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Jennifer Ruth is Associate Dean in the College of the Arts and Professor in the School 

of Film at Portland State University, USA. She has written extensively about 

academic freedom and higher education in outlets such as The New Republic, 

Truthout, Academe, The Chronicle of Higher Education, Inside Higher Ed, and Ms. 

She has also written on literature and cinema for publications such as Senses of 

Cinema and Philosophy and Literature. She serves on the American Association of 

University Professors (AAUP) Committee A (for academic freedom), served two 

years as the faculty editor of The Journal of Academic Freedom, and three years as 

Portland State-AAUP’s Vice President of Academic Freedom and Grievances. She is 

the author of Novel Professions: Interested Disinterest and the Making of the 

Professional in the Victorian Novel (The Ohio State UP, 2006) and, with Michael 

Bérubé, The Humanities, Higher Education and Academic Freedom: Three 

Necessary Arguments (Palgrave, 2015) and It’s Not Free Speech: Race, Democracy, 

and the Future of Academic Freedom (Johns Hopkins UP, 2022). 

Dr. Ruth was in Taiwan in 2022 on a MOFA fellowship to study academic 

freedom and autonomy in Taiwan’s institutions of higher education. While in Taiwan, 

she wrote opinion pieces for the local English-language media and spoke at 

universities around the island. Here she graciously agreed to have a conversation with 

Concentric, discussing her work in the US and her observations of the academic 

environment in Taiwan. 
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Mary Goodwin: Your work explores the relationship between academic 

freedom and the democratic health of a nation. Can you comment on the relationship 

between these? Are they the same thing? Based on your research in Taiwan, would 

you say that there is a difference in the interplay between academic freedom and 

democracy here than you have seen in the US or China? 

Jennifer Ruth: Academic freedom is only possible in a democracy because its 

rationale for university and faculty autonomy from the state is only legible and 

tenable in a democracy.1 In one-party states like China, the government has direct 

control over universities and what faculty can teach and research and what they can’t. 

In two-party and multiparty democracies, the fact that giving such immediate power 

over higher education to a government that changes hands regularly is an obvious 

recipe for chaos seems to have been well understood—until recently, that is. Also 

understood is the fact that direct political interference in curriculum and other 

university matters would mean that the knowledge produced and disseminated in and 

by universities and colleges was fundamentally compromised—that is, lacking in 

essential integrity due to its manipulation by partisan interests. 

I’d say that the most striking parallel between Taiwan and the United States 

right now, with regard to the health of their institutions of higher education, is that 

both face existential threats—Taiwan from external forces and the United States from 

domestic ones. For Taiwan, China looms large both in terms of its threat of invasion 

and in its deployment of misinformation to sow division in Taiwan. If Taiwan were 

to be annexed, faculty—and all intellectuals—would lose academic and intellectual 

freedom. If China were to succeed in fundamentally confusing the Taiwanese public 

regarding what information to trust, then Taiwan will start to look something like the 

United States, in which internal factions fight for control over knowledge. (Of course, 

to some extent, this fight is already familiar to Taiwanese with regard to the tensions 

between the KMT and DPP. Presumably, China misinformation campaigns would 

strengthen the KMT’s ability to shape the rules governing higher education.) 

In the United States, higher education is under concerted attack. Beginning 

around 2015, a mostly libertarian-funded discourse of “wokeness” began to pave the 

way for the authoritarian tactics we are seeing in places like Florida and Texas. 

Sensationalizing tensions on campuses around changing mores (things like a 

heightened sensitivity to racial injustice and new modes of pronoun usage), the press 

                                                 
1 For a very interesting discussion of the untenability of academic freedom in Hong Kong even 

before the national security law passed in 2021, see Johannes M. M. Chan and Douglas Kerr, 
“Academic Freedom, Political Interference, and Public Accountability: The Hong Kong 
Experience,” AAUP Journal of Academic Freedom, vol. 7, 2016. 
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created the sense that our universities were in chaos and required outsiders to step in 

and take over. Many of the right-wing politicians that sprang from Trump’s clown 

car are running for elections at the state and national level with campaigns that feature 

their “toughness” on “woke” universities. They are proposing legislation that, where 

passed, would fundamentally change the way universities are governed and would 

destroy academic freedom. Florida governor Ron DeSantis’s House Bill 999, for 

example, would place the authority to hire and fire faculty in the hands of the Board 

of Trustees, who are all political appointees. 

MG: In an editorial you wrote for the Taipei Times (August 22, 2023), you 

commented on US Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan: “For me here in Taipei, 

watching Pelosi come to Taiwan as a kind of standard-bearer for democracy has a 

certain irony when I know firsthand how deeply imperiled US democracy is from its 

own homegrown variants of authoritarianism.” Irony notwithstanding, can you 

comment on what Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan might have meant for Taiwan and for the 

Americans watching as well? 

