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Abstract 

 

This study adopts a postcolonial approach to scrutinise the policies and practices of heritage 

preservation in Taipei City, Taiwan. Postcolonial theory provides an analytical framework that 

destabilises the dominating discourses of urban development from a subaltern perspective. It 

interrogates how ordinary people have the capacity to appropriate urban spaces through the 

practices of everyday life, thereby claiming their rights to the living environment. In this sense, 

I argue that urban heritage is a social construction. It is mediated and produced in a dialectic 

relationship between the state’s ideologies of urban development and the local community’s 

place attachment in the everyday life. Drawing evidence from three case studies in Taipei—the 

Dadaocheng area, the Qingtian Street neighbourhood, and the old inner city—this research 

employs discourse analysis to understand how different historical sites, which were once 

negatively judged, are revaluated as cultural heritage. Through argumentative interaction and 

discourse coalition, different narratives of the past are articulated and selectively represented 

for the fulfilment of contemporary demands. This research shows that heritage discourse in 

Taipei has evolved through three phases. In the first phase, the historic significance of the 

traditional built environment was reassessed in the wake of robust social movements, which 

challenged the authoritarian and developmental state’s ideologies of economic growth and 

Chinese nationalism. This effort facilitated the institutionalisation of heritage preservation and 

the reconstruction of a Taiwan-centric national identity of multiculturalism. In the second phase, 

place attachment and urban liveability became the driving motivations behind heritage 

preservation through government-sponsored community empowerment projects, which 

contributed to a rapid proliferation of monument sites but also revealed the internal 

contradictions between bottom-up participation and top-down urban planning. Hence, a new 

urban policy was initiated in an attempt to incorporate heritage discourse into the campaign of 
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cultural creativity for economic revitalisation and city image branding. In the third and current 

phase, both heritage preservation and public participation are fully integrated into the planning 

system. However, these mechanisms are being criticised as a form of tokenism, as they are used 

to legitimise the city’s neoliberal urban restructuring projects and may neutralise the efforts of 

community initiatives. This research concludes that the term ‘postcolonial’ has three 

implications. First, postcolonial continuation reminds us of the very persistence of colonialism 

in its mutated forms, as inherent regulatory arrangements work together with the influences of 

globalisation to shape the city. Second, postcolonial criticism denotes the daily strategies and 

counter-movements carried out by subaltern actors, who actively attribute new symbolic 

meanings to their residential surroundings and thus construct an alternative ‘worldview’. Lastly, 

postcolonial hybridity unveils the tensions and complexities within the process of identity 

formation, as the plural interests and multifarious demands of various stakeholders may co-

exist and compete with one another. Therefore, a postcolonial hybrid identity is not a static state 

but a constantly evolving process of becoming that is open to new possibilities. 

 

Keywords: Postcolonial Theory; Cultural Heritage; Urban Redevelopment; Discourse 

Analysis; Hybrid Identity 

  



 xii 

Zusammenfassung 

 

Diese Studie wendet einen postkolonialen Ansatz an, um die Politik und Praxis des 

Denkmalschutzes in Taipeh, Taiwan zu untersuchen. Die postkoloniale Theorie bietet einen 

analytischen Rahmen an, der den dominierenden Diskurs der urbanen Entwicklung aus einer 

subalternen Perspektive destabilisiert. Diese Studie hinterfragt, welche Fähigkeiten normalen 

Menschen zur Verfügung stehen, sich Stadträume durch alltägliche Tätigkeiten anzueignen und 

damit ihr Recht auf die Wohnumgebung einzufordern. In diesem Sinn vertrete ich die Ansicht, 

dass das kulturelle Erbe ein soziales Konstrukt ist. Es wird vermittelt und produziert in einer 

dialektischen Beziehung zwischen der staatlichen Ideologie städtischer Entwicklung und der 

Ortsverbundenheit der lokalen Gemeinde im Alltagsleben. Basierend auf drei Fallstudien aus 

Taipeh—dem Gebiet Dadaocheng, der Nachbarschaft rund um die Qingtian Street, und der 

Altstadt Taipehs— untersucht diese Forschung mithilfe der Diskursanalyse, wie verschiedene 

historische Orte, die früher negativ beurteilt wurden, allmählich als kulturelles Erbe 

Anerkennung fanden. Durch argumentierende Interaktion und Diskurskoalitionen werden 

unterschiedliche Erzählungen der Vergangenheit ausgesprochen und selektiv wiedergegeben, 

damit heutige Bedarfe erfüllt werden können. Die Forschung zeigt, dass der Diskurs des 

kulturellen Erbes in Taipeh drei Phasen durchlaufen hat. In der ersten Phase wurde die 

historische Bedeutung der traditionellen gebauten Umwelt von robusten sozialen Bewegungen 

einer Neubewertung unterzogen, die den autoritären und entwicklungsorientierten Staat 

herausforderte, dessen Ideologie sich auf wirtschaftliches Wachstum und chinesischen 

Nationalismus bezog. Diese Bemühung förderte die Institutionalisierung der Denkmalpflege 

und die Rekonstruktion einer Taiwan-zentrischen nationalen Identität des Multikulturalismus. 

In der zweiten Phase waren Ortsverbundenheit und urbane Lebensfähigkeit treibende 

Motivationen eines Denkmalschutzes, der von der Regierung durch Community 
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Empowerment-Projekte unterstützt wurde. Dies trug nicht nur zu einer starken Vermehrung der 

Denkmäler bei, sondern legte auch innere Widersprüche zwischen der von unten geforderten 

Beteiligung und dem Top-down-Ansatz der Stadtplanung offen. Daher wurde eine neue 

Stadtpolitik eingeleitet, die darauf zielte, den Diskurs des kulturellen Erbes und eine kulturelle 

Kreativitätskampagne zu integrieren, um die wirtschaftliche Revitalisierung und das Branding 

der Stadt voranzutreiben. In der dritten und aktuellen Phase sind Denkmalpflege und 

Bürgerbeteiligung integrale Teile des Planungssystems geworden. Allerdings werden beide 

Mechanismen scharf dafür kritisiert, dass sie eine Art Alibifunktion erfüllen, da sie dafür 

verwendet werden, neoliberale Stadtumbauprojekte zu legitimieren, die die Bemühungen 

kommunaler Initiativen neutralisieren. Diese Studie kommt zur Schlussfolgerung, dass der 

Begriff „postkolonial“ drei Bedeutungen hat. Erstens erinnert uns die postkoloniale Fortsetzung 

an das Andauern des Kolonialismus in veränderten Formen, indem vorgegebene 

Regulationsmechanismen bei der Gestaltung der Stadt mit Globalisierungseinflüssen 

zusammenwirken. Zweitens bezeichnet postkoloniale Kritik die täglichen Strategien und 

Gegenbewegungen, die von subalternen Akteuren und Akteurinnen ausgeführt werden, die 

ihren Wohnumgebungen immer wieder neue symbolische Bedeutungen geben und dabei ein 

alternatives „Weltbild“ erschaffen. Schließlich enthüllt postkoloniale Hybridität die 

Spannungen und Komplexität innerhalb des Prozesses der Identitätsbildung. Mannigfaltige 

Interessen und vielfältige Bedürfnisse verschiedener Interessengruppen können dabei 

nebeneinander bestehen und miteinander konkurrieren. Eine postkoloniale hybride Identität ist 

daher keinesfalls ein unveränderbarer Zustand, sondern ein laufender Prozess des Werdens, der 

für neue Möglichkeiten offen ist. 

 

Stichwörter: postkoloniale Theorie; kulturelles Erbe; Stadterneuerung; Diskursanalyse; 

hybride Identität  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

 

1.1 What is the Postcolonial? 

In the past three decades, postcolonial theory has undoubtedly become a popular topic among 

academic debates. Rooted in and derived from literary criticism, postcolonial discourse has 

expanded its territory to almost every field in the social sciences (Harootunian, 1999; Young, 

2009). It has contributed to a fruitful, diversified, and cross-disciplinary constellation of 

intellectual works, encompassing multiple interpretations and extensive applications (Ashcroft, 

Griffiths, & Tiffin, 2002; Loomba, 1998; McClintock, 1992). While postcolonial studies have 

proliferated in such a compelling fashion, untangling their complexity using simple words 

becomes a task too ambitious to achieve. Besides, as Ashcroft et al. (1995) reminded us that 

“the increasingly unfocused use of the term ‘post-colonial’ … has meant there is a danger of it 

losing effective meaning altogether” (p. 2), we should determine what the most fundamental 

ideas of the postcolonial theory are, which are critical to the construct of an analytical research 

framework. Therefore, instead of giving a thorough and detailed explanation of the postcolonial 

theory and its diffusion, I will present some of the theoretical thoughts and concepts from which 

the postcolonial originated and illustrate how the different implications of the term may be used 

to tackle the ongoing processes of social circumstances arising from colonial relationships and 

their aftermaths. 

 

1.1.1 Postcolonial Critique 

Postcolonial theory emerged as a way to reflect on and criticise the formation, operation, and 

legacies of global colonialism. Colonialism, by its simplest definition, denotes the hegemonic 

control over a less powerful country, both politically and economically. Here, a more specific 

use of the term refers to a set of concepts and activities that followed the development of 
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(mainly) European imperialism, working in the name of civilisation and modernisation toward 

territorial expansion, economic exploitation, and cultural homogenisation (Nash, 2002; Roy, 

2006, 2009). The colonisers strengthened the industrialisation in the metropolitan centres by 

exploiting the raw materials from their colonies; at the same time, they justified their invasion 

and occupation by devaluing the local knowledge and cultural practices of the indigenous 

peoples (Nayar, 2010; Radcliffe, 2005; Robinson, 2003). By dividing the world into a binary 

system between the ‘developed’ and the ‘underdeveloped’, the superior, civilised, and more 

prosperous societies had the responsibility to educate, assist, and improve the inferior, barbarian, 

and poorer parts of the world, so that the latter could reach a stature of civilisation and 

modernity in the future as the former had achieved. In practice, however, this imagined future 

was never realised (Ashcroft et al., 2002). Hence, postcolonial theory was developed to re-

examine the effectiveness of colonial discourse and to investigate the perceptions and reactions 

of the colonised subjects. 

 

Inspired by Foucault’s use of discourse and knowledge, Said (2003[1987]) traced how the 

ideology of ‘Orientalism’, built upon stereotypes and assumptions, came into being. This 

imagined ‘Eastern’ world was constructed through a particular type of value system, circulated 

and rendered among scholarly writings and cultural productions, and ultimately became 

hegemonic and widely accepted as reality. As a result, the ‘Western’ world could identify the 

‘self’ by distinguishing themselves from the differences of ‘otherness’ and remain powerful 

and superior to its counterparts, thereby legitimising the practice of colonialism (Marcuse, 

2004). Moreover, Bhabha (1994) destabilised the coloniser–colonised division by analysing 

ambivalence and mimicry. Instead of being passive recipients of colonial discourse, the 

colonised society can appropriate the “language, forms of writing, film, theatre, even modes of 

thought and argument such as rationalism, logic and analysis—that may be of use to them in 
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articulating their own social and cultural identities” (Ashcroft et al., 2002, p. 19). Bhabha 

continued to elaborate the concepts of ‘hybridity’ and ‘Third Space’, which vividly depict the 

process of cultural proliferation and productivity that belongs neither to the indigenous culture 

nor to the culture of the coloniser, thereby enabling the minor groups to articulate and constitute 

their own identities (Hernández, 2010). Furthermore, Spivak (2010 [1988]), in her best-known 

essay “Can the subaltern speak?”, questioned why the subaltern subjects remain marginalised. 

She argued that the voices of the subaltern are silenced not because the subaltern has no ability 

to speak but because the dominant ones are not willing to listen and answer (Young, 2009). For 

this reason, Spivak (1999) called for a ‘worlding’ practice that would be accountable for 

fostering a subaltern identity (Roy, 2006, 2014). As postcolonial theory provides a language 

and alternative perspective of seeing and understanding the world from below, it challenges 

canonical colonial rules and transcends conventional knowledge production (Ashcroft, 2009). 

 

1.1.2 Postcolonial Conditions 

While postcolonial theory provides a useful conceptual framework to deconstruct mainstream 

discourses and to enquire into the perceptions and forms of resistance from the colonised 

societies, some critiques have pointed out that “postcolonialism is overgeneralising and 

insensitive to the specificities of temporal and spatial contexts” in different regions and 

countries (Nash, 2002, p. 220). Instead of a single (post-)colonial condition, there are historical 

mutations of colonial relations and their outcomes, depending on the political and economic 

settings of each metropolitan state that is interacting with the cultural traditions and local 

practices of its respective colonies (Loomba, 1998; McClintock, 1992; Radcliffe, 2005).1 

 
1 For example, the colonial conditions of British India will not be the same as those in British Hong Kong, nor 
would Spanish Argentina and Dutch Indonesia be alike (Nayar, 2010). Moreover, Sidaway (2000) used the term 
‘quasi-colonies’ to describe those areas that have never been formally occupied, but certain places, such as 
Shanghai in China, was de facto ceded to and controlled by other authorities. All of these differences lead to the 
variations of postcolonial conditions. 
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Likewise, the process of de-colonisation and the path toward independence will follow different 

trajectories. Moreover, although the term ‘postcolonial’ has a strong temporal indication of the 

time after formal colonisation, it defies a simple definition of ‘after-colonial’ and an early 

celebration of the end of colonisation (Radcliffe, 2005; Yeoh, 2001).2 Jackson and Jacobs 

(1996) reminded us that we must be aware of the “very persistence” of colonialism and “the 

need for an ongoing political engagement with its results” (p. 3). Sidaway (2000) also 

distinguished among different forms of colonialism in our contemporary age that encompass 

the rise of neo-, internal-, and settler colonialism.3 As inherited colonial rules may continue to 

produce asymmetric power relations and uneven economic developments, many nations and 

regions suffer from political persecution, social inequalities, and cultural homogenisation (Nash, 

2002; Radcliffe, 2015; Watson, 2009). 

 

Apart from colonisers’ continuous political intervention in their former colonies and the latter’s 

economic dependency on major industrial countries, researchers and geographers are interested 

in the potential revival of colonialism “in the name of globalisation” and its lasting influences 

(Nash, 2002, p. 220). Globalisation, or Globalism, referring to its underlying ideology, 

“represents actually existing globalisation in a manner that legitimates global capitalism over 

all other forms of social organisation found within actually existing globalisation or that might 

be imagined as alternative trajectories” (Rankin, 2010, p. 184). More precisely, Marcuse (2004) 

explained how globalisation has penetrated every aspect of our life: 

Globalism is the lens that underlies almost all current policies of most 
governments in the international arena. It sees the process of globalisation as 
new, as the dominant feature of our time, a structural process independent of 
specific acts of choice, inevitable in its really existing form, and ultimately 

 
2 There have been serious debates concerning the problematic hyphen, ‘-’, of the prefix of the post(-)colonial. 
While ‘post-colonial’ may point more strongly to the time after, ‘postcolonial’ indicates more the attempt to 
challenge colonial discourses (Nash, 2002). Here, I tend to use ‘postcolonial’ without a hyphen in this dissertation, 
preserving both the temporal and critical senses of the term. 
3  While internal colonialism refers to the oppression and authoritative control by native elites, settler 
colonialism is conducted by external ‘settlers’ who regarded the settled land as home. 
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beneficial to all, although certain distributional inequities may be seen as 
needing correction. (p. 810) 

In this sense, cities are measured, categorised, and ranked according to universal standards and 

parameters, and their futures are predicted and prescribed by urban theories developed mostly 

in the ‘Global North’, while the diverse experiences and different trajectories of the ‘Global 

South’ are tentatively disregarded (Ong, 2011; Robinson, 2002; Roy, 2009). For instance, while 

many cities are labelled with ‘world cities’ or ‘global cities’ status, highlighting their economic 

functions and nodal positions in the global network (Friedmann, 1986; Sassen, 1991), more 

cities across the world are “dropped off the map” due to their weak linkage or lower relevance 

to the global economy (Robinson, 2002, p. 535). Likewise, the more recent concept of the 

‘creative city’, outlining the conditions and premises for a city to be culturally and economically 

competitive, is seen as a toolkit package ready for cities to use to their own advantage (Evans, 

2009; Peck, 2005). Seeing globalisation as the continuation of imperialism and colonialism in 

their mutated and disguised forms, postcolonial theory provides an analytical approach to assess 

how these ‘travelling theories’ interact with different social, cultural, and geographical contexts, 

resulting in variable, often contradictory, and unexpected processes of urban developments 

(Rankin, 2010; Robinson, 2003).4 

 

1.1.3 The Postcolonial as an Analytical Framework 

Recognising globalisation as the continuation of colonialism, postcolonialism “provides a 

conceptual frame which works to destabilise dominant discourses in the metropolitan west, to 

challenge inherent assumptions and to critique the material and discursive legacies of 

colonialism” (Yeoh, 2001, p. 457). However, putting sites of urbanisation under the political–

 
4 One of the best examples for illustrating the variation of global processes is the investigation of the path-
dependent, spatially variant, and contextually embedded ‘actual existing neoliberalism’ (Brenner, Peck, & 
Theodore, 2010; Brenner & Theodore, 2002). The authors observed and described how different forms of 
governmentality and mediation between civil society and private sectors may create contingent trajectories. 
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economic lens in the age of globalisation still has its limitations, as Ong (2011) argued that the 

tendency “to view significantly different sites as instantiations of either a singular economic 

system or the same political form of globalisation … lose[s] sight of complex urban situations 

as particular engagements with the global” (p. 2). Cities in the Global South are often reduced 

to empirical case studies and are utilised to examine the validity and to enrich the contents of 

urban theories that are developed from the knowledge centre in the Global North (Robinson, 

2003; Roy, 2009; Tang, 2014). Although emergent urban issues, such as demographic 

expansion, urban informality, social inequalities, and ethnic conflicts, are observed and 

described as variations of globalisation in different local contexts, existing urban theories from 

the West fail to explain why particular incidents occur in specific areas and how these issues 

are encountered (Watson, 2012; Yiftachel, 2006). Different forms of resistance, social 

organisations, and everyday struggles for required resources and political participation are 

viewed as counter-movements initiated by the subordinated and minor groups against a 

common hegemony called globalisation (Jonas & Ward, 2007; Ong, 2011). Such analytical 

approach from the perspective of globalisation is still trapped in the developed–underdeveloped 

binary system that focuses on the effects of global economic cores “while treating the periphery 

peripherally” (Tang, 2014, p. 75). Even the postcolonial emphasis on subaltern agency has been 

criticised, as it views counter-actions as merely resistance against dominion while overlooking 

the inter-relationships and processes of co-determination between local actors and global inputs 

(Roy & Ong, 2011; Tang, 2014). In fact, commenting on her earlier research with AlSayyad on 

urban informality, Roy (2009) noted that “it has been better to explain acts of power than acts 

of resistance” (p. 826): The grassroots can actively exercise their power to transform seemingly 

disadvantageous situations into beneficial ones, thereby claiming their right over spaces (Roy 

& AlSayyad, 2004). From this point of view, postcolonial theory dismisses a simple historical 

moment or a political condition but transcends conventional knowledge production and 
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advocates reoriented conceptualisation and innovative methodologies for conducting urban 

research (Roy, 2011; Yeoh, 2001; Young, 2009). 

 

Acknowledging the constraints and limitations of conventional urban geographies, researchers 

have made multiple attempts and desperately called to foster new research agendas in urban 

studies, such as “towards ‘south-eastern’ perspectives” (Yiftachel, 2006, p. 211), “seeing from 

the South” (Watson, 2009, p. 2259), “theory from the South” (Comaroff & Comaroff, 2012, p. 

113), “urban theory beyond the West” (Edensor & Jayne, 2012, p. 1) and “thinking cities 

through elsewhere” (Robinson, 2015, p. 3). All of these attempts move away from the 

theorisation drawing from the metropolitan centre in the European and North American 

contexts and focus on urban experiences and experiments in a wider scope to generate deeper 

understandings of and insights into the particularities and interconnections within cities around 

the globe. As Roy (2009) noted: 

It is argued that the centre of theory-making must move to the global South; that 
there has to be a recalibration of the geographies of authoritative knowledge. … 
Perhaps the distinctive experiences of the cities of the global South can generate 
productive and provocative theoretical frameworks for all cities. (p. 820) 

To echo this idea, researchers have developed different strategies and methodologies—some of 

which may have a longer history but are attributed to new interpretations—that promote 

revolutionary approaches toward the emergence of an alternative urbanism. These new and 

redesigned methods, among many others, are ethnography, comparative studies, planetary 

urbanisation, and the ‘worlding’ practice. For instance, McLees (2013) and Jazeel (2013) 

refined and conducted ethnography, although emphasising different dimensions, to give voices 

to the subjects whose perceptions and values were once disregarded and to capture the realities 

and dynamics of daily life, social relations, and spatial representations beyond normative 

explanations. Robinson (2011, 2015), inspired by Ward (2009) and McFarlane (2010), 

suggested a comparative gesture to rethink the formation of cities that are interconnected within 
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a globally network of concepts, practices, and communication, as cities can learn from each 

other, adapt to local conditions, revise and broaden ideas, and generate new understandings. 

Another approach with which to examine and comprehend cities is the notion of ‘planetary 

urbanisation’ (Merrifield, 2013) and the analogue of ‘planetary postcolonialism’ (Sidaway, 

Woon, & Jacobs, 2014). Planetary urbanisation breaks the binary division of urban/rural, 

core/periphery, and West/non-West; as Brenner and Schmid (2014) indicated that “urbanisation 

is a process that affects the whole territory of the world and not only isolated parts of it,” and 

that these various sites “have become integral parts of a worldwide urban condition” (p. 751). 

Lastly, for Roy (2009, 2011, 2014), it is the practice of ‘worlding’ that can advance our 

knowledge of the city. “Worlding is a practice of centering” (Roy, 2011, p. 312); by positioning 

the Southern cities in the centre of interrogation, we see how urban experiences and discourses 

are intendedly and selectively accepted, appropriated, and reproduced by not only the state but 

also ordinary people who collaboratively construct a distinct ‘world view’. “Worlding is an 

inherently unstable practice” (Roy, 2011, p. 313); through circulation, modification, and 

experiments, cities not only demonstrate new challenges but also outline potential solutions that 

enhance mutual learning from one another. These particular experiences drawing from different 

parts of the world thus make it “possible to think about a dis-located urban theory that far 

exceeds its geographic origins. … Authoritative knowledge that is fine-grained and nuanced 

but exceeds its empiricism through theoretical generalisation” (Roy, 2009, p. 822, emphasis in 

original). The four approaches of renovating urban studies listed here, although different in 

nature and in practice, share the following attribute: They all “trace the uneven and particular 

ways in which different … locations have absorbed and mutated … discourse[s]” (Kong, 

Gibson, Khoo, & Semple, 2006, p. 175).5 Equally important is the attention dedicated to how 

 
5 Here, Kong et al. (2006), taking examples from Asian countries, showed three different ways of diffusion and 
dissemination of the creative economy: mutation, innovation, and non-adoption. Although their point of view 
was still confined to the centre/periphery model, their notion of the ‘dislocated theories’ echoed what Roy (2014) 
described: when theories leave their place of origin, they are reshaped into new ones through a process of 
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subaltern groups not only adopt but also ‘reinvent’ travelling theories through both radical 

resistance and, more often, “quiet encroachment of the ordinary” (Bayat, 2010, p. 33; Mayer & 

Künkel, 2012, p. 214). In this sense, the postcolonial not only unsettles conventional theory 

making but also creates linkages among different sites, concepts, and actors. This resonates and 

reconfirms what Young (2009) stated: 

Postcolonial theory … is not … a coherently elaborated set of principles that 
can predict the outcome of a given set of phenomena. Nor is it … a methodology 
to be utilised for the analysis of empirical data. It comprises rather a related set 
of perspectives, a cluster of concepts, which overlap or are even juxtaposed 
against each other, on occasion contradictorily or poetically. (p. 24) 

 

1.1.4 The Preservation of Colonial Heritage 

While the postcolonial approach offers multiple ways of analysing the relationships among 

ideas, practices, and actors, it is argued that the high level of abstraction is reached at the 

expense of the ‘real’ and ‘actual’ forms of (post-)colonial spaces (Jacobs, 1996; Simon, 1998). 

Cities embody and represent not only political ideologies and economic activities but also social 

relationships and everyday life; they are the places that “often [locate] the crucibles of 

nationhood and the sites of postcolonial politics” (Yeoh, 2001, p. 457). Hence, a careful study 

of “colonial architecture, urban form and the built environment” enhances our understandings 

of the ongoing process in cities and “challenges the neglect of the material in postcolonialism” 

(Nash, 2002, p. 223). Yeoh (2001) pointed out that we can untangle the complexities of urban 

forms from at least three dimensions: identity, encounter, and heritage. The “claims of an 

identity different from the colonial past are expressed and indexed” in the design of new 

architecture (Yeoh, 2001, p. 458), which may promote national pride, reconcile colonial history, 

restore vernacular culture, and connect with global modernity (King, 2004; Kusno, 2000). 

Furthermore, Yeoh (2001) stated, “It is often the buzz of the streets and the thick of urban 

 
selection, translation, and transformation. In this sense, Southern cities are not merely dominated and 
influenced by global capitalism; rather, they take active roles in response to particular historical moments and 
socio-economic conditions. 
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encounters between individuals and groups that the postcolonial is enacted and lived, often in 

contestory terms” (p. 459). This strand of research is often dedicated to issues of urban 

informality, poverty, and inequality, observing the everyday politics and counter-discourses of 

socially disadvantaged groups, such as ethnic minorities, migrants, women, and subcultural 

groups (Cirolia & Scheba, 2018; Datta, 2009; Kudva, 2009; L. McDowell, Batnitzky, & Dyer, 

2009; Turner & Schoenberger, 2011; Varley, 2013). Lastly, Yeoh (2001) noted that “the 

contested ‘heritagising’ of specific elements of the urban fabric inherited from the colonial past 

has also formed an important theme in a wide range of works” (p. 461). What should be tangibly 

preserved and who claims the right over heritage and for what purposes are questions 

interwoven into the highly controversial projects of selective commemoration and erasure of 

the colonial past (du Cros, 2004; Law, 2012; Peleggi, 2005). 

 

Here, I would draw particular attention to colonial heritage, which I interpret as the site where 

both ‘identity’ and ‘encounter’ are brought into debates. Unarguably, heritage is “the selective 

use of the past as a resource for the present and future” through both cultural and economic 

uses (S. McDowell, 2008). On the one hand, heritage can facilitate the construction of a sense 

of national identity and become valuable economic resources through cultural tourism 

(Henderson, 2004). On the other hand, the meaning of heritage is simultaneously read, 

interpreted, and negotiated by different actors according to their experiences and demands that 

conflict with one another at times (Ashworth & Graham, 2005; Barber, 2013). In this sense, 

heritage is the battleground where identity building and daily encounters confront one another. 

In a postcolonial society, a quick and immediate removal of colonial symbols and monuments 

often occurs right after independence (Marschall, 2008). Later, colonial heritage is revaluated 

for wider political, cultural, and economic claims (Barber, 2013). For instance, Yeoh and Huang 

(1996) discussed how heritage conservation was inscribed into the urban redevelopment agenda 
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in Singapore because of the intention to construct a different national future emphasising the 

country’s Asian roots, multiculturalism, and ethnic diversity. Moreover, Lu (2009, 2016) 

explored from another aspect how heritage preservation in postcolonial Hong Kong was 

prominently driven by local communities and non-governmental organisations (NGOs), which 

tried to safeguard their senses of place and local cultures in contrast to fast urban developments. 

These cases illustrate how unstable and mutable postcolonial heritage is and that a postcolonial 

world view may stem from the interactions, negotiations, and compromises between identity 

building and everyday life.   
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1.2 Taiwan: Processes of Globalisation and Localisation 

1.2.1 Taiwan’s Postcolonial Conditions 

There have been two categories of previous research investigating Taiwan’s particular 

postcolonial conditions. 6  The first strand traces Taiwan’s economic development and 

urbanisation process under the influence of globalisation, while the second strand focuses on 

the grassroots movements and resistance as reactions to social inequity and polarisation under 

globalisation after Taiwan’s democratisation. 

 

Early research on Taiwan has focused on the island’s post-war reconstruction and 

industrialisation process from a political–economic aspect (Gold, 1986; Johnson, 1987). Under 

the one-party leadership of the Chinese Nationalist Party—the Kuomingtang (KMT)—Taiwan 

was often described as an authoritarian and developmental state like many eastern Asian 

countries (Wade, 1990; Woo-Cumings, 1999). Politically, the KMT consolidated its power 

through centralised control and took oppressive measures against opposition, and social elites 

mainly from mainland China formed local factions that helped to maintain social stability and 

to manage local affairs (L.-L. Huang & Hsu, 2011; M. Shih & Chang, 2015). Economically, a 

developmental state actively guided industrial developments through strategic plans, resource 

allocation, tax incentives, and market-interference, thereby promoting export-oriented 

manufacturing industries and resulting in Taiwan’s miraculous economic growth (Hsu & Cheng, 

2002). The state continued to lead industrial upgrading and economic reformation when many 

manufacturing industries were relocated to China and other Southeast Asian countries due to 

the rise of labour cost and environmental concerns in the 1990s. The government, on the one 

 
6 Taiwan has been partially and completely occupied by different European and Japanese regimes in history. 
However, here, I refer Taiwan’s ‘postcolonial’ specifically to the period after the dissolution of Japanese 
colonisation (1895–1945). Although the concept remains controversial, it has been commonly accepted as 
Taiwan is now composed of a majority of ethnic Han-Chinese people. For a more detailed description of the 
political changes and explanation of Taiwan’s postcolonial transition, please see Chapter 3. 
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hand, encouraged the development of knowledge-intensive information and technology 

industries and, on the other, deregulated financial control and the exchange rate to attract 

foreign investments in Taiwan (Hsu, 2011; J.-H. Wang, 2004). By means of these strategies, 

Taiwan was further integrated into the global network of capital and information flows, and 

Taipei, the capital city of Taiwan, has been ranked as one of the world/global cities (Friedmann, 

1986; Sassen, 1991; P. J. Taylor, 2000). Under the influence of globalisation, research has 

turned toward analysing Taiwan’s specific trajectories and strategies to adapt to global 

capitalism. Following Child Hill and Kim (2000), Chia-Huang Wang (2003) pointed out that, 

as in Tokyo and Seoul, the developmental state played a crucial role in guiding economic 

growth and shaping Taipei’s global linkages. However, political competition among major 

parties, as a result of Taiwan’s democratisation process, might cause cross-strait tensions and 

regional instability and thus harm Taiwan’s further economic development (L.-L. Huang & 

Kwok, 2011; Chia-Huang Wang, 2003; J.-H. Wang, 2004). Furthermore, Jou, Hansen, and Wu 

(2012) observed that while Taipei adopted a neoliberal entrepreneurialism to facilitate urban 

restructuring, issues concerning land acquisition, urban zoning regulations, and public–private 

partnership showed the complexities and unruly aspects of entangled power struggles among 

the central state, the local government, and the private sectors. Last but not least, C.-Y. Lin 

(2016) examined Taipei’s creative city policy, which borrowed global ‘best practices’ to pursue 

economic competitiveness through locally institutional innovation but failed to negotiate the 

internal tensions of uneven spatial developments and social exclusion. These studies have 

revealed Taiwan’s contingent and path-dependant globalising processes in response to locally 

specific political and socioeconomic circumstances. 

 

Parallel to Taiwan’s globalising processes, a growingly robust civil society emerged, mainly 

composed of native elites, liberal intellectuals, and middle-class bourgeois, who initiated 
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grassroots protests and social movements that urged for political democratisation in the 1980s 

(Fan, 2004). These social movements not only struggled for political autonomy and persuaded 

the authoritarian state to transform but also reflected on fast economic developments and 

requested policy correction and improvements (Hsiao, 2011). Apart from the founding of the 

first opposition party in 1986, numerous movements advocating for socially progressive values, 

encompassing environmental concerns, social welfare, the housing movement, labour rights, 

women’s rights, the students’ movement, and indigenous people’s movement, were initiated 

(Fan, 2004; Hsiao, 2011). In response to the immense social demands, the government required 

a new mode of governance that could facilitate dialogues and negotiation with the civil society. 

The social activists also recognised that, apart from radical protests, there was a need for public 

participation and communal solidarity that may draw more extensive public awareness and a 

wider audience (Fan, 2004; L.-L. Huang & Hsu, 2011). Therefore, a state policy of ‘Community 

Empowerment’ was initiated to foster a new citizenship and a national identity of Taiwan in 

1994. Through community empowerment projects, residents and NGOs were mobilised to 

rediscover local history, revitalise local economy, preserve cultural heritage, and safeguard 

their living environment if threatened by unwanted urban developments (L.-L. Huang, 2005; 

L.-L. Huang & Hsu, 2011; H.-J. Wang & Lee, 2008). However, the internal contradictions 

between neoliberal governance and collaborative planning have gradually emerged. While 

neoliberalism tends to follow market rules and maximise profit and capital accumulation 

through large-scale flagship urban projects, community empowerment projects are 

instrumentalised to fight against the uneven developments and social polarisation caused by 

neoliberal projects. As a result, organised community mobilisation starts to resist forced 

demolition, eviction, and slum clearance involved in urban renewals, infrastructure 

construction, and waterfront regeneration (L.-L. Huang & Hsu, 2011; Lii, 2012; Ng, 2015). For 

instance, Yen (2005) observed the conservation movement of the Taiwan Provincial 
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Leprosarium, which was threatened by the construction of the Mass Rapid Transit (MRT) 

system, and found that there were at least five forces battling against each other: public 

transportation, regional development, architectural typology, genealogy of medicine, and 

humanitarian concerns for the villagers. Moreover, Chien (2017) used the term 

‘entrepreneurialising informality’ to describe how squatter settlements were incorporated into 

the city’s scheme of waterfront regeneration for economic and cultural attraction development. 

These cases exhibit the dynamics and mobility of community organisations, whose counter-

movement and alternative discourses were in contrast to the rationales of the government. These 

cases also present the process of mediation and negotiation between municipalities and 

communities, in which the state adapted mutated and variegated forms of governance while the 

social activists compromised or cooperated with the government. 

 

1.2.2 Heritage Preservation in Taiwan 

Taiwan’s heritage preservation has to be examined and understood under the process of 

decolonisation, globalisation, and democratisation. When the KMT first arrived in Taiwan, 

there was no state policy that enabled the systematic implementation of cultural heritage or 

urban conservation. On the contrary, as the KMT asserted itself as the only legitimate 

representative of the Chinese authority, the construction of a Chinese nationalism, as well as 

the process of decolonisation, was carried out (Leitner & Kang, 1999; J. E. Taylor, 2005). 

Streets and roads were renamed after cities in mainland China, while Shinto Shrines, the 

symbolic and spiritual centres of the Japanese society, were demolished (Amae, 2011). 

Moreover, many monumental buildings, such as city gates and temples, which were built in a 

Southern Chinese style, were renovated in mimicry of the palaces in northern China (C.-L. Kuo, 

2009). Interestingly, most of the public buildings in a retro style of Western historicism and the 

Japanese wooden residences escaped the fate of demolition because of the need to 
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accommodate government departments and provide shelters for civil servants and officers from 

China. These places became the arenas of conservation movements in the 1990s. 

 

The first wave of heritage movement arose during the 1970s. Since rapid economic growth, 

industrialisation, and urban expansion led by the developmental state had caused dramatic 

changes of the built environments, many intellectuals and professionals, including architects, 

historians, professors, and artists, started to pay attention to traditional architecture and 

historical landscapes in Taiwan. These pioneers not only recognised the importance of heritage 

to the building of a cultural identity but also pressured the government to take active roles in 

heritage preservation (C.-J. Hsia, 1998). As a result, the Cultural Heritage Preservation Act 

was enacted in 1982. However, the state still controlled the power of the interpretation and 

designation of cultural heritage, which was employed to represent the dominant Chinese 

nationalism rather than local or vernacular cultures. Only places and buildings, whose historical 

connections with mainland China could be traced and narrated, were evaluated to be historically 

important and worthy of commemoration, whilst the majority of indigenous villages and 

colonial buildings were purposefully disregarded (J. E. Taylor, 2005; Yen, 2006).  

 

The top–down intervention of cultural heritage soon faced significant challenges from the 

protests of private property owners, who hoped to profit from land speculation through the 

reconstruction of old buildings (C.-J. Hsia, 1998). The ‘fossilisation’ of single historical 

monuments also resulted in the disconnection of heritage with everyday life experiences (Yen, 

2006). Hence, a turn in heritage policy happened in the 1990s. On the one hand, early 

conservation activists noticed that the conservation of the collective memory and social 

relationships of people within or connected to the neighbourhood was as important as the 

preservation of physical buildings. They thus introduced the concept of advocacy planning, 



 17 

emphasising public participation and area-based conservation for sustainable community 

development (C.-L. Kuo, 2009; Yen, 2006). On the other hand, the community empowerment 

projects initiated by the state under the tides of liberalisation and democratisation also enhanced 

the practice of historic preservation. Traditional culture and the built environments were seen 

as the key elements in evoking public awareness, mobilising residents, and developing localised 

economic activities for the revitalisation of deteriorated neighbourhoods (C.-J. Hsia, 1998; Yen, 

2006). The incorporation of heritage preservation and community movements thus proliferated 

and diversified the numbers and categories of heritage in Taiwan, from a narrow sense of 

Chinese nationalism to the preservation of indigenous tribes, ordinary residences, migrant 

villages, government buildings, industrial facilities, and even informal settlements (Chih-Hung 

Wang, 2003), among which the structures and buildings of the Japanese period exceed half of 

the total number of heritage sites (Amae, 2011). 

 

The historic preservation embedded in the process of democratisation and community 

movements has multiple significance. For individuals, the revaluation and appreciation of 

heritage do not merely evoke nostalgic sensations but also seek to bridge one’s presence with 

the once erased and forgotten memories of the past (Amae, 2011; Matsuda, 2016). For 

communities and neighbourhoods, historic preservation provides residents with the opportunity 

to exercise their civil rights of participation by developing alternative discourses of economic 

development and urban liveability against the commodification of lands (L.-L. Huang, 2008). 

For the state, through the support of grassroots movements and promotion of cultural diversity, 

historic preservation can reshape a new national, Taiwan-centric identity, different from that of 

the Chinese nationalism in the past (Amae, 2011; Yen, 2006). Bringing all of these imaginations 

of heritage into debates, the various historical sites become a public sphere, where different 

voices can be articulated, heard, and negotiated. In this process, residents, land owners, social 
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activists, NGOs, and the government together learn how to cultivate a mutual relationship and 

participate in public affairs, thus leading to the emergence of a more mature and democratic 

civil society (C.-L. Kuo, 2010; Yen, 2008). 

 

Apart from the designation and preservation of cultural heritage, Taiwan has started to think of 

how to revitalise historic buildings properly through adaptive reuse in recent years (H.-C. Chen, 

2005; H.-C. Lin, 2014). Although the mechanisms of outsourcing and public–private 

partnership can enable the renovation and reuse of many unoccupied spaces (Jung & Fu, 2008), 

they may also result in the commercialisation of cultural heritage and gentrification of nearby 

neighbourhoods, causing tensions among state policy, everyday life, and tourism (Chien, 2017; 

Jou, Clark, & Chen, 2014; Ng, 2015). New questions concerning the representation of history 

and cultural heritage thus arise, requiring ongoing observation and discussion. 
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1.3 Research Framework and Questions 

This dissertation hopes to fulfil the research gap revealed in the abovementioned literature 

review. Previous research on the development of Taipei focused mainly on two strands. The 

first strand took a political–economic approach to analyse Taipei’s urban transformation in the 

age of globalisation. Not only the authoritarian and developmental state played an important 

role in guiding Taiwan’s economic growth, but also the newly democratised government 

continued to facilitate neoliberal market rules and integrate Taiwan into the global economic 

system. From this perspective, cultural heritage could be utilised by the state to construct a 

national identity, as which was the Chinese nationalism in the past and now an emphasis on 

multiculturalism for the formation of a new nationhood with shared memories. The second 

strand took a bottom-up approach to examine Taiwan’s process of democratisation and social 

movements from the perspective of activist groups and local communities. Community 

movements arose as a way to reflect on fast economic development and to resist undesired 

consequences of globalisation. Individuals and social organisations were mobilised to strive for 

their rights, express their alternative views, and articulate their counter-voices. In this context, 

cultural heritage was instrumentalised by the civil society to safeguard the living environment 

and to sustain personal and collective identities. However, both approaches downplayed the 

role of the colonial past and the postcolonial present as merely an informative backdrop rather 

than a productive analytical framework by ignoring the dynamism and interactions among 

various actors and their collaborative contributions to heritage preservation. While the 

political–economic lens emphasised on how heritage preservation could coordinate with 

economic goals or help to sustain existing political power, it failed to pay attention to how 

ordinary people could selectively accept and appropriate historical spaces and create different 

cultural meanings that were far beyond the political or economic mandates. Likewise, the 

perspective of community movements posited heritage preservation as the result of subaltern 
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resistance and class struggle in a culture of antagonism, but such a viewpoint did not recognise 

that people’s mixed strategies of opposition and collaboration were simultaneously permitted 

and regulated by the state and its intuitional design. Hence, there is still a lack of study on why 

particular buildings are inscribed into heritage discourse while others are excluded, how history 

is partially represented through strategies of appropriation and negotiation according to present 

demands, and what kind of ‘world view’ is constructed and envisioned, in relation to not only 

heritage but also to the city as a whole, through mediation and cooperation. 

 

The postcolonial theory thus facilitates a closer examination of the discursive formation of 

heritage preservation, where state intervention and community movements encounter and 

interact with one another. I will carefully employ both the descriptive and analytical aspects of 

the term ‘postcolonial’ in this dissertation. Literally, postcolonialism has a strong temporal 

indication. It refers to the time after the end of colonisation—i.e. Japanese occupation in 

Taiwan—as well as the persistence and continuation of colonial legacy, such as the 

authoritarian rule of the KMT regime and the process of globalisation. Spatially, I will select 

colonial heritage as the sites of confrontation, where global capitalism, state ideology, and the 

spatial practice of ordinary people are entangled in dealing with the material existence of the 

colonial past. Yet not being confined to the ‘postcolonial’ as a condition, I will also adopt the 

term metaphorically and critically. Postcolonial theory, with its emphasis on giving a voice to 

those whose knowledge and values are not counted, helps us to capture the spatial practice, 

daily reality, and lived experiences of ordinary people. It is through the observation of everyday 

practices and strategies that we are able to understand why heritage as a problem is drawing 

people’s awareness, how this problem is defined, what kind of solution is proposed, how new 

and various meanings are produced, and how heritage is represented for what purposes. 

Moreover, postcolonialism expands our understandings of how heritage contributes to the 
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formation of a localised identity through interaction and negotiation. On the one hand, state 

intervention, global influences, institutional design, and social norms will regulate and 

constrain the behaviours, actions, and scopes of movements initiated by different actors. On the 

other hand, their tactics of appropriation and adaptation may transcend these limitations through 

a process of mediation, negotiation, and coalition. As a result, various narrations and multiple 

imaginations are absorbed and integrated into the representation of heritage production, thereby 

constructing a hybrid ‘world view’ that fulfils different demands. 

 

This research adopts a postcolonial approach to understand heritage preservation and adaptive 

reuse in Taiwan, which are situated in the context of globalisation and democratisation and 

debated and negotiated through state ideology, everyday practices, and community movements. 

Postcolonial conceptions provide both a descriptive and an analytical framework to interrogate 

the rationale, strategies, and processes of interaction among various actors and their collective 

contributions to heritage preservation. Therefore, this study formulates the following research 

questions: 

 

1. To what extent is Taipei under the continuous influence of the colonial aftermath? 

The term ‘postcolonial’ can be explained as the continuation and persistence of colonialism. It 

helps to examine the inherited regulations, modes of intervention, and uneven power relations. 

In Taiwan, the developmental state practising authoritarian rule has played a key role in guiding 

economic growth and cultivating cultural identity. The state continues to pursue the attainment 

of the world/global cities status, accepting and deploying global capitalism, neoliberalism, and 

urban entrepreneurship. While the outward political and economic conditions might change, 

the underlying conceptions, attitudes, and ideology may be consistent throughout time. Hence, 

the following sub-questions are addressed: 



 22 

• What are the controlling and precedential ideology inherited from the past?  

• What kind of discursive changes can be observed after Taiwan’s democratisation and 

why? 

• How is heritage preservation incorporated into the state discourse of urban 

(re-)development? 

 

2. How is colonial heritage perceived, interpreted, and utilised by various actors? 

The postcolonial approach also offers a set of methodologies to observe and scrutinise the 

everyday strategies of appropriation implemented by ordinary people. Through spatial practices 

and lived experiences, community members assign symbolic meanings and values to specific 

buildings and urban environments. When the attached meanings and values are threatened, 

community members will rise up and take actions to protect these sites as heritage. However, 

in a society of multiple stakeholders, there are different interpretations and representations of 

heritage according to each individual’s particular interests and purposes. Whenever one’s 

interest is affected or jeopardised, there will be debates and conflicts. People will try to 

legitimise their usage or find compromised solutions, thus claiming their right over urban 

spaces. Therefore, the following sub-questions are substantial: 

• How do different actors perceive and experience the built environments? 

• How do they interpret and represent the meanings and values of heritage? 

• What are the competing and alternative discourses concerning heritage? 

 

3. How is a local identity constructed through interaction and negotiation? 

Lastly, postcolonial concepts unsettle dominant theory making and challenge canonical 

knowledge production through the construction of an alternative ‘world view’. In this sense, 

the social relations among various actors, channels of participation, modes of mediation and 
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cooperation are taken into account. While state ideology tries to regulate heritage through 

formal mechanisms of negotiation, community movements seek to subvert this and facilitate 

institutional innovations. Heritage thus embodies these tensions, while at the same time 

enabling the envisioning of multiple imaginations and satisfying different demands. The 

following sub-questions are therefore formulated: 

• What are the problems or conflicts among different interest groups? 

• How are these conflicts discussed, negotiated, and solved? 
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1.4 Case Study and Methodology 

Taipei is the political and economic centre of Taiwan, where all kinds of global, local, and inter-

regional forces converge and interact. Taipei also plays a leading role in guiding state policy, 

mediating community movements, and implementing heritage preservation. In this research, I 

adopt qualitative research methods to scrutinise the perceptions, experiences, and interactions 

among various actors through in-depth interviews and on-site observation. The collected data 

will be analysed through discourse analysis, which helps me to gain a thorough and insightful 

picture of how a national identity is negotiated and constructed. 

 

1.4.1 Case Study Selection 

To present a holistic picture of Taipei, I have selected three cases studies, each of which 

represents the different phases of urban development in Taipei and has a distinctive urban 

pattern and architectural typology. The three cases are Dadaocheng (an early Chinese 

settlement), the old inner city (a former central business district), and the Qingtian Street 

neighbourhood (a residential area). Dadaocheng was a river port along the Tamsui River 

developed by Chinese migrants. The old inner city was surrounded by a city wall and was 

transformed by the Japanese authority into the political and economic centre of Taiwan. The 

Qingtian Street neighbourhood was a residential area for accommodating Japanese officers and 

professors. In historical order, Dadaocheng was the first developed district, followed by the 

inner city and then the Qingtian Street neighbourhood. However, in the chronicle of heritage 

preservation, Dadaocheng was the site of the foremost and pioneering social movement in 

Taiwan that focused on urban conservation during the 1990s. Qingtian Street was one of the 

most well-known conservation areas of Japanese residences as a consequence of vigorous 

community movements in the 2000s. Lastly, in the inner city, there was only discontinuous and 

fragmented heritage preservation until a large-scale conservation movement occurred in 2015.  
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Through a comparison of the three case studies, it is possible to examine the similarities and 

differences of the argumentations, practices, and processes involved in cultural heritage in 

Taipei. It allows us to consider why a certain type of urban form is drawn into historic 

preservation, what kind of alternative view is generated by various actors, and how the 

government deals with controversies. It thus sheds new light on the interrelationship among 

state ideology, everyday practices, and identity formation. However, it has to be noted that 

colonial government buildings and the redevelopment of industrial sites have not been included 

in this dissertation. Although the two types of colonial legacy are equally interesting and 

inspiring, it is difficult to capture the dynamics of spatial practices and the negotiation process 

due to the absence of the pre-existing community on these sites. The preservation of public 

buildings and former industrial plants is prominently driven by the state and less through 

community movements. Hence, they are not discussed in this research. Besides, since this 

research focused on the discussion of heritage preservation, the wider spectrum of postcolonial 

studies—including the voices of subaltern subjects, such as minor groups, migrant workers, and 

indigenous people, and particular types of spaces, such as urban informality and settlers’ urban 

legacy (Liu, 2013)—will be deliberately omitted from this dissertation. 

 

1.4.2 Data Collection 

The first-hand and second-hand data were collected through on-site participant observation, 

semi-structured in-depth interviews, and document review during my field research stays in 

Taipei from September 2016 to March 2017 and from February 2018 to April 2018. Visits to 

the three sites were equally distributed during the fieldwork. Additional interviews were 

collected during July and September 2020. 
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Participant Observation 

On-site participant observation includes attendance in public hearings, policy explanatory 

meetings, cultural activities and events, guided tours, workshops, and community meetings. 

Public hearings and policy meetings, often held by the city government, are the official venues 

where urban policy, plans, and projects are communicated and delivered, through which 

different voices and disagreements are expressed and heard. It is often in these occasions that 

the intention of the state is shown and the process of negotiation begins. By contrast, cultural 

activities, events, and festivals, including art exhibitions, live performances, guided tours, 

lectures, and do-it-yourself classes, are often initiated by residents, community organisations, 

or NGOs as ways of representing local histories and cultural narratives. These activities convey 

how different actors use and appropriate certain spaces, their conception and imaginations of 

urban development, as well as their social relationships and organisations through material 

practices. Workshops and community meetings, on the other hand, are often restrictive and 

exclusive in terms of participants and facilitate internal discussions, opinion exchanges, 

problem identifying, and solution finding. Participant observation was conducted alongside 

writing fieldnotes, which recorded the moments and processes of these occasions for further 

review and analysis of (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2001). 

 

In Dadaocheng, I had the opportunity to cooperate with a team on a historical site and 

participated in a neighbourhood revitalisation project of the Taipei Urban Regeneration Office, 

during which I observed closely how a cultural event was initiated, planned, and practiced, as 

well as the conflictive and cooperative relationships among various actors. I also worked part-

time in an on-site community planning office, which was part of a two-year project of the 

Datong Urban Regeneration Plan initiated by the Taipei City Department of Urban 

Development. This experience helped me to have frequent encounters with the residents and 
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local people, who later invited me to join an enclosed circle of a community organisation. In 

the Qingtian Street neighbourhood, I spent the entire research stay ‘living’ there. This enabled 

me to gain access to community members, the village chief, and other residents. I could also be 

aware of the ‘problems’ that the residents had complained about and observe their daily 

strategies of overcoming inconveniences. In the inner city area, since most of the public 

hearings and negotiation meetings were held before June 2016, I did not have much of a chance 

to be personally on site. This part is supplemented by minutes, recordings, and interviews 

available from the city government and interviewees. But I visited this area frequently, attended 

guided tours led by some of the conservation activists, and participated in the cultural festivals 

on the site, which gave me the chance to talk with local people and inquiry into their everyday 

lives. 

  

Semi-Structured Interviews 

A total of 57 semi-structured interviews were conducted with government representatives, 

urban planners, NGO members, residents, shopkeepers, property owners, and private 

companies that reuse historical buildings (Table 1-1). 7  The interviewees were recruited 

through direct visits, phone calls, or a community network, and some were reached through key 

persons in the neighbourhood.8 The interviews were carried out mainly in Mandarin Chinese, 

while some participants also spoke in the Taiwanese dialect. The interviews lasted from 30 to 

90 minutes. I asked about their motivations for living/working in the neighbourhood, 

perceptions of the built environment and cultural heritage, everyday experiences, interactions 

with neighbours, and awareness of potential conflicts or problems. Interview outlines and open-  

 
7 It has to be noted that many of the interviewees had more than just one identity. For instance, a resident could 
be simultaneously a shopkeeper in the same area but not necessarily be a property owner. In terms of the 
categorisation, I only count the major position from which a respondent spoke. 
8  Eight of the 28 interviews in Dadaocheng were carried out in the framework of a project of the Urban 
Regeneration Office in cooperation with a planning office during my research stay in 2016.  
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Table 1-1  

Numbers of Interviews in the Three Case Studies 

 Dadaocheng Qingtian Street Inner City Total 

Planner 1 1 2 4 
NGO 2 3 1 6 

Resident 3 3 1 7 
Shopkeeper 10 0 4 14 

Creative worker 12 6 2 20 
Total 28 13 10 51 

Government official    6 
Total  57 

Source: Author. 

 

ended questions were designed specifically according to each respondent’s background, 

occupation and roles in the neighbourhood. Personal information of the interviewees is 

presented anonymously, since many of them played key roles in the projects and talked about 

sensitive topics. The interviews were tape recorded, transcribed, translated into the English 

language, and later coded and analysed with MAXQDA 2018 software. 

 

Policy Papers and Documents 

Documents were collected as second-hand material for the analysis of the policy- and decision-

making process, strategies of heritage preservation, and debates among stakeholders. Three 

types of documents were collected, including official documents from the city government, 

non-official documents from the NGOs and residents, and newspaper articles. Government 

documents include policy papers, official announcements, government publications, urban 

planning proposals, city council gazettes, minutes, and proceedings, which were mainly 

collected from government departments, planning institutions, websites, and relevant 

administrative institutions. Documents collected from NGOs, residents, and community 

associations encompass petition letters, position papers, as well as flyers, brochures, and 

booklets that were printed and distributed for community initiatives and activities. The third 
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category is newspaper reports and magazine articles, which were collected mostly from internet 

resources. Further, I followed the blog posts, Facebook pages, and websites operated by the city 

government, community groups, and private sectors. I also gained access to join a group chat 

initiated by shopkeepers and residents in Dadaocheng through a social networking app. 

Although these materials were not directly used as data for analysis, they contributed to my 

research and facilitated my understanding. First, as the time and location of meetings, activities, 

and events were often informed through social media, I was able to receive instant information 

and stay updated through my access to the social networks, especially when I was absent from 

the field. Second, through fan pages and websites, I could examine which types of information 

and contents that each interest group intended to communicate to a wider audience. Third, 

through closed groups and private conversations, I could see internal discussions, personal 

feelings, and suggestions for solutions, which were sometimes not expressed publicly. The 

‘unrecognised’ online information thus helped me to gain insights while interpreting and 

analysing the formal textual and interview data. 

 

1.4.3 Data Analysis 

This research attempts to deepen our understanding of why and how heritage preservation is 

addressed and utilised by various actors to fulfil multiple demands and interests in the process 

of urban redevelopment. Discourse analysis, a widely employed method in the social sciences 

that focuses on knowledge production and power relations in political processes (Fischer, 2003; 

Richardson, 2000), is thus chosen for the processing and interpretation of the empirical data. 

Following Foucault and Bourdieu, Hajer (1995) defined discourse “as a specific ensemble of 

ideas, concepts, and categorisations that are produced, reproduced, and transformed in a 

particular set of practices and through which meaning is given to physical and social realities” 

(p. 44). Richardson and Jensen (2003) further extended this by stating: 
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A discourse can be understood as expressing a particular conceptualisation of 
reality and knowledge that attempts to gain hegemony. This ‘will to knowledge’ 
attempts to embed particular values and ways of seeing and understanding the 
world as natural, so that they become taken for granted and slip from critical 
gaze. (p. 16) 

As an ensemble of ideas and expressions of knowledge, discourse represents the spatial and 

temporal context that conditions social practice and identity construction and the discursive 

order that regulates the relationship and communication among groups of people (Barbehön & 

Münch, 2015; Fairclough, 2012; Wodak, 2014).  

 

Discourse derives from practices (Arts & Buizer, 2009). Hajer (2006) defined practice as the 

“embedded routines and mutually understood rules and norms that provide coherence to social 

life” (p. 70). Through spatial practices, social actors attribute cultural significance and symbolic 

meanings to the built environment; they acquire the knowledge of what is allowed or not 

allowed to be done for the stability and support of their material practice, social relationships, 

and cultural representation (Richardson & Jensen, 2003; van Dijk, 2012). In this sense, 

discourse also implies power, both enabling and constraining (Barbehön & Münch, 2015; 

Blackledge, 2012; Hajer, 1995). Discourse can be seen as the exercise of power through 

knowledge, as Atkinson (1999) claimed, “Discourse determines what can be legitimately 

included in and what is excluded from debates. A discourse produces its own ‘regime of truth’ 

in which knowledge and power are inextricably bound together” (p. 60). This understanding of 

discourse interwoven with practice, knowledge, and power is particularly useful in 

understanding real urban situations, for discourse “informs problem definition and decision 

making, and how participants use narrative to frame identity” (Farhat, 2014, p. 1724). As 

physical spaces may be perceived and experienced differently according to one’s knowledge of 

the world, when different discourses threaten one’s normal and routine social practices, one 

will be aware of a particular ‘problem’. An attempt to impose one discourse over others through 
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processes of argumentation and to marginalise different expressions and conceptions—often 

associated with the use of power—will then lead to a search for ways to resolve that problem 

by taking strategies of objection, resistance, or intervention. Therefore, discourse “involve[s] a 

perspective on the harmful effects of the problem described, and include[s] a set of implications 

about how the problem can be solved” (Hastings, 1999, p. 95). The causality between problem 

framing and solution finding is substantial to discourse analysis in dealing with urban conflicts 

(X. Tan & Altrock, 2016).  

 

Although discourse and power in planning are often understood as the institutionalisation of 

authoritative and coercive oppression, Flyvbjerg and Richardson (2002) reminded us not to 

overlook the “productive as well as destructive potential” (p. 50) of discourse and its capacity 

to bring about “real opportunity for agency and change” (p. 51). In fact, wherever there is power, 

there are oppositional forces that challenge and confront power. Hajer (1995) developed the 

term “argumentative interaction” (p. 54) to capture the dynamics and process within power 

struggles, in which different actors, including individuals and organisations, actively seek to 

position themselves in the structure and persuade others by adapting and articulating their own 

reasoning and thoughts. They are keen “to challenge the attitudes, values and assumptions 

(hearts and minds) of the people involved in order to bring about transformation of cultures and 

practices” (Hastings, 1999, p. 94). As a result, instead of being unchanged, discourse may be 

transformed through the appropriation and absorption of new storylines, while other elements 

and positions remain fixed and entrenched (Hajer, 1995, 2006). The originally separate 

discourses—as sets of explanations and understandings of social problems—are now related 

and connected to one another through interaction, discussion, and negotiation, trying to 

influence one another and together shape a new discursive space for the resolution of problems. 
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Hajer (2006) called this process of discursive change ‘discourse-coalition’, which was defined 

as: 

The ensemble of a set of story lines, the actors that utter these story lines, and 
the practices through which these story lines get expressed. The discourse-
coalition approach suggests that politics is a process in which different actors 
from various backgrounds form specific coalitions around specific story lines. 
Story lines are the medium through which actors try to impose their view of 
reality on others, suggest certain social positions and practices, and criticise 
alternative social arrangements. (p. 71) 

In this research, discourse analysis helps us to recognise in which conditions and through which 

social practices heritage is defined as a ‘problem’ in relation to urban (re)development in Taipei, 

and how different interest groups, including the city government, residents, shopkeepers, 

property owners, the private sector, and NGOs, interpret and discuss this problem as the 

articulation of what they know about social reality. Moreover, different heritage discourses 

become selectively accepted, adjusted, and represented by various actors through formal and 

informal channels of interaction to produce, reproduce, and transform meanings. This process 

of negotiation facilitates the observation of the formation of a postcolonial identity in Taipei.  
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1.5 Structure of the Dissertation 

This dissertation will be divided into eight chapters. Following this introductory chapter on 

postcolonial theory and the research questions, in Chapter 2, I will borrow Henri Lefebvre’s 

concept of the production of space to position heritage preservation in the dialectic relationship 

between state ideology and everyday life. This viewpoint will help us to understand 

postcolonial heritage as a social construction, which is mediated and negotiated among the 

inherent power structure, community movements, and lived experiences in the city. In the third 

chapter, I will give a brief history of Taipei’s urban development and introduce the current 

urban policies, which are embedded in the context of Japanese colonisation, the post-war 

authoritarian and developmental state, and the recent democratic turn. Subsequently, I will use 

three chapters to present the three case studies of Dadaocheng, the Qingtian Street 

neighbourhood, and the inner city, in which different types of ‘heritage’ are framed as counter-

discourse to the problems under uneven urban developments. Heritage preservation and 

adaptive reuse are then addressed by different stakeholders for the fulfilment of their respective 

imaginations and demands, which is a source of conflict and has to be negotiated and 

compromised. In Chapter 7, I will compare the three cases from the perspective of discourse 

coalition to highlight the persistence and transformation of colonial heritage and the formation 

of a postcolonial identity before giving concluding remarks and reflections in the final chapter. 
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Chapter 2  From Space to Place: A Theoretical Review 

 

2.1 The Production of Space 

Henri Lefebvre understood ‘space’ as a social ‘product’ (Ronneberger, 2008; Schmid, 2008, p. 

28). As a product, space is not a pre-given, self-existing material object; rather, it is socially 

constructed and produced in time. Through the process of production, social reality and social 

relations can be observed. With his particular interest in the process of urbanisation, Lefebvre 

(2003 [1970]) established a spatio-temporal model composed of three dialectically 

interconnected domains: level P, level G, and level M (Schmid, 2012). Level P refers to the 

micro, near order of the private level, which encompasses the material practices, daily routines, 

and lived experiences of everyday life, such as living, working, and leisure. On the contrary, 

level G is the macro, far order of state ideologies, international institutions, and global economy, 

which possess the knowledge and power to regulate and control. Between the two levels is the 

intermediate level of M, which mediates, negotiates, and brings together the other two levels 

on the level of the urban (Bertuzzo, 2009; Kipfer, Saberi, & Wieditz, 2012). To further explain 

his idea, Lefebvre (1991[1974]) used two sets of triads to illustrate how urban space is produced 

in a dialectic relationship: the ‘spatial practices’, ‘representations of space’, and ‘spaces of 

representation’; and the ‘perceived’, ‘conceived’, and ‘lived’ space (Schmid, 2008, 2012). 

 

Spatial practice refers to the ordinary everyday life situated and embedded in the physical built 

environment. It emphasises the bodily presence of social actors in the concrete urban settings, 

where they sense, grasp, feel, and perceive the tangible components of the material world, put 

them into a sequential order, and comprehend them as reality, thus rendering the ‘perceived’ 

space. Through spatial practice, users of space—including inhabitants, workers, shop owners, 

street vendors, and visitors—perform regular everyday routines and rhythms as well as 
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celebrate periodic events and festivals to fulfil their diverse needs of dwelling, working, and 

leisure. It is also through spatial practice that these activities are carried out at different places—

such as homes, streets, shops, meeting places, public venues, and cultural amenities—where 

social actors have the opportunities to encounter, interact, and communicate with one another. 

The connections between people and between people and places, which can be empirically 

observed and described, thus set up the backdrop of urban life (Bertuzzo, 2009; Richardson & 

Jensen, 2003; Schmid, 2008, 2012). 

 

Representations of space are created through the mental act of selecting different elements from 

the material reality and reassembling them into an ideal ensemble. These are the spaces 

conceptualised by planners, architects, engineers, technocrats, and artists, who have the 

competence to identify what is perceived, formulate theories, and visualise their ideas through 

a system of codes, signs, and symbols, as represented on a masterplan or via architectural design. 

The representations of space are thus the ‘conceived’ space in this way. As the spaces of experts, 

the representations of space also entail the production of knowledge and the exercise of power. 

Certain forms of knowledge and discourse will define the functions of the city and demarcate 

the city’s boundaries. They justify what are universally accepted as social norms and moral 

conducts, legitimate political ideologies and economic concerns while simultaneously 

disqualifying and excluding other modes of living, production, and operation (Bertuzzo, 2009; 

Schmid, 2008, 2012). 

 

Lastly, Lefebvre suggested a third aspect in the production of space: spaces of representation. 

These are spaces where the physical and the mental aspects of productions are integrated and 

mediated, as people encounter, interact, and experience the coded spaces in their everyday life, 

thus producing the ‘lived space’. Spaces of representation refer not to the physical spaces 
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themselves but to the process of signification of social spaces, as different actors use and 

appropriate spaces and attribute symbolic meanings and significance to them. Spaces thus in 

turn represent the associated values and characters that social actors give them, distinguishing 

between public and private, sacred and secular, or masculine and feminine spaces. As socially 

produced spaces consist of both collective memories and individual imaginations and can 

generate positive and affirmative, as well as negative and contradictory, values, they cannot be 

quantitatively measured; rather, they have to be qualitatively lived, described and experienced. 

The unpredictability and uncertainty of urban spaces can thus be a source of conflict and 

resistance but also open up the possibility for social change and progress (Bertuzzo, 2009; 

Coleman, 2015; Schmid, 2012). 

 

Lefebvre’s theory of the production of space offers an open-ended process of urban space 

composed of three modes of production: spatial practice as the production of materiality, 

representations of space as the production of knowledge, and spaces of representation as the 

production of meaning (Bertuzzo, 2009; Schmid, 2012). It has to be noted that the three types 

of production process are not arranged in a temporal sequence, as if a ‘first space’ would be 

followed and substituted by a ‘second’ and ‘third’ space in an evolutional transition. Nor are 

the three types of space the juxtaposition of three different, independent ‘forms’. Rather, the 

three aspects of the production of space exist in a contradictory and dialectically intertwined 

relationship. The three aspects work simultaneously in urban spaces through constant 

interactions and collective determinations; they are thus a three-in-one unity. Hence, Lefebvre’s 

conception of space is different from a political economic approach—as that which was 

developed by Manuel Castells and David Harvey—or a postmodern cultural critique in the 

social sciences—as that which was advocated by Edward Soja (Kipfer, Goonewardena, Schmid, 

& Milgrom, 2008; Kipfer et al., 2012). While the political–economic approach and the 
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postmodern critique tend to downplay the role of everyday life and thus fail to explain the gap 

between subjective perception and objective theories, Lefebvre’s approach offers a more 

holistic view of social totality by placing the urban in the intermediate level that mediates and 

negotiates the conflict and struggle between lived experiences and planning ideologies. 

