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How the cultural and educational policy of the Hsieh Cabinet could open up new paths
It has already been more than a month that (former Kaohsiung Mayor) Frank Hsieh took over as premier. During that time we had the interlude of the “Bian-Soong Meeting,” which caused quite a stir in the political arena. But what people still care most about, now that the Democratic Progressive Party and the People First Party have reconciled, is whether they will be truly able to realize the concept of “symbiosis” so that public policies that benefit peoples’ lives will no longer be boycotted and our entire people can see the politicians roll up their sleeves to “work hard” and solve the bottlenecks of a political system that “goes nowhere.”
In his recent reactions to matters of public discourse, be it the UMC case (alleged illegal investment in China) or premiums for National Health Insurance, Premier Hsieh has displayed a balanced viewpoint, which more strongly emphasizes that “economic development and social justice should go hand in hand.” This gives us hope that future policies will be able to carry out reform measures that benefit the middle and lower class to narrow the wealth gap and mitigate social contradictions.
At the same time, Premier Hsieh also endorses the ideas of community and local culture building, which were emphasized during the term of Premier You (Shyi-kun). The “Six Star Plan for Taiwan’s Local Communities,” which boldly maps out administrative policies that can strengthen grassroots participation and nurture mutual trust and solidarity, deserves to have the ruling and opposition parties discard their confrontational sentiments and jointly devise perfect laws and regulations and make an all-out effort to push for the formation of a new social consensus.
Inferring further, the essence of a “philosophy of symbiosis” is in part to alleviate the excessive competition between political ideologies and, based on the principle of mutual respect, to enable groups with differing political agendas to show the tolerant attitude of “being friendly but begging to differ” that we find in democratic societies. But it also carries the hope that each individual member of society has room to bring into play his own strengths and that by using to the greatest extent a system design that is fair and rational, the entire population is enabled to “jointly enjoy” and “jointly prosper” from the resulting outcome. The system should not favor fattening certain established interests and creating nature’s phenomenon of predation.
In terms of concrete practice, Premier Hsieh, judging from his thinking and statements in the past, should propose more wide-ranging and future-oriented guidelines regarding educational and cultural achievements in order to inject new impetus for changing the ethos of Taiwanese society. If this happens, and matches the upgrading of Taiwan’s industry, then our entire society will truly be able to enter the realm of a higher civilization and gradually approach the ideal of a “civic society.”
To cite an example, Premier Hsieh in the past greatly contributed to the amendment of the “University Act,” providing a legal basis for “university autonomy.” However, higher education policy, for sure, appears to have now reached a crossroads. The Executive Yuan’s plan to spend “NT$50 billion over five years” to create a “top-grade university” essentially contains carrot-and-stick thinking and logic as it intends to use funding as an incentive to force universities to merge or to adopt the “government corporation” model. Frankly speaking, all principled, autonomy-conscious universities should join hands to criticize this resource allocation method, which is “anti-educational” and “tramples on academics,” as the “political objectives” of this plan by far outstrip its “academic objectives.” Moreover, its means are crude beyond comparison. It only wants to waste money to satisfy the numbers myth of getting into the world’s “top 100 of universities,” but completely runs counter to the concepts of “university autonomy” and “academic freedom.” A joke popular within academic circles goes that if the government loves comparing so much, why does it not just give orders to turn the Academia Sinica into a university or merge all of Taiwan’s national universities into one “Taiwan University?” Couldn’t it then reach the effect of “putting up a front” without spending a cent?
The example above tells us that if we overly disregard the complexity of the ecosystem, habitually imposing things, we will often not only be unable to generate the anticipated effects, but on the contrary easily destroy the base for “symbiosis.” Higher education urgently requires the injection of further funding, but we should pragmatically nurture outstanding academic talent. Moreover, these funds should be invested in a new generation of researchers and university faculty in the “legal and political sciences” and “arts and humanities” in order to build up our society’s pool of leadership talent for the future and sow the seeds for diversity and innovation in culture. On the other hand, the Ministry of Education must also amend the hurriedly cobbled-together university evaluation mechanism to encourage the accumulation of academic and cultural achievements in a “low and slow cooking” manner. Only then will it be on the right track. Or else, if in a utilitarian manner everyone vies to write large scale plans to “grab money” (many such plans are not “excellent” much less “great,” but often become an uncontrollable “big tail” like the proverbial “tail that was the dog”), the government will destroy academics, while nonetheless being unable to concoct an “instant” top-grade school. Those in power should really think twice!
We believe that a robust development of education and culture requires proper soil and active irrigation, but not government orders that pull up the seedlings in the hope to make them grow faster. Premier Hsieh’s philosophy of symbiosis” represents the thinking of “going with the trend” and certainly not “manipulating against the trend.” Perhaps such integrative premiership skills could create a new atmosphere for Taiwan’s education and culture: a certain tolerance and self-confidence that slowly emerges after political passions have subsided and that is also able to lead society more precisely forward in a down-to-earth way. If Premier Hsieh does not realize his long-term quest of a “new culture” now, until when will we have to wait?
