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Abstract 

This paper will examine the origins of the Taiwanese work ethic. I have chosen four major 

influences over the last century.  I believe the largest influences on Taiwan come from China, 

Japan, the United States, and the Taiwan government. I will examine the Chinese influence of 

major philosophies and beliefs: Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism. For Japan I will look at 

their colonial legacy, if its influence as an early leading goose is important along with other 

cultural influences that could influence work. For the United States I will examine how much of 

an influence the economic aid and assistance had on Taiwan from 1950 to 1965.  Lastly, I will 

look at the Kuomintang’s influence to see how much their policies affected workers in Taiwan. I 

will offer ten interview’s from people living in Taiwan to get some different perspectives and see 

what they are thinking about some of these subjects.  I hope my conclusion will provide a better 

understanding of Taiwanese culture and its work ethic.   
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Part One: Introduction 

The Qing dynasty began to rule Taiwan in 1683 and from that time Chinese immigration to 

Taiwan began to increase. The Qing ruled Taiwan until they lost the first Sino-Japanese War. 

Japanese administrated from 1895 to 1945. As colony of Japan Taiwanese modernized, created 

infrastructure, and entered the world economy. 

Following the Japanese defeat the Chinese Kuomintang (KMT) government took over 

Taiwan. In the first two decades of KMT there was land reform and a huge amount of assistance 

from the United States to help Taiwan’s economy to grow.  By the 1970s Taiwan’s economy was 

one of the fastest growing in the world and was considered a miracle.  By the late 1980s 

Taiwan’s political situation changed from one party rule ending martial law (1949 – 1987) and 

became a democracy (Morris 2004).  

Research and Methodology 

Since work ethic is a complex subject I will first introduce Taiwanese culture and recent history. 

I believe there are four major influences that have created the work ethic today.  The first 

influence I will examine is Chinese culture. To understand it I will look at the three major 

philosophic and religious influences over the last 2000 years which are Daoism, Confucianism, 

and Buddhism. 

I will than examine Japans influence on Taiwan.  Japan’s main influence was from 1895 

to 1945.  In this time Taiwanese modernized and developed the infrastructure under the 

leadership of the Japanese.  I will also look at how the Taiwanese may have adopted or been 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

6 
 

influenced by Japan when they were industrializing.  It was believed that Taiwan and the other 

‘Asian Tigers’ followed Japan as the ‘leading goose’ under the ‘flying geese paradigm’. 1

Taiwan has also been influenced by the United States (US) in many ways. One area I 

would like to focus on is how much the US assistance from 1950 to 1965 affected or changed 

Taiwan.  It is believed that this aid played on key role in Taiwan’s economic miracle. Since the 

Kuomintang had not been successful in mainland China I would like to see how much the 

American’s played in creating a successful Taiwan. I would specifically like to see how much 

the American’s were able to change the mentality or policies of the government to become more 

‘American’ if at all.  In addition, I will briefly look at any other major ways the US could have 

influenced Taiwanese working culture. 

   

The last influence I will investigate is how much the Kuomintang government influenced 

Taiwan. I will examine how much the 2.28 incident, the KMT government relocating to Taiwan 

and nearly four decades of martial law affected Taiwan’s work culture.  During this time, 

workers had very limited rights and feared reprisals if they voiced their opinions about work.  

 After looking at these four factors, I will present ten interviews of people living in 

Taiwan. After examining all these factors, I hope to come closer to understanding more about 

Taiwanese culture and work ethic.   

Purpose for Research 

My study is about the Taiwanese work ethic because I am interested in why the people work so 

hard. According to a CNN report, Taiwanese work 2,200 hours annually; 20% more than their 

                                                           
1 The ‘flying geese paradigm’ is a view that Japan was the leader or ‘leading goose’ of economic growth in East 
Asia and the ‘Asian Tigers’. The Asian Tigers are Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan. 
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counterparts in the United States or Japan and more than 35% longer than those in Germany 

(Handcocks 2012).  In 2011, 50 deaths were related to people working so many extra hours 

overtime than laws allow. This was a four times increase from the previous year and many of 

these people were in there 20s to 40s (Sui 2012). 

 I think work is an important topic since it’s not just something we spend a third of our 

lives doing it but it has other affects.  A major cause of people’s unhappiness is found to be 

related to work and even dying patients stated one of their biggest regrets in life was that they 

wished they didn’t work so much (Ware 2012). Money and work also influences our stress levels 

which can affect our health.    

‘Why farm? Why give up the 20-hour work week and the fun of hunting in 

order to toil in the sun? Why work harder, for food less nutritious and a supply 

more capricious? Why invite famine, plague, pestilence and crowded living 

conditions?’ (Harlan 1992). 

Modernization brought about urbanization and industrialization which had many affects 

on the nature of work. In Europe and the United States many people moved from farms or small 

towns to these newly crowded cities. Here men, woman and even children worked long hours in 

factories, mines, and other industries which were often considered horrible and dangerous. The 

environmental pollution of the land, air and water was probably unprecedented during this time. 

Also, the living conditions in many of these cities were awful with bad sanitation and health and 

they often bred disease.  

Modernization in Taiwan began mainly through Japanese colonial rule.  From the 1960s 

during the ‘cold war’ under the KMT, Taiwan experienced the same similarities as other 
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industrializing countries with crowded living conditions, massive environmental problems, and 

changes in society.  

While the early period of industrialization brought many miseries there were also long 

term improvements. Eventually many countries adopted better labor laws and conditions to 

protect its citizens and improve people’s lives.  Education, health, transportation, 

communications and many other things improved because of technological and other advances 

made. There is no doubt that the nature work and technology has changed our lives over time. 

However, our lives are probably more complicated and difficult in different ways and it doesn’t 

seem like we will be getting a break from work soon. 

Part 2: Literature Review 

The concept of work ethic has been divided into a theoretical or an empirical study. The 

theoretical approach is larger, more definitive and has been studied across different social 

sciences from psychology to economics. However, the empirical approach is more complex and 

open to debate. There are many questions and problems of how to analyze work ethic. For 

instance what is the meaning of work ethic or its origins?  Can it be measured and how? If it can 

be measured does this mean it is universal (Geren 2011)?   

The term ‘work ethic’ was first coined centuries ago by post reformation intellectuals 

who opposed social welfare and supported individualism. They believed that the individual had 

sole responsibility over one’s life and only through hard work could the poor or rich improve 

their lives.  Later, Max Weber, a German scholar, would have a major influence on modern 

theories concerning work ethics. Weber believed that the success of capitalism in western 

societies was because of the influence of the protestant work ethic.  Weber’s ideas are still 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

9 
 

important but other questions have been raised. For instance, religion is not the only factor 

contributing to people working hard since many religions place a high value and importance of 

work.  For this reason scholars have introduced more dimensions to analyze work ethics like the 

Multidimensional Work Ethic Profile (MWEP) for instance. The MWEP has seven conceptually 

and empirically distant factors to understand and analyze work ethics better (Miller 2001). 

 From a theoretical perspective work ethics are believed to be influenced by culture.  

Work culture comes from the patterns of attitudes, behaviors, values, work systems, language 

and technology used.  These affect people’s philosophy in life which affects attitudes and 

behaviors at work (Khuzaeni 2013).  From an anthropology perspective, Tylor (1871:1) stated 

“culture is that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, customs and 

other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society.” Another anthropologist 

Geertz (1973:89) viewed culture as “an historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in 

symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men 

communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and their attitudes toward life.”  

Like work ethic, culture is also difficult to analyze empirically. One of the first large 

scale studies was done by Geert Holfstede who had access to enormous amounts of statistical 

data while working for IBM. This data provided information about the different values of IBM 

employees from around the world. Hofstede then created four dimensions to analyze cultural 

values which were: individualism-collectivism, uncertainly avoidance, power distance and 

masculinity – femininity. By using this model and data he was able to find certain cultures 

affected the behaviors and values of different people. This theory has been widely used as a 

paradigm for other studies and more dimensions have been created to understand this subject 

better (Hofstede 2011).  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

10 
 

Chinese Influence  

I will first examine Chinese culture since it probably has the largest influence on the Taiwanese.  

From a historical perspective there are four major philosophic and religious influences that have 

intertwined together over hundreds of years that have heavily influenced Chinese culture. These 

are Daoism, Confucianism, and Buddhism.  Of these four religious and philosophical systems 

three are native to China except for Buddhism which was imported from India and evolved in 

China with its own characteristics. Islam and Christianity were introduced but didn’t play a 

major role like these other major traditions which have molded together for 2000 years (Bregman 

2009).  

Confucianism, Daoism and, Buddhism have been found to influence workplace 

spirituality in a way that is different from the west.  For instance, in Western culture an 

individual’s spirituality might be influenced by organizational mechanisms where in oriental 

cultures it might be influenced by self cultivation in morality. Chinese believe that work, family 

and life and moral practice is inseparable which is different than the west. In a study group of 

Chinese they found many of their core beliefs were in correlation with important quotes from 

classical Chinese writings (Sheng 2012). 

Confucianism may have had a big influence on not just Taiwan but many East Asian 

countries. If Max Weber believed that the Protestant work ethic contributed to Western growth, 

Confucianism may have had the same affect. It is difficult to determine why the ‘Asian Tigers’ 

did so economically well compared to other developing countries during that time so the 

influence of Confucianism is thought to be the reason. Confucius philosophy has a big influence 

on social structures, human relations and work ethics which has been coined ‘Confucian 
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dynamism’. Confusion dynamism was correlated to the economic growths of 22 East Asian 

countries from 1965 to 1985. Four of the “tigers” Taiwan, Japan, Korea, and Hong Kong held the 

highest positions on the Confucian dynamisms scale. However, culture isn’t the only context for 

economic growth since there needs to be a market and a proper political system which was the 

case for the Asian tigers (Hofstede 1988).  

Confucianism also has a large affect on education which influences society.  

Traditionally, Confucianism stresses homogeneity which is reinforced and learned when children 

are young in school. Confucian education has been criticized for not allowing students more free 

time or stimulating creativity but instead focuses more on uniformity and the value of education.  

However, it could be argued that over worked children and over conformist adults were a big 

factor in the rapid industrialization of East Asian countries like Taiwan (Zhang 2003). 

It’s also during this time in school that children are socialized to place a high value of 

work. Even though the Republic of China (ROC) and the Peoples Republic of China (PRC) have 

different ideologies they both exploit the value of the Chinese work ethic to pursue their goals. 

When one looks at the political socialization of Taiwan you will find that many plays and 

textbooks have stories which emphasize the value of hard work and this is the same in the PRC 

(Harrell 1985). 

If one looks at Chinese business culture you can find a large influence from 

Confucianism and Daoism and different values than the West. Core values of honor, respect, 

collectivism, harmonious relationships and obedience are very important in Chinese culture and 

business practice. For this reason many western businessmen have a difficult time working and 

negotiating with Chinese businessmen because of cultural differences. The five major differences 
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of culture found are between relationships, legal systems, hierarchy, face saving, and trust and 

ethics (Sebenius 2008).  

Business relationships in the West and China are very different. Many Westerners will 

make business deals and may become friends in the process where in China being friend is often 

a prerequisite. Also, Westerners may have a distinction between personal and professional 

relationships where in China interpersonal distinctions are important. These interpersonal 

relationships have long been in conflict with the legal system throughout China’s history.  Since 

China has a long history of corruption in law people have used other means to influence people’s 

behaviors and make business deals.  Confucianism holds the belief that laws can’t solve 

problems alone and that people should impose high morals on themselves.  Since laws often had 

no merit people were shamed or lost face as punishment. Often in the past legal agreements were 

done without a contract or lawyers and only a handshake sealed a deal. 

