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Introduction

Taiwan’s story is one of remarkable transformation—a history both tumultuous and
inspiring, shaped across millennia by migration, exchange, colonization, and the
complex interplay of local and global forces. This island, perched at the crossroads of
East and Southeast Asia, has borne witness to waves of peoples and empires: from the
migrations of Austronesian seafarers and the arrival of Han settlers, to the ambitions
of European colonialists, the legacies of imperial Chinese rule, the traumas of war and
authoritarianism, and the forging of a vibrant modern democracy.

Long before Taiwan entered the pages of global politics and headlines, it was home to
indigenous peoples who developed their own cultures and societies, deeply connected
to the island’s land and seas. Their story is foundational, echoing in Taiwan’s linguistic
and genetic tapestry and far beyond, in the spread of Austronesian languages across
vast oceanic worlds. These early inhabitants experienced profound transformation
through contact and, at times, confrontation, with new arrivals—first traders and
pirates, then colonists and migrating farmers—ushering in an era of complex
coexistence and upheaval.

The rise and fall of foreign rulers marked each inflection point in Taiwan’s history. The
Dutch and Spanish, seeking fortunes and footholds in East Asia’s bustling trade,
established short-lived yet consequential colonies. Their legacy was cut short by the
steadfast determination of Ming loyalists under Koxinga, who created the Kingdom of
Tungning, forever entwining Taiwan’s fate with that of the Chinese mainland. Within
decades, the powerful Qing Empire extended its reach, facilitating further waves of
migration and laying the groundwork for Taiwan’s distinctive blend of cultures—and its
persistent sense of otherness within larger imperial visions.

The twentieth century brought both suffering and renewal. Japanese colonial rule
reshaped Taiwan'’s infrastructure, economy, and education, even as it pressed policies
of assimilation and identity suppression. With Japan’s defeat in World War Il, Taiwan
was handed to the Republic of China, setting the stage for harsh repression under the
Kuomintang as it became a refuge for Nationalists fleeing Communist victory on the
mainland. The “White Terror” era of martial law left deep scars but also, paradoxically,
set conditions that would later enable Taiwan’s “economic miracle” and, ultimately, its
extraordinary democratic transformation.

Today, Taiwan stands as a democracy in East Asia, with a robust civil society, a
globally connected economy, and a dynamic, evolving identity that remains both
rooted in history and responsive to the challenges of the present. Its people continue
to navigate fraught cross-strait relations and a contested place in the international
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order, even as they draw on the resilience built over centuries of migration, survival,
and adaptation.

This book, A History of Taiwan, seeks to present a comprehensive narrative of the
island’s past and present. By tracing the experiences of its peoples—indigenous and
migrant, colonized and colonizer, authoritarian and democratic—it aims to illuminate
the interconnected local and global currents that have shaped Taiwan into the society
we see today. As we embark on this historical journey, we invite the reader to consider
how Taiwan’s unique past continues to resonate, offering not only lessons from its
trials and triumphs but also insight into the complexities of identity, sovereignty, and
nationhood in the modern world.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and Early Peoples: Taiwan’s
Prehistoric Era

Long before recorded history, before seafaring merchants charted its coasts or colonial
powers vied for its control, the island known today as Taiwan existed in a state of
dynamic transformation, shaped by immense geological forces and the gradual arrival
of its earliest human inhabitants. Situated at the edge of the continental shelf,
Taiwan’s very formation is a story of tectonic plates in slow, powerful collision - a
process that continues to this day, giving rise to its dramatic mountain ranges and
active seismic landscape. This geological dynamism also played a crucial role in
connecting and disconnecting Taiwan from the Asian mainland over vast stretches of
time.

During the great ice ages of the Pleistocene epoch, when vast quantities of the world's
water were locked up in immense glaciers, global sea levels plummeted. As the
oceans receded, the relatively shallow Taiwan Strait, which today separates the island
from mainland Asia, was exposed, forming a land bridge. This temporary, yet
enduring, connection provided a pathway for early life, including the first humans, to
make their way onto the island. These intrepid hunter-gatherers were the true
pioneers of Taiwan, arriving tens of thousands of years ago, their presence a
testament to the earliest waves of human expansion across the globe.

Archaeological evidence unearthed across the island provides fascinating glimpses
into the lives of these initial inhabitants. At sites like the Baxiandong (Eight Immortals
Cave) in Taitung County on the eastern coast and Eluanbi at the southern tip,
researchers have discovered tools crafted from chipped pebbles, dating back as far as
30,000 years. These simple yet effective implements, characteristic of Paleolithic
cultures, suggest a lifestyle intimately connected with the natural world, focused on
the procurement of food through hunting and gathering. The Changbin culture, named
after the area where Baxiandong is located, represents this early period, leaving
behind layers of artifacts within the ancient sea caves.