 

Lefebvre’s dialectical approach contributes to the analysis of this dissertation in two ways. First, 

although Lefebvre formulated his observation of the process of urbanisation mainly from a 

Euro-centric view (Ng, Tang, Lee, & Leung, 2010; Tang, 2014), he repeatedly employed the 

term ‘colonisation’ to describe the dichotomy and interaction between the centre (the dominant) 

and the periphery (the subordinated). This notion can be applied to postcolonial and neo-

colonial conditions. While in the former situation ordinary people use and appropriate colonial 

legacies, in the latter case an uneven power structure keeps reproducing the hierarchical control 

that would be challenged and resisted by marginal groups (Kipfer & Goonewardena, 2014). 

Second, heritage, a particular type of urban space in the city, should be understood as a social 

construction as well. Although the physical structures of historical sites already exist, they 

become meaningful and significant and are evaluated as heritage, lived out, and experienced by 

various social actors only as time passes. Analysing the production of ‘heritage’ should 

therefore be conducted from the three aspects simultaneously. If the terms ‘space’ and ‘heritage’ 

are interchangeable in this regard, this study can be briefly conceptualised as “how [heritage] 

is produced through practices of social interaction that take place in everyday life (social space) 

and correspond to a specific material environment (physical space) as well as to 

intellectual/mental conceptualisations (mental space)” (Bertuzzo, 2009, p. 34). 
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2.2 The Ideology of Planning 

2.2.1 In Search of the ‘Dark Side’ of Planning 

Planning, premised on the belief of hope, inarguably delivers a message of positive and 

progressive societal change and envisions a better and brighter future (Campbell, Tait, & 

Watkins, 2013; Certomà, 2013; Yiftachel, 1998). Planning can be viewed, from a narrower 

sense, as the works and praxis of individual professional planners, who are “righter of wrongs, 

corrector of imbalances, and defender of the public interest” (Harvey, 2008[1985], p. 99) 

equipped with specific knowledge and techniques for the improvement of physical built 

environment and the provision of necessary public infrastructures. From a wider perspective, 

planning has to be conducted against the backdrop of public policies with clear and pursuable 

goals for urban and regional developments, such as housing affordability, economic growth, 

social solidarity, and environmental sustainability, which can be attained through strategies of 

intervention and facilitation to regulate social order and control over land use. Accordingly, 

modern planning has built its tradition as an activity of expertise based upon instrumental 

reasoning, rationality, and professional knowledge, which constitute an ideal—an ideology—

that legitimates and justifies planners and planning agencies’ decisions and actions (Harvey, 

2008[1985]; Kwak, 2017; Yiftachel, 1998). 

 

While the purposive-rational model of masterplans and zoning regulations gained dominance 

in planning practices, the regressive and oppressive nature of planning also emerged in the 

1970s (Fainstein, 2000; Kwak, 2017; Yiftachel, Goldhaber, & Nuriel, 2009). Early critiques 

from authors like David Harvey (1973) and Manuel Castells (1977) adopted a political 

economic analysis to challenge the ideological planning benevolence and advocacy. They 

argued that despite its assertion of a better future, planning was primarily driven by the pursuit 

of capital accumulation and the commodification of space at the expense of wider social 
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demands, thereby reproducing inherent uneven spatial distributions and intensifying class 

struggles against inequalities (Brenner, Marcuse, & Mayer, 2012; Yiftachel et al., 2009). In this 

regard, planning involves the exercise of power; a power that legitimises certain priorities while 

marginalising other concerns (Kwak, 2017). It is not just about the will to improve unplanned 

disorder with means–end rationality; it is more about the scrutiny of Realrationalität, as Bent 

Flyvbjerg (1996) termed it, the hidden underlying assumptions that comprise solutions and 

actions at work in real planning situations. Hence, the Janus-faced nature of planning with both 

a ‘bright side’ and a ‘dark side’ is unveiled: the same tools can be utilised for the progressive 

improvement of social well-being as well as for the repressive control of peripheral and 

disadvantaged groups (Certomà, 2013; Yiftachel, 1998). 

 

In light of these critiques and debates on planning theories and practices, two strands of new 

planning directions have emerged in the discipline as alternatives or corrections to the 

conventional positivist approach with a particular focus on planning ethics and social justice: 

the ‘communicative planning’ paradigm and the ‘just city’ advocacy (Campbell & Fainstein, 

2012; Campbell et al., 2013). Both approaches, although different in their contents and 

programmes, “reflect the enduring tension within planning thought between a focus on the 

planning process and an emphasis on desirable outcomes” (Fainstein, 2000, p. 452). 

Communicative or collaborative planning, inspired by Habermas’s (1984[1981]) theory of 

communicative action, acknowledges the diverse interest and demands among social actors. It 

emphasises micro-politics on the community level through citizen participation in the planning 

process, in which planners act as negotiators who deliberately mediate among stakeholders for 

the attainment of consensus (Healey, 1992, 1997, 1998; Innes, 1995). Just city, on the other 

hand, finds its roots in political economic analysis and intends to establish a fairer and more 

equal model of planning through recognition and redistribution. Recognition stands for the 
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accountability of differences and multiple identities, which may contribute to the redistribution 

of resources and benefits, thereby mitigating oppressive results (Campbell et al., 2013; 

Fainstein, 2000). However, applying the ‘dark side’ of planning to examine both emergent 

planning paradigms exposes their theoretical weakness and deficiency in their neglect of power 

relations. Flyvbjerg and Richardson (2002) criticised that although the Habermasian 

collaborative planning advocates the ideal of communicative rationality and procedural 

interaction, it fails to recognise the power relations involved in community empowerment and 

public participation in the actual planning process and thus “fails to tell us how this ideal state 

can be reached” (p. 57). Similarly, the notions of ‘urban justice’ and ‘right to the city’ hinge on 

the assumption of a liberal and democratic conduct of recognition. However, as contingent 

recognition is embedded in the complex of political struggles and ethnical identities, “the 

marking of distinct groups may also harbour a range of negative consequences” (Yiftachel et 

al., 2009, p. 124). 

 

In short, the purposive-rational tradition, the collaborative planning, and the just city approach 

confirm that there is room for better planning both in theory and in practice (Campbell et al., 

2013). However, while the three planning thoughts present normative principles indicating that 

one can follow prescribed processes to achieve an ideal goal, they do not guarantee or assure 

the attainment of similar desirable consequences. There is thus a need to shift the focus of 

planning research from asking ‘what should be done?’ to ‘what is actually done?’ (Certomà, 

2013, p. 25; Flyvbjerg & Richardson, 2002, p. 61) in order to emphasise more on social 

structure than on planning agency (Yiftachel, 1998). Indeed, Foucault’s critique of power not 

only unveils the pervasive ‘dark side’ of planning but also suggests that whenever coercion and 

oppression are present, there will also be forms of disobedience and resistance (Certomà, 2013). 

By paying attention to the tensions between dominance and opposition, alternative forms of 
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knowledge will constantly challenge the hegemonic planning norms of rationality and 

efficiency, reproducing variegated versions of urbanities around the world. The city formation, 

which is embedded in a specific historical time/space configuration mediated and contested by 

various political ideologies and social organisations, should thus be contextually and 

dialectically analysed (Brenner et al., 2012). This is what critical urban theory tries to 

investigate:  

When critical theorists discuss the so-called theory/practice problem, they are 
not referring to the question of how to ‘apply’ theory to practice. Rather, they 
are thinking this dialectical relationship in exactly the opposite direction – 
namely, how the realm of practice (and thus, normative considerations) always 
already inform the work of theorists, even when the latter remains on an abstract 
level. (Brenner, 2012, p. 17, emphasis in original)  

 

2.2.2 Policy Transfer and Policy Mobility 

After discussing the epistemological change in planning theory, I turn, in this section, to the 

conditions in the Global South, where planning theory and practice as well as policy initiatives 

may be understood differently. Conventionally, through the lens of policy transfer, cities in the 

postcolonial world are often seen as peripheral hinterlands of the metropolitan West, which are 

the recipients, imitators, or followers of the ‘travelling theories’ (Barber, 2013; Peck, 2011). 

This view is partly true, as many newly independent nation-states are still under tremendous 

political and economic influences. The similarity in legal and institutional settings, social 

customs, culture, language, and even geographical proximity makes it easier for them to learn 

from their previous colonisers. However, the recent ‘mobilities turn’ in the social sciences has 

shown that apart from the physical movements of people, things, and ideas between different 

locations, the act of movement is at the same time meaningfully and purposefully represented, 

as well as concretely practiced and experienced (Cresswell, 2010). Hence, the policy mobility 

approach sheds new light on how policymaking processes are deeply embedded in different 

local contexts, transcend territorial boundaries and scales, and bring about knowledge 
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circulation and mutation (McCann, 2011; Peck, 2011). This will help us to examine the power 

relations and state ideologies interwoven in the planning practice and urban policies in a 

postcolonial context.  

 

The conventional concept of policy transfer presumes that the importation of an “innovatory 

policy developed elsewhere … will be similarly successful in a different context” (McCann, 

2011, p. 110). Central to this approach is the exploration of the ideas that are transferred, the 

categorisation of the actors who participate in and facilitate the transfer, and the modelling of 

the processes through which a transfer is operated and implemented (Dzudzek & Lindner, 2015; 

Fahmi, McCann, & Koster, 2015; Y.-S. Lee & Hwang, 2012). Based on the tradition of 

diffusion theory, actors—including policymakers, technocratic professionals, and specialist 

experts—may draw lessons from a wide selection of ideas, guidelines, and best practices as 

ready-made policy models and employ them to solve universal problems, optimise bad 

situations, and bring forth equivalent good results (Peck, 2011; Peck & Theodore, 2010). This 

implies a hierarchical relation between the policy lender and the policy borrower and between 

the innovative producer and the learning consumer in a policy ‘market’ (Y.-S. Lee & Hwang, 

2012; Peck & Theodore, 2010). It also implies a rational distribution of policy transfer, as the 

validity and credibility of policy knowledge and techniques can help to calculate and predict 

foreseeable outcomes (Kong et al., 2006).  

 

However, this positivist interpretation of policy transfer in the orthodox literature is challenged 

by an increasingly emergent critical and social constructivist approach (Peck, 2011). Fahmi et 

al. (2015) argues that “the actual ideas might be not fully transferred, and that, instead, biased 

or distorted information could be adopted and implemented in further actions” (p. 1373). Peck 

and Theodore (2010) shared a similar view point that “policies rarely travel as complete 
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packages, they move in bits and pieces—as selective discourse, inchoate ideas, and synthesised 

models—and they therefore arrive not as replicas but as policies already-in-transformation” (p. 

170). Instead of seeing policy transfer as a rational and neutral process, we should focus more 

on the embeddedness and interconnectedness of policy mobility through which mutation and 

hybridisation may be involved (McCann & Ward, 2012). While policy transfer “entails an 

implicit literalism, which tends to suggest the importation of fully formed, off-the-shelf 

policies,” policy mobility emphasises that “this process is much more complex, selective, and 

multilateral” (McCann, 2011, p. 111).  

 

Here, I underline some important features in the policy mobility approach. First, policy mobility 

is a socially constructed and open-ended process. As Peck and Theodore (2010) noted, “Policy 

transfer is not reduced to a more-or-less efficient process for transmitting best (or better) 

practices, but is visualised as a field of adaptive connections, deeply structured by enduring 

power relations and shifting ideological alignments” (p. 169). This viewpoint rejects an easy 

understanding of the voluntary movement of rational objects, as if the movement would not 

change the character and content of the moved items. Rather, the circulation and adoption of 

policy knowledge are embedded in the inherited institutional design and path dependencies 

(McCann, 2011; Peck, 2011). Second, policy mobility pays attention to the interconnectedness 

and relationality between cities (McCann & Ward, 2012). Barber (2013) suggested that “the 

study of urban policy mobilities recognises the dialectical relationship between the city as a 

territorial entity and the city formed through global relational networks” (p. 1185). Cities can 

no longer be comprehended as just a bounded and fixed territory; they are also nodal points in 

the global network of capital, knowledge, and information flows through intensified interaction, 

communication, and exchange. This indicates that city-making is a dialectical process between 

mobility and fixity shaped by intercity and cross-scale relationships (McCann, 2011). Third, as 
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the mobilised urban policies are shaped by local political struggles and international relations, 

they are often reassembled as a complex hybrid rather than in their original forms (Y.-S. Lee & 

Hwang, 2012). As Peck and Theodore (2010) put it, “The resulting dynamic in the 

policymaking process is not one of simple emulation and linear replication across policymaking 

sites, but a more complex process of nonlinear reproduction. Policies will therefore mutate and 

morph during their journeys” (p. 170, emphasis in original). The mutation and hybridisation are 

the results of policy ‘translation’ during the process, both in a literal and metaphoric sense, in 

order to be adapted to locally specific environments. Even non-adoption should not be regarded 

as misinterpretation or false neglect but as an intentional selection (Kong et al., 2006). 

 

In sum, the turn from policy transfer to policy mobility emphasises both the inherent path-

dependency and relational interconnectedness of policymaking. On the one hand, the 

underlying ideology and motivation hidden behind policy learning are often driven by the will 

to consolidate the existing power relations and leaderships, which is thus locally distinct. On 

the other hand, the locatedness of policy is simultaneously constructed within and influenced 

by multiscale networks and the flowing forces between places, and thus policy mobility is 

globally connected. This will lead to mutated and hybrid forms of urban policies. 
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2.3 Everyday Life Strategies and Resistance 

2.3.1 The Practice of Everyday Life 

Building on the tradition of the philosophical works of phenomenology and the empirical works 

of ethnography, there have been fruitful inquiries into people’s everyday lives to interrogate 

how humans perceive and experience their surroundings, build relationships with others, and 

give meanings to spaces. Lately, the notion of everyday life has resurfaced in contemporary 

times as cities are increasingly influenced and shaped by the global networks of capital, 

information, and technologies that have dramatically changed our conceptions of people and 

places (Castells, 1996). Although people now may establish translocal (and even virtual) 

relationships across geographical and territorial scales, our lives are still inarguably ‘grounded’ 

in particular locations. In this sense, everyday life not only comprises the totality of our 

activities and practices—the tedious and repetitive small things that have to be done to satisfy 

our daily necessities—but also involves the strategies and critical knowledge through which we 

adapt to and negotiate with different situations in order to acquire self-identities (Vaiou & 

Lykogianni, 2006). 

 

Vaiou and Lykogianni (2006) explained that “everyday life is connected to places where 

women and men live, work, consume, relate to others, forge identities, cope with or challenge 

routine, habit and established codes of conduct” (p. 732). There are both individual and 

collective dimensions in our everyday lives. On the individual dimension, people move between 

home, work, and leisure; share housework; raise children; earn a livelihood; go shopping; and 

obtain access to education, institutions, and sports facilities. Through these everyday activities 

and rhythms, people learn how to organise their repetitive daily routines, prioritise certain 

businesses, and make decisions and choices from what is available while simultaneously facing 

unexpected disruptions and challenges. In this sense, the conduct of everyday life cannot be 
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seen as neutral or taken for granted; it must be treated as the critical knowledge and strategies 

that people develop in order to cope with different situations, maximise their benefits, and 

acquire a sense of achievement and satisfaction (Lepofsky & Fraser, 2003; Vaiou & Lykogianni, 

2006). De Certeau (1984) analysed how everyday life is practiced and performed. He suggested 

that walking is a discursively constructed action instead of an unintentional movement from 

one location to another, as the pedestrian develops ‘strategies’ and ‘tactics’ to negotiate 

meanings and form a cultural identity (Cresswell, 2010; Middleton, 2016).  

 

Moreover, everyday life has a collective or communal dimension, as people meet friends, come 

into contact with neighbours, encounter strangers on the streets, interact and communicate with 

others, and develop various social relations as everyday life proceeds. Public spaces, such as 

marketplaces, public parks, community centres, cultural amenities, and sports clubs, where 

collective and group activities take place, are likely to facilitate the production and maintenance 

of such social bonds and mutuality (Amin, 2002; Main & Sandoval, 2014; Mele, Ng, & Chim, 

2014). This relationship, as Alawadi (2016) defined it, includes “shared history, concerns, 

interests and values … along with accumulated life experiences, friendship, family ties, 

interpersonal familiarity, joint leisure activities, organised relations, casual interactions, 

material exchanges, daily neighbouring relations and mutual support, trust, love and care” (p. 

2980). However, as people become more mobile and appreciate the value of individualism in 

modern society, people with different backgrounds, values, and lifestyles may coexist but be 

confronted with differences (Henriksen & Tjora, 2013; Vaiou & Lykogianni, 2006). Valentine 

(2008) thus warned, instead of over-romanticising urban encounters, we should consider 

whether frequent interactions can be simply translated into ‘meaningful contact’, since people 

may live in proximity but have parallel lives. For such a positive and intimate relationship to 

come about depends on more complex historical, social, and cultural factors. Henriksen and 
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Tjora (2013) also observed that even weak ties or self-segregation in a neighbourhood is a 

carefully maintained and dialectically negotiated ‘friendly distance’, which can also contribute 

to one’s sense of security and belonging. Hence, everyday life not only implies the individual 

strategies and adaptations, but also the social relations that are produced and reproduced 

through interactions. 

 

On the one hand, people develop strategies and social bonds through the practice of everyday 

life and thus attribute significance to the places where they live (Yarker, 2018). On the other 

hand, specific elements of the physical environment will affect our perceptions and emotional 

feelings; those places may support, strengthen, and help to maintain the established everyday 

practices and social ties (Main & Sandoval, 2014). The notions of place attachment and place 

identity thus capture the complementary relationship between people and place. Place 

attachment “acknowledges that residents’ lives over time become intertwined with or 

embedded in their residential surroundings” (Pinkster, 2013, p. 812); it “conceptualises 

affective ties to both physical settings and the relationships and memories that such settings 

support” (Alawadi, 2016, p. 2973). Likewise, place identity from the perspective of 

environmental psychology explores how personal and collective identities may be influenced 

by the physical, social, and cultural elements of a place and are thus place-based (Main & 

Sandoval, 2014). As Proshansky, Fabian, and Kaminoff (1983) suggested, “In effect, the 

subjective sense of self is defined and expressed not simply by one’s relationship to other people, 

but also by one’s relationships to the various physical settings that define and structure day-to-

day life” (cited in Main & Sandoval, 2014, p. 75). 

 

While place attachment refers to the affirmative identification with the symbolic meanings and 

values of certain places, a sense of alienation may be concomitantly produced through 
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disengagement from the unpleasant experiences and negative aspects of a neighbourhood. 

Pinkster (2013) used the terms ‘elective belonging’ and ‘disaffiliation’ to describe how middle-

class residents in disadvantaged neighbourhoods are able to decide whether they would attach 

themselves to their residential surroundings or not. Their strategies of ‘non-belonging’ are 

actively and discursively maintained, and the stigmatised images of the neighbourhoods are 

compensated by the other neighbourhood characteristics that they value. Blokland (2009) also 

observed the possible separation of symbolic neighbourhood use from practical neighbourhood 

use in daily routes and routines. While historical narratives are selectively celebrated in local 

place-making strategies, the dominant symbolic meanings may drive out other voices and the 

actual needs of minority groups, whose livelihood is dependent on certain locations in the 

neighbourhood. They may thus feel a sense of disenfranchisement and dissociate themselves 

from the place where they live. Pemberton and Phillimore (2016), following Gill (2010), thus 

discerned the ‘ideal’ and ‘pathological’ processes of place-making as the results of people’s 

affinity with or disaffiliation from places. This indicates that identity formation is not a static 

or linear process but an ever-changing and contingent process of becoming (Lepofsky & Fraser, 

2003; Yarker, 2018).  

 

2.3.2 The Politics of Everyday Life 

People not only give meanings to their living environment and produce a sense of belonging or 

disaffiliation in their everyday lives, but also interact with the institutionalised practices and 

social structures that shape and condition their behaviours, as well as the power relations 

embedded in these structures (Pemberton & Phillimore, 2016; Vaiou & Lykogianni, 2006). In 

this respect, everyday life is not merely a “seemingly contradiction-free and given parameter 

of existence” (Vaiou & Lykogianni, 2006, p. 734); rather, it constitutes forms of agency and 

resistance that may challenge and change the relations and structures. These can be termed as 
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the ‘politics of everyday life’, which do not primarily aim at political reformation but seek to 

struggle for ordinary spaces of identity and reclaim people’s deserved rights and values. 

Kerkvliet (2009) defined the politics of everyday life as “people embracing, complying with, 

adjusting, and contesting norms and rules regarding authority over, production of, or allocation 

of resources and doing so in quiet, mundane, and subtle expressions and acts that are rarely 

organised or direct” (cited in Turner & Schoenberger, 2011, p. 1031). 

 

There are two forms of everyday resistance: direct protests and the ‘quiet encroachment’ (Bayat, 

2010; Nash, 2002; Sheppard, 2014). In terms of the first form, “resistance itself may be 

specified as collective, overt actions that are intended to challenge prevailing systems of power” 

(Rankin, 2010, p. 189), which is often carried out in direct and aggressive fights against the 

existing power through protests, demonstrations, riots, and insurgences. These social 

movements are often carried out in an organised and collective way, with clear political 

advocacy for social progress and change. In terms of the second form, “subversion denotes 

more ambiguous political agency—individual, covert instances of nonconformity that engage 

tactics to get as much as possible out of a constraining situation” (Rankin, 2010, p. 189), which 

can be observed through the daily practices of alternative strategies to overcome deprivations 

and difficulties in everyday lives. People who practice these strategies usually do not regard 

their actions as purposefully organised or politically oriented; they just want to stay away from 

state surveillance and sustain their livelihood. While the first form of resistance is often time- 

and energy-consuming and may cause violent confrontations and brutal repressions vis-à-vis 

authoritarian and hegemonic state control in many postcolonial societies, the subtle, mundane, 

and “under-the-radar” approaches (Turner & Schoenberger, 2011, p. 1031) would be regarded 

as “less dramatic, but potentially of more lasting impact” (Sheppard, 2014, p. 150). Through 

the strategies of bargaining and compromising, subordinated groups construct a world of self-
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representation and subject-making, in which space is constantly lived, claimed, and negotiated 

(Roy, 2009).  

 

In Yeoh’s (1996) study on the Chinese community in British Singapore during the 19th century, 

she found that while the colonised subjects outwardly cooperated with colonial regulations, 

they in fact ignored and refused to follow the imposed rules secretly. She noted that, despite the 

occasional verbal or written forms of protest, the “more common [forms]… and in the long run 

less costly in terms of effort and sacrifice, were the passive, rather unspectacular means of 

countering and inflecting colonial control” (Yeoh, 1996, p. 15). Through strategies of 

appropriation and non-compliance, the Chinese people sustained and negotiated their everyday 

uses of urban spaces to counter the colonial authority’s control of spatial order, environmental 

sanitation, and social rules. Likewise, Turner and Schoenberger (2011) found that despite the 

state control and ban of street vendors in Hanoi, Vietnam, the informal economic sector still 

provides the major sources of daily consumption and livelihood of the urban population. 

Although organised protests against the state apparatus are rarely seen, the street vendors 

tactically learn to shift between places and build a relationship with local officials through 

subtle and covert strategies. These examples show us the decision-making power and resistant 

agency embedded in everyday practices, which can create mixed, hybrid, and alternative urban 

spaces in opposition to the totalising and displacing effects of globalisation or 

commercialisation (Mayer & Künkel, 2012; Schmid, 2012). The subaltern subjects thus 

“change the world that is changing them” (Ashcroft, 2009, p. 92), altogether shaping and 

negotiating urban environments and urban life. 
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2.4 Sense of Belonging and Place Identity 

2.4.1 Lived and Embodied Experiences of Places 

Apart from the political economic rationalities dominating planning theories and practices and 

the everyday life strategies and resistance conducted as alternative counter-movements by 

ordinary people, there remains another significant aspect, which may link up and mediate 

between political structure and subaltern agency (Yarker, 2018). This aspect is the third element 

in Lefebvre’s production of space—spaces of representation—focusing on the lived, concrete, 

and embodied experiences in space through which people may produce personal, subjective, 

and emotional feelings and turn ‘spaces’ into meaningful, peculiar, and individualised ‘places’. 

It has been argued that the emotional relations between people and place have long been 

neglected and undervalued in the social sciences of geography and urban studies (Anderson & 

Smith, 2001). This emotional deficit is a result of the overemphasis on objectivity and 

rationality prevailing over subjectivity and sensibility in the tradition of knowledge production, 

which tends to “favour more structuralist or political–economy types of approach” but 

downplay the importance of “human concerns, desires and aspirations” (Collins, 2016, p. 176). 

Although emotions and feelings can hardly be measured, traced, or quantified, they can be so 

obviously sensed and experienced to the extent that they construct our human world and 

mediate between social relations (Anderson & Smith, 2001). Collins (2016) also suggested that 

despite the hidden and invisible nature of emotions that are rarely discussed in the public realm, 

emotional discourses are actually utilised to support political power and economic interests 

through the promotion of civic pride in the imagination of a city’s future. “Recognising the 

emotions as ways of knowing, being and doing in the broadest sense” (Anderson & Smith, 2001, 

p. 8), I will track the development of phenomenology, humanistic geography, and non-

representational theory, which have contributed a rich body of literature investigating people’s 

sensory and embodied experiences, in this section. This will lead us to understand how users in 
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the city, who have produced affective bonds with their surroundings, will react to social and 

environmental changes in order to maintain their place- and self-identities (May, 2011; Preece, 

2019; Yarker, 2018). 

 

Phenomenology draws on people’s subjective place experiences from a first-person perspective 

to explore the relationship between the self, body, and landscape (Casey, 2001). Human beings 

as ‘geographical subjects’ are situated and oriented in place (Casey, 2001, p. 684); they explore 

their surroundings through bodily interaction with the physical and material environments and 

thus acquire knowledge of the world via sensory perceptions and emotional feelings (Preece, 

2019). They construct a sense of belonging grounded in place, and places become meaningful 

and relevant to their self-identity (Antonsich, 2010; May, 2011; O'Neill, 2001). Places are 

‘practised’ and ‘territorialised’ (Preece, 2019, p. 831); through working, doing, and moving in 

and through places, we learn how to deal with everyday routines and establish habitual 

behaviours and social norms, which regulate what is accepted or forbidden in certain places so 

that we can effortlessly fulfil our daily tasks with ease (Bourdieu, 1977; Paul Harrison, 2000; 

May, 2011). This feeling of ease, comfort, and familiarity derived from our habitual practices 

contributes to the construction of a sense of belonging and security (Leach, 2002); it makes 

people ‘feel at home’. Not only do we identify ourselves with the external environment (i.e. 

place identity), we also understand who we are and to which group of people with shared 

interests we belong (i.e. self-identity) (Antonsich, 2010; Leach, 2002; Tilley, 1994). Conversely, 

when the sense of belonging is obstructed by changes in social relationships or a transformation 

of the physical environment, feelings of disappointment, frustration, and anxiety may be 

produced (May, 2011). Place attachment can then become a driving motivation for political 

actions to maintain our self- and group-identities (Alawadi, 2016; Main & Sandoval, 2014). 

Thus, phenomenology helps us to understand that the meanings we give to our environmental 
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surroundings (landscape) through embodied experiences and corporeal emotions (body) are 

fundamental to the construction of our individual and cultural identity (self) (Casey, 2001). 

 

Humanistic geographers, such as Yi-Fu Tuan (1974, 1978) and Edward Relph (1976), extended 

the phenomenological approach of bodily and personal experiences to the emotional and 

cognitive dimensions of places (Jones & Evans, 2011; Pile, 2010). Relph, in his Place and 

Placelessness (1976), used the dual concepts of insideness and outsideness to illustrate the 

extent of an individual’s identification with and alienation from a place. There are seven degrees 

of inside/outsideness, ranging from the most intimate experience of existential insideness to the 

feelings of strangeness and non-involvement within existential outsideness.9 Further, Relph’s 

model of inside and outsideness is defined as a spectrum, rather than a binary system (Seamon 

& Lundberg, 2017). In other words, a sense of place attachment always exists concomitantly 

with the feeling of disassociation from otherness (Antonsich, 2010; Jones & Evans, 2011; 

Yarker, 2018). Hence, instead of thinking of places as “something either wholly inside or 

outside” (Yarker, 2018, p. 3426), our connection to places is always a relational one that is 

partially inside and outside. The same geographical space can thus be experienced and 

understood differently by different subjects (Jones & Evans, 2011, p. 2320). Relph (1976) 

further described our place experiences as authentic or inauthentic, a concept that was further 

elaborated by Edward Casey (2001) into ‘thick’ and ‘thin’ places. Authentic or thick places 

“invite the individual’s ‘concernful absorption’—a deepening and broadening of the 

individual’s lived experiences of place—while supporting various practices of ‘personal 

enrichment’” (Duff, 2010, p. 886). By contrast, inauthentic or “thinned-out places” (Sack, 1997, 

 
9 The seven degrees are: Existential outsideness; objective outsideness; incidental outsideness; vicarious 
insideness; behavioural insideness; empathetic insideness; and existential insideness. 
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cited in Casey, 2001, p. 684) lack the substantial vigour and local characteristics of authentic 

experiences, causing the break-up of social ties and the production of a sense of placelessness. 

 

Relph’s conceptualisation of place experiences has been criticised for its fundamental 

essentialism and lack of sophistication (Seamon & Sowers, 2008). Instead of assuming that 

identity is pre-given, inward-looking, fixed, and resistant to changes (Antonsich, 2010), it is 

important to consider that an individual’s identity is also shaped by one’s historical, social, and 

cultural backgrounds and influenced by increasing mobilities and interconnections in the age 

of globalisation (Massey, 1997). Another element that has been criticised is Relph’s 

employment of the sets of dualism, such as inside/outsideness, authentic/inauthentic, and 

place/placelessness. Some authors have argued that places should not be oversimplified as 

binary divisions and that the pursuit of authentic places may become a kind of nostalgia utilised 

for the purpose of capitalist accumulation (Harvey, 1993; Jones & Evans, 2011). Relph’s 

defenders would argue, however, that such a misreading of his text has failed to acknowledge 

the sufficient flexibility and profound reflexivity in Relph’s interpretation of insideness and 

outsideness (Seamon & Sowers, 2008). Again, an understanding of our bodily and sensory 

experiences in places as a dialectic process of negotiation is important. Casey (2001) argued 

that we construct our place identity by going out and encountering the world; each encounter 

“creates an occasional sense of the present, actualising specific possibilities inscribed within 

the city’s spatial order” (Duff, 2010, p. 883). This means that we sustain our identity or redefine 

our relationship with the physical built environment through each encounter and interaction 

anew. Here, ‘time’ plays a critical role in the construction of our association with places (Jones 

& Evans, 2011). The more time we spend in a place, the more possible we may convert 

meaningless thin places into thickly and richly experienced places through ‘doing’ and practices 

(Duff, 2010). Conversely, when our memories accumulated over time are eroded through 



 56 

environmental changes, we may have a mixed sense of both identification and dis-identification 

(Preece, 2019). This is an area explored and elaborated by feminist geography and 

postcolonialism, which describe not only the emotions being sensed but also how these 

marginalised experiences may create gendered and racialised spaces with an emphasis on 

women’s and subaltern subjectivity (Lobo, 2017; Massey, 2004; Pile, 2010). 

 

In addition, Massey’s (1994) understanding of places as the “articulation of social relations” 

(Blokland, 2009, p. 1594; Brickell & Datta, 2011, p. 6), which are “constantly shifting set[s] of 

social relationship brought together at a particular location” (Jones & Evans, 2011, p. 2320), 

supplemented Relph’s interpretation of place with the collective and political dimensions. Our 

identities are not only rooted and attached to certain places, but also constructed through 

interpersonal connections and social ties (Antonsich, 2010; Massey, 2004). Hence, to belong to 

a place is not just a personal matter, but a social and discursive one that involves the politics of 

inclusion and exclusion (Antonsich, 2010). Non-representational theory captures this dynamic 

interplay between people and places in depth and complexity with the idea of affect 

(McCormack, 2003; Thrift, 2008). Affect is defined as more than just an emotion or a feeling 

state (Duff, 2010); it can be understood as a force or the flows between bodies (both human and 

nonhuman) that have an action-potential—the capacity to affect and be affected (Lobo, 2017; 

Pile, 2010). This capacity to affect will create the affective atmospheres distinctive to a place, 

which support and strengthen an individual’s engagements and practices in the place (Duff, 

2010; Preece, 2019). As we may experience changes in the intensity of feeling through each 

encounter (Pile, 2010; Thrift, 2004), the increase or decrease of the affective bonds suggests 

that place identity is a relational, processual, and open-ended construct subject to changes (Lobo, 

2017). 
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Some authors may argue that non-representation theory is too abstract and inhuman to be 

concretely and actually experienced (for instance, Thien, 2005) and that the inexpressible and 

non-cognitive nature of affects may somehow depart from Lefebvre’s notion of spaces of 

representations. However, the point I would like to emphasise here is that the role of emotions 

derived from our everyday practices and embodied experiences, which is to give meanings to 

and generate a sense of (non-)belonging in places predominantly shaped by the hegemonic 

ideologies of global capitalism, should not be overlooked. Places do not have fixed or static 

meanings (Blokland, 2009); rather, they are fluid, mutable, and relational (Pierce, Martin, & 

Murphy, 2011). Places are sites of conflictual negotiation (Massey, 2004, p. 7), being “co-

constructed through a process of ‘bundling’ that simultaneously draws on individual’s 

experiences of place and the discourses about place that are sedimented in social relations and 

structures” (Preece, 2019, p. 830). Recognising place as a process of becoming and a social 

construct (Antonsich, 2010), rather than a status or an end product, indicates that our 

relationship with places and our place identities are not “a given or something that we 

accomplish once and for all” but “something we have to keep achieving through an active 

process” because both ourselves and the world are constantly changing (May, 2011, p. 372). 

Hence, places should be conceptualised as ‘temporary constellations’ (Massey, 2005) or as 

‘conditional permanences’ (Harvey, 1996), as the meanings of places are not perpetual but will 

evolve and change through time. (Yarker, 2018). This will contribute to a more nuanced 

understanding of how residents adapt to the changes to urban environments. 

 

2.4.2 The Formation of Multiple Identities 

Recognising that our identification with places is constructed through embodied experiences 

and sensory interactions with social structures helps us to understand that place identity is not 

a fixed, essentialist, and permanent category but a fluid, relational, and mutable process of 
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becoming. In other words, we might have more than one sense of belonging to a particular place 

or a group, and our multifaceted and diversified identities always reflect the changes within 

ourselves and the external environments (May, 2011). In this section, I will borrow the idea of 

hybrid identities from migration literature (Mitchell, 1996) and the notion of ‘tangential 

attachments’ (Yarker, 2018) with regards to urban regeneration to depict how residents may 

maintain and reconstruct their senses of place through constant interactions and negotiations 

with the changing urban landscapes. 

 

Hybrid Identity 

Conventional migration studies have investigated the transnational flows of people and capital 

between local–local connections from a political economic perspective (McFarlane, 2009; 

McKay, 2006). While most studies have focused on the push–pull factors that result in forced 

displacements and voluntary movements, such as the political arrangements, economic 

motivations, and social networks among certain ethnic groups between the sending and 

receiving societies (Datta, 2009; Pécoud, 2002; Pieke, 2007), more recently, researchers have 

started to view migrants as subjective actors and are interested in their sensory perceptions and 

emotional experiences during their journey and process of relocation (Brickell & Datta, 2011; 

Ehrkamp & Leitner, 2006). It has been argued that migrants can also generate affective and 

intimate relationships with different localities through their everyday lives and material 

practices in the frequent encounters and interactions with new environments and people in 

certain physical places. As Brickell and Datta (2011) suggested: 

A new physical environment implies new ways of interacting with people; it 
involves new kinds of behaviours in these places, new modes of movements, and 
new kinds of corporeal experiences. In all of this, the symbolic and material 
qualities of places are transformed. (p. 6) 

Hence, experiences of movements and relocation will not result in the loss of meaning and 

cause de-territorialising effects (Antonsich, 2010; G. Pratt & Yeoh, 2003); instead, migrants 
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will reconstruct and mediate their identities—their personal values, attitudes, and cultural 

backgrounds with regards to gender, race, and nationality—through embodied experiences and 

personal affiliations with both real and imagined places that transcend localities, boundaries, 

and geographical scales (Ley, 2004; Miraftab, 2012; B. Tan & Yeoh, 2011). Migrants’ identities 

are thus hybridised, being composed of two or more heterogeneous cultural sources and 

elements that will create new syncretic forms (Mitchell, 1997). Such hybrid identities derived 

from everyday cultural interactions, social relationships, and material practices are “neither 

singular nor static, but instead reflect the evolving multiple worlds in which identity is being 

maintained, re-evaluated, and asserted” (Main & Sandoval, 2014, p. 74). For migrants, their 

identities are no longer confined to merely one geographical territory or a born nationality; 

rather, their identities have become fluid, multiple, hybrid, and simultaneously rooted ‘here’ 

and ‘there’ (Antonsich, 2010, p. 651). 

 

While the neither-nor nature of hybrid identities is celebrated by the appreciation of resistance, 

pluralism, and fluidity that challenges dominant cultural hegemony in the postmodern era, both 

Valentine (2008) and Mitchell (1997) reminded us that hybridity cannot be examined outside 

the context of situated power relations. Hybrid identities not only come from the subjective and 

embodied experiences of transnational migrants but also are shaped by the political and 

discursive practices of recognition and integration—whether migrants feel respected and 

accepted or not. Thus, hybridity should not be understood simply as a naïve assumption of 

cosmopolitan diversity—which the notion of ‘living together with difference’ may imply—but 

as a conflictive process of negotiation and mediation that often involves the politics of 

marginalisation and exclusion. Moreover, Mitchell (1997) suggested that the meanings of 

hybridity must be carefully examined in the historical and economic context, as the concept 

may also be strategically utilised in cooperation with purposes of capitalist accumulation, 
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thereby losing its in-between mobility and resistant potential in challenging hegemonic 

normativism. 

 

Tangential Attachments 

The concept of tangential attachments, according to Yarker’s explanation, comes from the 

geometric definition to describe a line that touches a curve at one point but does not intersect it 

elsewhere (Yarker, 2018, p. 3425). This concept, in alignment with the ideas of contingency 

and ambivalence in the social science, is used to illustrate how people’s identification with 

places are not static, but fluid, temporary, and partial—and thus tangential. Albeit places are 

constantly changed and transformed through urban regeneration and redevelopment, it has been 

shown that residents are able to sustain their senses of belonging and rearticulate local identities 

by linking transformed urban spaces with their own memories and emotions through subjective 

experiences and personal interpretations. Rather than being uprooted and displaced, people are 

attached to certain places, and the ways through which they are attached may change over time 

as they infuse symbolic meanings into places, so that the meanings of places will meet their 

contemporary demands in everyday life. Hence, the concept of tangential attachments helps us 

to extend beyond the binary thinking that a local identity will either be strengthened or 

undermined by urban regeneration or historic preservation strategies. As Yarker (2018) 

explained:  

An understanding of tangential attachments demonstrates that senses of local 
identity will not always be dislocated when places are transformed through urban 
regeneration. Neither does it suggest that we accept as reality the re-imaginings of 
place projected onto urban spaces by others. Senses of local identity and 
attachment are not static, and are not simply canvasses for the projection of cultural 
regeneration. A sense of place, local identity and belonging are all fluid and 
evolving processes that are worked on as we experience and give meaning to place 
in our everyday lives. (p. 3432) 

This concept can contribute to our understanding of the formation of a postcolonial identity. 

When urban spaces – and colonial legacy in particular—are demolished, preserved, or reused, 
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such a transformation will also produce different degrees of influence on each person’s 

attachment, thereby producing more complex, nuanced, diverse, and hybrid identities.  
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Chapter 3 The Urban Development of Taipei City 

 

In this chapter, I will present a brief outline of the history of Taiwan and discuss the urban 

development of Taipei City. In the short span of Taiwan’s history, the island has been governed 

by many different authorities. Given its complicated situation entailing multiple colonialities 

and the ongoing process of decolonisation and political transition, the island’s history is 

perfectly situated within a postcolonial framework. I will begin by discussing the changes in 

political regimes in Taiwan since the seventeenth century and the period of imperial expansion 

and global colonisation that followed. Each authority, whether European, Han Chinese, or 

Japanese, introduced its own ideology to the island, resulting in multiple conflicting and 

interacting layers that are constitutive of Taiwan. Next, I will outline the urban development of 

Taipei City that has been affected by the state’s transformation. My aim is not just to provide a 

detailed analysis of the city from a political–economic perspective. Rather, I hope to clearly 

portray those ideas and concepts that have been worked and are continually reworked into 

Taiwan’s capital city, establishing a contextual backdrop against which the processes and 

outcomes of the city’s urban development and its social movements have evolved. This 

discussion will elucidate why it is particularly helpful to understand Taipei’s urbanisation 

process through a postcolonial lens. In the last section of this chapter, I will briefly discuss 

Taipei’s contemporary urban policies. While part of the law is inherited from the colonial period, 

more recent policies and regulations have been aimed at engaging with the past to create a 

different future. Thus, contradictory and parallel systems of urban governance are entangled 

with urban spaces within debates.  
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3.1 Political Changes in Taiwan 

Taiwan is remarkable for its frequent political shifts condensed within a brief historical time 

frame. Since the seventeenth century, Taiwan has been entirely or partially occupied by at least 

six different regimes prior to its establishment as a multi-party democracy with regularly held 

elections (P.-S. Wu, 2007). Thus, Taiwan was formerly ruled by the Dutch (1624–1662, in 

southern Taiwan), the Spaniards (1626–1642, in northern Taiwan), King Koxinga (1662–1683), 

the Qing dynasty (1683–1895), the Japanese (1895–1945) and the Chinese Nationalist Party 

(1945–1996).  

 

Taiwan, an island located in proximity to the south-eastern coast of mainland China (Figure 3-

1), has long been home to various indigenous tribes prior to its documented history. The 

indigenous people have developed their own cultures, customs, rituals and settlements that have 

been recorded in historical documents describing the initial encounters of Chinese travellers 

and European explorers with these groups. However, the majority of the indigenous people of 

the plains have been assimilated and ‘civilised’ through their frequent interactions with the 

dominated ethnic groups. Only some of the indigenous people in the mountainous areas have 

succeeded in retaining their social institutions and cultural traditions.10  Beginning in the 

seventeenth century, many European countries, propelled by the desire to expand their 

businesses to the Far East, were quick to observe the critical location of Taiwan en route to 

China and Japan. The Netherlands was the first of these countries to invade southern Taiwan in 

1624, constructing and establishing the Zeelandia and Provintia Forts as military and 

commercial bases.11  

 
10 Indigenous people in the plains, known in Chinese as 平埔族 or 熟蕃, which means the ‘more familiar’ 
aboriginals, lived in the low lands and cultivated fields. By contrast, mountainous indigenous people, known as 
高山族 or 生蕃 in Chinese are considered ‘less familiar’ aboriginals living in the mountains. 
11 Fort Zeelandia is currently known as Anping Old Fort (安平古堡) while Fort Provintia has been renamed as 
Chi-Kan Tower (赤崁樓). Both forts are located in today’s city of Tainan in southern Taiwan. 
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Figure 3-1  

The Location of Taiwan 

 
Source: Author. 

 

In 1626, the Spaniards also occupied northern Taiwan, where they built Fort San Domingo,12 

but were subsequently vanquished by the Dutch in 1642. European merchants engaged in the 

exchange of goods, acquiring lands and natural resources from the indigenous people and 

recruiting Chinese migrants to cultivate the land and implement early urban planning (L.-H. 

Lin, 2009). In 1661, seeking to subvert the Qing dynasty, King Koxinga came to Taiwan.13 

After successfully defeating the Dutch occupiers, he took over southern Taiwan as the political 

centre and became the first Chinese ruler of the island. He introduced the Chinese 

administrative system and continued to cultivate agricultural land. However, just 23 years later, 

the Qing dynasty conquered Taiwan and dissolved Koxinga’s regime in 1683. 

 

 
12 Fort San Domingo, which is currently known as Hongmao Castle (紅毛城) among the local people, literally 
means ‘Fort of the Red Heads’ and is located in Tamsui.  
13 Koxinga, whose Chinese name was Zheng Cheng-Kong (鄭成功), was the son of a Chinese pirate and a 
Japanese mother. 
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Initially, the Qing emperor in Beijing had no intention of actively governing the remote island. 

Consequently, with the aim of avoiding the establishment of an oppositional and rebellious 

power on the island, the emperor announced a policy of prohibiting Chinese migrants from 

coastal provinces from settling in Taiwan (L.-C. Chang, 2003). Despite this ban, illegal 

emigrants continued to move to Taiwan in search of a better life. Moreover, to alleviate food 

shortages on the mainland, the Qing rulers conditionally encouraged peasants migrating to 

Taiwan to engage in rice cultivation. In light of this ambivalent policy, migration to Taiwan 

steadily increased during the eighteenth century, and flourishing agricultural cultivation 

facilitated the emergence of commercial streets and markets (Su, 2010). The Qing regime 

gradually became aware of Taiwan’s importance after European countries and Japan attacked 

China in the nineteenth century. In 1861, Britain and France sought to open the ports of Anping 

and Tamsui to enable foreign trade under the Treaty of Tianjin. Subsequently in 1874, Japan 

invaded Taiwan because some Ryukyuan fishermen were murdered by indigenous people on 

the island. These incidents forced the Qing authorities to strengthen governance in relation to 

development and defence through the lifting of the prohibition on emigration and the 

reorganisation of administrative divisions on the island. In 1885, Taiwan formally separated 

from Fujian and became an independent province.  

 

In 1895, the Qing dynasty was defeated in the Sino-Japanese War, and Taiwan was ceded to 

Japan. After suppressing the uprisings and riots that followed their occupation of Taiwan, the 

Japanese authorities launched a series of urban reform policies to improve sanitary and living 

conditions as well as public infrastructure in Taiwan. Following its involvement in World War 

II, the colonial government implemented a ‘Japanisation’ policy entailing the introduction of 

all-Japanese education, the construction of Shinto shrines, and investments in military industry. 
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At the conclusion of the war in 1945, Taiwan was returned as the territory of the Republic of 

China, which replaced the Qing dynasty in the mainland in 1911. 

 

The Taiwanese people became increasingly dissatisfied with the KMT government because of 

its corrupt and arbitrary practices,14 after it regained control over Taiwan. On 28 February 1947, 

a violent insurgency occurred in Taipei, quickly sweeping across the entire island. The brutal 

suppression of the incident exacerbated hostility between the ‘Taiwanese’ and the 

‘Mainlanders’.15 Subsequently, in 1949, the KMT were defeated by the Chinese Communist 

Party and retreated to Taiwan. In a context of cross-strait tensions and the global Cold War, the 

KMT enforced martial law in Taiwan and introduced a one-party dictatorship, constraining 

freedoms relating to public speech, the assembly, and the press. In the 1980s, robust social and 

student movements emerged, demanding political liberalisation and democratisation in Taiwan. 

Consequently, in 1987, the martial law was lifted, and in 1991, the state of emergency was 

declared to be over. Since that time, the holding of elections has become a routine practice in 

Taiwan. Thus the parliament was re-elected in 1992, the first municipal mayoral election was 

held in 1994, and the first publicly elected president inaugurated in 1996. In 2000, the 

Democratic Progress Party (DPP) won the election and led the government for the first time.  

  

 
14 Kuomingtang, or the Chinese Nationalist Party, was founded by Sun Yat-Sen in 1919 and led by Chiang Kai-
Shek since 1938. 
15 The insurgency is now known as the 228-incident and has been commemorated as a national memorial day 
in Taiwan since 1996. 
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3.2 State Transformation and Urban Development of Taipei 

3.2.1 Early Chinese Settlements (pre-1895) 

Unlike southern Taiwan, the former political and economic centre of Taiwan, the northern part 

of the island had no direct administrative department and no officially planned cities. Early 

settlements in Taipei emerged as a result of the increasing number of Chinese migrants and the 

growing exchange of agricultural products between Taiwan and China. Thus, local elites and 

commercial guilds, rather than the state, played important roles in maintaining social order and 

developing spatial layouts. 

 

Bangka was the first large-scale Chinese settlement to be formed in Taipei.16 Taking advantage 

of Bangka’s location near the confluence of two rivers,17 Chinese migrants from Quanzhou, in 

Fujian Province, developed Bangka into a major river port city. They conducted trade between 

Taiwan and mainland China and formed business associations known as Kau (郊), which 

functioned not only as guilds that facilitated commercial activities but also as kinship-based 

organisations that maintained the internal solidarity within communities. Kau with more 

members could thus control the social and capital resources of an area, playing a dominant role 

in the allocation of land and the utilisation of space. Furthermore, members of the Kaus built 

temples for gods ‘imported’ from their hometowns, and these temples shaped the development 

of settlement patterns and the demarcation of their boundaries. Several linear streets and market 

places established between the temples; shops and houses constituted bustling sites for daily 

exchange of goods and the development of a vibrant urban life. The three seats of power, 

namely the guilds, family clans, and religious temples, were thus integrated in the operation 

 
16 Bangka, or pronounced ‘Mongjia’ in Mandarin Chinese (艋舺), is a term denoting a canoe in the indigenous 
language. The Japanese renamed Bangka as Wanhua (萬華), which is similar in pronunciation but with different 
characters in the Japanese language. The name Wanhua has been retained up to the present day and refers to 
an administrative district in Taipei. 
17 The confluence is formed where the Dahan (大漢溪) and Xindian (新店溪) Rivers merge into the Tamsui River. 
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and maintenance of economic activities and of the social norms, with the state rarely intervening 

in local affairs, provided that taxes were regularly collected and that no rebellions occurred (Su, 

2010). 

 

Although local elites and merchant guilds provided stability and prosperity, residents from 

different localities sometimes came into conflict over their business interests, competing to 

secure advantages. In 1853, two competing groups in Bangka clashed violently, resulting in the 

defeated group fleeing from the area, following the river to the north and resettling in 

Dadaocheng, which became the second major settlement in Taipei. 18  Like Bangka, 

Dadaocheng was developed into a river port for the collection and distribution of agricultural 

goods. Here, too, the Kau was predominant in establishing temples, constructing street markets, 

and forming a lively urban life (Figure 3-2). The key factor that distinguished Dadaocheng from 

Bangka was the inauguration of Tamsui as foreign trade harbour in 1861. Whereas the 

inhabitants of Bangka adopted a cautious attitude towards foreign merchants, those in 

Dadaocheng welcomed them, inviting them to set up trading offices in this area. They quickly 

learned how to bargain with the foreign traders and possessed the required techniques for tea 

production. Consequently, their role shifted from that of being compradors to an authoritative 

one, entailing the control of raw materials, delivery, manufacture and export of commodities, 

such as tea, camphor and sugar. The flourishing international trade also contributed to the 

expansion of traditional business between China and Taiwan, resulting in Dadaocheng having 

a comparable status to that of Bangka or even surpassing the latter’s position (M.-H. Lin, 1997). 

 

 

 

 
18 Dadaocheng (大稻埕) literally means ‘grand sun-dried rice fields’, indicating that this area was known for rice 
production. 
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Figure 3-2  

The Location of Taipei and Early Settlements 

 
Source: Author. 

 

While state intervention remained invisible in both Bangka and Dadaocheng, the Qing dynasty 

gradually became aware of the strategic location and economic prosperity of Taipei. In 1875, 

after Japan attempted to invade Taiwan, Taipei Fǔ (臺北府 ) was established as a new 

administrative region in northern Taiwan. Qing regulations mandated that a Fǔ should be 

surrounded by a city wall. Consequently, official urban planning to develop a walled city was 

initiated. In 1885, one year after the completion of the city wall’s construction, Taipei was 

chosen to host the new provincial government, thereby further advancing the city’s status.19 

The rectangular-shaped city had five entry gates that signified the interactions between state 

ideology and local community in the following ways. First, although the decision to build the 

city wall emanated from the state, it still relied on local merchants’ donations to ensure that the 

plan remained feasible. To maintain a balance between the two major local forces of Bangka 

and Dadaocheng, a site located between these two settlements was selected for the new city (Su, 

 
19 Taiwan was not an independent province until 1885. Before that year, Taiwan belonged to Fujian Province in 
China. 



 71 

2010). Second, the city’s orientation did not face due north; rather, it was slightly inclined 

towards the north-east, facing the mountains behind it. The city’s foundation was purportedly 

laid in accordance with traditional Feng Shui concepts. Furthermore, instead of reflecting an 

orthogonal geometry, the streets and city gates included many T-junctions that also complied 

with Feng Shui rules and local beliefs (Liao, 1988). Third, while the walled city represented the 

political functions of the state, the two older settlements remained strongholds of civil society 

and economic activities. When government departments, state education facilities, and locally 

sponsored temples were founded in the walled city, only a small area near the north-western 

corner of the city was dedicated to commercial activities (Su, 2010). Thus, in the late nineteenth 

century, Taipei comprised three independent but interconnected ‘market-streets’: Bangka, 

Dadaocheng and the walled city. Local communities and the state functioned separately but 

also worked in coordination to maintain the social order and economic growth prior to the 

integration of these three settlements during the next phase of urban development. 

 

3.2.2 Urban Reform under Japanese Colonisation (1895–1945) 

In the past, despite being absolute monarchs, the emperors of the Qing dynasty maintained 

harmonious relationships with local communities. As long as these communities did not stir up 

trouble, the state would not intervene in local affairs. However, when attempting to rule a new 

territory, the colonial power, as a foreign regime, had to surmount the colony’s cultural and 

institutional differences and subjugate local population and their resistance by acts of 

benevolence and civilisation (cf. Roy, 2006). Through a process of knowledge construction, 

native and indigenous knowledge systems were devalued and replaced by a modern knowledge 

system premised on science and rationality that justified the superiority and legitimacy of 

colonial governance. Space, which includes land and buildings, was the most effective 

instrument for realising and representing such governance. By erasing the meanings attached 
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to places and ascribing a new symbolic significance to the city, the Japanese colonisers 

redefined the relationship between the public and the private and between the state and the civil 

society.  

 

Su (2010) suggested that urban governance under Japanese colonisation entailed two modes of 

spatial intervention: the homogenisation and visualisation of space (pp. 135, 140–143). The 

homogenisation of space entailed the replacement of an originally diverse, heterogeneous, and 

meaningfully structured space by a unified and standardised one. The latter space is easier to 

manage and regulate and may reflect the detachment of a community from a place, thus 

undermining its local identity. The visualisation of space entailed a clear division of the public 

and private spheres through surveys, cartography and demarcation, thus exposing invisible in-

between spaces through monitoring and inspection while exhibiting state power and 

demonstrating its effectiveness. The Japanese government thus introduced urban reform 

projects, housing and building ordinances and the new public facilities in Taipei, thereby 

uniting the three distinct Chinese settlements into one modern city.  

 

The Japanese colonisers’ first impression of Taiwan upon their arrival was one of unhygienic 

houses and an unhealthy built environment. Therefore, the question of how to develop a sanitary 

and orderly living environment was a prime concern of the colonisers (cf. Yeoh, 1996). The 

Japanese authorities speedily enacted relevant laws and built a sewage system in the city. The 

construction of drainage and water pumps enabled runoff from heavy rainfall to be controlled 

and the avoidance of floods in the city area. The construction of drainage system also led to the 

sectioning and straightening of roads and streets, laying the foundation for subsequent urban 

reforms. As Huang (1995) pointed out, although sanity and hygiene were prioritised, the plan 

was first implemented in the walled city area rather than in Bangka and Dadaocheng where 
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most of the Taiwanese people resided. This choice indicates that colonial control and dominion 

over space were considered more important than the improvement of living conditions. 

Following the construction of the drainage system, the Japanese rulers formally implemented 

the urban reform policy in the walled city area in 1900 and subsequently the entire Taipei in 

1905. 

 

The first urban reform was confined to the inner city, partly because it was easier to implement 

in a city district with a lower population density and partly because this area was destined to be 

the political and economic centre (L.-S. Huang, 1995; W.-D. Huang, 1998). A chessboard 

pattern for the street layout was proposed in this urban reform project, changing the narrow 

streets into numerous land parcels and urban blocks, in line with the Japanese tradition of 

naming urban blocks (町) rather than streets. The new streets in the city were categorised with 

different levels and corresponding width. The second urban reform project also included the 

older districts of Bangka and Dadaocheng, and the roads created through the urban planning 

process connected the three areas into one city. The city wall was torn down because of a change 

in the railway route on the western side, with the rest of the area, formerly occupied by the wall, 

being transformed into 25-metre wide tree-lined boulevard. Like the inner city, the streets in 

Bangka and Dadaocheng were planned and widened, forming intersections and urban blocks 

that necessitated the dismantling or displacement of many traditional buildings and temples.  

 

In addition to implementing the urban reform policy, the Japanese authorities planned new 

districts in the southern part of the city in 1901 and between Bangka and Dadaocheng in 1914. 

Furthermore, land use zoning was introduced, and particular functions—residential, 

administrative, educational, recreational and commercial areas— were assigned to the urban 

districts. New buildings were required to conform to the assigned land use function of their 
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locations and to meet fire protection and sanitation standards. The well-ordered new urban 

districts contrasted sharply with the mixed-use traditional Chinese settlements. Although Taipei 

had been transformed from its previous structure comprising three separate areas into one 

modern city, racial and social segregation effected through urban planning were evident. While 

Bangka and Dadaocheng remained densely inhabited by the Taiwanese population, the new 

districts developed for the Japanese colonisers expanded into the southern and eastern parts of 

the city.  

 

The development of the modern city was further consolidated through the Ordinance of 

Housing and Building in Taiwan and related enforcement rules. This regulation not only clearly 

defined the scale, form, building line and construction technology to be applied (W.-D. Huang, 

1998) but it also provided the local administration with more power to demolish and rebuild 

houses on the basis of public security and health concerns (L.-S. Huang, 1995). In the old 

districts and the inner city, the ground floors of shophouses were regulated to conform with 

arcaded sidewalks, also known as Qilou (P.-S. Wu, 2007).20 The facades of the houses often 

reflected an eclectic European decorative style or, later, Art Deco or modernist styles that were 

in vogue. The continuous rows of street houses of a fixed width and height produced a 

harmonious and unified urban landscape. In the Japanese residential areas, the houses were 

built in the traditional Japanese style with slight modifications to adapt to Taiwan’s tropical 

climate. Through the housing regulation, different types of buildings further distinguished the 

urban districts, inflected by racial differences and the prevailing social hierarchy.  

 

 
20 Qilou, 騎樓 in Chinese, or more commonly termed as tîng-á-kha (亭仔腳) in the Taiwanese dialect, can be 
translated as ‘the feet of buildings’. 
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Apart from developing buildings for residential and commercial purposes, the colonial regime 

also constructed landmark architecture such as official departments and public buildings that 

replaced traditional belief centres and government buildings in the city. The Presidential Office 

Building, which was the tallest building in the city centre, enabled the colonisers to view the 

colonial city from above. Banks, post offices, and the monopoly bureau for tobacco and wine 

collectively signified the seats of institutional control of finance, exchange and communication 

for the accumulation of capital. The establishment of schools, universities, libraries and 

museums marked the emergence of institutions responsible for education, cultural cultivation,  

and knowledge transmission (Figure 3-3). Increasing numbers of department stores and 

cinemas attested to economic growth and fashionable modern lifestyles that concealed the 

exploitative nature of capitalism and consumerism (B.-C. Chiang, 2012). Public parks and 

squares provided open spaces in the city for public activities and leisure. However, as Hsia 

(2002) pointed out, the positioning of a police station near the public square served as a means 

of surveillance more than as support for citizens. These spectacular public buildings were 

mostly designed in the Western classical style, using decorative ornaments borrowed from 

Greek or Romanesque architecture, or a combination and re-invention of forms and styles. The 

vivid contrast between the Chinese vernacular settlement and colonial modernity was rendered 

visible through the coded system of colonial architecture. The image of the former, portrayed 

as uncivilised and unhealthy, exposed its inferiority that contrasted with the order, rationality 

and dominion of the Japanese empire (C.-J. Hsia, 2002). 

 

In 1932, the colonial authorities announced a new extended urban plan that provided for the 

accommodation of an estimated 600,000 inhabitants (L.-L. Huang & Kwok, 2011). In 1936, 

the Taiwan Urban Planning Act came into force. Although the plan was not realised as a result 

of the outbreak of war in the Pacific, the pre-planned roads, parks and related regulations laid  
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Figure 3-3  

The National Museum of Taiwan 

 
Source: https://www.travel.taipei/zh-tw/attraction/details/22 

 

the foundation for Taipei’s expansion towards the east over the next 50 years. Under Japanese 

rule, Taipei was developed like other colonial cities, which comprised five major sections: the 

city centre, where the administrative headquarters were located; the local Taiwanese 

settlements; residential areas for the Japanese colonisers; cantonments or military camps; and 

an extended area accommodating industrialisation and commerce (L.-S. Huang, 1995). During 

the period of its colonisation by Japan, Taipei underwent a dramatic transformation and rapid 

expansion as a result of the implementation of urban reforms and the construction of new 

architecture. The urban space was consequently systemised and codified, with clearly defined 

restrictions put in place, regulating collective activities as well as individual behaviour within 

the city. This was a project of ‘homogenisation’ and ‘visualisation’, as previously mentioned, 

in which heterogeneous spatial features, a place identity, and native memories were replaced 

by buildings that reflected Japanese symbols of nationalism and authoritarianism (P.-S. Wu, 

2007). 
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3.2.3 Post-War Urban Expansion (1945–1987) 

After the Second World War, Taiwan was retroceded in 1945 to the Republic of China that was 

led by Chiang Kai-Shek’s KMT party. In 1949, the KMT was defeated by the Chinese 

Communist Party of Mao Zedong in the Chinese Civil War and fled to Taiwan. Although the 

KMT regime was able to settle down quickly in Taiwan, taking over the Japanese infrastructure, 

buildings, and institutions, the government faced multiple problems that included local protests, 

mass migration from China, reconstruction of city districts that had been destroyed during the 

War, and economic development for people’s livelihoods. Politically, the KMT regime 

implemented martial law and suppressed people’s freedom as a result of the hostility between 

China and Taiwan. This phenomenon has been widely described as settler or internal 

colonisation (Liu, 2013). 21  Economically, the one-party government’s control over the 

provision and distribution of resources, such as water, electricity, oil, salt and sugar through 

state-led enterprises, enabling it to make targeted investments in specific industries for 

economic purposes. This phenomenon, involving a high level of state intervention, which was 

aimed at manipulating domestic needs and markets for industrial development, is a 

characteristic feature of the developmental state (Hsu, 2011). Culturally, the KMT regime 

asserted that it was the only legitimate representative of China through the campaign of Chinese 

cultural renaissance in Taiwan in contrast to the concurrent Cultural Revolution in China (Chih-

Hung Wang, 2003). As the long arm of the party-state was stretched over the municipality of 

Taipei, all of these ideologies—political authoritarianism, economic development and cultural 

reconstruction—were embodied in the ‘temporary capital city during wartime’ (Bureau of 

Public Works, 1983).22 

 
21  Similar to conventional colonial regimes, settler regimes impose dictatorial and authoritarian rules on 
indigenous people residing in the areas they control. However, settler regimes perceive the settled land as home 
as opposed to merely being a place for economic exploitation and capitalist accumulation. 
22 The Taipei city mayor was appointed by the central state, before which was publicly elected for the first time 
in 1994. 
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Following the relocation of the KMT government to Taiwan, Taipei retained its status as the 

country’s political and economic centre. The surviving buildings that had previously served as 

colonial offices continued to be used as administrative headquarters, and the inner city area 

served as the primary commercial area in terms of retail and consumption outlets. However, the 

mass influx of migrants fleeing from mainland China prompted an unprecedented population 

boom in Taipei, and there was insufficient space to accommodate the incoming migrants (Chou, 

2003). Whereas the Japanese wooden houses were only allotted to senior officers and generals, 

mass Chinese migrants occupied and built temporary shelters on vacant lands that have been 

reserved in urban planning for the development of roads, parks or schools. In addition, informal 

settlements were formed on the periphery of the city (Jou, 1999). Because Taiwan was still in 

a state of war against the mainland, military expenditure was prioritised in the government’s 

national budget. Thus, the government considered the establishment of villages for soldiers and 

their families as an urgent task, whereas improving the living conditions of the populace or 

developing industry was accorded second place. 

 

From the 1950s, recognising that a speedy return to the mainland was not likely to come true, 

the government began to take steps to improve the built environment and to promote economic 

growth. Supported by aid provided by the United States and the United Nations (UN), a slum 

clearance project was implemented, and migrants were resettled in modern public housing 

facilities (Jou, 2000). However, because of difficulties relating to land acquisition and the lack 

of necessary funding, a significant degree of informality remained and could not be resolved 

(L.-L. Huang & Kwok, 2011). Simultaneously, the development of light industries targeting 

the domestic market, such as textiles, footwear and agro-processing, facilitated Taipei’s 

transformation from being a distribution centre for agricultural products to becoming a full-

fledged industrial city (Hsu, 2005). The growing industrial base attracted a second wave of 
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rural–urban migration to the city, and the newcomers quickly filling up the remaining informal 

settlements on the fringes of the city (Chou, 2003).  

 

Following a brief period of industrialisation, Taipei was quickly transformed into a post-

industrial city as a result of a policy shift in the 1960s. While domestic industry was superseded 

by labour-intensive, export-oriented manufacturing industries sprawled in rural Taiwan, Taipei 

emerged as the headquarters of service-based industries, including national enterprises, 

international firms, financial and legal consultants, and media and cultural industries (Hsu, 

2005). Since the old city centre characterised by fragmented land parcels and complicated 

property ownerships could not provide the required land and spaces for the newly emerging 

industries (Chou, 2003; Jou, 1999), Taipei thus expanded to the eastern districts to 

accommodate mushrooming modern office buildings and high-rise apartments, which were 

viewed as symbols of economic progress and development (Figure 3-4). Concomitantly, urban 

planning during this period was aligned with the goals of economic growth through 

environmental improvements and infrastructure provision, such as the works of road 

construction, sewage system, water supply, natural disaster prevention, and public health 

(Bureau of Public Works, 1984). Although urban informality still existed and the older districts 

required renovation, the government attached more importance to the construction of the new 

urban areas, and the renewal of old districts were delayed (Bureau of Public Works, 1977).  

 

The Chinese cultural movement was promoted in parallel to economic development (G.-S. Lin, 

2005). This movement comprised two parts. The first was related to the process of 

decolonisation as well as the erasure of indigenous Taiwanese memories, and the second was 

centred on the promotion of the Mandarin Chinese language and Confucian teachings (Chih-

Hung Wang, 2003). In Taipei, the Japanese names for neighbourhoods were abandoned, and  
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Figure 3-4  

The Eastern District of Taipei during the 1980s 

 
Source: Bureau of Public Works (1985a, p. 37) 

 

streets and roads were renamed after cities in mainland China (Leitner & Kang, 1999). 