Relations of hierarchy and reciprocity are also more important for Chinese then 

westerners. Hierarchy affects the way Chinese communicate, address and greet each other and 

how decisions are made.  For instance a Westerner might enter a business meeting and shake 

everyone’s hand in no particular order. However in Chinese culture you should address and 

shake the highest ranking person first or they will be offended. Guanxi relates to how long 

relationships and mutual trust works and how they deal with internal and external forces.2

Face saving or social status is also very important in Chinese culture. Ones face is crucial 

for wealth, prestige and social standing. A failure to go by Confucius moral code in business can 

 Also, 

if any favors are made from one side then the other side should reciprocate.   

                                                           
2 Guanxi describes the basic networks of influence and relations between people, and is of large importance  
in Chinese society. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

13 
 

result in public disapproval and disaster. This is one reason why it’s hard for Chinese to take 

constructive criticism from Westerners.  There is also a big difference in ethics because many 

western countries take ethical norms to be universally accepted. If one looks at historical Chinese 

war literature it gives virtue to those who use deceit in order to defeat a larger and stronger foe.  

In Chinese or Asian culture deception can be seen as honorable or virtuous but it is looked down 

upon in western culture. For instance, market research of random respondents means little to 

Chinese businesses because there is no pre existing relationship which would influence the 

respondents in a proper way.  

Daoism also has a huge influence on Chinese culture.  Daoism is the root of traditional 

medicine, acupuncture, martial arts, cooking and diets, architecture, political science, etc.  

Things like tai chi, qigong, and feng shui are Daoist. Daoism maintains beliefs in complementary 

forces symbolized in ying and yang. If these forces form a dynamic balance, then harmony is 

achieved. If there is an imbalance then you will have problems and dysfunction. For this reason it 

is important for an organization to have the same balance so that harmony can be achieved. The 

principles of ying and yang have found enough validity that even introductory books concerning 

management and organizational behavior use them (Durlabhji 2004). 

Buddhism has had a huge influence on China since it was introduced 2000 years ago. It 

has transformed, survived oppressions, been analyzed, and evolved so that it has become a firm 

part of Chinese religious culture.  It was found that entrepreneurs who had been practicing 

Buddhism for over three years had a happier and more nourishing work environment. This was 

not just found at an individual level but a societal one as well. Since Buddhism has an ability to 

move from different cultures and retain much of its core ideals maybe Buddhism could be 

influenced into Western countries to create a better work environment (Schuyler 2007). 
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Japanese Influence 

Japan began to modernize Taiwan.  Their predecessors of the Qing dynasty were too preoccupied 

with economic and political problems in China so they made little effort to modernize the island. 

As soon as Japan took over in 1895 the goal was for making Taiwan a productive colony. There 

is no doubt that the Japanese made many improvements in Taiwan. The Japanese left better 

institutions, skills, technology, and attitudes toward development which would contribute to 

progress in the future. Institutions created like the farmer’s associations, credit unions, market 

organizations, and banking were all developed and improved by the Japanese.  Improvements 

they made in agriculture also led to major social and economic implications.  The social classes 

and family life changed and a growing urbanized middle class emerged that came to dominate 

the private industrial and commercial sector.  The Japanese also made large scale infrastructure 

projects like irrigation and flood control, highways, railroads, harbors and telecommunications. 

All of these factors helped to lay the ground work for much of further development that would 

later occur (Liao 2006). 

The Japanese can also be credited for stimulating the development of Taiwanese 

Buddhism with Japanese characteristics. Before this time there were few monks and limited 

Buddhism in Taiwan. Many Taiwanese even went to Japan for higher religious study because it 

was more developed at that time than China.  They urged their followers to reject traditional 

superstitions for rationalism and promoted the idea that Buddha was a human teacher and not 

just a remote deity. They also promoted the view that one should improve the life they are 

currently living in instead of focusing on making the next one better. The large role that women 

play in Taiwanese Buddhism today may have come from the Japanese influence because of the 
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modernization process giving women education at that time. Many Taiwanese nuns and pious 

laywomen attended Japanese universities and returned to Taiwan with a higher status and were 

able to overcome traditional barriers so they could become Buddhist leaders setting a new 

precedent. Even after the KMT ruled Taiwan, Taiwanese woman continued to pursue higher 

education in Japan and in the West (Hinsch 2004). 

During the colonial rule from 1937 the Japanese aggressively assimilated the Taiwanese.  

Japanese nationalism was introduced, Chinese newspapers were banned, and imperial subject 

training centers were established throughout the island to make the Taiwanese imperial subjects. 

The policy of the Japanese was to destroy the worship of Chinese deities (Koji 2010).  They 

required Shinto god-shelves to be placed in Taiwanese homes and 30 Shinto shrines were created 

in Taiwan (Picken 1994).  

Taiwan may also have looked or been influenced by Japan later on when they were 

looking to industrialize. By the 1970s Japan had already become the largest and fastest growing 

economy and this did not go unnoticed by Japans neighbors. It is believed the four Asian tigers 

Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korea and Taiwan followed Japan’s style by using their own 

modified versions which has been termed the flying goose model (Heng 2010).   

In the 2000s, Japan’s decline and China’s rise and the global financial crisis (2008) has 

created different theories since the flying goose model was introduced. For these reasons the 

flying goose model has been found to be incomplete as a theory of economic growth (Kojima 

2000). It may also be the case that it was the Asian Tigers that fostered Japan’s growth after the 

1980s and not vice verse. There is also weak evidence to show that Japan led Taiwan’s economic 

growth (Otsu 2010).   
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Japanese culture does have an influence in Taiwan and many Japanese things are popular. 

Since Taiwan democratized and martial law ended Taiwan has been trying to understand its 

identity. For this reason they have sometimes adopted ideas, customs or culture from other 

countries.  I’m sure American and or other countries have an influence but probably not as much 

as Japans because of its geographic proximity, similarity of culture and shared history.  Japanese 

comics, pop culture, baseball and many other things are popular in Taiwan today.  

A popular cultural influence that has gained popularity in Taiwan is the influence of a 

Japanese cultural icon called kawaii. Kawaii is a Japanese word for cute that can be applied to 

anything in culture from food, music, accessories and behaviors.  Kawaii accessories are so 

popular that even the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) capitalized on this in the 1990s. They 

created various cute stuffed animals to promote a Taiwanese identity, democratization and to 

represent former President Chen Shui-bian. These items were extremely popular at that time and 

even helped him to win the election (Chuang 2011).   

Although Japanese comics are popular around the world they are especially popular in 

Taiwan. Of all the East Asian comics created the Taiwanese ones are thought to be the most 

Japanese of all of them. Taiwanese have not made that many films or television shows using 

animation but they do pay a lot of attention to the voices which have also been found to be 

similar to Japanese ones (Ng 2002). 

One of the lasting legacies from the colonial time and one of the only Japanese things the 

Kuomintang didn’t want to destroy was baseball.  Although it was the only place in China where 

baseball was popular the regime thought they could use it to their advantage and is an important 

element in Taiwanese identity. During the ‘Cold War’ baseball was also used as another unifying 
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aspect between America and its allies against China and Communism.3

There is no doubt that certain Japanese things are popular and that Taiwan has used 

Japanese things for their own identity. However, comic books, baseball, pop culture and other 

things probably don’t have a major influence on the Taiwanese work ethic.  Even if Taiwan was 

a colony of Japan it was long ago and there is no indication that they have a Japanese way of 

doing business. Since Confucianism is a major influence on China and Japan’s work culture it 

may be argued that the Chinese have influenced the Japanese. 

 For instance, when the 

Taiwanese team was in Manila to play a series of games, the Taiwanese players donated blood to 

American soldiers who were recovering during the Korean War to show their support (Morris 

2006).  

United States Influence  

I will now look into the United States (US) in Taiwan and how much they could have influenced 

the work ethic or culture in Taiwan.  One of the largest ways the US influenced Taiwan was 

from 1950 to 1965 when it provided US$1.5 billion of aid and assistance to Taiwan. It was 

decided after the Korean War began that the US would help the ROC which was doing very 

poorly. To do this the US determined Taiwan would need substantial financial assistance if there 

economy was ever going to develop. This was funded through the United States Agency for 

International Development (USAID).  In the 15 years Taiwan got aid it developed so fast it was 

the first country of all aid recipients to have aid terminated based on the fact that it had achieved 

its own capability for self growth.  This was a remarkable economic and political achievement 

for the ROC and the US. 
                                                           
3 The Cold War (1947-1991) was a political and military tension primarily between the United States and Soviet 
Union but also each of their allies. 
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In 1964 the US government sent Neil Jacoby, the Dean of the Graduate School of 

Business Administration, UCLA, to Taiwan for making an evaluation assessment of the USAID. 

For several months Jacoby spent time conducting intensive field work to determine the affects of 

USAID. Jacoby analyzed how the island had changed by looking into infrastructure, examining 

documents, conducted interviews etc. It was complicated task to analyze all the aspects of aid but 

there were some definite affects.   

One major reason USAID worked was because the amount of aid was very substantial for 

the size and population of Taiwan. The US and the ROC governments had similar aspirations 

and goals which made their success easier.  During this time, the Taiwanese had maintained a 

higher over-all rate of economic growth than any other country in East Asia besides Japan.  The 

most important aspect of aid was the creation of a large private enterprise system which was a 

major aspect of the economy.  The ROC was receptive but lacked experience in many areas to 

begin private enterprise and create a modern commercial system.  The leaders were more 

preoccupied with military matters, internal affairs and monetary stabilization.  Aid prevented 

inflation from continuing to go out of control that was required to ensure stability and future 

growth. USAID also helped to assist with land reform which was instrumental in future growth. 

USAID was limited in what it could do in regards to fiscal and monetary policies but 

were successful in getting the ROC government to turn over some public enterprises. While 

USAID offered economic assistance it did not use its leverage to change the political 

environment.  The believed political changes would occur after a country developed and the 

political system they was good in the regard that they were stable and could process reforms.  

USAID also did not pursue social reforms but many positive things happened because of 
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economic growth. Health care, education, communications, transportation, social organizations, 

and the mass media all improved and developed during this period.   

USAID brought about more job opportunities, social mobility and wealth to many people 

and the American presence in Taiwan and the Taiwanese who went abroad gained new cultural 

perspectives. It was found that USAID more than doubled the annual rate of growth of Taiwan’s 

GNP and cut thirty years from the time of the living standards in 1964 (Jacoby 1967).   

However, not all people think American aid and the free market were responsible for 

Taiwan’s economic miracle.  Some believe it is the state and not the market had more of an 

influence on prices, wages and the economy. The cultural differences made liberalization more 

difficult and there was probably a larger gap between development policy and practice. The US 

was much less dogmatic in enforcing free enterprises and many times state intervention was 

more efficient.  It was also difficult for any USAID official to get an accurate picture of what 

was going on because the vast state enterprises was mixed with so many different areas. Also, 

Taiwanese officials or businessmen didn’t want the American’s analyzing them too closely and 

they probably weren’t compelled to since it was such a success anyway (Cullather 1996). 

 However, some oppose the revisionists view and believe the government had less control 

over the economy. For instance, Taiwan’s economic growth continued even as they liberalized 

over time. Also, in many cases the government was not interfering with industries for economic 

reasons but because they were adjusting to impending problems or for political reasons. There is 

also no clear cut information that intervention was effective in all cases as some might suggest 

(Tsai 1999). 
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 Either way the Americans probably could not affect or influence culture or institutions as 

much as I might have thought. As Romano (1993) states a country is not able to adopt its system 

or choose American institutions since regulations, laws and customs are interdependent. You 

cannot adopt American corporate governance laws without a stock market, legal system, and 

similar behaviors as American companies. Many countries have tried to use these existing rules 

but they have not worked for these reasons. 