JR: I was very happy that Pelosi visited. I sympathized with the commentators 

who found it frustrating that the visit triggered another round of international 

reporting about China-US relations that largely bypassed Taiwanese voices but felt 

her visit served as an important reset. It reminded Taiwanese and 

Taiwanese-Americans, among whom Trump has a significant following, that 

Democrats are solidly in their corner. 

I found it distressing while living in Taipei to hear Taiwanese place any hope 

in Trump because Trump and the current leading Republican lights do not care about 

Taiwan. Their bluster with regard to China cannot be taken to mean a sincere 

investment in protecting Taiwan’s future. They are America First people who do not 

see any political gain for themselves in risking American blood and treasure for the 

sake of foreign entities. Take the current contender for Trump’s mantle—Ron 

DeSantis. He sparked a fair amount of bipartisan outrage recently when he called the 

war in Ukraine a “territorial dispute” that we shouldn’t meddle in. His words 

backfired on him, but they also revealed an essential truth: American isolationism is 

the go-to position of people like Trump and DeSantis, who not only imagine that such 

an attitude will play well among the American public but who have real sympathy 

for Vladimir Putin’s strongman politics and for Hungary’s authoritarian leader, 

Victor Orban. 

With China and Taiwan, you have an authoritarian country threatening to annex 

a democratic one. Given that the Republican politicians currently dominant in their 
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party in the United States seem to find a lot to like about authoritarian regimes, both 

the Taiwanese and the American people have a lot at stake in supporting Democrats. 

As for the Americans watching Pelosi’s visit, I’d say that it was worrisome to 

realize how much hope is placed in America by many in Taiwan but how relatively 

few Americans really understand Taiwan’s history and situation. The visit received a 

fair amount of coverage in the States and, to some extent, it functioned as an 

opportunity to educate Americans about Taiwan, but there is still a long way to go 

before the majority of Americans understand Taiwan’s precarity and what’s at stake 

for the world if it loses its ability to self-govern. 

MG: You have worked closely with the American Association of University 

Professors (AAUP), which, as you write in It’s Not Free Speech, “created and 

continues to define the concept of academic freedom in the US.” Can you comment 

on the role of the faculty senate in American universities? Is there anything 

comparable in Taiwan? What level of faculty involvement in Taiwan did you see, 

and who do you see as the real power brokers in Taiwan’s education system? 

JR: According to many of my interviewees in Taiwan, the educational 

establishment there has remained largely conservative—stuck in a kind of 

“authoritarian hangover.” This means that an atmosphere genuinely encouraging of 

freedom of thought and rewarding of critical thinking has been slow to develop. This 

conclusion is borne out by the universal agreement among interviewees regarding the 

weakness of shared governance at their institutions. At those institutions where a 

culture of strong academic freedom exists in the United States, faculty are actively 

involved in the major decisions of their universities through councils, senates, and 

other university-wide bodies or committees. Having been affected by the same forces 

as Taiwanese faculty (namely, neoliberalism and a kind of careerist individualism 

enforced by tightening job markets), situations of robust power-sharing between 

faculty and administrators at universities in the United States are now less common, 

but they do continue to exist in some places. While comparable university-wide 

committees exist on some Taiwan campuses, there was general agreement among my 

interviewees that shared governance in the form of faculty senates and the like is very 

weak.  

The heavy reliance on Western indexes such as the SSCI in evaluating faculty 

in Taiwan directly contributes to this situation, as it necessarily encourages a narrow 

individualism in faculty. Because they have become habituated to the recurring 

evaluation system and the quantitative approach to their careers, faculty are less 

disposed to engage in the larger issues of the university, the qualitative issues around 

policy and curriculum and academic freedom that go beyond the life of faculty 
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members’ individual departments. They are encouraged by the quantitative system to 

see their careers in individualistic terms and, in this way, implicitly discouraged from 

engaging actively in shared governance and shared decision-making with 

administrators. Without a strong culture of shared governance, faculty members’ 

understanding of “academic freedom” shrinks to little more than “free speech”—the 

right to say what you want. However, “free speech” is only one aspect of academic 

freedom and arguably the least powerful. More powerful is the academic freedom 

exercised in shared governance activities related to the collective decisions a 

university must make. Without regular practice in shared governance, faculty find 

themselves without a meaningful voice in key decisions at critical junctures, such as 

the ones facing universities today in light of the demographic crisis. 

In this context, it is instructive to consider that there did appear to exist a period 

of lively faculty innovation and organization from the mid-1990s to the early 2000s, 

before the evaluation system was implemented and became fully entrenched. During 

this period, some notable accomplishments over the years suggested more faculty 

empowerment, as evidenced by the establishment of two graduate institutes of 

Taiwan history, the Center for the Study of Sexualities at National Central University, 

and the Center for Social Transformation at Shih Hsin University. Another 

noteworthy development was the founding of the Wenshan Community University. 