Landmarks and monuments associated with Japanese nationalism, such as the Shinto shrines, 

were demolished. Heritage sites that may represent Taiwan’s ancestral relationship with the 

mainland were selected and preserved, to revive the Chinese culture, evoke patriotism, and 

emphasise that Taiwan has always been an inseparable part of China (M.-M. Li, 1976).23 

Moreover, the KMT government actively established cultural facilities, museums, and 

landmark architecture such as the National Palace Museum, the National Museum of History, 

 
23 Among the first 18 designated monument sites in Taiwan in 1982 were ancient temples, memorial archways, 
city walls and gates, fortress, and graves, all which recalled the history of Chinese migration to Taiwan (Yen, 
2005). 
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and the Grand Hotel Taipei, all of which were designed in a retro style of Chinese classical 

palaces (L.-L. Huang & Kwok, 2011). The exhibitions held in the museums also featured 

aspects of Chinese civilisation and antiques from the mainland that served to inform people and 

promote the cultivation of a Chinese identity within Taiwanese society (Chih-Hung Wang, 

2003). The diasporic and nostalgic Chinese cultural movement reached its peak with the 

completion of the Sun Yat-Sen and Chiang Kai-Shek memorials, and the National Concert Hall, 

and the National Theatre (Figure 3-5) prior to the ascension of a native cultural discourse in the 

1980s (K. C.-H. Kuo, 2007; Liu, 2013).  

 

In general, post-war urban development in Taipei reflected the KMT’s authoritarian leadership 

and ideology in two ways. On the one hand, high-rise buildings constructed in the new urban 

districts were symbols of economic advancement and growth. On the other hand, the 

construction of iconic architecture in the Chinese classical style was necessary to foster a 

postcolonial national identity. However, since the 1970s, a series of international incidents have 

shaken the absolute authority of the KMT regime. Taiwan’s loss of a seat in the UN, followed 

by the moves of various countries to sever their diplomatic ties with Taiwan, challenged KMT’s 

assertion and legitimacy as the only officially recognised China (Chih-Hung Wang, 2003; Yen, 

2006). The oil crisis also undermined the country’s fragile industries that were dependent on 

oil imports and export-oriented manufacturing, compelling the government to launch the ‘Ten 

Great Constructions’ to develop and improve infrastructure and support the growth of heavy 

industry (Hsu, 2011). These events could be interpreted as signifying the commencement of a 

democratisation process in the 1980s. 
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Figure 3-5  

The National Concert Hall in Taipei 

 
Source: Author. 

 

3.2.4 Globalisation, Democratisation, and Liberalisation (1987–present) 

Since the 1980s, the authoritarian leadership of Taiwan’s developmental state has faced 

tremendous challenges both domestically and internationally. On the political front, 

international diplomatic isolation and de facto independence from China threatened the KMT’s 

legitimacy and one-party dominance in Taiwan, which had sought for the reunification with 

China. Many social elites, intellectuals, professionals and members of the rising middle-class 

began to call for political participation and democratisation (L.-L. Huang & Kwok, 2011). The 

first and largest oppositional party, the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), was established 

in 1986, one year before the lifting of martial law. Since then, a diverse range of civil 

organisations has been established, and numerous social movements have campaigned for 

freedom, ethnic equality, and social justice (Fan, 2004; Hsiao, 2011). On the economic front, 

the labour-intensive and export-oriented industry lost its competitive edge as a result of the rise 

of developing countries such as China and other Southeast Asian countries that offered cheaper 

labour and larger areas of vacant land. The growing environmental awareness of citizens also 
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resulted in public protests against industrial expansion (Hsu, 2005). Moreover, given Taiwan’s 

declaration of its intention to join the World Trade Organisation (WTO) in the 1990s, the 

government came under pressure to modify its policy on the exchange rate and to open up its 

domestic market to allow foreign investments (Hsu, 2011). All of these processes challenged 

party-state interventions in the areas of industrial policies and economic growth. Moreover, on 

the cultural front, the monocentric national identity built upon a narrow sense of Chinese 

nationalism was challenged by the efforts to rediscover Taiwanese nativist literature,24 local 

dialects and indigenous languages, and colonial history (Hsiau, 2000). Under this trend of 

‘cultural indigenisation’, Taiwan was constructed as a multi-cultural society with various ethnic 

groups and languages (L.-L. Huang & Hsu, 2011). Taiwan’s unique historical background and 

diverse cultural features thus facilitated the formation of a Taiwan-centric subjectivity that 

distinguished the island from the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and emphasised Taiwan’s 

sovereignty and autonomy. Under these conditions, the KMT regime has been compelled to 

respond to the new political and economic circumstances through the introduction of 

liberalisation and democratisation initiatives. Taipei was no longer defined as a provincial city 

of China, but as a regional centre that connected the island with the globe. 

 

In order to find a place within the global economic system, Taiwan adopted strategies of 

industrial upgrading and market liberalisation, aiming at addressing new challenges that have 

surfaced in the post-industrial age. The government encouraged labour-intensive industries to 

upgrade and transform themselves into knowledge-intensive information and technology 

industries (Hsu, 2005). Through the establishment of the Hsinchu Science Park (Hsu, 2005), 

the Neihu Technology Park (Jou et al., 2012), and the Nangang Software Park (N. H.-H. Chen, 

2006), the state intentionally provided incentives for technology companies to invest in and 

 
24 Taiwanese nativist literature (鄉土文學) is a genre of regional literature that describes and reflects the life 
experiences, personal sentiments, and social conditions of the Taiwanese people. 
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remain in Taiwan (Chou, 2005). Taipei not only became a nodal city that could withstand 

intense regional competition but also evolved into an interface city that connected the company 

headquarters in the Silicon Valley with the investments and factories in China through the 

transfer of knowledge and technology (Hsu, 2005). These strategies were indicative of Taipei’s 

ambition to attain the status as a ‘world city’ or ‘global city’ (Chia-Huang Wang, 2003; J.-H. 

Wang, 2004). To liberalise the domestic market, the government also accelerated the pace of 

privatisation and deregulation and gradually adopted neoliberal governance of urban 

entrepreneurship (Y.-L. Chen, 2005; Hsu, 2009; Jou et al., 2012). On the one hand, the 

government hoped to relieve financial deficits through the privatisation of state-owned 

enterprises; on the other hand, it encouraged the private sector to participate in the construction 

of public infrastructure. This urban governance model was illustrated by large-scale 

government-led urban redevelopment projects of public lands in the city centre (Bureau of 

Public Works, 1989). The planning and implementation of the Xinyi District project was one 

of the best example (Jou, 2005). The project dated back to the 1970s, as the Taipei City 

Government intended to move the city hall to the eastern part of the city, establishing Xinyi as 

a new central business district for meeting industrial upgrading requirements and new spatial 

and economic demands. The city government hoped to attract international enterprises and 

business management sectors to establish their offices in Taipei, thereby facilitating a clustering 

of global logistics, advertising, marketing, insurance, cultural industries, high-end real estate, 

luxury shopping, and entertainment (Chou, 2003). After the municipality succeeded in 

acquiring the original military sites through land privatisation initiatives, it could deregulate 

urban zoning and convert these lands for commercial purposes. Moreover, mortgage and tax 

incentives were offered to private companies to join in the implementation and development of 

the new urban district through the adoption of a public–private co-development model or a 

Build–Operate–Transfer (BOT) model (Jou et al., 2012). The ‘Taipei 101’, which was the tallest 
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skyscraper in the world at the time of its completion, was thus born (Figure 3-6). It reflected 

ambitions of attaining global competitiveness intertwined with the pursuit of a national pride 

that could be achieved through the adoption of a local regulatory framework (Jou & Lin, 2008). 

 

Political democratisation occurred in parallel with the economic liberalisation process with the 

rise of social movements, advocating progressive values such as environmental protection, 

labour’s rights, women’s rights, students’ movement, aboriginal movement, and housing justice. 

Although elections of the parliament, the president, and the city mayors are now regularly held 

in Taiwan, power struggles between different groups of people with contrasting values may still 

cause social confrontation and dissent. The state government thus needed a new policy to 

enhance conversations, consolidate social solidarity, and forge a new national identity (L.-L. 

Huang & Hsu, 2011; Raco, Imrie, & Lin, 2011). In this context, President Lee Teng-Hui 

proposed the policy of ‘indigenisation’ (bentuhua, 本土化),25  which intended to build a 

Taiwan-centric identity and construct a new citizenship with ‘collective and shared life’ (L.-L. 

Huang & Hsu, 2011; A. Lee, 2017). This policy helped to legitimate and stabilise the newly 

formed democratic government through mediation and compromises between political factions 

(L.-L. Huang & Hsu, 2011). Moreover, it differentiated Taiwan from the mainland China 

through the celebration of Taiwan’s distinct cultures and histories in the age of globalisation 

(Hsiau, 2005). The concept of ‘indigenisation’ was first suggested by anthropologist Chen Chi-

Nan. He believed that early Chinese migrants have gradually abandoned their original ancestral 

differences and family ties on the mainland after settling down in Taiwan for a period of time. 

New social organisations were established on the basis of their current dwelling places and by  

 

 
25  As Makeham (2005) argued, there are different translations of the term ‘Bentuhua’ into ‘localisation’, 
‘nativisation’, ‘indigenisation’, or ‘Taiwanisation’, but each of the term addresses only part of the original 
meanings and might be misleading. While the term ‘indigenisation’ is the most commonly accepted and widely 
used translation, ‘Taiwanisation’ conveys most faithfully the intended meanings (p. 11). 
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Figure 3-6  

The Taipei 101 

 
Source: Author 

 

descendants of large family clans. Hence, although the political system in Taiwan may be akin 

to that in China, the Taiwanese society has transformed from a ‘migrant society’ to a ‘native 

society’ in terms of social structure, kingship, and place identity (C.-N. Chen, 1984). This 

argument was further confirmed by historians and social theorists studying the colonial history 

in Taiwan. The anti-colonial movements during the Japanese time sought for the future and 

emancipation of the Taiwanese people, rather than that of the Chinese people or the political 

reform on the mainland. In other words, the Taiwanese people have developed a distinct local 

identity and tried to find their own path to autonomy (Hsiau, 2012).26 Given the fact that China 

 
26 The ‘orthodox’ study of colonial history in Taiwan emphasised the aspect of how the KMT regime defeated 
the Japanese army and freed the Taiwanese people from colonisation back to their homeland. 
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and Taiwan could be viewed as two completely different political entities, there was a need to 

claim Taiwan’s subjectivity and forge a new national identity.  

 

In 1994, the ‘Community Empowerment’ programme as a cultural policy was launched by the 

Bureau of Cultural Affairs.27 In this state policy, the concept of community not only refers to 

a geographical area or a bounded place, but also to the people with collective and shared 

interests. Communities can serve as a bridge between individuals and the state. Through the 

process of mobilisation, participation, negotiation, and consensus-building, individuals and 

groups with different backgrounds could have dialogues at the community level, so that 

hostility would be reconciled and tolerance and respect would be produced (L.-L. Huang & Hsu, 

2011). In the community empowerment programme, residents were encouraged to rediscover 

local histories and traditional cultures through regular meetings, public participation, and 

collective brainstorming. They were able to launch local cultural activities and place-making 

initiatives under the assistance of professionals to improve their living environments, strengthen 

social relationships, support elderly care, and redistribute resources in the neighbourhoods. 

Notably, although the community empowerment programme was a cultural policy focusing on 

the formation of a new cultural identity, in practice it has frequently been combined with 

economic goals or heritage preservation. While in rural areas the community empowerment 

projects were often married with the revitalisation of traditional industries and the development 

of cultural tourism for economic purposes (H.-J. Wang & Lee, 2008), in Taipei, the programmes 

were utilised by community members to oppose undesirable, not-in-my-backyard (NIMBY), 

planning projects, with the aim of protecting their living environments and participating 

 
27 The equivalent term of ‘community empowerment’ in Taiwan is ‘社區總體營造’, a phrase that was translated 
from the Japanese language, which literally means ‘comprehensive community development’. The basic 
concepts that feature in this term, such as a bottom-up approach, social mobilisation, public participation, place-
making and identity-building are similar to the connotations of ‘empowerment’, a widely used term within the 
contemporary international academy. The term, ‘community empowerment’, which has been adopted by the 
Ministry of Culture, which replaced the Bureau of Cultural Affairs in 2012, features in most official documents.  
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actively in decision-making processes (Hsiao & Liu, 2002; L.-L. Huang, 2005). The 

conservation movement of Dihua Street in Dadaocheng was one of the foremost instances in 

Taiwan, as intellectuals and professionals endeavoured to save the traditional built environment 

threatened by urban developments and thus to retain a sense of place, collective memories, and 

existing social ties (Yen, 2008). Moreover, residents’ will to secure urban liveability and social 

well-being in contrast to economic development through property speculation led to the 

preservation of historical buildings in many neighbourhoods, among others were the cases of 

Qidong and Qingtian Streets, Treasure Hill, Bopiliao, and the villages dedicated to the 

dependents of military personnel (Kang, 2013; Liu, 2013; Ng, 2015; V. C.-A. Shih, 2003; Tso, 

2006; Yen, 2008). These sites were no longer large-scale iconic public buildings; most of them 

emerged within everyday places of dwelling and working, encompassing traditional Chinese 

settlements, Japanese residences, informal quarters and industrial sites. Thus, the discourse of 

historic preservation has diversified in the wake of the participation of middle-class citizens 

and active community organisations (S.-M. Huang, 2017). 

 

Following decades of urban development and real estate construction in the eastern districts, 

Taipei now faces new challenges of urban regeneration, affordable housing, and further 

industrial upgrading (Y.-L. Chen, 2011; Y.-L. Chen & Li, 2012; Jou, 1999; J. Li, Liu, Liu, & 

Li, 2016). The city government, on the one hand, provides a floor area ratio bonus and relaxes 

regulations to encourage the private sector to invest in urban renewal projects (Hsu & Chang, 

2013). On the other hand, flagship urban redevelopment projects of state-owned lands and the 

construction of public housing are led by the municipality through public–private coalition (Jou 

et al., 2012; J. Li et al., 2016). Furthermore, former industrial sites have been transformed into 

cultural parks that host cultural activities, performances and exhibitions (C.-Y. Lin, 2016). 

Large-scale international events, including the 2009 Deaflympics, the 2010 Flora Expo, the 



 89 

2011 World Design Expo, the 2016 World Design Capital, and the 2017 Universiade were held 

in Taipei, thereby advertising the city’s creative potential and attracting global attention 

(Department of Urban Development, 2011b; J. Li et al., 2016). However, the inherent 

contradictions between community movements and economic developments were exposed 

under Taipei’s neoliberal urban governance. At the local and national levels, the city 

government is attempting to carry out large-scale projects and policy interventions aimed at 

accomplishing urban restructuring and economic upgrading. At the same time, resistant 

counter-movements involving residents and NGOs that are driven by historic preservation or 

other community-based demands may result in delays or cancellations of these projects (Jou, 

Wu, & Chiang, 2009). Moreover, while elite residents may have knowledge and access to 

required human and capital resources, the truly disadvantaged groups may not benefit from a 

policy of empowerment, resulting in the production of new modes of social exclusion and 

inequality within the city (L.-L. Huang & Hsu, 2011; Jou et al., 2014). At the cross-strait and 

global levels, while Taiwan’s economic development is strongly dependant on that of China 

because of their geographical and cultural proximity, the evolving post-democratisation 

Taiwanese identity may serve as deterrent to a closer alliance with the rising superpower (L.-L. 

Huang & Kwok, 2011; J.-H. Wang, 2004). All of these complexities and contradictions are 

challenges for the government, which has to develop new and effective urban governance 

strategies to address them. 
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3.3 Urban Policies in Taipei 

In this section, I will discuss important urban policies that are currently in effect in Taipei, 

including those concerning urban regeneration, cultural heritage, and community 

empowerment. These urban policies should be examined in the context of ongoing economic 

liberalisation and political democratisation in Taiwan. On the one hand, private capital is 

emerging as the primary engine of urban development in the era of neoliberal urban 

entrepreneurism. On the other hand, a gradually maturing civil society continues the struggle 

to preserve living space and the right to participate. Governance in a society of multiple 

stakeholders (Healey, 1998), encompassing landowners, residents, the private sector, NGOs 

and citizens, whose conflicted interests and contrasting demands must be negotiated and 

compromised, is challenging for the city government. 

 

3.3.1 Urban Regeneration Policy 

Conventional Urban Renewal 

Conventional urban renewal refers to renewal projects that conform to the Urban Renewal Act 

(URA) that was implemented in 1999 and the Taipei City Urban Redevelopment Ordinances 

that has been in force since 1983. According to these laws, the public authority can directly 

designate urban renewal areas based on specific criteria and priorities, such as deteriorated and 

dangerous condition of old buildings that are hazardous to public safety or because of the need 

of public infrastructure construction. In addition, private property owners can submit 

applications for urban renewal projects if an area meets the abovementioned criteria. Both 

government designated and privately proposed renewal areas can only be activated after 

implementers have submitted business proposals for urban renewal that include the consent (or 

lack thereof) of residents and landowners, the demarcation of units for renewal, a proposal for 
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rights transfer and detailed site and architectural plans.28 As a result of these requirements, 

urban renewal is a time- and energy-consuming process, and in most cases, only property 

developers with the capital resources and knowledge of these regulations are able to overcome 

these hurdles and become implementers. The municipalities is responsible for examining and 

approving urban renewal projects and offering tax incentives and floor area bonuses as a 

strategy for attracting private investments and accelerating the process of urban renewal. 

However, the urban renewal strategy has been widely criticised for two reasons. First, the 

government-designated renewal areas are usually old city districts with complex land 

ownership titles and residents who belong to the disadvantaged groups. Private developers 

usually have less interest in these areas, preferring areas where landownership titles are simple 

and land prices are higher so that their businesses will be lucrative for them. Consequently, the 

percentage of government-designated renewal areas that are implemented is lower than that of 

the voluntary renewal areas (Lan, Lai, Xue, & Tsai, 2008), and the latter are concentrated in 

the central districts rather than in the ‘old’ western Taipei (Hsu & Chang, 2013). Second, the 

interests of the residents who disagree with urban renewal projects are not safeguarded. If more 

than 80% of the residents consent to the project, the government can legally implement 

evictions. The non-consenting residents have just two choices. They can either accept the 

compensation and move away or they can join in the renewal project. This issue attracted 

considerable attention in 2012 following the Wen Lin Yuan case (文林苑) involving two 

households that refused to move and protested against the demolition (Chih-Hung Wang, 2012). 

Many students, intellectuals and NGOs supported the residents, arguing that property-led urban 

 
28 According to Article 3 Section 7 of the Urban Renewal Act, ‘rights transfer’ refers to “the landowners and legal 
building owners in a reconstruction section in a renewal unit, holders of other rights, the implementer or parties 
entering agreements with the implementer on provision of needed funds providing land, buildings, other rights 
or capital to participate in or implement an urban renewal business to be allocated land, buildings or royalties 
after the completion of the urban renewal business plan according to the percentages of their value of rights 
before the renewal implementation” (https://law.moj.gov.tw/ENG/LawClass/LawAll.aspx?pcode=D0070008, 
accessed on 5 Oct 2019). 
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renewal was being reduced to a mere ‘architectural renewal’ and that there was a lack of public 

participation in the process and insufficient attention to social welfare (L.-L. Huang, 2012; Lii, 

2012). This episode resulted in the declaration that some of the articles in the URA were 

unconstitutional and would have to be amended. Although the new version includes more 

procedures for conducting negotiations, there are still multiple challenges and uncertainties 

associated with urban renewal in Taipei. 

 

Municipality-Led Urban Regeneration 

In light of arguments that conventional property-led urban renewal does not enhance public 

infrastructure and social welfare, the city government decided to shift the responsibility for 

urban restructuring by introducing state-led urban regeneration, particularly after the 

inauguration of the non-partisan Mayor Ko in 2014 (J. Li et al., 2016). Three different types of 

projects were initiated. The first type is the District Regeneration Plans, which integrate small 

and diverse ongoing projects coordinated by different departments within a single holistic 

project, for example, those in the Datong, Zhongzheng-Wanhua, Shilin, and Beitou Districts. 

The second type refers to large-scale flagship projects, entailing the conversion and 

redevelopment of state-owned lands in the city centre. Examples of these plans include the West 

Gateway Plan near Taipei Main Station and the East Gateway Plan in Nangang (Department of 

Urban Development, 2016e) (Figure 3-7). The third and perhaps the most innovative and 

important group of projects are municipality-led urban regeneration projects in disadvantaged 

neighbourhoods where land ownership is a complex issue, and there are concerns regarding 

structural safety of old apartments and the potential threats of natural disasters. Within these 

projects, temporary accommodation for residents during the period of reconstruction are offered; 

historic buildings and old trees are carefully preserved; and open spaces and public 

infrastructure will be upgraded to improve the living quality of these neighbourhoods.  
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Figure 3-7  

Administrative Districts in Taipei 

 
Source: Author 

 

Moreover, through the establishment of on-site offices, planners can help the residents to form 

community associations and engage in dialogues with them to clarify policies and compile ideas, 

thereby reinforcing social networks and constituting a local identity (Taipei Urban 

Regeneration Center, 2019). The goal of urban regeneration was narrated as following: 

In order to solve the problems faced in the current urban renewal model, the 
Taipei City Government has initiated municipality-led urban regeneration. 
The role of the city government has changed from one entailing the 
assessment and authorisation of private urban renewal projects to one that 
entails positive planning and implementation of urban regeneration. The 
state-led urban regeneration will lead the urban redevelopment in every city 
district and achieve the goal of urban regeneration. (Department of Urban 
Development, 2018b, p. 74) 
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Urban Regeneration Station (URS) Programme29 

Contrasting with conventional urban renewal and state-led urban regeneration projects that 

commonly focus on demolition and reconstruction, the URS policy was introduced in 2010 as 

a way of reusing vacant properties. This policy draws on the concept of the creative city and is 

aimed at promoting Taipei’s image and enhancing global competitiveness by attracting creative 

people and promoting the agglomeration of cultural and creative industries (Landry, 2000). The 

expression ‘urban acupuncture’ captures this approach of point-based artistic interventions and 

creative activities that can reinvigorate, stimulate, and upgrade existing communities and 

traditional industries, spreading out and revitalising the entire locality (Department of Urban 

Development, 2013b). Moreover, ‘URS’ is homophonous to ‘yours’ and emphasises public 

participation and interdisciplinary collaboration that is open to everyone (Department of Urban 

Development, 2010, 2012). Thus, it serves as a platform for experience sharing and mutual 

learning between local people, creative workers, professionals, and citizens as they collectively 

search for new ideas and possibilities (Department of Urban Development, 2011b). In practice, 

the locations of the URS sites are temporary and include old shophouses in historic 

neighbourhoods or abandoned industrial sites prior to their formal reconstruction. The Taipei 

City Urban Regeneration Office will offer city-owned properties for creative use and will select 

suitable private firms or organisations through an open tendering process. The contractors often 

carry out cultural events, exhibitions, workshops, lectures and art festivals on the URS sites, 

combining local cultural traditions with new and creative impulses. Since 2010, eleven URS 

sites have been opened to the public, each of them has a specific mission and task for 

neighbourhood revitalisation.  

 

 
29 The URS programme was formally terminated in 2020, and some of the properties in the programme are 
incorporated into the Old House Movement programme initiated by the Department of Cultural Affairs. 
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In addition to fixed URS sites, the URS Partner programme since 2012  offers annual 

subsidies to encourage community members to collectively identify public issues, develop 

strategies and solutions and implement small projects (Taipei City Urban Regeneration Office, 

2014). Space Share Taipei is an online platform offering private unused or small spaces for 

NGOs, social enterprises and cultural and creative workers to facilitate community place-

making and social networking (Space Share Taipei, 2013). Further, Open Green Taipei intends 

to work with communities to convert vacant building sites or land parcels into small parks for 

public use (Taipei City Urban Regeneration Office, 2018). These different programmes seek to 

inspire diversified imaginaries of the urban space and the living environment through bottom-

up approaches initiated by local communities. 

 

3.3.2 Heritage Preservation Policy 

Cultural Heritage Preservation 

The Cultural Heritage Preservation Act (CHPA), which is Taiwan’s main law regulating 

historic conservation, has been in force since 1982. As the heritage discourse was dominated 

by the central state in its early years, only significant monuments, whose stories and histories 

are closely related to the Chinese ancestry and backgrounds, were selected (M.-M. Li, 1976; 

Yen, 2005). The state’s top-down designation of cultural heritage, disconnected from local 

history and community identity, has been sharply criticised. The introduction of stringent 

regulations and obligations that ‘fossilised’ historic monuments also cause vigorous anti-

preservation protests by land owners (C.-J. Hsia, 1998). After Taiwan’s democratisation, 

community-based movements and initiatives began to advocate for the preservation of the 

living environment, local history, and place identities through the conservation of historic 

ensembles, colonial buildings, and former industrial sites (Yen, 2006). In light of these debates, 
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the CHPA was gradually revised through various amendments.30 First, the responsibility for 

designating heritage was passed down from the central state to local governments, thereby 

enabling the municipalities to respond more effectively and quickly to local demands. Second, 

new categories have been added to cultural heritage, and awards and incentives are offered to 

motivate and encourage property owners to preserve their houses in a more flexible manner.31 

According to this framework, the city government is required to conduct general surveys and 

to identify and record sites and places that are of potential heritage value. Individuals and 

organisations can also apply to have private and public properties designated as heritage in 

accordance with the criteria defined in the CHPA. Moreover, public buildings and properties 

that were constructed more than 50 years ago should be evaluated and reviewed prior to 

formulating plans for reconstruction and expansion. Once a site is reported to be a potential 

heritage site, the city government is required to initiate an assessment via the Cultural Heritage 

Committee and to determine whether or not the site merits heritage status. Municipalities can 

also report monuments within their jurisdictions as national monuments to the central 

 
30 The first structural amendment of the CHPA came after the 921-earthquake in 1999, which destroyed many 
historical buildings that were yet listed or protected. A second amendment was in 2016. 
31 According to Article 3 of the CHPA, that was amended in 2016, there are now seven categories of cultural 
heritage requiring preservation as follows: 
1. Monuments: architectural works and its ancillary facilities built for the needs of human life, which are of 

outstanding universal value from the point of view of history, art or science. 
2. Historic Buildings: buildings and its ancillary facilities where historical events occurred, or which are of value 

from the point of view of history, art or science, need to be preserved. 
3. Commemorative Buildings: buildings and ancillary facilities that have a connection with persons having made 

important historical, cultural or artistic contributions, and should be preserved. 
4. Groups of Buildings: groups of separated or connected buildings which, because of their architecture, 

homogeneity or place in the landscape, are of which are of outstanding universal value from the point of view 
of history, art or science. 

5. Archaeological Sites: sites and places that contain the remains or vestiges of past human life which are of 
value from the point of view of history, aesthetics, ethnology or anthropology. 

6. Historic Sites: spaces and its ancillary facilities where historical events occurred and are of value from the 
point of view of history, art or science need to be preserved. 

7. Cultural Landscapes: locations or environments formed through long-time interactions between human 
beings and the natural environments, which are of value from the point of view of history, aesthetics, 
ethnology, or anthropology. 

 (https://law.moj.gov.tw/ENG/LawClass/LawAll.aspx?pcode=H0170001, accessed on 5 Oct 2019). 
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government, provided that the heritage is meaningful at the national level and requires a higher 

standard of protection.  

 

These amendments contribute to the rapid increase of the numbers and categories of cultural 

heritage sites in Taipei in the past two decades (Figure 3-8). Up to June 2021, 19 national 

monuments, 159 municipal monuments, 284 historic buildings, 4 commemorative buildings, 3 

groups of buildings, 1 historic sites, and 11 cultural landscapes had been listed in Taipei 

(Ministry of Culture, 2020). However, there are still some issues relating to the regulatory 

settings. Municipalities have to invest a considerable amount of time conducting assessments 

when high volumes of applications are received from private individuals and civic groups. This 

situation could imply that the city government has lost its role of actively designating cultural 

heritage and formulating heritage policy, and is now overwhelmed by the work of evaluation 

and reviewing cultural heritage proposals. Under these circumstances, cultural heritage often 

becomes the main obstacle and source of conflicts relating to urban regeneration and other 

urban development projects. Not only does the cultural heritage review procedure affect the 

interests of landowners and developers but it also delays projects and even compels their 

revision or cancellation if the site acquires heritage status. Although the categories of cultural 

heritage have been diversified, definitions that are similar, for example, those for ‘monument’ 

and ‘historic building’, make differentiation difficult. Furthermore, the numbers of groups of 

buildings and cultural landscapes are negligible because property owners often protest against 

area-based urban conservation.  
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Figure 3-8  

The Number of Cultural Heritage Sites in Taipei 

 
Source: Ministry of Culture (2020). 

 

‘Old House Movement’ Programme 

The implementation of the CHPA over a period of 20 years has resulted in the preservation of 

numerous cultural heritage sites. However, the question of how historical buildings should be 

renovated and reused has emerged in recent years. Unlike government buildings and temples 

that may retain their original uses, and may, therefore, be relatively easy to maintain, it is 

difficult to maintain some types of cultural heritage, notably Japanese residences, military 

dormitories, and former industrial sites after the residents and workers have moved out. While 

the city government has only a limited budget to cover the renovation and operation of a small 

number of city-owned heritage sites, a large number of the historic sites managed by various 

public departments and state enterprises remain unoccupied, prompting environmental and 

security concerns. 
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The concept of ‘adaptive reuse’ was first introduced to unused state-owned properties, and 

industrial facilities in particular, such as factories, warehouses, and train depots, which were 

not in operation anymore. Governments started to commission private persons or organisations 

to manage these sites for reuse purposes. Not only vacant and abandoned spaces would acquire 

proper maintenance and operation, but also governments can even up fiscal deficits by charging 

royalties and rental (H.-C. Chen, 2005). The incorporation of adaptive reuse with cultural 

heritage emerged, when the Taipei City Government Department of Cultural Affairs was 

established in 1999, and cultural development became one of the major urban policies in Taipei 

(Department of Cultural Affairs, 2002). On the one hand, local cultures, such as historical 

buildings, traditional industries, and religious ceremonies, were regarded as Taipei’s unique 

strength to promote city advertising and image branding in the age of globalisation. On the 

other hand, the city government expected that the development of art festivals and cultural 

tourism would create more job opportunities, improve a place’s commercial vitality, upgrade 

people’s living quality, and enhance Taipei’s economic competitiveness (Department of 

Cultural Affairs, 2002). Under this policy initiative, many heritage sites were converted into art 

and cultural amenities. For instance, the Ximen Market Hall was turned into a performing art 

theatre; the former American Consulate was reopened as a cinema for independent films; and 

the former Taipei City Hall became the Museum of Contemporary Art Taipei. Up to 2015, there 

were 16 heritage sites operated and managed by private companies or NGOs through the 

outsourcing system (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2017a). However, this reuse pattern had 

met some difficulties. First, since the government only had limited budget, only a small portion 

of public-owned historic buildings would obtain appropriate renovation. Second, it was not an 

easy task to find a suitable organisation or contractor to manage these venues as the city 

government has proposed the reuse purposes (Jung & Fu, 2008).  
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To solve these problems and ensure that discarded historic sites would be used more efficiently, 

the Taipei City Government initiated the ‘Old House Movement’ programme in 2012 in 

collaboration with public property holders and the private sector. This policy serves as a 

platform for the matching of unused heritage sites and potential investors. The city government 

leases out properties and selects suitable private companies after assessing their submitted 

rehabilitation plans and proposals for adaptive reuse. After acquiring the superficies rights of 

the property, the private sector assumes responsibility for renovating the historic building and 

may convert the property into purposes according to their interests and demands. During a lease 

period of up to nine years, the private company is also required to pay rent and tax according 

to relevant regulations. Up to the end of 2019, 50 sites had been released and made available 

through an open tendering process, out of which 24 were successfully leased out and contracted 

to private operators and 12 old houses were reopened to the public (Y.-L. Chang, 2020). The 

city government believes that this policy has established a pattern of public–private partnership 

in the field of heritage preservation. It not only relieves the burden of government expenditures 

but also accelerates the renovation and adaptive reuses of historic buildings. Cases entailing the 

reused sites are advertised as top tourist destinations featured in public promotional campaigns 

and within government publications. This shift is reflected in the following statement:  

The [Old House Movement] project has opened up an opportunity for the 
public and private sectors to collaborate. It infuses new life into abandoned 
cultural heritage by integrating cultural creativity [into them so that they] 
become new attractions in Taipei, thereby preserving and representing the 
memories and prosperous past of the city and collectively creating a win-win 
situation. (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2018, p. 15) 

In 2017, the ‘Old House Movement 2.0’ project was launched, enabling private companies to 

be exempt from rent during the period of rehabilitation and to enjoy tax deductions relating to 

the cost of daily maintenance. In addition, the regulation confining the purposes of reuse to 

cultural and creative industries was also annulled (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2018). The 
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city government hopes that these strategies will encourage more private companies to join in 

the projects and to diversify the purposes of reuse of cultural heritage.  

 

3.3.3 The Community Empowerment Policy 

Community Empowerment Projects 

In 1994, the central government implemented a cultural policy of ‘Community Empowerment’ 

aiming at the rediscovery of local culture, the upgrading of traditional industries, and the 

construction of a community identity. 32  In practice, the projects were implemented very 

differently in urban neighbourhoods in big cities like Taipei from those of suburban or rural 

areas. Except in some old city districts, the promotion of local culture and the revitalisation of 

traditional craftsmanship are often a secondary concern, since urban population often has 

different backgrounds and works in the tertiary sector of producer services. Middle-class 

residents in the cities have greater interest to environmental and social issues; they care about 

living quality, open and green spaces, pedestrian safety, neighbourhood security, and elderly 

care (L.-L. Huang & Hsu, 2011). Consequently, the first step towards community 

empowerment in Taipei has focused on the improvement and remodelling of urban spaces. 

Since 1996, the Taipei City Government launched a series of urban policies, including the 

‘Neighbourhood Improvement Programme’ (1996–2002), the ‘Area Development Plan’ (2000–

2003), and the ‘Space Shaping Projects’ (2003–2011). These projects encouraged residents to 

pay attention to their living environments with the assistance of planning professionals and the 

support of government subsidies. Through mobilisation and participation, small projects were 

proposed for neighbourhood beautification, local traffic improvement, public and open spaces, 

and the long-term development of an area (Department of Urban Development, 1996, 2001, 

 
32 While the Community Empowerment programme was a cultural policy on the national level, in Taipei, the 
Taipei City Urban Regeneration Office had been responsible for the implementation of the policy since 2012, 
redefining the programme from a ‘cultural’ policy to a ‘spatial’ one. 
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2005). After years of experimenting and learning, the Community Empowerment Centre was 

established in 2009. The centre was located in former Ren-An Hospital, a historic building in 

Dadaocheng, and was operated by the Community Empowering Society, a non-profit 

organisation (Department of Urban Development, 2010). This highlighted the shift of 

community initiatives from one that was led by top-down interventions to one that was 

formulated through bottom-up approaches. It was also expected that this new model would 

incorporate public and private resources more efficiently and enhance interdisciplinary 

collaboration among different sectors (Community Empowering Society, 2014). In 2012, the 

Community Empowerment Centre started to openly call for ideas of empowerment projects. 

Up to 2017, more than 80 projects was proposed by community members (Community 

Empowering Society, 2018). These projects were no longer confined to geographically-

bounded neighbourhoods but was enlarged to include issue-oriented communities with shared 

interest, for example, the concern of the aging society, playgrounds for children, unemployment 

of young adults, or the care of homeless people (Community Empowering Society, 2018). The 

Community Empowerment Centre thus played the role as a collaborative platform, not only 

providing human and financial resources but also facilitating the networking, experience 

sharing, and mutual learning between individuals, community organisations, planning agencies, 

and the public sector. It was hoped that these community initiatives would strengthen public 

participation, empower those people in need, provoke social activism, and collectively envision 

the city’s future (Community Empowering Society, 2016, 2017). 

 

Although the community empowerment projects have been widely lauded for their bottom-up 

approaches and vibrant local dynamics, some problems have been observed that constrain their 

effectiveness. First, community empowerment requires long-term, ongoing and follow-up 

consultation and cultivation that are beyond the scope of the current short-term operations and 
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annual subsidies. Consequently, community empowerment projects in Taipei only bring about 

temporary effects, and the bottom-up dynamics often dissolve once government subsidies cease 

(Community Empowering Society, 2015). Second, given that communities have to compete for 

limited human and capital resources, the question of how government subsidies can be fairly 

and reasonably allocated looms large. This might become a new form of clientelism as 

disadvantaged communities and opportunist planning practitioners would highly rely on 

government patronage (L.-L. Huang & Hsu, 2011). Last, the weakness of the community 

empowerment projects is exposed in light of the conventional system of land and housing 

provision. Since the community empowerment programme is an urban policy parallel to 

property-led urban renewal, the bottom-up approaches could hardly withstand trends of land 

speculation and gentrification under the logic of capitalist market rules (Jou et al., 2014; Lii, 

2012). 

 

The Urban Regeneration Institute 

Educational programmes for urban planners and community workers have been introduced 

concomitantly with the community empowerment policy. In 1999, the ‘Community Planner 

System’ (1999–2010) was initiated, which facilitated the entry of trained planning professionals, 

architects, and social workers into local neighbourhoods to provide advices, assistance, and 

consultation (Department of Urban Development, 1999). In the next year, the ‘Young 

Community Planner’ programme (2000–2012) was launched, giving community members and 

people with diverse backgrounds the opportunities to learn public participation and community 

empowerment. Through courses and internships, the trainees would engage in neighbourhood 

affairs through the process of problem framing, solution finding, consensus building, and 

project execution (Department of Urban Development, 2000). These two initiatives have 

contributed to the development of enduring and locally integrated community-based 
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movements, enabling local groups to implement their ideas with the assistance of professional 

planners. More recently, the city government launched a series of courses and fieldwork 

practices in collaboration with community colleges to ensure the continued expansion of a 

‘talent pool’ for community empowerment. In 2018, this educational programme was renamed 

as the Taipei Urban Regeneration Institute. It is anticipated that evolving experiences in 

community empowerment may result in new ways of problem-framing in urban regeneration 

projects, the integration of more diverse demands, and the development of a social 

consciousness. The lectures and courses offered by the Institute are open to planners, civil 

servants, community members and students, and the knowledge and experiences of urban 

policies and regulations, public deliberation procedures, and advocacy planning methods would 

be introduced. Participants also work with local communities, engaging with various issues, 

including urban renewal, historic preservation, economic revitalisation and elderly care. This 

initiative is expected to instil the dynamics of community empowerment within processes of 

formulating and implementing urban regeneration policies. 

 

Community Documentary Films 

Since 2008, the Community Documentary Film programme has been a supplementary 

component of the Community Empowerment programme. Through explorations of every nook 

and cranny of the neighbourhood, different voices and ways of living are rendered audible and 

visible. Consequently, the community issue is no longer confined to a conceptualization 

developed by the small group of people who initiated the action. This programme encourages 

local people to discover their residential neighbourhoods or urban spaces through field research, 

conducting interviews, recording oral history, collecting old pictures and images, holding 

traditional festivals or local activities, and presenting the stories of ordinary people in the city. 

In the past decade, more than 120 films have been shot by amateur filmmakers, who have 
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successfully recorded the diverse faces and multiple dimensions of Taipei. By organising 

community film festivals and posting the films on online platforms such as YouTube, they have 

brought the films back to the neighbourhoods, with the aim of enhancing public awareness and 

stimulating wider discussions that can contribute to improvements in the city’s urban spaces 

and in the lives of its inhabitants. 

 

3.4 Summary 

In this chapter, I have examined Taiwan’s brief but complicated history, demonstrating how 

Chinese culture, colonial modernisation, economic development, and political transformation 

have continually reshaped its national identity and reproduced new urban manifestations. As 

Taiwan’s capital, Taipei has been a battleground on which these diverse forces and multiple 

representations have clashed. There are several implications that follow from the use of a 

postcolonial lens to examine this process. First, postcolonialism can be understood as the 

continuation and extension of political colonisation. This is because an extensive apparatus and 

collection of planning regulations have been inherited from the colonial period, and unrealised 

urban projects, aimed at urban expansion and planned during the colonial era, are gradually 

being implemented in the contemporary era without the inclusion of thoughtful modifications. 

Simultaneously, uneven and fragmented territorial development and the material legacy of 

colonial planning in the old city districts foregrounds new challenges of urban restructuring and 

urban regeneration. Second, the term ‘postcolonial’ may imply the rise of alternative forms of 

colonisation. Despite political transformations and a process of de-colonisation, state 

intervention did not cease; rather, it was reinforced by the developmental state that dominated 

the processes of industrial and economic development in addition to shaping the nation’s 

cultural identity and urban forms. Even after the introduction of democratisation, the 

government still controlled and guided the amendments of laws, industrial upgrading, public–
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private partnerships and community participation. With the growing influence of the private 

sector in the era of neoliberal urban governance, property-led urban regeneration and the 

commodification of cultural heritage could result in the displacement of existing communities 

and thus the production of new forms of social exclusion and inequality. The third implication 

relates to the inherent paradoxes and uncertainties eclipsed within the postcolonial society. 

While the authoritarian state continues to drive economic growth and urban development, the 

rise of civic groups and the formation of robust social movements could lead to increased calls 

for the delegation of power to citizens. Simultaneously, the efforts of the private sector to 

maximise profits, following market-oriented rules, may instigate protests against undesirable 

projects led by local communities seeking to protect their living environments. The questions 

of how to negotiate the demands of different stakeholders, how to balance economic 

development and social equity, and how to reinforce political power or empower citizens, are 

intertwined within urban governance. The final implication stems from postcolonial theory, and 

relates to the question of whether an alternative urbanism can be extracted from the experiences 

of Taipei. Is there an alternative narrative, a counter-discourse that foregrounds the perspective 

of the citizens that can elicit perceptions of urban transformations and strategies of adaptation 

under contemporary socio-economic conditions? Furthermore, the question of how such 

experiences and actions develop and are practised and integrated within urban policies is a 

highly pertinent one in the postcolonial context. The answers to these questions are elaborated 

in the subsequent three chapters, which presents three detailed case studies from Taipei. 
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Chapter 4 Dadaocheng Historic District 

 

4.1 Brief History of the Dadaocheng Area 

The Early Development of Dadaocheng (pre-1895) 

Dadaocheng’s rise coincided with the outcome of the conflict that broke out among Chinese 

migrant groups in Bangka in the mid-nineteenth century, resulting in the defeated Tong’an 

people fleeing from Bangka and moving north, eventually settling along the banks of the 

Tamsui River. Early Dadaocheng was similar to Bangka in its functions and morphology (Su, 

2010). The river port served as a regional distribution centre of agricultural products, trading 

rice, tea, camphor, textiles, and Chinese medicines between Taiwan and mainland China (C.-J. 

Hsia, 1989). Dadaocheng’s urban structure comprised a main street that ran parallel to the river 

bank. Traditional temples were located at the intersections of the streets,33  forming both 

geographical and social centres of the settlement. Not only religious ceremonies but also lively 

market places and vibrant civic activities took place at the temple squares, and row of 

shophouses that served both commercial and residential functions lined up the narrow streets 

(Yu, 1990). Dadaocheng continued to prosper with the opening of Tamsui as an international 

harbour in accordance with the Tianjin Treaty in 1860, and many foreign merchants established 

financial and diplomatic institutions in this area. Prior to its occupation by the Japanese 

authorities, Dadaocheng had replaced Bangka and become the most important trade centre in 

northern Taiwan (Su, 2010). 

 

Urban Reform during the Japanese Colonisation Period (1895–1945) 

 
33 The two major temples in Dadaocheng were Xiahai Chenghuang Temple (霞海城隍廟), which serves the city’s 
deity, and Zisheng Temple (慈聖宮), which serves Matsu, the goddess of sea, who protects fishermen and boats. 
Both deities are revered within Taoism in China’s coastal provinces.  
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During the period of Japanese colonisation, Dadaocheng retained its economic prominence 

while being geographically marginalised under the uneven urban planning of the colonial power 

(Yen, 2008). Through the urban reform policy started in 1905, the Japanese authorities 

introduced a rational planning approach that dramatically transformed Dadaocheng’s spatial 

structure (L.-S. Huang, 1995). Temples were forced to be relocated for the broadening and 

straightening of the streets; roundabouts and state institutions became new urban nodes in the 

new grid street system (C.-S. Shih, 2012). With the completion of the railway system, 

Dadaocheng’s role as a river port was replaced by land transport, and the area was transformed 

from a bounded, self-subsistent settlement to a peripheral area attached to the inner city centre. 

Despite the physical transformation of the built environment, Dadaocheng remained densely 

populated by local Taiwanese people and its mixed residential–commercial land use pattern 

due to the social segregation policy. Businesspeople in Dadaocheng still controlled the 

exchange of tea, camphor, and textile, and commercial prosperity stimulated vigorous cultural 

and civic activities (Yu, 1990). During this time, many traditional street houses were 

reconstructed; the newly erected three-storey shophouses had continuous arcaded walkways 

according to the building regulations of the time (W.-D. Huang, 1998), and their spectacular 

façades decorated with household emblems and delicate ornaments reflected the wealth and 

prosperity of the house owners. Religious and cultural festivals also consolidated the 

connections among Taiwanese communities, so that Dadaocheng could preserve local 

traditions and became the base for anti-colonisation movements at the time (Yen, 2008). 

 

Post-War Development and Economic Decline (1945–1988) 

After World War II, Dadaocheng became the centre for import and export trades of rising light 

industries, such as food processing, textile, and garment production, thanks to its proximity to 

the railway transport. Workers from nearby industrial and suburban areas gathered in 
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Dadaocheng for daily consumption, exchange, and entertainment (Yu, 1990). However, due to 

state-led economic policy that supported export-oriented manufacturing, small factories were 

relocated, and Taipei was soon transformed into a post-industrial city in the 1960s (Chou, 2003). 

Whereas corporate headquarters, financial and producer service sectors, and the media 

industries all concentrated in the east of Taipei, Dadaocheng’s function that served the 

exchange of agricultural products and its mixed land use pattern that combined commercial, 

storage, residence, and manufacturing within one shophouse were no longer suitable for 

meeting the spatial requirements of the new economies (Chou, 2005). Furthermore, while the 

city government attempted to improve the connection between the city centre and the satellite 

towns through the construction of arterial roads and expressways (C.-J. Hsia, 1989), 

Dadaocheng was further marginalised at the fringe of the city (Yen, 2008). As a result, 

Dadaocheng experienced gradual economic recession and demographic decline (K.-T. Wu, 

2012). Although policy documents referred to the urban renewal of western Taipei, the complex 

landownership situation and inadequate government budgets constrained its implementation in 

practice (Bureau of Public Works, 1977). 

 

Urban Conservation and Cultural Creative Industry (1988–present) 

In 1988, a group of scholars, historians and architects organised a conservation movement and 

advocated for the preservation of historical buildings and traditional urban layout in 

Dadaocheng (Yen, 2008). Proponents of preservation argued that the shophouses and the 

narrow streets were richly imbued with cultural meanings and aesthetic values and were thus 

worthy of conservation under the threat of rapid urban development (C.-J. Hsia, 1989; Yu, 

1990). After years of negotiation, the movement was successful in compelling the city 

government to abandon the street-widening project in 1995, and the Dadaocheng ensemble was 

declared as a Historic Preservation District in 2000 (C.-L. Kuo, 2010). While many traditional 
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wholesalers continued to operate their businesses in Dadaocheng, the historic atmosphere also 

attracted many start-up companies and artistic and creative workers to this area. In 2009, the 

municipality initiated the Urban Regeneration Station (URS) policy, with the aim of further 

revitalising the district through creative inputs provided by cultural industries (W.-I. Lin, 2015). 

Today, Dadaocheng reflects the juxtaposition of old and new, of tradition and innovation. It is 

a place where people can remember the city’s prosperous past and visit creative and cultural 

shops in a modern metropolis. Different ways of spatial usage, commercial activities, 

interpretation and representation of meanings are being constantly negotiated and mediated 

among different stakeholders in the neighbourhood (Figure 4-1). 
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Figure 4-1  

The Dadaocheng Historic District 

 
Source: Author. 
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4.2 The Urban Conservation Movement in Dadaocheng34 

In this section, I will present a review of the entire story of Dadaocheng’s conservation 

movement; one in which a wide range of actors, encompassing the city government, residents, 

property owners, wholesalers, NGOs and professionals have contributed their own 

interpretations and perspectives of urban development, economic revitalisation and local 

history. Through discussions and processes of negotiation, different discourses emerged, 

interacted and integrated with each other, resulting in an innovative solution that attempted, 

through compromise, to fulfil different demands of multiple stakeholders. 

 

4.2.1 Urban Conservation in a Time of Transition 

Dadaocheng’s conservation movement must be examined in the context of Taiwan’s economic 

development and democratisation process. Because of rapid urban expansion and industrial 

transformation, the city centre gradually shifted from the west to the east of Taipei. While the 

high-rise buildings, boulevards and shopping malls in the eastern district were regarded as 

symbols of modernity and advanced economic development, the stereotypical images of 

Dadaocheng comprising narrow alleyways, age-old buildings and traditional industries were 

stigmatised as pre-modern and stagnant (Yen, 2008). Consequently, following the logic of 

procedural rationality that have been employed in the practice of slum clearance and road 

broadening elsewhere (Jou, 1999; Tseng, 1990), the city government planned to widen the 

narrow streets in Dadaocheng as a solution for allaying Dadaocheng’s economic decline and 

facilitating economic and industrial revitalisation. Residents also expected that a wider street 

would contribute to the upgrading of the living environment, the improvement of public 

infrastructure, and the revitalisation of the local economy. Although some scholars suggested 

 
34 Part of this section has been published in Cheng (2019). Re-making Dadaocheng: Towards a new era of urban 
regeneration in Taipei? In Altrock et al. (Eds.) Jahrbuch Stadterneuerug 2018: Quartiersentwicklung im globalen 
Süden (pp. 327–348). Wiesbaden: Springer. 



 113 

the historic importance of Dadaocheng, which was one of the very few well-preserved 

traditional built environments in the city (Han, 1979; Sun, 1984), there was no sufficient 

regulation that would enable the city government to implement such a large-scale urban 

conservation at the time. In 1977, the city government formulated a plan to widen Dihua Street, 

the central street of Dadaocheng, from 7.9 to 20 metres. However, the street-widening project 

was delayed because of limited governmental budget, disputes in land acquisition, and 

fragmented property ownership. The uncertain schedule of the street-widening project stalled 

the repair and maintenance of many of the houses by their owners, which hastened the physical 

deterioration of the environment (H.-J. Tan & Waley, 2006). The city government did not 

resume the street-widening project until 1988, and the historical shophouses on both sides of 

the street were destined to be demolished. 

 

During the deferral of the street-widening project, Taiwan underwent radical political and social 

changes. The state leadership was challenged by robust social movements, and the civil society 

was motivated to express people’s voices and requests, struggle for political participation and 

self-determination, and suggest alternative economic and cultural discourses. In this context, 

many scholars and intellectuals regretted and reflected on the disappearance of traditional built 

environments and historical landscapes under the threat of fast urban expansion, and they 

regarded vernacular architecture and urban spaces as important components for the construction 

of one’s place identity and a sense of belonging. Accordingly, they argued that the old houses 

on the Dihua street should be carefully preserved, so that people could learn about the city’s 

history through the physical presence of historical buildings. The conservation movement 

successfully suspended the street-widening project and was brought into a process of 

negotiation for more than ten years. Through this process, land owners, shopkeepers, 

conservation activists, planning professionals, NGOs and the city government had the 
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opportunity to discuss and debate the future of Dadaocheng, together formulating feasible 

strategies and solutions that may meet each stakeholder’s interests and demands. 

 

4.2.2 Process of Negotiation: Urban Conservation versus Development 

Conservation Activism: Preservation of Urban Forms and Social Life 

The conservation movement in Dadaocheng was initiated by an NGO dedicated to the discovery 

of local history and culture and supported by professors, architects, historians, and university 

students. 35  They protested against the street-widening project because they viewed the 

traditional urban pattern and historic shophouses as precious historical heritage sites for 

preserving citizens’ collective memories. The human scales in narrow streets and small alleys 

represented the everyday life and social relationships of early Chinese migrants. The 

shophouses with magnificent façades and atriums in the middle also narrated Dadaocheng’s 

history of international trades and Japanese colonisation, resulting in a process of cultural 

interaction and hybridisation (Figure 4-2 and 4-3). With the historical buildings and traditional 

urban spaces, Dadaocheng had the potential to develop a unique and distinct characteristic 

different from that of the eastern district of Taipei. The historical features would contribute to 

the construction of a place-based cultural identity when Taipei was transforming into an 

international metropolis (Yu, 1990). This point was highlighted by the conservation activists:  

Dihua Street is the only well-preserved historic settlement. If it is destroyed and 
even disappear due to urban development or reconstruction, Taipei would lose 
its most critical historical evidence forever. … The remaining architecture of 
Dihua Street expresses the close interrelation between spatial forms and social 
development. More importantly, citizens of Taipei can only learn about and 
understand urban history through the existence of physical space and civic 
activities. (Yu, 1990, pp. 5–6) 

 

 

 
35 This organisation not only led the Dadaocheng conservation movement but also continues to engage in the 
adaptive reuse of cultural heritage and urban conservation, including the opereation of an URS site in 
Dadaocheng and the maintenance of the Futai Street Mansion in the inner city (see chapter 6). 
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Figure 4-2  

A View of Dihua Street 

 
Source: Author. 

 

Figure 4-3  

Traditional Shophouses on Dihua Street 

 
Source: Author. 
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The conservation activists and professionals not only expressed their appreciation of the 

tangible built environment but they also viewed intangible local activities and industries as 

critical heritage assets and integral parts of the urban space. They noticed that in the North 

American and European context, many historic city centres were largely gentrified or occupied 

by elites and tourists, and the pre-established communities were generally expelled from their 

living spaces, resulting in a disjunction of new activities from the districts’ original patterns of 

spatial usage and industries (Ashworth & Tunbridge, 1994). Therefore, from the inception of 

the conservation movement, the activists advocated the importance of community participation 

and collaboration (Yen, 2008). They believed that Dihua Street should not be ‘fossilised’ as the 

preservation of antiques; rather, the goal of urban conservation was to reinvigorate traditional 

industries, promote cultural activities, and sustain pre-existing social networks (Figure 4-4). 

Developing on the premise that local lifestyles and economic activities could be continued, 

Dadaocheng could also serve as a site for education and leisure to visitors without disrupting 

residents’ daily lives and businesses (C.-J. Hsia, 1989; Yu, 1990). They illustrated this 

conception in their future imaginaries of Dadaocheng: 

Dadaocheng has always been a place where local industries are closely 
interlocked with the community. The long-lasting cultural activities and the 
unique social networks in the neighbourhood are well-established and preserved, 
although in some areas economic decline is observed due to current industrial 
transformation. Hence, the municipality can increase public investments in 
compliance with the need and demands of neighbourhood development. In 
order to preserve the gradually disappearing architecture, [the municipality] 
should implement comprehensive restoration with hierarchical measures. The 
overall objective is to sustain the social activities of this district, and any 
possible alternation or transformation in the future is to be determined by the 
community. (C.-J. Hsia, 1989, p. 132) 

To arouse public attention and put pressure on the city government, the conservation activists 

endeavoured to propagate their arguments via the mass media. They published a series of 

newspaper articles to introduce Dadaocheng and to remind citizens of the uniqueness and 

importance of Dihua Street. They also held an event titled ‘I Love Dihua Street,’ which was 
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Figure 4-4  

Traditional Wholesale Business in Dadaocheng 

 
Source: Author. 

 

intended to attract people to visit and experience this forgotten area again. During the festival 

they successfully collected about 10,000 countersignatures and appealed to the municipality to 

reconsider the street-widening project (Yen, 2008). This social movement succeeded in 

compelling the municipality to suspend the project in 1988. 

 

Local Residents and Wholesalers: Revitalisation of the Local Economy 

Whereas conservation activists and intellectuals appreciated the historic values and meanings 

of Dadaocheng, residents and property owners, regardless of whether or not they consented to 

the street-widening project, were more concerned about upgrading their living environment and 

revitalising the local economy. One section of the residents—mainly comprising landowners—

urged the municipality to implement the reconstruction work as soon as possible because of the 

shanty living conditions, the shrinking wholesale businesses, and the limitations placed on 

development rights. They were sceptical about the historical and aesthetic values of the 
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architecture, as they perceived only average colonial styles, unsafe structures, insufficient 

facilities, and sanitary problems. They complained that while living standards in Taipei had 

been upgraded, they were being compelled to suffer from pre-modern conditions because of 

other people’s interest in history. Moreover, they argued that a narrow street was not conducive 

to the development of commercial activities. Narrow streets often caused traffic jams, and their 

limited width could not accommodate trucks plying the street. They articulated their concerns 

in a petition submitted to the city government in 1990: 

There are broken and rotten materials both inside and outside the houses that 
may cause them to collapse anytime. They are not safe. Furthermore, because 
each house is narrow in width and deep in length, the lighting, ventilation, and 
drainage are not good. … The unhygienic environment cannot be improved 
without complete reconstruction. … The 7.8-metre Dihua Street was designed 
for ox-carts, trolleys and small vehicles during the colonial period. But with the 
progress of time, people’s need will also change. … The narrow street has 
caused traffic jams and inconvenience for the transportation of commodities. 
The economic situation has declined year after year because the street was not 
widened. (Yu, 1990, pp. 170–172) 

Furthermore, property owners worried that heritage preservation would constrain their rights to 

rebuilding, thus restricting potential profitability relating to the real estate market. They saw 

the land and houses as their own private assets that should not be controlled by others, such as 

the conservation activists. They heavily criticised the notion of urban conservation in a public 

hearing: 

The contention that ‘Dihua Street is the only remaining historic street in Taipei, 
a street that belongs to the whole citizens, which should not be easily destroyed’ 
is terrible. The street is our private asset that we have diligently worked for and 
earned. It is not public, and should not be shared with the public. How about 
our private property right as residents of Dihua Street? Is this reasonable? Is it 
fair? (Yu, 1990, p. 159) 

Another group of residents—mainly composed of tenants and shopkeepers—held a different 

viewpoint. They did not agree with the street-widening project, not because of the historic 

values that the conservation activists had emphasised, but because they doubted whether 

widening the street was the most efficient way of revitalising the local economy. In their 

opinion, the street-widening project would be too time-consuming, and during the construction 
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work, the agglomeration of shops would possibly be relocated or displaced. Moreover, they 

thought that a narrow street was beneficial to the gathering of crowds, whereas traffic jams 

could happen even on a wider road. They expressed such contentions at the public hearing: 

If the widening project is implemented without complementary measures, the 
commercial activities on the street would be dissolved, too. Also, is it really the 
case that a 20-meter wide street can improve living conditions or reinvigorate 
the local economy? Can traffic problems be solved by the street-widening? (Yu, 
1990, p. 167). 

This group of residents attributed the decline of Dadaocheng to insufficient public infrastructure 

rather than to the narrow streets or the old buildings. They believed that many problems would 

be resolved and economic activities would be restored if the municipality subsidised the 

renovation of shophouses and improved the urban environment through the construction of 

parking lots, public parks, and an underground sewage system. Ironically, although these 

residents disapproved of the street-widening project and supported the idea of conservation, 

their main concern was the question of how to sustain their livelihoods rather than how to 

preserve the symbolic and historic meanings of architecture. Some of their ideas, for example, 

those on the traffic issue and the demarcation of commercial zones on both sides of the street, 

even resembled those of the group in favour of street-widening, but they conceived of different 

strategies and solutions. 

 

The Municipality’s Ambiguous Mediating Role 

Facing with the growing conflicts between proponents of street-widening and historic 

preservation,36 the city government had tried to intervene and mediate in this dispute, but it did 

not have the required legal basis and experiences to solve the problem. According to the 

Cultural Heritage Preservation Act (CHPA) at that time, the central government was 

 
36 An early survey reported that people who consented to (35%), disagreed with (34%), and were undecided to 
(31%) the preservation of Dihua Street shared almost equal portions among the residents and shopkeepers 
(Bureau of Public Works, 1988b, p. 40). 
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responsible for the designation of cultural heritage sites, whereas the municipal government 

had no authority to decide which building should be preserved. Furthermore, historical 

preservation had to convey a clear message that Taiwan’s history and culture had always been 

an integral part of the Chinese national history. An early study on Dihua Street thus argued that 

the shophouses and Western-style façades “were not particularly exceptional in terms of a 

narrow sense of architectural history” (Sun, 1984, p. 7). From this perspective, the first urban 

conservation proposal in 1984 suggested that only the buildings on both sides of the southern 

section of Dihua Street should be preserved. The aim of the conservation zone was “to preserve 

traditional culture and unique styles, to foster an affection and longing for the past, so that 

people may reminisce about history and identify with history” (Bureau of Public Works, 1990, 

p. 47). Apparently, this nostalgia for the past and the identification with history aimed at 

stimulating people’s patriotism and nationalism associated with China, the imagined homeland 

(Han, 1979), rather than with the places where they lived. Although some university professors 

have conducted investigations and suggested feasible strategies of historic preservation and 

urban redevelopment (C.-L. Kuo, 2010; H.-J. Tan & Waley, 2006), the city government could 

not determine whether Dihua Street should be preserved or widened. 

 

However, with the pace of democratisation, there was also a change in the rationale of historic 

preservation. As Taipei was no longer defined as the ‘temporal capital city during the war’ but 

as an international metropolis, local historical and cultural characteristics became critical 

resources for promoting the city’s image in the age of globalisation (Department of Urban 

Development, 1995). Moreover, since the city mayor was publicly elected in 1994, the city 

government has paid more attention to public opinions and grassroots organisations and started 

to reorient its cultural policy from the renaissance of Chinese culture to the healing of historical 

trauma, the reconciliation and integration between ethnic groups, public participation, and the 
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construction of a new, locally-based, cultural identity (Department of Urban Development, 

1996; Chih-Hung Wang, 2003). This turn urged the city government to actively seek for 

feasible resolutions and create a win–win situation for both property owners and conservation 

activists. Consequently, instead of deciding between either demolition or preservation, the city 

government set both “the facilitation of regional redevelopment” and “historic preservation of 

the built environment” as Dadaocheng’s future goals (Department of Urban Development, 

1998).  

 

For the purpose of urban conservation, old buildings were classified into three groups according 

to their structural conditions and historical values. Each group would be treated with different 

levels of preservation measures, including 77 officially listed historical buildings that must be 

preserved in original,37 buildings whose façades and the first section should be preserved, and 

buildings that were permitted to be demolished and rebuilt anew. Every renovation, 

reconstruction and new construction work must follow the urban design principles and be 

examined by the urban design committee for the maintenance of a harmonious historical 

landscape. The area of the conservation zone was also enlarged to include almost the entire 

Dadaocheng area, as two or three buildings could not adequately represent Dadaocheng’s local 

industries and social relationships in full (Department of Urban Development, 1996). 

Subsequently, in 1995, the city government officially cancelled the street-widening project and 

declared its commitment to preserving Dihua Street. An on-site office was established for 

conducting negotiations and for facilitating communication with local residents (Yen, 2008). 

 

 
37 It has to be noted that when the 77 historical buildings were listed in 1992, the ‘historic building’ was not an 
officially recognised category of cultural heritage in the CHPA. This has caused later disputes that the regulations 
and rewards in the CHPA cannot be applied to the historical buildings in Dadaocheng, unless an old house 
acquires heritage status through the examination of the cultural heritage committee (Taipei City Government, 
2018b). 
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For the purpose of urban redevelopment, the city government also initiated many activities to 

sustain the area’s wholesale industries and to revitalise the local economy, and proposed award 

and compensation mechanisms to protect landowners’ property rights. The ‘Taipei Lunar New 

Year Festival’ was organised in 1996, which attracted numerous visitors to Dihua Street for 

shopping expeditions. This initiative, which was commercially successful, not only reminded 

the public of the value of traditional industries but it also demonstrated that historic preservation 

could generate financial returns and profits for local shopkeepers. Furthermore, to encourage 

historic preservation and to dispel residents’ anxiety, a system entailing the Transfer of 

Development Rights (TDR) was introduced so that property owners could obtain compensation 

by selling unused development rights to other properties within the city (C.-C. Lin, 2008; H.-J. 

Tan & Waley, 2006). Property owners who renovated their houses according to the original 

forms could obtain extra development right awards (Department of Urban Development, 1998). 

To a large extent, these strategies fulfilled the requirements of residents and gained their support 

while at the same time successfully preserving the unique historic townscape and skyline in 

Dadaocheng. 

 

4.2.3 The Implications of Urban Conservation in Dadaocheng 

In 2000, after more than ten years of controversy and negotiation, the ‘Dadaocheng Historic 

Preservation District Plan’ (DHPD) was promulgated, which was the first urban conservation 

area of any kind in Taiwan (Taipei City Government, 2000).38 In the framework of the special 

district plan,39 many shophouses were renovated or rebuilt, the street pattern was preserved, 

and the historical ambience was retained. The city government also constructed public parks 

and parking lots in the neighbourhood, undergrounded electricity and telecommunication 

 
38 The full name of the plan is ‘Dadaocheng Special District Plan for Historical Landscape’ (大稻埕歷史風貌特定
專用區). 
39 There was no area-based conservation defined in the CHPA in the 1990s. Therefore, urban conservation had 
to be implemented through the ‘special district plan’ defined in the Urban Planning Act. 
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cables, regulated the size and form of shop signboards, renewed street pavement and the market 

square, and installed street furniture and outdoor lighting. All these works contributed to the 

upgrading of public infrastructure and the improvement of the living condition and 

environmental quality of Dadaocheng area (Table 4-1). 

 

There are three reasons why the conservation movement in Dadaocheng can be considered 

significant. Firstly, while the movement was initiated by certain individuals and NGOs, it later 

gained the support of the wider public through processes of mobilisation and participation. This 

phenomenon demonstrated that civil society had the ability to produce an alternative urban 

discourse that challenged mainstream ideologies of growth and prosperity. This alternative 

discourse rejected the simple equation of lands and properties as tools for capital accumulation 

by readdressing the historic values and meanings of the traditional urban landscape (Yen, 2008). 

