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Abstract

Since 1978, the key issue in higher education reform in the Chinese Mainland
has been to reconstruct the relationship between the state and the universities. One of
the major goals of reform is to allow higher institutions more autonomy in pursuing
their own development. The emergence of the market and its possible effects on
higher education have caused some observers to believe that the "marketization" of
higher education would lead to the gradual retreat of the state in the higher education
sector. Is this really the situation in Chinese higher education? In attempting to
answer this question, this paper focuses on issues in the expansion of institutional
autonomy and analyzes the societal context in which universities operate. With a
clearer understanding of the societal context—relations among the state, society, and
market—the core policy issues in higher education can then be explored. In this
paper, we shall first examine salient problems of expanding institutional autonomy as
well as their response to this policy-directed phenomenon. We shall finally explore
an emerging pattern of power relations among the state, society, and market as they
have effected change in the universities. The results presented in this paper will show
that the state has not retreated in any way. Conversely, it continues to serve as a
strong constraint on the operation of the market and the development of society. We
argue that, because of contextual reasons, it will be difficult to alter the relationship
between the state and the universities in the Chinese Mainland.
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