USAID may not have had the largest influence but globalization or the importation of 

American management theories into Taiwan could have some influence on work ethics. It has 

been found that there are differences in the work ethics, work values and expectations in 

different generations in Taiwan. A study found many differences between the baby boomers and 

the younger generation in the manufacturing industry for instance.  It is also shown that people 

are becoming more individualistic then the older generations. This is a subject that should be 

investigated more in another study (Yu 2003). 

The Kuomintang Influence 

The government plays a huge role and influence on society. It taxes its people and decides where 

the money will go; it influences the educational, judicial and economic system and more. It does 

not matter if the government is Communist, democratic or authoritarian, to have a large influence. 

In Taiwan the major party ruling the government for the longest period is the Kuomintang party 

which ruled under martial law for nearly 40 years. 

The KMT ideals originated from the principles of Sun Yat-sen who was a revolutionary 

during his time.  Sun Yat-sen believed in promoting nationalism, introducing socialism with 

Chinese characteristics and the establishment of a representative government. Sun strongly 
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believed that modernization, national security and economic development were important for 

China’s future and that land reform was required.  However, failure in the Chinese civil war 

caused the ROC government to relocate in Taiwan. It was here that many of his ideals would be 

carried out but over a long period of time (Gregor 1983). 

The KMT began to rule Taiwan following the Japanese defeat in the Second World War. 

One of the first policies during this period was to destroy any Japanese influence and replace it 

with Chinese ones. During this time the KMT also exploited Taiwan and used its relative wealth 

in its effort to take back mainland China. They also made policies against the Taiwanese who 

they believed were ‘brainwashed’ by the Japanese. They removed many of them from their 

government posts, tens of thousands lost their jobs, newspapers were banned, etc.  All these 

things made the people to resent the regime more. 

The tensions between the government and the people came to a boiling point when the 

2.28 incident occurred. The incident began when a Wine and Tobacco Monopoly agent was 

confiscating illegal cigarettes from a woman vender. When she tried to get them back an officer 

hit her in the head with a pistol. An angry crowd began to emerge and eventually an officer shot 

into the crowd and killed one of them. This sparked a rebellion around Taiwan which was 

brutally repressed creating a situation of martial law (see Blundell 2012).  From this time until 

the late 1980s the political structure at all levels was controlled by the KMT with President 

Chiang Kai-shek and later his son as the leader of the party (Morris 2004). 

The KMT had determined that one of major failures on the mainland was their inability 

to carry out land reform. In Taiwan the USAID and the Joint Commission for Rural 

Reconstruction (JCRR) played a big role in pushing reforms. The government did not give the 
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land away; it sold or got a percentage of the yield and used this money to reinvest in purchasing 

more land or other industries. This program was useful in creating a support base for the KMT. 

These reforms increased the agricultural production which brought cheaper food and a surplus 

that eventually contributed to the economic miracle (Maguire 1998). 

The KMT’s policies also had a big affect on labor.  Although Taiwan has amassed 

enormous growth it was not surprisingly accomplished with very weak labor laws. Employees 

had little rights against their employers and forced overtime and infringement of workers’ rights 

have been a common aspect of Taiwan’s history. The government justified its actions in for 

economic growth.   

Many of the key positions in many factories and industries had a close link to the 

government for security reasons. If people had complained they could be convicted of being a 

communist sympathizer or feared other reprisals. This was the case when a strike occurred at the 

General Instruments factory in 1975 concerning employee’s bonuses. The strike was so easily 

put down within two days and the American manager could not believe it. One worker had 

remarked they would have gotten bonuses if it was not for martial law (Arrigo 1985). 

Labor rights instituted by the KMT while ruling the mainland came to an end with 

martial law. This began to change in the 1980s when the market orientation changed to a more 

globalized one and many firms moved to Southeast Asia and China. This created a ‘hollowing 

out’ (Chu 2012:549) of certain sectors and as grievances grew so did the support of State 

protection of workers’ rights. The last aspect which changed Taiwan’s political landscape was 

the constitutional reforms and periodical elections in the late 1980s. If people wanted to get 

elected they had to make concessions or at least take notice of the peoples and workers demands 
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(Wang 2010). While Taiwan is better than before they still have a long way to go in these 

regards. 
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Part 3: Interviews from People in Taiwan 

In doing my research I was wondering what people living in Taiwan thought about these subjects. 

How much did they think the Chinese, US, Japanese, or KMT had on Taiwanese identity or work 

ethic?  There were a few ideas I had when thinking about who would be best to interview. I knew 

it would be best to get a diverse sample of interviews to generate as many ideas as possible.  I 

also thought my interviewees should not be limited to Taiwanese people.  I also thought at least a 

few of my interviewees should have some relevance to one of the four major themes I analyzed. 

For instance, I thought it would be interesting to see how other people with Chinese backgrounds 

felt about Taiwan. To learn more about Japanese culture I thought it would be good to find a 

Taiwanese who had lived here for a lengthy period time or vice versa.  For the American 

influence I thought I would find an American who had lived in Taiwan for a long time and was 

very familiar with it.  

Although I had a questionnaire as a guide what I really wanted was for them to tell me a 

story. I would also try to focus on a certain aspect of someone’s experience if it was relevant to 

one of my themes. For instance, if someone had lived in Japan for a considerable amount of time 

then I would focus on the differences or similarities of Japanese and Taiwanese culture.   

 Originally I was going to interview an equal amount of older and younger people but 

later I changed my mind.  I realized after my first interviews that older people were much more 

informative and had much more to say then younger people. Older people would also have much 

more information and opinionated perception of the 1950s through the 1970s which I thought 

was more relevant for my analysis. For these reasons the majority of people I interviewed were 

over 50 years old but I did include a few younger ones. I also wanted to get one or two elderly 
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people but this was also difficult to do so. I brought an interpreter to a shop nearby my home 

where a 96 year old man normally was but he didn’t want to be interviewed. His wife had 

recently died and he probably did not want to stir up old memories.  

In Hill Gates “A Taiwanese Working Class Lives” (1987) it shows perspectives from 

Taiwan’s working people who would be very elderly or deceased by now.  These stories and her 

research reveal how difficult people had it from the end of Japanese colonial period until she 

interviewed people in the 1970s and 1980s. Taiwan was so poor before it developed I was 

surprised to learn things like people were being sold or living in starvation. There is no doubt 

that the life of working class people was very tough and tumultuous before Taiwan modernized. 

This resource also provided a lot of information about how the traditional family structure 

functioned and the low status woman at that time. 

At first I thought it would be best to write out the interviews like a series of stories, and 

not verbatim. Afterwards I realized that having it verbatim would probably be a better idea since 

rewording their voices may distort or take away some meaning.  For this reason I went back and 

included quotes of certain parts so people can have a better idea of what they literally said. I also 

did a follow up of all the interviewee’s so that I could get as much information as possible on my 

major themes.  Not all of their points may be relevant for my analyses but I included everything 

so people can judge for themselves.  I originally thought I would get more interviews which were 

shorter in length but later I thought getting fewer interviews that were longer and had more 

content was more important. I’ll begin with the oldest person I interviewed and end with the 

younger ones.  To document the interviews I recorded almost of them first and wrote them out 

later. In other cases I had my computer with me so I wrote while conducting the interview.  
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I conducted ten interviews, seven were female and three were male.  One was over 

seventy years old, five were in there fifties and sixties, two were in there thirties and forties and 

two were in their twenties. Five had their bachelor’s degrees; four had their master’s degree and 

one had their PhD.  Five were from Taipei or nearby, two were from Kaohsiung, one from Hong 

Kong, one from the US and one from China. Three were married, four were divorced and three 

were not married.  Half of the respondents were retired and the other half are still working or are 

studying. At the end of these interviews in my conclusion I have a table of the demographics and 

overview of my interviewee’s perspectives. 

Interviews 

Wallace 

I met and befriend Wallace at a vegetarian potluck I normally attend at Da-an Park, Taipei, 

which is held on the first Sunday of every month.  Wallace is a fourth generation Taiwanese who 

was born in Kaohsiung in 1939 to a poor family and had 7 siblings. His mother was a housewife 

who was illiterate but very clever and if she had attended school she would have probably 

excelled. His father worked every day as a technician on the milling machine. He was so poor if 

they had an egg to eat they would split it into four parts.  Once in junior high, his teacher bought 

him two eggs which he never had before which was a very exciting and memorable experience 

for him.  When the 2.28 incident occurred he remembers “I heard the gun and I was nine years 

old” and “the river in Kaohsiung became red, it became red with blood. They killed so many 

people and many people just disappeared. My older sister’s finance, he was shot dead. They were 

already engaged and he just disappeared.” People kept disappearing until the 1980s. 
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Wallace served in the army for just one year and then studied mechanical engineering at 

National Tsing Hua University in Hsinchu. Most of his teachers were from China and had 

previously studied in Germany. It was here he also had an American teacher who he really liked. 

He taught him English and learned many other things from.  

When I asked him why Taiwanese work so hard he said “all the Chinese people in the 

world work hard. They work hard throughout East Asia, even harder than the local people.  I 

think it’s because of the culture (long pause) because of Confucian, Confucianism.”   

In his late 20s he moved to Taipei and first worked with a Japanese electronics company 

for a few years. Later he worked for an American electronics company where he spent most of 

his career at.  “American’s company compared to a Japanese company, an American company 

was more human.” He thought that “a Japanese company and a Taiwanese company were very 

different. The Japanese are very strict and tight control, they are afraid of their technique, they 

keep their technique. They don’t want their technique to be learned by Taiwanese so all the R&D 

and all the key positions were Japanese. But the American’s were more generous and they teach 

Taiwanese all the techniques. So the industry technique is not in Taiwan. Mostly they are from 

the United States and not Japan.” His job with the American company paid really well but in the 

early days he worked six days a week until it was changed to five days. He retired when he was 

60, which was16 years ago, and since then he has lived near south of Taipei in Wulai in the 

mountains by himself. 

Wallace has two sons and a daughter who all live in Yonghe, Taipei, with his ex-wife 

whom he visits once a week.  Only his daughter is married and has a daughter and his two other 

sons are single and work really hard as software engineers.  When I asked him if work has 
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changed over the years he laughed and said “work has changed a lot, from the time of his parents, 

Taiwan is very poor, the economy is not developed. At that time life is very tough and hard. 

When I was a kid it was a very hard life, we hardly have meat to eat.” They had only a small 

amount of food and even if he had an egg he could only have one quarter. He said “I only eat a 

full egg when I was second year in senor high school. My teacher, my Chinese teacher, took me 

to the school restaurant and he offered me two boiled eggs” (he laughed and was very excited 

about this).  

When I asked him how the economy changed in his generation he said “at that time 

Taiwan industry start to grow, especially in the electronic, the Japan come, the American 

company come, the radio, the TV.” Things are different these days because the cost of living is 

so high that people don’t have many kids like in his parents’ generation.  His parents had to work 

super hard to survive, feed their kids and to give them a better future. Today people work more 

for themselves and many families just focus on getting the best life they can for one or two kids 

since it’s so expensive. For instance his one granddaughter attends an expensive bilingual school 

which is NT$180,000 a semester. It’s more expensive then the cheaper public schools but this 

will provide her with a better education and edge over other students. When I asked him if he 

thought Taiwanese worked too hard and should relax more he said “I think so. My sons, they 

work for a Taiwanese high tech company as software engineers and they work too hard” he 

exclaimed and shook his head.   