It also implied that the construction of a place identity focused more on the everyday spaces of 

the ordinary people, who have lived and worked ‘on this land’ and were thus ‘indigenised’ (C.-

N. Chen, 1984; Hsiau, 2000), than on the nostalgic and patriotic sentiments of the Chinese 

nationalism. Secondly, the conservation movement established a pattern of negotiation in the 

newly democratised society. Evidently, each stakeholder—including the conservation activists 

and the property owners—had their own demands and cared only about their personal interests. 

Although a fierce dispute ensued among the different groups, they learned to engage in a 

dialogue and listen to each other’s viewpoints. This development signified the formation of a 

public sphere in the society, through which people with different interests and demands had the 

right to articulate their arguments and discourses, and ultimately found compromised resolution 

despite the confrontations in the process (C.-L. Kuo, 2010; Yen, 2008).  
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Table 4-1  

Chronicle of Urban Policies in Dadaocheng 

Year Title of the Programmes 

1977 Announcement of the street-widening project of Dihua Street from 7.8 to 20 
meters 

1984 First proposal of the ‘Dihua Street Special District Plan’ 

1988 The Dadaocheng conservation movement began 

1989 Study of the feasibility of Dihua Street Special District 

1990 
Study of redevelopment and urban design principles of Dadaocheng Special 
District 

1992 Listing 77 historical buildings 

1995 On-site urban planning office on Dihua Street was opened 

1996 The first ‘Taipei Lunar New Year Festival’ was held 

1997 Proposal for the Transfer of Development Rights in Dadaocheng 

2000 The promulgation of ‘Dadaocheng Historic Preservation District Plan’ 

2004 Improvement of the Dadaocheng Wharf 

2007 
• Renovation of the Yongle market hall 
• Façade renovation on Dihua Street 
• Street improvement plans nearby Yongle market hall 

2008 

• Modernisation of Yongle market hall 
• Store renovation of traditional shops 
• Dadaocheng Theatre for Traditional Opera 
• Creative cluster and start-up incubation plan 
• Dadaocheng historical living sphere 

2010 The first URS site “URS 127 Design Gallery” was opened 

Source: Based on Department of Urban Development (various years); Taipei City Urban 

Regeneration Office (2012). 

 

Last, but not least, the conservation movement achieved its aims through institutional 

innovation in the systems of urban planning and cultural heritage preservation. This process 

entailed a search for possible solutions that transcended the limitations of existing laws. The 

article on the ‘special district plan’ in the Urban Planning Act legitimated the implementation 

of DHPD plan with more flexible and pragmatic approaches to urban conservation. The TDR 

mechanism was introduced to protect property owners’ right, and the principles of urban design 
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assured the maintenance and control of a harmonious historical landscape. The concepts of 

area-based urban conservation and the listing of historical building also indirectly facilitated 

the amendment of the CHPA, supplementing the narrow definition of cultural heritage as 

merely architectural monument (Yen, 2006). Therefore, the preservation of Dadaocheng can be 

seen as a win–win situation for both residents and conservation activists. 
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4.3 The Cultural Creativity-Led Urban Regeneration in Dadaocheng40 

Whereas the conservation movement paid considerable attention to the improvement of the 

built environment and the compensation of landowners, new problems, such as the increase in 

vacant properties and a steady decline of traditional businesses have emerged. To address these 

issues, the municipality launched the Urban Regeneration Station (URS) plan from 2010–2020, 

aiming at further revitalising Dadaocheng through the implementation of experimental culture-

oriented urban regeneration. In this section, I will outline the content of this new plan and 

describe the new impulses introduced into the neighbourhood by the creative workers. These 

new interventions have also led to conflicts between the newcomers and the long-established 

traditional shopkeepers. Through the reflections of the creative class, the facilitation provided 

by on-site urban planners, and the creation of a new neighbourhood organisation, old and new 

actors have gradually come together in a coalition and have begun to formulate strategies that 

may not only meet economic needs but may also sustain the locality’s cultural distinctiveness. 

 

4.3.1 New Problems after Urban Conservation 

While the conservation movement successfully preserved the shophouses and urban pattern of 

Dadaocheng, new problems emerged through the implementation of the DHPD plan. Whereas 

some property owners preferred to solve their housing problems right away, others chose to 

wait for a more opportune time to sell the development rights and obtain a better price. Thus, 

Dadaocheng became a large-scale construction site, resulting in environmental issues that also 

affected daily business operations. This situation is described by a tea wholesaler as follows: 

At the beginning, perhaps one-third of the houses were under construction. So 
the street was chaotic because the construction work produced a lot of waste. 
And the street was blocked almost every three days because of the underground 
works for sewage and electricity. It was chaotic, and honestly speaking, 

 
40 Part of this section has previously been presented in Cheng (2018), Negotiating heritage for the future: 
Discourses of economic revitalisation and cultural representation – The case of Dadaocheng in Taipei. A 
conference paper presented at the AESOP Annual Congress titled ‘Making Space for Hope’, held in Gothenburg, 
Sweden, July 10–14 2018. 
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business was not good. As one can imagine, the construction work made the 
environment very dirty; there was chaos with dust everywhere. (interview held 
on 4 November 2016) 

Yet, the inconvenience caused by the construction work, was not the major source of trouble. 

Some opportunists, who engaged in land speculation by taking advantage of the complexity 

and loopholes of the TDR system, prompted greater concern. Since most house owners were 

not familiar with the planning and building regulations, they had to ask a broker or agent to find 

potential buyers of development rights and to handle the legal procedure (interview held on 16 

February 2017). Accordingly, when a dispute arose between landowners, brokers, developers 

and subcontracting companies, most house owners did not have the capacity to resolve these 

problems. Initiating a court case to resolve the issue would lead to serious delays or to a 

complete halt of the construction work. Furthermore, perceiving the profitability of the TDR, 

some landowners purchased additional properties from fellow neighbours and profited by 

selling the development rights. However, they had no intention of using these properties, which 

were left vacant and unused. Consequently, abandoned construction sites can be observed on 

the street, and some of the renovated buildings are occupied by parking vehicles (Figure 4-5 

and 4-6), which cause environmental problems and detrimental impact on commercial activities. 

 

In addition to emerging problems relating to property issues, traditional industries also had to 

struggle with the ongoing economic recession. Although ensuring the continuation of local 

wholesale businesses was one of major goals of the conservation movement, local shopkeepers 

appeared to have been unable to adapt to the changing patterns of consumption and to the new 

national policies. Each industry faced particular structural changes that reflected the prevailing 

situation of international markets and global competition. For instance, the wholesale textile 

business was under the threat of the relocation of factories, the tightening of environmental 

policies, and the shrinkage of the domestic market (interview held on 24 November 2016). 
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Figure 4-5  

Scooters Parked in Front of an Unused House 

 
Source: Author. 

 

Figure 4-6  

An Unfinished Construction Site 

 
Source: Author. 
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Likewise, since Chinese medicines and natural therapies were regulated by the state due to food 

safety and public health, the central government has ceased to license Chinese medicinal herbs 

wholesalers. As a result, the number of traditional Chinese pharmacies dropped dramatically 

(Hong, 2019). Consequently, members of the older generation who were engaged in traditional 

businesses did not encourage their children to continue in this line. One grocery shop owner 

expressed helplessness regarding this situation: 

Now, young people, or our sons, are not doing this business because we are 
losing customers. Since we have [already] gone through this situation, we don’t 
want them to stay here. There would be better job opportunities outside. So 
there are few [people from the] younger generation here. (interview held on 16 
November 2016) 

Some shopkeepers also complained that the Taipei Lunar New Year Festival has been reduced 

to an annual routine without new inspirations, and the items sold during the period were mostly 

disconnected with local industries. Although the New Year event has become synonymous with 

Dihua Street, the one-month period of prosperity could hardly compensate for the deserted 

appearance of the street during the remainder of the year. The commercial model built upon 

renting out store fronts on the walkways to external vendors could hardly upgrade the local 

economy. One owner of a traditional pharmacy expressed the following view:  

Earlier, during the Chinese New Year Festival, more people were likely to come 
here and buy some gift boxes or prepare for the Chinese New Year. Now, people 
are just joining the crowd, and it has become just like any other night market. 
Before, there were vendors selling things truly related [to the Chinese New 
Year], but now every kind of item of total irrelevance [to the Chinese New Year] 
is sold. For example, selling red envelopes; ok, they are still related to [the 
Chinese New Year]. Or, scarves, I could understand, at least it’s winter! But 
selling mobile phone chargers, or some ‘strange’ gadgets and accessories? I 
think it’s really like a night market. (interview held on 13 December 2016) 

Therefore, despite the successful preservation of the physical built environment, the 

conventional perception of properties as commodities for generating profits still prevailed. The 

overemphasis on tangible buildings and property rights in the urban policies and planning 

regulations thus failed to empower local residents and shopkeepers in ways that enabled them 

to adapt to the changing economic conditions and to extend their livelihoods and social 
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relationships (C.-L. Kuo, 2010; H.-J. Tan & Waley, 2006; K.-T. Wu, 2012). New strategies to 

further regenerate Dadaocheng were thus required. 

 

4.3.2 The Creative City: A New Discourse of Urban Transformation 

Facing the problems of continual economic decline and unused historical buildings, the city 

government needed a new set of urban policies that could substantially improve environmental 

qualities and stimulate industrial upgrading. At first, the incorporation of cultural industries and 

historical buildings was conceived as a way to promote cultural tourism through art, music, 

performance and theatre, which may enhance public understanding and appreciation of heritage 

preservation (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2002, 2005b). Later, this idea was merged into 

the concept of the ‘creative city’, for creativity, innovation, and technology were seen as 

engines of industrial upgrading that would reinforce a city’s competitiveness in a global 

network of labour division and production (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2005a, 2006b). The 

municipality’s endorsement of the cultural and creative industry was articulated in its annual 

report: 

The creative industry will lead to the new economy in the age of globalisation. 
As creativity is the basic element of enhancing the local economy and social 
progress, the city plays an important role in managing creative resources and 
providing suitable circumstances for the development of the creative economy. 
(Department of Urban Development, 2012, p. 10) 

The underlying assumption of the creative city is that knowledge-intensive industries and 

interdisciplinary collaboration have replaced large-scale development or labour-intensive 

manufacturing and have become the leading motor of a city’s economic transformation in the 

post-industrial age. A city has to keep its competitiveness not only through the support of 

technology and innovation but also through the provision of infrastructure and cultural 

amenities, which will construct a ‘creative milieu’ featuring cultural diversity and tolerance, 

attract the talented creative class, and thus upgrade a city’s image (Florida, 2004). Furthermore, 
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an old city centre endowed with rich historical resources, mixed land use pattern, and diverse 

economic activities is often considered a suitable urban setting for the growth of the creative 

economy with the qualities of flexibility, convenience, variety, and immediacy (González & 

Guadiana, 2013; Ho, 2009; Hutton, 2004). The historical ambience and distinctive 

characteristics of a place can provide differentiated life experiences and support the artistic 

production and innovative creation of the professional skilled persons (Ho, 2009). The creative 

economy, on the other hand, can stimulate the upgrading and transformation of traditional 

industries, create job opportunities, promote local cultures, improve living qualities, and 

consolidate a sense of belonging (Collins, 2016). The complementary relationship between the 

historic city centre and the creative economy is thus viewed as a paradigm for culture-led urban 

regeneration of derelict urban districts. 

 

In Taipei, besides the organisation of international events and the conversion of former 

industrial sites into cultural parks,41 the Urban Regeneration Station (URS) programme was 

launched in 2010 and aimed at the revitalisation of old neighbourhoods at the local level (Taipei 

City Urban Regeneration Office, 2010). Borrowing Charles Landry’s (2000) notion of a cycle 

of creativity,42 the city government explained how the URS programme may work from a 

single spot to link and unite with other sites and form a web of creativity in the neighbourhood, 

using the concepts of ‘urban acupuncture’ and ‘soft urbanism’.43 ‘Urban acupuncture’ means 

that each URS site was a small-scale, low-cost, and point-based intervention that would 

facilitate the circulation of the ‘meridian system’ of the city through transmission and 

dissemination of the creative ideas and action plans, thereby ‘healing’ the stagnant economy 

 
41 The Cultural Parks include the ‘Huashan 1914 Creative Park’, which was the former Taipei Brewery; and the 
‘Songshan Cultural and Creative Park’, which was the former Taipei Tobacco Plant. 
42 Landry’s circle includes five steps: (1) enhancing ideas-generating capacity; (2) turning ideas into reality; (3) 
networking, circulating, and marketing ideas; (4) platforms for delivery; and (5) building markets and audience.  
43 The Taipei City Government not only drew on Landry’s theory, but also invited Landry to visit Taipei and hosted 
many workshops to further explore how to transform Taipei into a creative city (Chiu & Lin, 2014). 
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and stimulating new cultural and commercial activities (Taipei City Urban Regeneration Office, 

2012). Furthermore, the concept of ‘soft urbanism’ advocated the construction of a ‘light city’ 

through the shaping of styles, story-telling, branding design and eco-friendly sustainability. 

These strategies would create richly experienced urban spaces, produce cultural symbols and 

meanings, and increase the added values of cultural products, so that a tasteful, aesthetic, and 

creative lifestyle would become a common practice in the city (Department of Cultural Affairs, 

2004; C.-C. Lin, 2013). 

 

To implement the URS programme, the city government encouraged the development of the 

creative industry through the release of public owned buildings and by granting rental subsidies 

to the creative practitioners. It was anticipated that the young artists and start-up companies 

might bring new thoughts and ideas into the neighbourhood, develop these ideas into workable, 

applicable and even profitable actions, thereby not only reusing vacant properties but also 

revitalising the old neighbourhoods. Hence, the operation of the URS programmes was not 

confined to a fixed pattern or framework, but it was an experimental urban policy that was open 

to modification, redefinition, and new possibilities. The following statement in a government 

report elucidated this approach:  

In order to initiate urban regeneration and to promote cultural creativity, the city 
government has endeavoured to develop industrial clusters and to reuse 
abandoned spaces in correspondence to local characteristics, lifestyle, and the 
sense of place. ... The URS policy is thus a task-oriented and open-ended 
strategy for social urban regeneration. (Department of Urban Development, 
2011b, p. 15) 

As expressed in the above statement, ‘local characteristics’ and a ‘sense of place’ were 

particular emphasised in the URS programme. On the one hand, the creative class could search 

for new inspirations from local cultures and traditional industries so that newly developed 

products, cultural activities and business models would be rooted in the local context and 

history of Dadaocheng. On the other hand, local shops and residents could be involved in the 
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artistic innovation and creative production through strategic alliance and collaboration, which 

might help to retain local traditions, facilitate industrial upgrading, and revitalise the local 

economy. Frequent and intense interactions between the creative class and the local 

communities could thus contribute to the consolidation of a community identity, promote 

neighbourhood pride, and improve the physical environments. With the spreading out of the 

creative ideas, creative networks and clusters of creative industries would fundamentally 

change the entire neighbourhood, attract more talented professionals and draw wider audiences 

and visitors, thereby enhancing the circulation and continuation of the creative cycle (Chiu, 

2014; Department of Urban Development, 2011b). This view was reflected in the statement of 

the former Director of the Urban Regeneration Office:  

Every URS consists of a series of activities and events that have led to the 
benefits of initiating change at a city block level, promoting community 
participation, facilitating cross-disciplinary collaboration, revitalising historic 
resources, initiating local thinking, invigorating creativity and energising urban 
lifestyles. (C.-C. Lin, 2013, p. 16) 

Therefore, the URS was defined as a cooperative platform for ideas exchange, experience 

sharing and mutual learning; a place where community organisations, creative workers, and 

professional experts could meet together, contribute their strength, initiate discussions, propose 

innovative solutions, and enhance public participation (Taipei City Urban Regeneration Office, 

2012). This process of mobilisation would form a bottom-up dynamic that may transform the 

neighbourhood based on common interest and consensus. A URS site may have multiple 

functions, such as a community centre, an information hub, a shared and co-working space, a 

resting place for visitors, and an incubation centre for innovative industries (Department of 

Urban Development, 2010), which is opened for the public. This vision was articulated in a 

government document as follows: 

The Urban Regeneration Station (URS) is a homonym of ‘Yours’, which means 
that it belongs to all citizens, and the process of innovation is the fruit of public 
participation and collective contribution. We hope these stations can be open 
spaces in the city where people meet, share and exchange [ideas] with each 



 134 

other, thereby creating a sense of belonging to this place. (Taipei City Urban 
Regeneration Office, 2012, p. 65) 

The URS programme also highlighted the retreat of the city government from direct 

intervention and the efforts in governing market-driven urban entrepreneurship.  Through the 

building up of public–private partnership, the city government played the roles as mediator, 

facilitator, and promotor, which provided assistance, managed social capital and resources, 

encouraged cultural activities and supported the construction of a creative atmosphere (C.-C. 

Lin, 2013).  

 

Although the URS policy was not exclusively designed for Dadaocheng, this area’s rich 

historical resources, cultural festivals, and traditional industries perfectly matched the criteria 

of nurturing the creative economy. Consequently, more than half of the URS sites were located 

in Dadaocheng,44 with a specific theme and commission assigned to each of these sites to 

represent the local culture and history. The URS 44 ‘Story House’, ran by a non-profit 

organisation that has initiated and organised the conservation movement in Dadaocheng, was 

dedicated to the collection and narration of local stories and life episodes of residents in order 

to recall the memories of the neighbourhood (Taipei City Urban Regeneration Office, 2013b).45 

The URS 127 ‘Art Factory’ was established in 2013, which was operated by an art agency 

company. This site tried to facilitate the conversation between local traditions and modern arts 

by holding exhibitions, workshops, and lectures.46 The URS 155 ‘Cooking Together’ was 

 
44 The number of the URS sites has always been changing. When the programme was initiated in 2010, there 
were 5 sites. The number of sites increased to 7 sites in 2012. In 2014, three additional sites were added to the 
list while two sites were terminated. In sum, there have been 10 URS sites in Taipei, and five of them were located 
in Dadaocheng. 
45 The URS 44 ‘Story House’ (大稻埕故事工坊) was terminated in 2019. The building now hosted a tourist 
information and an on-site urban planning office, both ran by the city government. 
46 The URS 127 was the first URS site in Dadaocheng, which was called URS 127 ‘Design Gallery’ (設計公店) and 
operated by the Department of Architecture, Tankang University from 2010 to 2013. It was turned into URS 127 
‘Art Factory’ (玩藝工場) in 2013. In 2019, the place was taken over by a local community association, which 
changed its name into URS 127 ‘Knowledge Living Room’ (知識客廳). 



 135 

managed by a young start-up company, which took the site as a base of creative production and 

hoped to share the spaces with other artists and freelancers. Inspired by the grocery shops 

selling grains, dried foods, and Chinese herbs on the street, the site used the experience of 

shopping–cooking–dining as a medium to explore the neighbourhood and to build up a close 

relationship with traditional shops (Campobag, 2014).47 The URS 27W ‘Film Range’ was 

located in proximity to the Tai’an Hospital founded by Dr. Chiang Wei-Shui, who was the 

leading figure of Taiwan’s anti-colonisation movement. This site thus endeavoured to recall 

Taiwan’s process of democratisation through images and films while exploring and thinking of 

the future of the neighbourhood through documentation and film making (Taipei City Urban 

Regeneration Office, 2012). 48  The URS 329 ‘Rice and Shine’ was themed around the 

rediscovery of local history of rice industry. The owner itself was the fifth generation of a local 

rice mill owner, who hoped to revitalise this area through the promotion of the culinary culture 

in Dadaocheng.49 

 

The URS programme has not only transformed abandoned spaces into hubs of innovation but 

it has also led to the siting of many new enterprises in the area, such as restaurants, cafés, 

bookstores, fashion stores, souvenir shops, design studios and architect offices. Through policy 

campaigns and media reports, Dadaocheng has become a famous creative cluster and a popular 

tourist destination, drawing the attention of both domestic and foreign visitors (Taipei City 

Urban Regeneration Office, 2013b).50 The city government thus describes the area as follows:  

 
47  The URS 155 ‘Cooking Together’ (團圓大稻埕) was terminated in 2020. The historical building will be 
integrated into another urban policy, the ‘Old House Movement’ programme, for further reuse. 
48 The URS 27W ‘Film Range’ (城市影像實驗室) was the only site that was not located on Dihua Street. 
49 The URS 329 ‘Rice and Shine’ (稻舍) was the latest founded URS site in 2015. In 2020, the site was integrated 
into the ‘Old House Movement’ programme and will be ran by the same owner. 
50 While Dadaocheng was not considered as one of the 11 creative clusters in Taipei in 2010, it appeared in the 
list in a follow-up survey on the creative industry in 2013 (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2010, 2015). This hinted 
that the URS programme has successfully contributed to the formation of a creative cluster in Dadaocheng as it 
was expected by the city government. 
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[One can feel] the charms of the old-city area, the unique ambience arising from 
the fusion of the old with the new. … The best way to get to know the ‘true 
tastes of Taipei’ is to immerse yourself in the bustling neighbourhood 
atmosphere, exploring the past to better know the present. … In addition to the 
well-preserved streetscapes, in recent years many shops have gone down the 
cultural and creative industry road. (Xu, 2016, p. 26) 

 

4.3.3 The Practice of the Creative Class 

The URS programme hoped to revitalise the local economy, to promote traditional cultures, 

and to encourage public participation through the introduction of the cultural and creative 

industries. As an experimental urban policy, the city government did not strictly define how the 

creative concepts should be implemented. On the contrary, this task was handed on to the URS 

practitioners and the creative workers, which could be observed from the numerous and diverse 

cultural activities, printed brochures and leaflets, and displayed commodities. They actualised 

the creative ideas into feasible strategies and practicable actions by emphasising the rootedness 

and interconnectedness between the creative economy and the traditional industries, by 

interpreting cultural symbols and using them in artistic creation or in the design of new products, 

and by hosting cultural festivals and exhibitions relating to Dadaocheng’s history and cultures. 

However, although the creative workers and companies were regarded as pioneers of 

neighbourhood regeneration, they also faced difficult situations of financial instability, harsh 

competitions, and hostility from the pre-existing community. As a result, they had to constantly 

reflect on their roles in the neighbourhood and adjust their strategies to meet new challenges.  

 

Many creative workers and start-up companies chose to settle down in Dadaocheng not only 

because of good location factors, such as lower rental and accessibility to raw materials, but 

also because of Dadaocheng’s special characteristic—a ‘feeling of ordinariness’ as they termed 

it—that attracted them. The historical ambience, cultural richness, and industrial diversity were 

appreciated for the maintenance of a desired work–life balance. The marginal location of 
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Dadaocheng, the undefined spaces in the neighbourhood, and the contradiction between old 

and new also fulfilled many artists and creative workers’ imagination to break through fixed 

boundaries and to produced syncretic forms of cultural production (Mitchell, 1997). As one 

product designer explained why he moved to Dadaocheng as follows: 

Dihua Street is a very unique place. [This place] has a history of more than one 
hundred years. And this historical context is very meaningful to me. As a 
designer, I could extract some [design] elements from [the history]. So I began 
to notice this neighbourhood. … I hope that the place I work and the place I live 
could be overlapped. When I am tired off work, or when I get stuck, I can take 
a walk and talk with my neighbours, then I’ll feel better. That’s what life should 
be like. (interview held on 19 October 2016)  

Similarly, a coffee shop owner praised the nostalgic atmosphere of the historic built 

environment that matched the need for leisure and recreation in slow pace: 

This place has a special ambience. It is the ambience of [what was] once 
prosperity but later [turned to] desolation, being abandoned for more than 
twenty years. … When we visited here, we really liked the atmosphere. It is like 
time stood still [in the past] without moving forward. … The whole 
neighbourhood gives me a very relaxed feeling. (interview held on 11 
November 2016) 

 

In general, the URS sites and the emerging creative shops developed three approaches to 

combine local history into their creative businesses. Firstly, they stressed that new commercial 

activities and creative products were the continuation and extension of the traditional industries, 

such as the textile industry, tea manufacturing, dried food and local specialities, and Chinese 

medicinal herbs. For instance, one URS site collaborated with local Chinese pharmacies and 

grocery stores to hold a regular culinary workshop. Participants of the workshop obtained 

different ingredients from nearby shops and learned how to cook local cuisines and traditional 

dishes. These recipes would later be published in a cookbook, so that the ‘taste of history’ would 

continue to be remembered. At another URS, the operator recalled the history of Dadaocheng’s 

rice mills by serving local rice specialities and by holding rice-themed events, as he noted: 

There were 46 rice mills in this area, but now only one remains. … So my idea 
was to represent the history of the rice industry in a different way, … for 
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example, through serving rice dishes or promoting [the products] of small-
holder farmers. We also hold some rice-tasting events, or exhibitions, all of 
which are centred on the theme of rice, or of Dadaocheng, to retell local stories. 
(interview held on 5 October 2016) 

Furthermore, the manager of a fashion design studio explained how they reflected on 

Dadaocheng’s textile industry. While textile and clothing manufacturing contributed to 

Taiwan’s miraculous economic growth in the past, it also caused environmental pollution and 

ecological problems. Hence, the fashion studio tried to evoke people’s attention to 

environmental issues and to demonstrate the latest technology in textile industry by using 

recycled plastic materials or by designing Taiwanese flora and fauna patterns printed on the 

textile. As the manager elucidated the company’s philosophy as follows:  

Behind the fashion industry is the textile industry, which is a kind of traditional 
manufacturing [industry]. Traditional manufacturing industries were once 
prosperous in Taiwan, but due to industrial emigration, the textile industry in 
Taiwan sank dramatically. And we, with our brand spirit, we care about the 
environment and culture of Taiwan. So we chose Dihua Street for our shop’s 
location because it [marks] the convergence of tradition and the avant-garde; a 
place of confrontations. There are a lot of historical buildings, but we are doing 
very new things in an old house. This kind of concept matches what we want to 
deliver. (interview held on 18 November 2016) 

 

Secondly, the creative class searched for ideas and inspirations form Dadaocheng’s historical 

architecture, old utensils, decorations, household emblems, and local life stories, and turned 

them into the creation of new commodities, ranging from souvenirs, handcrafts, pottery, 

porcelain items, and jewellery, or represented them through visual and performing arts. For 

example, one of the special exhibitions curated on a URS site was dedicated to the art and 

history of traditional printed cloth in Taiwan. During the exhibition, visitors had the chance to 

gain understanding of the development of the textile industry in Taiwan, and they could learn 

the process of fashion design including drawing sketches, woodblock printing, patternmaking, 

and tailoring. Merchandise made of traditional fabric, such as wall decor, lamp shades, 

shopping bags, and coin pouches, were also sold on the site. Likewise, a café used designer’s 
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coffee cups, which were inspired by the capitals of pillars that could be observed from the 

architecture on Dihua Street. Moreover, local and international artists were invited to stay in 

Dadaocheng from a couple of weeks to several months. These artists spent time observing, 

visiting, and interacting with traditional shops and residents, and their experiences would 

become part of their artistic creation through paintings, animation, films, music, dancing, 

theatre, and installation art. As the producer of an independent theatre troupe talked about how 

they tried to incorporate the stories of local people within a drama plot: 

We have hoped to co-produce a piece of theatre with local people. … For 
instance, when [local people] talk about the popularity of traditional dramas and 
the prosperity of traditional industries, perhaps we could represent these 
through the performance of modern dance. Similarly, we could use 
contemporary jazz to retell the story of local merchants, who often gathered on 
a banquet with musicians performing live music. … Maybe local people thought 
that they were just talking about personal experiences, but they will find out that 
the stories they shared with us will be performed and presented in the theatre 
play, when they come to watch our show. (interview held on 19 April 2018) 

 

The third strategy of cultural representation was the organisation of various cultural festivals, 

exhibitions, workshops, guided tours, and lecture, through which Dadaocheng’s history, 

vernacular and colonial architecture, and traditional industries would be introduced, leading 

visitors to discover and explore this old neighbourhood and to facilitate knowledge exchange 

and sharing among different groups of people. For instance, one private museum had a 

permanent exhibition presenting old photographs, wooden furniture, household utensils, 

garments, letters and diaries, etc., reminiscing about the everyday life, work, and leisure of the 

past in Dadaocheng. Besides, different kinds of courses and workshops were regularly held, 

such as cooking, sewing, painting, floral design, and aromatherapy classes, which tried to 

introduce traditional handcrafts and items to modern urban life (Figure 4-7). Moreover, guided 

tours were frequently held, and the participants not only walked around the neighbourhood and 

enjoyed the historical atmosphere but also visited some traditional shops and listened to local 

experts narrated past stories. In addition, Lectures, seminars, and forums also took place  
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Figure 4-7  

A Handcraft Workshop Held at a URS Site 

 
Source: Author. 

 

frequently, leading to the initiation of dialogues and the exchange of ideas between experts, 

creative workers, local shopkeepers, residents, visitors, and government officers. Given the 

increase of frequency and diversity of different activities, the URS sites and other creative shops 

also collaborated to promote these events through integrated advertising and marketing. Similar 

types of activities or events with the same theme were linked together by holding art festivals, 

neighbourhood museum, or creative markets. For example, the Dadaocheng International 

Festival of Arts, a self-organised event coordinated by start-up companies and charitable 

foundations, is regularly held since 2015.  

 

However, despite the increase of new shops, the creative economy in Dadaocheng had to 

confront with tremendous challenges. First, as in many places in Asia, the development of 

cultural and creative economy in Taiwan often emphasised the revival of local craftsmanship 

and traditional industries through the promotion of cultural festivals and the production of 
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cultural merchandise (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2006b; Fahmi et al., 2015). While many 

events and activities were sponsored and subsidised by the city government, it was requested 

that these events on the URS sites must be open to the public and free of charge. As a result, 

although there may be many visitors attending the events, it was not clear how and whether the 

increase of visitors may bring financial return through actual consumption of cultural products 

(C.-Y. Lin, 2016). Moreover, although government subsidy could assist some of the short-term 

demands, it was not a consistent source of financial support. The URS operators had to invest 

a considerable amount of time and effort in writing proposals and initiating new events, which 

added extra workload besides daily operation, with no guarantee of securing continuous 

governmental subsidies. 

 

Secondly, rising shop rental as a result of gentrification became the greatest threat for many 

creative pioneers that followed the formation of a creative cluster (cf. Dangschat, 1988). As one 

shop owner selling agricultural products and handcrafts from aboriginal villages offered the 

following comments:  

We found out that renting a store here [in Dadaocheng] is very hard because 
most of the store fronts are managed by some big companies. … Besides paying 
rental, [the company] will charge five per cent of the turnover every month. So 
our revenue will be taken away by [the company], which means, we will get our 
money back in the next month through reimbursement. … But for young people, 
if they do not have sufficient funds, they cannot survive. (interview held on 8 
November 2016) 

Many URS practitioners and creative professionals thus worried that the rising rental would 

cause the dislocation of independent artists or innovative start-ups and chain stores supported 

by large corporates and companies would occupy the shopfronts in Dadaocheng. And 

Dadaocheng would lose its unique characteristics that distinguished it from other old 

neighbourhoods and cultural parks. One URS owners expressed his concern by making 

following observations: 
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Who are those people coming to [Dadaocheng]? How can we control them? 
When a huge crowd is here, the shop rent will rise. If an excellent creative start-
up cannot afford the rent, it will be forced to move to other places due to the 
rising rent. And then, some other people will come, who just want to run a 
business here but does not care about local history and culture. … This will 
cause an unfavourable cycle. (interview held on 5 October 2016) 

Lastly, the creative workers observed that while the cultural festivals mainly attracted tourists 

and visitors, local shopkeepers and residents showed little or no interest in the events. Hence, 

the creative class had a growing sense of confusion about the meaning of participation, because 

the orientation and content of the activities would be completely different if the target group 

was not clearly defined. One URS project manager expressed the difficult situation they faced: 

The tourists probably have the demand of a pedestrian zone. And the residents, 
perhaps they need more places for social contacts. So that’s why we held the 
special event. We wanted to try having a pedestrian zone in the evening and to 
see if there would be any new opportunities or possibilities for us to learn. But 
the result is that when organising the event, most of the time we could only 
contact shop owners. But the target group, the residents, we could not reach 
them because during the day time they had to work and were not at home. 
(interview held on 2 March 2017) 

The above-mentioned problems indicate that the development of the creative economy in 

Dadaocheng is full of uncertainty and instability. In other words, the creative industry does not 

bring about immediate effects, as the city government has asserted, of economic revitalisation, 

cultural promotion, and public participation in the neighbourhood. The strategies of culture-led 

urban regeneration have to constantly be remodified to adapt to local practices and changing 

environments in the process of implementation of the creative city policy. 

 

4.3.4 Emerging Conflicts between ‘Newcomers’ and ‘Old-timers’ 

As the cultural and creative industry spread out in the neighbourhood, the conflicts between the 

traditional ‘old-timers’ and creative ‘newcomers’ also emerged. These conflicts encompassed 

debates on whether the creative city discourse has successfully contributed to economic 

revitalisation, cultural representation, and community participation in Dadaocheng. Local 

people’s perceptions and reactions to the creative economy defied a simple dichotomy that local 
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identity would be either strengthened or diminished by culture-led urban regeneration, but an 

ambivalent and mixed feeling of hope and doubt was observed with regard to the changes in 

the neighbourhood. 

 

Economic Revitalisation 

While the increase of visitors and new shops can be clearly perceived, it remains questionable 

whether the local economy can be improved. On the one hand, local traditional wholesalers 

hope that the creative interventions will provide new impetus that will speed up the 

revitalisation of the old neighbourhood. On the other hand, they are still observing what 

influences may be introduced and how they can successfully compete with the new neighbours. 

This ambivalence was expressed by one shopkeeper who specialises in seafood delicacies:  

I am happy to see this [the increase of new shops]. Why? Dihua Street has been 
silent for a long time because of the shift of generations and the change of 
culinary cultures. If young people are not willing to come in, how can this place 
be enlivened? … But concerning this, there is a question. I am happy about the 
entry of new and different industries, but whether they can stay or not depends 
on their respective abilities. (interview held on 9 November 2016) 

This ambivalent attitude, entailing a mix of expectation and vigilance can be observed among 

the old-time wholesalers. Indeed, they wish that a more prosperous commercial district would 

manifest, but this prosperity should not threaten those who have survived decades of economic 

recession. Since most of the traditional shops are running wholesale businesses, it is not clear 

how can traditional shops benefit from the growing number of tourists. Hence, many 

shopkeepers only perceive overwhelming inflows of visitors, without increases in their 

financial returns. This perception was stated by a wholesaler operating a grocery business:  

On Saturday or Sunday afternoons, dozens of visitors just walk around. What 
are they going to buy? Will they buy dried shiitake mushrooms or dried shrimps? 
Definitely not. So, tourists, they just walk along Dihua Street and take photos. 
I really don’t understand this cultural creativity. Why do young people like to 
take photos so much? Taking photos of the Qilou and the signboards outside? I 
don’t understand it. (interview held on 9 November 2016)  

A tea handler shared a similar viewpoint: 
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There are many people who come to take pictures and view the old buildings, 
but they are not here for shopping. For us local people, it may not be something 
good. … They are just walking around. We are tradesmen; to be honest, we just 
want to earn money. Just walking around here will not benefit our businesses at 
all. (interview held on 4 November 2016) 

While the positive effects associated with the growing number of tourists are yet to manifest, 

shop rental has started to rise. As property leasing becomes a profitable business, many 

landowners and shopkeepers would rather close down their traditional shops, and some shop 

tenants are forced to leave. 

 

While some traditional shopkeepers remain reluctant to the creative economy, others are aware 

of the need to keep up with the transformation of commercial model and consumption 

behaviour through making changes. These people, especially the second or third generation of 

local wholesalers, are keen to upgrade their family business through the employment of new 

business management and marketing strategies. For instance, the store fronts of some of the old 

shops have been renovated and the manner of displaying products has been changed according 

to modern interior design styles. Some shops have registered commercial logos and emphasise 

brand story-telling, advertising and promotion through social media. Moreover, they sell 

commodities in small packages and have developed new products to attract the attention of 

young people and tourists while maintaining the loyalty of old customers by focusing on the 

quality of specific items. Although the question of whether the investments may create 

foreseeable financial returns is uncertain, without these efforts they cannot survive in the 

economic competition. This was acknowledged by the son of a traditional pharmacy owner:  

I came back to help last year. I mean, coming back to work in my family 
business. Since then, we have slowly made some changes, but the progress 
[came about] bit by bit. … Frankly speaking, we don’t know yet whether these 
changes can improve our business, but it is a first step for us because we want 
to try something different. Maybe we will find a new direction, and then we can 
keep going or adjust our goals. (interview held on 13 December 2016) 
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Cultural Representation 

The transformation of the neighbourhood raises a second question, namely whether the creative 

approach adequately represents the features of the local culture and of ordinary lives. The initial 

intention behind the urban policy is to infuse new pulses into traditional industries through 

artistic interventions and creative reproduction in collaboration with the local community. 

However, the numerous cultural activities and new shops attract mostly visitors rather than 

locals, who are occupied by their own businesses and distance themselves from these cultural 

events (Chiu, 2014). Traditional shopkeepers and residents often hold the view that they do not 

understand the content and meaning of the exhibitions, that they are too busy to attend the 

events, and that they are simply not interested in the cultural and creative industry. The cultural 

festivals and art performances are disconnected from their everyday life of running business, 

and the cultural merchandise are not what they will need or want to buy. They thus alienate 

themselves from the cultural activities and events, as one traditional shopkeeper made the 

following comment: 

It’s good to have some events. But I think the content of the events is irrelevant 
to local shops, so the events could not resonate with them. … I think that the 
design of the activities should provoke the interest of local people. [At one event] 
we distributed some small cards, but not so many people came and asked for 
them. Sometimes we put the cards outside so anyone can take them, and 
sometimes we need to help them with collecting stickers or stamps. So many 
shops don’t want to do this. Because very often these people are not here for 
shopping. They are here to collect the points. (interview held on 9 November 
2016) 

Hence, some local people have levelled the criticism that urban regeneration implemented in 

the name of the creative city cannot contribute to the continuation of local lifestyles or fulfil the 

demands of local people. On the contrary, it merely satisfies bourgeois tastes and the nostalgic 

imaginary of middle-class citizens and tourists. Although many of the new shops use local 

elements and symbols in their product design and advertising, emphasising a connection with 

the historical context, local people argue that these symbols lose their significance when they 
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are highly commodified. Whereas the local history and culture of the area are extensively 

exploited to legitimise the creative inventions, the meanings behind these symbols, the daily 

spatial practices and local specialised occupations that have long been rooted in the district, are 

gradually being forgotten. Local people thus oppose the definition of culture as symbols and 

images; rather, they think of culture as the social practices of ordinary merchants and residents. 

 

Moreover, the ideology of the creative city implies a sense of superiority, as if the creative and 

bohemian lifestyle were more desirable than the local and traditional lifestyle. While the 

creative city policy intends to construct a diverse, tasteful, fashionable, and vibrant lifestyle 

(Department of Cultural Affairs, 2008), it implicitly devalues the ways of living and working 

of the pre-existing community as something dull, tedious and ordinary. Thus the creative 

workers will act as helpers to assist the old neighbourhood to be transformed and upgraded. As 

a result, historical buildings, nostalgic cafés, souvenir and handcraft shops become synonymous 

with the old urban districts, which threaten the existence of many traditional shops. A local 

textile wholesaler expressed this concern as follows: 

The cultural creative industry is in conflict with the pre-existing wholesale 
business. … When [the creative industry] comes, it quickly spreads out because 
it is the dominant [industry]. It spreads and crowds out others, but the point is 
that those [businesses] being crowded out are [owned by] people who have 
vested interests in the past. … They are not inferior groups. It is not as if you 
can burn it out and start again. No. They are still alive, not dead. … How can 
they be treated as something dead and destined to be replaced? (interview held 
on 24 November 2016) 

The conflict between traditional industries and creative shops is manifested not only in the 

different interpretations and representations of local culture but also in the struggle over the use 

of urban spaces. While traditional shops often use the Qilou spaces in front of shops to exhibit 

or arrange their goods, the new shops tend to leave the arcade unobstructed and passable (Figure 

4-8). Similarly, the loading and transportation of goods by trucks is in contradiction to the 

intention to have a vehicle-free pedestrian zone for visitors, making proposals of regulating 
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delivery and car parking difficult to implement. Again, inconsistencies between the creative 

city ideology and real-life perceptions regarding representations of the local culture are evident. 

The frequent use of cultural symbols may foster a nostalgic ambience that appeals to tourists, 

but it has little to do with the upgrading or sustenance of traditional businesses. The daily, 

mundane use of space is gradually being replaced by that of dominant, hegemonic, creative 

competitors. Therefore, local people are concerned about the disappearance of the local culture 

and fear that Dadaocheng’s culture will be homogenised by the creative shops. 

 

Public Participation 

In addition to promulgating the missions of economic growth and the promotion of culture, the 

creative city policy is also aimed at establishing a model of public participation in urban affairs, 

thereby enhancing social solidarity and cohesion. In Dadaocheng, the inherent contradictions 

entailed in public participation are apparent in the act of participation and among the subjects 

of participation. It is hoped that the creative class, local shopkeepers, and residents would gather 

together and cooperatively initiate communal activities. However, in practice, local people 

often withdraw from the organisation of activities because of limited time, energy or interest, 

thereby passing the responsibility of mobilisation and participation to the creative newcomers. 

Whereas the creative class becomes the ‘real’ initiators of cultural activities, the role of the 

locals is reduced to that of mere ‘participants’ who passively join in the programmes by offering 

discounts or premium points. This uneven structure of participation causes misunderstandings 

between the members of the neighbourhood, as the creative shops sense a lack of enthusiasm 

among the locals, and traditional shops are sceptical about the effectiveness of participation. 

An on-site urban planner, drawing on her own experiences, made the following observation: 
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Figure 4-8  

The Store Front of a New Shop 

 
Source: Author 

 

When planning the events, I had known some shop owners. And after 
cooperating with them on several occasions, I also get to know what they could 
do or what they are willing to do. Under these circumstances, it is easier to 
organise events. I know who the people are and with whom I should coordinate 
activities, who can join in, or who has no interest. For example, only a few 
people from particular shops can tell the story of their products. … As we go 
from shop to shop to tell them that we have this event and we want to invite 
them, I can easily tell that only very few people are interested in this kind of 
things. (interview held on 15 November 2016) 

 

Apart from the initiator–participant paradox, there is also the resident–visitor dilemma. 

Whereas most cultural festivals, lectures and exhibitions mainly attract visitors and tourists, 

local people often feel disassociated and excluded from the events. Residents who are not ready 

to adapt to such dramatic changes in the neighbourhood think that the invasion of tourists will 

affect their daily behaviours and everyday lives. They are therefore reluctant to participate in 

the activities, as which was apparent in a comment made by a resident:  
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But I am a resident. I don’t own any shops. From my perspective, I don’t really 
appreciate [these activities]. They only make this place a sightseeing destination. 
I have no desire for them. I have lived here for a long time. When I was a kid, 
in my mind, this was just a place full of wholesale businesses. I could go 
shopping because the products were fresher and cheaper. … What I want is a 
kind of daily living, which I cannot explicitly define. These new shops, maybe 
they will make the neighbourhood more beautiful, and I may think the place I 
live is not that shabby. But on the contrary, perhaps I will not come here to buy 
things. (Interview held on 9 April 2018) 

Furthermore, many traditional shopkeepers are not willing to participate, because they think 

that the nature of the cultural events and do not match their demands. While the conventional 

neighbourhood system51 and individual business guilds52 have established strong social ties 

for particular functions, the cultural activities and festivals in the neighbourhood seem to have 

resulted in the formation of another alliance among the creative shops. This perception was 

shared by a resident, whose family runs a Chinese medicine pharmacy: 

I think the information [on the events] is not transparent enough. For instance, 
I have joined some events before, and I am in the Line group, or I have clicked 
‘Like’ on Facebook so that I could get the information. But for other residents, 
I believe only a few people would receive the information. ... On the one hand, 
one has to think about how to let people access the information and know the 
events. On the other hand, the content of the programmes [should meet local 
people’s need]. (interview held on 7 March 2017) 

The rhetoric of community participation has repeatedly appeared in government documents and 

reports, and the municipality has emphasised the need to include local agents in the creative 

approach to foster neighbourhood regeneration. Nevertheless, the inclusion of different 

stakeholders in this process and partnership building remain unachievable because of diverse 

personal concerns, unclear participation goals and the tension existing between different 

interest groups.  

 

 
51 ‘Village’ (里) and ‘Neighbourhood’ (鄰) are administrative divisions based on household units under the level 
of ‘District’ (區). In each village, a publicly elected village chief is responsible for the communication and 
implementation of state policies on the local level, from the provision of social welfare, public health, to 
neighbourhood security. 
52 These guilds, or commercial associations, are formed by each specific traditional industry. It is a kind of 
representative that negotiate labour insurance, custom duties, and industrial policies with the government. 
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4.3.5 Critiques of the Creative City Policy in Dadaocheng 

The URS policy in Dadaocheng has attempted to revitalise the local economy through the 

introduction of the cultural and creative economy, to represent Dadaocheng’s history and 

culture through the reinvention of traditional industries and craftsmanship, and to strengthen a 

community identity and a sense of belonging through channels of public participation. 

Regarding the result of the creative city policy, it seemed that the URS programme has 

successfully reached its goal to transform Dadaocheng into a creative neighbourhood. The 

number of new creative shops on Dihua Street increases from 82 in 2014 to 100 stores in 2020,53 

whereas the number of unused properties drops from 108 to 66 houses in 2020.54 Among the 

160 traditional shops remaining, more than half of them have renovated their storefronts and 

upgraded their service to follow the creative trend. This indicates that under the guidance of the 

creative urban policy a cluster of the creative economy has formed and grown in the 

neighbourhood.  

 

In addition to its positive effects, the conflictive nature of the creative city policy also raises 

multiple critiques. First of all, it is argued that the initiation of the URS policy follows the 

pattern of path dependency, as previous experiences of urban governance and modes of 

intervention will continue to shape current urban policies (C.-Y. Lin, 2016). In Taipei, the 

discourse of the creative city stemming mainly from the European and North American contexts 

was borrowed by the city government as a prescription for solving urgent urban problems 

through policy mobility. Not only the creative city theory was transplanted to Taipei but also 

the practice of the idea was adjusted and had mutated to fit into Taipei’s particular 

circumstances and local settings (Kong et al., 2006). Instead of the incubation of the creative 

 
53 The 2014 data were drawn from Lin’s (2015) research. As Lin’s investigation only surveyed the 330 shops on 
Dihua Street, the comparison here was confined to the main street. 
54 Unused property here refers to construction sites, ruins, vacant buildings, and buildings used for parking or 
as warehouses. 
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economy through service provision and technology innovation, the URS policy was proposed 

to solve the problem of unused and vacant properties in the neighbourhood as a correction to 

the overemphasis on property rights and land value. Likewise, while the symbolic meanings of 

local history and culture were utilised to legitimate city-branding strategies and to enhance 

global competitiveness, it failed to sustain the livelihood of local shopkeepers and to enhance 

the upgrading of the traditional wholesale businesses. In other words, cultural heritage and 

historic town are utilised to foreground pro-growth economic goals in the creative city policy. 

This can be seen as a continuation of the inherent planning practice from a postcolonial 

perspective, as top-down policy-making process led by elite and technocratic professionals 

lacks the observation of social reality on the ground and the negotiation with community 

members (W.-I. Lin, 2015). 

 

Secondly, although the URS policy emphasised the revitalisation of the local economy through 

the incorporation of local cultures into the artistic and creative production, in reality these 

cultural activities could hardly improve traditional industry that relied on wholesale business 

rather than on providing retail, leisure, or gastronomy services for tourists. While the cultural 

festivals, exhibitions and art performances fulfilled visitor’s nostalgic imaginations, taste and 

lifestyle, they were irrelevant to the everyday experiences and particular demands of the local 

people. Local shopkeepers and residents thus alienated themselves from the activities and the 

creative shops, producing tensions and conflicts over the interpretation of local history and the 

practical usage of urban spaces. Moreover, as the creative economy became the dominant 

industry in the neighbourhood under government support, it further endangered the continual 

existence of the traditional industries. They might be replaced by the new shops or forced to be 

relocated from the main street. This caused uneven development in the neighbourhood as local 
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people were often excluded from participation and their voices were marginalised and not taken 

into account. 

 

Thirdly, there are also hidden threats and dilemma behind the cultural and creative city policy. 

As partners of the city government, the creative class becomes agents of the municipality and 

executors of urban plans. Besides business management and daily operation of the shops like 

any other companies, the creative workers are also organisers of cultural activities, initiators of 

community mobilisation, and mediators between the city and the local. The multiple tasks and 

responsibilities cause a common precarious working condition, as Krätke (2010) observed, that 

many creative workers suffer from long-working hours, low and unstable wages, short-term 

contracts, and insecure social welfare. This condition would probably hinder the production of 

creativity and offset the efforts to activate social changes (Colomb, 2012; Novy & Colomb, 

2012), as the creative class have to fulfil government requests and compromise with more 

profit-oriented activities (Chiu, 2016). Moreover, while the creative workers are often seen as 

pioneers of gentrification, they may become victims of gentrification struggling with rising 

rental and a shortage of space. When the old neighbourhood is enlivened and become popular 

tourist attraction, large corporates and investors that could afford higher rents would threaten 

the creative workers to be displaced, constantly moving around in the city as urban nomads. 
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4.4 The Formation of a Hybrid Community Identity 

In the previous sections, I have elaborated on the various stages of Dadaocheng’s development. 

These initiatives began with the conservation movement and the implementation of the 

Dadaocheng Historic District Preservation Plan. At the second phase, culture-led urban 

regeneration was aimed at further revitalising the local economy through the creative city 

concepts. In this section, I will reflect on and discuss these processes and their meanings, 

examining the question of how discourses of economic growth and cultural representation are 

narrated, negotiated and transformed. While the creative discourse has both positive and 

negative impacts on the neighbourhood, residents and shopkeepers will tactically cooperate or 

resist different aspects of urban policies through strategies of appropriation and disaffiliation, 

so that they may maintain their everyday practices and economic activities. Likewise, the 

enduring and rooted perception of the exchange value extracted from lands and properties 

continues to influence the legal framework and practices of the preservation district. Hence, the 

municipal government takes an ambiguous and pragmatic attitude mixed up with conventional 

planning practices and a communicative approach to resolve the disputes and to fulfil the 

multiple demands among various stakeholders. This thus leads to the formation of a hybrid 

community identity in Dadaocheng. 

 

4.4.1 Alternative Discourses to the Cultural and Creative Economy 

The case of Dadaocheng illustrates how culture-led urban regeneration has been shaped by 

global trends and state ideologies while being contested and challenged by local residents. 

Although the creative city toolkit has been widely disseminated through policy transfer, global 

exchanges, and best-practices learning (Kong et al., 2006; Y.-S. Lee & Hwang, 2012), it has 

also been sharply criticised for its utopian and hegemonic characteristics (Krätke, 2012; A. C. 

Pratt, 2010). In Taipei, while the city government asserted that the creative industries could 
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revitalise Dadaocheng’s local economy through cultural representation and public participation, 

the top-down policy intervention lacked deeper consideration and observation of the specific 

socio-economic context and of nuanced local differences (W.-I. Lin, 2015). Furthermore, the 

deployment of local history, cultural heritage, and traditional industries as inspirations for the 

creative economy may end up embracing the tastes and lifestyle of the bourgeois class, thereby 

producing a disjuncture between cultural tourism and the ordinary lives of the established 

community (Chiu, 2014). However, the voices of opposition and actions of counter-movements 

formulated by local actors should not be overlooked. These actors have the capacity to generate 

alternative discourses that can bring about progressive changes in urban policies and to play an 

active role in shaping their living environments (Colomb, 2012; Mayer, 2016; Novy & Colomb, 

2012). In other words, residents and shopkeepers are not merely passive recipients of urban 

policies; nor would urban transformation only have a strengthening or a devastating effect on 

their place identities (Yarker, 2018). Instead of understanding local movements as the total 

denial of the creative city, we should focus on the process of argumentative interaction and 

coalition in which various stakeholders selectively accept, appropriate and transform different 

ideas. Recognising the limitations of the creative approach, a group of creative workers ally 

themselves with some traditional shopkeepers and together try to carry out different strategies 

of relationship building and community mobilisation. With the formation of a new community 

organisation, the creative city discourse is adjusted and utilised to be fitted into local people’s 

demands. But it also hints the production of new forms of exclusion. 

 

Dilemma and Reflection of the Creative Class 

The alternative discourse of the creative city is first suggested by a group of creative workers, 

who mostly belong to the third or fourth generation of local merchants and came back to their 

hometown after being away for decades. They begin to rethink their roles within the 
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neighbourhood and to reflect on whether or not the artistic interventions are beneficial for the 

neighbourhood. Because of their childhood memories and ancestral relationships, they believe 

that it is their responsibility to prevent the district from stagnating and to revitalise the place 

where their forefathers have lived and worked. As one product designer expressed her regret: 

It is because of my childhood experiences; I don’t want to see [them disappear]. 
I hope many things can remain. But maybe the shop owner here doesn’t know 
what he can do. Or maybe he doesn’t think he has to do something. Then I feel 
so sorry, I don’t want the place where I grew up to become another street full 
of coffee shops. I just hope this will not happen and that something can be 
preserved. (interview held on 23 September 2016) 

Not only the emotion of longing for home motivates the younger generation to dedicate 

themselves to the neighbourhood, but also they realise that a healthier development of the 

neighbourhood would be advantageous for their creative business. Hence, some creative 

practitioners have observed some problems in the neighbourhood that both old-timers and 

newcomers are facing and that cannot be immediately solved under the current creative urban 

policies. They thus have to constantly modify their goals and strategies to adapt to new 

challenges and real situations, as one URS owner described how his aims have over time: 

When I first came here, my feeling was, “it’s so good. I’ve got an old house! 
Awesome!” And the rent was low, just a couple of thousand dollars. … But 
later, as I stayed here longer, I started to see some of the problems in this area. 
And these problems are closely connected with this place; with the 
neighbourhood. How can I solve these problems? Some of the problems have 
been there for 20 or 30 years, so I cannot resolve them immediately. What I can 
do is just waiting, I think, staying here, and talking with local people, step by 
step. … So my motivation is always changing. (interview held on 5 October 
2016) 

 

Concomitantly, another group of actors, who are also descendants of traditional wholesalers, 

hope to reinvigorate their family businesses by injecting creative concepts and innovative 

manoeuvres into them. Compared with the older generation, this group of people have more 

insights into industrial transformation and are more open and flexible to making changes. They 

realise that when the commercial model and consumption behaviour had changed, the 
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traditional industries must also keep up with the latest technologies and innovative business 

management; otherwise, they cannot survive in the fierce competition with the emerging new 

shops. One shop owner commented on this situation as follows: 

Dihua Street has always been a place for wholesale business. But in recent years, 
it has been affected, no, we should say, every industry has been affected by the 
rise of e-commerce. In the past, there were many tiers of agents between the 
supplier and the end user. But now this structure has changed. So, while the 
commercial model in Dadaocheng was based mainly on [business-to-business], 
it has now switched to [business-to-customer]. (interview held on 1 December 
2016) 

Members of the younger generation regard the creative strategies as an opportunity to upgrade 

the traditional industries, and they do not reject possible cooperation and alliance with the 

creative industries. The reflexion of the creative workers and the will of traditional wholesalers 

to make changes thus merge into a new force that collaboratively endeavour to improve the 

neighbourhood. Although the two groups of people differ in business types, supply chains, 

products, and target markets, the common interest of economic revitalisation can bridge the two 

groups and eliminate their controversies. 

 

Relationship Building and a New Community Organisation 

Drawing lessons from unsuccessful experiences of public participation in the past, this group 

of creative workers and traditional shopkeepers realise that event-oriented mobilisation could 

not draw local people’s awareness because of the lack of mutual trust and understanding 

between old and new community members. In other words, relationship building among actors 

should occur before making any changes and prior to the organisation of cultural activities. 

There are multiple ways of building up a relationship. First, the normal, ordinary, and perhaps 

more enduring everyday encounters through warm greetings on the streets, environmental 

cleaning, neighbourhood beautification, and business alliances give the creative workers 

chances to explain their motivations and efforts to local people. These simple actions are not 
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only expressions of affability and empathy concerning the fact that both the newcomers and 

traditional business owners are ‘in the same boat’ but they also work to gradually break down 

local people’s mental defences and hostile attitudes. The owner of a bubble tea shop who 

actively contributes to this process made the following observation:  

I came back to open a store in this small lane, so I am closer to the local people. 
Because of the shop, I am here all the time, and I have some interactions with 
them. When I wipe the store front, we meet each other; that’s how it began. … 
We want to wait for the right moment. When the time is ripe; I mean, when we 
get more familiar with our neighbours, that’s the right moment, and we can do 
something more. ... So, we are just making friends. It’s true, [we are doing this] 
to win their trust, and to become familiar with each other. (interview held on 25 
October 2016) 

A second approach is to consider what actually interest local people. For instance, incidents 

that may cause undesirable changes of the living environment will evoke a sense of crisis and 

lead to voluntary organisation and mobilisation. Instead of being passive participants, local 

people now play the roles of active initiators while the creative workers may provide required 

assistance and resources by applying tactically for different government subsidies to achieve 

their aims.  

 

Furthermore, in contrast to definitions of culture as visible forms and figurative symbols 

expressed through artistic and creative productions, the alliance of creative workers and local 

people sees local culture as the practice of everyday life accumulated overtime. The everyday 

‘culture’ should be valued as a knowledge asset, which encompasses the techniques and know-

how within each specialised profession, as well as local stories, life experiences, social norms, 

and industrial evolution. These aspects of local knowledge must be properly inherited and 

transferred, so that traditional industries could continue to exist, and Dadaocheng could 

maintain its cultural distinctiveness. Knowledge inheritance refers to the rediscovery and 

revaluation of local industry and culture, especially in terms of encouraging younger generation 

to engage in the traditional businesses and feel proud of their past. Through interviews with 
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local elders, text, audio, and video records, it is hoped that not only these stories would be 

remembered but also the techniques and professions would continue to be practiced and be 

imbued with new meanings. Moreover, knowledge transfer refers to the presentation, 

transmission, and promotion of the ‘authentic faces’ of Dadaocheng through educational 

programmes, such as regular guided tours led by local people for new shopkeepers and visitors. 

It is anticipated that knowledge transfer would enhance a deeper understanding and 

appreciation of local history and cultural context, which would correct the biased stereotypes 

of Dadaocheng, wherein this area is merely viewed as the venue for Lunar New Year events or 

as a tourist attraction. When harmonious relationships and close partnerships are established, 

and when agreements on knowledge inheritance and transfer are reached, bottom-up 

community initiatives may better match the demands and expectations of the locals and gain 

wider supports.  

 

Examples of Community Initiatives 

Two case studies—drawn from the northern and southern section of Dihua Street 

respectively—can illustrate how creative workers, traditional wholesalers, and local residents 

are allied together and strive for a neighbourhood identity and economic improvements through 

official and unofficial strategies. In the northern section of Dihua Street, fast industrial 

shrinkage and the outflow of population has resulted in a plan to integrate two neighbouring 

elementary schools into one and to dismantle a pedestrian footbridge connecting the two 

schools (Figure 4-9). However, this plan evoked opposition from local residents—most of them 

are alumni of the two schools—who started to negotiate with the government to retain the two 

schools as separate ones and to preserve the footbridge as a symbol of their childhood memories 

and for schoolchildren’s safety. This incident provided URS owners and creative workers in 

this area with a good opportunity to join in the local initiative, accompanying and assisting  
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Figure 4-9  

The Yongle–Taiping Footbridge 

 
Source: Author. 

 

residents with proposal writing and strategies formulating with their previous experiences. In 

2015, the residents collaborated with three elementary schools in the neighbourhood to hold a 

painting competition concerning the future of the footbridge.55 During the following years, 

they successfully applied for a grant to participate in the 2016 World Design Capital event, 

which enabled them to propose an illumination project that would light up the dark 

surroundings of the footbridge.56 A two-day festival featuring weekend markets and numerous 

activities was held in celebration of illumination project. Furthermore, a short film about the 

movement was produced with the support of the Community Documentary Film programme.57 

One URS owner, who participated in the entire process, described this experience as follows: 

 
55 The paintings were collected and exhibited online; see http://www.cicisasa.com/skybridge (accessed on 27 
Sep 2019). 
56 See the following link on the 2016 World Design Capital event held in Taipei: http://wdc2016.taipei/ (accessed 
on 27 Sep 2019). 
57 The title of the documentary film is ‘Lighting up Taiping District’; see https://youtu.be/zw1- 
FO9UwVA (accessed on 30 Sep 2019). 
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At this moment, the bridge itself is not the most important thing anymore. It 
becomes a medium through which the residents could reach a consensus. 
Besides the footbridge, what problems else do we have in the neighbourhood 
that we need to discuss? I think it is important to guide the residents in this 
direction. … Because of the demolition of the bridge, resident have a sense of 
crisis. They must say something; otherwise the city government will dismantle 
it. … Because of the pedestrian bridge, many people can gather together. 
(interview held on 5 October 2016) 

As the footbridge incident successfully evoked residents’ awareness and mobilisation, the 

emerging community dynamics was ready to undertake new challenges within the 

neighbourhood. For instance, through the Community Empowerment projects, they continue to 

collect stories, episodes and oral histories from local people and post the collected stories on a 

community blog, which can be easily accessed and read (Community Empowering Society, 

2017). Moreover, they proposed a project to improve the connection between the MRT station 

and the neighbourhood in collaboration with local artists through a participatory budgeting 

process, hoping to provide visitors with a friendlier walking environment and clearer guiding 

instructions (Figure 4-10).  

 

In the southern section of Dihua Street, the embryo of friendships grew first in the side alleys 

of the street where the daily tempo is slower and the flow of people and goods is less congested 

than it is on the main street (Figure 4-11). Some new shop owners began to interact with their 

neighbours through warm greetings and business contacts, and subsequently extending to areas 

of mutual interest, such as street cleaning, environment improvement, and neighbourhood 

beautification. After getting more familiar with each other, they started to meet randomly on 

holidays or during religious ceremonies and decided to found an unofficial neighbourhood 

organisation based on private connections. With the support of the Community Documentary 

Film programme, the relationship-building process was recorded in a film titled ‘Where are you 

from?’, emphasising that every member in the neighbourhood is a ‘collective life participant’ 
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Figure 4-10  

The Redesigned Underpass between MRT Station and Dihua Street 

 
Source: Author. 

 

Figure 4-11  

A Small Lane in Front of the Chenghuang Temple 

 
Source: Author. 
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regardless of his or her origin and occupation.58 In 2016, the community members decided to 

formally establish a new community organisation named the Dadaocheng Creative Urban 

Blocks Development Association, so that they can sustain the networks and relationships and 

carry out community projects more systematically. One member explained why ‘creative’ was 

stressed by the new association:  

I think creativity is more like brainstorming because we can come up with better 
ideas through collective discussion. Then we will carry out these ideas. It is not 
like when someone makes a decision, the others have to do whatever he says. 
That is not what we are doing. This is a process of bottom-up participation. We 
have the support from below when doing any projects. It’s better, too. The more 
members we have, the more ideas we can create. This is what we call 
‘creativity’. (interview held on 25 October 2016) 

The association planned various festivals and events thematically centred on national holidays 

and religious ceremonies, giving local and creative shops the opportunity to display their 

products and promote special sales. Moreover, a ‘study group’ is held regularly, aiming at the 

sharing of knowledge and experiences among group members. At each meeting, a shop owner 

will briefly present the history, concepts, marketing, and upgrading strategies of his or her 

business. Through frequent gatherings and exchanges, both old and new shop owners can learn 

from, support, and coordinate with each other, collectively envisioning a better future (Figure 

4-12). Later, many shops in the northern section of Dihua Street also joined in the new 

association. In 2019, the association partnered with the URS programme and renamed the site 

as ‘Knowledge Living Room’, with hopes of sustaining its mission of community participation 

and knowledge transmission. 

 

 

 

 

 
58 The title of the film was ‘汝是佗位人？’ in the Taiwanese dialect. See https://youtu.be/Jg3T2n0 6dnE  
(accessed on 30 Sep 2019). 
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Figure 4-12  

A Meeting of the Community’s ‘Study Group’ 

 
Source: Dadaocheng Creative Urban Blocks Development Association. 

 

The Tyranny of Community Participation? 

Although community mobilisation and collaborations among multiple actors are clearly 

apparent in Dadaocheng, there is a need for caution relating to the new ‘tyranny’ of participation 

(Pollock & Sharp, 2012). This phenomenon entails the selective exclusion of marginal groups 

whose voices are silenced in the process consensus building (Beaumont & Nicholls, 2008). For 

instance, some shop owners whose outlets are not located on Dihua Street feel that the 

commercial organisations and community initiatives are mainly concentrated on the main street 

and that they are seldom informed about them. Similarly, residents who simply wish for a 

comfortable living environment argue that they are less interested in community movements 

with a focus on economic revitalisation. A community member who has participated in many 

of these projects expressed her worries as follows: 

The idea of ‘gathering a group of people with a collective interest to improve 
the neighbourhood’ has always been a myth for me. … I wonder what 
community empowerment actually is. Is it my own subjective will or the 
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collaborative decision-making of the community? Is it like, everyone thinks 
something that is important and must be done, or that I first find a problem and 
I think it must be solved and then seek public support? It’s controversial. 
(interview held on 9 April 2018) 

In other words, when community empowerment and public participation are controlled and 

managed by certain groups of people, these programmes may be reduced to a kind of tokenism 

rather than the support of those people in need (Arnstein, 1969). It also reveals the long-existing 

problems of government-sponsored community empowerment programmes, as only people 

who already have the required resources, legal knowledge, and previous experiences are more 

likely to obtain government subsidies. This is apparent in the experience of one local shop 

owner: 

When they had the information meeting, I had no idea about it. Anyway, I didn’t 
know the programme. Then, a neighbour told me about this and gave me the 
brochure. … So I joined in the programme. … But, honestly speaking, if a 
blacksmith were asked to write a proposal, to write down his story to apply for 
the subsidy, sorry, it’s impossible. Perhaps he holds a pen only for writing a 
quotation. … But if he does not have the application documents, he has no 
chance of getting the subsidy. (interview held on 1 December 2016) 

If urban development is conceived as a dynamic process rather than as a static or permanent 

state, the temporary phase can be seen as a particular temporal moment in the long-term process 

of transformation. Therefore, the excluded and marginalised voices are potential factors that 

may cause conflicts, facilitate interactions, and bring in changes during subsequent stages. 

