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Developing Taiwan Studies in Switzerland: the experience 
of the Taiwan Studies Project at the University of Zurich  

Simona A. Grano

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
This paper hopes to contribute to the on-going debate, by bringing forth the example of the Taiwan Studies Project at the University of Zurich, the first of its kind in the whole of Switzerland. 
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Introduction
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• On August 23, 2017 the Chinese Studies Department of the Institute of Asian 
and Oriental Studies (IAOS) at the University of Zurich signed a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) for an initial two-years project (September 2017-
September 2019), funded by the Ministry of Education (MoE) for sponsoring 
various Taiwan-related activities at UZH

• As initially planned the project was supposed to focus:

1. On academic and scholarly events during the first year of sponsorship;
2. On the acquisition of important databases and library resources - as well as on 

inviting Taiwanese lecturers and scholars to hold seminars at our institute, during 
the second year of funding

3. The project also aimed at improving the offer of Taiwan-related courses taught 
by academic staff at the institute

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
With a varied and comprehensive choice of topics, we planned to attract students from several departments and backgrounds, e.g. from Chinese Studies, Political Sciences and International Relations, Gender Studies and Film Studies. 
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Taiwan – Switzerland relationships: 
under China’s shadow

• When the Taiwan Studies Project was established at the University of 
Zurich in 2017, Taiwan already enjoyed a fairly robust presence around 
Europe

• Switzerland, however, was devoid of any such projects and its 
relationship to Taiwan in general was limited to the work of the Taipei 
Delegation in Bern and in Geneva at the level of unofficial governmental 
echelons and business relations

• Relationship between Taipei and Switzerland are to be understood in the 
historical context of the Switzerland-China relations 
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Switzerland – China Relationship

• Switzerland is among the first Western countries to recognize Beijing
(1950)

• «Since Switzerland recognised the People's Republic of China on 17
January 1950, it has aligned itself with its One-China policy and does not
recognize Taiwan as independent state, Taiwan is nevertheless an
important trading partner for Switzerland.» Swiss Federal Department of Foreign
Affairs

• Since then it has consistently kept very amicable relationship with China

• CH has been one the first countries to sign a bilateral free trade
agreement with the PRC in 2013

• In light of these relatively sporadic and sparse contacts between
Switzerland and Taiwan, when the University of Zurich obtained the grant
to set up the project, there was no clear blueprint and a lot of discretionary
power was left to the academics responsible for it.
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Teaching on Taiwan prior to the grant 

05/11/2019

− Since January 2013 the East Asian Department has become part of the 
Institute of Asian and Oriental Studies – IAOS - 東方學院, comprising: 
Chinese Studies, Japanese Studies, Islamic Studies (with Gender 
Studies) and Indian Studies. 

− The institute’s curriculum includes courses in Taiwan history, society and 
ethnic issues, supplemented with lectures by academics from Taiwan, 
and with cultural activities related to Taiwan. 

− Given the size of the Department of Chinese Studies, the choice and 
variety of courses offered prior to the establishment of the grant was 
mostly limited to one Taiwan course per semester, usually at the 
undergraduate level 

− With one exception in 2013, when two courses on Taiwan’s 
environmental history - and social movements - were offered during the 
same semester (one at BA and one at MA level; see table 1).
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New teaching structure after receiving the grant 

− With the increased funding the Department of Chinese Studies was able 
to sponsor a second Taiwan course per year, supported by MoE

− therefore, the new course structure saw one semester featuring one 
Taiwan-focused course and one semester featuring two Taiwan courses, 
running at the same time; one sponsored by MoE and one by UZH.