He believes there were deep divisions between the Taiwanese and Mainlanders in the 

past.  The Chinese from the mainland had taken control of the government, held key positions 

and could get assistance easier. This created a lot of resentment between the Taiwanese and 

Mainlanders until Lee Teng-hui became president in 1988.  Chiang Kai-shek was a very bad 
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government and was very bad for Taiwan. The only good thing for Taiwan was they brought 

some good teacher, good scholar to Taiwan like his English teacher and some good scholar to 

university.” In school “he learned a lot about the history and geography in China. I think we 

developed a bad feeling about China. For the Communist period the Cultural Revolution was a 

very bad thing. Mao Tse-tung, actually at the beginning I respected very much. The cultural 

revolution was a very bad end of his life.”    

Wallace has been more for the DPP and never supported the KMT. He hoped President 

Chen Shui-bian would be good, but it turned out he was a big disappointment.  He believes the 

best thing for Taiwan is to reunite with China and it’s not necessarily a good or bad thing but 

something that should happen.  He worked for five years in China and when I asked him if the 

culture was the same there as Taiwan he said it was “very different and I think they are 

traditional, but the work culture is the same, the culture is different, the Communists and the 

democratic government are different.”  He was in Xiamen at the time of the Tiananmen Square 

massacre occurred in Beijing and he only knew what was going since he was able to get 

reception from television stations in Taiwan.   

Wallace also talked about the environmental problems in Taiwan. He mentioned that the 

mountain his dad worked on, Shou Shan or (Monkey Mountain) used to be higher but a cement 

company cut it down for raw materials.  He then talked about the American factory in Xindian, 

Taipei, called General Instruments that was an enormous company that employed more than 

10,000 people at one time. Since they made many kinds of heavy metals they ended up polluted 

the nearby river so much that the fish died; it will take a long time to revitalize. Before the 

factory was there you used to be able to see clear water. 
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 He also mentioned how the Japanese and later the KMT also killed all the Chinese giant 

Cyprus tree’s around Taiwan which were valuable. The trees are so valuable it is believed that 

one tree could pay for someone’s living expensive for a life time. Tourists would probably love 

to come to Taiwan to see these beautiful trees but, now mostly cut. He believes Taiwan could 

have more tourists but the government has not done enough and he does not think Taiwan is 

globalized enough.   

 Wallace said Taiwanese people liked the US because of the help it gave Taiwan in the 

past but was annoyed how the US interferes in Asia, too much, in a bad way. For instance he felt 

that the incidents between the US and North Korea was really about China’s frustration with the 

US. “They want to fight back! The US is not right and they’re not going about it the right way 

and it’s not good for the world. They should cooperate more with the other countries and the 

world economy.” He thinks that North Korea is a puppet of China and, the Chinese feel like they 

are being surrounded by the Americans, this is a sign they want to break out.  He doesn’t believe 

there will be a war. Yet if it happened, the US would mostly probably be the initiator. 

Cynthia 

Cynthia is from Taipei in her 50s and is a mix of Taiwanese and Chinese she considers herself to 

be middle upper class. She has a Master’s degree in computer science. She has six siblings, and 

is the oldest one. Her mother was a housewife and her father was an owner of a factory. In the 

early years, she believed there was more of a division between Taiwanese and Chinese, she 

believed animosity was strong until the 1970s when things became more mixed.  

Cynthia graduated from National Taiwan University in 1979 and worked two years 

before heading to the US where she got her Masters and was a part time teaching assistant.  It 
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was there she married another Taiwanese man and had her first child. After having her child she 

stayed home for two years before working again in 1988 for two more years in the US. She liked 

working in the US because of the fixed working hours and overtime pay. At that time she worked 

with the railroad company, Northwestern Transportation in Chicago, which had a good pension 

plan. Her future prospects were great there and her boss even told her she could be promoted to a 

manager within seven years. She wanted to stay in the US which she thought would be a better 

future and life for her, but she sacrificed this for her husband’s career.  He got his Ph.D. and his 

career looked better in Taiwan so they both returned which is a regret she has.  

Later in Taiwan she worked part and full time from 1990 until she retired in 2008. She 

normally worked more than eight hours and sometimes even on the weekend which annoyed her 

husband since he would be stuck with the kids. In Taiwan her work was based on finishing a 

project, and always new projects were coming up so she was always busy. Therefore, she 

believes most people are not happy with their job and that bosses ask too much of employees. 

Yet, she supposed every company has a different culture.   

Her parent’s generation worked to support society and their family at that time. Now 

people work longer and make less money and it is harder to buy a home since the housing rates 

have risen. She believes “Taiwanese work hard because it’s in their nature to work hard no 

matter if it’s in school, work or anything else. They learn this work ethic through their family 

and education.” Taiwanese probably do work too hard, and the family is very important and 

plays a strong role in Taiwan. If she had a million dollars she would still work which is why 

she’s currently volunteering teaching students for free. She tries to take one day to do a leisure 

activity with her husband every week or two. When she is free she sometimes watches television 

shows about culture, talk shows, politics, or about the universe. Her philosophy is ping an, ping 
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fan which is a famous saying which means, ‘safe’ like in marriage, health and family and 

“ordinary” meaning you don’t want to be famous and you should be content with what you have. 

Her view about China is not negative and not a bad thing if reunited. Japan used to have a 

large influence like for her parents who knew some Japanese but not much anymore. They made 

things like the infrastructure in Taiwan but the influence on work is probably not a large factor.  

There are many influences in Taiwan from South Korea. Many countries have an influence, and 

not one is so much more significant than others. 

Chinese culture has a large influence on the culture which is mixed with Taiwanese. 

Confucianism has a major influence, but the religious influence like Buddhism probably does not 

have such a large effect. Daoism influences more daily aspects of life.  The KMT used to have an 

influence on work, before but not anymore. She believes the ‘strawberry generation’ is more lazy 

then previous generations. They want more money and to work less and want something close to 

their home. There’s a saying qian dou, shi shao, li jia ji, which means a lot of money, less 

working hours, less responsibility, and near to home. She agrees the parents are at fault for 

making them like this way and that technology and economic changes have also made people 

weaker. Kids are spoiled and do not work while in school so they do not have chances of 

learning some hard lessons in life.  They don’t have to learn how to make money, or how to 

solve problems since their parents provide a good environment and money for them. Parents 

usually support their children financially until they are married.   
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Wanda 

Wanda was born in 1953 into a family who had migrated from Shanghai, China, to Taiwan in 

1949. Her two older brothers were young when they arrived in Taiwan, and she also has a 

younger sister who obtained two Master's degrees and has lived in the US for more than 30 years. 

Her father, since his 20s, was a secret agent working for the KMT to defend against the 

Japanese and Communists. Before the Vietnam War he was sent there as a official diplomat to 

train Chinese Vietnamese. He trained them to infiltrate China by going through the border of 

Vietnam to Guangxi Province to obtain valuable political information. Since her father was a 

high official he not only had a fake passport but he could also bring his family with him. To 

avoid suspicion he sometimes used Wanda who was 11 years old at the time to deliver messages 

for him. Since she was more or less involved and affected by her father's job, she stated she is 60% 

KMT, but definitely not 100%. Her father always complained about the corruption of the KMT 

and predicted they would lose superiority and the presidency sooner or later. The Taiwanese 

would stand up and fight back against the non-Taiwanese (people who had come from mainland 

China with the KMT) someday.  Her father even encouraged her and her sister and her to marry 

a Taiwanese to wash off their mainlander status. She thinks he was very smart to foresee the 

disputes that existed between Taiwanese and non-Taiwanese before he passed away in 1996.  

Apart from the lack-luster performance of the KMT politicians, the population of non-

Taiwanese is too small and could never compete with the growth of the Taiwanese and the DPP. 

When I asked her if she thought Daoism or the KMT had any influence on people working hard 

she said “No! There are no religion or political parties have any impact on telling people to work 

hard, I think.” 
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She believes Mainlanders had to work really hard because they came with nothing and 

needed a foothold to survive. Their parents knew they could not get educated more but wanted 

their kids to do so. For this reason her parents and other Mainlander’s families worked hard so 

many of their children like her could go to the US for higher education.  In contrast the 

Taiwanese had the advantage of owning land but were often less educated. She believes 

“Taiwanese work harder than those foreign country nationals, but are losing their tradition and 

culture gradually nowadays. The youngsters don’t work overtime anymore because they have 

never faced a critical economy situation like I did in the 1950s, when some Taiwanese pupils 

couldn't even afford to buy a pair of shoes to go to school.” 

When I asked her why she worked so hard she said “When I was a college student, I 

swore to buy an apartment by myself in a decent area in Taipei. I made it in 1986, two years after 

I returned from my studying in the US, at the age of 33. Can you believe I never get one dollar 

from my family for my education and living expenses ever since I was 18? I worked and 

struggled so hard to make my dream come true. I would say that is an achievement set up by my 

family expectations. I don’t think this is understandable by Westerners, not even my own 

children.” She believes Taiwan is influenced by the Japanese and Americans and it is more 

liberal than many countries. She noted even Buddhist monks in Taiwan have accepted same sex 

marriage.   

I asked her if she thought Confucianism plays a role and she said “Yes, It definitely has. 

Confucianism plays an influential and crucial part in Chinese culture, not only in the mindset of 

the people living in China and Taiwan but also the societies composed of  immigrated Chinese, 

especially in Malaysia, Vietnam, Singapore, and Indonesia. There are always Chinese schools 

teaching people these things. Buddhism plays an important role mostly in moral obligations 
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in the Southeast Asian countries where Buddhism is widely practiced. There are five precepts 

taught in Buddhism, but none of them tells people to work hard. Funnily, it preaches Buddhist to 

chant day and night diligently to worship the god instead of working hard. I still could remember 

some Christians persuaded my mom to go to church every Sunday, and my mom said ‘Is the god 

will prepare a lunch for the whole family after a busy Sunday morning?’ I don't think Buddhism 

clearly teaches people to work hard, even Christians pray to thank god for the food given by the 

mighty god, not their hard working. That was what my sister always prayed for when I visited 

her family in the US.” 

When she was at primary school she was socialized with negative views about mainland 

China. They were taught things like sa zhu ba mao, which meant kill pigs and pull out hair.  If 

you sent a letter through Hong Kong you would have to be very careful because you could be 

accused of being a spy. Wanda graduated from the number one high school, Taipei Municipal 

First Girls' High school, in 1972. She got her BA degree in economics from Soochow University 

in 1976. Her first job was working for a reputable American real estate company in Taiwan as a 

market representative. Later she went to the US in 1982 to pursue her Master’s degree in 

computer science. She said “I always worked for American companies in Taiwan, it is a 

challenge to work for them. Everybody knows you got to work smartly and efficiently for those 

foreigners, otherwise you will be easily kicked out any time.” However if you were qualified and 

did a good job you could get a great salary. Her salary in 1999 before she retired was more than 

one million NT dollars a year. This was 20% higher than her husband, who was an associate 

professor teaching computer science in a private college.  

The company she used to work for from 1993-1999 was a famous Hong Kong affiliated 

company called the Hang Lung Group. The head office has three stock listed companies in Hong 
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Kong and the owner was ranked one of Forbes top 200 richest people in the world. Before she 

retired her boss sent her to Los Angeles for some negotiations about her career. They wanted to 

see if she wanted to move to the United States and they would even arrange visas for her whole 

family. However, she did not take the proposal since her husband could not get a job in the US 

even though he has a Master's degree in computer science from New York Tech. She said 

sometimes someone has to sacrifice themselves for the greater good of the family. If she was not 

happy with her husband, she could tell him the door is always open, you can leave anytime, and I 

would not ask one dollar from you.  She thinks “Taiwan is a seriously family oriented country, 

like China, Italy, India, and those Jews living in the US.” 