 

4.4.2 The Revival and Endurance of Property Values 

The greatest obstacle that the conservation movement in Dadaocheng faced was opposition 

from local property owners, who negated the architectural and cultural significance of 

traditional urban environment. They argued that the constraints imposed on the reconstruction 

of old buildings were detrimental to their private assets and interests. The property issue was 

later resolved through the implementation of the TDR that provided for the renovation and 

regulatory control of old buildings and shophouses. Moreover, cultural festivals and creative 
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city strategies have sustained and revitalised traditional industries and the local economy. The 

prevailing discourse in Dadaocheng evidently entails an appreciation of local history and 

industrial upgrading. Nevertheless, the question of whether the property rights and land value 

discourse has disappeared, been rearticulated or transformed—and if so how—merits further 

consideration. A comprehensive review of the Dadaocheng Historic Preservation Plan 

undertaken in 2015 offers an opportunity to identify and examine the property owners’ claims 

and arguments in a new light. In light of this review, it can be argued that the discourse on 

property rights and land profit has not ceased. On the contrary, it inevitably resurfaces whenever 

property owners’ vested interests are adversely affected by urban policies. 

 

The TDR mechanism has been widely applied in Taiwan as an instrument for dealing with the 

complex property rights issues entailed in historic preservation that are similar to those faced 

in Japan and the United States (Chorus, 2008; C.-C. Lin, 2008). There is evidence that the TDR 

mechanism provides sufficient compensation to private landowners and can thus facilitate the 

designation of private properties as heritage. Subsequently, TDR was applied to the process of 

acquiring ‘reserved land’ in Taiwan—private lands reserved for public infrastructure—given 

the limited budget available for the expropriation of private properties (M. Shih & Chang, 2015). 

TDR also serves as an incentive that encourages the private sector to engage in urban renewal 

projects through receiving development rights from other building sites from elsewhere. 

However, as a planning tool that follows market rules and the logic of land commodification, 

TDR is essentially a product of neoliberal capitalism (Pruetz & Standridge, 2008; Stinson, 

1996). According to Shih and Chang (2015), TDR has departed from its original purpose of 

historic preservation, prompting an escalation of social polarisation and uneven urban 

development.  
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It is possible that the dual impacts of TDR that on the one hand can strengthen historic 

preservation and on the other hand give rise to social inequity became apparent to city 

government officials. The municipality initiated a project to review and amend the Dadaocheng 

Historic Preservation Plan in 2015,59 with a focus on TDR–related regulations and land zoning 

so that the rules in Dadaocheng could be aligned with the city’s general TDR principles (Taipei 

City Government, 2018b). For instance, the TDR receiving site is defined as an area that shall 

exceed 1,000 square meters, is located on a street that is wider than 8 meters, and lies within an 

800-meter radius of a MRT station. If a site receives more than 20 per cent of the original 

development right, and if an increase in the floor plan exceeds 1,000 square meters, then the 

transfer will be carefully reviewed and assessed. These regulations are intended to prevent the 

overloading of buildings on small plots of land or in areas that not suitable for large 

developments, such as hillsides, and to avoid undesirable impacts on neighbouring buildings 

and streets in the vicinity of the receiving site (Taipei City Government, 2018b). In light of the 

review, the concept of a ‘development right bank’ was proposed within a new system that will 

replace the current practice of direct transfer from reserved land. Extra land development rights 

will have to be ‘purchased’ form the government, thus generating revenue that can be used to 

ensure heritage compensation and land acquisition that is more reasonable and equitably 

distributed (Department of Urban Development, 2016e). Moreover, because the renovation 

work on some buildings in Dadaocheng was incomplete or buildings remained unoccupied after 

TDR transactions, the city government revised the regulations. Accordingly, half of the 

development rights were to be transferred following the onset of construction work, and the 

other half could only be transferred after the completion of construction and the acquisition of 

the use permit of the building. These amendments along with the revision of regulations on 

 
59  The plan has not been revised since it came into effect in 2000. Only supplementary regulations and 
implementation guidelines were added to the plan. 
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urban design, heritage preservation, relaxation of land use, and public infrastructure were 

announced in 2016. 

 

Although the revised plan was aimed at regulating the unruly aspects of development rights, 

these amendments did not favour local landowners. Property owners pointed out that with the 

increasing constraints and legal complexities entailed in TDR regulations, landowners are more 

reluctant to renovate their properties. They offered several arguments in support of their 

position. Firstly, the new criteria of receiving sites undermine the free market mechanism and 

hinder the implementation of TDR in Dadaocheng. Since land parcels in Dadaocheng are 

fragmented and each plot has only a few extra building volumes, the development rights that 

can be transferred actually accommodate the needs of smaller building sites. Potential negative 

impacts on a small receiving site may be caused by a number of factors and should be regulated 

case by case rather than applying a universal standard subject to area size and street width. 

Secondly, the introduction of the ‘development right bank’ would cause the transfer of 

development right from Dadaocheng appears more unfavourable to developers and potential 

buyers. Because TDR in Dadaocheng requires the renovation or reconstruction of old buildings, 

the procedure for case reviewing and permission granting often takes a long time. If the 

purchase of development rights from the bank is more convenient for developers, few of them 

would choose to buy development rights from the historical buildings in Dadaocheng. Thirdly, 

the division of the TDR process into different phases would impede the turnover of construction 

funds. Because the funds obtained through TDR can only be used for renovation and 

construction, landowners worry that a full compensation after the completion of construction 

would adversely affect their financial planning. These arguments in conjunction with requests 
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to prioritise and further deregulate TDR in Dadaocheng, 60  were presented to the city 

government either as petition documents or as verbally articulated arguments at numerous 

negotiation meetings and public hearings. 

 

Strikingly, in their struggle to acquire rights to their private properties and to secure their 

personal interests, the residents and landowners not only emphasised principles of social equity, 

procedural justice and legitimate expectations but they also repeatedly highlighted the historical 

and cultural value of Dadaocheng. They pointed to these values as evidence that justified their 

arguments. Thus, one landowner made the following argument during a discussion session:  

Dihua Street is the only ‘living’ street in Taipei that integrates the historical 
background, cultural activities and traditional industries within one 
neighbourhood. It has also been the largest distribution centre of groceries and 
[other] products since the time of the Qing dynasty. … Now, local residents are 
sacrificing their property development rights for the sake of historic 
preservation, but the city government has established so many regulations and 
restrictions on the transfer of development rights. Moreover, given the recession 
of the real estate market in recent years, it would be more difficult to transfer 
building rights. (Department of Urban Development, 2016c, p. 4) 

One resident also raised this issue from the private to the public domain, making the following 

argument:  

The preservation and regeneration of Dadaocheng shall enhance a sense of pride 
for the whole citizen. The new ‘development right bank’ system, which only 
benefits the government, should not offset the interests of Dadaocheng. I 
suggest that the city government prioritises the interests of Dadaocheng by 
consolidating the TDR in Dadaocheng and cancelling the numerous restrictions 
in this revised plan, so that the conditions can be at least equal to or even better 
than those in the new system. (Department of Urban Development, 2017c, p. 
72) 

A comparison of their statements with the historic preservation discourse applied in relation to 

the conservation movement surprisingly reveals how the residents effectively appropriated the 

 
60 Property owners hoped that two regulations in the 2000 plan would be removed. The first is the adjustment 
of existing and incommensurate development rights on both sides of Dihua Street. Specifically, the areas on the 
eastern side of the street fall under a commercial zone, entailing higher development rights than those of areas 
on of the western side that is demarcated as residential zone. The other rule pertains to the reduction of 
development rights on sites located on streets that are less than 6 meters in width. 
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historic discourse to strengthen their arguments (see section 4.2.2). In the past, the property 

owners considered that the old houses were worthless and would cause continuous decline of 

the neighbourhood, and that these houses were their private assets which should not be 

‘publicised’ as heritage. Now they boasted about the exceptional and well-acknowledged 

historical value of Dadaocheng, and argued that the historical built environment would be 

potentially harmed by dysfunctional urban policies. Therefore, rather than defending their own 

benefits, they disagreed with the amendment for the sake of the public good. This interpretation 

and appropriation of the heritage discourse reveals that although there may be mutations or self-

contradictions in the terms and rhetoric employed in the argumentation, the hidden and 

underlying motivation remains unchanged and compelling. In order to amplify their protest and 

garner the public’s attention, landowners also hung red banners on building façades all over 

Dadaocheng (Figure 4-13). This radical action has undoubtedly placed pressure on the city 

government that regards Dadaocheng as a top tourist attraction and as an exemplar to promote 

the city’s image. 

 

While much of the debate has focused on the protection of personal interests and the transfer 

of development rights, some shop owners and intellectuals have questioned why other 

important issues, such as economic revitalisation and the future prospects of Dadaocheng, have 

been neglected in the amended plan. In response to this call to develop a long-term vision of 

local development and prosperity, the municipality hesitantly provided the following response: 

In the past … the city government initiated many urban policies, action plans 
or regeneration projects to deal with issues relating to industrial upgrading, the 
management of private lodging, pipelines of public utility, and interdisciplinary 
coordination, etc. … However, considering the changed spatial and temporal 
context, [this time] the discussion will focus on the interests of local residents. 
Regarding future developments or strategies of improvement, the city 
government would discuss and investigate these issues and [initiate] other urban 
policies. (Department of Urban Development, 2016b, p. 8) 
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Figure 4-13  

Banners Hanging on the Façades of Historical Buildings 

 
Source: Author. 

 

The city government’s response reveals that the issue of uneven distribution and development 

resulting from an overemphasis on private ownership in the past had to be addressed in the 

amendments made to the preservation plan. However, the attempt to integrate personal interests 

with communal or public demands has been proved challenging as conventional planning 

practices still dominated in the emendation process. The amendment of the plan led by the 

municipality also contradicts the ethos of bottom-up citizen participation and community 

initiatives. This contradiction has resulted in the withdrawal of some shop owners and creative 

workers from the discussions and negotiations after they realised that the revised plan would 

primarily focus on TDR–related issues rather than on neighbourhood regeneration or economic 

revitalisation. 
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Ultimately, the city government decided to revoke the draft regulations on restrictions relating 

to receiving sites and the gradational transfer of development rights while retaining the existing 

regulations on development rights without further relaxing or strengthening them. To promote 

urban regeneration and economic revitalisation, the city government demarcated a ‘pilot zone 

for a creative cluster’ (Figure 4-14). Within this pilot zone land uses that are not defined in the 

zoning regulations would be permitted, if the “usage can contribute to the preservation of the 

local history and urban pattern and the continuation and revitalisation of traditional industry, 

which is reviewed and approved by the city government … and related departments, for the 

flexibility of land use” (Taipei City Government, 2018b, p. 18).  

 

This incident indicates the persistence and revival of conventional concepts upholding the 

exchange value of land, which has been deeply implanted in the minds of most property owners. 

These landowners were able to legitimatise their request and demands by positioning 

themselves within the argumentative structure of historical and cultural discourses. While urban 

conservation appears to counteract pro-growth urban developments and land speculation, in 

reality it has to coordinate with the latter for a smoother and continual implementation of 

heritage preservation. Urban conservation thus hinges on whether private interests and 

economic goals could be fulfilled. 
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Figure 4-14  

Proposed Pilot Zone for the Creative Cluster 

 
Source: Taipei City Government, 2018b. 
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4.4.3 The Pragmatic Attitude of the City Government61 

While community organisation’s desire for economic revitalisation and landowners’ struggle 

for property rights have been explicitly articulated, the city government has continued to 

demonstrate an ambivalent attitude. On the one hand, community empowerment projects 

emphasise the value of collaborative decision-making and consensus building through practice 

of deliberative democracy and communicative planning. On the other hand, inherited planning 

practices following a path-dependant trajectory continue to draw on past experiences of top-

down intervention and instrumental reasoning in policymaking (C.-Y. Lin, 2016; Chia-Huang 

Wang, 2012). Hence, Taiwan’s planning culture is at a transitional phase in which purposive-

rational practices are juxtaposed with collaborative/communicative actions. I would argue that 

this transition occurs not as a result of philosophical reflection or an active reshaping of 

planning practice but as a response to the diversified and complex political and social 

circumstances entailed in Taiwan’s history, such that support of grassroots movement and the 

continuation of planning bureaucracy may co-exist. The contingent and fragmented forms of 

the urban policy and planning system in Taiwan can best be described as that of a pragmatic 

government that is attempting to satisfy the multiple demands of different actors (Philip 

Harrison, 2002). 

 

The case of Dadaocheng provides insights into the processes of policymaking and 

implementation in Taipei, which is a mixture of inherited institutional settings, shifting state 

ideologies, travelling theories and practices, and with clear predetermined goals. For instance, 

the URS policy was intended to transform the historical neighbourhood into an innovative hub 

for the creative industries and for the promotion of the city’s cultural image, thereby 

 
61 Part of this section has been published in Cheng (2019). Re-making Dadaocheng: Towards a new era of urban 
regeneration in Taipei? In Altrock et al. (Eds.) Quartiersentwicklung im globalen Süden. Jahrbuch Stadterneuerung 
2018. Wiesbaden: Springer. 
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strengthening Taipei’s economic competitiveness (Chiu, 2014; W.-I. Lin, 2015). Similarly, the 

government-led emendation of the special district plan tried to define urban problems as results 

of legal deficiencies and hoped to regulate land use zoning, property ownership, and design 

principles based on procedural rationality. At the same time, the city government has provided 

a wide range of bottom-up participatory channels both within and outside of the planning 

system. For example, the city government has encouraged community mobilisation and 

empowerment through which community members can actively seek ideas, collectively carry 

out small projects and ultimately improve their living environments. In addition, a remedial 

mechanism is offered, through which property owners can submit petitions, express their 

complaints, and articulate their views at official consultation meetings and public hearings. 

However, these participatory channels exist as parallel or supplementary avenues in relation to 

the planning system rather than being an integral part of it. Public participation often comes 

after urban policies were carried out, and community initiatives are often carried out in the form 

of protests and resistance against unwanted changes or negative impacts of these policies. 

Instead of facilitating consensus building among stakeholders, public participation is utilised to 

consolidate private demands and often causes conflicts between interest groups. 

 

The pragmatic attitude of the city government can be seen not only from its mixed planning 

practices but also from how the municipality responds to the diverse demands of multiple 

stakeholders. On the one hand, the voices and requests of community members are gradually 

integrated into urban policies through rolling-wave planning and corrections. On the other hand, 

these corrections only bring about changes in the content of the urban policy without impacting 

on the institutional structure and customary planning practices. Such a pragmatic attitude 

enables the coexistence of different value systems and interest groups in the neighbourhood, 

altogether forming hybrid and multiple community identities.  
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In 2015, a new urban policy, the Datong District Regeneration Plan,62 was launched.63 The 

city government tried to re-examine the consequences of the creative city policy and to initiate 

new strategies of urban conservation and redevelopment in this four-year urban regeneration 

plan. In this plan, independent and parallel projects carried out by different responsible 

authorities were integrated within one comprehensive policy package with the aim to enhance 

interdisciplinary collaboration, resource-bundling and horizontal communication between 

government departments (Taipei City Government, 2018a). Concomitantly, a comprehensive 

review and revision of the masterplan of Datong District was conducted, which was intended 

to include long-term development goals through strategic planning and community 

mobilisation, and to address the complex issues of improving neighbourhood environment, 

upgrading public infrastructure, promoting cultural tourism, and accelerating urban 

regeneration (C. Lin, 2019). Under this framework, the emendation of the Dadaocheng Historic 

Preservation District Plan was in progress. After numerous consultation meetings and 

negotiation with property owners, the city government ultimately gave up the intended 

imposition of restrictions on receiving sites of development rights, and relaxed land use control 

in small alleys, as ways to encourage renovation and adaptive reuse of historical buildings in 

the area. Furthermore, an on-site community planning office was established, which served as 

a bridge between the city government and the neighbourhood by offering legal consultation, 

policy explanation, and community assistance services. The on-site urban planners also played 

the role of facilitators and collaborators, trying to support the mobilisation and organisation of 

community associations, and to collect local voices through direct visits, interviews, forums 

and meetings.  

 
62 Datong District is one of twelve administrative districts of Taipei that comprises the areas of Dalongtong (大
龍峒) in the north and Dadaocheng (大稻埕) in the south. Both of them were early Chinese migrations 
settlements. 
63 The city government started five ‘District Regeneration Plans’ at the same time, including those in Datong, 
Zhongzheng–Wanhua, Shilin, Beitou, and Wenshan Districts. 
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Another example of how local movements have brought about policy innovations can be seen 

in the economic revitalisation programme launched by the Office of Commerce. 64  This 

programme is aimed at revitalising and upgrading traditional industries through strategies of 

rebranding and marketing with the assistance of management consultancy firms, so that 

traditional shopkeepers could also adapt to the creative economy and its impacts. Moreover, 

the establishment of a holiday pedestrian zone in the southern section of Dihua Street has 

attempted to find a balance between traditional wholesalers’ delivery needs and tourists’ desire 

for a car-free street. Through government intervention and mediation, a pedestrian zone was 

first experimented on Sundays, when most of the traditional shops did not need to transport 

their goods. Scooter and trucks are also permitted to park in the officially marked parking 

spaces on the street, although vehicles are generally banned on the pedestrian-only day. The 

pedestrian zone was initially introduced as a three-month experiment and has become a regular 

practice since June 2018 (Taipei City Government, 2018a). 

 

The diverse and parallel urban programmes and projects are designed and directed specifically 

towards meeting the demands of different stakeholders. This strategy enables the city 

government to control resource distribution and interest allocation, thereby legitimating its 

governmentality and consolidating its power. Thus, the pragmatist government ‘would adopt 

an open-ended experimental approach and would not be overly concerned with meeting any 

formal requirements of rationality, whether in its instrumentalist or communicative form’ 

(Philip Harrison, 2002, p. 171). In doing so, the municipality can maintain a flexible approach, 

making adjustments and reacting to new and unexpected challenges while accomplishing its 

overall goal. 

  

 
64 The programme is known as ‘大同大不同’ in Mandarin, a Chinese homophony that literally means ‘making 
Datong District different’. 
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4.5 Summary 

The case of Dadaocheng reveals the struggle of civil society to establish a cultural identity by 

deploying the heritage preservation discourse to resist unwanted urban (re)developments. 

While the developmental state carried out urban renewal programmes in old city districts 

through street widening and reconstruction work that conformed to instrumental reasoning for 

economic growth, a group of citizens led by social elites and intellectuals appreciated the 

aesthetic value of the traditional architecture and the historical significance of the traditional 

urban pattern, local lifestyles and social relationships in contrast to prevailing trends of rapid 

modernisation and urbanisation. The conservation movement thus led to the formulation of the 

Dadaocheng Historic Preservation District Plan, aimed at preserving the historic townscape and 

protecting property owners’ interests through TDR. Although the DHPD plan was successful 

in preserving the built environment, the overemphasis on property rights did not stem the 

economic decline of traditional industries. A new urban policy, namely the URS programme 

was initiated, aimed at transforming and revitalising the old neighbourhood through artistic 

interventions and the creative economy that is currently in vogue. However, conflicts arose 

between traditional wholesalers and the new creative class in the areas of economic 

revitalisation, cultural representation and public participation. Hence, some creative workers 

and local people tried to develop alternative discourses in relation to the creative ideology. They 

began to develop a harmonious relationship and worked jointly to promote community 

mobilisation, facilitate knowledge and experience sharing among actors, ultimately seeking to 

upgrade traditional industries and strengthen economic sustainability. 

 

There are three implications of the urban conservation movement and community mobilisation 

process in Dadaocheng. Firstly, the persistent, inherited, and top-down planning practices based 

on procedural rationality continues to inscribe hegemonic state ideologies, the influence of 
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globalisation, and the pursuit of economic growth into urban spaces. In Dadaocheng, the street-

widening project as a symbol of progress and modernity, the urban conservation through the 

exchange of development rights, and the cultural creativity-led urban regeneration for city 

image branding and economic competitiveness show us again and again that while the rhetoric 

employed in planning process may evolve and change, the interventionist nature of 

policymaking may remain (Raco & Lin, 2012). 

 

Secondly, community members have the capacity to selectively use, appropriate and adapt to 

socio-economic changes, thus producing alternative discourses that contrast with the 

mainstream and dominant economic and cultural narratives. These alternative discourses are 

often derived from the practice of everyday life, as ordinary people and community members 

can choose to accept, coordinate with, or disaffiliate themselves from urban policy initiatives. 

These actors can tactically avail of community empowerment programmes and government 

subsidies, so that they can turn unwelcomed and undesired situations into beneficial ones for 

the fulfilment of their particular demands. In Dadaocheng, the first alternative discourse was 

suggested by a group of intellectuals and professionals, who endeavoured to preserve the 

traditional built environment for the construction of a sense of place and a local cultural identity. 

More recently, facing the invasion of the creative industries, the creative workers constantly 

reflect on their roles and modify their strategies through relationship building with the pre-

existing community, which could contribute not only to legitimate their actions but also to 

improve the neighbourhood. Likewise, traditional shopkeepers refuse to suffer from the 

negative effects of the creative city policy; rather, they may actively seek to sustain their ways 

of living and working through strategic alliance and industrial upgrading. Furthermore, 

landowners position themselves within the discursive structure of heritage conservation, using 
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the languages of historic and cultural values to protect their vested interests and maximise land 

profits. 

 

Lastly, the mutual influence exerted by the community movements and the pragmatic 

government on each other is evident. In the process of interactive argumentation, diverse claims 

over urban spaces are simultaneously articulated, manifested, debated, and compromised 

through negotiation and mediation. Parallel but fragmented urban policies enable the 

juxtaposition and coexistence of contrasted imaginaries and heterogeneous spatial practices in 

the neighbourhood, thereby shaping a hybrid postcolonial identity that could fulfil the various 

demands of multiple stakeholders. This hybrid identity encompasses at least five conflicted yet 

interwoven value systems in the neighbourhood. The deeply rooted concept of ‘land for profit’ 

does not perish because of the urban conservation movement; rather, the exchange value of 

land will continue to affect the implementation of heritage preservation. In contrast to the idea 

of pro-growth urban development, the appreciation of local history and traditional culture has 

endeavoured to establish a Taiwan-centric cultural identity vis-à-vis the totalising effects of 

globalisation. However, the historic and culture characteristics are intentionally 

instrumentalised to enhance Taipei’s economic competitiveness through the creative city policy 

under neoliberal urban governance. The commodification and commercialisation of history has 

urged a groups of creative workers and traditional shopkeepers to rethink the question of how 

to sustain their local lifestyles and to upgrade traditional industries. Lastly, a wide selection of 

participatory channels and subsidies are offered by the pragmatic government to fulfil the 

various demands of multiple stakeholders, thereby legitimatising its political power in 

intervention and governance. The case of Dadaocheng thus highlights the unique experience of 

urban conservation in Taipei: as urban culture heritage, land speculation, and economic growth 

are correlated in a symbiotic relationship, and government-led urban policies and bottom-up 
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community initiatives may co-exist. Therefore, community members could attach themselves 

to (parts of) the neighbourhood and extract symbolic meanings from within while disaffiliating 

themselves from other parts. Their multifarious identification with the neighbourhood is thus 

partial, fluid, and contingent. 
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Chapter 5 The Qingtian Street Neighbourhood 

 

5.1 Brief History of the Qingtian Neighbourhood 

A Japanese Professors’ Village (pre-1945) 

The Qingtian neighbourhood was located in Da’an Ward (大安區),65 the south-eastern suburb 

of colonial Taipei, which had vast rice fields and irrigation canals. As two major universities 

were established, the Taihoku College in 1922 and the Taihoku Imperial University in 1928,66 

many young professors and scholars came to Taiwan to teach and conduct research at the 

universities. To settle down in Taipei, some professors founded a housing cooperative and 

received loans to buy property and establish personal residences near the campuses (You, 2007). 

The university residence neighbourhood, later called Showacho (昭和町),67 was planned with 

a rectangular street pattern, wherein each block was divided into building sites of equal size. 

Wooden houses covered with black roof tiles were constructed in a traditional Japanese style 

that was mixed with western or modern elements and made to adapt to the humid tropical 

weather of Taiwan. The hybrid forms of the residences, although varied in shape but still in 

harmony, reflected the owners’ philosophical and liberal ideas influenced by western 

educational background (You, 2007). Attached to the houses were extensive gardens, usually 

double or triple the size of the houses, where different species of flowers, bushes, and trees 

were planted. The low-rise houses and open space thus made a pleasant living environment 

with sufficient sunlight and fresh air (L.-L. Huang, 2008). 

 

 
65 The Japanese land system was composed of Cho (町) in urban areas and Ward (區) in the suburbs. Today the 
Japanese place names are replaced by street names and house numbers but still exist in the cadastre system for 
land division and property registration. 
66 The Taihoku College is today’s National Taiwan Normal University (NTNU), and the Taihoku Imperial University 
is nowadays National Taiwan University (NTU). 
67 The name Showacho was named after the Japanese Emperor, Hirohito, as the residences were built in the 
early Showa years. However, Showacho was not an official administrative district in colonial Taipei. 
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University Dormitory and the Rise of the Neighbourhood (1945–1990) 

After the end of Japanese colonisation, like many department buildings, the residences were 

taken over by professors and civil servants from mainland China (Matsuda, 2016), and the main 

street was renamed after Qingtian County in Zhejiang Province, China. Although the ethnic 

background of the residents had altered, the houses remained mostly unchanged and were used 

for housing purposes (L.-L. Huang, 2008). The transfer of property ownership was not well 

recorded due to post-war chaos and lack of management (L.-C. Chen, 1998). According to the 

son of a former house owner, the professors from China bought the properties from their 

Japanese colleagues, so the houses were actually private assets. Later they either sold or donated 

the houses to the universities, which explains why the properties now belong to the universities 

and state enterprises (guided tour on 14 January 2016). During the 1960s and 1970s, as the 

population in Taipei grew, new apartments also emerged in the surroundings of the 

neighbourhood. Some of the Japanese residences were rebuilt into multi-storey flats during this 

process, and some were abandoned without care after the owners left. However, there were still 

a considerable number of old houses due to the continuous use by professors even after they 

retired, thus making the Qingtian neighbourhood one of the most concentrated areas of Japanese 

residences in Taipei (L.-L. Huang, 2008). 

 

Land Speculation in the Real Estate Market (1990–2003) 

Qingtian became a renowned neighbourhood in the 1990s as many large-scale urban projects 

were realised. Near the neighbourhood, the Daan Park, the Taipei public library, and many 

community parks provided citizens with sufficient leisure and outdoor opportunities. Many 

home buyers were also attracted to the cultural and academic ambience of the area due to its 
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proximity to major universities and prestigious primary schools (Jou et al., 2014).68 Moreover, 

the completion of the Xinyi District made the neighbourhood centrally located between the old 

and new city centres with convenient public transport connections. Furthermore, the old houses 

and green scenery rendered the neighbourhood particularly quiet and peaceful in the bustle of 

the metropolis, although marketplaces were in immediate proximity (Figure 5-1). The unique 

atmosphere and central location of the Qingtian neighbourhood soon caught the eyes of both 

the state and property developers (L.-L. Huang, 2008). While the state intended to demolish the 

vacant houses and sell state-owned lands to relieve the worsening national budget, property 

developers quickly followed this trend and built luxurious apartments targeting the social elites 

in high-end real estate market (Y.-L. Chen, 2005). The commodification of properties and the 

popularity of Qingtian Street thus accelerated the privatisation of public land and caused 

housing prices in the neighbourhood to soar (Chan, 2011).  

 

Urban Conservation and Gentrification (2003–present) 

In 2003, some residents became anxious about the dramatic physical and environmental 

changes in the neighbourhood. They thus initiated the conservation movement to prevent the 

demolition of the Japanese residences and to save the tall trees. The conservation movement 

was successful, as 11 of the 35 old houses acquired cultural heritage status and the 

neighbourhood was designated as the Qingtian Street Historic Preservation District in 2006. 

Many of the Japanese houses are now leased to the private sector for rehabilitation and adaptive 

reuse and have become famous tourist destinations. The historical aura and chic ambience have 

also led to the establishment of small design shops and creative clusters in and around the 

 
68  Daan Park, the largest central park in Taipei (ca. 26 hectares), was established in 1994. The Xinsheng 
Elementary School was opened in 2000. Both sites were pre-planned by Japanese people but occupied by the 
informal settlements of military families and migrants (cf. S.-C. Huang, 1997). Since demolition and eviction were 
involved in the realisation of the park and the school, these sites, together with the already existing universities, 
could be seen as the continuation of colonial planning through state ideology in the present day. 
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neighbourhood (Jou & Chen, 2014). However, it seems that urban conservation has not ceased 

land speculation; instead, it has hastened the process of gentrification (Jou et al., 2014). 

Furthermore, some residents are unhappy with the commercialisation of cultural heritage and 

public spaces in the neighbourhood (Matsuda, 2016). This suggests that an ongoing engagement 

in the Qingtian neighbourhood is needed to gain a deeper understanding of the discourses, 

processes, and arguments in heritage preservation and urban liveability in the time of neoliberal 

urban governance and community mobilisation. 

 

Figure 5-1  

The Location of the Qingtian Street Neighbourhood 

 
Source: Author.  
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5.2 The Preservation of the Japanese Residences in Qingtian Neighbourhood 

In this section, I will present the conservation movement of the Japanese residences in Qingtian 

Street neighbourhood during 2003–2006. Instead of giving a detailed review of the 

movement,69 I intend to embed the incident in the context of Taiwan’s democratic turn, as 

economic liberalisation caused the privatisation of public land, and cultural indigenisation 

encouraged citizens to search for a local identity through community empowerment. Hence, the 

long-term middle-class residents in the neighbourhood played a crucial role in this process. 

Their motivations behind and mobilisation of the conservation movement and the process of 

negotiation with the universities and the municipality are worthy of re-examination. 

 

5.2.1 Place Perception of the Neighbourhood 

Although the neighbourhood has been described as an area for social elites, residents who 

moved into the neighbourhood in the early years did not agree with this stereotype. These 

residents were mostly from middle-class groups, such as civil servants, school teachers, doctors, 

or white-collar employees, who chose to buy property in Qingtian neighbourhood not because 

of its historical atmosphere or potential in land speculation. Instead, housing affordability and 

the presence of a good ‘school zone’ were the most decisive factors for a middle-class family 

with children seeking to settle down in a big city. After moving into the neighbourhood, many 

residents began to appreciate the excellent living quality and environment. They described the 

neighbourhood as convenient, quiet, relaxed, and a great place in which to dwell. Convenience 

was seen in the diversity of shopping opportunities and public transportation, and quietness 

referred to the big gardens with trees, as well as the small alleyways suitable for walking or 

riding a bike. One resident showed her appreciation of the neighbourhood as follows: 

 
69  A detailed record of the community initiatives, meetings, and negotiations concerning the historic 
preservation of Qingtian Street can be seen in Tso Hsiang-Chu’s (2006) master thesis, Historic Building 
Conservation as Social Production of Space, Graduate Institute of Building and Planning, National Taiwan 
University, Taiwan. 
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When I first came here, the building over there was not built. It was the former 
residence of Mr Yu.70 There were many trees that looked very good. And here, 
near the back of my flat, there was the house of a professor at NTU. … the 
garden was so amazing. When I came here, I saw the beautiful garden, and I 
thought that it was worth it to live here even if I lived here for only five years. 
(interview held on 22 February 2017) 

Therefore, many residents who bought their apartments in the 70s and 80s did not want to move 

anymore because of the central location, proximity to educational and cultural facilities, and 

good living environment. Even though housing prices have risen since the 1990s, most of them 

have never thought of selling the property or investing in the real estate market. 

 

However, since the 1980s, the central government has sped up the process of land privatisation 

and economic liberalisation in public policies. Selling state-owned properties and privatising 

public-owned enterprises thus became a strategy that can not only relieve the worsening 

national financial deficits but also help to consolidate state power through coalition with the 

capitalists in a period of transition (Y.-L. Chen, 2005). The National Property Administration 

thus announced a project to inventory vacant and unused properties, such as many Japanese 

residences, former industrial sites, and military camps. These sites were located at the fringe of 

the city in the past but became centrally located due to fast urban sprawl, and they were judged 

as an unproductive and inefficient way of using public lands, which should be better planned 

to create profits and enhance wealth accumulation (Jou et al., 2012). As a result, many state-

owned lands were released, and property developers started to invest in the process of urban 

restructuring by constructing new, high-rise, and luxurious apartment buildings, including some 

of them in the Qingtain neighbourhood (L.-L. Huang, 2008). Concomitantly, National Taiwan 

University (NTU), one of the major managers of the state-owned properties in Qingtian Street, 

 
70 The interviewee referred to Mr. Yu You-Ren, the former president of the Control Yuan and a famous Chinese 
calligrapher. 
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intended to tear down the Japanese residences and build new multi-storey condominiums, 

thereby providing more living units for young professors and scholars (Tso, 2006).71 

 

Following the reconstruction, the residents have sensed the gradual physical transformation of 

the neighbourhood, including the disappearance of old trees, the increase of population, and the 

lack of parking spaces in the neighbourhood (Figure 5-2). Although they felt regretful and 

disappointed towards the changes occurring in the enjoyable living environment, they could do 

nothing to resist against this trend. On the one hand, it was impossible to prevent private owners 

from selling or rebuilding their properties. On the other hand, as one resident reported, they 

were busy with everyday life and had no extra time and energy to fight against the changes: 

I think it is because we have to work, so we spend most of our time in the office. 
After going home, we have to take care of our children, do household work and 
so on. It seems that no matter how the outside world changes, it does not really 
affect our life. (interview held on 15 February 2017) 

Hence, the stressful and busy urban everyday life resulted in nodding-head acquaintance and 

weak social ties among the middle-class residents (Henriksen & Tjora, 2013). As each member 

concentrated on personal affairs and had his or her own social life, collective action to fight 

against land privatisation and preserve the living environment could hardly emerge. 

 

5.2.2 The Start of the Conservation Movement 

Whereas most residents could tolerate the gradual changes of the neighbourhood, some 

residents were more determined to fight for their living environment. The mobilisation of 

residents was not an easy task, as previously mentioned, because of the lack of inter-personal 

relationships among them. Several residents, who later formed the Qingtian Community 

Development Association (QCDA) and dedicated themselves to the conservation movement, 

 
71 Even the intention to rebuild the Japanese houses should be viewed as a consequence of the national policy 
of land privatisation. If NTU did not positively seek to revitalise these properties, it would have to give the lands 
back to the central government against its will. 
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Figure 5-2  

A Japanese Residence in the Midst of High-Rise Apartments 

 
Source: Author. 

 

were grouped through their everyday practice of walking a dog in the neighbourhood, as one 

member described as follows: 

Our group was formed because we had to walk a dog. All of our team members 
have dogs; there’s no exception. We all have dogs. If I have a dog, I must bring 
it for a walk, and I must go out of my house. And if I walk a dog, I must wait. 
Waiting for what? I must wait for the dog to communicate [with other dogs]. … 
And while waiting, I will communicate [with other people]. So I will know 
some neighbours. Otherwise, those people, honestly speaking, would never 
have appeared in my life. (interview held on 23 November 2016) 

During dog walking, residents had the chance to build a closer relationship with fellow dog 

owners. Upon frequent encounters, they started to talk to and got familiar with each other. They 

shared their observations of the environment and their appreciation of the ancient trees. They 

thus had common topics to discuss and exchange information, such as which tree has blossomed 

or been cut down. Gradually, they had a growing awareness of the excellent living quality and 

how the trees and gardens in the neighbourhood contributed to urban liveability. Thus, they 

hoped that this good living environment would not be damaged. As one respondent recalled: 
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The tree was in somebody’s garden; can’t he chop it off? If a typhoon comes, 
[broken branches] may fall on his roof, and we [other residents] do not have any 
responsibility. But I just feel that I’m exposed under the sun. But I don’t care, 
because the tree is growing from his house, right? When the tree is there, I can 
hide under its shadow. Why doesn’t [the owner] simply cut everything off? He 
also needs to leave some branches. Now one can tell, there is an issue that can 
be negotiated, right? So the waiting evoked my interest, and I started to observe. 
Then the observation resulted in the occurrence of the following things 
(interview held on 23 November 2016). 

Although the trees grew on ‘private’ lands, the residents enjoyed the trees in a ‘public’ way. 

They thought that the green scenery was the prominent characteristic of the neighbourhood. 

They believed that through negotiation, a compromise mediating between the ‘public good’ and 

‘private asset’ might be achieved (Figure 5-3). 

 

Residents’ determination to protect the trees was strengthened by the growing practice of 

community empowerment and initiatives. With the support and assistance of NGOs, 

community college, university students, and professors from various disciplines, the residents 

acquired a deeper understanding of urban history, ecology, and urban environment through 

activities, projects, and workshops (Matsuda, 2016). In December 2002, an inaugural event 

entitled ‘Discovering the Green Treasure’ was initiated as the result of the workshops, in which 

participants were guided through the neighbourhood and learned to distinguish between 

different tree species (L.-L. Huang, 2008). Their efforts obtained initial feedback from the 

municipal government. In May 2003, on one property in the neighbourhood, a press conference 

was held as the Ordinance for Protecting Old Trees (OPOT) came into effect in Taipei (Tso, 

2006). However, two months later, on the same property of the press conference, a tree was 

found chopped down unexpectedly. This incident triggered the residents to take further actions. 

Two weeks later, the residents launched the first large-scale event called ‘Love Qingtian, Save 

the Old Tree’ to raise broader public awareness through the mass media. Furthermore, the 

landowner who cut down the trees inappropriately was fined, which was the first case conducted 
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Figure 5-3  

The Green Scenery of Qingtian Street 

   

Source: Author. 

 

after the OPOT was enacted (You, 2007). The successful first step of protecting the trees 

encouraged the residents and enhanced their solidarity. They were convinced that the power of 

the community could affect private ownership and the municipality, thereby improving and 

safeguarding the neighbourhood. 

 

Concomitant with the tree cutting was the privatisation of state-owned land and the construction 

of high-rise apartments. The residents quickly found out that although they could save the trees, 

once an old house was destroyed, the trees planted in the garden would also die with the houses 

(Figure 5-4). Therefore, merely protecting the trees seemed insufficient for resisting the trend 

of redevelopment. One resident thus complained: 

The university intended to dismantle the houses without informing us in 
advance. It wanted to turn the houses into high-rises, into apartments for 
professors. … In my personal feeling, I think that the university did not treasure  
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Figure 5-4  

The ‘Invasion’ of New High-Rise Apartments 

 
Source: Author. 

 

these properties. As I see, I have lived here for a long time, we all attribute the 
historical and cultural ambience of the neighbourhood to the old houses and the 
university professors. But suddenly, bulldozers came and tore down the houses, 
and we had no idea about it. (interview held on 18 October 2016) 

Residents further considered and reflected on the urban built environment where they lived. 

Why were there high-rises and luxurious apartments everywhere in the city? Did they really 

need this kind of living space? Which type of apartment did they prefer? They drew the 

conclusion that they preferred a living environment full of sunshine and nature, instead of being 

in the midst of a concrete forest. As one resident, later being the leader of the conservation 

movement, commented: 

At the time of [the conservation movement], everyone had the same idea. I think 
many people were like me: we don’t need so many high-rises. Here, like my 



 192 

parents, they live on the 6th floor, and they are quite satisfied. It’s not bad; it’s 
spacious. We just don’t need a 15-storey high-rise. We think that a good living 
and housing quality are what we need. (interview held on 18 October 2016) 

In the subsequent community meetings and workshops, the residents realised that if they wanted 

to save the trees, they also needed to prevent the Japanese residences from being rebuilt because 

the trees were growing on the land of the old houses (Matsuda, 2016). Some university 

professors and college students, who have also participated in the workshops, thus advised the 

residents to report the old houses as cultural heritage. Consequently, the residents modified 

their goal from the protection of the trees to the protection of the Japanese residences. 

  

The start of the conservation movement in the Qingtian Street neighbourhood has three 

implications. First, the appreciation of the living environment derived from the daily dog 

walking was a vivid contrast to the hastening land privatisation and the booming real estate 

market. This means that a simple and ordinary daily routine can eventually generate a different 

discourse of urban development. Second, the fast-changing environment—the demolition of 

houses and the disappearance of trees—resulted in a sense of crisis among the residents. This 

kind of crisis often leads to heritage preservation, whereas nostalgia for the colonial past played 

a secondary role (Lu, 2009). Third, the middle-class residents with higher educational and 

economic backgrounds may foreground the importance of the living environment (Matsuda, 

2016), as community initiatives in Taiwan are commonly driven by social elites and 

professionals (L.-L. Huang & Hsu, 2011). 

 

5.2.3 Interpreting and Negotiating Historical Value 

Community Members: Stating the Ecological, Historical, and Social Values 

To achieve the goal of preserving the old Japanese residences as cultural heritage, the residents 

needed to prove that these houses had the potential of acquiring heritage status in accordance 
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with the Cultural Heritage Preservation Act (CHPA). Hence, members of the community 

association started to collect different forms of historical evidence, such as the oral histories of 

elder and former residents, planning history, maps, photos, as well as official and non-official 

documents from the government or the universities. In addition, they held workshops, activities, 

exhibitions, community meetings, and press conferences not only to display their fruitful 

collections but also to arouse more extensive attention from the public. Furthermore, university 

students and professors were commissioned to investigate the historical value of these houses 

and to suggest a proposal of preservation (C.-J. Hsia, 2003; L.-L. Huang, 2008).72 

 

As a result of the investigation, the residents and the students concluded three main reasons 

why the Japanese residences were valuable for heritage preservation: historical and aesthetic 

value, ecological diversity, and social justice (Tso, 2006). The wooden Japanese residences 

were significant in terms of their architectural form, building material, construction techniques, 

and garden landscape, which, to a great extent, remained original features and appearances. The 

houses built at the same time reflected the planning concept of the private residential area during 

the Japanese period, which was an indispensable part of the city’s history (Department of 

Cultural Affairs, 2006a). The builders and owners of the houses were highly reputable 

professors at the time, who had notable contributions to Taiwan’s academic and research 

developments (You, 2007). Moreover, the plantation in the gardens supplemented the lack of 

green spaces in the city, which helped to mitigate the urban heat island effect (You, 2007). 

There were not only native species of plants and trees but also some rare species brought back 

from Southeast Asia by Japanese scholars (L.-L. Huang, 2008). The trees and bushes were 

 
72  This investigation was conducted by Professor Hsiao Chu-Jou and students of the Graduate Institute of 
Building and Planning of NTU. The survey intended to re-examine all of the 161 Japanese-built professor 
residences managed by NTU in the city. It has to be noted that Qingtian Street was not the only place where a 
conservation movement was occurring. Other conservation movements were occurring elsewhere at the time, 
such as on Wenzhou, Fuzhou, and Lishui Streets. 
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habitat to many kinds of birds and insects, sustaining the biodiversity in the urban area (You, 

2007).73 A third reason for preserving the Japanese houses involved the right to housing. The 

residents in the old houses were mostly the families left by the professors, i.e. widows or 

children with physical disabilities.74 These disadvantaged groups should be cared for based on 

humanitarian assistance and housing justice. The repossession of state-owned land and the 

reconstruction of the old houses should thus be suspended (Tso, 2006). The residents further 

formulated a proposal to preserve the whole area including 35 Japanese residences. Rather than 

treating a single building as a heritage site individually, the neighbourhood should be conserved 

as an ensemble. 

 

In the following procedures of on-site visitations, consultation meetings, and public hearings, 

the residents, property owners, and municipality had the chance to debate about the historical 

value of the Japanese residences. While the residents and intellectuals focused on the historical 

and cultural background, ecological environment, and humanitarianism, the property managers, 

mainly NTU, thought that heritage preservation would become a heavy financial burden and 

restrict the development of the university. Furthermore, the municipality had to hear and 

consider the oppositional voices and mediate both public and private interests among 

stakeholders, showing an ambivalent attitude between supporting the community and 

redefining the principles of heritage designation. 

 

The University: Expressing Economic Concerns of Heritage Preservation 

While most of the property owners, including private landlords and state-owned enterprises, 

did not express strong disagreement with the heritage designation on Qingtian Street, NTU was 

 
73 One of the community activists was a high school biology teacher. Therefore, the ecological and natural 
environment was emphasised significantly in the conservation movement. 
74 A regulation permitted professors’ family members to keep living in the houses if they had been residing there 
before 1983. After 1983, the family must move out and return the house if the professor retires. 
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the only stakeholder who explicitly opposed the idea.75  NTU, which was responsible for 

managing more than half of the Japanese residences in the neighbourhood, held a different view 

that historic preservation would negatively affect the operation and development of the 

university in two aspects. First, NTU believed that the cost of renovation and maintenance of 

the historic buildings would exceed what the university could afford. Due to the lack of 

government subsidies, the university had to spend extra expenditure on heritage preservation, 

as the budget in education and research could not be appropriated for this purpose. This might 

worsen the financial condition of the university. NTU thus argued, if the Japanese houses were 

to be preserved, the residents should also share the cost of maintenance (L.-L. Huang, 2008). 

The second argument was based on the university’s intention to rebuild the Japanese residences 

for professors’ accommodation. While one Japanese residence could only be allocated to one 

family, a multi-storey apartment could offer more housing units. This was regarded as a policy 

to recruit young scholars and professors, thus enhancing the competitiveness and ranking of the 

university. Furthermore, the university worried that if heritage preservation became a common 

practice, it would lose its autonomy and flexibility in property management and space 

arrangement. Interestingly, while NTU insisted on the possible negative impacts on the 

university’s financing and development, it did not question the historical value of the Japanese 

residences (Tso, 2006). In other words, the university thought that a choice between the ‘quality’ 

and ‘quantity’ of the heritage should be made. Through the selective preservation of one or two 

symbolic residences, the opposition between heritage and urban development could be balanced. 

As one university staff stated:  

Some conservation activists were saying, “all the old buildings in the city should 
be preserved. They are part of history; they are valuable.” But when you think 
about this issue, there is a second question: if so many houses are preserved, 
how could the city redevelop? … Now, many people just find an ‘excuse’ for 

 
75 The majority of the landowners did not object to the preservation of the Japanese houses because their 
properties were not included in the first draft of the heritage list (Tso, 2006). This does not mean that they 
supported heritage designation. For example, NTNU also supported NTU’s standpoint, although it only owned 
four houses in the neighbourhood. 
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the houses, for instance, if someone famous has lived there, the house must be 
preserved. They don’t really care whether the house is unique or not, just 
because of the celebrity. (interview held on 21 September 2016) 

As shown in the following discussions, the utilisation and management of university assets and 

the relationship between the university and the community were much debated. However, no 

concrete suggestion was directed to the practical aspect of how to deal with the deficiency of 

financial resources. The municipality thus played an important role in mediating and defining 

cultural heritage to make the final decision. 

 

The City Government: Guiding the Direction of Cultural Heritage Policy   

In the beginning of the movement, the municipality had a relatively passive attitude toward the 

incident. It only emphasised that the designation of monuments or the urban conservation of 

the whole area had to be examined through a legal procedure and according to the CHPA. 

However, when the dispute between the residents and NTU remained unsolved, the city 

government had to mediate the situation, and its role changed from passively following the 

rules to actively formulating a cultural policy (Tso, 2006). On the one hand, the municipality 

“was sensitive to community support,” so it was obliged to react to the residents’ request (L.-

L. Huang, 2008, p. 293). On the other hand, it emphasised the “profession of cultural heritage” 

while trying to define the colonial history and its intended meanings (Tso, 2006, p. 54). Hence, 

the city government stressed that since most of the Japanese residences belonged to the state, 

the fate of the publicly owned properties should be collectively determined by the public (Tso, 

2006). Furthermore, the municipality was mandated by the CHPA to take the responsibility of 

conducting and implementing cultural preservation (L.-L. Huang, 2008). In March 2005, the 

Department of Cultural Affairs coordinated with the Department of Urban Development to 

announce a temporary prohibition of new construction in the neighbourhood for two years (You, 

2007). Although the city government responded to the residents’ demands, it also tried to 
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dominate the institutionalisation of heritage preservation and the interpretation of history. The 

municipality was worried that heritage preservation would be overused and instrumentalised 

for purposes other than heritage preservation itself. In the Qingtian case, the residents hoped to 

save the old houses because of their appreciation of the urban greenery and the excellent living 

environment rather than because of the area’s historical importance or significance. If resistance 

against development and the safeguard of individual benefits became a common practice in 

historic preservation, cultural heritage might be downgraded and deployed by personal interest. 

Therefore, the historical significance and aesthetic values of a cultural heritage should only be 

judged by professional scholars. As the Japanese residences in Qingtian were part of the legacy 

of colonial activities, they were regarded as a ‘negative history’ that should not be retained in 

high quantity (Tso, 2006). This narrow definition of colonial history thus framed the decision-

making process of heritage designation in the late phase of the conservation movement. 

 

While the residents interpreted and appreciated the positive aspect of colonial activities, the 

municipality viewed the same history as an inglorious past. However, there was a lack of 

reflection on how colonial history could be represented in a positive way. This showed how 

colonial heritage remained controversial and undetermined in Taiwan, as one community 

activist commented: 

[In terms of heritage preservation,] I think in Japan they won’t have this debate 
about history. They don’t have this debate, so the history will not be fragmented. 
But Taiwan is completely different. When we face this kind of architecture from 
a particular time, the architecture of the 1930s, we will have a debate about 
history. And this debate about history will become tearing forces that separate 
the society. Many things are being pulled apart. It’s not pure. It’s not simple at 
all. This is very particular. (interview held on 23 November 2016) 
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5.2.4 The Qingtian Street Historic Preservation District 

In 2006, the Department of Cultural Affairs designated three Japanese residences as monuments 

and listed another six historic buildings. One monument and one historic building were later 

added to the list. In 2007, the Department of Urban Development announced the Qingtian Street 

Historic Preservation District Plan to protect the historic landscape in the neighbourhood. In 

this urban conservation plan, the non-listed Japanese houses would also be protected through 

urban design regulations, in which the building height, volume, site plan, and distance between 

buildings would be controlled. Restrictions on other building sites neighbouring the heritage 

sites were also enforced (Department of Urban Development, 2006). This can be seen as a great 

move in participatory planning in Taipei, in which the residents were able to mobilise and 

reclaim their right to the urban space. This also shows how the city government compromised 

between the residents’ appreciation of the living environment and the evaluation of colonial 

history. Although the historic preservation district designation was given, only 11 of the 35 

Japanese residences received cultural heritage status. It was assumed that there was no suitable 

regulation for area conservation in the CHPA, but this also implied that the city government 

intentionally limited the number of cultural heritage sites because of their colonial background 

(Tso, 2006). Meanwhile, the official title of the heritage was named after the former residences 

of Chinese professors, technically avoiding the commemoration of Japanese professors and the 

area’s colonial roots (Matsuda, 2016). Colonial history was thus carefully handled, but there 

remained room for further debates on the adaptive reuse of the historical buildings and the 

redevelopment of the neighbourhood (Figure 5-5). 
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Figure 5-5  

The Distribution of Cultural Heritage on Qingtian Street 

 
Source: Author. 

 

5.2.5 Implications of the Movement: The Rediscovery of Place 

The preservation of the Japanese residences in Qingtian was a successful case of participatory 

planning and community empowerment in Taipei. The residents were encouraged and 

mobilised to fight for their living environment, and their alternative discourse of urban 

liveability and historical value was in contrast to the urban redevelopment through land 

privatisation and housing commodification (L.-L. Huang, 2008). More importantly, the 

residents generated new meanings for the built environment and old houses through this process 

of rediscovery. In other words, the tall trees, old houses, former residents, and colonial history 

were no longer objective and physical elements in the neighbourhood happened in the past. 
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Instead, they became meaningful, valuable, and subjective elements in the construction of the 

residents’ sense of place and a collective community identity. As one community member said 

about how she acquired a comprehensive and reflexive understanding of the city in the 

conservation movement: 

And there is my observation of the city. And I started to have my own 
[interpretation] of the city. Starting from the perspective of the social movement, 
[I have my understanding] of the urban context, of urban development, of urban 
history—as I reviewed the histories that I have learned in high school—and of 
architecture, and the relationship between architecture and the environment. … 
After I read through all the documents, and after I have done some [research], I 
can reflect on—and after examining all of the relationships and historical 
context—I can generate my own deeper interpretation of the city. (interview 
held on 23 November 2016) 

Before the conservation movement, the residents merely ‘lived’ there without knowing the 

stories of the neighbourhood. After they started to delve into its history, they realised how 

meaningful the neighbourhood could be. The neighbourhood was no longer a place planned by 

Japanese professors and architects, nor was it a place for high-rises and luxurious apartments. 

It was a place where the residents could call it ‘home’ because they knew its roots and it evoked 

a sense of belonging. 

 

Besides the construction of a place identity, the preservation of historical buildings also meant 

the continuation of the collective memory of the current and former residents and of the Taipei 

citizens and Taiwanese people (Matsuda, 2016). For the current and former residents, the tall 

trees, wooden houses, and small alleys in the neighbourhood were essential components of their 

childhood memories. If the houses were to be demolished, their life stories and experiences 

could only exist in memoirs, history books, or photos, but there would be no place to revisit 

and commemorate. Moreover, the residents got in contact with the descendants of the Japanese 

professors during the conservation movement. Many of them were born in Taiwan but had no 

chance to return to their birthplace after the end of colonisation. They were thus eager to take a 
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look at their parents’ or grandparents’ houses. Having these residences well-preserved could 

thus link past and present memories and facilitate communication and exchange between 

Japanese and Taiwanese people.76 More broadly speaking, the Japanese professors laid a solid 

research foundation in various fields, which has improved the life and environment of 

Taiwanese people. Their works were continued by succeeding professors from China who kept 

the university as the top educational institution of Taiwan. As one resident mentioned: 

[The Japanese professors] have developed pioneer studies at NTU, I think; it 
was also the start of research in Taiwan. … These professors were specialists in 
anthropology, agriculture, and chemistry. … As the Taihoku Imperial 
University was established, these people were recruited to Taiwan. And here, 
these things happened. Their research was significant. Why did they come to 
Taiwan? I think it was the best testimony of that epoch. (interview held on 18 
October 2016) 

These perspectives show that the residents thought of the houses as belonging to all Taiwanese 

people and that the research should be made known to the public. The multiple layers of 

memories—including the Japanese people, the Chinese professors, and the contemporary 

dwellers—also narrate the diversity and heterogeneity of Taiwanese history. 

 

In addition to personal identity and collective memory, inter-personal connections were also 

reinforced through the conservation movement. Before the movement, residents were busy 

moving between their homes, workplaces, and the marketplace but rarely interacted with their 

neighbours. Since the start of the community initiatives, residents have been fighting for shared 

interests and common goals. This changed the stereotype of a middle-class neighbourhood in 

the city. Previously, the residents only had nodding acquaintances with their neighbours, now 

they may become friends who seek communal living. As one group member said: 

The relationship between people is quite alienated in our society. I say alienated, 
for I am comparing it to my childhood experiences. I was not born in Taipei. I 

 
76 Former residents in Qingtian and their children established the Showacho Association (昭和町會) and met 
regularly in Japan. Since the conservation movement, the QCDA and the Showacho Association have visited each 
other and hope to meet more often (You, 2007). 
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came to Taipei when I was 15, and then I studied, worked, and got married. 
Compared with my rural life, urban life is very hurried, I think, and it is not easy 
to make friends. … But now I have found a group of good friends. It has been 
ten years. This is really beyond my expectation. … I am very happy about it. 
(interview held on 23 November 2016) 

The fostering of social relations may contribute to the cultivation of community identity. 

Residents are more confident than before, having the grounds and power to resist against 

undesired changes to the living environment, and can collectively determine the future of their 

home.  
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5.3 The Adaptive Reuse of the Japanese Residences77 

After successfully designating the Japanese residences in Qingtian as cultural heritage, the 

practical issues of historic preservation had to be confronted. Despite limited government 

subsidy, each department responsible for property management had insufficient financial 

capacity to cover the cost of heritage rehabilitation and maintenance. The questions of how to 

finance themselves and how to take good care of cultural heritage thus emerged. In this section, 

I will discuss how NTU, the major ‘landlord’ of the Japanese residences, took a leading role in 

self-budgeting and finding new reuse functions for the houses while the municipality facilitated 

the reuse of old houses through regulatory support and exclusive use permissions. The public–

private partnership, which has been commonly practised in the area of public infrastructure, 

was introduced to the area of cultural heritage through the Rehabilitation–Operate–Transfer 

(ROT) model. The city government, property owners, and private investors thus formed a new 

coalition in repairing and operating the Japanese houses. 

 

5.3.1 Institutionalising the Public–Private Partnership in Heritage Preservation 

Since the beginning of the conservation movement, NTU had stated that historic preservation 

would become a heavy financial burden of the university. The lack of a budget continued to 

affect the process of renovation and adaptive reuse. There were two reasons why the 

rehabilitation of Japanese residences was regarded as a difficult task. First, many of the houses 

were not well-maintained and even left abandoned. As the houses were planned to be 

demolished and reconstructed, neither the professors who lived there nor the university would 

carry out a thorough renovation of the houses. Temporary, informal, and partial repair were 

implemented only to solve instant damages and prevent further deterioration. Moreover, after 

 
77 Part of this section has been presented in Cheng (2017) Colonial history undefined? The preservation and 
adaptive reuse of Japanese residences on Qingtian Street in Taipei, paper presented in the 7th International 
Conference of Architecture and Urbanism: Contemporary Research, held on 7–8 December 2017 in Prague, 
Czech Republic. 
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the professors passed away, the residences were left vacant and thus sped up the process of 

devastation and collapse. As one university staff stated:  

Because [the professor] lived in a publicly owned property, he would not spend 
much on repairing the house. He just lived there and let it be. If there was a 
water leak, he tried not to use that corner and use another corner. So we often 
see the terrible condition of the houses when they are given back to us. 
(interview held on 21 September 2016) 

As a result of the careless maintenance, many houses were severely deteriorated, the wooden 

components were eroded, the roofs were collapsed, and the gardens were overgrown by weeds, 

causing environmental and safety problems. Second, the university complained that current 

regulations restricted possible ways of raising money. Whereas the Transfer of Development 

Right (TDR) had been widely practised elsewhere, such as in Dadaocheng, development right 

was prohibited from being transferred from state-owned properties in Taipei City.78 As a result, 

the university could hardly obtain any compensation but still had to cover the cost of restoration 

and maintenance by itself. The university employee thought that this restriction was the reason 

why many houses were not being carefully preserved. How to restore the houses with limited 

financial resources was thus the top priority, and what the reuse function would be was put 

secondary at this phase. 

 

To meet the urgent need for restoration and to resolve the lack of a budget, NTU keenly 

searched for new possibilities that could generate a win-win situation for both the houses and 

the university. The strategy of the public–private partnership—the practice of cooperating with 

the private sector in the construction and operation of public infrastructure—was thus 

introduced to cultural heritage preservation. It was not new to commission a third party to 

 
78 Although the central state has permitted the TDR of publicly owned land, it is defined in the Taipei City Self-
Governance Ordinance for Transfer of Development Right (臺北市容積移轉審查許可自治條例) that only 
private property can apply the TDR. Here, the Japanese residences on Qingtian Street were in a controversial 
situation: they were publicly (state-) owned, but as municipal monuments, they had to obey the regulations of 
the local state. 
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operate a historic building in Taipei. In the past, the city government would first repair and 

renovate an old house, and the private persons or organisations had to follow the city 

government’s intention to operate these heritage sites as cultural amenities (H.-C. Chen, 2005). 

On the contrary, through the ROT model, the university can set up the open bidding of the 

Japanese residences, and private companies that are interested in them can submit an 

application with the corresponding restoration and operation plans. The university then 

examines the quality and feasibility of the adaptive reuse proposal. If the house to be leased has 

cultural heritage status, the application also has to be examined and approved by the 

municipality. Since the replacement of building materials and reinforcement of the structure 

must follow the principle of authenticity and reversibility, tax reductions and incentives are 

offered for the residences with heritage status. By contrast, non-listed houses are not confined 

to strict renovation regulations as long as the outer appearance does not change, but monthly 

rental and land taxes must be imposed according to the law. Considering the condition of the 

houses, the financial capability, and the reuse intention, the interested private company may 

choose between a listed or a non-listed house for adaptive reuse. 

 

After acquiring the superficies of the property, the private companies, on the one hand, are 

responsible for the restoration of the houses and obliged to pay related rent or property taxes; 

on the other hand, they can use the property for their intended functions, including holding both 

cultural activities and commercial purposes. Each lease term lasts typically five to nine years, 

and the operation and maintenance of the property are evaluated annually. Furthermore, the 

municipality also supports the public–private partnership by providing legal assistance and 

granting reuse permissions, which facilitate the open bidding process and encourage private 
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investors to participate.79 In 2011, the first Japanese house applying this strategy was reopened 

as a restaurant and gained remarkable commercial success (Figure 5-6). Later, the house won 

the golden prize in the 2011 ‘Old Buildings New Life Award’, a competition launched by the 

city government to encourage and recommend the adaptive reuse of old houses in Taipei (Jou 

et al., 2014). The success of the restaurant has undoubtedly encouraged more private investors 

to participate in heritage preservation and stimulated policy innovation in Taipei. On the one 

hand, the mechanism of outsourcing management would solve the long-term problem of budget 

deficit for cultural heritage. On the other hand, the adaptive reuse of cultural heritage also 

matches the city government’s ambition to develop the cultural and creative industry 

(Department of Cultural Affairs, 2002, 2004). Through the remaking of historical sites in Taipei,  

 

Figure 5-6  

A Renovated and Reopened Japanese Residence 

 
Source: Author. 

 
79 The major sources of law are the Act for the Promotion of Private Participation in Public Infrastructure Projects 
(促進民間參與公共建設法), the National Property Act (國有財產法), and the Cultural Heritage Preservation 
Act (文化資產保存法). 
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these place may become the best medium for city-image branding and cultural tourism 

marketing, which may engine the economic restructuring and development, upgrade the quality 

and taste of urban life, and facilitate Taipei’s transformation into a creative city (Department of 

Cultural Affairs, 2015). Therefore, the municipality launched the ‘Old House Movement’ 

programme in 2013 (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2015), which officially matches unused 

publicly owned heritage with potential operators (see section 3.3.2). As of 2019, seven houses 

have been successfully renovated and opened to the public, while three more properties have 

been leased and are undergoing rehabilitation (Table 5-1). The old houses are commonly reused 

as not only restaurants, cafés, and tea houses but also art galleries, exhibition venues, retail 

shops, adding the variety and diversity to the Japanese residences. Regular and occasional 

guided tours, lectures, and workshops often take place in the houses, making the neighbourhood 

a top attraction for international tourists. As the municipality praised Qingtian Street in a 

government publication, “Walking into Qingtian neighbourhood, you’ll encounter peaceful 

back streets, shady old green trees, and Japanese-style houses—all components of a most 

elegant atmosphere” (X. Chen, 2017, p. 33). 

 

5.3.2 Searching for Adaptive Reuse Strategies 

Interestingly, although NTU and the city government designed a system to encourage the 

private sector to participate in the renovation and reuse of historic buildings, most private 

investors stated that renting a Japanese house was an unexpected coincidence rather than an 

intentional search. Most of the private companies first had a need to expand their business, then 

they accidentally realised that many of the old houses were on lease. For instance, the manager 

of an old Japanese house recalled how she found the place: 
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Table 5-1  

Number of Japanese Residences in Qingtian Street Neighbourhood 

 managed by NTU Others Total 
Listed 
buildings 

Reused/reopened 1 2 3 
Under rehabilitation 2 0 2 

Residence 5 0 5 
Vacant 1 0 1 

Total 9 2 11 
Non-listed 
buildings 

Reused/reopened 4 0 4 
Under rehabilitation 1 0 1 

Residence 3 1 4 
Vacant 1 8 9 

Total 9 9 19 
Dismantled  1 5 6 
Total  19 16 35 

Source: Author (as of January 2019). 

 

As our business grew and we had more customers, we needed more space for 
exhibition and communication. Originally, we intended to build a new 
headquarters. So we went to the architect and asked him to design it. … Actually, 
he had finished all the drawings, and it was a modern architecture. But later, the 
architect suggested, maybe we can try to rent and renovate an old house, and 
move some of the functions there, such as offices or for cultural activities. … 
So we came to visit this house, and we realised that we had another option. Then 
we made an immediate decision to participate in the ‘Old House Movement’ 
project. We simply thought, OK, we could try to submit an application, and 
probably we won’t get the house. (interview held on 20 April 2018) 

 

However, many private enterprises realised afterwards that the cost of rehabilitation 

surprisingly exceeded what they have thought of or could afford, and the assumption that 

heritage preservation could be a profitable business was unrealistic. In addition to the cost of 

renovation, there were also regular expenses of daily operation and maintenance, monthly rent 

and property taxes, and salaries for their employees. Besides, unexpected expenditure caused 

by natural disasters, such as typhoons or botanical diseases, cannot be calculated in advance, 

and it would increase the uncertainty of running a historic building. On retail shop owner thus 

made a comment as following: 
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We are just a small-sized enterprise running small business, but we have done 
such a thing [renovation of a historical house] that was far beyond our capacity. 
Not only the cost of renovation, but also our efforts to maintain the house, the 
rent that we pay, and land value and house taxes, we have to bear all these costs. 
So our monthly expenditure is very high. Honestly speaking, from the 
perspective of business management, we cannot make ends meet. (interview 
held on 26 September 2016) 

Since the financial loading was so heavy that without the support of government subsidies or 

large corporates most companies could hardly survive, they must think of how they can 

economically sustain the operation of the old houses. Hence, running a small business in the 

Japanese houses could at least share the burden of maintenance, if the investors cannot 

completely amortise the cost of renovation. Conversely, if the commercial operation is 

restricted or excluded from adaptive reuse, this will not only worsen the financial load but also 

make potential investors hesitate to participate. As one chief executive noted, his team has 

considered the possibility of turning an old house into a museum by selling tickets. However, 

they soon realised that a museum could only reach those people, who are interested in history 

or science, but the majority would probably hesitate to visit the house because of the entrance 

fee. As the manager of the old house explained, 

Our ideal was that we can support the operation by ourselves and truly revitalise 
this place. We don’t want to repair an old house and open it as a museum, but 
people only visit us once and they won’t come here again. … Our initial idea 
was to promote geological science and cultural activities. This was our main 
mission. Although now many people think that we are a restaurant, … but 
restaurant is just a medium. I think this is because of the Taiwanese custom and 
tradition, … the culinary culture of Taiwan, which can attract the most visitors. 
(interview held on 14 September 2016) 

In other words, the profits earned from profit-oriented operation was regarded as a way to 

support non-profit cultural and educational activities. In fact, some companies pointed out that 

many people first came for the dining; afterwards, they revisited the house for guided tours or 

other cultural programmes. As a result of the struggle between ideology and reality, the choice 

of restaurants, coffee shops, and tea houses, or a combination of these with other functions, has 

become a common practice in adaptive reuse. One private company thus concluded: 
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One shall not blame the restaurants. To reuse an old house, the investor must 
pay an extremely high price, so he will need some instant revenue, right? Instant 
revenue, I would say, that is food and drink. … After the house is repaired, what 
can we do with the house? Sell cultural and creative [products]? … Probably 
someone appreciates my creative ideas, but he doesn’t need it. He just visits and 
goes away. If it is a restaurant, at least one can enjoy the atmosphere, have 
something to eat, hang out with friends, and the operator can generate instant 
revenue. That’s why many historic buildings become restaurants or cafés after 
renovation. There is actually a very simple reason. There is no other choice. 
(interview held on 26 September 2016) 

Besides proposing a feasible financial plan for renovation and operation, the private companies 

are also requested to initiate an adaptive reuse plan that may respond to the historical 

background and cultural meanings of the old houses, which will be examined by the cultural 

heritage committee and re-examined annually, since most of the Japanese residences are 

officially listed cultural heritage. Hence, the operators of the houses also have to think of 

different strategies to narrate and represent the histories of these houses. There are three major 

strategies of cultural representation: (a) the adoption of architectural elements and historical 

episodes in the creation of new products and commodities; (b) the introduction of the heritage 

sites and a retrospect of the Taiwanese culture during the Japanese colonial period; and (c) the 

provision of subjective and personal experiences through immersion in the historical 

atmosphere and ambience. 