Initially, the inhabitants of the Changbin culture relied heavily on terrestrial resources,
hunting animals like boar and deer. Over time, however, their relationship with the
island's abundant environment evolved. Later layers at archaeological sites indicate a
shift in their subsistence strategies, with a greater emphasis placed on marine
resources. The presence of tools made from bone, horn, and shell, alongside evidence
of intensive fishing and shellfish collection, points to a growing mastery of their coastal
surroundings. These were people who understood the rhythms of the sea and the
bounty it offered.
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Around 6,000 years ago, a significant transition occurred in Taiwan's prehistory.
Archaeological findings point to the abrupt appearance of a new culture, distinct from
the preceding Paleolithic inhabitants. This marked the beginning of the Neolithic
period, characterized by significant advancements in technology and lifestyle. The
most notable of these was the introduction of agriculture and pottery making. This
shift suggests the arrival of a new wave of migrants, bringing with them different skills
and subsistence practices.

These new arrivals are widely believed to have migrated from the southeastern
coastal regions of what is now mainland China. Unlike the earlier Paleolithic groups
who may have walked across a land bridge, these migrants likely possessed seafaring
capabilities, enabling them to cross the Taiwan Strait even after rising sea levels had
once again separated the island from the continent. Their arrival fundamentally
altered the trajectory of human development on Taiwan.

The distinctive Dapenkeng culture, named after a key archaeological site near Taipei,
is representative of this early Neolithic period. Spread rapidly along the coastal areas
of Taiwan and extending to the Penghu Islands, this culture is recognized by its
characteristic pottery, often decorated with cord marks. Alongside pottery, sites from
this period have yielded polished stone adzes, bark beaters, and other tools indicative
of a more settled, agrarian lifestyle.

These Neolithic migrants are considered the ancestors of Taiwan's indigenous peoples,
who were the sole inhabitants of the island before the arrival of later external powers.
Their arrival in Taiwan is also deeply significant in a much broader global context.
Linguistic and genetic evidence strongly suggests that Taiwan is the homeland of the
Austronesian languages, a vast language family that spans an immense geographical
area, from Madagascar in the west to Easter Island in the east.

The "Out of Taiwan" hypothesis proposes that starting from Taiwan around 4,000
years ago, Austronesian speakers embarked on a remarkable maritime expansion,
utilizing sophisticated boat technology to sail across vast stretches of the Pacific and
Indian Oceans. This makes the early inhabitants of Neolithic Taiwan direct ancestors to
peoples across a huge swathe of the world, from the Maori of New Zealand to the
peoples of the Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia, and beyond.

Life for these early indigenous societies revolved around a mixed economy of farming,
hunting, gathering, and fishing. While agriculture, including the cultivation of rice and
millet, became increasingly important, the bounty of the forests and the sea remained
vital for their sustenance. Archaeological finds, such as the numerous fishing net
sinkers and bones of migratory fish at Eluanbi, underscore their expertise in exploiting
marine resources and their understanding of the ocean environment.
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Before the arrival of later waves of immigrants and colonial forces, Taiwan was home
to a diverse array of indigenous tribes, each with its own unique customs, languages,
and social structures. They were spread across the island, adapting their lifestyles to
the varied environments, from the fertile coastal plains to the rugged mountain
interiors. While sharing a common Austronesian ancestry, these groups developed
distinct cultural identities over millennia of relative isolation and adaptation to their
specific locales.

Evidence from sites like Beinan in Taitung, known for its impressive slate coffins and
jade artifacts, highlights the complexity and sophistication of some of these late
Neolithic and Metal Age societies. The presence of jade objects, sourced from Taiwan's
eastern mountains and found in archaeological sites as far away as the Philippines,
indicates the existence of extensive trade networks long before significant contact
with outside powers. These early peoples were not isolated but were part of a wider
regional interaction sphere.

The prehistoric era of Taiwan, spanning tens of thousands of years, laid the foundation
for the island's human history. It was a time of pioneering arrivals, adaptation to a
unique island environment, and the development of diverse cultures. The transition
from Paleolithic hunter-gatherers to Neolithic farmers marked a profound shift,
bringing with it new technologies and a more settled way of life. These early
inhabitants, the ancestors of today's indigenous peoples, were the original custodians
of Taiwan, shaping the land and being shaped by it in turn. Their story is the essential
prologue to the complex narrative of Taiwan's later history.
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