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Cultural Indigenization and Language Policy in Taiwan:
—From Monolingualism to Native Language Education—

Atsushi Sugano

This paper analyzes the relationship between cultural indigenization and changes in language
policy in modern Taiwan by examining native language education. Since 1987, Taiwan’s democrati-
zation has brought rapid social changes and new ideas about the value of a monolinguistic language
policy. The Kuomintang's monolinguistic policy (which had existed since 1950s) was gradually
dismantled in the 1990s as part of moves towards political and cultural indigenization. This
transition culminated in the introduction of a new compulsory subject called native language
education as part of the new language curriculum started in 2001. Now what is also called “mother
tongue education” has become standard for most Taiwanese students.

Native language education in Taiwan is characterized by a conflict-ridden balancing act. It
attempts to embrace approaches that are widely used worldwide, while also taking into account
Taiwan's specific needs. Similar to other nations, the Taiwanese policy promotes the local language
in order to preserve the cultural traditions of every ethnic group. At the same time, it also has
elements of specificity in its promotion of de-Sinicization and moves to construct a new national
identity. This desire for both indigenization and internationalization has resulted in continuous
ideological clashes among policy makers.

After examining both the historical and political factors influencing native language education,
this paper will conclude with a consideration of the way forward. It identifies challenges and assesses
the future prospects for establishing a framework for a multilingual and multicultural society in
Taiwan.
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