 

The first and a common practice to represent the Japanese colonial history and the heritage sites 

is to use the architectural styles, the decorative elements of the houses, and the life episodes of 

the former house owners in the production and creation of new cultural and creative 

commodities through story-telling and design. For instance, the manager of a Japanese 

restaurant emphasised how the cuisine served in the restaurant is a reminder of the people who 

lived and the events that happened in the old house. Taking the sugar cane drink as an example, 

the manager explained how it recalls the research of the Japanese professor, who built the 

residence, and his contribution to the development of Taiwan’s sugar industry. Likewise, the 
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gelato ice cream served in the restaurant were named after the rocks and minerals that can be 

commonly found in Taiwan—for instance, andesite for sesame gelato and jade for matcha 

gelato. This was regarded a way to memorise the professor from China, a reputed geologist, 

who resided in the house after the war. Further, the manager of the restaurant explained how a 

persimmon wagashi, a typical Japanese-style dessert, could vividly typify the hybrid culture 

mixing Japanese and Taiwanese elements in the old house: 

I often tell people that our autumn dessert is a miniature of this house. Why? 
Although this house is a Japanese architecture, there are actually many western 
elements hidden in it. If you keep observing and investigating the house, you 
will find out that the house is made of cypress timbers from Taiwan. So the 
building material is from Taiwan just as the persimmon is. You will feel that 
the persimmon wagashi is in a Japanese style, but the ingredients are from 
Taiwan. The persimmons we use are from Beipu, and even the adzuki bean 
filling is made of Taiwanese adzuki beans. In the innermost part, we put a piece 
of cheese, which is imported. So I would say that this dessert is a miniature of 
this house, right? It is a Japanese wagashi, but all the ingredients are from 
Taiwan, and there is a western element embellishing it. (interview held on 14 
September 2016) 

The operators believed that visitors will gain deeper impressions of the historical figures and 

the old houses through the experience of eating and drinking than through merely hearing 

explanations or visiting exhibitions. Therefore, this place is not merely a restaurant, but it is a 

place for the exploration of knowledge and the understanding of the past. 

 

Secondly, the operators hold different exhibitions, cultural events, and educational programmes 

that will lead visitors to rediscover the urban and cultural history of Taiwan, and in particular 

during the Japanese colonial period. There are two types of activities. The first category focuses 

more on ‘history’ itself, including the exploration of people’s everyday life in the past, the 

introduction of traditional ceremonies and rituals, the genealogy of urban development, and the 

popular culture of Taiwan. The second category encompasses cultural activities in a broader 

sense, such as art- and culture-related lectures, workshops, courses, and performances, which 

may contribute to the cultivation of minds and the enrichment of the quality of life. For instance, 
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one house exhibiting antique gramophones and phonograph records finds links between popular 

Taiwanese folk music and the Japanese houses. The operator explained, when the Japanese 

residences were built during the 1930s, it was also a time when Taiwanese folk music were 

supported by the Japanese music industry and favoured by the growing urban middle-class 

citizens. Listening to the timeless folk songs in a historical building thus reminds visitors of the 

peaceful time and the affluent Taiwanese society at that time. As he noted:  

In 1925, the first record company began its business in Taiwan. … At that time, 
Taiwan needed the technology and capital of the Japanese music industry to 
support local Taiwanese artists, musicians, and singers, so that they could 
produce and release their own albums. So we hope to condense this historical 
background and the stories in our guided tours. And through playing the 
phonograph records on gramophones … visitors can feel [the atmosphere of the 
old house], … and they can learn about what has happened in the past. 
(interview held on 10 April 2018). 

Besides, there are guided tours in the houses and around the neighbourhood, which take place 

regularly and are free of charge upon registration. In the guided tours, volunteers, including the 

son of a former house owner, will introduce the houses, the life stories of the professors, and 

their academic achievement. Walking tours through the neighbourhood will focus on various 

themes, leading participants to visit other historical sites in the surroundings (Figure 5-7).80 As 

one of the tour guide explained, 

Our first intention was to establish a geological museum. Because this place 
was the former residence of Professor Ma Ting-Ying, who had taught at the 
Department of Geology at NTU, we would like to talk about his research and 
academic life in our guided tours. … Starting with the guided tours in the house, 
we began our walking tours in the neighbourhood. … We will find a theme for 
the walking tours. For example, there is a mosque and a catholic church nearby, 
so I will talk about the stories of religions. … And we have a tour to visit the 
former residences of famous writers, or to visit independent bookstores. … I 
find out that each theme has its audience. (interview held on 31 October 2016) 

Furthermore, educational programmes in geological science and urban history are offered for 

school pupils from nearby primary schools. Lectures, workshops, courses, and activities centred 

 
80  The themes of the neighbourhood tours encompass the Japanese residences, religious buildings, the 
universities, Taiwanese literature, independent bookstores, the democratisation of Taiwan, and many others 
(see https://qingtian76.tw/). 
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on art history, Japanese culture, tea ceremonies, and creative handcrafts also add the variety 

and choices of activities in the houses (Figure 5-8). 

 

Lastly, the Japanese residences are not only significant for cultural and educational purposes, 

but also the spatial characteristics of the houses can be experienced through on-site visitation 

and immersion, thereby fulfilling visitors’ curiosity and nostalgia. For example, the manager 

of a tea house pointed out that the promotion of tea culture can in many ways echo the spirit 

of the Japanese architecture. As she shared: 

[The house for] the Japanese tea ceremony is called Sukiya style. … Sukiya 
style is a house, which is built according to the owner’s preferences. … So when 
we come to repair the house, we would like to use the space to explain the 
Japanese culture. … And we will trace the source of Japanese tea culture, which 
originated from China and then spread to Japan. So you see, this space is 
actually closely related to tea culture, and that is what we want to promote. … 
This place will inherit the past and open up the future. We are not just doing our 
business and disregarding the past. No, we still try to revive the tradition of tea 
culture. And then we will think further about how we drink tea in modern times. 
So this is a place for the exploration of tea life and tea culture. (interview held 
on 20 April 2018) 

The Japanese residences, an oasis in the midst of an urban desert, are a shelter for human beings 

to escape from the everyday hustle and bustle; likewise, tea drinking can calm down restless 

nerves and relax an anxious thought. The peaceful composition of the houses and the garden 

reminds people to maintain a harmonious relationship between body and mind, between people, 

and between people and nature, which tea culture also teaches. The old house is open to 

everyone for sharing and communication, which delivers the philosophy of ‘tea service’ (奉茶), 

a Taiwanese tradition of hospitality by providing free tea to friends and strangers. Hence, there 

is a complementary relationship between the old house and tea culture: The house provides the 

space to experience tea culture, and tea culture represents the spirit of the old house. Likewise, 

in another old house, local people and neighbours were invited to visit the Japanese residence 

on an Open Door Day event. People could make sketches and use cameras to record what they  
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Figure 5-7  

Walking Tours in the Neighbourhood 

 
Source: Author. 

 

 

Figure 5-8  

A Workshop Held in a Japanese Residence 

 
Source: Author. 
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saw, felt, and their impression of the historic buildings and the neighbourhood. Some operators 

also lend the venue to other organisations for special events, such as weddings, filming, and 

advertisement shooting. Through these diverse activities in the houses, they hoped to make 

these sites places where people can gather together and exchange their values, and each user of 

different backgrounds could produce his or her own interpretations and senses of belonging and 

fulfil any particular needs. In other words, the reuse functions should not be confined to what 

the companies have decided, but everyone is welcome to define the place through their 

creativity and imagination. The Japanese houses thus serve as an interface for visitors to define 

what heritage means through the provision of a specific catalyst, such as good food, tea, art, 

antiques, and cultural activities. One manager of a house shared that although he felt a little bit 

weird when seeing young people dress up cosplay costumes for Japanese animation in the 

houses, he soon accepted it because it was just a reflection of the influence of Japanese pop-

culture in Taiwan. Another operator also stated: 

What we would like to do in this house is [giving people the opportunity] to 
hear the gramophones. What does he think? How does he feel? That’s all. I 
believe, in this house, where gramophones serve as the embodiment of the past, 
and in the historical atmosphere, everyone has a story hidden inside him that 
will be awakened. … One just needs to sit back, and we will offer him a cup of 
coffee. But what is in his mind, his feelings, that’s the most important thing. 
(interview held on 10 April 2018) 

 

In the Qingtian Street neighbourhood, the private investors have developed different strategies 

to balance economic sustainability and cultural representation, so that the adaptive reuse of the 

Japanese residences may cover the cost of renovation and adequately convey the cultural 

meanings. On the one hand, due to the lack of government funds, the companies have to rely 

on profit-oriented businesses to support the daily maintenance and operation of the historical 

sites. On the other hand, since these houses are officially listed cultural heritage sites, they also 

have the responsibility to promote the local history and culture through cultural activities and 

educational programmes. Therefore, the profits created from the commercial parts will support 
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and facilitate the non-profit cultural activities, which are mostly free of charge. Although some 

operators will charge a registration fee or limit the number of visitors, they also explain that 

these measures are not to profit from the activities but to ensure a high-quality stay in the house 

and to protect the old wooden houses. However, because the adaptive reuse of cultural heritage 

is developed on the logic of capitalism, the investors must carefully define a target audience 

and reach the target market by fulfilling potential customers’ demands of leisure and tourism. 

As a result, while the cultural activities and events often emphasise the academic achievements 

of the historical figures, the economic and industrial developments during the Japanese colonial 

period, the history of Taiwanese popular culture, and even the display of cultural and creative 

commodities, the negative sides of colonisation involving the systematic oppression of the 

Taiwanese people, the economic exploitation, and the plunder of natural resources in Taiwan, 

are seldom mentioned. This phenomenon can be observed, because a representation of the 

positive aspects of the colonial past can better match common tourists’ taste and favour, and 

the ‘historic trauma’ of the colonial occupation can hardly be used in product design or in 

advertising. In other words, parts of the colonial history and culture are selectively remembered 

and intentionally forgotten to ensure commercial successfulness for the present needs. 

 

5.3.3 Residents’ Complaints about Negative Impacts of the Reuse 

Arguments about the Reuse Legitimacy 

Despite the commercial success of the reused houses and the rise of cultural tourism, the 

residents were not satisfied with the reuse strategies, particularly when the house is being reused 

as a restaurant. Residents reported negative experiences with the new places in the 

neighbourhood, as the increase of visitors disrupted their ordinary life, and the production of 

noise and food waste caused sanitary and environmental problems. As one resident complained:  
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Because I live just opposite to it. Their staff and their guests often park the cars 
in my parking place. I tried to tell them, and they made it seem as if it were not 
a big deal to park for a short while. … And every time, I have to tell them to 
ask their customers if someone has parked his car in my place. If you were me, 
how would you feel? That is my private parking place, why should I lend it to 
someone else? If I do not agree with it, why can he park his car there? (interview 
held on 23 November 2016) 

She continued with the following criticism: 

At first, they put the garbage in front of the door in the evenings, and the wild 
cats scratched the bags and made everything chaotic, and then cockroaches 
would come. Later, after we complained, they put the garbage in the big 
container, and a company comes and removes the containers. But the time of 
removal is at midnight. At midnight, Qingtian Street is very quiet. When the 
truck comes in, the noise is very loud. … Won’t this bother the residents? 
(interview held on 23 November 2016) 

Moreover, some residents expressed concerns about the risk of fire from the running of a 

restaurant. If cooking activities in the houses were not carefully monitored, once a fire occurred, 

it might destroy the Japanese residences built of wooden materials. The fire may even spread 

to the neighbouring apartments, as one resident stated:  

I know that there was a lunchbox store, which was reported as illegal and forced 
to be shut down. Later, the resident on the second floor, who is a piano teacher, 
asked, why is [the restaurant in the old house] allowed to be here? It is also a 
restaurant. Because she lives just next to it, she is afraid of the fire risk. Anyway, 
the residents worry about fire. What’s more, I think there would be some noise 
that may affect the living environment. (interview held on 15 February 2017) 

The statements of the residents show that the safeguard of the good living environment 

embedded in the previous phase of the conservation movement has extended to the current 

phase of rehabilitation and adaptive reuse. For the community members, the significance of the 

historic buildings was seen in the provision of a comfortable and liveable urban living 

environment. Such characteristics and ambience of the neighbourhood were what the residents 

had hoped to preserve since the beginning of the conservation movement. When new use 

functions, such as a restaurant, entered into the neighbourhood, they proved contrary to the 

community’s expectations despite the successful preservation of the houses as cultural heritage. 

As one community member said, “We should go back to why the community wanted to save 
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the old houses. … The living environment of the neighbourhood, that was the main point” 

(interview held on 18 October 2016). In other words, heritage preservation was the instrument, 

rather than the ultimate goal, deployed by the residents for the protection of good living quality. 

However, heritage preservation also resulted in the conversion of the houses from residences 

to other functions, which contradicted the residents’ appreciation of the neighbourhood 

environment based on their everyday practices. For the residents, the restaurant is not a place 

that they will visit daily but a source of problems interrupting their ordinary life. These 

conflictive experiences and different place perceptions have resulted in a great dissatisfaction. 

 

To prevent the good living environment from potential damage, residents took further actions 

to fight against unwanted impacts from the commodification of the heritage sites. Through 

private contacts and official channels of appeals, their complaints reached the operators of the 

old houses and NTU. They also wrote newspaper articles to raise public awareness and 

discussions of this matter.81 Moreover, they sought legal interpretation to strengthen their 

accusation of the emergence of commercial-oriented restaurants in the residential area. As one 

community member pointed out:  

I think many people have the same opinion as mine pertaining to the prohibition 
of restaurants. Why? Because this is a residential area. … A residential area 
means that this area only has a residential purpose. So when adaptive reuse 
changes an old house into a restaurant, which is in fact in a residential area, I 
think that many people will not accept it. I also think that this is ridiculous. 
(interview held on 18 October 2016) 

Residents argued that according to the Taipei City Self-Governance Ordinance for Urban Land 

Zoning (OULZ), food services or catering businesses are only permitted under certain 

conditions in residential areas, whereas the Japanese residences do not fit in the requirements 

and thus conflict with the regulation. 82  Furthermore, in the Qingtian Street Historic 

 
81 For example, see Guo (2015); H.-L. Hsia (2015); L.-Z. Huang (2015). 
82 In the Ordinance for Urban Land Zoning (臺北市土地使用分區管制自治條例), two types of food services are 
conditionally permitted. The smaller ‘snack service’ (飲食業) is permitted if the neighbouring street is wider than 
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Preservation District Plan, the Japanese residences can be used for the “display and retail of 

creative industry, cultural events, performances, exhibitions, conventions, and seminars” 

(Taipei City Government, 2014), but restaurant or food services are not included in the list of 

the permitted industries according to the plan. The issue was brought into a debate in the city 

council, as one councilman questioned, 

Why does not Taipei City comply with its zoning ordinance after the residential 
area was demarcated as a conservation district? Taking the [Japanese residences] 
as an example, the neighbouring street width does not correspond with the 
regulation, so how can there be a restaurant? The conservation district is set up 
for the purpose of heritage preservation, but now it has become an exception for 
an illegal restaurant. Can the city government tolerate such damages to cultural 
heritage in the name of ‘culture’? (Taipei City Council Gazette, 2014, p. 1297) 

By raising the problems from the personal level of daily inconvenience to the legal level of 

reuse legitimacy, residents hoped to seize an advantageous position in the debate about the 

cultural discourse of the Japanese residences. 

 

Arguments about Cultural Representation 

Concomitant with the negative experiences was a general scepticism towards the new places. 

Some residents stated that they ‘just lived there’ and did not fancy the historical atmosphere as 

the tourists did. Others thought that considering the variety of dining and shopping options, 

they did not have to visit a place where it was “more expensive and not particular tasty” 

(interview held on 15 February 2017). Moreover, some residents shared that they felt 

disappointed after visiting the reused houses, for they questioned how colonial history and the 

life stories of the professors could be properly represented through commercial usage. One 

resident stated:  

 

 
8 meters and the floor area is smaller than 150 square meters. The larger ‘food service’ (餐飲業) is permitted if 
the neighbouring street is wider than 12 meters and the floor area is under 500 square meters. As most streets 
in the Qingtian neighbourhood are 6-meter lanes, they do not meet the requirement. 
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I feel that it is strange to open something like [a restaurant]. If it was a place for 
the commemoration [of a historic figure], I can accept it. Because the house was 
the former residence of university professors. If it preserves the original 
furnishing of the former residence, I think that would be better. But now it is 
very commercial; it is just a restaurant, in my opinion. (interview held on 22 
February 2017) 

Residents felt that the history and stories of the Japanese residences were utilised for packaging 

the products and activities of the private companies as a means of marketing. The weak and 

superficial ties between the commodity items and the Japanese elements adopted from the old 

houses could hardly represent the historical value and profound significance of the cultural 

heritage. One community member thus argued: 

[The operators of old houses] once told me that what they were discussing for 
the next step involved the conversation between culinary culture and 
architectural space. They said that it was what they were thinking about. But I 
would ask, if someone just serves Japanese dishes there, how can the meaning 
of [the Japanese residence] be represented? [The operators] said, they were 
thinking of something deeper, the conversation between food and space. I really 
don’t understand what they are talking about. (interview held on 18 October 
2016) 

In other words, the residents contended that the current strategies of adaptive reuse have 

reduced the contemplation and commemoration of history to merely popular consumerism and 

tourism that matched the bourgeois taste and lifestyle. For instance, they criticised the newly 

constructed fence of a Japanese residence, which was not only visually contradictory to the 

historic building but also culturally irrelevant to the history (Figure 5-9). The over-

commodification of heritage and the lack of cultural meanings were thus criticised by a 

university professor, who supports the residents’ argument, saying, “From the result, you see, 

it is obvious. In the Old House Movement policy, where is the ‘culture’? It is cultural heritage. 

Since it is cultural heritage, the core should be the culture. Then I have to ask, where is the 

‘culture’? (interview held on 10 November 2016). 

 

 

 



 221 

Figure 5-9  

The Visual Representation of a Japanese Residence 

 
Source: Author. 

 

Apart from the harsh criticism, the residents also illustrated their imagination of a ‘proper’ 

adaptive reuse of the Japanese residences. Since the old houses were preserved because of 

particular historical meanings and figures, the reuse plan should take that reason as a point of 

departure. One community member noted: 

Cultural heritage has passed through a process of examination and designation. 
If the city government has designated a building as heritage site, there should 
be a reason or historical value attributed to that heritage site. Now if someone 
wants to do something new, he should try to represent that meaning, the reason 
why the building is preserved. (interview held on 18 October 2016) 

He continued to suggest that the houses could be museums of the former professors or of the 

universities: 

I think that the houses have been thoroughly investigated now. Who lived there? 
What had happened? And these people were the most outstanding scholars. 
Here could be a museum village or something like that. I think that this idea is 
fully possible. If someone could rent an old house, renovate it and turn it into a 
coffee shop or a calligraphy centre simply because of his or her personal interest, 
what a pity it is! (interview held on 18 October 2016) 
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From a broader perspective, the residents argued that the Japanese residences should be 

embedded in the context of urban development when discussing the meaning of heritage 

conservation. They suggested that the reuse purpose should be integrated with the city’s long-

term prospect, which was absent in the current discourse: 

[The municipality] should have a vision of the city. It should offer us a promise 
regarding to the future direction of urban development. Such a great 
neighbourhood, which represents the ambience of the 1930s. … So what kind 
of vision can the city offer? … If the city government has no idea about the city, 
how would the residents be touched by what the government does? (interview 
held on 23 November 2016) 

To raise public awareness of and support for the issue, the residents launched different activities 

and events to realise their ideas and imaginations of the Japanese houses and the neighbourhood. 

With the assistance of professional planning agencies and government subsidies, the residents 

started the first step of broadcasting documentary films, live music, and Xiangsheng 

performances in open spaces, such as community parks, in 2012.83 They hoped to remind the 

residents of the significance and value of the historic buildings and attract their attention to the 

living environment of the neighbourhood (Taipei City Urban Regeneration Office, 2013a). A 

year later, as a house would be returned to NTU, the residents borrowed the place from the 

former householder and conducted an exhibition in retrospect of the life and work of the 

professors. The residents collaboratively brainstormed ideas, produced copywriting, and 

installed the exhibition through self-organisation and mobilisation. As the accompanying 

planner observed:  

All of the [contents] were discussed with the local people. And everyone 
participated in the process—we just coordinated with the residents. They said, 
there would be grilled food, restaurants, or coffee shops in the houses again, 
and they didn’t want it. How about making the old house into an academy, … 
or an exhibition of the former dwellers? They hoped to open the doors [of the 
residences]. So we discussed with them. … We have shown the possibility and 
dynamics of grassroots bottom-up planning. (interview on 25 October 2016) 

 
83 Residents successfully applied for a government subsidy from the URS Partner Programme to carry out the 
community initiative, which was named ‘We Deserve a Better Life.’ 
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In July 2013, the ‘Qingtian Academy’ (青田書院) exhibition was successfully opened. Not 

only the photos and life stories of the professors with their families and students were displayed, 

but also lectures and workshops were held on the site, leading visitors to review the process of 

heritage preservation and urban conservation. Besides, guided tours introducing the house and 

its interior spaces, short trips through the neighbourhood, open cinemas, and live shows were 

all taking place in the old house. At the end of the two-week event, more than 1,000 people had 

visited the site, and about 500 countersignatures were collected. A petition was then appealed 

to NTU, in which the residents requested for the modification of the reuse policy and 

enlargement of community participation. As they wrote in the petition: 

Is there any alternative plan in the redevelopment of the urban landscape that 
can preserve both the existence of old trees and the collective memory of the 
residents? The regeneration and revitalisation of cultural heritage should respect 
the historical pattern of the neighbourhood, and the responsible departments, 
residents, and citizens should search together for a long-term vision of the city. 
(Qingtian Community Development Association, 2013) 

 

Arguments about Public Access 

In addition to questioning the reuse legitimacy and cultural representation, the residents also 

questioned the publicness of cultural heritage sites. While the Japanese residences were rented 

and used by private companies for mostly commercial purposes, the residents argued that the 

state-owned cultural heritage belonged to all citizens and thus should be opened to the public. 

To be opened to the public, in their comprehension, meant that there should be no restrictions 

placed on the opening time and target visitors; every citizen could use the space in accordance 

to his or her preferences and needs insofar as it did not disturb other people or violate social 

convention. However, residents contended that the current reuse strategy has limited their 

access to the places if they do not have the need for dining or are not interested in cultural 

consumption. The Japanese residences have become places only for certain groups, such as 

cultural tourists or art lovers, rather than the community members. A university professor, who 
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has paid attention to the outsourcing mechanism of heritage management in Taipei, commented 

as follows: 

[There] should be enough space for public participation. [The private sector] 
should not close the door and say that the site is his house, and people must 
make a reservation or buy something here. No. [Cultural heritage] is a public 
asset, and one should never forget that these old buildings are public goods. 
When [the municipality] leased the houses and made them semi- or quasi-
private properties, it diminished the publicness of the heritage sites and 
diminished its cultural values. As we can see, the houses are just commercial 
places now. (interview held on 10 November 2016) 

Residents initiated the conservation movement because they had hoped to preserve the good 

living environment of the neighbourhood. Through the movement, they were also able to 

discuss and negotiate the fate of the Japanese residences, which were owned by the state, 

managed by the universities, and resided in by private persons, in the public sphere. Residents 

had expected that this public discussion could continue in the next phases and that they could 

also participate in the adaptive reuses and express their voices when private companies entered 

the neighbourhood. Nevertheless, due to the institutional design and reuse purposes, the ‘public 

space’ was made ‘private’, and the residents felt excluded and disassociated from the decision-

making process and the regeneration of the historic buildings. Residents thus questioned who 

had the right to interpret the heritage sites and who could be involved in the decision-making 

process:  

[The manager of the restaurant] tells everyone that they are not businessmen, 
they are here for cultural promotion. But why do they have the right to interpret 
Qingtian Street? Why? … We have offered them so many historical documents 
and resources, what have they contributed to the community association or the 
neighbourhood? … So I have to ask, why does [the restaurant] have the right of 
interpretation? Only the QCDA has the right to interpret, am I right? Or the 
village chief has the right, for he is the most senior village chief in Taipei. Local 
voices of those who have lived here and have endeavoured to [safe the houses] 
should be articulate and heard. (interview held on 23 November 2016) 

Residents complained that the lack of public hearings or explanatory meetings during the open 

bidding and selection process meant that they could hardly know in advance who the new 

‘owner’ of the houses would be and what they intended to do. The lack of information and 
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uncertainty has led to suspicion and misunderstandings, as the residents were worried about 

unexpected activities that would again damage the good living quality. Although residents have 

also tried to get in contact with these private companies, it has been an unpleasant experience, 

and no consensus could be reached. One resident thus stated: 

I think [the private companies] also know that the community members have 
spent so much [time and energy]. Our ideas and our efforts to initiate the 
conservation movement has made these old houses as heritage sites. Have [the 
operators] ever expressed their gratitude to the residents? I can’t feel that. Even 
the historical documents and images that we have collected in the process—I 
am not saying that the materials belong to any person—but in fact, they have 
used those data. But they have never said, what can they do to contribute to the 
community? (interview held on 18 October 2016) 

Here, the ‘contribution to the community’ perhaps did not refer to the material improvement of 

the built environment or the financial discount of the entrance fees. Instead, residents meant 

that the municipality and NTU should have listened to their concerns, tried to diminish their 

anxiety and doubts, and allowed them to be a partner in the heritage reuse projects, thus 

contributing to the cultivation of a collective community identity with the private investors. 

Without a satisfactory reuse agenda, the QCDA started to think of that the community members 

may rent and operate a house. The residents even proposed a reuse plan and discussed it with 

Taipower Company, one of the state-owned enterprises that possess a historic building. Further, 

the village’s chief also tried to establish a community centre in one of the Japanese houses, 

where he planned to host community activities and regular meetings for the residents. These 

efforts were unfortunately unsuccessful, as the government argued that the community 

members should have submitted their applications and competed with other private companies 

or organisations for the sake of fairness and legal procedures. 

 

5.3.4 The City Government’s Response to the Complaints 

Facing these disputes, the city government held several negotiation meetings with NTU, the 

operators of the houses, and the residents. First, the government explained that the special status 
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of cultural heritage in the law system. Cultural heritage and urban conservation should be seen 

as a unique case in urban planning, rather than a usual piece of land in the city. As one senior 

officer stated: 

The residents complained that the restaurant did not adhere to the urban zoning 
ordinance. Indeed, from the aspect of zoning, it may not be lawful. However, 
the restaurant did not acquire permission according to the OULZ, but according 
to the CHPA. The CHPA grants legitimacy to the Japanese residences, whose 
reuse function is not applicable to the regulations of the OULZ. Therefore, 
according to the law, the reuse is totally legal. (interview held on 31 October 
2016) 

He continued to explain why cultural heritage can transcend the regulatory restrictions in urban 

planning and zoning: 

Why doesn’t cultural heritage have to comply to the OULZ? Our intention is to 
increase the flexibility of historic buildings in terms of reuse and maintenance. 
The reason is simple. Why does cultural heritage have more flexibility? Or, 
frankly speaking, why does it have more privileges? It is because, in the past, 
we had difficulties in managing cultural heritage, both practically and 
financially. So we think, if cultural heritage sites have more leeway than a 
normal building site does, we may achieve the goal of historic preservation and 
heritage management simultaneously. The motivation is not complicated; it is 
just so simple. (interview held on 31 October 2016) 

To facilitate heritage preservation and attract private sectors to participate in adaptive reuse, the 

CHPA encourages more diverse and creative ideas in reusing the historic buildings, which are 

not subject to the restrictions of urban land zoning. This does not mean that there is no control 

or restriction. In fact, every case of adaptive reuse has to be examined and permitted by the 

cultural heritage committee, so that the misuse of heritage sites could be prevented and that 

history and culture would be properly interpreted. As an officer from the Department of Cultural 

Affairs explained:  

If someone examines the reuse proposals, he will see that we have asked [the 
private companies] to integrate cultural elements and concepts. Perhaps one 
sees more of the commercial side, as many people have criticised that there are 
mostly restaurants and cafés. But if the restaurants and cafés positively combine 
cultural activities and share cultural information, or if their programmes are 
related to cultural creativity through the projects of the Ministry of Culture, I 
believe that the meaning is more than just a simple coffee shop. (interview held 
on 14 October 2016) 
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Moreover, the city government and NTU were worried that the opinions and objections from 

the residents would cause private enterprises to cease investing in heritage preservation, 

resulting in the neglect and deterioration of the historical sites. The government thus clearly 

defined the rights and duties in the public–private partnership through the ROT mechanism, 

distinguishing the private investors from the general civil society among different stakeholders. 

Just as people must acknowledge the wish and interests of the owner of a private historic 

building, so should the same principle apply to the publicly owned cultural heritage operated 

by private sectors. A senior staff at the Department of Cultural Affairs stated: 

I think, when asking who has the right to participate, one should always 
distinguish the primary from the secondary, that is, who are the genuine interest 
groups. … When state-owned properties are released for private use, there is 
room for discussion. But the question is, we should know, who has paid the 
price for the restoration? Who is responsible for management and 
maintenance? … When the state-owned cultural heritage is leased to the private 
investors, they have to cover the cost of rehabilitation. As long as they follow 
the regulations and restrictions of cultural heritage preservation, they are not 
obliged to accept the orders and commands of the so-called non-interested 
parties. (interview held on 14 October 2016) 

NTU, managing one-half of the Japanese residences in the Qingtian neighbourhood, also 

resonated the city government’s message more explicitly: 

For the standpoint of NTU, because we are not a civic organisation, we cannot 
visit from house to house to give residents small gifts or say hello to them. There 
is something we just cannot do; we cannot do whatever they want. … The public 
sector cannot satisfy every need of the individuals or civic groups or hold 
community meetings from door to door; otherwise, we would have endless 
meetings. (interview held on 21 September 2016) 

Since the adaptive reuse of the houses is not only legal but also carefully approved, the city 

government thought that the residents’ complaints were derived from their unfamiliarity with 

and misinterpretation of the regulations. The residents’ complaints were thus a sort of personal 

feelings, emotional expressions, and irrational requests, which could not affect or change the 

policy initiatives planned by technocratic experts of the government, who possess the 

professional knowledge of cultural heritage and make decisions based on rational analysis and 

survey. Therefore, the city government responded to the residents’ negative experiences as a 
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matter that can be solved through management and negotiation, such as the adjustments of 

business operation, the increase of charitable activities, or by providing the residents special 

discounts (Lou, 2016). The city government believed that once the discomfort and 

inconvenience were improved, the worries and complaints could be subdued. NTU, holding a 

similar opinion in coalition with the government, thus stated that it was the responsibility of the 

investors, who were the ‘newcomers’ to the neighbourhood and should endeavour to develop a 

good relationship with the neighbours: 

I can only say, I am not able to make everyone satisfied. All I can do is to make 
everything lawful. Actually, the interaction with the community depends on the 
operator’s efforts. … They should try to make the residents to like and welcome 
them. (interview held on 21 September 2016) 

The above-mentioned discussion shows that the city government and other responsible 

departments cared more about the facilitation and implementation of the public–private 

partnership in heritage preservation. Thus, they intended to eliminate any uncertain factors from 

the practice, so community participation would not hinder this mechanism, which was 

conceived as an effective solution for renovation and adaptive reuse. However, while the 

improvement measures seemed to conciliate the residents’ complaints about the places being 

used for consumption and the limited public access, it could hardly resolve what the residents 

really cared about: whether there was room for public participation in cultural heritage 

preservation. Residents were not satisfied with the official answer. Although they could 

understand the lack of a budget and the high costs of renovation and maintenance, they thought 

that the permission granted to turn a historic building into a restaurant was an agreement 

established between the municipality, NTU, and private companies via the ‘back door’. Even 

the explanations and improvements were regarded as passive reactions to their complaints, 

which could only solve the current situations but could not correct or supplement the 

institutional deficiency in the policy. Ironically, whereas most of the accusations were directed 

to the restaurant, rare oppositional voices were heard concerning other reuse functions, such as 
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the art gallery and boutique shop. Perhaps it was because these houses were not officially listed 

as cultural heritage or the exhibitions were comparatively ‘silent’ and produced fewer negative 

impacts on everyday life. This double standard was thus misunderstood by the municipality that 

the residents only attacked specific targets they disliked. Thus, the pragmatic government was 

convinced that the problems could be solved through management rather than policy 

modification.  
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5.4 Contested Space of Urban Heritage 

The conservation movement and adaptive reuse of the Japanese residences on Qingtian Street 

shows that urban heritage is a highly contested arena shaped by different actors, who actively 

join in the dynamic process of place making by contributing multiple meanings and 

representations. On the one hand, the residents reclaimed the urban space to protect their living 

environment and struggled to participate in the decision-making process through community 

mobilisation. On the other hand, the municipality tried to control the designation and 

management of cultural heritage to legitimise the public–private partnership and resolve the 

internal conflicts within the neighbourhood. In this section, I will further discuss the roles of 

these stakeholders and their diversified interpretations of cultural heritage. Although the 

community members could hardly alter municipality-led heritage preservation, they developed 

strategies of disaffiliation to maintain their place attachment to the neighbourhood. Moreover, 

the private companies were sensitive to the oppositional voices, and they were more willing to 

make changes to improve the relationship with the residents than the city government. 

Nonetheless, while urban conservation tried to curb land speculation through building 

restrictions, the concept that appreciates the exchange value of properties remains consistent in 

the minds of many land owners. Through mediation and negotiation, the pragmatic government 

attempted to respond to different demands and requests among multiple stakeholders, and a 

hybrid place identity interwoven with plural interpretations is thus formed.  

 

5.4.1 Dissonant Heritage with Multiple Interpretations  

Undoubtedly, heritage is a process of social construction (Graham, 2002). It is the selective 

remembrance and representation of the past used for present-day demands and purposes 

(Ashworth & Graham, 2005). When the needs and circumstances change through time and 

space, the interpretation of heritage will also alter, and new symbolic meanings will be 
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produced and redefined. (Barber, 2013; Graham, 2002; Ng, 2015). Since heritage may have 

multiple interpretations by its different users, it could also become a source of conflicts. 

Tunbridge and Ashworth (1996) conceptualised the term ‘dissonant heritage’ to describe how 

diverse interpretations of heritage may contradict and contend with one another. The 

disharmonious relations can be found in the two most common uses of heritage: economic use 

and cultural use (Graham, 2002). As Blokland (2009) stated, “symbolic use and actual use of 

spaces and neighbourhoods do not need to match. Those who intensely use locations 

symbolically and are most vocal about it … may hardly use the neighbourhood in daily routes 

and routines” (p. 1608). 

 

The theory of dissonant heritage can explain the conflicts between the residents, the private 

operators, NTU, and the municipality concerning the Japanese residences in Qingtian Street 

neighbourhood. On the one hand, the residents appreciated the Japanese residences because of 

their contribution to the shaping of comfortable living quality and a sense of belonging in the 

neighbourhood (L.-L. Huang, 2008; Tso, 2006). This drove the residents to safeguard the living 

environment through the initiation of a conservation movement. On the other hand, the private 

operators of heritage sites cared more about the promotion of cultural tourism and the creative 

industry, which may generate sufficient financial returns to sustain heritage renovation and 

daily maintenance. The historical stories and cultural traditions were thus used in product 

development, educational programmes, and cultural events. Interestingly, while both the 

residents and the operators actively utilised the historical and aesthetic values of the Japanese 

residences, including the architectural style, urban patterns, and life stories of the former house 

dwellers, they used them for different purposes, such as for urban liveability and reuse 

legitimacy. In other words, heritage preservation and adaptive reuse are not only for the 

remembrance of the past but also for the justification of different interpretations and to achieve 
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particular goals of the present needs. Hence, different uses of heritage will result in contestation 

among stakeholders. When the historic buildings are used for commercial and touristic 

purposes, the new activities and businesses will interrupt the originally quiet and peaceful living 

environment. While the residents successfully preserved the Japanese residences through 

community initiatives and participation during the conservation movement, they felt insecure 

and disappointed because they were later excluded from the discussion and decision-making 

process in the phase of adaptive reuse.  

 

Despite these conflicts, the residents should not be seen as ‘victims’ of adaptive reuse of cultural 

heritage, who passively accept and endure the discomfort and negative impacts. Rather, the 

residents are active players in the neighbourhood, and they will fight against unwanted 

developments and try to reclaim their place identity through both official and unofficial 

channels. Drawing past experiences from the conservation movements, the residents were 

familiar with the procedure of community mobilisation and participation. They were quickly 

organised again and tried to express their concerns through legal procedure by submitting 

petitions and participating in negotiation meetings. They also tried to contact with private 

operators and the city government via the village chief and municipal councillors for 

opportunities of negotiation. Moreover, they wrote articles in newspapers and in the internet to 

strike for public awareness and support. With the assistance of government subsidies, such as 

the URS Partner programme and the Community Documentary Film project, the residents were 

able to hold cultural events and exhibition, and a new documentary film was released in 2017.84 

However, when these official channels failed to destabilise the public–private partnership in 

heritage management established by the city government and NTU, the residents turned to 

 
84 The title of the film is ‘Green Treasure in the Small Alleys’ (巷弄裡的綠寶石), last accessed on November 3, 
2020, https://youtu.be/ql1KCVJxwfM. 
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adopt unofficial, disorganised, and individual strategies of nonconformity and disaffiliation to 

undermine the negative impacts on their everyday life. For instance, the residents intentionally 

avoid visiting these reused historical sites as a way to show their discontentment with the 

commodification of cultural heritage. They always ‘keep an eye’ on the private companies and 

put their renovation work and business operation under surveillance and monitoring. As long 

as they observe inappropriate behaviours to the houses, they will report to the city government 

and share the information in the social network. Although the residents do not agree with the 

adaptive reuse of heritage sites as semi-private commercial places, they can tolerate the 

inconveniences because of their appreciation and desire to safeguard the good living 

environment. This ambivalent attitude was illustrated by the statement of one community 

member as follows: 

[NTU] now locks the doors of many houses. I think they are looking for a proper 
company that can rent a house. … NTU is also our neighbour, so my aim was 
not to blame them. Today, we residents of the Qingtian neighbourhood, we live 
in an apartment, and we can see the green trees and black roofs by opening our 
windows. So we also thank NTU for doing nothing. And we can also understand 
their financial difficulty. … Actually we don’t have the capacity to hold 
demonstrations or to protest by hanging banners on the facades. We didn’t do 
that. … I think that NTU also observes us, observes how far we could tolerate. 
Because we love the heritage sites, we are worried if they don’t [renovate] the 
houses, they just locked them, and let the houses collapse. Then we have 
nothing. (interview held on 18 October 2016) 

Therefore, residents’ attachment to the neighbourhood is tangential (Yarker, 2018); they 

selectively identify themselves to the heritage sites for the protection of the quality of life while 

dissociating themselves from the commercial and economic use of heritage. This transcends 

the often dichotomy between the enhancement or disenfranchisement of a local identity through 

heritage preservation. Not only the interruptions and discomforts are compensated by the values 

of urban liveability (Pinkster, 2013), but also the residents’ strategies of disaffiliation will win 

them the required time and space for negotiation. For instance, an ‘unwritten law’ of not to use 

stoves in the houses is now commonly acknowledged by the private companies, although it is 
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not officially recorded in the contract. Moreover, while many houses remain vacant and unused 

due to the difficulty in finding suitable operators, the residents can keep their everyday life 

unaffected and struggle for possible policy changes in the long run. 

 

As the residents are not passive recipients of urban policies of heritage preservation, so are not 

the private operators of the historical houses simple implementers that carry out whatever the 

city government has requested to do. Private companies are more sensitive than the 

municipality to local oppositional voices and have tried to reconcile with the community 

members because they have to interact with and respond to the demands of the residents on the 

front line. A disharmonious relationship with the pre-existing community is equally not 

advantageous to their business operation. Hence, some necessary improvements were made by 

the private sector. For instance, to avoid the risk of fire and to reduce exhaust, only the oven 

with top heating was used for cooking, and grilled or fried dishes were removed from the menu. 

Customers and visitors were advised to lower their voices to prevent interrupting the 

neighbouring residents. Even the opening time was shortened to nine o’clock in the evening, as 

a way to maintain the quietness of the neighbourhood. Moreover, they have tried to contact and 

visit residents before and during the renovation work, invite them to visit the houses after their 

reopening, and hold activities and events aimed at community members. These strategies are 

not defined in the law as obligatory duties for the private sector; nevertheless, they have 

initiated these steps to mitigate the concerns of the residents and give them good impressions. 

The operator of the restaurant thus said, “Basically, if the neighbours have some complaints, if 

they think that we need to improve, we just try our best to do it” (interview held on 14 Sep 

2016). Although these efforts may not immediately gain the trust of the residents and dissolve 

their anxiety, it is a strong evidence that public participation will not be the obstacle of adaptive 

reuse of heritage, and that the private sector will always reflect on and adjust their strategies. 
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As many of them are not specialists in cultural heritage, heritage became meaningful after they 

dedicated time and energy to the restoration and operation. The manager of a tea house 

described the change in her perception of urban history and cultural heritage, as well as how 

she now acknowledges the need for historic preservation. She said: 

In the past, I didn’t think old houses were particularly important. But after we 
came here, I find out that historic preservation is meaningful. … Of course, we 
can demolish old houses and build new ones. But at the moment of demolition, 
the history becomes invisible, and one cannot see the physical and material 
presence. … Before [the rehabilitation], I felt that [heritage] was not my 
business. We were too busy to care about these issues. But when I am involved 
in [cultural heritage], I now think that it is significant, and I will try my best to 
do something for heritage preservation. (interview held on 20 April 2018) 

Therefore, the adaptive reuse of cultural heritage should be regarded as an open and evolving 

process of social construction, in which both the residents and the private operators are 

collaborators and mutual learners from each other. Through frequent interaction, debates, and 

negotiation, new interpretations of heritage may emerge and new strategies of reuse will be 

developed. As the private companies tried to diminish the negative influences of their business 

operation and increase the portion of cultural activities, the division between the economic and 

cultural use of heritage is blurred. 

 

In the Qingtian Street neighbourhood, both the residents and the private sectors are active 

players in articulating alternative voices and improving social relationship for the maintenance 

of a community identity. Residents’ organised resistance and daily practice of disaffiliation 

should be regarded as an action of power, forcing the city government and the operators to 

make changes. Likewise, the heterogeneity of the private companies should be positively 

evaluated, as they can quickly react to the local counter-voices and adjust their strategies of 

adaptive reuse. Different enterprises and developers may have various investment behaviours, 

management schemes, and social networks that will balance market demands and local needs. 

However, the current institutional design of heritage preservation, which seeks to foreground 
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financial feasibility and protect the interests of the private investors through the exclusion of 

public participation, is questionable. Due to these limitations, only large enterprises with 

sufficient funds could afford the price of renovation and adaptive reuse; small- and medium-

sized companies, NGOs, or artistic and creative workers, which are truly interested in the local 

history and cultural heritage, could hardly bear the expense. This can be proved as smaller 

companies withdrew themselves form operating historical residences, and large companies or 

international corporates have taken over the operation of many heritage sites. Moreover, as the 

private companies are coming from different backgrounds and professions other than heritage 

preservation, their lack of discipline-specific knowledge or the absence of aesthetic taste is thus 

often criticised by the residents. This indicates that selective restrictions on private operators 

may reduce the possible opportunities in adaptive reuse. On the contrary, diverse investors and 

different companies may increase the imaginations and vitality of the cultural heritage. 

 

The construction of postcolonial heritage is a unique and dynamic process. It is carefully 

selected and defined by different users for the fulfilment of contemporary demands. It is a 

source of dissonance, as different claims and uses of heritage may contradict and compete with 

one another. It is also a hybrid process, as we see that the economic and cultural uses of heritage 

cannot be easily distinguished and separated from one another. Therefore, colonial heritage is 

open to new interpretations. In 2016, the latest amendment of the CHPA has added an article 

that the legal procedure of renovation and adaptive reuse must include consultation, public 

hearings, and participation (Article 24). Furthermore, the ‘Old House Movement 2.0’ was 

announced by the city government in 2017, in which the reuse purposes of the historical site 

will no longer be confined to the cultural and creative industries, and the cost of renovation will 

be deducted from the collection of house and land taxes. These changes indicate that the 

interpretation of heritage may alter through time and space, and new meanings will always be 
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produced and facilitate better practice of heritage preservation. The mutative nature of colonial 

heritage thus needs to be negotiated and mediated, so that different representations may coexist. 

 

5.4.2 The Revival of the ‘Development Monster’ 

The conservation movement in the Qingtian Street neighbourhood was initiated by a group of 

local people, who hoped to safeguard the good living environment composed of Japanese villas 

and gardens. They advocated not only the preservation of the houses but also an urban 

conservation area, where building height and floor area will be regulated to retain the historical 

landscape of low-rise buildings in low-density. From this perspective, heritage preservation 

also constrains the developments of private properties, although these properties are not 

officially listed as historic buildings. However, this does not mean that the deeply-rooted 

concepts of viewing private lands as personal assets for profits would have vanished. On the 

contrary, in addition to the disputes concerning the adaptive reuse of the Japanese residences, 

the intention to take advantage of the exchange value of land would revive again in a revanchist 

manner (Jou et al., 2014). The emphasis on private rights and capital accumulation may not 

only neutralise the efforts in heritage preservation but also further divide the community 

members into two interest groups, causing social confrontations and fierce debates among the 

residents. 

 

Some residents found out that there were many restrictions defined in the Qingtian Street 

Historic Preservation District Plan when they tried to demolish and rebuild their old flats, which 

were built more than thirty years (Apple Daily, 2014). These restrictions, including the control 

over the ratio of building coverage, the ratio of excavation, the size of the garden areas, and the 

acquisition of development rights, were given to ensure that new buildings in the 

neighbourhood would coexist harmoniously with the low-density and low-rise Japanese houses. 
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Yet the property owners complained that these restrictions might cause unwanted results if they 

intended to renew the houses through reconstruction. By applying these restrictions, the 

residents may be forced to cope with reduced interior living spaces in the newly built apartments 

while being excluded from the awards and incentives that the city government has offered to 

encourage urban renewal. They thus felt that their interests were being infringed, as one 

representative opinion written in the petition showed: 

Due to the preservation of the Japanese residences since 2007, the property 
rights of the residents in [the Qingtian neighbourhood] have been deprived, and 
we cannot enjoy the same benefits as fellow Taipei citizens do. Perhaps only 
after the deterioration of the Japanese houses, we may reclaim the rights that we 
deserve. How unfortunate the residents on Qingtian Street are. There should not 
be such a bad law that sacrifices our deserved rights. All of the residents living 
in the residential area type III in Taipei should have equivalent rights and 
interests. And the right to private assets should be protected. … While the 
reconstruction of the old four-to-five-storey apartments is one of the major 
urban renewal policies established by the city mayor, we, as local Taiwanese 
people, have to debate the preservation of the Japanese colonial remnants. Isn’t 
it the miserable fate of the Taiwanese people? (Department of Urban 
Development, 2013a, pp. 29–30) 

While this sharp critique might be an extreme example opposing the preservation of colonial 

heritage, most of the residents did think that heritage conservation should not affect the 

development of the private properties near the historic sites. They were convinced that building 

and landscape control should only be confined to the land parcels where historic buildings stand, 

as this single-point heritage conservation is commonly practised in Taiwan. They not only 

reported their complaints in newspapers and the mass media, but they also reached the 

municipality and asked for the deregulation and revision of the Qingtian Street Historic 

Preservation District Plan. They wanted to raise the ratio of building coverage from 45% to 50% 

and the ratio of excavation from 60% to 100%. Moreover, they urged to cancel the compulsory 

establishment of front and side gardens. They also hoped that their properties could be receiving 

sites of the TDR and could enjoy more floor area bonus (Department of Urban Development, 
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2014). In short, the residents, who fought for the loosening of restrictions, wanted to recover 

every benefit that other normal building sites in residential areas in Taipei have. 

 

Facing the different voices, the residents who disagreed with the deregulation and revision of 

the plan thought that the conservation movement was initiated for the well-being and liveability 

of the neighbourhood instead of for personal interest or profits. The movement had never sought 

to hinder reconstruction or to damage the property rights of other residents. Rather, thanks to 

the preservation of the Japanese residences, many tall trees could be saved, and the buildings 

may remain low-rise so that the residents of Qingtian neighbourhood could enjoy precious 

greenery and sufficient sunlight in the city. Even the land and housing prices rose after the 

conservation. Thus, proponents of urban conservation argued that one should partially yield his 

or her personal interests and private demands in light of all of the benefits from heritage 

preservation. As one resident argued: 

I also agree with urban renewal. For example, some old and small apartments, 
I also think that they should be rebuilt: a four-storey flat can become six or eight 
storeys, and the interior room can be more spacious, and maybe with an elevator. 
So I think, urban renewal creates a better living quality. … However, one cannot 
say that he wants and must rebuild [an old flat] from four floors to twelve floors. 
Then it becomes something impossible. I think it is not right. … It is because 
we protected these [old houses], we don’t build [high-rises], so we can enjoy 
more sunlight. Yes, maybe we are also self-centred and self-interested. So I 
think this is a mutual concession. If someone thinks that the building restriction 
has damaged his interests, I think this statement is too biased, and is not 
responsible. (interview held on 18 October 2016) 

Furthermore, some residents were worried that the annulment of building restrictions would 

affect the old trees and the ecological environment in the neighbourhood, thereby threatening 

the comfortable living quality. The construction of high-rise apartments would also damage the 

historic landscape, and the Japanese residences would be obscured in the midst a concrete forest. 

Residents who advocated to retain the original conservation plan wrote in the petition as follows: 
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There are four monuments, 16 Japanese houses, and six historic buildings in the 
neighbourhood. The settlement was established throughout the past century and 
cannot be divided into one or individual buildings. If floor area incentives are 
permitted and building restrictions are loosened, the original landscape of the 
neighbourhood would disappear. … If urban renewal only facilitates the 
building of high-rises, it will cause Qingtian Street to lose its most precious 
cultural distinctions, historical ambience, and the collective memories that we 
have under the trees. The decades-old trees, the precious sunshine, and the 
leisurely life in the small alleys must be preserved and safeguarded. … The city 
government should take actions to conciliate residents’ willingness to 
implement urban renewal by, for example, providing compensations to the 
property owners whose houses cannot be rebuilt. (Department of Urban 
Development, 2013a, pp. 24–25) 

From another aspect, the residents understood the conditions of the old apartments that lacked 

modern facilities, and they also admitted that these flats should be renewed. However, they 

thought demolition and reconstruction were not the only ways to solve these problems; there 

were more possibilities that could meet the needs of both heritage preservation and living 

quality upgrading. The residents criticised how the current urban renewal policy in Taipei 

lacked diverse strategies and alternative options of renovation and maintenance. As a result, 

property-led urban regeneration became the mainstream that maximised the exchange value of 

land. Although no evidence could prove that the residents who fought for deregulation would 

like to profit from land speculation through urban renewal, the incident has exposed the 

difficulty of balancing public interest and personal demands in pro-growth urban development. 

 

As the mediator of this dispute, the municipality held several negotiation meetings with the 

community, and a task group from the Urban Planning Committee was responsible for the 

emendation of the conservation plan (Department of Urban Development, 2011a). In 2014, the 

revised Qingtian Street Historic Preservation District Plan was announced, in which three 

different areas were demarcated according to the location of the cultural heritage: the core 

zone—including all of the monuments and historic buildings—the historic zone, and the buffer 

zone. Each zone was given different degrees of control and management. Further, only the 
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building sites within the blocks where there was cultural heritage had to follow certain urban 

design regulations and be examined and permitted by the committee (Figure 5-10). Restrictions 

on other building sites were nullified, so that property owners may benefit from a higher ratio 

of excavation and receive the TDR for more flexible reconstruction or urban renewal 

(Department of Urban Development, 2014). A chief officer from the Department of Urban 

Development explained that this amendment was made to ameliorate the conflicts between 

different interest groups, which may further cause social opposition and division. The city 

government thus protected private assets and interests as a priority, as long as it did not affect 

the preservation of already existing heritage. Deploying different instruments of regulation and 

control in urban planning, the municipality hoped to fulfil the gap between private demands 

and the urban built environment. The chief officer commented: 

When the conservation plan was approved [in 2007], it was perhaps not clear to 
the private property owners. But after some years, some individual landowners 
found out—this was actually a good plan—that the plan would affect their right 
to reconstruction. Thus, they protested against the plan, and now we have this 
compromised plan. I felt a little bit regretful. If we didn’t resolve this dispute, 
it would’ve led to the private and the public sectors heading toward different 
directions or seeking different goals. The two parties would be split from one 
another. (interview held on 31 October 2016) 

From the experiences of the urban conservation of Japanese residences in Qingtian, cultural 

heritage is not merely about the examination of historical values, but also about the negotiation 

of the highly diversified interests, demands, and imaginations among different stakeholders (Lu, 

2016). Although solving the conflicts between historic preservation and urban development by 

distinguishing cultural heritage from normal building sites seemed to be a useful strategy, it had 

in fact resulted in the inevitable outcome of rising land and housing prices, which took place 

alongside the reopening of the Qingtian neighbourhood to the real estate market. When 

developers and brokers sold luxury apartments by advertising Qingtian Street’s green and 

historic environment, some original residents, especially the tenants, became the victims of 

gentrification (interview held on 23 November 2016). This result is perhaps contrary to the 
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Figure 5-10  

Revision of the Qingtian Street Historic Preservation District 

 
 Source: Department of Urban Development, 2014. 

 

initial purpose of the conservation movement, which was to rethink urban liveability and history 

and fight against land exploitation caused by the construction of high-rise apartments. 

 

5.4.3 Pragmatic Planning Attitude and the Changing Planning System 

The case of Qingtian Street neighbourhood also showed us the changing and evolving planning 

system in Taiwan. As conventional top-down planning practice was challenged by bottom-up 

community movements, mechanisms of public participation and empowerment were 

institutionalised to ensure citizen’s involvement in neighbourhood affairs. However, this does 

not mean that the practices of rational planning and communicative planning are integrated as 

one. Rather, the parallel systems may have different goals, causing serious confrontations and 

opposition between interest groups. As a result, the city government adopted a pragmatic 

attitude to respond to and mediate the multiple perceptions, actions, and representations of 

various actors in the neighbourhood while sustaining its political power in regulating and 

intervening in urban spaces. 



 243 

In Taiwan, we can observe the coexistence of two different planning systems. On the one hand, 

conventional top-down planning practice, which is inherited from the colonial period and 

utilised by the authoritarian state, continues to guide policy making and urban planning by 

emphasising on procedural rationality and economic growth. Under the influence of 

globalisation and neoliberalism, the city government also facilitates urban entrepreneurship and 

prioritises market rules in governing urban redevelopments and heritage management. State-

owned lands are privatised for large-scale flagship urban projects through land use deregulation 

and incentives, and the public–private partnership is introduced to solve the financial difficulty 

in heritage preservation. The city government thus takes the leading role in industrial upgrading 

and cultural identity building. During the past few years, Taiwan has experienced rapid political 

and social transformation. Many officially legalised participation channels are provided by the 

government to facilitate different stakeholders’ expression of their voices and demands (L.-L. 

Huang, 2005; L.-L. Huang & Hsu, 2011). There are at least two types of participation in the 

planning regulation. One is the legal mechanism of appealing, and the other is the government-

sponsored community empowerment projects. When people disagree with a planning project 

or when they feel that their interests are affected, they can submit their petitions to the 

responsible authorities and gain official responses to their concerns. This is the first form of 

participation. What follows are different forms of consultation meetings, from the legalised 

public hearings to the private, small-scale, and informal meetings, each stakeholder or 

organisation may have the chance to state their arguments, debate other discourses, and 

negotiate possible solutions. The conclusion will then be made by the Urban Planning 

Committee, and each party will receive an official explanation of why their demand could or 

could not be fulfilled. The second form of participation is the sponsorship of the community 

through government subsidies, encompassing the community empowerment projects, 

community documentary films, and the Urban Regeneration Station programmes (H.-J. Wang 
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& Lee, 2008). Residents are able to mobilise fellow neighbours, initiate workshops and forums, 

collectively brainstorm ideas and strategies, and carry out small actions to shape and cultivate 

their living spaces and neighbourhood. The more often they practice community movements 

and apply for government subsidies, the more possible it is that they may obtain the financial 

and human resources required to achieve their goals. When they become experienced in the 

process and practice of community empowerment, they can also propose small projects and 

events without the support of official funds. 

 

Although the different forms of participation were repeatedly employed by different 

stakeholders in the Qingtian Street case, the case also demonstrated the potential tensions and 

inherited conflicts between conventional planning practices and public participation (Lii, 2012). 

First, public participation and community empowerment were not integrated in the 

conventional rational planning system; the two parallel systems could thus lead to different 

goals and cause conflicts. At times, the two channels may coordinate. When the residents 

appealed to the government, they successfully stopped the demolition of the Japanese 

residences and preserved the old houses as heritage with the help of community empowerment 

concepts. Their aims of protecting the living environment and historic preservation were then 

recognised by the municipality, which sought grassroots support and intended to rebuild a new 

localised Taiwanese identity (Liu, 2013). However, sometimes the community initiatives fail 

to succeed. When the residents attempted to hold exhibitions and workshops to advocate the 

alternative adaptive reuse strategies for the Japanese houses, they could not shake or change 

the established public–private partnership in heritage preservation. Since public participation 

was not an integral part of planning but a supplementary part added to the existing structure, 

participation became a way to oppose government’s policies through community mobilisation 

and movements for personal interests. This shows that the effectiveness of community 
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movements is conditional. When people’s requests can in some aspects align with the city 

government’s will, it is easier for people to reach their goals. On the contrary, if community 

initiatives would threaten the city government’s leadership and legitimacy, the city will insist 

on its original planning strategies and aims. In other words, despite the participation channels 

defined in law, neither urban planning nor historic preservation integrates collaborative 

discussion and elaboration of stakeholders in the early phase of preparation of the planning 

procedure. The current participation channels serve as remedial mechanisms through petitions 

writing, consultation meetings, and public hearings for different stakeholders to express their 

ideas after planning proposals are done and when people realise that their interests are affected. 

These channels thus can only solve the emerging conflicts during the planning process but fail 

to prevent the occurrence of conflicts. And the city government needs to spent more time and 

energy in mediating the conflicts that usually cause unexpected transaction costs and unwanted 

externalities on the neighbourhood (Newman, 2013).  

 

Second, the community empowerment projects, which encourage local people to engage in 

neighbourhood affairs by finding a particular issue and proposing alternative solutions, are 

often carried out by a small group of residents. They often care more about personal rights than 

public interests and demands and neglect the institutional structure that systematically excludes 

their involvement in decision-making at the legal and administrative levels (Healey, 1998). As 

a result, the community empowerment projects tend to produce not-in-my-backyard (NIMBY) 

attitudes that focus only on certain issues and fighting against undesirable developments. This 

narrowed scope of participation limits the variety and diversity of stakeholders that can join in. 

Community affairs are often led by social elites and professionals, who possess more time, 

knowledge, and resources, while the rest of the residents, who do not have the same interest, 

are excluded from participation. Moreover, the issue-related projects are likely to be dissolved 
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after a while, whether the community successfully stops the unfavourable projects or fails to 

achieve its goals. Without an ongoing engagement and search for new issues, the already 

mobilised community organisation can hardly continue to function. Ironically, the successful 

story of historic preservation in Qingtian Street neighbourhood becomes the unwanted urban 

project to another group of residents, who suffer from the loss of property rights and potential 

benefits. They also have the right to deploy legal procedures to challenge and reject the changes. 

The revanchist strategies thus threaten the continuation of community empowerment and the 

cultivation of a sense of place in the Qingtian neighbourhood (Jou et al., 2014). Since both the 

legal process of appealing and the community empowerment projects are confined to a small 

group of people with shared interests and opinions, instead of facilitating social integration, 

community participation can cause social division and disagreement between actors in the 

neighbourhood. As a result, community mobilisation and participation can hardly continue in 

this situation, as one community member regretted: 

All of the social movements in Taiwan are the same. As long as a movement is 
forced to take more time, we will gradually lose our morale. Because our lives 
are stressful, our income is low. If one is not particularly rich, how can he fight 
for a long time while these private operators are supported by big 
enterprises? … So, if the city government doesn’t have the imagination of the 
old houses, then we, who have vivid imaginations, have to fight against them. 
But we probably don’t have much time to fight. So you are exhausted. 
(interview held on 23 November 2016) 

 

Lastly, the city government takes a pragmatic attitude to mediate and negotiate with the 

conflicts and disputes among stakeholders (Philip Harrison, 2002). This pragmatic attitude 

enables the municipality not only to satisfy the various demands of different interest groups but 

also to sustain its political power and to legitimatise the public–private partnership in the time 

of austerity and neoliberal governance (Newman, 2013). Despite the format of a bottom-up 

approach in planning, the role of the local state does not disappear. Instead, it is reinforced in 

regulating and intervening in the planning and participation procedures. Public participation 
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channels are offered and thus simultaneously controlled by the city government. While 

residents are encouraged to carry out small projects to improve their living environment, it is 

not guaranteed that their proposals will be definitely realised and implemented. In fact, the 

community empowerment projects are selected year by year, which thus limit the scale and 

scope of the community movements. If a community organisation cannot obtain government 

subsidy in the subsequent year, a community movement will stop. While the community 

movements are worked under the framework of government sponsorship, without a 

fundamental change of the nature of planning, similar conflicts will occur repeatedly. Moreover, 

the community initiatives can only succeed under certain conditions when their purposes 

correspond to and fit into the discourses of the city government. Conversely, if the objective of 

community empowerment contradicts or even rejects the municipality’s interests, it could 

hardly be realised (Ng, 2015). Since the government’s ideology may change through time, 

ranging from progressive development, neoliberal governance, and to community solidarity, 

participation and empowerment have to work in a way that legitimises and facilitates the 

government’s purposes. Participation is thus reduced to a kind of tokenism used by the state to 

legitimise its own political or economic purposes (Arnstein, 1969; Pollock & Sharp, 2012). 

Consequently, the city government mediate the conflicts involving in cultural heritage by 

fragmenting the holistic problem into several smaller pieces of single existing issues. In the 

Qingtian neighbourhood, the urban conservation has been divided into different segments to 

appease different stakeholders and fulfil their diverse demands, including the community’s 

desire for historic preservation, the government’s financial shortage, the private sectors’ 

adaptive reuse strategies, as well as the property owners’ plans for reconstruction. The city 

government managed. Although it seems that each party can obtain a portion of the benefits, 

the fragmentation and diversification within the neighbourhood would be a source of conflicts 

in the near future. 
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The process of participation and negotiation shows that while the transformation of the planning 

culture has begun, it is a long-term process wherein the inherited planning system is mixed with 

new conceptions and practices. On the one hand, a vigorous civil society seeking to be involved 

in planning by articulating an opposing proposal forces the government to set up a legal 

procedure for appeals and conflict mediation. On the other hand, planning is still primarily 

dominated by the city government, which may regulate the process, allocate resources, respond 

to or refuse people’s requests, and enhance its own will (C.-Y. Lin, 2016). Although different 

stakeholders have the right to fight for their interests, they often end up with accepting 

compromises or minor corrections of the planning projects. Community initiatives thus lose the 

dynamics to induce progressive changes that may integrate collective discussion and solution 

finding in the early phase of planning process. Furthermore, the experiences and impulses of 

the community empowerment projects are not an integral part of the conventional top-down 

planning system. Although sometimes the community members may achieve their goal through 

public participation, other times they may fail to resist the government’s will of cultural and 

economic developments through the same agenda. As the community empowerment project is 

often confined to a small group of people, it may also be challenged by other interest groups. It 

seems that the adoption of a new rhetoric in planning, whether it is community participation, 

economic competitiveness, or cultural creativity, is easier than institutional evolution and 

regulatory innovation. Instead of changing or revising the existing planning system, the 

supplementation of new programmes to the established ones may gain a quicker and more 

instant influence on the planning consequences (Raco & Lin, 2012). 
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5.5 Summary 

In this chapter, I have discussed the conservation movement of the Japanese residences and the 

ongoing adaptive reuse of the cultural heritage in the Qingtian neighbourhood. This case shows 

different aspects of postcolonialism in Taiwan. On the one hand, colonisation persists and is 

revived in mutated forms and keeps influencing urban planning and developments. On the other 

hand, a vigorous civil society is able to articulate alternative discourses through everyday 

spatial usage in ordinary life. There are thus conflicts among the various interpretations and 

representations of colonial cultural heritage that must be negotiated and mediated. Through this 

mediation process, different actors in the city try to claim their rights to the urban space and 

fulfil their various interests and multiple demands, thereby forming a postcolonial hybrid 

identity. 