− the courses offered, which had Taiwan in their focus, were not core or 
compulsory classes, yet nevertheless managed to attract a steady flow 
of students, of between 10 and 15 (with the average at the institute being 
5-8 per class)

− courses such as International Relations across the Strait (a core course 
sponsored by UZH since 2017) has seen a steady number of students 
(10 in the spring semester of 2017 and 16 in spring 2019)
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is partly owed to the structure of the university of Zurich, which allows a degree of flexibility for combining majors and minors, within the structure of the faculty of arts and social sciences. 
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Teaching and division of labour

− The department of Chinese studies could therefore increase 
courses focusing on Taiwan to 3 per year 

− With one exception in 2019 with six Taiwan courses per year, four 
in the spring semester and two in the fall); 

− When three courses were offered, two were taught by a permanent 
faculty member (one in each semester) and one sponsored by the 
MoE grant offered once every year in the fall (See table 1)

− The TSP at the University of Zurich is currently composed of a team 
of two individuals and teaching is dependent on both short-term 
posts (1) as well as permanent position not denominated as Taiwan 
related (1).
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TABLE 1: Taiwan courses at UZH, 2010-2019
Autumn 2010 Übung zum modernen China II: Monographic course on Taiwan University 

of Zurich 

Autumn 2013 1. Seminar: Environmental Problems in Taiwan
2. (Lektüre): Environmental Problems in Taiwan

BA
MA

University of 
Zurich 

Autumn 2014 Taiwan's history, from colonized territory to "independent" economic miracle University of 
Zurich 

Autumn 2015 Proseminar: Environmental Issues in Taiwan University of 
Zurich 

Autumn 2016 1. Proseminar: Taiwan's history, from colonized territory to "independent" economic miracle
2. Seminar: Environmental Issues in Taiwan

University of 
Zurich 

Spring 2017 Seminar: International Relations Across the Strait: China, Taiwan and the United States (BA) BA University of 
Zurich 

Autumn 2017 Taiwan on Screen: Cinema, Culture, and Society BA MoE
sponsored

Spring 2018 Seminar: Taiwan’s history, from colonized territory to independent economic miracle (BA) BA University of 
Zurich 

Autumn 2018 1. Proseminar: Nationalism, Identity and national identity issues in Taiwan (BA)
2. Introduction to Taiwan Literature: Entangled Histories and Multiple Identities

BA

BA

University of 
Zurich 
MoE 
sponsored

Spring 2019 1. BA Seminar International Relations Across the Strait: China, Taiwan and the United States
2. Examining Localization in 20th century Hong Kong and Taiwan Literature
3. Proseminar: Cultural and Political Communication in the Greater China Area (BA)
4. Contemporary Issues on Formosan Languages

BA

BA

MA/ Ph.D.

University of 
Zurich 
University of 
Zurich
University of 
Zurich
MoE 
sponsored

Autumn 2019 1. Vertiefung: Taiwan’s history, from colonized territory to independent economic miracle
2. Vertiefung: Cultural Representations in Hong Kong and Taiwan

BA

BA

University of 
Zurich 
University of 
Zurich
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Overview and summary of teaching offer on 
Taiwan at UZH

− Given the initial short-time span of the grant, no systematic effort to 
develop a Taiwan Studies Degree, or to develop comprehensive Taiwan 
teaching program has so far been attempted. Taiwan-focused courses 
offered mostly center on social sciences topics or literary/film studies. 

− To summarize, in less than a decade (2010-2019), 18 Taiwan-focused 
courses have been offered at Zurich; 11 of which since 2017 (starting 
year of the grant) all of them except for two at the undergraduate (BA) 
level; only three sponsored by MoE and the rest by UZH.

− These courses have been taught by one permanent member of the 
Chinese Studies Department, one assistant lecturer at postdoc level and 
by one guest teacher, from Taiwan, who stayed with us for one week (3 
individuals).
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Events organized under the Taiwan Studies 
Project at UZH framework
− In the first year of the Taiwan Studies Project at UZH, two conferences 

took place 

1. An international conference on East Asia co-organized with the Chair for 
Japanese Studies, Civil Society versus the State? Emergent Trajectories 
of Civic Agency in East Asia in Comparative and Transnational 
Perspective, which took place in September 2017;

2. the 15th yearly meeting of the European Association of Taiwan Studies 
(EATS), which took place in April 2018 and saw about 100 participants 
attending.