When I asked her if Taiwan has changed a lot she said “of course Taiwan has changed a 

lot. It was called a developing country not so long ago and took us a long time to be qualified 

and classified as a developed country. I am glad I can see it in my life. The Philippines were 

ahead of us in 1950 but now far behind of us. If you don't make progress, you will fall behind.” 

At the end she said “See! I am not a typical Chinese girl that was described by my American 

supervisor 20 years ago. I will defy stereotype when time comes, as my father taught us to be 

independent financially and emotionally.” 

Yen 

Yen is from Taipei, 42 years old, and he works in his families hardware store six days a week 

normally from 8 am to 6:30 pm and sometimes later. He considers himself Taiwanese and the 

older generation was really concerned if you are Chinese, Taiwanese, Hakka, or aboriginal, but 

his generation does not care that much anymore. I asked him if he was more for KMT or DPP 

and he said “Neither of them.  I’m not on either side.” 
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 He went to college and graduate school in Australia, where he went to school for banking 

and finance. He worked for Ford Motor Company for four years and then for Volvo in Taiwan 

for one year. He described the company as having an American or Western cultural influence, 

but it was mostly local managers and personnel. Only one or two of the people at the top were 

appointed from the US or abroad. His pay was greater than local companies so it was good in 

that regard.  They have to work according to their counterparts’ work schedule and they need to 

get approval to get certain things done. This was difficult because it there was different business 

hours between the two.  For instance one of the offices he worked with is in Detroit, which has a 

different time zone than Taipei, so sometimes there were awkward or inconvenient conference 

times. It was good that a lot of their structure was very organized and people were helpful at least.  

Concerning the Japanese influence he said “a lot of corporations set up with Japanese 

style, I mean the working environment was all brought from Japan. Here it used to be the 

government of Japan for over half decade (he meant half century). A lot of people trained and 

educate in Japanese style.  Then at the end of the Second World War Taiwan returned back to the 

Chinese government so a lot of old people, old guys still have a lot of Japanese (garbled). So 

Japanese corporations in the 80s, 70s most of Taiwan looking for cheap labor and set up the 

company to do some labor intensive factories. Just like present day Taiwanese corporations or 

Taiwanese companies go to Vietnam, India or China to look for same thing and for cheap labor.  

Like Singapore, like South Korea, used to be in the growing stage and now almost in the 

developing stage and Taiwan is the same.”   

 These days he said “In the present days a lot of multi corporations come to Taiwan and 

bring a Western style.” There is also a lot of information now because of the Internet and 

because the government has opened up since the late 1980s. With access to more information 
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they can more easily find better way to improve their organizations.  I asked him about 

Taiwanese culture, and he said “Taiwanese are a very unique culture and unique group and 

people and very different from Southeast Asians. You see I’m not sure if quite sure if you’ve 

been to Vietnam or Southeast Asia?” 

“Yes I have been to Southeast Asia” I replied. 

“The people over there tend to be very lazy.  Not like Japanese, not like Taiwanese, or 

Koreans. Within the Southeast Asian group, Taiwanese are very hard working, and we don’t 

complain, and we do what we are told, and don’t take any objections and we tend to use all our 

personnel time to finish the task given.  Not like the people in the rest of Southeast Asia and it’s 

probably because of the colonial background. Vietnam was ruled by the French and the 

Philippines were ruled by the Spanish and someone else. They don’t care, they just work for 

what they can get. They don’t want more and don’t fight for more or for a better life. They just 

want the basic needs.” I asked him if he thought Taiwanese work too hard and he said “I 

personally believe so.” 

Yen later sent me a few reasons why Taiwanese work hard. He wrote, “financial pressure. 

Official culture forces them to work after the business hour (not to leave the office before his/her 

supervisor does). Implied rules of employment also known as ‘self-response rule (責任制)’ 

(check-in for when you come to the office and no check-out rules required).  Macro-economic 

impact (inflation is far greater than the growth of the salary in the past years).” 

 During the 1950s there was definitely competition between Mainlanders and the 

Taiwanese, but he didn’t think it had such a huge impact on why they worked hard. He said 

Taiwanese worked hard because “our people have the kind of spirit to do the best, to be the 
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leader, to win all the contest, like Japan. The Japanese have the same thing to and want to win all 

the competition. People in Northeast Asia like to compete. Like in South Korea. Korean people 

want to win, even if they (garbled) complain or technical issue to beat you. Not like Taiwanese, 

Chinese or Japanese, we all want to win. We have very very similar economic and also 

background so we tend to take each other like a unique idol and tend to compete. Like Hong 

Kong and like Singapore, all Chinese culture.”  They compete against the other countries gross 

domestic product (GDP) which is often seen in the media.  I asked him if he thought 

Confucianism, Daoism or Buddhism influenced work, and he said “Taiwanese people are very 

religious in many ways, but not in the work place.” 

He believes China will dominate Asia in less than 5 years.  He said they might even make 

the ‘Asian dollar’ like the Euro so there would be one currency in Asia. Before the Japanese Yen 

was strongest, but now the renminbi is getting stronger. During the financial crisis in 2008, 

China bought a lot of US bonds so the renminbi would dominate more. Since there is such a 

different background and perspective between Taiwan and China on unity, no agreement can be 

reached now. If the views come closer and there is more of a consensus then it could happen in 

the future. 

 His family is from Taiwan and on his father’s side for about two or three generations. His 

mother is Hakka and tracing her family in Taiwan for four or five generations. Yen has two 

sisters who both married Hong Kong men and live there. Hong Kong people move faster and are 

a little busier than in Taipei but both are similar cultures. I asked him how important the family 

was in Taiwan and he said “very large proportion of Taiwanese people put their family on top of 

their priority list.  A lot of people recognize that a person who has a successful or perfect family 
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is called a successor in his or her life.  This also means that such successor is not defined as a 

successful business man or woman.” 

He has been to China once about five or six years ago to the Southeast. There was a lot of 

construction going on then so he would like to go back to see the differences since many changes 

are happening.  He almost took a job to set up a large factory for Ford in Chongqing, but it would 

be a huge task so he didn’t want the offer. He believes the ‘strawberry generation’ in the 1990s 

was lazier, but since 2000 it has gotten better. The 1990s was the worst generation because many 

grandparents were looking after their kids and spoiling them too much.  

 His family’s shop has been open for 15 years and was nearby before. At the beginning 

they were located on a small road nearby and in total they have had the business for over 40 

years.  He admitted things aren’t going great lately since a lot of chain hardware stores have 

opened like B&Q and home depot in Taiwan. They have to rely on their small local customer 

base which is tough. There business has a hard time competing against big companies that have 

more money, power, and parking which he does not have. He believes Carefour really hurts 

business, like clothes shops for instance and small shops just cannot compete with 7-11 outlets.   

Linda 

Linda is from California, US, is in her 60s and had come to Taiwan in the 1970s to study the 

working lives of woman.  Linda said the Presbyterian Church had a large influence in Taiwan 

and an influence in the democratic movement.  She had lived nearby where the Lin Yi-

hsiung family massacre occurred, and because no one would live there again the Presbyterians 

made a church in their memory called the Yikuang Presbyterian Church.   
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 She said “Taiwan has changed so much, but if they say Taiwan is a democracy I 

shouldn’t buy that.”  The money controls everything like in the US but in Taiwan it is probably 

worse. The structure has not changed much and the KMT still has its tentacles into various 

aspects of society. The KMTs political power was transferred into money, businesses or property 

which it did carefully over a long period of time so they could still retain power. 

 She’s glad that Taiwan is safer today than in the past and there are many improvements 

like a higher standard of living.  Democracy can be thanked for many positive things and 

woman’s rights are better than they used to be.  However, the young generation is so 

materialistic that the hopes they had earlier of a brighter future have faded away. She feels there 

was a time that Taiwan was on a road to going its own way but she’s pessimistic about that now.  

 She’s spent so much time in Taiwan that she will probably stay. She doesn’t have a job or 

house in the states and she has many contacts in Taiwan.  She’s been to China many times and 

she doesn’t really like it. Her Ph.D. thesis was on the status and equality of farmers in China 

before the revolution. From her work she believes the Chinese revolution was definitely justified. 

She also believes Mao has been bashed unfairly in the press and in many books in recent years. 

She thinks Chen Shui-bian was very corrupt, but some things have probably been exaggerated. It 

wasn’t against him personally, but because the KMT feared losing too much power. 

 She thinks it’s interesting that many Taiwanese want to have the same status or relations 

with the US that Israel has. Others believe that the US has turned its back on protecting Taiwan 

since they will sell weapons, but won’t protect them, or that they have abandoned them on 

ideological grounds. However, from her perspective she does not believe the US has to help 

Taiwan and why should they. Of course they will abandon them since they do not owe Taiwan 
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its national security. She’s not taking the US side, but it is the way it is. It’s also Taiwan’s fault 

in many ways since they could have held a referendum, but the US told them not to, so they 

backed down. Iraq made a new constitution so they could have done the same in Taiwan, but 

they bowed to US pressure.  

Since people could protest about work since “they were under threat of being taken away 

during martial law.” I asked her other reasons why they worked hard she said “The change from 

an agricultural society to an industrial society, and then everything is faster and faster and things 

are still getting faster. In agriculture people work real hard and in peak season long hours but it’s 

not the same discipline.” They probably were not working so hard, but then globalization has 

squeezed the professional class, and they have to work more.   

 During land reform they took over the gentry’s land.  “The land reform was designed by 

the US and it basically did succeed in creating a class of small farmers in support of the 

government, but they also squeezed them from the point of view that for ten years the farmers 

had to pay a big piece of their property to the government to pay for the land, they weren’t given 

it for free.  It was basically good for small farmers and (garbled) of land but in the closer range 

from a political point of view it whipped out the Taiwan elite who would oppose the KMT and it 

gave they ruling KMT a huge income and rights so they could pay the huge amount of refugees 

and military.”     

She didn’t think that the Taiwanese and Mainlanders were specifically competing against 

each other since they were in different industries. The Taiwanese were the labor class and the 

Mainlanders mainly worked in the government, the army or the corporations, which were 

previously Japanese. The Mainlanders were polarized as well. There was the rich and well to do 
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Chinese or ones with ties to the bureaucrats and the lower ranking soldiers and refugees. Some of 

the refugees may have been rich in China, but lost everything when they came to Taiwan. There 

were men who were ‘shanghaied’, meaning they were snagged off the street to go in the army 

and ended up in Taiwan against their will. They couldn’t leave the army, go back to China, or 

contact their families.  

 Taiwan did well since it was given a large amount of US assistance in the postwar period. 

The US had a important influence on the ROC government. Linda believes the democratic 

processes will decline. She believes that Lee Teng-hui made some deals so Chen Shui-bian could 

be elected.  Not everything is accurate that they say about Chen Shui-bian. Some of the reasons 

they got rid of him were for legal reasons which were partially true, and but also partially for 

revenge, especially in the way he is being treated.  She brought up things about the DPPs 

corruption, lack of objectivity and shady dealings around 2003.   

Rong 

Rong is 24 and is studying her masters at Peking University, China. She is from Yanzhou in 

Jiangsu Province to a working class family. Her parents didn’t go to college and she is the only 

child.  She has enjoyed her two months in Taiwan so far where she is an exchange student for the 

semester.  She had studied business and finance before but she did not like it and prefers to study 

something more about culture.  Like many Chinese students, she is only studying and has no 

other working experience.   

 She met a few foreigner people and I’m the first American she knows and has befriended.  