An interesting counterpoint was also articulated to me by a few of my 

interviewees. These faculty members pointed out another side, one seeming opposite 

in nature to the “authoritarian hangover” viewpoint. They argued one of two related 

points: 1) the sense that the DPP has such overwhelming support that a meaningful 

two- or multi-party system is not in existence and that this ends up having an 

unhealthy effect on academic freedom insofar as the thinking tends to be 

homogeneous; and 2) given the relentlessly constant and increasingly looming threat 

of China, the necessity and ability to create a robust climate of academic freedom that 

entertains a range of conflicting viewpoints is almost necessarily restricted and 

inhibited. For the most part, though not entirely, these interviewees did not blame the 

ruling party of the DPP itself for this problem—it was more that it was an unfortunate 

consequence of Taiwan’s unique vulnerabilities. A few—a very small minority—of 

the interviewees felt that the DPP’s power was a problem in restricting and censoring 

pro-KMT or pro-unification viewpoints. 

I left Taiwan just as the 2022 elections were gearing up, so given the success of 

the KMT in these elections, attitudes about some of the above have likely shifted to 

some degree. 
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MG: In your blog from August 2022, you wrote about “Taiwan’s Higher 

Education Union and Its Battles.” Based on your interviews and research for that 

article, do you have suggestions for how Taiwan universities and their faculties can 

build a culture of self-governance, and better prepare students here to be good citizens? 

JR: I can speak to the universities and faculty but less well to the question of 

how to better prepare students. With regard to the former, I will take a lesson from 

the United States. When I was younger, I placed a lot of faith in the primacy of faculty 

governance over their universities but, as mentioned above, faculty have come to be 

in a weaker and weaker position vis-à-vis shared governance with administrators. 

Unionization is filling the vacuum. 

Union organizing is an uphill battle in academia everywhere, as intellectual 

laborers often have a knee-jerk aversion to being associated with manual labor, the 

traditional province of unions. In Taiwan, this uphill battle is particularly steep for 

some additional reasons: (1) The “Taiwan miracle” during the last decades of the 

twentieth century suggested to people that hard work plus merit is a reliable formula 

for class mobility and, as the downsides of unchecked corporate and capital power 

have increasingly come into view, the “bootstraps” model remains hard to dislodge; 

(2) over the decades, the KMT tended to treat civil servants well with regard to 

benefits so an immediate need for unions within higher education was not acutely felt; 

(3) “Labor” is, to some extent, associated with the communist party and the CCP 

tends to evoke negative feelings in Taiwan and this, too, in an indirect way, has 

created an impediment to unionization; and (4) the quantitative evaluation system 

discussed above creates a faculty mindset that is focused on the individual and not on 

the kind of accomplishments that are possible through the collective action of faculty, 

whether through shared governance or collective bargaining. 

Nonetheless, the foundation for a strong higher-education union was laid in 

2012, when unionization became legally possible and the Taiwan Higher Education 

union (THE) was established. This organization has done remarkable work in a 

relatively short amount of time. Fourteen branches have been created and more are 

expected in the coming years. The expectation that branches will increase stems from 

the fact that universities are now in crisis, largely due to the falling birthrate. Faculty 

fear for their jobs and there is immense pressure on faculty to take pay cuts, to take 

adjunct positions, to move online, etc. Further, the need to have a strong voice in the 

bigger decisions facing universities has become obvious insofar as faculty realize that 

they have not created an infrastructure of strong shared governance that would ensure 

that empowered faculty representatives take part in existential questions around 

mergers, downsizing, closures, and dispersion of assets after closure. 
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Faculty at the more elite national universities are largely immune and still 

appear not to recognize the long-term dangers to themselves if they ignore the current 

crisis impacting their colleagues at private universities as well as their colleagues on 

part-time contracts. While faculty at private universities and part-time faculty at both 

public and private universities scramble with the union’s help to have a voice and 

raise awareness, faculty at the better-resourced public universities would be wise to 

follow developments carefully and to internalize the importance of having strong 

shared decision-making and a strong collective faculty voice before crises strike for 

them. 

MG: Finally, what’s next for you? Do you have plans to return to Taiwan? 

JR: First, let me thank you for this opportunity to share my research. I deeply 

appreciate it. I also want to thank Taiwan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA), 

which directly supported the research through a fellowship. I pulled from the report 

I submitted to MOFA to answer some of the questions above. 

I hope to return to Taiwan before too long. I feel a strong sense of attachment 

to Taiwan for varied and perhaps idiosyncratic reasons and I want to be of some help, 

in whatever small way possible, to scholars and teachers as they navigate the 

geopolitical tensions of the coming years. My hope is to return—this time for a full 

year, perhaps as a visiting professor—and for one or both of my daughters to join me. 

Both are much more capable in Mandarin than I am. They grew up learning the 

language and now minor in it at university. They have spent some time in China but 

prefer Taiwan. 

Here, in the United States, I recently finished co-editing a book on the 

right-wing assault on higher education. It will be published by Beacon Press in the 

spring of 2024. We have not yet settled on a title, but the working one is The War on 

Academic Freedom; Culture, Crisis, and the Universities. 

 