 

First, the continuation and persistence of colonisation exist in the realisation of colonial 

planning, the developmental state, the neoliberal urban governance, and the inherent planning 

system. Qingtian Street neighbourhood was a university professors’ village established during 

the colonial period. After the war, the Japanese residences were continuously used by civil 

servants and professors from mainland China, so the wooden houses were retained to solve the 

housing shortage rather than because of their cultural values. Later, the Qingtian neighbourhood 

became a centrally located residential area favoured by social elites and middle-class citizens 

thanks to the realisation of many cultural amenities and public infrastructure according to the 

colonial urban planning. Following the economic liberalisation and globalisation in the 1990s, 

state-owned enterprises and properties were released and privatised. The top location and the 

good living quality of the Qingtian neighbourhood soon caught the eyes of real estate 

developers, accelerating the demolition of the Japanese houses and the new construction of 

high-rise apartments. Although some of the Japanese residences have gained cultural heritage 
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status through the efforts of the residents, the partnership between the public and private sectors 

still dominated the reuse and representation of the historic buildings. Due to the lack of 

government funds, NTU started to lease the old houses to private companies, which were 

responsible for the renovation, maintenance, and operation of the properties. This strategy soon 

became a municipal policy, outsourcing the management of vacant historic buildings to private 

sectors through the ROT model. Many of the houses were thus converted into art galleries, 

restaurants, tea houses, and exhibition venues, offering cultural creativities and educational 

programmes. Moreover, some residents and house owners were discontented with heritage 

preservation, when they realised that their rights for rebuilding had been restricted due to the 

conservation zone designation. They thus fought for the deregulation of the planning law, so 

that they could benefit from housing renewals. This indicates that the ‘development monster’ 

favouring the exchange value of properties does not disappear; it is revived and resists the 

results of urban conservation. Evidently, the conventional top-down planning system adopting 

a rational-purposive model, which was inherited from the colonial time and practised by the 

authoritarian state, still dominates in regulating land use and managing cultural heritage. When 

the state prioritises its ideologies for pro-growth economic developments and national identity 

building, there is no much room for public participation and collective decision-making. 

 

Second, ordinary people have the capacity to produce counter- and alternative discourses that 

challenge the mainstream ideology of the city government. When their daily spatial practices 

and place identities are frustrated by unwanted urban developments, they will struggle to claim 

their rights over the urban space and carry out various forms of community initiatives and 

movements through both formal and informal strategies. In the Qingtian Street neighbourhood, 

local people were worried that the demolition of the Japanese residences would destroy the 

excellent living environment and peaceful streetscape. Through a small, simple activity—
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walking a dog—in everyday life, the residents reflected on fast urban transformation and 

appreciated the good urban liveability of the neighbourhood. Hence, they initiated the 

conservation movement in 2003 to preserve the Japanese residences and the old trees. With the 

support of the community empowerment projects and the assistance of university professors, 

the residents formed a community association, collected historical evidence, held exhibitions 

and activities, and drew public attention to the local affair. They advocated the significance of 

the historical buildings in terms of urban history, local culture, ecological sustainability, and 

housing justice against fast urban development. After a process of negotiations and debates, 

eleven Japanese residences were designated as heritage sites, and the Qingtian neighbourhood 

was demarcated as a Historic Preservation District in 2007. Through this movement, the 

residents built a place-based identity and collective memories that connect the contemporary 

present with the colonial past. After successfully preserving the Japanese residences, how to 

properly renovate and reuse the heritage sites became an issue. The residents argued that the 

new reuse functions of the historic buildings were contradictory to their initial purposes of the 

conservation movement. The tourist-oriented places might damage the good living environment, 

and the commodification of heritage prevailed over historical and cultural significances. They 

also criticised the public–private partnership for the lack of community participation and 

collective decision making, making the public-shared cultural heritage into quasi-private places. 

Although the residents tried to organise a community movement again and to suggest 

alternative reuse proposals of the heritage sites, the city government defended its heritage policy 

and insisted on the legitimacy and effectiveness of the adaptive reuse through the public–private 

partnerships. As a result, the residents developed strategies of disaffiliation in the daily life, 

trying to avoid visiting those ‘unpleasant’ places in the neighbourhood while maintaining their 

place identity built upon urban liveability.  
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Lastly, the city government adopts a pragmatic attitude to mediate the disputes involved in 

heritage preservation, which leads to the formation of a hybrid postcolonial identity in the city. 

The city government offers diverse channels of public participation for the citizens to articulate 

their voices and express their opinions. Among the channels are the legal procedures for appeals 

and the community empowerment projects. Through petitions, consultation meetings, and 

public hearings, stakeholders have the opportunity to express their concerns and seek to 

negotiate with the city government. The well-established community empowerment projects, 

on the other hand, support community mobilisation and initiatives through government 

subsidies. However, in practice, we find that these participation channels are ‘added’ to the 

existing planning institutions rather than an integral part of it. Moreover, the two may contradict 

one another and even cause conflicts and confrontations. Community empowerment may 

support the ideas of a group of people while neglecting the interests of another group. People 

may also utilise the legal procedures to reject the results of the community empowerment 

projects. Since resource allocation and subsidy provision are still controlled by the municipality, 

citizen participation has to correspond with the intentions and ideologies of the city government. 

To resolve these conflicts, the city government has fragmented the neighbourhood into smaller 

pieces so that the multiple demands of different stakeholders may be fulfilled. This indicates 

that a postcolonial hybridity is not a harmonious one that encompasses diversity or built upon 

consensus. Instead, these contrasting and competing ideas of various actors coexist in the 

neighbourhood by making concessions and tolerating one another. Although gradual 

liberalisation and emancipation in planning laws have been enacted with new contents and 

practices, achieving a change in planning ‘hearts and minds’ for institutional innovation and 

revolution would require a much longer journey (Hastings, 1999). 
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Chapter 6 The Regeneration of the Old City Centre 

 

In this chapter, I will discuss the regeneration of the old city centre of Taipei. Starting with a 

brief history of the inner city, I will show how the city has undergone two phases of urban 

restructuring in a time less than 150 years, transforming from a Chinese walled city to the 

colonial capital city, and from a commercial centre to a declining old town. Now the inner city 

is experiencing the third restructuring process through hastening urban regeneration and large-

scale redevelopment projects. While the city government hopes to restore the inner city’s 

townscape and revitalises the local economy through these flagship projects, there are still 

numerous historical buildings and diverse retail shops in the former city centre. Various land 

use pattern and multiple actors in the city will continuously revaluate the urban spaces through 

lived experiences and practices, and heritage as a debatable issue will thus emerge. In the 

following section, I will illustrate the recent case of the West Gateway Plan initiated by the city 

government in 2014 to see how these diverse stakeholders were brought together and had 

confronted with each other. In this incident, while the people who upheld the historical value 

of the inner city tried to fight with the government’s neoliberal ideology of urban 

redevelopment, the voices and demands of broader social actors and local inhabitants were 

silenced in the debates. Instead of speaking pessimistically concerning the result of the 

participatory process, I will discuss how the civil society and local people can produce counter-

discourses and movements, although failed to affect urban policy, which may convey positive 

implications on mediating the conflicts between urban heritage and redevelopment. 
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6.1 Brief History of the Inner City 

The Foundation of the City of Taipei (pre-1895) 

The inner city of Taipei has a relatively young history. While Bangka and Dadaocheng have 

developed prosperous trade and activities, the area of the inner city were still vast fields for 

agriculture. In 1875, as the Qing dynasty intended to strengthen the military defence of northern 

Taiwan through the demarcation of new administrative divisions, the Taipei Fǔ (臺北府) was 

established,85 and a city wall was built and completed in 1884. In the following year, the 

Province of Taiwan was officially founded, and Taipei was selected as the new provincial 

capital, thus beginning the fast development of the city.86 The site selection of the new walled 

city was determined according to Feng Shui tradition, orienting the city axis to the mountains 

on the north side. The city was located in the middle of the two major Chinese settlements, 

Bangka and Dadaocheng, as a way to balance and intermediate local businessmen and 

inhabitants (Su, 2010). The arrangement of the streets in the city also represented the traditional 

Chinese time–space relation: city gates and temples delimited the boundary of the city, and 

houses and shops were built along the linear streets. As the new political centre, the walled city 

accommodated many governmental departments, official temples, and cultural and educational 

facilities,87 whereas only a few shophouses and residences were built near the North Gate (Yu, 

1980). Besides, the new provincial governor also constructed modern infrastructures, including 

the first railway route and the train station on the northern side of the city. 

 

 
85 There was only a Fǔ-level (literally means a prefecture) administration in Taiwan before the year of 1875, 
which was located in the southern part of the island in today’s Tainan City. The northern part of Taiwan belonged 
to Tamsui Ting (淡水廳), a tertiary administrative division below Fǔ. 
86 Taiwan was part of the Province of Fujian since the Qing conquered the island. When the Province of Taiwan 
was first established, a location near Taiwan’s geographical centre (today’s Taichung City) was chosen to be the 
new provincial capital. However, since the city wall was not built at the time, Taipei was designated as the 
temporary and de facto provincial capital. 
87 Including the Taiwan Provincial Administration Hall, the Tamsui County Hall, Matsu Temple, Confucius Temple, 
Martial Temple, as well as the Dong-Ying Academies, an officially founded school. 
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Urban Reform During Japanese Colonisation (1895–1945) 

After Japan defeated the Qing dynasty in 1895, Taiwan was ceded as a colony to Japan. The 

Japanese governors kept choosing Taipei as the capital city and launched a series of ‘palimpsest’ 

projects, exhibiting the legitimacy and authority of the colonial regime (C.-J. Hsia, 2002). The 

city walls and government buildings that signified the city’s Chinese root were demolished. 

Through the enactment of urban reform policies of the inner city in 1900 and of the whole 

Taipei in 1905,88 Taipei was gradually transformed into a modern metropolis (W.-D. Huang, 

1998), showing the political and economic power of the Japanese Empire. The most noticeable 

transformation of Taipei was the restructuring of urban space. The city wall on the west side 

was torn down for the new railway route. Other sections of the city wall were rebuilt into 

boulevards with plantation surrounding the inner city (Goto, 1998). City gates were preserved 

in roundabouts, serving as visual nodes and landscape in the city. The linear street pattern was 

substituted by a chessboard pattern of streets, dividing urban lands into rectangular blocks and 

hence changing the way of land use (L.-S. Huang, 1995). Along the streets, rows of shophouses 

were built with regulated proportion, façade design, height control, and arcade walkways (Qilou) 

on the ground floor. All the reform strategies intensified the control of urban space through 

homogenisation and visualisation of space (Su, 2010). Not only government buildings occupied 

the most significant places in the city, but also new types of public spaces and private institution 

were built in the city centre, including public parks, hospitals, museums, schools, post offices, 

banks, hotels, and department stores. Under the fast and intensive construction and investment, 

the inner city became the primary commercial district for luxury consumption for the Japanese 

people. 

 

 
88 The content of the urban reform policies included the construction of drainage system, street widening, 
building regulations, land expropriation, and land use control. 
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Fast Urbanisation and the Shift of City Centre (1945–1990) 

After the World War II, the inner city remained its function as the political and economic centre. 

The KMT regime kept using most of the colonial buildings as government departments, and 

officials, civil servants, and social elites migrating from China supported the economic 

activities in the inner city (Chou, 2003). The inner city was thus characterised with clusters of 

banking and retail shops, running boutique, jewellery, fashion, bookstore, and gastronomy 

businesses. Moreover, as the railway became the major means of transportation, there were also 

different shopping areas formed near the Taipei Main Station. However, the monocentric urban 

structure and the role of the inner city changed rapidly, as the central government actively 

guided industrial development in the 1960s. Enterprise headquarters, the rising cultural and 

media industry, and financial and legal consultation agencies all chose to settle down in the east 

of Taipei, causing fast urban sprawl and the shift of city centre towards the east (Chou, 2005; 

Jou, 2005). In contrast to the new eastern district, the fragmented land parcels and complicated 

land ownership were not able to match the demands of urban transformation in the time of 

industrialisation. Since many public infrastructures such as the underground railway and the 

Mass Rapid Transit (MRT) system were still under construction, chaotic traffic, deteriorated 

buildings, and outdated consumption pattern thus became the stereotypes of the inner city (Jou 

et al., 2009). 

 

Urban Restructuring and Redevelopment (1990–present) 

After being forgotten for a long time, the redevelopment of the inner city as well as the western 

Taipei was brought back to public attention in the 1990s (Department of Urban Development, 

1999). On the one hand, the eastern district suffered from rocketing land price and development 

saturation, which could hardly provide the required lands for urban restructuring in the post-

industrial age. On the other hand, the western district showed its potential of development after 
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major transportation constructions were done. Thus, how to renew and revitalise the inner city 

became a favourable topic for policymakers and mayor candidates (Jou, 1999). Under this 

circumstance, the tallest skyscraper of Taiwan at the time of completion, the Shin Kong Life 

tower (245 meters), was erected in front of the Taipei Main Station in 1993, showing the 

ambition and capacity to construct new landmarks for the inner city (Jou & Lin, 2008). Since 

then, new high-rises of top-end real estate and luxurious hotels rose one after another. To 

revitalise the inner city area, the municipality initiated preliminary studies on land use and 

renewal strategies and invited international planning office to outline a master plan and urban 

design principles (Kenney, 1990). In 1993, the Taipei Main Station Special District Plan was 

announced. This flagship redevelopment projects intended to make this area the transportation 

hub of the city, construct a modern skyline with high-rise buildings, and intensify land use for 

economic development (Bureau of Public Works, 1988a). The multiple overlapping historical 

layers, the complicated land ownership, the diverse stakeholders, and the ideology of 

development and economic progress together made the inner city a site of tension and conflicts 

to be investigated. 
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6.2 The Dilemma between Urban Renewal and Urban Conservation 

In this section, I will describe the current situation of the old inner city and explain why heritage 

preservation becomes a debatable issue in this area. While the city government hopes to 

construct a new city landmark and to revitalise the local economy of the inner city through 

flagship urban redevelopment and property-led urban renewal projects, these plans are 

obstructed and delayed due to various factors. This enables the continuation of various retail 

businesses and activities to remain densely in the old city centre. Specialised shopping areas 

and diverse commercial patterns thus fulfil the demands of different social groups. Meanwhile, 

as the political and economic centre since the Japanese colonial period, there are many public 

and commercial buildings in the inner city of Taipei. Some individuals and groups of people 

thus uphold the historical value and advocate the conservation of the inner city area. 

 

6.2.1 Government Policies and Strategies of Urban Restructuring 

While the shift of city centre to the eastern Taipei through large-scale development caused a 

gradual economic decline of the western district, the gradual completion of the underground 

railway project and the MRT system in Taipei provided another opportunity for urban 

restructuring of the old city centre through the release of many state-owned lands (Jou et al., 

2012). Both the central and the local governments noticed the potential of this area, hoping that 

through urban redevelopment a pattern of urban renewal could be set up, the chaotic traffic 

could be improved, and the commercial districts would be reinvigorated. Since the late 1980s, 

the city government started to consider the urban regeneration of the inner city area, and the 

Taipei Main Station Special District Plan was promulgated in 1993. However, this plan was 

amended for many times and still in progress. Besides the role of the Taipei Main Station 

serving as a transportation hub, how to promote the city’s international image, how to facilitate 
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economic transformation, and how to preserve the historic buildings in this area increased the 

complexity and uncertainty of the urban redevelopment plan. 

 

The inner city of Taipei and the surroundings of the Taipei Main Station have long been seen 

as the ‘main entrance’ of Taipei (Bureau of Public Works, 1985b). With the completion of the 

underground railway construction work, the MRT system, the Airport MRT system, the Taiwan 

High Speed Rail, the city bus routes, and the long-distance bus terminal were all concentrated 

in this area. Hence, the municipality was enthusiastic to build up a new city image and landmark 

that would give visitors a good first impression of Taipei and to promote civic pride. The city 

government thus defined the inner city area as follows: 

This area is located in the city centre, which is the front door to enter into the 
Taipei metropolitan area. Because of the underground railway, large-size 
reclaimed land … will give this area a good opportunity for adaption and urban 
restructuring. A successful planning of infrastructures and the redevelopment 
of the whole area will not only foster a new national identity and city image but 
also infuse new vitality into the future of the Taipei metropolitan area. (Bureau 
of Public Works, 1988a, p. 4-1) 

In the conception of the city government, this ‘main entrance’ must “demonstrate the 

coexistence of international modernity and historical traditions and form a unique characteristic 

of the area” (Bureau of Public Works, 1988a, p. 5-10). The term ‘international modernity’ was 

considered as a synonym of high-rise buildings by the developmental state during the 1980s. 

The city government believed that the historic role of the inner city as an economic and 

commercial centre could only be prolonged through the construction of a new skyline of 

skyscrapers in the western Taipei that would be comparable with the rising eastern district. The 

low-rise houses and buildings and fragmented and small land divisions were thus judged as 

obsolete to meet the new demands of the new age (S.-S. Chiang, Jou, & Wu, 2010; Jou et al., 

2009). The affiliated facilities of the railway, such as the Railway Administration Headquarters, 

former railway dormitories, and the freight station were planned to be deconstructed. Moreover, 
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the renaissance of Chinese culture and the construction of a Chinese nationalism were entailed 

in the term ‘historical tradition’. The inner city of Taipei was seen as the origins of the city, and 

the urban development embedded in the Chinese national history was particular emphasised by 

the city government as following: 

The walled city of Taipei was the latest city that was planned according to feng 
shui traditions in the Chinese world. The city walls were built to point at the 
peak of mountains and the northern pole and along the tributaries of Tamsui 
River. The government buildings and temples were arranged in the city 
according to orientation and sequence defined in the Chinese traditional 
geomancy. (Department of Urban Development, 1999, p. 69) 

To represent the inner city’s historical background and the symbolic meanings of Chinese 

nationalism, not only the North Gate, which was the only city gate in its original form, would 

be particularly preserved, but also the new Taipei Main Station was designed in an eclectic 

Chinese palace-style architecture (Bureau of Public Works, 1988a). Therefore, the city 

government envisioned the inner city in which the contrast between high-rise buildings with 

large-scale open spaces and traditional historical buildings would make Taipei “a modern and 

international metropolis enriched by Chinese cultural traditions” (Bureau of Public Works, 

1986, p. 3). 

 

In addition to the role as the entrance of Taipei, the inner city was also defined as the 

commercial, entertainment, and financial centre of Taipei. Hence, the city government hoped 

to revitalise this area through the introduction of new commercial spaces and activities. In the 

Taipei Main Station Special District Plan, the city government planned to construct high-rise 

office buildings, department stores and shopping malls, international hotels, convention centres, 

and exhibition venues, thereby attracting visitors and reinvigorating the local economy. On the 

contrary, the traditional retail pattern of operating storefronts along the streets was considered 

as an unproductive use of land, as the city government framed the economic problem in the 

inner city as follows: 
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Although [this area] was demarcated as a commercial zone in the masterplan 
for international business and services, the average floor area was only thirty 
percent of the maximal floor area rate (800%) by law. This area thus faced the 
economic pressure of redevelopment in recent years. (Department of Urban 
Development, 1999, p. 69) 

Besides, the city government hoped that these urban redevelopment projects would generate 

financial gains that would reduce municipal debts and amortise the expenditure of railway 

underground construction work (Bureau of Public Works, 1987). A more intense land use and 

commercial activities also legitimised the city government’s ambition to construct skyscrapers 

as symbols of economic prosperity and international modernity.  

 

After the Taipei Main Station Special District Plan was officially announced in 1993, there 

were many construction works in this area in the following years. During this period, the plan 

was revised and adjusted for several times. In 2007, as the Airport MRT system was confirmed, 

this plan was levelled up from the entrance of the city to the national entrance. The project was 

renamed as the Central Station and Central Park Plan, which was expanded to include the 

freight station in the Huashan area into the redevelopment plan (EDS International, 2007). To 

adapt to the issues of climate change and sustainability, the new plan also developed new 

strategies to mitigate the problems of urban heat island and to strengthen the urban ecosystem 

(Department of Urban Development, 2008). However, the utilisation of skyscrapers to signify 

the city’s landmark and national entrance and the centring of the North Gate as a way to 

represent the ancient walled city remained consistent in these plans. 

 

There were various reasons why the Taipei Main Station Special District Plan could hardly be 

implemented and was delayed for more than two decades. First, there was a strong social 

movement that demanded the rediscovery and revaluation of local history and culture, including 

the Japanese colonial history, for the formation of a place-based Taiwanese identity in the 1990s. 
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As a result, a large amount of governmental buildings, residential and commercial houses, and 

industrial facilities in and near the inner city were thus preserved as heritage sites, because these 

buildings were evidence of the modernisation and industrialisation process of Taiwan (Juang, 

1993). For instance, when the main building of the Railway Administration Headquarter was 

designated as a monument in 1992, the redevelopment project had to be altered to preserve the 

historical building (Bureau of Public Works, 1993). Many government and public buildings, 

which remained in their original uses and stood on key locations in the city, were designated as 

heritage sites one after another, such as the National Taiwan Museum, the Presidential Office 

Building, the Public Auditorium (Zhongshan Hall), the Taipei Post Office, the former 

Headquarter of the Nippon Kangyo Bank, and many others. Heritage preservation thus must be 

taken into consideration in the redevelopment plan. Second, although the Taipei Main Station 

project focused mainly on the regeneration of state-owned lands in the city centre, each land 

belongs to different governmental departments, including the central, the provincial,89 and 

municipal governments, and the Taiwan Railway Administration (TRA), which often had 

disagreements concerning resources distribution and benefits sharing. According to the 

regulations, the city government can initiate redevelopment plans, formulate urban design 

principals, control land use zoning, and offer incentives or awards, but whether a redevelopment 

project would be implemented still depended on the willingness and financial capacity of each 

land owner (C. Lin, 2007). Since each property owner treated the lands as private assets and 

hoped to maximise land use and profits, a time-consuming negotiation between stakeholders 

thus caused the plan to delay (S.-S. Chiang et al., 2010). Thirdly, the regeneration of public 

land heavily relied on the investment of the private sectors through the Build–Operate–Transfer 

(BOT) model. To facilitate the BOT mechanism, the state institutionalised and legitimised 

 
89  In 1998, the functions and duties of the Taiwan Provincial Government was transferred to the central 
government and responsible departments. In 2018, the Taiwan Provincial Government was officially dissolved. 
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public–private partnership through the provision of incentives, such as floor area bonus and tax 

reduction (Jou et al., 2012). If a developer did not match the prerequisite of participating in the 

open bidding, or the estimated profit was not beneficial to a private company, it would withdraw 

from the redevelopment project, and the municipality had to relax the regulations and repeat 

the bidding procedure again (S.-S. Chiang et al., 2010). Therefore, until 2014, only the Taipei 

Long Distance Bus Terminal was completed, the rest of the properties remained undetermined. 

 

Besides the flagship urban redevelopment project of public and state-owned lands initiated by 

the city government, the regeneration of private properties was handed down to private 

landowners and property developers through the mechanism of urban renewal. An urban 

renewal project could be implemented based on a joint construction agreement among 

landowners or by a property developer through the mechanism of rights transfer by law. 

However, there were difficulties to carry out urban renewal projects because of the complicated 

land ownerships and fragmented land divisions in the city centre despite government subsidies 

and incentives (Hsu & Chang, 2013). Not only reaching a consensus among property owners 

was a time-consuming process, but also there were often disputes concerning benefits allocation 

and forced eviction. While property owners hoped to maximise land use by constructing high-

rise buildings and by creating more floor areas—as the inner city was demarcated as a 

commercial zone with higher floor area ratio—the retail shopkeepers, tenants, and other 

disadvantaged groups were worried about undesired displacement and the cause of 

gentrification and social inequality. As a result, there were many vacant construction sites in 

the inner city, where most buildings have been demolished but one or two ‘nail houses’ refused 

to vacate. Urban renewal in the inner city was thus a slow process full of uncertainty and 

contingency. 
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6.2.2 Traditional Retail and Consumption Pattern in the Inner City 

Because the urban redevelopment and renewal plans of the city government were delayed, the 

inner city could retain the street pattern and commercial activities that have been developed 

since the Japanese colonial period. In addition to many government administrations and 

financial institutions, there were rows of retail shops standing along the streets that were 

connected by Qilou on the ground floor. Different clusters of shopping streets featuring 

specialised products and businesses were formed in the inner city, taking advantage of its 

proximity to the Taipei Main Station (Figure 6-1). Although many shop owners admitted that 

current economic situation was not as prosperous as it used to be, their lived experiences and 

spatial practices continued to render a unique characteristic composed of diverse land use 

pattern and commercial activities in the inner city.  

 

When talking about the economic recession of the inner city, many shopkeepers thought that 

state policy (including urban planning) and the change of consumer behaviour have profoundly 

affected their business. There were various reasons why the old inner city experienced gradual 

decline. The rise of modern department stores in the eastern district, which offered new 

shopping experiences and international chain brands, fundamentally changed people’s 

consumption behaviours. The relocation of government departments also caused a decrease of 

daily consumption by government employees and civil servants. Moreover, the highly 

concentrated banks and financial institutions left the inner city especially silent and lack of 

vitality in the evenings. Due to the development of e-commerce and the fast evolution of 

techno-innovative products, many traditional business, such as bookstores and consumer 

electronics, were replaced by online shopping, smartphones, and streaming services. 
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Figure 6-1  

Retail Streets and Landmarks in the Inner City 

 
Source: Author. 
 

Facing these transformations and challeges, the shopkeepers endeavoured to enliven the inner 

city and sustain their businesses through differentiation strategies. They concentrated on 

professional and exclusive products by acquiring the sole agency and proprietary technologies, 

so that similar products could rarely be found elsewhere or they could sell them at a lower price. 

Further, they provided better services than that of their internet competitors by offering face-

to-face consultations, recommendations, on-site trials, and assistance of installation, repair, and 

maintenance. As one shop owner, who has settled down in the inner city over forty years, said: 

 

 

0  50  100   200               500 m 

N 



 266 

Our feature is, if you go to an outlet or online stores, there is no way that they 
can directly explain the products more clearly than we do, this is our strength. 
Also, the after-sales services, we can do better. If you buy online, after buying 
it, many people do not understand the functions of the product; they still have 
to come to us. (interview held on 16 March 2018) 

Through specialisation of products and service and thus enhancing their competitiveness, the 

retail shops in the inner city attracted a group of returning and frequent customers, including 

senior citizens, professional buyers, tourists, and foreign labourers. While some of them were 

used to visit and go shopping in the inner city, others hoped to find specific items and products 

at a lower price here.  

 

Another strategy that the shopkeepers have developed was to initiate commercial activities and 

events that may promote and advertise the shopping districts. Under the support of the city 

government, they founded various trade associations not only helping and facilitating 

cooperation between fellow retailers but also initiating annual festivals and sale promotions to 

attract more customers. As one association member stated: 

Every year our association will hold many activities and events. … We will first 
have a meeting and initiate a proposal. Then we hand in the proposal to the 
Bureau of Commerce, where a committee will discuss whether our proposal is 
beneficial to the shopping district. Then, the Bureau of Commerce will decide 
whether to grant us disbursement for the event or not. … Every year we will 
have at least one large festival, and many small-sized activities and events. 
(interview held on 14 March 2018) 

These festivals and events often centred on national holidays—such as Mother’s Day or Lunar 

New Year—or themed with specific products. For instance, a photography competition was 

held to promote digital cameras, and a live music show would help to promote home stereo 

systems. There was also alliance between different shopping streets, enabling visitors to explore, 

experience, and rediscover the old town while enjoying special discounts. Furthermore, to 

improve the shopping environment, the shop owners regulated and re-designed the size and 

form of signboards and upgraded the visual image of the streets with public art and wall 

paintings. 
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Despite the efforts of economic revitalisation that have prolonged the existence of many retail 

shops, some of them, if not successfully upgraded or transformed, had to be closed down or 

moved away. The vacant storefronts were replaced by emerging industries in recent years, such 

as budget hotels, youth hostels, small cafés, and co-working spaces. These new types of 

businesses took advantage of the location near Taipei Main Station and targeted at the 

increasing number of visitors by fulfilling their needs of accommodation, business meetings, 

gastronomy, and entertainment. For instance, one coffee house owner expressed her 

appreciation of the inner city, which provided a rich variety of shopping choices and cultural 

facilities. She said: 

I think very few people in Taipei would often come here. So I have thought, one 
day, if I could open a coffee shop, like in many foreign countries, in front of a 
museum there are many cafés, and one can just sit there and view the city. … 
When I come here, I think the time is freezing in the air, and I can slow down 
my steps and take time to visit the architecture and old buildings. (interview 
held on 21 January 2017) 

Unlike their forerunners, the incoming shopkeepers operated their businesses more diversely. 

Apart from conventional trading and selling, they also used the store floor flexibly, having small 

exhibitions, lectures, courses, and workshops in the shops. While some of the new spaces were 

temporary during the interim before the implementation of urban renewal projects, these 

activities proved that the spontaneous changeover of businesses could sustain the old inner 

city’s vitality and commercial diversity.  

 

Although local retailors hoped that the city government could ‘do something’ to reinvigorate 

the commerce in the inner city, they also had an ambivalent attitude for urban renewal or urban 

conservation. Local people were worried about contemporary relocation and the dissolution of 

the shopping street during the reconstruction work. They were also anxious about the rising 

store rent and the decreasing availability of affordable storefronts due to urban renewal. These 

concerns mixed with the uncertainty and insecurity within the negotiation process hindered 
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them from risking their businesses to participate in urban renewal projects. One local 

shopkeeper explained why urban renewal was a problematic issue as follows: 

While [some land owners] finally reached an agreement and were about to start 
a renewal project, there were still some individual households, which did not 
agree. So the houses were demolished strangely. The building site became a U-
shape, some houses stood still in the middle. … I really hope that this area could 
be renewed, but it is difficult. For instance, [the owner of the house] might say, 
he is over eighty years old, he doesn’t want to move. Where can he move to? 
Or, during the reconstruction, he receives no rental for three years. He also has 
his concerns. (interview held on 25 November 2016) 

Similarly, another shop owner talked about her considerations: 

We are glad to see urban renewal but worried about it on the other side. When 
there are more visitors, this might benefit our business. But the landlords might 
think differently. … Many landlords will raise our rent. This is what we worry 
about, and we feel helpless. … If one does not want to accept the rising rent, 
moving away is the only choice. In the past, there were more shops in this area, 
but many of them flowed out; they were all gone. Even I have ever thought of 
moving away. (interview held on 14 March 2018) 

In other words, for those who stayed in the inner city, their priority should be the maintenance 

and improvement of product and service quality as a strategy to keep existing customers and to 

sustain their businesses. Conversely, the reconstruction of physical buildings could be a factor 

of unpredictability, which may not bring them eventual advantages. 

 

The retail pattern in the inner city and the emergence of new types of businesses show us an 

alternative option contrary to the city government’s plan of property-led urban renewal. The 

value of the inner city is lived out and experienced, not through the deterioration of buildings 

or economic recession, but the running of small shops and daily consumption. Not only many 

traditional retailers could sustain their livelihood in the inner city, but also many citizens and 

visitors may have more diversified choices on products and prices, thus enriching people’s 

consumption experiences and chosen lifestyles (see also P. C.-C. Wu, 2005). More importantly, 

this relatively conventional mode of exchange is meaningful to specific social groups, such as 

senior citizens and foreign workers, whose consumption is often confined to customary practice 
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and affordability, hence preserving the city’s inclusiveness. Furthermore, the inner city is a site 

of opportunity for start-up firms and new industries to start their businesses. These groups may 

not need a large and spacious office, but the diversity, mixed land use, and proximity to cultural 

amenities in the inner city may be pulling factors for them. The inner city thus provides the 

required conditions and supportive milieu that facilitate the growth of new modes of production 

and activities (Ho, 2009; Hutton, 2004). 

 

6.2.3 Heritage Preservation in the Inner City 

In addition to the plans of urban redevelopment and the hope of economic revitalisation, there 

are many public and commercial buildings that were built during the Japanese colonial period 

remaining in the inner city. Since the 1990s, a growing social request to revaluate the 

significance of historical buildings and to preserve the overlapping layers of histories has 

demanded the designation of cultural heritage sites in the inner city. For instance, an urban 

planning expert suggested to demarcate an urban conservation zone in the inner city in the 

1980s, who acknowledged this area as “the most prosperous commercial district during the 

Japanese period, which is the most important historical evidence and testimony of the urban 

development of Taipei” (Yu, 1980, p. 101). In 1996, the municipal government also 

collaborated with the central government and initiated the ‘Historical Capital District 

Conservation Plan’ (Z.-W. Chen, 1996), in which the city government defined the inner city as 

follows: 

The so-called inner city area … is a critical transportation hub and commercial 
centre of Taipei City. More importantly, there are many collective memories of 
the citizens, public spaces, and historical architecture, which are rich assets and 
resources to the city. (Department of Urban Development, 1996, p. 51) 

However, these plans and proposals were confined to investigations and suggestions. They were 

not institutionalised as regulations and enforcement rules that could be followed or 
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implemented. As a result, only single individual buildings were preserved as heritage sites, but 

the rest of the city were open for demolition and reconstruction of new high-rise buildings. 

 

There are several reasons why urban conservation in the inner city was not successful. First, 

the integrity and completeness of the inner city was damaged during the World War II, as many 

buildings were destroyed and not rebuilt in their original looks. After the war, many deteriorated 

houses were replaced by office buildings one after another, and nowadays many historical 

shophouses were dispersed in the midst of buildings from different periods. Thus, a historical 

landscape with continuous façades and traditional architecture could hardly exist in the inner 

city. Second, there was no immediate and large-scale crisis that would threaten the 

disappearance of the old streets in the inner city, such as that the street-widening project in 

Dadaocheng did. Hence, there was not a social movement that was strong enough to urge for a 

comprehensive urban conservation. Third, the exchange value of lands and profit-oriented 

redevelopment were still supported by many landowners, brokers, and investors in the real 

estate market. If urban conservation would constrain the utilisation of properties and building 

height, these stakeholders would rise up and oppose against it. Today, most heritage sites in the 

inner city are government and public buildings that retain their original use functions, whereas 

only a few commercial shophouses are listed as historic buildings. 

 

The ‘Futai Street Mansion’, a street house built in 1910 and designated as monument in 1997,90 

could be used to further explain the opportunities and constraints of heritage preservation in the 

inner city. As one of the very few commercial buildings that were listed as cultural heritage, 

the Mansion was renovated by the city government and leased to a private non-profit 

 
90 The Futai Street Mansion (in Chinese: 撫台街洋樓) is one of the commercial architecture that is rarely well 
preserved in the inner city. The Mansion was constructed by stone on the ground floor, and the second floor and 
the roof were built by timber. The masonry arches on the façade and the dormer windows on the roof reflected 
how colonial buildings were influenced by western architectural styles (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2007). 
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organisation for adaptive reuse, applying the outsourcing management mechanism. The current 

manager of the Mansion is a NPO that has long dedicated itself to the investigation of urban 

history and to the promotion of heritage preservation, which was best known for the initiation 

of the conservation movement in Dadaocheng. However, after a period of radical social 

movements, the organisation realised that the form of contestation and protest could hardly gain 

extensive supports of the local communities. To instil the concepts of heritage preservation in 

the general public, long-term companionship and community empowerment were required. As 

a result, this organisation gradually changed its role from an oppositional one outside the system 

to one that collaborated with the city government. It became a facilitator of heritage 

preservation and a partner of the municipality to conduct government-commissioned projects 

in areas of historical surveys and adaptive reuse. However, some remarkable problems can be 

observed from the practice of the public–private partnership in heritage preservation. First, as 

a contractor, the organisation had to carry out the tasks and projects assigned by the city 

government. While the organisation’s mission was to rediscover urban history and to promote 

heritage preservation, the city government intended to reuse the Mansion as the Photography 

Centre of Taipei.91 The manager thus expressed his concern, as the organisation was no expert 

in photography and there were restrictions to use a historic building as an exhibition venue. He 

said: 

There is the expectation from the photographer’s circle, and [the Department of 
Cultural Affairs] wants to satisfy their wish and to found a photography centre. 
And here, the Mansion is near the Camera Street, so they simply put everything 
together. But honestly speaking, [we are] not specialists in photography. 
(interview held on 1 March 2017) 

Second, the use of the Mansion as a photography centre was disconnected from the everyday 

life and lived experiences of the local people. While visitors and photography lovers might be 

interested in visiting the historic building, the nearby shopkeepers and residents would probably 

 
91 The photography centre of Taipei was renamed as the National Centre of Photography and was relocated to 
the former building of Osaka Shosen Kaisha Lines Taipei Branch in 2020, which was also in the inner city. 
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not be attracted. The manager thus developed strategies of using historical photos of the city as 

a medium to evoke the consciousness of the traditional built environment and urban history. 

Besides, the manager tried to approach the local people through community meetings, lectures, 

workshops, and guided-tours. Special activities and events were initiated in collaboration with 

local business associations, trying to narrowing the distance between local everyday life and 

historic preservation. Thirdly, while the organisation emphasised the historic significance and 

meanings of the inner city, local retailers and shopkeepers cared more about the economic 

development of the shopping districts. Different objectives would cause contradictory ideas and 

disagreements on event programmes. How to integrate the demands of both parties and to reach 

a consensus thus needed to be negotiated. As the manager of the Mansion observed: 

Last year we made this street into a pedestrian zone and had a holiday market. 
Many local retailers joined and set up vendors here. … But sometimes their 
ideas were contrary to ours. In fact, they cared more about their businesses than 
heritage or local history, or the redevelopment of the district. So it was hard to 
decide the programme of the events. And sometimes there were still restrictions 
in our cooperation. (interview held on 1 March 2017) 

These contradictions and tensions within the process of heritage preservation indicates that 

community mobilisation and participation will not contribute to immediate effects or 

revolutionary social changes. It is a much longer process and requires patience and time. As the 

manager of the historic building commented, 

Perhaps through means of activities and education, more people will start to 
think about [urban conservation]. Of course, we must face the pressure of urban 
renewal, and I think … that most people still support property-led developments. 
So how to change their minds, how to make people accept the idea of preserving 
the old town, are what we try hard to do. First to change the mind, then there 
will be more possibilities. (interview held on 1 March 2017) 

This example shows the common situation of heritage preservation in the inner city. Social 

movements in the 1980s have indeed contributed to the conservation of many historic buildings. 

However, while only single and individual buildings are preserved rather than the inner city as 

a whole, the spatial dichotomy between old and new urban spaces is magnified under the 

pressure of urban renewal. Moreover, while pioneering conservation activists gradually enter 
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into the planning system in order to bridge the gap between historic preservation and urban 

policies, they may lose the dynamics of forging social progress and are restricted by the 

obligation on the agreements contracted with the city government (see also Ng, 2015). As a 

result, a moderate and open-minded approach is adopted to negotiate and mediate the various 

interests and demands of different actors in the city. 

 

6.2.4 Activism of Urban Conservation 

Comparing to the moderate strategies of heritage preservation through long-term cultivation, 

some individuals and groups are not satisfied with the current situation. Worrying that the 

historical buildings with heritage potential would be destroyed under the threat of urban renewal, 

they form a conservation activist group to take a more aggressive approach to rescue the fast-

changing built environment in the inner city. The members of this group come from different 

backgrounds, occupations, and social status, including university professors, architects, 

historians, college students, designers, social workers, journalists, freelancers, and even 

homeless people. Although urban conservation movement is their ‘part-time’ job, they dedicate 

themselves to collect historic evidence and stories, report an old building as heritage, evoke 

public attention to the old city centre, and monitor the heritage evaluation process of the city 

government. 

 

The conservation activist group takes various steps to fight for the conservation of old buildings 

in the inner city. When they know that a potential site might be demolished or rebuilt, they will 

collect evidence and information of the building to prove that the buildings is historically 

significant and valuable, or that a celebrity or key person has lived or worked there. They will 

draw public attention to the building through social network or press release, explaining and 

advocating the meaning of the house. They also hold walking guided tours through the city 
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centre, so that more people may visit the historical sites personally and understand the value of 

the buildings. As one active member said,  

The first thing we can do is to clarify the historical background of the object. … 
So our role is one that conducts investigations without salary. We will figure 
out the change in cadastre, the change of ownership, the architect and 
constructor of the building, and the tenants or usage of the building. After that, 
we will use these data to tell the public, how important this building is, and that 
it cannot be demolished. (interview held on 18 October 2016) 

Furthermore, they will mobilise the public to report the old building as cultural heritage. The 

more sufficient historical evidence they can provide and the more public support they may gain, 

the more possible would the building be designated as a monument or a historic building. The 

conservation group will also try to participate in the heritage review process, including 

attending cultural heritage committee meetings, updating review progress or results to the 

public, and contacting individual committee members that they may know. Although they 

cannot influence the final decision, they hope that at least they could know why a building is 

not worthy of heritage status in the municipality’s eye. 

 

The Kikumoto Department Store 92  was one example that the conservation group has 

endeavoured to preserve. This building was built by a Japanese merchant in 1932, with seven 

floors it was the second tallest building after the Presidential Office Building.  Located on one 

of the most bustling corners in the inner city, the building was the first department store in 

Taiwan, which also had the first elevator for public use. The building exhibited the architectural 

and urban design principles of the colonial time, as an arcade walkway was on the ground floor 

and setbacks on the top floor was designed to respect the skyline of the inner city. After the war, 

the building remained as a department store for a long time, before it was sold to a banking 

group. Although the original façade was rebuilt into a glass curtain wall, the concrete structure 

 
92 In Chinese: 菊元百貨. 
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was well preserved in good condition. The conservation activist group thus argued that the 

building was significant in the collective memory of commercial activities in the inner city. It 

witnessed colonial town planning and post-war transformation and was thus meaningful in 

terms of education and local culture. If the department store could be preserved as a monument, 

it would be a great encouragement for the coexistence of historic preservation and urban 

regeneration in the inner city. However, the property owner rejected the idea of preservation 

because of the concern of structural safety and the fact that the original appearance has been 

changed. The landowners of the neighbouring properties also opposed the preservation as they 

intended to join in the urban renewal project (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2016f, 2017b). 

After two rounds of cultural heritage committee, although many members of the cultural 

heritage committee thought that structural safety could be solved with proper rehabilitation and 

agreed that the building should acquire monument status, the municipality announced that the 

building would only be listed as a historic building.  

 

The conservation activist group was very disappointed with the outcome. Firstly, they argued 

that public participation and deliberative democracy has been reduced to a kind of tokenism. 

The decision of listing the department store as a historic building was not an agreement made 

according to the professional evaluation of the cultural heritage committee, but it was 

manipulated by the city government and was a quid pro quo for the benefits of the landowners 

in gaining more flexibility in reconstruction. Secondly, the conservation activists worried that 

the heritage status of ‘historic building’ could not give the department store enough protection, 

because a historic building is permitted to be demolished, relocated, reassembled, or renovated. 

From their previous experiences, they have seen many ‘historic buildings’ that were rebuilt as 

high-rises with façades in a retro style, which were merely an imitation of the past (Ling, 2017). 

As one group member regretted and said: 



 276 

We think it was problematic because the columns, beans, and floor structure are 
genuine, but they are demolished and a new building is constructed. But the 
façade, which has been renovated and can be regarded as evidence of the post-
war modernism, is rebuilt in its [colonial] style. The outcome is that both the 
façade and the structure are fake. Indeed, it was a kind of ‘image preservation’, 
so something was preserved through visual representation, but the physical 
material would disappear. (interview held on 18 October 2016) 

The conflict reveals the gap between cultural heritage policy of the city government and the 

advocacy of conservation activists, and similar disputes would repeatedly occurred. 
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6.3 Urban Restructuring through Flagship Redevelopment Project 

On the one hand, the deferral of the urban redevelopment projects seemed to stagnate physical 

improvement and economic activities of the inner city area. On the other hand, the slow 

progress gave each stakeholder the chance to make room for his or her specific interest and 

demand, including land ownership acquisition for urban renewal, the revitalisation of nearby 

shopping districts, and the rediscovery of local history and cultural heritage. However, these 

actions were fragmentally and discontinuously carried out, and there was no movement that 

was strong enough to change the current situation. A turning point is seen in 2014 when a non-

partisan mayor was elected, who asserted to re-launch and accelerate the construction of the 

delayed redevelopment projects. A new project title, the ‘West Gateway Plan’, was given to the 

Taipei Main Station Special District in a remarkable fashion. 93  This project served as a 

platform where different stakeholders and the civil society could interact and debate with each 

other. In the following section, the analysis will focus on the emergence of different discourse 

of urban redevelopment, how social agents debated, negotiated and compromised under certain 

circumstances and how their actions have collectively shaped urban spaces. 

 

6.3.1 The West Gateway Plan 

Based on previous phases of planning, the re-launched West Gateway Plan integrated the land 

parcels near the Taipei Main Station, which were holistically re-examined by current conditions 

and re-designed with the latest planning concepts. There were three joint development projects 

with the assignment of superficies, two urban regeneration project, two city squares, and two 

rehabilitation works of heritage sites. The scale of the project and the amount of the investment 

exhibit the ambition of the city government, which hoped to set up a pattern of urban 

 
93 Besides the West Gateway Plan, the city government also launched numerous new urban policies in 2014, 
such as the East Gateway Plan in Nangang, the Zhongzheng–Wanhua, Datong, Shilin, and Beitou District Urban 
Regeneration Plans, state-led urban renewal projects of derelict neighbourhoods, and the construction of 
affordable housing. 
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redevelopment and to revitalise the west district, thus making a new national front door (Table 

6-1 and Figure 6-2). 

 

Three planning offices and organisations were involved in the project, and they were 

responsible for the masterplan and urban design, programmes of public participation, and 

international seminars and conferences on urban history respectively.94 Although the three 

parties had different tasks in the project, they worked as one team for collective idea-generation 

and decision-making. As one of the senior urban planners stated, this plan has gone through 

over two decades of deferral but giving them more time to define new problems and to find 

better solutions:  

We had done the urban planning for many times. … Actually, it is a process to 
make this plan more practical and to find a feasible way to carry it out. I think 
this is from our perspective, we are glad to see that the master plan can be 
confirmed through urban planning, and then we continue to work on landscape 
and open space, as well as the urban design principles. (interview held on 10 
April 2018) 

In this renewed project, the planning team defined six key issues and proposed relating 

strategies. The detailed content of the six points are as following (West Gateway Plan, 2016): 

• Human-Oriented Transportation: The Taipei Main Station is a transportation hub 

with estimated 500,000 passengers per day. It is thus crucial to make a human-

friendly transit environment for the encouragement of public transportation and the 

decrease of private vehicles. 

• Historical Urban Landscape: The North Gate (Beimen) will be located in the middle 

of a new public square. Nearby historic buildings including the Railway Dormitory, 

former Railway Administration building, the Taipei Post Office, and the Mitsui 

Warehouse, will be united as a cluster of museums. 

 
94 The NGO, which was responsible for the study of urban history, was exactly the one that operated the Futai 
Street Mansion. 
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Table 6-1  

Major Projects in the West Gateway Plan 

Project Land Ownership Type of 
Development 

Area Size 
(m2) 

Budget 
(million NTD) Programme 

E1/E2 TRA BOT 27,551 n/a 
office, hotel, 
condominium, shopping 
malls, convention centre 

C1/D1 
TRA 
city government 
private owners 

BOT 31,593 64,000 office, hotel,  
shopping centre 

Former City Council city government BOT 6,695 2,808.8 city museum, hotel, 
NGO offices 

A10/A11/A12/A14 private owners urban 
regeneration 2,528 n/a apartments and retail 

Taipei Post 
Chunghwa Post 
city government 
state 

urban 
regeneration 14,227 n/a 

post museum, 
national centre for 
innovation and creativity 

Railway 
Administration state historic 

preservation 22,479 248.4 railway museum 

Mitsui Warehouse city government historic 
preservation 515 64.5 tourist information 

North Gate Square city government  6,841 102.5 public space 

Taipei Travel Plaza city government  5,056 29.8 public space 

Source: Department of Finance (2017); Department of Urban Development (2017d); Park and 

Street Light Office (2017); Taipei City Council Gazette (2016). 

 

• Industrial Innovation: The centre for creative industries and start-up companies may 

upgrade traditional businesses, increase private investment, attract creative 

professionals and international companies, and create more job opportunities.  

• Resilient City: To adapt to climate change and to mitigate natural disasters, large-

scale open space and continual green belt are planned, which will be planted by local 

species as a way to display ecological diversity and the natural landscape of Taiwan.  

• Cultural Diversity: The Taipei Main Station is a place for diverse cultural, ethnic, 

religious and social groups, including young students, migrant labourers, and tourists. 

By making the public spaces interconnected, people may encounter, share and use 

the place collectively. 
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Figure 6-2  

Master Plan of the West Gateway Plan 

 
Source: West Gateway Plan (2016). 

 

• Public Participation: This project valuates the importance of communication 

between citizens, the public, and the private sectors. Different forms of participation 

are carried out, including workshops, focus group panels, seminars, and exhibitions. 

While the first three points are ideas inherited from the previous plans with minor changes, the 

other three items are added to address the emerging planning concepts and the growing 

awareness of the civil society. 

 

The project was carried out in spring 2016. The first step was to tear down the ramp bridge that 

has ‘bounded’ the North Gate for more than 50 years (done February 2016). Following was the 

construction of the Taipei Travel Plaza (February 2017) and the new city bus terminal (March 

2017). Concomitantly, a new street layout was constructed to simplify the complicated road 

intersections (July 2017), and to leave more space for the making of the North Gate Square 

(August 2017). Due to the realisation of the new street layout, the Mitsui Warehouse, a 
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municipal historic building built in 1914, has to be moved 70 meters east from its original 

location, and the warehouse would be renovated and reopened as a tourist information 

(November 2018). When public spaces such as streets, pavements, and squares are renewed 

and completed, the city government will propose urban design principle of each land parcel, 

launch the open bidding procedure, and appoint the superficies right to the bid winning 

developers. 

 

6.3.2 Debates on the Former Mitsui Warehouse 

To relieve the heavy traffic flow in rush hours, the city government intended to widen the major 

artery road that connects the New Taipei City and the city centre into a four-lane both-way 

boulevard in the West Gateway plan. Meanwhile, to represent the North Gate with the new 

North Gate Square, the municipality planned to relocate the former Mitsui Warehouse from its 

original location, so that more spaces could be given to the public square. The Mitsui 

Warehouse was built by the Japanese international corporate Mitsui & Co. in 1914. The 

warehouse stood next to the railway station and was used for storage of goods by sub-companies 

of the Mitsui Group. After the war, the warehouse was handed over to the TRA. Due to the 

modernisation of railway and freight service, the warehouse was later abandoned. In 2012, the 

Mitsui Warehouse was listed as a historic building. Its brick structure and the arcaded walkway 

composed of three arches were regarded as a reflection of architectural technique and planning 

regulations of the colonial time. The Mitsui trademark on the façade, which was rarely seen 

elsewhere, was significant evidence that exhibited the economic activities of Japanese 

enterprises in Taiwan. Thus, the warehouse and the public and government buildings in this 

area fully illustrated how political colonisation cooperated with economic activities that 

transformed the city of Taipei. Interestingly, when the warehouse was listed as a historic 

building, a note made by the cultural heritage committee stated that the warehouse should take 
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“the shaping of the image of North Gate” and “urban redevelopment and transportation 

planning” into consideration (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2012, p. 2). This was why the 

municipality thought that the Mitsui Warehouse could be relocated for urban redevelopment. 

 

However, when the news of the relocation was announced, members of the conservation activist 

groups immediately expressed their disagreement. They thought that the city government 

determined the dislocation of the Mitsui Warehouse without sufficient public discussion, and 

that transportation planning and urban redevelopment prevailed over cultural heritage. 

Although the Department of Urban Development conceded the argument by reducing the 

distance of relocation from 70 to 51 meters, the conservation activists were not satisfied with 

the administrative procedure. They argued that the move of the warehouse has first been 

approved by the urban planning committee, whereas the value of the warehouse and how to 

move and repair it has never been discussed in the cultural heritage committee (T.-H. Lin, 2016). 

To resolve the dispute and facilitate the project, the city government brought the issue into four 

subsequent meetings of the cultural heritage committee during 2015–16. Moreover, in the 

framework of the participation programmes of the West Gateway Plan, numerous expert and 

focus group panels, workshops, and public hearings were held by the planning office, trying to 

negotiate the problem from both professional and practical knowledge. These meetings gave 

both parties the opportunity to fully state and develop their discourses of urban history and 

regeneration. Through this process, we can observe the different experiences and imaginations 

of the city and the power geometry derived from their interaction. In this process, at least three 

particular problems were defined and debated: transportation planning, the value of the Matsui 

Warehouse, and the conservation and representation of old city centre. 
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Transportation Planning versus Heritage Preservation 

The conservation activists first questioned whether solving traffic problem was more important 

than the preservation of cultural heritage, or if there were the possibility that both can coexist 

in harmony. As The city government defined the traffic problem as follows: 

Due to the piers of the ramps to the bridge [across the Tamsui River], the vehicle 
routes near the North Gate is very complicated. Not only the road intersections 
have a high risk of car accidents, but also more time and distance of travel will 
be added to vehicles and pedestrians along the Zhongxiao West Road. After the 
demolition of the ramps, we will re-examine the street layout near the North 
Gate. … Through simplification of road intersections, the traffic flow and road 
safety will be much improved. (Department of urban Development, 2016d, p. 
23) 

Due to the completion of the Airport MRT in 2016, the city government estimated that the 

number of visitors will rise, so there was a need to upgrade both the quantity and quality of 

passenger service. The municipality intended to widen the main road to avoid traffic jam during 

rush hours. Furthermore, the city government laid out a crescent-shape road to bypass the North 

Gate on the north side, so that the number of intersections will decrease and both the vehicle 

and pedestrian flow will be improved. However, the conservation activists did not agree with 

the idea despite the statistical data provided by the municipality. They argued that such planning 

was carried out solely from the viewpoint of vehicles without taking broader perspectives such 

as heritage into consideration. They referred to international statements, such as the Venice 

Charter,95 thinking that moving a historic building due to traffic solution was something rarely 

seen in the theory and practice of heritage preservation and also contradictory to the 

municipality’s assertion of the representation of a historic urban landscape. As the conservation 

activist group wrote in its position paper: 

 
95 For instance, Article 1 of the Venice Charter, which stated, “The concept of an historic monument embraces 
not only the single architectural work but also the urban or rural setting in which is found the evidence of a 
particular civilisation, a significant development or an historic event,” and Article 7, which noted, “A monument 
is inseparable from the history to which it bears witness and from the setting in which it occurs. The moving of 
all or part of a monument cannot be allowed except where the safeguarding of that monument demands it …” 
are strong arguments that supported the conservation activists’ objection of relocation (Source: 
https://www.icomos.org/en/resources/charters-and-texts, last accessed on 22 Dec 2020). 
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If cultural heritage is the priority near the North Gate area, then the outdated 
concept of vehicle-centric planning should be put secondary, rather than asking 
a historic building to be displaced. Moreover, there should be the concepts of 
decreasing traffic flow and of giving the street back to pedestrians [in this plan]. 
(Department of Urban Development, 2016a, p. 19) 

Furthermore, the conservation activists group instanced the planning evolution of the Taipei 

Main Station as one evidence indicating that urban planning could collaborate with historic 

preservation. They pointed out that in the 1993-plan the Zhongxiao W. Road was 

straightforward, and the North Gate was located as a node in the middle of the street. Later in 

the 2006-plan, there was the first outline of the crescent-shaped road and the North Gate square, 

indicating that respect to monument sites may be reflected in the revision of urban planning. It 

has to be noted that in 2006 the Mitsui Warehouse was not an officially listed heritage site, so 

it was not necessary to consider whether to relocate the warehouse or not. However, a further 

step to formalise the idea of the North Gate Square in 2013 ignored the fact that the Mitsui 

Warehouse has been listed as a historic building in 2012, and the idea remained in the current 

version of West Gateway Plan. Hence, the conservation group asked for a renewed evaluation 

and examination of the relationship between transportation planning and the Mitsui Warehouse, 

arguing that “transportation and urban development should not take the lead” but the plannable 

and changeable roads should work for the existing historic urban pattern (Department of 

Cultural Affairs, 2016b, p. 4). 

 

In response to the accusation, the city government emphasised that the project was a 

comprehensive one, as the importance of transportation planning and urban history were 

weighted equally. Every decision was made through countless discussion among government 

staff and with the planning agencies. The conservation of the TRA dormitory and the 

representation of the North Gate were the best examples to prove the city’s carefulness about 
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urban history. As the commissioner of the Department of Urban Development once stressed in 

the cultural heritage committee: 

[This project] is both a vision of cultural development and a vision of urban 
development. In our previous discussion, many committee members have 
mentioned that urban conservation and urban development should be one entity. 
So I want to repeat clearly, this is a vision of the coexistence of urban 
development and cultural heritage preservation. (Department of Cultural 
Affairs, 2016b, p. 7) 

Besides, the city government also explained that the urban development committee and the 

cultural heritage committee worked independently and in parallel on the administrative level, 

so there was no procedural deficiency concerning the decision to move the warehouse. If the 

cultural heritage committee made a decision to reject the urban planning project, the city 

government will revise the plan, and the plan will be reviewed by the urban planning committee 

again (Department of Urban Development, 2016a, p. 16). 

 

In the following committee meetings, workshops, and expert panels, the municipality and the 

conservation group both insisted on their ideas, little progress on consensus building could be 

observed. Thus, the debate was trapped in the binary thinking between solving traffic problem 

or pursuing historic preservation, as if one side must be subject to the other. As one committee 

member noted: 

The discussion was much centred on the conflict between heritage preservation 
and traffic improvement. But I suggest that we should not confine the debate to 
whether the Mitsui Warehouse should be moved due to the new street layout or 
not. We should first confirm what the objective of transportation planning in 
this area is. (Department of Urban Development, 2016a, p. 12) 

The committee member’s word hinted a redirection in the following discussion, focusing on 

the long-term goal of urban planning and strategies finding. More specifically speaking, the 

conservation group questioned what was the underlying ideas in the city government’s own 

term of “human-oriented transportation” in this plan. The conservation activists interpreted 

human-oriented transportation as the “reduction of private vehicle and provision of pedestrian 
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walkways and bicycle lanes so that people may enjoy a slow-paced lifestyle and may have time 

to appreciate the city and historical townscape” (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2016d, p. 18). 

Under this conception, they criticised that the current transportation planning was lack of a 

long-term vision. Taking international case studies from Kyoto, Seoul to Copenhagen, the 

conservation activists argued that while low emission, green transportation, and human-friendly 

city environment have been a worldwide trend and common goals in planning practice, the city 

government ironically facilitates private vehicles through the widening of the road. They 

suggested in order to decrease traffic flow step by step that the government should put more 

effort to encourage the use of public transportation and to restrict the use of passenger cars 

through tax collection, traffic control, and charging higher parking fees in the city centre. 

Furthermore, they contended, if the decrease in traffic flow was not possible at the moment, 

they wondered whether there were alternative solutions that could help to redirect the traffic 

flow and thus reduce the reliance on the main artery road. In the following workshops, the 

conservation group have together proposed eight different road layouts with transportation 

consultants and the planning professionals, trying to prove that their idea was feasible and 

practicable. In short, the conservation activists thought that there was still room for 

improvement in both the perspectives of human-oriented transportation and traffic decrease. 

They believed that a workable, if not the best, solution could be found to resolve traffic problem 

and meanwhile to preserve the Mitsui Warehouse. 

 

However, the municipality defended its position, thinking that the vision of public 

transportation and alternative traffic planning, which may take a long run, could not solve the 

immediate need and the real traffic situation. The city government demonstrated the fact that 

despite mass infrastructure investment, the ridership of public transportation grew slowly, from 

39.5% in 2009 to 42.8% in 2016 (Department of Statistics, 2017). Although the city government 
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has set up a goal to achieve 80% by 2050, the municipality still had to deal with the problem of 

recurring traffic jam and high accident rate before this goal is reached. Thus, a reliable, fluent 

and convenient road in the transitory period was necessary. As one pro-government committee 

member stated: 

We do agree that the city should be centred on human-oriented transport, but 
the traffic problem still exists. We need to find a compatible way. This is what 
we all agree with. … Traffic is always a complicated issue. Although there are 
different concerns about our urban environment from different professional 
disciplines, we must admit that the change of transportation habit is not possible 
in one day. (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2016b, pp. 12-13) 

Moreover, the city government displayed many statistical data, showing that the traffic flow in 

this area was estimated to increase in the next years, and the main artery road could not be 

substituted by other streets. Other options, such as traffic decrease, a shorter curvature radius 

of the road, or fewer and narrower car lanes, may cause a higher risk of car accident and 

worsening traffic jam. These situations will not only threaten the safety of drivers and 

pedestrians but also require much workforce to direct and control local traffic. 

 

While conservation activists debated the relocation of the Mitsui Warehouse from the 

perspective of human-oriented and low-emission public transport and suggested alternative 

traffic solutions and the long-term goal of urban planning, the municipality provided numbers 

and facts from the statistical data and road design regulation as professional and technical 

knowledge to solve urgent needs and to legitimise its urban redevelopment plan. This different 

interpretation of the city is, as one senior chief of the Department of Urban Development noted: 

The ideal situation is, of course, nothing has to be moved, all stay at the original 
place. But since I cannot let the citizen endure the inconvenience of the traffic, 
I just move it a little bit. Actually, the relocation, in my point of view, is because 
of the immature traffic condition. Maybe in the near future, after 30 years, when 
the traffic condition is improved, when fewer people rely on private cars, we 
probably have the chance to move the warehouse back to its original position. 
(interview held on 31 October 2016) 
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Therefore, the difference between ideal and reality became the reason why the two parties could 

not meet a consensus. 

 

The Historic Value of the Mitsui Warehouse 

Secondly, the conservation activists tried to discuss the historic value of the Mitsui Warehouse 

and doubted whether the relocation would damage the value of the histroci building. They tried 

to discuss its value from three aspects: the collective memory of people, the history of urban 

development, and the reflection on the colonial economy. The conservation activists started 

with their personal experiences in and emotional affiliations to the area, presenting the 

warehouse as one indispensable component constructing citizen’s ordinary life and collective 

memory. They narrated how they passed by the warehouse en route to school or to work and 

recalled the retail shops that once prosperously stood next to the old building. For locals, it was 

a symbol of home and belonging. For travellers, it was the first impression of Taipei upon 

arrival. As one group member wrote in her petition: 

The West Gateway is not only the entrance of Taipei but also a place of memory 
that belongs to all Taiwanese people. The Taipei Main Station and bus terminals 
gathered people travelling across the island, and all kinds of urban spaces in the 
past century overlap here: Zhongxiao W. Road is the place where government 
buildings were built during the time of authoritarianism, and it is also the place 
where protests and demonstrations occurred after democratisation. There are 
shopping areas where people pursued after latest technology and fashion, but 
there re also clusters of heritage sites where people can explore the urban history. 
(Department of Urban Development, 2016a, p. 23) 

Therefore, the Mitsui Warehouse is not merely a deteriorated old building being forgotten and 

abandoned, but it witnesses the evolution of the city with different historical layers. It is not 

only the carrier of urban history from different temporal moments but also the site of daily 

routine and memory for both locals, travellers, and migrants. Once the warehouse is displaced, 

the area will lose its attributes of diversity and historical meaning. 
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In addition to their personal sentiment of the building, the conservation activist group continued 

to argue that the value of Mitsui Warehouse was seen not only from the building itself but also 

from its critical location near the railway and the train station, which was significant to urban 

planning history and urban development of Taipei. Through the collection of historical 

documents and the comparison of old maps, they argued that the location of the warehouse 

reflected the evolution of transportation from waterways to land transport in Taipei. The Mitsui 

Warehouse, which was not built at the river ports in Bangka and Dadaocheng but near the train 

station, explained that the city centre shifted from early Chinese migration settlements to the 

inner city, and this was the first urban restructuring of Taipei during the Japanese period. Hence, 

the location of the warehouse testified the progress of urban transformation and the emergence 

of modern urban planning. As one cultural heritage committee member commented: 

The value of the Mitsui Warehouse derives from the value of its location. The 
location of the warehouse, together with the Taipei Post Office, represents the 
width and landscape of the three-tracks-street during the Japanese time. The 
three-tracks-street was the very new ring road, which was even not given in 
Japan at that time. If we relocate the house, we can only preserve the house. But 
in terms of the history of Taipei, [I think] it is important to preserve it on-site. 
(Department of Cultural Affairs, 2016b, p. 8) 

Once the Mitsui Warehouse was dislocated, the conservation activists further contended, the 

precious urban pattern of the former three-tracks-street would disappear, and the warehouse 

would be cut from its context associated with colonial urban planning, which would be a great 

loss to the city. 

 

In addition to its significance in urban development, the conservative group extended the value 

of the Mitsui Warehouse as important evidence of the colonial economic activities on the island. 

On the one hand, colonial urban planning seemed to bring the construction of infrastructure and 

the improvement of living quality to the city. On the other hand, the colonial economy had its 

dark side, which was a history of land exploitation, violent repression, and capital accumulation 
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(Araghi & Karides, 2012). The Mitsui Group, one of the largest Japanese enterprises that had a 

close partnership with the colonial authority, was able to occupy the aboriginal lands for 

economic resources, and it was also able to build its own warehouse on such a critical location 

near the train station for storage and logistics of raw materials and commercial goods. Thus, 

not only the colonial regime governed the island through political repression, but also colonial 

enterprises, such as the Mitsui Group, exploited natural resources and presecuted native people 

through economic activities. As one activist member mentioned on an expert panel: 

The Mitsui Group have greatly persecuted the Taiwanese native people during 
the colonial time. … The colonial government helped the Mitsui Group to gain 
more lands for the production of tee and camphor, thus expelling the aboriginal 
tribes away from home. There were fights and sacrifices, and it is our history. I 
think in historic preservation we rarely talk about this … history of 
oppression, … [which] may also enrich the meaning and value of cultural 
heritage. (Department of Urban Development, 2015, pp. 13-14) 

Hence, the conservation activists thought that the Mitsui Warehouse, standing in proximity to 

most public buildings, should remind us how the private sectors that collectively worked with 

the colonial governors to rule over the island. This reflection on colonial history should make 

the citizen to commemorate those forerunners, who fought for the emancipation of the people, 

and to appreciate and safeguard the uneasy freedom and democracy that we have nowadays. 