She says people work hard in Taipei and that Beijing is similar in that regard. The housing in 

Beijing or Shanghai is also super expensive like Taipei and it would take her at least 20 years if 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

44 
 

not more to buy an apartment. She says “the people in Beijing also work hard.” I asked what they 

worked for, and she replied that, “a few have influence, for money, salary and (looks in 

dictionary while on phone), they want self identity. They want to feel people around them or 

people they meet with will say, oh you are good worker and you do good in your family and you 

do good in your work. People are always searching for that word. Yeah, I think people 

everywhere will try that and they compare with each other and they want to do better.”  Some 

people work hard in Taiwan or China but it depends on the person. She works hard for her 

dreams and thinks that Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism may influence her but she doesn’t 

know how.  

 Mainland Chinese have positive impressions of Taiwan which is known for its good food, 

night markets, celebrations and famous movies stars. These days many Chinese people want to 

study or travel in Taiwan. They do not talk about politics a lot because it’s not the kind of thing 

that makes people happy and in Chinese culture they do not like to talk about politics.  The 

people in Taiwan tell her how they can speak out and criticize the government and how they are 

freer than the people in China. Although Taiwanese express these things, none of them know 

much or talk about Chinese politics. They only know the geography or some history about China, 

but not much else. If they go to China and travel they will know more, and how it is becoming 

more modern.   

Many of her friends go to America to study and many want to stay there to work but she 

does not understand why.  She had not thought about politics until she came to Taiwan, so some 

Taiwanese think she is conservative since she doesn’t say much. However she does not talk 

about it much because she has no interest in politics. Some people ask her a lot but she does not 

get offended because in her heart she knows they respect her. Her teachers and people older than 
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her are curious about her political views, but she hasn’t thought about it much. If she had more 

time and materials she would research the history and situation more so she could give a more 

informed and educated opinion. The Taiwanese also ask her Chinese friends many questions 

about politics, but most are afraid to talk about it.  She said if people have opinions they should 

not try to force their thoughts on others, and they should let people decide on their own and have 

things go in a natural way.   

 She believes one of the bad things about China’s development is how many old historical 

buildings have been destroyed. Maybe it’s good for economic reasons but it’s still a pity and 

even the house and community she grew up in was destroyed. It was made before the Tang 

dynasty and was on the river but since that area became a tourist site her house was demolished. 

Although it had sentimental value to her she understands and accepts why it happened.  

She believes Mao Tse-tung, the founder of the PRC, had a good and a bad side and 

advantages and disadvantages. It is normal for famous people throughout history to be very 

complicated. At that time China was in very difficult times so he did a good thing by making 

many sacrifices to bring China together.  

In, China people expressed negative opinions about Chiang Kai-shek, but she thinks the 

PRC government is being more objective now and not as critical. She personally doesn’t know 

much about him since it was a long time ago and it is also difficult to know the real truth anyway.  

She would have to read more about this and interview many old people to understand this more.  

Society is different today than in the past.  Her parents worked hard and did not go to college, 

but now parents work hard so there kids can get a good education. Education can help people 

learn new ways of thinking, more about where they came from, provide more opportunities and 
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make people more professional. However, this does not mean that people who do not have an 

education are not without minds or not a good person. Even if you are educated you can still be a 

bad person or bad leader.   

Rong felt it’s unfortunate she is an only child, but at least she had her family there and 

one should learn to be happy on their own anyway.  If people trust or look to others for their 

happiness it can hurt them in the end so the key is finding it on your own. She says one large 

difference between Taiwan and China is that aboriginal people in Taiwan are unique. She tries to 

be with people who enjoy life and have similar interests as her. She considers herself normally 

busy and only has a little free time. In Taipei and in Beijing people work really hard but the 

quality of life in Taiwan is better since it developed five or ten years earlier then China.  

However, China is growing really fast now. In both places the family is very important.  

She hasn’t gone to Japan but she has watched a lot of movies and believes both Japan and 

the US have an influence on China. She has Japanese friends and does not hold anything against 

them for their past.  Some of them she met at school were like playboys or were sex workers so 

they could make money and study in China.  They are like the Chinese in many ways to say that 

some do not take their life seriously and like to drink and play all the time and others like to 

work hard. It’s probably more stressful in Japan though.  The ‘Nanjing Massacre’ of 1937 was 

very cruel, and if people deny in Japan this happened, it is very bad.4

Lawrence 

 

Lawrence has been between Taiwan and Hong Kong for 40 years, has two grown children in 

Taiwan and has also worked in New Zealand for five years.  His grandfather was a capitalist who 
                                                           
4 The Nanjing Massacre occurred during the Second Sino-Japanese. The Japanese captured of the city of Nanjing, 
the former capital on December 13, 1937, and during this time they killed up to 300,000 people by some estimates. 
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owned a gold shop as a finance facility in Guangzhou, China in the 1940s. The Communists took 

their property so his family went to Hong Kong the same year he was born in 1949. His family 

had some capital and his grandfather had a friend in the gold business that his parents tried to run. 

However, his 20 year old parents were too immature at that time to take life seriously, so they 

could not manage the business. His dad then worked as a writer for a radio company, and was a 

good worker but unfortunately he died in his 40s when Lawrence was in college. His mother was 

a housewife who is still in Hong Kong and his brother is there as well.   

He grew up in Hong Kong which was a colony of Great Britain so all his classes were in 

English. He admitted he was not an outstanding student so he was not qualified to enter any of 

the colleges in Hong Kong.  He had the choice of either going to Communist China, Free China 

(Taiwan) or somewhere else abroad. He chose Taiwan. He went to the university in Taiwan that 

is not very famous where he got his bachelor’s degree in electrical engineering.  

After he graduated from his college he went back to Hong Kong and worked for the 

company Fairchild which is famous for semiconductors. He worked most of his career with 

Fairchild or other American semiconductor companies in Taiwan and in New Zealand. Usually 

his boss was Chinese but if his boss was American he thought it was better. He said the Chinese 

working environment is different than the Americans because the Chinese spend a lot of time 

with internal politics while the American’s only care about performance.  

He said guangxi is important and Confucianism influences relationships which are the 

most important aspect in Chinese culture. Your family background, your relatives and your first 

classmates in school are the most important. Even at university the people you meet are not that 

important since you are already grown up and most of your important contacts have been made. 
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He did not make many friends in college because he was an outsider and the same occurred at 

work since he didn’t want to take sides.  He said the Chinese are really concerned about saving 

face and reputation, and they are not so open to strangers. He said foreigners are much more 

different then Chinese. For instance if he went to a bar, a foreigner might talk about some bad 

things that happened to them or how they were a failure. You would never hear a Chinese person 

say this the first time you met them and they will only tell you about the bright side of their life. 

He was shocked when he first heard foreigners telling him about some bad things that occurred 

to them and it was awkward for him since he did not know how to comfort them. He experienced 

this a lot when he was living in New Zealand.    

He does not believe Chinese people necessarily work hard. They only do because their 

boss makes them work hard and they want to please their boss. “I do not work very hard but I am 

lucky I really enjoy my job as an engineer of cutting edge technologies such as semiconductors 

computers and networks.”  In Chinese working culture and most of Asia the workers do not want 

to leave before their boss does which he thinks is stupid. He did not care when his bosses left and 

would only stay if he had work to do.  His bosses liked him though because they knew he liked 

his job and did it well. “Sometimes I work overtime on my own willingness because I enjoy to 

the work and to enhance my skills.” He said “Daoism emphasize nature, sunrise to work sunset 

to rest, and the government has nothing to do with this. This is my attitude not Taiwanese as 

most people overtime with no pay.”  His generation had it better but the young generation is not 

so lucky since they have to really have to work hard to make a living. Lawrence said “Taiwanese 

work hard for money but not for interests. Most Taiwan run small business and has incentives to 

work hard for bonus and shares.”  Taiwanese work hard because in the early stage there was no 

pension and welfares for elders and it is the influence of Confucius that we have to take care our 
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families. So no even Taiwanese but most Asian influenced by Chinese cultures work hard for 

coming generation. I have to say this influence is changing to our children as they do not want to 

have children and marriage is not secure as before.” 

 He really used to admire the Japanese before, but later found them to be fake. He found 

that many of them, especially the woman act like they are working hard but they are actually not. 

They are either cheating or doing something else like reading a novel under their desk for 

instance.  Now that the economy has been going down for them for a long time it’s difficult for 

them to accept their fate. However, he does believe they are very enlightened people.  Chinese 

are not especially serious about work and go about it moderately. Chinese are also more 

individualistic then the Japanese. Even though the family is important they are still individuals 

within their family in Taiwan.  As far as influence of Japanese he said “I think the Japanese has 

influence to Taiwan industry as it is faster and easier to learn from Japan than other places in 

early industrial stage but now Taiwan has influence from the States more.” Hong Kong and 

Taiwanese people are also different. He really thinks this is a problem he has faced for a long 

time since they do not treat him like a Taiwanese and see him as an outsider. He didn’t like his 

classmates in college since he knew about their cheating so he had few friends. He believes 

Hong Kong people are more honest.   

 Hong Kong used to be just a fishing village before the British came so they built that city 

and brought good education and other things there. Sun Yat-sen was educated in Hong Kong and 

went to American schools which he thinks is ironic since he is considered as the father of the 

ROC and PRC. He believes Hong Kong and China are very different. Some Hong Kong people 

have more favorable views toward Taiwan or China and it just depends on the person.  They 

mostly realize that the reunification of the Chinese will not come from the Communist side. Even 
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the Hong Kong government is not faithful. They admit they are Chinese, but they will not allow 

themselves to be subjects of the Communist Party. The same goes with Macao and both have 

many protests against the PRC government, so Taiwan would be the same, or even more of a 

problem. Even now with the recent earthquake in Sichuan, the Hong Kong government is 

refusing to give aid money. They have given millions of dollars in the past but where did the 

money really go? There is so much corruption.  China is rich now, so they do not need Hong 

Kong’s money.   

Everyone thinks keeping Taiwan in its current status is the best thing for now. If they 

reunite now it will be a big problem in many ways and will not just affect the economy, but 

people could die, etc. Although Taiwan is a democracy it is actually controlled by a small group 

of people, and some large companies.  Even in the US a few corporations and banks are probably 

running the show and he doubts there is real democracy. He likes Taiwan, and did end up 

marrying a Taiwanese woman. They later got divorced but are still friends and they look out for 

each other. He did not believe that the Taiwanese and Mainlanders had major issues between 

them and it was only political things. Even within a family there are different political views like 

anywhere else so it was not that ‘big of a deal’ what side you are on. 

 Lawrence thought the Chinese people generally do not talk about politics in the open at 

work much, and in the company everyone knows what side each other is on.  He admits he is 

more towards the KMT, but only a little. One of his best friends has different views but they 

hardly talk about it.  When he worked in Tainan, he thought the people there were not well 

educated so they tended to be very serious about politics. He worked there for two years and it 

was not good to talk about his support for the KMT there. In Taipei they can talk about it but it is 

not serious. I asked him if he thought the KMT affected work, and he said “I do not think KMT 
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or martial law has any influence on work. In fact the martial law lifted in 1987 prohibited strikes. 

Even now no serious strikes happen in Taiwan, I think it is because Chinese culture affects on 

employee should respect employer.”  He believes the US has an influence Taiwan but since they 

are a superpower they also influence everyone else in some way too.   

Jade 

Jade was born in 1959 in Luzhou, a suburb of Taipei, which was only a farming area. Her 

parents were born in 1923 so they knew Japanese and her father worked as a public servant and 

her mother was a mid wife. When she was 13 or 14 she worked in a shoe factory and a 

housewares factory to make a little money for the family. She has four sisters and two brothers 

and was the youngest of them. Her parents were not highly educated and they first worked for 

the Japanese government. Like many people her parents suffered but since they worked for the 

local government it was not that bad.  A really popular thing for her growing up was baseball. 

She liked it but it was expensive since you needed equipment like a bat, gloves, and ball, and 

they played with what they had.  

