various driving forces for change in 
Taiwan’s HE. Culturally, Confucian values remain a foundation of Taiwan’s society and 
substantially define the relationship between the state and university and the power relationship 
among actors in HE governance (Lin & Yang, 2021). However, as Taiwan has undergone 
political democratisation since the late 1980s, various types of rights and freedom have been 
raised in the society. In this context, non-state actors (e.g. university faculty members and 
students) in HE governance were significantly empowered, and the concepts of academic 
freedom and university autonomy were promoted, internalised and indigenised through the 
practices of campus democratisation and participatory governance during the political 
transition (Law, 1996). These cultural, historical and political factors constitute the context 
where neoliberal reforms occurred after 2000. Thus, though Taiwan showed an intention of 
adopting neoliberal policies and practices in its HE sector, resistance backed by these cultural, 
political and historical factors to neoliberal reforms (e.g. university corporatisation) emerged 
and resulted in the moderation of competitive ethos and the retention of state presence and 
intervention reported in this paper.
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Taiwan’s intention to follow global trends in HE clearly illustrates the strong influences 
of contemporary Western norms and values (which neoliberalism significantly shapes) on HE 
in the island-state and East Asia more generally (Chan, 2013). From a theoretical perspective, 
the resistance to neoliberalism and the resulting moderation represent a transformationalist 
approach to understanding the interplay between globalisation and local contexts and practices 
of HE governance. The entanglement of the historical, cultural and socio-political factors 
presented in this paper then contributes to the theoretical understanding of the HE 
transformation in the East Asian context (Chan et al., 2017), as it exemplifies the theoretical 
approach to delineating the dynamics of changing HE governance, which stresses the inclusion 
and conflation of the various dimensions of HE development in comprehending the notion of 
hybridity in HE.

Notes
1. The post-secondary colleges established during the Japanese colonial era served specific 

purposes and thus specialised in particular subject areas. For example, there were Taipei First 
Teacher School, Taipei Second Teacher School, Tainan Teacher School, Taichung Agriculture 
College and Tainan Engineering College, which evolved into the present-day University of 
Taipei, National Taipei University of Education, National Tainan University, National Chung 
Hsin University and National Cheng Kung University, respectively.

2. For example, National Hsing-Hua University, National Sun Yat-Sen University and National 
Chiao-Tung University in Taiwan were relocated from the mainland. Thus, they share the same 
origins as Tsinghua University, Zhongshan University and Shanghai and Xi’an Jiaotong 
Universities in mainland China, respectively.

3. According to interviewees, approximately 70% of the incomes of private universities is from 
tuition fees, 20% is from government subsidies and 10% is self-funding (including donations and 
government project-based competitive grants); at public universities, the proportion of self­
funding reaches 50%, whereas those from government subsidies and tuition fees are 30% and 
20%, respectively.
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