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Abstract

The article reviews the development of National Taiwan University since 1945
and analyzes the so-call “Spirit of Taiwan University” which includes the idea of a
university, educational philosophy, economic view, social and political thought, and
worldview. All of these ideas constitute a complex cluster of ideas in the evolving of
that Spirit. I indicate that the “Spirit of Taiwan University” evolves in the university’s
constant interaction with political and economic power since 1945. It manifests in
three aspects, namely, (a) resistance against political interference, (b) striving for
autonomy of education, and (c) stressing the intrinsic value of education. I also argue
that the “Spirit of Taiwan University” is only made possible on the fundamental basis
of upholding “academic independence” and “academic freedom” which had been
aspired by intellectuals and scholars in the 20th century greater China. This “Spirit”
has been acquired painfully throughout the history of postwar Taiwan. However, this
“Spirit” has confronted constantly with challenges from within and outside the NTU
campus.

Higher education in the 21% century has been moving toward the quantification,
standardization, commercialization and marketization of knowledge. Many
universities and colleges have been devoting tremendous attention to the concrete,
direct and present values at the expense of the invisible, indirect and future values.
The “Spirit of Taiwan University,” as an invisible ambience in the campus and a
fragile consensus of value among students and faculty, carries contemporary relevance
to higher education in Greater China as a whole.

Keywords: the Spirit of Taiwan University, the subjectivity of education, academic
independence, academic freedom

Extended Abstract

The first section addresses two questions to be tackled within this article, namely:
(a) How has Taiwan University interacted with the political power and economic
power since its inception in 1928, especially after the end of World War 11? (b) How
is the “Spirit of Taiwan University” itself manifested in the history of Taiwan

University?

The second section unveils the historical background pertaining to the founding
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in 1928 of Taihoku Imperial University (£ Jb 7 B A £2), which was renamed

National Taiwan University in 1945. In a broad historical perspective, Taiwan may be
metaphorized as a symphony and a palimpsest. The cession of Taiwan to the Japanese
Empire in 1895 resulted in the rupture of Taiwanese identity. Therefore, the history of
Taiwan has come to resemble a noisy and discordant symphony. Moreover, Taiwan
may also be metaphorized as a palimpsest. Throughout Taiwan’s long history of
domination under successive ruling authorities, the Dutch (1624-1662), Koxinga
(1661-1683), Manchu (1683—1895), Japanese (1895-1945) and Republic of China
(1945—present) each wielded an enormous eraser to wipe out the footprints left by
their preceding regime. However, traces of the cultural and political symbols of the
predecessor were always left behind. Therefore, Taiwan cannot but have become a
palimpsest.

Three historical contexts of the 1920s when Taihoku Imperial University was
founded can readily be observed. First, Taiwanese experienced drastic change in their
identity. The Taiwanese identity as opposed to the Japanese became evident.
Secondly, the 1920s was a decade of upheaval and turmoil in East Asia. In sync with
the rapid rise of the Japanese empire after the Meiji Restoration, Japan witnessed the
rise of military power and fascism while China suffered from internecine warfare
among the warlords. Thirdly, the 1920s was an era of turbulence and disorder in
America and Europe. The rise of fascism in Italy, the establishment of the USSR, and
the Great Depression in the USA signified the sea changes in world history. Taihoku
Imperial University was founded in the age of thunder and storm. The second and
third sections of this article review the development of Taihoku Imperial University
in the colonial days and the restructuring of National Taiwan University (NTU) since
the retrocession of Taiwan to the ROC government in 1945.

The fourth section of this paper deals with the interaction between NTU and the
successive political as well as economic forces ruling Taiwan throughout the history
of Taiwan University. As early as its inception in 1928 in the colonial days, the
University could not avoid being deeply infiltrated and dominated by the imperial
rulers. In fact, the University was founded to support the Japanese Empire’s invasion
of Southeast Asia and its exploitation of natural resources there.

The degree of political domination remained unchanged with the change-over of
administration after World War II. As early as in 1945, the then Taiwan Provincial
Administrative Governor Chen Yi ([ /%, 1883-1950) ordered the then acting

president of NTU Lo Zonglo (4 5%/%, 1898-1978) to appoint two scholars he
designated as the Deans of the Colleges of Liberal Arts and Law. This rude political
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interference with NTU" s academic autonomy resulted in President Lo” s refutation

and resignation. In the early days after retrocession, the Kuomintang (KMT)
government had designated ideological courses such as “Dr. Sun Yatsen’s Thought”
and “History of Modern China” as nationally required courses. After the change-over
of administration in 2000, the DPP (Democratic Progressive Party) government
strived to set up departments of Taiwanese history and literature in many universities
including NTU. In 2003, the DPP government wanted to retrieve the land
administered by NTU. This political action resulted in backlash from NTU and
eventually the DPP government abandoned that order. The most striking event of
KMT political interference at NTU was the “Incident of the Philosophy Department,
NTU” in 1973. That incident resulted in the firing of thirteen faculty members and
staff “for non-academic reasons [...] and manifested the political interference on the
campus.”

In addition to political interference, NTU has suffered from the domination of
economic power. In sync with Taiwan’s economic boom since 1960s, NTU has
created many new departments and research units to support the KMT government’s
economic policies.

The fifth section of this article delves into the connotation of the “Spirit of
Taiwan University” on three counts. Coming under constant political interference
from the ruling party, be it the KMT or the DPP, many NTU presidents have resisted
political authority.

The second constituent unit-idea of the “Spirit of Taiwan University” lies in a
strong belief in the importance of educational autonomy. The most representative
event illustrating this was the DPP government’s refusal to approve the presidential
candidate who was elected in 2018 by the NTU Presidential Search Committee
organized in accordance with the University Act. The DPP government’s refusal to
act according to the University Act incurred the wrath of NTU administrators, faculty
members, students, and alumni worldwide. After numerous demonstrations and
protests, the DPP government sanctioned the case toward the end of 2018. The case
of'the 2018 NTU presidential election revealed vividly NTU’s insistence on upholding
the doctrine of the autonomy of the university.

The third unit-idea of the “Spirit of Taiwan University” lies in NTU’s insistence
on the intrinsic value of education. As early as in 1945, the then President Lo Zonglu
powerfully proclaimed that the university is not the tool of political action. Lo insisted
that the university must not be put under political control. Fu Sinien ({Hf4, 1896 -
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1950) held that there was no room for instrumentalism at NTU. Yu Zhauzhong (EEJK
1, 1915 - 2014) strived to promote general education while fighting against the KMT

’

s political interference. All of these historical facts exhibit NTU’s insistence on the
intrinsic value of education.

In the 21st century, college education worldwide has been pushed by capitalism
and utilitarianism  quickly towards the quantification, standardization,
commercialization, and marketization of knowledge. All universities and colleges
have been devoting tremendous attention to concrete, direct, and present value at the
expense of abstract, indirect, and future value. Against the above background of higher
education domestically and internationally, the “Spirit of Taiwan University,” as an
invisible ambience of the campus and a fragile consensus of value among students
and faculty, must be treasured carefully. This article concludes by stressing that this
“Spirit,” although it cannot be measured quantitatively, is the cornerstone that makes
the university a true university in the 21st century when “academic capitalism” is
prevailing.
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