She went to Fu Ren University where she studied Spanish, and it was during that time she 

met her husband. He was studying at another university in Taiwan which was unusual for 

Japanese to do at that time. She was 23 when she got married and went to Japan when it was the 

best economic times. The Japanese may have looked down at other Asian woman because they 

thought they were doing it for money, so she could have faced discrimination but she did not 

think so. She thinks some people are sensitive to something like discrimination but she does not 

feel that way and it depends on the person.  Even people from the north of Taiwan look down on 

people from the south for instance.  She likes to be more open minded, and not oversensitive.  
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 I asked her if working in Japan was similar and she said, “no different, in Japan being a 

housewife is common it’s a natural if you get married, and you quit your job no one will says 

why did you quit your job? No one would ask that and I feel more comfortable in Japan because 

Japanese people are more sensitive to themselves and they also very sensitive to other people. 

They don’t ask very personal questions when you first meet. But here they just you know, where 

did you study, what do you do, how much do you earn in Taiwan?” Jade thought you can also 

get as far as you want as a woman in Japan and there is not as much of a glass ceiling like there 

is in Taiwan.  She remembers in college her professor asked the class, who wanted to be a 

housewife and only she and one other said they wanted to and all others wanted to work. Her 

mother worked as well since they were farmers but they didn’t need to go out to find work and 

often stayed at home to work with their husband.  

 When I asked her about work in Japan she said “the first thing is they are more 

ambiguous, they don’t say things straightly; that is the first thing. For me Taiwanese are more 

like in between Japanese and American. So Japanese people are more polite and more 

ambiguous and not straight forward and Taiwanese are more Americanized, something in 

between, more like the Korean people.”  For this reason she thinks Japan is ‘more Asian’ then 

Taiwan, but the Japanese would not say so. 

 When I asked her if she thought Taiwanese culture was mainly Chinese she said “Chinese, 

even if you say Chinese, we are from, our background is from China, we are immigrants. So 

immigrants are normally different from the people who stay in the same place. So I think you 

Americans know that. Even, maybe you [are] from Germany and it’s not the same. Even if 

you’re still Catholic it’s different.” When I asked how she felt about China she said “I hope they 

crash. I’m looking forward to it, maybe in five years.” 
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 When she first came back to Taiwan after living in Japan for so long she was really 

shocked. She couldn’t imagine Taiwan would be so polarized between political parties and she 

wishes people were more open minded. She frequently goes on websites like Tsai Ing-wen’s 

Facebook page and posts things for people to be more open minded. She also goes to Ma Ying-

jeou’s  Facebook page, but she has not seen many positive things there. She is more DPP but not 

100% and she would rather choose someone based on their personality and not based on party. 

People in Taiwan have already given up, do not want to fight and do not care anymore. She 

thinks 20 years ago things like Buddhism had an influence but now there is more of an influence 

from China and there values more. She thinks Daoism has values “more like a ‘hippy’ would do 

and more care free and enjoy life and don’t stick to things.” Confucianism has a large influence 

on how and why people work for their family and parents. She did not think the Taiwanese work 

hard since public servants are lazy and go shopping during work hours but other people do work 

hard like for other reasons like their family.    

Jade said, though people talk about politics in Taiwan they do not in Japan. You do not 

talk about politics in public or even at home. It’s not about losing face or anything cultural but 

the way it is. After the Second World War the government said that Shinto and the emperor is 

not god and so they probably do not talk about it because of what happened in the past.  Losing 

face is not as serious in Japan like it is in Taiwan or China. For instance, Korea and China still 

ask the Japanese to apologize for what they did in the Second World War and Japan has 

apologized and given money on many occasions in the past. Finally the Japanese prime minister 

said they would give no more apologies or money for what happened, which is good because 

they are more confident now and should move on. That is why they said they wanted to buy the 

Diaoyudao islets to send a message of self confidence to the Chinese.  
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 Jade thought, in the past the KMT wanted to ‘brain wash’ everyone. You were not 

allowed to speak Japanese and the government could not understand why the Taiwanese did not 

hate the Japanese.  For them it was not about the hatred of Japanese, but of their distrust of 

foreign occupation. However, the Chinese did the same thing against their own people. The 

Chinese told the Taiwanese they were Chinese, but did not treat them the same so this kind of 

hurt her. She only felt this a little bit growing up but her parents talked about it a lot. Her 

grandfather was the liaison of a small community and since he was a leader she liked to hear how 

he was treated in the past.  She did not know about anyone disappearing but she had heard about 

it and would never talk about politics. Her experience in school was not too bad but her older 

sister really disliked the Mainlanders. She happened to be really cute and the Chinese soldiers 

would sexually harass her and make her feel uncomfortable, but luckily this did not happen to 

Jade. She does not like discrimination and believes people should open themselves up and maybe 

the other person will do the same. If you always think about negative things then you might have 

negative results so you should think positively.   

Since she is from outside of Taipei she thinks people from the north of Taiwan think 

differently than the people in the south who don’t like the KMT. Down there they might say they 

are Taiwanese and think differently than in Taipei. When she was young she would say she is 

Chinese and didn’t mind thinking so at the time. Jade thinks Taiwanese adopt many Japanese 

things like politeness, but other aspects are different.  Japanese people are very much about team 

work and there is no individual in the company but in Taiwan it’s more about the individual. 

They all feel like they are part of a larger society in Japan. In Taiwan it’s about the family and 

most people want to be the boss or have their own company but in Japan there aspiration is to 

work for the largest company.  She is not sure if they always planned things in advance or not 
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but they do in both places. She thinks maybe people plan ahead so much in advance because they 

have so many family obligations in Taiwan.  In Japan they do not just plan a week in advance but 

up to a month. It is very difficult to organize a social gathering like a ‘couchSurfing’ meeting for 

instance.5

She has only been in China once to Shanghai, but she thinks it is not the real China. 

When she lived in Japan she was normally in Tokyo and Shiba and her two daughters are still 

there but she has since divorced her husband.   She thinks Japan likes Taiwan because Taiwanese 

like Japan so people will reciprocate the same feelings which create good relations. Japan was 

really happy that Taiwan was the country who gave the most donations to Japan after the 

Tsunami in 2011 which shows a lot.  

  They have many excuses like they are too busy, or their house is too small, or that 

they with their family or roommates and cannot host people or have gatherings.  She believes 

overall that Japanese and Taiwanese cultures are very different.  

Karries 

Karries is from Kaohsiung is 34 years old, and studied economics at Tung Hai University in 

Taichung. She has a brother and a sister she lives with and her other brother lives with her father 

in Kaohsiung. Her parents got divorced when she was nine. Her father is retired from running a 

parking lot and her mother is helping running a factory with her boyfriend.  Her parents are more 

into the DPP, especially her mother but her father less so. Now she works 40 to 45 hours in an 

electronic parts company during the weekdays. She has an extra job on Sunday at a laundromat 

so she has extra money for dance classes during week nights.  

                                                           
5 CouchSurfing is an online international hospitality and social networking service. 
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 Karrie’s thought in their culture they always think they need to work super hard, and to 

be diligent, but they are never taught to enjoy life. The work ethic comes from all areas of life 

like her friends, family, school, her surroundings or other people she meets.  The economic 

situation is changing because they cannot afford to raise children easily so now people just work 

hard for themselves and for their future and retirement. You should have a good relationship with 

your parents, family, neighbors, and respect older family members, and take good care of your 

children.  “Confucianism is deeply implanted in Chinese and Taiwanese cultures, including 

family relationship, friendship and also workplace relationship. Some worker management skills 

are also from Confucianism. Daoism and Buddhism are both religion concepts and some 

different philosophies are developed from these two different religions, and of course they also 

inspired different management skills.” 

 China has almost the same cultural background but because of history is different and, 

went on a different path. It is just another country across the sea; she does not feel any 

attachment too.  Today China has the biggest influence on Taiwan in politics and economics.  

They should definitely not be united since Taiwan is Taiwan, and China is China.  She hopes it 

does not happen, but they may be part of China in the future because of government policy. The 

KMT may want to be part of China and does not care what most people think. She supports most 

of the DPP’s policies. “From recent political view, of course KMT does have an influence on 

work in Taiwan, such as price-rising, but no salary-rising, many problems etc. But from 

historical view, I don't think KMT and martial law influenced working in Taiwan.” 

 Taiwan used to be a colony of Japan, and it was a better area.  She knows they did some 

bad things before but they also left some good things like infrastructure. People did not realize 

after they left how much they had influenced Taiwan. The KMT made many claims of their 
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accomplishments over the years but it was later realized that the Japanese did most of it, and they 

just improved on it.   

 Most of the people from her generation think Japanese are polite and well organized. 

They try to be like them but they do not want to be Japanese.  The Japanese plan even more in 

advance than the Taiwanese do. The Japanese are not perfect either, and do bad things like what 

happened at the Diaoyudao fishing islets for instance.  However, the Chinese government is 

worse than the Japanese. They only gave ten dollars to Taiwan when the September 21st, 1999, 

earthquake damaged Taiwan.  She does not know many Chinese, but thinks some are good and 

some are bad. She has not traveled outside of Taiwan before so she hasn’t been there. She heard 

the people are nice in the interior in China, and some areas are very developed but others less so.  

Some Chinese work really hard but some don’t and are always change jobs. “I don't think we 

work too hard. We Taiwanese all want to live better lives. We work hard and do our best to reach 

that goal, not only for now, but also for the future. Besides, we were all taught to be very 

responsible to our job, and most of we work hard for the responsibility.”  

Cecilia 

Cecilia is 26 years old and she is from a middle class background, has worked in Australia and 

Taiwan and went to school for fashion design.  She is the only child and half of her father’s 

family is from China and her mother’s side has been in Taiwan longer. Her mother got a 

vocational degree and sells real estate and her father left when she was young.  

She really liked her experience working in Australia compared to Taiwan. She said if you 

have nothing to do you do not have to pretend you are doing something like you have to in 

Taiwan. Work is the same overall in both places but Western companies pay more and you may 
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be entitled to overtime pay which you will not get in Taiwan.  She would rather live in Australia, 

but since her mother is in Taiwan she should stay since they are so close. She feels that the close 

family ties in Taiwan are a major reason why someone might not move somewhere else. She 

works so she can save money for traveling but when she does live at home she gives her mom 

NT$6000 each month.  Wages have not changed or gotten better in a long time but the price of 

living is much higher than before which makes things tougher. Her grandparents had to work 

super hard since they had more children to ensure they had food.  She thinks Taiwanese 

definitely work too hard.   

Cecilia thought it is not only the children’s fault they are considered the ‘strawberry 

generation’. Since their parents raised them and since they have better living circumstances it 

makes them this way. If their parents were born under the same circumstances they would be the 

same to. She thinks other parts of Taiwan are different and people take their time more. She said 

she likes aboriginal people and thinks they are very optimistic, happy and don’t complain about 

their past. She thinks they have their own culture and she seems to like their way of life better. 

When she is free she spends time watching television which she thinks most other Taiwanese do 

as well. She believes it is important to make each day count cause either way you’re going to die.  

Money is definitely not the key for happiness and life is a process of finding your own way.   If 

she could make extra money by working on the weekends she wouldn’t do it and values her 

leisure time more. She thinks Taiwanese work hard “because Taiwan is such a small country but 

full with tons of people, so if you do not work your ass off you don't stand out.” She said 

“Confucianism definitely influences Taiwan a lot, like people have to be polite, have to study 

hard, means that anything other than studying is not good, so there are so many ‘nerds’ in 
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Taiwan. Daoism maybe, but cannot think of an example how. Taiwan is more Daoism not 

Buddhism, so I do not think they affect Taiwan much.”  

Cecilia identifies herself as Taiwanese and she does not think of Taiwan as part of China. 