− The grant also jumpstarted a long-planned project of initiating a Zurich 
Taiwan Lecture Series, modelled after the famous Vienna series

− the inaugural session of the Zurich Taiwan Lecture Series took place in 
September 2017 with Dafydd Fell as speaker
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so far hosted five Taiwan Studies Lectures on a variety of topics ranging from politics, cinema, international relations and Formosan linguistics among others 
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15th European Association of Taiwan Studies 
Conference, Zurich, 4-6 April, 2018
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Taiwan Lecture Series, UZH
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Modelled after the successful Vienna Series
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Taiwan Film Screenings
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Block Seminar on Formosan Linguistics

− April 2019: block seminar on 
Formosan Linguistics, 
whose cross-departmental 
and interdisciplinary 
approach ensured a wide 
participation of linguists from 
other European countries; 

− Contemporary Issues on 
Formosan Languages.
Student number: 15.
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Outreach activities of the Taiwan Studies Project

− Raise the profile of Taiwan studies by creating an online presence in the 
form a Facebook account called Taiwan Studies Project at the University 
of Zurich 
https://www.facebook.com/taiwanstudiesproject/?modal=admin_todo_tour

− News and reports of current Taiwan-related events at UZH (as well as in 
other university centers) get regularly posted; were students and experts 
can share their insights on current matters.

− Institute’s Webpage on Taiwan

− As a result of the conference organized in September 2017 (during first 
year of the MOE funding), in (June 2019) sign a contract with Amsterdam 
University Press – AUP - for the edited volume Civil Society and the 
State in Democratic East Asia: Between Entanglement and 
Contention in Post High-Growth. Prof. David Chiavacci, Dr. Simona 
Grano, Dr. Julia Obinger (eds.). 
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Zurich Tour of Taiwan’s Lost Commercial Cinema:
Recovered and Restored
1. Brother Wang and Brother Liu Tour Taiwan (1959). May 15, 2019. 

2. The Bride who has returned from Hell (1965). May 16, 2019. RAA G-15 
(UZH). 
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Constraints of external fundings

− Like many similar projects, the Taiwan Studies Project at the University 
of Zurich faces the fundamental challenge of securing long-term funding 
which is crucial for the build-up of an interested community of Taiwan 
watchers

− Zurich University’s own grant was initially approved for a period of two 
years (expired in September 2019); attempts to prolong the sponsorship 
so as to continue the Taiwan Studies Project are currently underway.

− Matching funds are a condition sine qua none to obtain MoE 
sponsorship; 
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How the University of Zurich supports the project

− the University of Zurich has agreed to support Taiwan related events and 
courses by:

1. allowing one of its permanent members, responsible for the project, to 
regularly run Taiwan-focused courses funded within her UZH position 
(once per semester); 

2. levying fees for room rentals in the case of big conferences such as 
EATS 2018, which took place in Zurich; 

3. allocating time for secretaries to support the organizers of Taiwan events 
in their needs (posters’ printing, hotel reservations for guests, writing of 
financial end-of-the-year reports etc.); 

4. paying part of the costs when inviting Taiwanese scholars over for 
teaching block seminars (e.g. paying hotel and flight costs, among 
others); paying for aperitif events to boost the visibility of film screenings 
or Taiwan Lecture Series
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Table 2: University of Zurich’s Funding (2017-2019)

University of Zurich September 2017 –
September 2018

17’475.0

University of Zurich September 2018 – September 
2019

34’983.2

Tot. matching funds for 2 
years

52'458.00 CHF
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Testifying to the success of Taiwan-related events in Zurich as well to the University of Zurich’s own growing commitment to Taiwan studies, the amount spent in the second year was almost double the sum spent in the first year, despite two major conferences, among these EATS, taking place in Zurich during the first year of funding (see table 2).



Institute of Asian and Oriental Studies

Conclusions

− The importance of continuing to have a presence in Switzerland for Taiwan 
Studies and Taiwan in general, cannot be underestimated

− Switzerland’s importance for diplomacy has made it host to numerous 
international organizations and conferences

− Geneva is one of the world’s most important centers for international 
cooperation with more than 40 organizations based in the city. Among 
these the WHA and the Asia-Europe Meeting are of particular importance 
for Taiwan

− What the TSP at the University of Zurich wants to achieve is to promote 
Taiwan studies in Switzerland making the discipline more institutionalized; 
for that it would have to jumpstart the degree of its activities from a series 
of random events on Taiwan to the setting up specific programs, training 
degrees, institutionalized workshops running every year or every two years, 
institutionalize its various events such as the lecture series, the films 
events, and the teaching seminars from renowned academics
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