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Introduction
Taiwan is a land where the past and present coexist vividly within bustling cities
shaped both by geography and the waves of human endeavor. Situated along the
western Pacific Rim, Taiwan’s cities have been influenced by the island’s jagged
mountains, fertile plains, and sweeping coastlines. These natural features have shaped
where people settle and how urban life prospers, resulting in a network of dynamic
metropolises—each echoing with its own character and story.

The island’s urban history is complex, woven from indigenous settlements, 16th-
century trade, colonial occupation, and rapid postwar urbanization. Ancient lanes
stand beside futuristic skyscrapers, and time-worn markets rub shoulders with digital
technology parks. Taiwan’s six major special municipalities—Taipei, New Taipei,
Taoyuan, Taichung, Tainan, and Kaohsiung—anchor much of its population and
economic activity, but smaller cities like Hsinchu, Keelung, and Chiayi have identities
as distinct and compelling as any world metropolis.

This book offers both historical depth and practical guidance for visitors drawn to
Taiwan’s cities. Chapters delve into the unique narratives, architectural legacies, and
transformative urban planning that have made Taiwanese cities at once resilient and
innovative. We examine how city dwellers have negotiated tradition and modernity,
balancing community life, temples, and night markets with cutting-edge infrastructure
and the global movement toward smart, sustainable urban environments.

Beyond their roles as administrative and economic hubs, Taiwan’s cities are living
museums of culture and daily life. Each city reveals layers of Taiwanese identity, from
Taipei’s vibrant cosmopolitan flair to Tainan’s deeply rooted heritage, from
Kaohsiung’s harbor bustle to Hsinchu’s high-tech prowess. Exploring these urban
spaces means discovering a microcosm of Taiwan’s greater story: adaptation, cultural
fusion, and the search for harmony between nature and human settlement.

Whether you are a traveler eager for culinary adventures, an urbanist fascinated by
city planning, or a reader curious about how history and place intersect, "Cities of
Taiwan" is your guide. As you read, you will not only learn the historical context and
must-see sights of each urban center, but also gain insight into how cities shape and
reflect the lives of their inhabitants.

Let us embark on a journey through Taiwan’s cities—across time and geography, past
and present—uncovering their stories, secrets, and the vibrant spirit that makes each
one unique.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography and Urban Landscape
of Taiwan
Taiwan, officially known as the Republic of China (ROC), is an island nation whose
remarkable geography has profoundly shaped the development and distribution of its
urban centers. Imagine an island nation, roughly the size of Belgium or the American
state of Maryland, boasting a dramatic spine of mountains running nearly its entire
length. This formidable central mountain range, with peaks soaring over 3,500 meters
(11,000 feet), is a dominant geographical feature, effectively dividing the island into
eastern and western halves.

The majority of Taiwan's major cities and its densest populations are, quite logically,
concentrated in the more accessible western part of the island. Here, broad coastal
plains and fertile river valleys offer far more amenable conditions for urban expansion,
agriculture, and infrastructure development. The rugged eastern coast, in contrast,
features precipitous cliffs dropping sharply into the Pacific Ocean, making large-scale
urbanization a considerably greater challenge. This stark east-west divide is a
fundamental aspect of Taiwan's urban landscape, dictating everything from
transportation networks to cultural nuances.

Taiwan's position in the western Pacific Ocean also places it within a dynamic
geological zone. It lies at the convergence of the Eurasian Plate and the Philippine Sea
Plate, a tectonic collision that has sculpted its dramatic topography and continues to
cause frequent seismic activity. This geological vitality is responsible for the towering
mountains, deep valleys, and fertile basins that define the island, all of which have a
direct bearing on where and how cities grow. The rich volcanic soils found in certain
areas, for instance, have historically contributed to agricultural productivity,
supporting early settlements that eventually blossomed into urban centers.

The island’s subtropical and tropical climates further influence its urban character. The
northern part of Taiwan, including the capital Taipei, experiences a humid subtropical
climate, characterized by warm, wet summers and mild, somewhat damp winters.
Further south, cities like Kaohsiung enjoy a tropical savanna climate, with distinct wet
and dry seasons and generally warmer temperatures year-round. These climatic
variations impact everything from building styles and agricultural practices to the
rhythm of daily life and even the design of public spaces within Taiwan's diverse cities.

Water, of course, is another crucial geographical element. Numerous rivers crisscross
the island, many originating in the central mountain range and flowing westward
towards the Taiwan Strait. These rivers have historically been vital arteries for
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irrigation, transportation, and sustenance, playing a key role in the establishment and
growth of many urban areas. The Tamsui River in the north, for example, was
instrumental in the early development of Taipei as a trading port, while the Love River
in Kaohsiung has been transformed from an industrial waterway into a vibrant urban
amenity.

Beyond its natural contours, the precise location of Taiwan—strategically positioned at
the crossroads of major East Asian shipping lanes—has also influenced its urban
development. For centuries, this geographical advantage made Taiwan a coveted
prize for various powers, leading to periods of significant maritime trade and, at times,
colonial influence, all of which left their mark on the urban fabric of its port cities. The
very existence and prosperity of many Taiwanese cities are intrinsically linked to their
access to the sea and their role in regional and global commerce.

The interplay between these geographical factors – mountains, plains, climate, rivers,
and strategic location – has created a distinctive urban landscape across Taiwan.
While many cities share common challenges and triumphs in their development, each
also possesses a unique character molded by its specific environmental context. From
the bustling basin of Taipei to the coastal sprawl of Kaohsiung, the island's cities are
vibrant testaments to human ingenuity in adapting to and thriving within a diverse
and dynamic natural setting. This intimate relationship between geography and urban
form is a recurring theme throughout Taiwan's rich history and continues to shape its
future.
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