She does not like China because it is too crowded and undeveloped. She does not care about the 

government, there but they always use terms like ‘Chinese Taipei’ or things like that which 

makes her angry.6

 

 They current government wants to be nice to China but the previous one 

wanted to be more independent.  When I asked her if she though the KMT influenced work she 

said ‘”Maybe, because the older generation don't really know how to teach children, if the kids 

do something ‘wrong’ they will just yell at them or hit them. And I think there is something to do 

with when KMT and the martial law, because when Chiang Kai-shek got to Taiwan they brought 

a lot of solders, these solders do not have much education and all they wanted just to take China 

back. They do not really care about the children they have in Taiwan and just want them to work 

hard so they can go back to China.” 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
6 Chinese Taipei is a designation used by Taiwan when it participates in many international organizations and almost 
all international sporting events and is a compromise between the PRC and the ROC. 
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Part 4: Conclusion 

In this research paper I have found reasons behind the Taiwanese work ethic. For instance, the 

Chinese cultural influence on the Taiwanese work ethic is probably larger than the others. People 

of Chinese ethnicity seem to work hard whether they are in Hong Kong, Singapore, Malaysia, or 

China. About half of my interviewees thought it was the nature of the Taiwanese or Chinese to 

work hard and other reasons were for their family, monetary reasons, changes in society, 

globalization, etc. The interviewees stated they worked for similar reasons and for other things 

like to save for retirement, because they had to, for housing, to travel and more.  Confucianism 

seems to have the largest influence on society and affects education, the family, relations 

between people and more. Confucianism may even have a large influence on why so many East 

Asian countries have become so economically successful. Almost all interviewees thought 

Confucianism had a large affect on Taiwanese society for the same reasons. Most interviewed 

did not believe Daoism or Buddhism played a significant role in the work culture. 

Japanese culture has some influence on Taiwanese culture, but maybe not as large as I 

may have thought. Taiwanese have adopted, and like Japanese things, but I have not found 

anything significant to suggest this influences why Taiwanese work so hard.  They can be 

credited for developing and improving Taiwan and trying to make them Japanese in the colonial 

time but this was long ago and most of this was reversed by the KMT.  My respondents felt the 

Japanese have had some influence in Taiwan but more so in the past in many occasions.  Taiwan 

probably adopted some Japanese business techniques in the developing stage, but that does not 

mean this made people work more.  Nor did Japan’s role as a ‘leading goose’ prove why or how 

or Taiwan developed. Overall the work culture and peoples aspirations appear to be different  
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Table 1. Demographics and overview of interviewees 

 Wallace Cynthia Wanda Yen Linda 
Sex Male Female Female Male Female 
Age 74 50s 60 42 60s 
Born Kaohsiung Taipei Taipei Taipei USA 

Education BS MS MS MS PhD 
Career Electronics House wife and 

project manager 
Retired 

marketing 
Finance/shop 

owner 
Professor 

Marital status Divorced Married Married Married Divorced 
 

Parents from? 
Many 

generations 
Taiwan 

Taiwan 
China 

China Many 
generations 

Taiwan 

 
US 

Why do 
Taiwanese 

work so hard? 

Culture makes 
all Chinese 
work hard 

It’s in their 
nature 

Foothold/ 
education for 

kids 

It’s in their 
nature/ 

competition 

Changes in 
society/many 

reasons 
Why do you 

work so hard? 
Support family Have to/family Buy apartment Help family Have to 

Confucianism Large Large Large None Large 
Daoism Small Small No None Large 

Buddhism Small Small No None Small 
Taiwan 

influenced by 
China, USA Many countries Japan, US Western/multi 

corporations 
America 

Kuomintang 
American 
influence 

Industry 
Techniques 

Some  Some Some Land reform/ 
politics 

Japanese 
influence 

Small Before but not 
now 

Some Before but not 
much now 

Before 

Do Taiwanese 
work too hard? 

Yes Yes Yes but less 
than before 

Yes Yes 

Kuomintang or 
martial law 
influence 

Strong Fear Before but not 
now 

None None Big influence 

Worked for 
what companies 

Japanese 
American 

American 
Taiwanese 

American American/ 
family business 

Taiwan/USA 

Liked working 
for a foreign 

company 

Yes, US 
company 

Yes, US 
company 

Yes, US 
company 

Yes, liked 
western 

company 

Same 

Has society 
changed 

overtime? 

Large change, 
poor before but 
expensive now 

Large change 
strawberry 
generation 

Large change 
strawberry 
generation 

Large change 
culture, 

financial stress 

Agriculture to 
modern/ 

globalization 
Political beliefs DPP KMT A little KMT Not DPP or 

KMT 
DPP/Other 

Importance of 
family 

Large Large Large Large Large 

View of China Not bad Not bad Not bad Not bad Not good 
 

Abbreviations   
BS – Bachelors of Science  US – United States of America 

   BA – Bachelors of Arts  KMT –Kuomintang Party 
  MS – Masters of Science  DPP –Democratic Progressive Party 

PhD – Doctor of Philosophy 
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 Rong Lawrence Jade Karrie’s Cecilia 
Sex Female Male Female Female Female 
Age 24 64 54 34 26 
Born China Hong Kong Taipei county Kaohsiung Taipei 

Education MS BS BS BS BA 
Career Student Semi Conductors House wife Electronic parts Many jobs 

Marital status Single Divorced Divorced Single Single 
Parents from? China Guangzhou Taiwan Kaohsiung Taipei 

 
Why do 

Taiwanese work 
so hard? 

 Material 
success, 

social status 
and self 
identity 

To make their 
boss happy and 
for money and 

shares 

To be a boss or 
own their own 

business 

Culture, 
socialized by 
many things  

Small country 
with too many 

people 

Why did you 
work hard? 

Dreams Liked his job Family Future, 
retirement 

To travel 

 
Confucianism 

Maybe Large on relations 
and society 

Large Large Large 

Daoism Maybe No No Some Not sure 
Buddhism Maybe No No Some NA 

Taiwan 
influenced by 

Japan, China, 
US 

US, others US, Japan China US, Japan 

American 
influence 

 
Some 

Large, but US 
influences 
everyone 

Large Yes but for 
their own 
interests 

They have to 
learn English 

Japanese 
influence 

 
Some 

Large before but 
less now 

Politeness other 
aspects 

Helped 
developed 

Taiwan 

About half of 
Taiwanese like 

Japan 
Do Taiwanese 
work too hard? 

Some Moderately Depends on job Some Yes 

Kuomintang or 
martial law 
influence 

 
Doesn’t know 

 
None 

Wanted to brain 
wash everyone 

They want to be 
part of China 

now 

Maybe since 
they wanted to 

take China  
Worked for 

what companies 
No 

experience 
US Taiwanese Japan and 

Taiwanese 
Taiwan Australia 

Taiwan 
Liked working 
for a foreign 

company 

No 
experience 

 
Yes, US company 

Yes, Japanese 
company 

 
No experience 

Yes, working in 
Australia  

Has society 
changed 

overtime? 

Parents work 
for child’s 
education 

Young people 
have to work 

harder 

More 
Americanized 

More expensive 
now  

More expensive 
now 

Political beliefs None Leans KMT Leans DPP DPP DPP 
Importance of 

family 
Large Large Large Large Very large 

View of China Good Take advantage 
of HK 

Not good Not good Not good 

 
Abbreviations   

BS – Bachelors of Science  US – United States 
   BA – Bachelors of Arts  KMT – Kuomintang Party 

  MS – Masters of Science  DPP – Democratic Progressive Party 
PhD – Doctor of Philosophy 
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in Japan and Taiwan.  Two of my respondents who worked for Japanese companies thought the 

working environment and culture was different. Also since Confucianism is found to be a link to 

economic growth, it could be argued that it was the Chinese culture that influenced Japan as well. 

My respondents believed there were many influences on Taiwan, but most thought the US, Japan, 

and China provided the largest influences. Almost all of the respondents had worked abroad or 

were employed by a foreign company in Taiwan.  All of the ones who worked at an American 

company or in a Western country seemed to like it more, in many ways different then a 

Taiwanese company.  The Western countries usually had higher salaries, overtime pay, and 

objective values at the work place. For instance, employees in a Western company do not have to 

feel compelled to stay until their boss leaves, like in a Taiwanese company.    

There is no doubt that the US has had a large influence on Taiwan.  The enormous 

amount of aid and assistance combined with land reform contributed greatly to Taiwan’s 

economic miracle. The US was probably able to make some influence on the ROC government’s 

policies or infrastructure, but probably nothing that would fundamentally change the core 

mentality or culture of the people.  Taiwanese values appear to be changing and they are more 

individualistic then previous generations; an influence from globalization.  Globalization is 

integrating the world and exchanging more ideas, products, worldviews and cultures. It has 

transformed the economy of Taiwan, moved many jobs elsewhere, and moved some international 

corporations in to Taiwan. This has hurt small businesses, and created more competition for 

everyone. This is an interesting and very complicated subject to analyze and would take another 

research project to determine its affects.  The KMT had influence on Taiwan’s working culture. 

Half of the respondents thought the KMT influenced Taiwan’s work culture, and most of this 
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was related to before martial law was lifted.  Three believed the KMT had no influence on work 

culture in Taiwan.  

Here are also other factors that have affected work culture in Taiwan. I realized after 

conducting this study and through the interviews, one reason why people worked hard in the 

early years of KMT rule was because many people came to Taiwan with nothing in hand so they 

needed to work hard to establish roots. During the same period the land reform gave farmers the 

opportunity to make money for themselves which was probably a large incentive for them to 

work hard. Another change happened when Taiwan transformed from an agriculture society to 

an industrial and modern one in just a few decades. At the same time housing prices has risen 

very considerably and wages have been nearly the same for two decades. Taiwanese also seem to 

work hard because they like to be competitive with their neighboring countries. At least there are 

some improvements in living standards; and the status of women is better than in the past.  With 

the exception of two, the people I interviewed thought the Taiwanese worked too hard.  A couple 

of the older interviewees thought that the strawberry or younger generations were lazier then 

their own generation. However, other older adults admitted the ‘strawberry generation’ and 

younger people had it tougher because things were getting more competitive, housing prices 

were so high, and wages have not improved.  About 50% of the respondents had a negative 

impression of China and the other 50% of respondents were indifferent.  Most of the younger 

respondents or ones from outside Taipei had more negative impressions of China.  Three 

respondents were more pro-KMT, five were more pro-DPP and the other two were not on either 

side.  

All of my interviewees thought the family held a large importance in Taiwanese society.  

From my interviews and personal experience it appears the majority of Taiwanese spend a lot of 
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time with their family. This might not necessarily affect work but could be a reason why they 

appear busier in general and have to plan ahead because of family obligations, etc.  I’m not sure 

if this is because of Confucianism, Chinese culture, or other influences that should be explored 

more. It seems in China they do not appear to be as close with their family, but this might be 

because of geographic differences. For instance even if someone lives in Taipei, it is not far to go 

to Kaohsiung to see your family if that is where they reside. Since China is so vast, many people 

work far from their homes so they are not able to spend as much time with their family.  

 There appears to be many reasons why the Taiwanese are very busy and work hard. Of 

the themes I analyzed the influences of Chinese culture, most notably Confucianism intertwined 

with Daoism probably have the largest affect. The KMT and period of martial law probably 

made people work harder but it is difficult to determine how much more. The US and Japanese 

have some influence, but probably not as significant as I thought. However, Western values and 

individualism seem to hold more importance in younger people than before. If you look at the 

changes in society historically, increasingly higher housing costs, stagnant wages, competition, 

and close family ties, shows ongoing trends for why Taiwanese developed a strong work ethic.   
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