 

In contrast to the conservation group’s emphasis on the ‘value of location’, the Bureau of 

Cultural Affairs responded with a focus on the ‘value of architecture’. Through assessment and 

comparison of architectural and aesthetic values, the municipality thought that “there should be 

different levels of preservation” according to the current heritage status system (Department of 

Urban Development, 2016a, p. 3). While the North Gate, the Railway Administration, and the 

Taipei Post Office were either national or municipal monuments, the Mitsui Warehouse was 

just a listed historic building. In terms of scale, use function, architectural morphology, building 

decorations, and construction technique, the hierarchical difference and priority of these 
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buildings should be self-evident. Besides, the former Mitsui Headquarter, also designated as a 

monument and located in the inner city, was regarded as a more important symbol of the 

colonial economy than the Mitsui Warehouse. One officer from the Bureau of Cultural Affairs 

thus stated, “The Mitsui Warehouse, in the context of urban history and urban development, is 

the most movable one … comparing to nearby monuments” (Department of Urban 

Development, 2015, p. 7). The municipality continued, explaining the difference between the 

category of ‘monument’ and of ‘historic building’ in the regulation: 

The Cultural Heritage Preservation Act defines the mandatory control of 
monument and historic building differently. Monument cannot be relocated. 
But no such regulation was given to historic building, because [the purpose of 
historic building] is to encourage preservation. (Department of Urban 
Development, 2016a, p. 6) 

In the CHPA, historic buildings are granted more flexibilities and less restrictions, which 

enables restoration, alteration, addition, or relocation under certain conditions. Since the Mitsui 

Warehouse was not designated as monument but listed as historic building, the municipality 

had sufficient reason to relocate the warehouse for urban redevelopment according to the 

supplementary note made in 2012, which was written: 

The [warehouse] and the area should primarily take the shaping of the image of 
the North Gate into consideration. Following conservation plan should find the 
most appropriate way to collaborate with the reuse of the surrounded 
monuments cluster and the issue of urban redevelopment and transport planning. 
(Department of Cultural Affairs, 2012, p. 2) 

 

Furthermore, some committee members questioned whether the meaning of the warehouse or 

the commemoration of history will change due to relocation, for it was not far away from its 

original location. The new location of the warehouse was still outside the North Gate, still near 

the railway, and the arcade walkway was still facing the main road, moving 51 meters would 

probably be an “acceptable compromise” that kept its “original spatial context and historic 

landscape” (Department of Urban Development, 2016a, pp. 5, 9). Instead of causing dramatic 

change, moving the warehouse would contribute to more benefits. First of all, the pedestrian 
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pathways near the warehouse and the North Gate would be improved, thus enhancing the 

accessibility of the historic buildings. Second, the warehouse would acquire better restoration 

through the relocation, and the building structure would be consolidated through anti-seismic 

measures. Thirdly, through adaptive reuse, the Mitsui Warehouse would become a tourist 

information, thereby revitalising this area for global tourism (Department of Urban 

Development, 2016a). Lastly, the municipality stressed that if the relocation and reconstruction 

work could be successfully done, the warehouse would be possibly moved back to its original 

location when the time is mature. As the Commissioner of the Department of Urban 

Development stated on one heritage committee: 

It is not important whether to relocate the Mitsui Warehouse or not. It is 
important whether we can complement an excellent cultural ambience of the 
area. … To move or not to move is not our focus. Our focus is how we can 
appropriately reuse the warehouse. (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2016d, pp. 
21–22) 

Through the devaluation of the exact location of the Mitsui Warehouse, and through the 

emphasis of the flexible status of historic building in heritage regulation, the municipality tried 

to legitimise its discourse of relocation and adaptive reuse and thus to exclude conservation 

activist group’s interpretation of colonial history. 

 

In the following discussions, several cultural heritage committee members reminded that 

although current regulation did not forbid relocation as one of the many preservation strategies, 

it did not mean that the regulation encouraged relocation. The committee members thought that 

preservation on-site should be the highest principle. Without sufficient rationales, relocation 

should be the last choice. Moreover, they argued that cultural heritage, regardless of its category 

in the regulation, were equally valuable. With the emergence of new historical evidence and 

the growing public awareness, new interpretation and a re-evaluation of the historic building 

was necessary. As one activist member stated: 
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The public awareness is changing. In the past, cultural heritage was a 
professional knowledge. But now, through education, people may get to know 
cultural heritage more deeply. We went on streets and introduced the stories of 
heritage to the citizens, and we advocated them to file reports on potential 
historic sites. We figured out that public awareness is changing. As long as we 
let people understand the value of cultural heritage, the decision will be different. 
(Department of Cultural Affairs, 2016b, p. 4) 

Therefore, they submitted a new appeal to the Department of Cultural Affairs, hoping to 

upgrade the legal status of the Mitsui Warehouse from historic building to monument. Even 

though new evidence showed that the warehouse was built in 1914, which was earlier than the 

Railway Administration Headquarter (1919) and the Taipei Post Office (1928), such proposal 

was not accepted by the cultural heritage committee dominated by the municipality. 

 

Whereas the conservation activists discussed the value of the Mitsui Warehouse in regard to 

the historical facts and the reflection on urban history, the city government emphasised more 

on how the warehouse could create a better future through relocation and adaptive reuse. It 

seemed that a retrospect into the past could not fulfil the practical needs of the present in a 

utilitarian sense. 

 

The Representation of the North Gate and the Inner City 

Thirdly, the conservation activists doubted whether a focus on the North Gate could adequately 

represent the old walled city of Taipei. Through the relocation of the Mitsui Warehouse, more 

open space could contribute to the integrity and symmetry of the North Gate square, which was 

regarded as the most significant monument and landmark of Taipei. The idea also provoked 

extensive debate between conservation activists and the municipality about the representation 

of the North Gate, as well as the inner city as a whole. 
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Both in policy papers, press release, and during the cultural heritage committee meetings, the 

significance of the North Gate was repeatedly emphasised. The North Gate was the only 

original remaining city gate among the five gates of Taipei. The North Gate also reminded the 

old walled city of Taipei, which was “the last Chinese city arranged according to the principles 

of Feng Shui” in Chinese philosophy (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2016b, p. 6). The North 

Gate was also the main entrance that connected the Dadaocheng area and the inner city. 

Although the North Gate was hidden behind the ramps for about four decades, the city 

government hoped to unveil the North Gate and make it more accessible to the citizen through 

the construction of the North Gate Square, so that the precious historic value of the gate may 

be clearly represented and visualised. As the city mayor mentioned, “My dream is, the North 

Gate in Taipei is like the Arc de Triomphe in Paris. The North Gate will be the new landmark 

of Taipei and the image of the national entrance” (Taipei City Government, 2017). Moreover, 

the city government hoped to represent the image of the old city wall, the barbican, and the city 

moat through landscape design on the square (Department of urban Development, 2016d, p. 

13). The North Gate square would serve as a meeting point for both citizens and tourists and as 

a recreational park for leisure and activities. Thus, the relocation of the Mitsui Warehouse and 

the simplification of the street layout would improve the pedestrian route to the North Gate, 

making the square approachable for people coming from every direction of the city. 

 

Besides an argument concerning the authenticity of the ‘fake’ barbican and moat, the 

conservation activists more sharply questioned the interpretation and representation of the 

North Gate. They asked why only the North Gate was prioritised and how can one single 

monument reflect the old city with multiple historical layers. As one urban development 

committee member reminded: 
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The histories of this area are overlapped. Such spaces can be interpreted 
differently. Are we going to represent the North Gate in the Qing dynasty? Or 
the image of Japanese colonisation? Or the Chinese Nationalist regime in 
Taiwan? There are many different interpretations. (Department of Urban 
Development, 2016a, p. 9) 

The conservation activists thus argued that placing the North Gate in the middle of the square 

was the revival of a Sino-centric ideology that worked together with a pro-development 

subconscious to exclude other histories and other ways of representation. The image of the 

North Gate should not return to a specific era; rather, it should tell the story of different times 

including the Chinese ancestral background and the Japanese colonisation, presenting both 

modernity and indigeneity of the city. This concept would not contradict the intention of 

revitalising the North Gate; moreover, it would strengthen the diversity and layers of meanings 

to the monument. As one activist member stated, “After the demolition of the ramp, to represent 

the North Gate is meaningful, which we will not disagree with. But meanwhile, it also makes 

the Mitsui Warehouse visible to us” (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2016c, p. 9). 

 

Since the North Gate was not the only monument in this area but one of the many historical 

sites from different periods, the representation of the North Gate should emphasise the historical 

evolution and transformation of the city, and the juxtaposition and overlapping of different 

temporal layers. The importance of the North Gate was not shown through the elimination of 

other parts of history, but through the accumulation and comparison with every valuable 

component, thus narrating a comprehensive history of Taipei. One activist member thus said: 

The evaluation of history should not start with one single age. More importantly, 
it should start with the whole area, from the beginning of the Taipei City, 
including the surroundings of the North Gate, so that a diversified and multi-
scaled formation of historical memory can be constructed. Everyone’s memory 
belongs to a different period, but we should respect all the differences and 
diversities. (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2016b, p. 14). 
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Moreover, some cultural heritage committee members mentioned the concept of urban 

conservation. If the North Gate was so important and seen as a symbol of the city, the 

preservation should not be confined to merely the gate and the square, but the whole inner city 

area should be taken into consideration. An urban conservation plan should encompass the 

preservation of historic buildings, traditional urban pattern, pre-existing economic activities, 

established social relationships, and the control of building height with a regulated skyline. As 

one urban committee member worried about the disappearance of the built environment and 

local lifestyles: 

I think Taipei is moving forward to a process of homogenisation. … Of course, 
I hope, and I wonder how our diversified and particular local cultures could be 
respected and may continue to exist in this process of homogenisation, in which 
we extremely emphasise on pragmatism and efficiency. (Department of Urban 
Development, 2018a) 

The conservation activists thus criticised that the proposed skyscrapers in the West Gateway 

plan would probably cause a visual contradiction and harm the historical image of the North 

Gate (Figure 6-3). They also questioned how to present the different spatial features of the west 

district, such as the unique consumption experiences of walking along the streets and the urban 

space composed of small and individual shops. Consequently, the conservation activists 

appealed to the city government and asked for the designation of the whole North Gate area as 

one cultural landscape site, where they named the area as ‘the cultural settings of the North 

Gate and its surroundings that witness the history of modernisation of Taipei City’ (Department 

of Cultural Affairs, 2016c). However, the appeal was rejected by the cultural heritage 

committee, and no further steps to initiate a conservation plan could be taken. 
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Figure 6-3  

The North Gate and Its Surroundings 

 
Source: Author. 

 

From the debates concerning the representation of the North Gate, we can observe that although 

Taiwan’s cultural diversity was commonly recognised, it seemed that the importance of 

different cultural origins was weighted unequally. The Mitsui Warehouse as a symbol of the 

Japanese colonisation had to ‘give way,’ both literally and metaphorically, to the North Gate, 

which was regarded as a sign of the Qing Empire with Chinese tradition. This implicitly 

indicated the supremacy of Chinese nationalism and the inferiority of other cultures, and 

thatthis representation of the ancient walled city may correspond to the image of a “glorious 

city” in the city mayor’s own word (Taipei City Government, 2017). Comparing to the 

policymakers, the conservation activist group hoped to reconcile with the colonial past by 

means of re-evaluation and reflection on the ‘negative’ history. They thus showed more 

openness to the heterogeneous cultures and could embrace buildings derived from different 

periods and types. 

 

6.3.3 Public Participation and an Alternative Proposal 

After three consecutive cultural heritage committee meetings, there was still no concrete 

agreement whether to relocate the Mitsui Warehouse or not. The debate was trapped in the 
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dilemma between either to preserve the warehouse on site or to improve the chaotic traffic. To 

break through this situation, the conservative group actively sought after new possibilities and 

alternative solutions. They assumed that if transportation planning, which was the major barrier 

of consensus building, could be solved, the Mitsui Warehouse could be probably preserved on 

its original location. Therefore, in the following workshops, they worked together with 

consulting experts to choose one alternative strategy from the numerous proposals and to revise 

and improve the transportation plan to meet the standard of the city government.  

Moreover, the conservative activists complained that they did not have the chance to discuss 

face-to-face with municipal officials despite numerous workshops, focus group panels, and 

explanatory meetings. Although they endeavoured to propose alternative strategies in the 

workshops, their fruitful results could not be presented in the followed-up committee meetings 

due to the lack of feedback mechanism in the current legal system. Besides, they also did not 

have sufficient time to fully explain their ideas and clarify misunderstandings to the committee 

members during the cultural heritage committee meetings (K.-M. Lin & Yeh, 2016). All the 

restrictions and barriers forced the conservation group to seek support from outside the system. 

They tried to mobilise the citizens through writing newspaper articles and spreading heritage 

information via social network media. They also walked on the streets to advocate the value of 

cultural heritage and to rethink the urban policies. Soon the public opinion on the internet 

became a great source of pressure for the city government. The municipality finally agreed to 

hold a public hearing, which would be moderated by a trusted third party,96 to have a formal 

conversation and to debate all the disputes with the activist group. 

 

 
96 The public hearing was hosted by the Taipei Citizen Participation Committee, a third-party committee founded 
by the city government in 2015, rather than by the Cultural Heritage Committee for fairness and openness.  
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On the public hearing, both the city government and the conservation activists had thirty 

minutes to present their ideas and proposals respectively. After that, both parties could ask 

questions and debate on specific points of disagreement (Department of Cultural Affairs, 

2016g). This time, the municipality strengthened its cultural discourse of the Mitsui Warehouse 

to persuade the conservation activists. Whereas the relocation would only negligibly change 

the historical meanings of this area, it would more significantly contribute to the improvement 

of the urban environment near the Taipei Train Station from various aspects. The Mitsui 

Warehouse was regarded as one brick-constructed, two-floor street house with Quilou, standing 

along the street that was the city wall north to the North Gate. The warehouse exhibited the 

building material, technique, and regulation of the colonial time, as well as the progression of 

transportation and urban planning. However, these features would not change through 

relocation. Comparing to the Mitsui Warehouse, which was a historic building in the heritage 

status, the North Gate as a national monument was more important. Following the flexible 

adaptation of historic building approved by the Cultural Heritage Preservation Act, the 

relocation of the warehouse would create an accessible and amiable open space in the city centre, 

while finely representing the historical and symbolic landmark of the North Gate. This 

rearrangement of urban space also corresponded UNESCO’s latest Recommendation of 

Historic Urban Landscape, which provided innovative and creative strategies to enliven the old 

town centres covering a wide range of perspectives from ecology to culture, and from economic 

vitality to urban redevelopment (UNESCO, 2011).97 Furthermore, in terms of transportation 

planning, the heavy traffic load and main artery road must be relieved through street widening 

 
97 For instance, Article 11 of the Recommendation seems to match the city government’s assertion, which stated: 

The historic urban landscape approach is aimed at preserving the quality of the human environment, 
enhancing the productive and sustainable use of urban spaces. … It integrates the goals of urban 
heritage conservation and those of social and economic development. It is rooted in a balanced and 
sustainable relationship between the urban and natural environment, between the needs of present 
and future generations and the legacy from the past. (UNESCO, 2011, p. 3) 

As a result, the city government emphasised on sustainability, integrity, and comprehensiveness of the West 
Gateway Plan, as urban heritage should also coordinate with the present need of transportation.  
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and a new street layout, so that the city could provide vehicle drivers with a safer and smoother 

way and offer pedestrians clearer orientation around the city. Lastly, the city government 

reminded again that the North Gate square and the Mitsui Warehouse were just one part of the 

grand West Gateway Plan. The project should not be considered from only one or two 

perspectives; rather, it should be seen from its comprehensiveness encompassing historical, 

cultural, social, ecological, and economic dimensions. Therefore, the city government’s plan 

was thoughtful and inclusive. It was the most feasible one after comparing the advantages and 

shortcomings of many proposals. Most importantly, the project would not devalue the historical 

significance of the Mitsui Warehouse. 

 

The conservation activist group, on the other hand, stressed that the alternative proposal they 

drafted could solve the traffic problem while preserving the Mitsui Warehouse on site by 

splitting the main artery road into two one-way roads. In this plan, none of the historic buildings 

had to be displaced. The conservation group narrated again the value of the warehouse from its 

double meaning of colonial modernity and economic exploitation. They hoped that the old 

warehouse, together with the North Gate and the street pattern, would remind the citizens with 

the stories behind modernisation and urban development. Besides, they thought that the 

evaluation of heritage was a gradual process. Although the warehouse was just a historic 

building, if the city did not try to retain as much historical evidence as possible by preserving 

the warehouse on-site, there would be no opportunity for new interpretation and reassessment 

in the future. Therefore, urban planning should be revised and updated according to the new 

interpretation and understanding of cultural heritage. Although in their alternative proposal the 

North Gate was not located in the middle but on the east corner of the square, the open space 

on the west wing could be used to represent the overlapping layers of urban development 

through time, including the old city wall of the Qing dynasty, the railway route during colonial 
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time, and the projection of the ramp that highlighted the rational and traffic-oriented city 

planning in the 1960s. In their opinion, the North Gate square should not serve only for the 

North Gate, but it should evoke the memories across time and space. Furthermore, there were 

also advantages with regards to transportation planning. Not only the width and number of car 

lanes were designed in conformity to the legal standard, so there should be no worry of traffic 

jam or higher accident rate; but also the proposal was revised and optimised from the current 

street layout through simplification of intersections, so that the estimated time of construction 

would be shorter and less inconvenience might cause. Whereas there were both four lanes on 

the north and south side of the square, which seemed to isolate the square in the midst of the 

road, it provided equal approaching distance from any directions of the city, instead of crossing 

eight car lanes (Figure 6-4). One member of the activist group thus stated on the public hearing: 

Our proposal may provide another opportunity to discuss and deal with the 
traffic problems again. … Our aim is that we can trade ‘time’ for ‘space.’ First 
to stabilise the traffic situation, and then we can slowly discuss how to represent 
the historical landscape in this area, including how to propose a good 
transportation planning and urban redevelopment. (Department of Cultural 
Affairs, 2016g, p. 9) 

In the rest of the public hearing, both parties contested each other’s proposals and defended 

their own ideas through questioning and reasoning. Three particular points of arguments were 

debated: the historic value of the Mitsui Warehouse, transportation planning, and the North 

Gate Square. While the city government asserted that the historical meanings would not be 

altered after the relocation, the conservation activists argued that different heritage sites should 

be treated with equal standards. Although the city government agreed that the traffic solution 

in the alternative proposal was practicable, the narrow distance between the historic buildings 

and the street would perhaps have negative impacts on the representation of the North Gate.  
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Figure 6-4  

Comparison of Different Street Layout Proposals 

 
Note: 

(a) Road shape in 2015; (b) proposal of the municipality; (c) proposal of the activist group 

Source: West Gateway Plan (2016); http://www.facebook.com/NNTMitsui. 

 

Despite the fact that many of these arguments had been discussed in the past cultural heritage 

committee meetings, the public hearing was meaningful in two aspects. On the one hand, 

through logic analysis and transparent debate, it proved that the urban issue was not the binary 

opposition between historic preservation and urban development; instead, the two concepts may 

coexist and coordinate with each other. On the other hand, a more concrete way to solve the 

problem step by step has emerged: instead of rejecting the on-site preservation plan by traffic 

reasons, the city should first define the value of the Mitsui Warehouse and decide whether to 

relocate the building or not, and then discuss which transportation planning may be the most 

feasible one. For the conservation groups, they also approved the practice and function of the 

public hearing, where they were given equal right to speak and to discuss their conceptions and 

imaginations of urban affairs. As the group members commented in a review:  

Confrontation and opposition is not the only result of different opinions. … The 
bottom-up struggle situated in the open discussion may urge the public sector 
to release more information, explanations and debates, so that the decision-
making of public policy may be more thoughtful and comprehensive. (K.-M. 
Lin & Yeh, 2016) 

They believed that conflicts could only be solved through regular dialogues and sufficient 

negotiation so that that diverse voices could be articulated and different demands might be 
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covered. This could be seen as an empowering process, giving each stakeholder, including the 

civil society, the opportunity to formulate its discourse and to understand counter-opinions, 

which was beneficial to the democratic advancement in Taiwan. As another group member 

wrote: 

The dispute of the Mitsui Warehouse provided a site of observation of how to 
practice democracy in everyday life beyond election. … We expect that through 
the progress of democratisation, more people will be aware of public issues, and 
their feelings and expressions will be heard and considered. (T.-H. Lin, 2016) 

Even though there was no conclusion made in the public hearing, the statements of both parties 

would be presented to the cultural heritage committee, which would determine the value of the 

warehouse and make the final decision. 

 

6.3.4 The Final Decision 

In the following cultural heritage committee after the public hearing, there was still serious 

debate about the Mitsui Warehouse. Some committee members agreed with the relocation for 

the purpose of road safety and renovation of the historic building. Some members conditionally 

agreed with the relocation but asked the city government to formulate a precise schedule of 

moving back and a corresponding road layout before the implementation of the relocation. 

Others were more reluctant, thinking that they could not make a hasty decision without the 

comparison of different traffic simulations and the forecast of public transportation growth. 

They thus suggested to postpone the meeting until more detailed transport assessments were 

done. Despite these disagreements, the chairman of the committee, one of the deputy mayors, 

concluded that the Mitsui Warehouse would be temporarily relocated and preserved but open 

to the possibility of moving it back in the future. One committee member was thus disappointed 

with this decision, as she said: 
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Since there were still disagreements among experts of cultural heritage, 
transportation, and urban planning, according to the [regulation], we should 
follow the majority rule via voting. However, today, instead of following the 
rule, the chairman made the final conclusion, I am deeply regretful about it. 
(Department of Cultural Affairs, 2016e, p. 6) 

 

After nearly one year of struggling and through numerous workshops, focus group panels, and 

public hearings, and cultural heritage committee meetings, the fate of the Mitsui Warehouse 

was finally determined. The municipality regarded the Mitsui Warehouse experience as one 

valuable lesson in dealing with public affairs. Despite countless protests and conflicts, the 

municipality exhibited its open attitude to hear different voices and its ambition to set up a 

paradigm of public participation in heritage preservation and urban development. Although the 

final consequences may not satisfy everyone’s wish, the decision-making underwent through 

legal procedure should be accepted and also be respected by the civil groups. As stated in the 

city government’s press release: 

[The municipality] thank and appreciate the civil groups for their engagement 
in this issue, and also for the professional assessments in cultural heritage, 
transportation planning, and urban development by the working teams in the 
city government. There is no right or wrong values. … After public participation 
and discussion in the democratic society, all decision-making must be done 
according to the law. Therefore, everyone should respect the conclusion made 
by the cultural heritage committee. (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2016a) 

On the contrary, the conservation activist group was very disappointed with the result. After a 

series of discussion, they could yet destabilise the city government’s insistence on the relocation. 

Thus, they criticised that public participation has been reduced to a form of tokenism in the 

planning system, as different voices were articulated but could hardly influence policy-making. 

It also exposed the dysfunction of the cultural heritage committee dominated by the municipal 

officials, which could not reflect the diverse demands of the civil groups (K.-M. Lin & Yeh, 

2016). Furthermore, the activist group was sceptical about whether the Mitsui Warehouse 

would retain its authenticity after relocation, and about the possibility of moving back in the 

future. 
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After the final approval of the relocation in May 2016, the municipality sped up to carry out the 

West Gateway project, including the demolition and resettlement of private houses, the 

relocation and reconstruction of the Mitsui Warehouse, and the construction of the North Gate 

square. In July 2017, the new street layout was done. One months later, the North Gate Square 

was inaugurated (Figure 6-5). In November 2018, the rehabilitation of Mitsui Warehouse was 

completed and reopened as an Info House for tourist information and exhibition (Figure 6-6). 

Moreover, the municipality has brought many art activities and festivals to the North Gate area, 

including the first Nuit Blanche art event in 2016 and the Taipei Lantern Festival of 2017 and 

2018 during the Lunar New Year, so that more people may see the upgraded Taipei West 

through city marketing and cultural campaigns. 
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Figure 6-5  

The Completion of the North Gate Square 

 
Source: Author. 

 

 

Figure 6-6  

The Mitsui Warehouse after Renovation 

 
Source: Author.  
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6.4 Implications of the Mitsui Warehouse Incident 

In this section, I will further discuss the process of interaction among different stakeholders and 

the emerging hybrid identity derived from the episode of the conservation movement of the 

Mitsui Warehouse. While the discussion between the conservation activist group and the city 

government mainly focused on the historic value and meanings of the warehouse, the 

representation of the North Gate and the inner city, and alternative transportation planning, 

there were also different discourses and arguments that were mentioned but not fully developed, 

which might be the hidden factors that influenced the outcomes of urban planning. The 

discourses that were omitted in the negotiation process included the attitude of the municipality, 

the willingness of the property owners, the expectations of the retail shopkeepers, and the 

unheard voices of the ‘silent majority’ of the ordinary citizens. Through the process of 

argumentative interaction and discourse coalition, we can observe how the city government 

adopted a pragmatic attitude to mediate the different demands of multiple actors, thereby 

producing a postcolonial hybrid identity that was fluid and mutable. 

 

6.4.1 The Emergence of a Hybrid Identity 

During the conservation movement, the activist group endeavoured to develop an alternative 

discourse of heritage preservation by proving the historic significance of the Mitsui Warehouse. 

They argued that the warehouse was meaningful to the history of urban development, and that 

the North Gate alone could not represent the process of urban transformation and modernisation 

of the inner city. Hence, a comparison of the two heritage sites, as if one were more important 

than the other, was unnecessary and inappropriate, but both sites should be given equal 

importance to preserve the integrity and completeness of historical evidence. This showed us 

an attempt of the activist group to construct a postcolonial hybrid cultural identity that 

recognised and respected Taiwan’s various cultural origins and historical layers. However, the 
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city government insisted on the uniqueness and importance of the North Gate and emphasised 

that the relocation would not alter the historical value of the Mitsui Warehouse by borrowing 

international cultural heritage and urban conservation theories. In other words, in contrast to 

the activist group’s advocacy of cultural diversity and equity, the city government foregrounded 

the importance of the North Gate—a symbol of the Chinese walled city—and treated the Mitsui 

Warehouse—a symbol of Japanese colonisation—as one supplementary element that supported 

the image of the city gate. As a result, the activists criticised that the city government did not 

modify its planning projects in accordance with the progress of historic evaluation, and that it 

still held the outdated viewpoint that centred the North Gate. Instead of judging the revival of 

Chinese nationalism, I argue that there were other motivations and rationales hidden behind 

this cultural discourse. The emphasis on professional knowledge and administrative efficiency 

inherited from conventional purposive-rational planning practice and the deeply-rooted 

concepts of taking advantage of the exchange value of properties for profit creation were 

actually the driving forces that influenced the planning outcomes. The historical discourse of 

the North Gate was thus utilised by the city government to justify its planning professionality 

and to legitimise the property-led urban redevelopments. 

 

First of all, there was an unequal power relation between the city government and the activist 

groups regarding resource availability and discipline-specific knowledge. The conservation 

activist group, whose members were of different social status, occupations, and backgrounds. 

They used their free time after work to collect historical evidence, mobilise the public, attend 

in participation programmes, and develop an alternative discourse of cultural heritage. On the 

contrary, in the city government’s team, there were technocratic experts and consultants in 

urban planning, heritage preservation, transportation planning, and economic development, 
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who could provide professional advice and assistance from different disciplines. As one urban 

planning committee member stated in the public hearing: 

The proposal [of the activist group] and the proposal [of the municipality] are 
essentially inequivalent options. Anyone who is professional in urban planning 
can tell that the proposal of the city government is very mature, and the proposal 
of the activist group is not very professional. But using the proposal of the city 
to judge the proposal of the civil group is not fair. Because the option of the 
civil group is the option of not to relocate [the warehouse]. (Department of 
Cultural Affairs, 2016g, p. 27) 

Due to this unevenness of resources and knowledge, the city government regarded planning as 

a matter that belonged to the professional and skilled personnel, who had the ability to make 

decisions based on rational analysis and objective assessments. Hence, the city government, in 

a patriarchal tradition, was qualified and had the responsibility for envisioning a better future 

for the citizens, but the ‘lay knowledge’ and the counter-movements of the conservation 

activists were degraded as non-professional and amateur. 

 

For instance, when a cultural heritage committee member asked whether the Commissioner of 

the Department of Urban Development should resign from the committee meeting because of 

potential conflict of interest, the commissioner defended his role and his professionality by 

saying: 

You [the committee member] said that I was not a specialist in cultural heritage 
preservation. Let me tell you, I AM. I worked as an architect. In the past fifteen 
years, I spent six years on the [rehabilitation] of the National Taiwan 
Museum. … I also spent nine years in Keelung and successfully preserved the 
old power plant, which was built during the Japanese period, and I designed a 
new building for the site. Therefore, I have my professional judgement [on 
cultural heritage]. (Department of Urban Development, 2015, p. 16).  

Moreover, when the conservation activists suggested an alternative transportation planning, the 

city government used statistical data based on facts and numbers to disapprove the alternative 

proposal. While the main artery road was designed for 3000 Passenger Car Unit (PCU) per hour, 

the actual traffic flow has increased to 3200 to 3600 PCU per hour. The distance between the 

North Gate and the Mitsui Warehouse was only 43 meters, which was not possible for eight car 
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lanes with standard width of 3.2 meters. Because it was a road curve, so the width of car lane 

could not be narrowed down to 2.8 meters. Besides, there were 4.3 times as many car accident 

as there were in the last year, whereas the ridership of public transportation remained at 37%. 

To preserved North Gate, within a radius of 30 meter there should be no roads (Department of 

Cultural Affairs, 2016d, 2016g). In contrast to the city government’s use of statistical data and 

legal standards, the conservation activists did not have the capacity to quantify the practicability 

of their proposal through computer-aided simulation. As a result, the city government argued 

that the conservation activist group could only represented the voice of “some individuals and 

civil groups, which were particularly active” (interview held on 31 October 2016), but their 

personal feelings and emotional affiliation to cultural heritage could not stand for the needs of 

the general public, which was the ‘silent majority’ that the city government must take good care 

of. A sharp sarcasm was stated by a municipal official, questioning the activists’ value of 

historical authenticity: 

If every heritage site, as long as it is listed, could not be moved or changed, then 
we do not have to consider about traffic problems. And every problem could 
not be solved because of the lack of flexibility. Maybe the ramps should not be 
pulled down for it was the evidence of how cultural heritage was ill-treated [in 
the past]. … If we really hold this viewpoint, then, just let all citizens endure 
the inconvenience of chaotic traffic. (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2016g, pp. 
17–18) 

The city government thus devalued the argument and proposal of the conservation activists as 

an inconsiderate one, whereas the city government’s plan was a thoughtful, comprehensive, 

professional, and even flawless one, which integrated the various aspects of “ecology, history, 

landscape, culture, and transportation” in one project and which had no alterative option 

(Department of Cultural Affairs, 2016g, p. 4). 

 

Secondly, in addition to the exhibition of professional knowledge in urban planning, the city 

government emphasised on the temporality of planning and administrative efficiency. The West 
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Gateway Plan was an urban redevelopment project that has been delayed for nearly 30 years. 

If the city government were able to activate the long postponed urban project, it could 

demonstrate that it was different from the previous governments and thereby sustaining its 

political life. The city government thus hoped to simplify the bureaucratic procedures involved 

in planning and accelerate the implementation of the project. The reason why the project was 

delayed was the disagreement between the city government and property owners, including 

private landlords and state-owned enterprises, concerning land rights and interest allocation (S.-

S. Chiang et al., 2010). Although the city government intended to ‘do fast’, whether this project 

could be initiated still depended on the willingness of the property owners. To build a consensus 

with them, the city endeavoured to negotiate with the property owners. And after years of 

negotiation, the various government departments and property owners finally agreed to 

cooperate with the city government. As one municipal official stated: 

In the past 19 years, the TRA did not have positive communication with the city 
government. This year, after the Lunar New Year, Mayor Ke personally visited 
the TRA and made an agreement with the Director-General of the TRA. After 
23 years of urban planning, the TRA and the municipality finally discuss 
together the development of the lands. (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2016b, 
p. 7) 

Likewise, the Mistui Warehouse was abandoned for many years without proper care and 

maintenance. The city government thus asked the responsible departments to negotiate with the 

property owners and draft a renovation plan, so that there was the opportunity to preserve and 

reuse the historic building. In the city government’s view, it was the best ‘timing’ to start and 

carry out the West Gateway Plan, as one municipal official stated on a heritage committee 

meeting: 

This was the best ‘timing’. … After years of negotiation, the Mitsui Warehouse 
finally had the opportunity to be well preserved. The ownership of the building 
belonged to the TRA, and my colleagues had to remind the TRA, asking them 
to do their duties of renovation and maintenance of the warehouse in a good 
quality. Now, the TRA is willing to cooperate with the city government, to 
cooperate with everyone who cares about cultural heritage, to re-examine the 
historical value. (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2016d, p. 3) 
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According to the city government’s schedule, they intended to first complete the part of public 

infrastructure, including street layout, open spaces, public squares, and transportation planning, 

which were the responsibility of the city, and then they could start the architectural design and 

open bidding processes on each building site. In this sense, the Mistui Warehouse was the most 

‘doable’ part that the city government could control, whereas property-led development of the 

private lands could be more complicated. As the Commissioner of the Department of Urban 

Development commented on a policy explanation meeting: 

From my experience as a civil servant, I know what is a meeting without 
discussion and a discussion without conclusion. And after thirty years, this place 
is still the same. … This area must be changed, so there must be an urban plan. 
The Mitsui Warehouse is one part of the plan, but it is not the whole plan. 
Actually, the government has asked the Department of Cultural Affairs to 
initiate [the relocation plan] and to budget the funds. If we don’t budget for it, I 
don’t know when we would have the chance again. (Department of Urban 
Development, 2015, pp. 39–40) 

The city government’s emphasis on efficiency had little to do with professional knowledge or 

historical value, but it had a political purpose for the consolidation and continuation of its 

political power. By demonstrating its ambition and boldness in decision-making, the city 

government could sustain its leadership in Taiwan’s particular ‘electoral culture’ (Jou et al., 

2012). As one urban planner in the project observed: 

It is actually related to our political situation that the election takes place every 
four years as a term. If the policy that is beneficial to the city, but its 
consequence is not foreseeable within four years, a policymaker may dare not 
to do it. It is not an easy thing. (interview held on 10 April 2018) 

Moreover, the accomplishment of the urban project could serve as a political campaign and 

cultural marketing. For example, the city government advertised the North Gate Square during 

the 2017 Summer Universiade, which facilitated the city to be visible to the world (Taipei City 

Government, 2017). Later, many art festivals and cultural events took place in this area, 

attracting public attention to the western district of Taipei that have been remodelled and 

transformed by the city government. 
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Lastly, the conventional, pro-growth, concepts of viewing properties as a means for wealth 

accumulation and profit creation were deeply imprinted in the minds of many policymakers and 

property owners. Hence, the West Gateway Plan must fulfil the expectations of property owners 

of building ‘higher’ and ‘bigger.’ As one urban planner stated:  

The key point was the property owners—actually all the people in Taiwan—
who think that floor area equals money. It is like a curse. It’s hard to persuade 
them, and they will always struggle for [more floor areas]. … [If they don’t do 
it], it seems like they were not taking good care of their interest, or they were 
derelict in their duty. (interview held on 10 April 2018) 

Despite the delay of the project, the imagination of the Taipei Main Station area as the national 

front door remained unchanged. Whereas high-rise towers could be a sign of international 

modernism and global economic connections in the past, now the construction of skyscrapers 

was seen as strategies to redefine land use in the post-industrial age for urban restructuring and 

industrial upgrading of the inner city. For instance, in the Taipei Post Office urban renewal 

project, not only the historical post office building will be converted into the Museum for Post 

and Communication, but also the city government intended to found the National Centre for 

Innovation and Creativity. This centre will provide services in property management, venture 

capital consultancy, creative industry incubation, and research in innovative technology by 

supplying office rooms or headquarters for young firms and start-up companies, connecting 

international enterprises, attracting foreign investment, and facilitating collaboration between 

industry and academia (Department of urban Development, 2017a). Likewise, in the E1/E2 

redevelopment project, the TRA intended to construct a triplet tower-complex consisting of 

shopping centres, entertainment and cinema, convention centres and conference venues, co-

working spaces, offices and studios, luxury hotel, and condominium (Department of Urban 

Development, 2017d). In the two redevelopment plans, the city government also formulated a 

set of urban design principles, such as the arrangement of open spaces, building setbacks on 

higher floors, the distance between historic buildings and new skyscrapers, and the control of 
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facades design and fenestration, so that a harmonious historical environment composed of old 

and new buildings is estimated (Department of Urban Development, 2017b). These urban 

design principles showed how the city government tolerated and tried hard to mediate the visual 

contrast between low-rise historic buildings and high-rise towers. This also demonstrated that 

historic preservation in Taipei had to facilitate and coordinate with the concepts of property-

led developments and economic upgrading, which fundamentally contradicted with the 

concepts of urban conservation that were advocated by the activist group and some committee 

members, who suggested the preservation of “historical [buildings], skyline, and urban patter” 

(Department of Urban Development, 2016a, p. 8). 

 

6.4.2 Unheard Voices in the Conservation Movement 

While the dispute between the conservation activist group and the city government focused 

mainly on heritage preservation and historical representation, the voices and demands of other 

actors in the city centre were either silenced or unheard in the process negotiation. These actors 

included the private land owners, retail shopkeepers, other social organisations, as well as 

disadvantaged or minority groups. Although their voices were not as strong as those of the 

conservation activists group, they could play a decisive role in facilitating or hindering the 

implementation of the urban redevelopment projects. Their spatial practices in the everyday life 

also indicated the difficulties and limitations of the conservation movement. 

 

During the conservation movement, the activists developed an alternative heritage discourse 

based on the history of urban development, the political and economic colonisation, the 

collective memory of the citizens, historical authenticity, and the representation of the inner 

city. Through the collection of historical evidence and the production of arguments, they could 

share similar language and enter into the professional domain of the city government, so that 



 315 

they had the right position to debate with the city. However, while the alternative heritage 

discourse became a knowledge that belonged to the conservation activist group, it was 

disconnected from the spatial practices of ordinary people in their everyday lives. As a result, 

the conservation was not extensively supported by the local people, including private owners 

and retailers. For instance, the urban planner responsible for the West Gateway Plan observed 

that the majority of the general public actually supported the redevelopment plan, when they 

presented the project in various occasions such as on the public exhibition and in the community 

meetings. As one planner depicted the reaction of the people: 

When we were doing public participation, we found out that the proponents [of 
the redevelopment plan] would not show up. Because they agreed with the 
project, they didn’t need to show up, right? But the opponents would, because 
they did not agree with [the plan], so they would stand out and protested. But, 
we have done many interviews, or when we set up an information stand along 
the street, or on different venues, we had the chance to talk with the citizens. … 
We found out that there were many kinds of people. Some of them were—I 
would call them the pro-development group—actually many of them supported 
[property] development. … So, among the people we have met, there were 
many who supported [the plan]. (interview held on 14 March 2018) 

Instead of caring about the historical values and symbolic meanings of the colonial buildings, 

most people perceived a wider road better for driving or walking. The nuanced difference 

between preservation on site or relocation for 50 meters was hardly distinguishable, which 

would neither bring them benefits nor cause a great loss. 

 

Moreover, the carelessness of historic buildings could be observed from a general tendency to 

interpret cultural heritage as a restriction on private rights to properties. When talking with local 

inhabitants about cultural heritage, the first reaction was often the anxiety of possible 

constraints imposed on financial gain through reconstruction and land speculation mixed up 

with the complaints about structural safety and insufficient facilities. As one property owner 

expressed his discontent with historical buildings: 
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If the house is designated as a monument, it’s over. … Maybe many people like 
to visit [old buildings], but the owners will suffer from it, right? What is the 
benefit [of being cultural heritage]? If a house is designated as a monument, it 
cannot be rebuilt as a high-rise building. Without a high-rise, you cannot make 
profit from it. (interview held on 10 December 2016) 

With this (mis-)understanding of heritage in mind, most residents did not well maintain their 

houses. Some even tried to paint the houses with a different colour or destroyed the ornaments 

on the façades in case of the building would be listed as cultural heritage. Most of them 

interpreted cultural heritage as the ‘fossilisation’ of their properties, which were regarded as 

personal and private assets for wealth accumulation. As a result, they believed that it was 

sufficient to preserve one or two individual monumental buildings, but private buildings and 

the ordinary street houses should be demolished for reconstruction. 

 

While property owners weighted the importance of land ownership and development right, local 

retailers and shopkeepers cared more about how to sustain their daily businesses and livelihoods. 

They were busy with their everyday lives and preferred a stable circumstance that was suitable 

for their works and families. Hence, if the urban redevelopment projects would not directly 

threaten their existence and damage their rights, normally they would not participate in the 

social movements, which would not necessarily benefit their businesses, due to limited time 

and energy. They would rather obey the city government and avoid the occurrence of conflicts. 

As one conservation group member described: 

We have visited the stores near the Mitsui Warehouse, asking them one by one 
what their opinions were. But normally they had no particular feelings. 
Normally, they thought as long as the traffic is improved, the area will become 
prosperous. As long as it becomes prosperous, there will be more customers, 
and they can have better business. Basically, we got many ‘standard’ answers, 
and indeed they really thought so. … Most of them accepted whatever the 
government decided. For example, the bookstore near the Mitsui Warehouse, … 
the owner didn’t want to move. But since the government have decided, they 
were ready for packing. (interview held on 18 October 2016) 
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Furthermore, the city government’s heritage discourse also implied a sense of hope for 

economic revitalisation, which matched the expectations and demands of the local shopkeepers. 

Through large-scale cultural events near the North Gate, nearby shops could vividly identify 

the increase of crowds, which might bring them potential and growing customers. As a result, 

they commonly had positive feedbacks and appraisement to the cultural festivals. But whether 

the history of the inner city was correctly interpreted and represented on these events or not 

were irrelevant to them. As one shopkeeper pointed out: 

Because of the remaking of the North Gate, I think more visitors are coming to 
the shopping district, slow but growing. … For example, the lantern festival was 
held in the west district, it was beneficial to our commercial area economically. 
For which I mean the external benefits. (interviewed on 1 March 2017) 

Through cultural events and festival near the North Gate, the inner city area would be frequently 

exposed in the mass media, thereby making this district a popular destination and tourist 

attraction. Local retailers and commercial associations thus hoped to grasp this opportunity to 

promote their products and restore the declining market. Although the shopkeepers hoped to 

benefit from cultural tourism through the urban redevelopment project, they also observed that 

the increasing visitors often came for sightseeing but no actual consumption behaviour. 

Similarly, the construction of new shopping malls in the West Gateway Plan would probably 

compete with the pre-existing shopping districts. It was thus uncertain whether the dream of 

economic revitalisation would eventually ‘come true’. However, at least the city government’s 

pro-growth rhetoric could deliver a message of hope that the conservation activists could not 

offer. Local people thus commonly stood on the side of the city government. 

 

In addition to the land owners and shopkeepers, there were other social groups whose voices 

were excluded from the participation and negotiation process. For instance, the working 

conditions of the labourers, such as bus drivers and post office employees, might be changed 

due to the redevelopment plans (Department of Urban Development, 2015; S.-M. Huang, 2016). 
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The resettlement of residents, shopkeepers, and homeless people in particular, was mentioned 

on a negotiation meeting but was not fully discussed (Department of Urban Development, 

2015). The urban planners also pointed out that a group of cyclists fought for their rights and 

hoped that there would be bike lanes and public bikes in this area (interview held on 14 March 

2018). There were also many guest workers and minor ethnical groups, who often gather and 

visit around the Taipei Main Station (West Gateway Plan, 2016). The demands of these groups 

of people were mentioned during the discuss sessions, yet none of them could be developed 

into an alternative discourse of urban development that challenged the city government’s plan. 

The ‘silenced’ voices of these social groups also exposed the dilemma that the activists have 

faced. On the one hand, historical discourse has become another ‘professional knowledge’ that 

could hardly gain the support of the ordinary people. On the other hand, to integrate the diverse 

requests of different interest group as a way to converge the oppositional voices would cause a 

loss of focus on cultural heritage. However, without the support and involvement of the local 

community and the wider public, the efforts of the conservation activists group could hardly 

shake the intention of the municipality. 

 

6.4.3 The City Government’s Pragmatic Attitude to Planning 

In this section, I will discuss the transformation of the planning system in Taipei from the West 

Gateway Plan and the Mitsui Warehouse incident. In this plan, the city government used to 

practice inherited top-down planning tradition following past experiences and path-dependent 

trajectories of problem framing. The city government had the power to regulate and intervene 

in the planning rationality and procedure, emphasising on the utilisation of professional 

knowledge, scientific data, and positivist analysis to develop strategies for desired means–end 

outcomes (C.-Y. Lin, 2016; Tseng, 1990). Although the mandates of heritage preservation and 

public participation have been integrated into the planning system due to an increasing request 
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for transparency from the civil society, these mechanisms could be seen as a strategy to 

legitimise government’s ideologies and intentions. While diverse participatory channels, such 

as public exhibition, workshops, consulting meetings, and public hearings were officially 

offered and practiced, the city government could still control the rules of procedure in 

negotiation, decide who were permitted to participate, and make a final conclusion to accept or 

object the alternative voices of conservation activist group. Therefore, when the activist group 

intended to struggle for the on-site preservation of the Mitsui Warehouse within the planning 

systems, their actions and movements were at the same time framed and restrained by the 

regulatory arrangements of the city government. In other words, when public participation was 

‘house arrested’ by neoliberal urban restructuring projects, it may lose its capacity and 

dynamics to facilitate social changes and destabilise the uneven power geometry of the planning 

institutions. The conservation activist group thus criticised that the participatory channels have 

been reduced to a form of tokenism (Arnstein, 1969), in which information, explanation, and 

consultation were offered to eliminate oppositional voices, but a genuine delegation of power 

to the local communities and social organisations, so that people could articulate their demands 

and develop corresponding strategies through collaboration and communication, was not 

secured in the planning process. As one member of the activist group expressed his 

disappointment: 

The government had paid much effort and spent almost one year with us, 
holding many ‘superficial’ workshops, consulting meetings, and public 
hearing. … But after that, they still stuck to the first conclusion, the original 
planning proposal, there was no room for modification. (interviewed on 18 
October 2016) 

Also the urban planners in the project were aware of this difficult situation, as they played the 

role as mediators between the city government and the activist group. Urban planners who 

worked for the public sector were confined to the municipality’s demands and interests, and 

their planning actions had little room to challenge or revolutionise the planning system through 
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activism (Sager, 2016). On the one hand, as the contracted party of the government, the planners 

must follow whatever the government and property owners have commanded them to do. On 

the other hand, different social groups and community organisations also expected that the 

planners would help them to realise their ideas and negotiate their demands with the city 

government. As one urban planner, who has participated in the project, commented: 

Honestly speaking, the public participation in the West Gateway Plan, in my 
opinion, did not really touch the core of participation. … When we talk about 
public participation, there should be a process of communication and cultivation, 
that is what we called ‘empowerment’. … But, since [the city government] had 
already a clear direction for urban policy, the public participation in the project 
did not really ‘empower’ the citizens. Indeed, it was a bridge between the 
government and the public, but that’s it, nothing more. … When we were too 
close with the activist group, the government might think that they just need a 
‘makeup artist’ to mediate [the disputes]. But the civil groups might think, why 
we always defended [the ideas of the government]. So, we also have our 
difficulties. (interview held on 14 March 2018) 

This situation recalls what Roy (2006) reminded us that in the age of deliberative democracy, 

market capital and state dominance may prevail in the planning ideology in the name of ‘the 

rule of freedom’ and ‘the rule of beauty,’ which are uneasy for planners to articulate a voice of 

refusal. 

 

Although the institutionalisation of heritage preservation and public participation was criticised 

by the activists that which has been reduced to a bureaucratic procedure in the planning system, 

the civil society had the capacity to develop different strategies of radical contestation and silent 

encroachment, articulating alternative discourses and challenging the established regulatory 

arrangements. These alternative discourses and counter-movements showed us that there were 

different possibilities and potential changes in the planning practices (Campbell et al., 2013). 

Overt and radical demonstrations were carried out by the conservation activist group, which 

was mobilised through self-organisation with limited resources and insufficient government 

support. The experiences of community empowerment in the past have enabled them to 
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autonomously collect historical evidence, evoke public awareness through street speeches and 

guided tours, write articles in newspapers and on the internet, report potential historic sites as 

cultural heritage, struggle for participation, and successfully lay pressure on the city 

government. On the one hand, viewing from the consequences of the conservation movement, 

the activists failed to achieve their goal of preserving the Mitsui Warehouse on site. On the 

other hand, their efforts outside the planning system enabled them to enter into the institutional 

structure and gain access to have conversation with the policymakers. To deal with these 

challenges from below, the city government thus had to release more information on urban 

policies and to formulate a clearer heritage discourse. From this perspective, overt and 

oppositional activisms, though sometimes being suppressed in the legal procedure, were to a 

large extent tolerated and permitted by the city government thanks to the democratic transition 

in Taiwan. The alternative voices could thus facilitate social progress and a shift of planning 

paradigm in the long run and through a time-consuming process, as one cultural committee 

members noted, “An open discussion of heritage preservation was impossible twenty years ago” 

(Department of Urban Development, 2015, p. 21). 

 

In addition to overt and organised resistance, there were also groups of people, whose voices 

were silenced during the conservation movement but whose land use pattern, spatial practices, 

and private behaviours could covertly influence the implementation of the urban projects. In 

the inner city, the complicated land ownership, fragmented land parcels, diverse formal and 

informal economic activities, and the dispersed historical buildings were regarded as major 

obstacles of urban renewal projects. Likewise, since property managers of state-owned lands 

all expected to maximise benefits through large-scale urban redevelopment projects, 

disagreements about interest allocation may also cause these projects to delay. In the case of 

the West Gateway Plan, the city government faced with the difficulty to find qualified property 
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developers and investors. Flagship redevelopment projects that required an extremely high 

amount of investment indicated a higher risk and a longer financial return in the age of global 

economic recession. As a result, only large enterprises possessing more capital and assets may 

be able to join in the project, but middle or small-size companies were thus excluded (Liang, 

2018). The urban planners thus warned the potential threats and insecurity embedded within 

the public–private partnerships in urban redevelopment: 

In fact, the market is telling us—because the E1/E2 and C1/D1 projects are 
under the process of open bidding and there is a total of hundreds of thousands 
of square meters—that there is no such a [huge] venture capacity in Taipei 
now. … So we have tried to tell [the property owners] that in this area there are 
numerous large-scale developments. If all the high-rises are built up, they shall 
first clarify, what is their market differentiation? Or what are their strength and 
opportunities? … The open bidding has failed seven times, so now [the 
government] has the pressure of not to fail again. (interview held on 10 April 
2018) 

The failed open bidding was a strong indication that while the government emphasised on 

efficiency and hoped to accelerate the speed of urban redevelopment, there were actually more 

uncertain factors beyond the government’s estimation and control (Raco, Durrant, & 

Livingstone, 2018). The only and single option offered by the city government for urban 

redevelopment could hardly reflect the fact that there were multiple markets types and different 

investor and developer behaviours (Adair, Berry, McGreal, Deddis, & Hirst, 1999; Adams & 

Tiesdell, 2010). Therefore, the diverse voices and alternative discourses should be articulated 

and heard, so that different choices and opportunities may improve the planning process and 

lead to a better outcome (Campbell et al., 2013).  
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6.5 Summary 

In this chapter, I have discussed the recent urban regeneration and redevelopment projects in 

the inner city of Taipei. As the late provincial capital in the Qing dynasty and the political and 

economic centre during the Japanese colonisation, the old city centre faced fast structural 

change and commercial recession due to the urbanisation process of the city. Hence, the city 

government intended to convert vacant public lands after the completion of the underground 

railway through state-led flagship projects, thereby setting up a pattern of urban renewal and 

accelerating the redevelopment of the western district. However, in the ambitious West 

Gateway Plan, the intention to relocate the Mitsui Warehouse, a two-floor brick colonial 

building, caused serious debates between the city government and the conservation activists. 

Whereas the activists emphasised the integrity, significance, and historic value of the 

warehouse in terms of urban history and industrial transformation, the city government rebuked 

the idea and focused on the improvement traffic situation and the renovation and adaptive reuse 

of the warehouse. Although the planning agency tried to build a mutual platform for 

conversation and participation, there was no consensus after many rounds of negotiation. 

Ultimately, the municipality decided to relocate the Mitsui Warehouse according to its original 

plan, so that it could expedite the pace of urban planning modification and open bidding process 

for the implementation and realisation of the West Gateway Plan. This case study has three 

implications: it explores the ideology and instruments of urban governance in the context of 

postcolonial condition, in which the city government continues to regulate urban land use 

through policy-making and intervention. It also shows how ordinary people and civil groups 

are able to generate diverse alternative discourses of the city through different strategies, 

thereby challenging the legitimacy and authority of the municipality. In order to resolve the 

conflicts among stakeholders, the city government adopts a pragmatic attitude in mediation, 
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which facilitates the emergence of a postcolonial identity that may fulfil the different requests 

and demands of multiple actors. 

 

First of all, we see how the urban planning practice, regulatory system, and the mode of 

governance are inherited from the colonial period (Watson, 2009). The ideology of 

development, the pursuit of economic progress, and the uneven power relation hidden in the 

planning practice continues to affect the urban policies. Unlike in the age of colonisation and 

authoritarianism, power relation was explicitly exercised through brutal subjugation of 

subaltern’s contestation; in the age of democratisation, the government may emphasise on 

positive values such as order, aesthetics, equality, and freedom, so it is even harder to articulate 

a voice of disavowal and to distinguish the underlying power geometry (Roy, 2006). In the case 

of the inner city of Taipei, the Mitsui Warehouse was relocated not because of its debatable 

colonial background—as the Taipei Post and the Railway Administration that are also colonial 

heritage remained untouched—but because of whether the warehouse may contribute to city 

image upgrading under the municipality’s discourse of urban redevelopment. In the West 

Gateway Plan, the city government weighted the value of administrative efficiency and hoped 

to speedily proceed the modification of urban planning for land conversion and development. 

Besides, the municipality had to consider the willingness of property owners under the rule of 

neoliberal partnership. Furthermore, holding the parameter of beauty and order, the 

municipality hoped to resolve traffic problems and promote city marketing through the North 

Gate Square and cultural festivals. Last but not least, the city government stressed the value of 

transparency and openness through the practice of public participation. But it did not delegate 

power to the civil society; on the contrary, power was reinforced in which the municipality can 

try to intervene in the decision-making process. This case indicates that while the mechanisms 

of heritage preservation and public participation are integrated into the planning system, both 
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of them are continuously utilised to support different purposes of urban development, economic 

revitalisation, and political interest. 

 

Secondly, we see how different users and groups, including local retailers and the conservation 

activists, have the capacity to generate alternative discourses different from that of the 

municipality. These alternative discourses, which are derived from their everyday life and 

spatial practices, demonstrate the existence of various and diversified lived experiences, which 

may challenge and compete with the dominant discourse of urban redevelopment. The everyday 

life experiences are embedded in the materially lived and meaningfully constructed spaces; they 

can be observed from the daily strategies of livelihood, the accustomed routines and habits, and 

emotional affiliations such as memory, place attachment, and a sense of belonging. The 

conservation activists thought that the inner city is a place full of individual and collective 

memory, which should not be easily destroyed through demolition or reconstruction. They also 

saw the colonial architecture in the city as an important component for one’s place identity, a 

reminder of one’s root, and an inspiration for the future. Through understanding and 

appreciation of urban history, one might identify himself with the city and its built environment. 

The activists thus took aggressive strategies of protests to evoke public attention to historic 

preservation, as well as negotiated with the government through conservation movements. 

Conversely, local residents and shopkeepers did not explicitly oppose against the government. 

Instead, they quietly appropriated the urban space and sometimes even cooperated with the 

municipality in order to sustain their existence and livelihood. They tactically took advantage 

of the deferral of urban planning to promote the commercial districts, upgrade services, hold 

activities and events, and introduce new industries in the inner city, thus maintaining the vitality 

of economic activities and the stability of everyday life. These alternative discourses express 

that the civil society has the ability to construct local knowledge that is different from the 
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professional knowledge of policymakers and urban planners through mobilisation and 

participation. However, there are also limitations of the local knowledge in the alternative 

discourses. To enter into the position and to gain opportunity of conversation with policymakers, 

the conservation activists must adopt the language and rhetoric of the city government to justify 

their alternative argument of urban history and development. This action makes heritage 

preservation, again, a ‘professional knowledge’ that is disconnected from the lived experiences 

and spatial practices of the local people, thereby losing wider support from the local 

communities. 

 

Lastly, we see how the city government adopted a pragmatic attitude to negotiate and mediate 

this dispute. On the one hand, the city government granted various channels of participation to 

respond to the activists’ requests; on the other hand, it still tried to sustain its legitimacy of 

urban governance through an emphasis on professionality and efficiency. Although different 

participatory channels were offered, such as urban planning exhibitions, explanatory meetings, 

communicative workshops, and public hearings, the city government did not guarantee that the 

alternative proposals of the civil organisations would obtain a positive feedback. If the 

alternative proposals were not fitted into the city government’s discourse of urban 

redevelopment, it could legitimise its planning rationales through a standard legal procedure. 

The conservation activists thus criticised that the mechanism of public participation was 

reduced to a tokenism of informing and consulting, rather than truly empowering the citizens. 

While officially recognised means of appeal and negotiation were ‘incapacitated’ by neoliberal 

urban projects, both organised protests and silent appropriation were still permitted and 

tolerated by the city government. These alternative actions and daily strategies of struggle might 

have a stronger impact on the implementation of urban policies in the long run. As a result, a 

postcolonial hybrid identity was formed, so that the diverse demands of multiple actors could 

be satisfied. In this hybrid cultural identity, Taiwan’s multiculturalism composed of different 
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cultural origins, including those of the Chinese and Japanese backgrounds, is not a pre-given, 

static, and harmonious state in an essentialist sense. On the contrary, the inward tensions and 

conflictive viewpoints embedded in this hybridity should not be overlooked, as which could be 

utilised not only to support heritage preservation but also to facilitate urban restructuring, to 

stimulate economic development, to promote city-image branding, and to consolidate uneven 

power geometry. In this regard, the city is a container of different imaginations and practical 

demands, for every individual and group of people can partially select some of the symbolic 

meanings of the city and tangentially attach themselves to the urban spaces where they live. 
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Chapter 7 Contested Heritage: Mediating between Urban Growth and 

Community Movements 

 

Drawing on the three case studies of Dadaocheng, Qingtian Street neighbourhood, and the old 

inner city presented in the previous chapters, in this chapter, I will compare the three cases and 

indicate a genealogy of how state ideology has interacted with citizens’ alternative discourses 

in three phases with two transitions. In these three phases, we see how the state ideology of pro-

growth development has evolved, mutated, and been supplemented by new imaginations under 

influences of globalisation, while the civil society has constantly articulated alternative voices 

to challenge the dominant discourses of urban development for the continuation and 

reproduction of everyday life. Through the processes of negotiation and mediation, discourse 

coalition can be found in the forms of cooperation (denoting an active search for reconciliation 

among actors) and compromise (denoting a passive acceptance of differences and 

contradictions). The built environment is thus the outcome of these multiple and fragmented 

sites of postcolonial Taipei. 

 

In the first phase, cultural heritage was devalued by the authoritarian one-party state that 

prioritised economic developments. Only selected historic monuments were preserved for the 

promotion of Chinese nationalism. However, when the robust civil society started to fight for 

political participation and social transformation, heritage was utilised as a way to resist 

unwanted urban developments through the construction of a locally based cultural identity. The 

historic significance of heritage was discussed, debated, and negotiated in contrast to the state 

rationality of order, progress, and modernity. This was the first turn, which facilitated the 

institutionalisation of heritage preservation and the gradual involvement of community 

participation in the planning procedure. In the second phase, heritage preservation was often 
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carried out in company with government-sponsored community empowerment projects, which 

contributed to the increase of the quantity and categories of heritage sites. However, the rapid 

proliferation of historic buildings became a heavy financial burden for the city government, 

which did not budget sufficient funds to maintain or renovate these heritage sites. Hence, the 

city government started to incorporate heritage discourse into new directions of economic 

growth and a future of prosperity in the name of cultural creativity. This was the second 

transition, in which cultural heritage was utilised to enhance Taipei’s economic competitiveness 

and promote city image branding. In the third and current phase, different ways of interpreting 

and representing the local culture and history may result in forms of cooperation or resistance 

among local actors. Ironically, whereas heritage discourse intended to constrain land 

exploitation, the embedded conception of viewing property and land as private assets for the 

accumulation of wealth has never disappeared throughout the three phases. Under fragmented 

and contingent urban governance, different claims over urban spaces were negotiated and 

mediated, thereby fulfilling the diverse demands of various stakeholders and representing a 

hybrid and multifarious postcolonial identity.  

 

In the following discussion, I place cultural heritage at the intermediate level between the level 

of state ideology and the level of everyday life, where heritage is the outcome of constant and 

ongoing processes of interaction and negotiation (Ronneberger, 2008; Schmid, 2012; Yeoh, 

2001). At each level, the spatial practice, discourse, and actions of different actors will be 

analysed and discussed. Practice here refers to the habitual conducts and accepted customs, 

such as the everyday routines and behaviours of the people or the established institutional and 

regulatory arrangements of the government (Hajer, 2006). Discourse is derived from practices 

and illustrates the knowledge and understandings of the material world as reality (Hajer, 1995; 

Richardson & Jensen, 2003). Furthermore, action denotes the proposed strategies to solve 
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problems, thereby legitimising certain arguments and reproducing social order (Atkinson, 1999; 

Hastings, 1999). Lastly, through discourse coalition, different stakeholders may debate, 

compromise, and contribute to the production of heritage, which is meaningfully constructed 

to fulfil multiple interests and demands. 

 

7.1 Historic Preservation as an Alternative Discourse to Urban Development 

7.1.1 The State Ideology of Pro-Growth Urban Development 

The three cases share a common viewpoint about cultural heritage: it emerges as a way to 

construct an alternative identity to reflect on the rapid urbanisation and development. 

Embedded in the tradition of colonial planning, the authoritarian and developmental KMT 

regime dominated post-war urban and industrial transformation in Taipei by narrating a future 

of economic prosperity and global modernity (Chou, 2005; Hsu, 2011). To achieve these goals, 

urban planning was employed as a useful political tool to both facilitate urban developments 

and consolidate state power. Adopting a purposive-rational model, urban planning led by 

technocratic professionals emphasised on  the control of land use zoning and the establishment 

of a legal procedure, which gave the city government the ground to regulate economic activities 

and construct public infrastructures (Chou, 2003; Jou, 1999; Tseng, 1990). Under this concept, 

the traditional built environment was viewed as a sign and the cause of economic stagnation. 

Only a few particular historical sites, such as ancient city gates and temples, were selectively 

preserved to construct a Chinese national identity that expressed Taiwan’s historical relation 

with mainland China and to legitimate KMT’s rule over the island (J. E. Taylor, 2005; Yen, 

2006). During this period, Japanese colonial buildings and symbolic structures were mostly 

destroyed, yet government buildings, industrial facilities, and the majority of official residences 

were retained because of their practical functions. 
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Under this uneven spatial development, Dadaocheng, one of the earliest settlement in Taipei 

and a previous commercial centre of traditional wholesale business, was marginalised both 

geographically and economically (Yen, 2008). The prevailing discourse of economic growth 

thus stigmatised the old neighbourhood as pre-modern, deteriorated, and stagnant. Old 

buildings and narrow streets were regarded as a sign of insufficient public infrastructure and 

the cause of traffic problems and the economic recession, which must and could only be 

improved through physical urban renewal via demolition and reconstruction to achieve a better 

living standard. As the pervasive ideology of economic growth dismissed other imaginations 

of the city, there was no objection when the city government announced a widening project of 

Dihua Street from 8 meters to 20 meters in 1977 (C.-L. Kuo, 2010). In fact, the plan was 

welcomed and supported by residents, tenants, and landowners, who believed that it was the 

only solution to restore the past prosperity of Dadaocheng and to remain competitive with the 

newly constructed east district of Taipei. However, although supported by the public, the 

complicated land ownership became a hindrance to the implementation of this plan. Difficulties 

involved in land acquisition and compensation deferred the plan and made it possible for the 

later emergence of an alternative discourse (H.-J. Tan & Waley, 2006). 

 

Amidst the process of political democratisation and economic liberalisation, the one-party state 

had been challenged by vigorous social movements since the 1980s (Hsiao, 2011). However, 

this did not mean a revolutionary change in planning practices. As observed elsewhere, the 

process of democratisation often occurred concomitantly with the process of neoliberalisation 

(Lombard, 2013). While the role of the city government shifted from an interventionist one to 

one that facilitated, it continued to regulate urban developments by following market-driven 

rules and entrepreneurial management (Brenner & Theodore, 2002; Hsu, 2009). These 

strategies included the deregulation of land use control, the provision of tax incentives and 
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development right bonus, and the establishment of public–private partnership (Jou et al., 2012). 

Under this model, the privatisation of state-owned land and large-scale flagship projects in the 

old urban districts became critical in the process of urban restructuring and regeneration (Y.-L. 

Chen, 2005; Jou et al., 2012). ‘Reversing the city axis’ and ‘remaking the West Taipei’ thus 

became popular campaigns for politicians and policymakers (Department of Urban 

Development, 1999). 

 

The Qingtian Street neighbourhood caught the eyes of the government and property developers 

in this trend of neoliberal process. While the former intended to relieve the dwindling national 

budget through the privatisation of public lands, the latter aimed at land speculation and profit 

making from the real estate market (L.-L. Huang, 2008). The Qingtian Street neighbourhood 

was regarded as one of the finest residential areas in Taipei. It was located between the old and 

new city centres and surrounded by numerous public facilities and cultural amenities. Moreover, 

wooden houses built during the colonial period highlighted the quiet and peaceful ambience of 

the neighbourhood. When the old Japanese residences gradually became unoccupied as 

university professors and civil servants retired in the 1990s, the low-rise houses built in low 

density were judged to be an inefficient and unproductive use of public lands. For instance, the 

National Taiwan University, a major landlord in this area, planned to construct new multi-storey 

apartments to accommodate more university professors (Tso, 2006). Other property owners, 

including government departments and state enterprises, also sold the public lands to property 

developers. This trend therefore accelerated the demolition of Japanese residences, resulted in 

the commodification of housing, and caused radical changes to the built environment in the 

neighbourhood. 
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The old inner city area near Taipei Main Station was another case that featured urban 

restructuring under neoliberal governance. The inner city was the political and commercial 

centre of Taipei but experienced a gradual decline due to the construction of a new financial 

centre in the east. Hence, in 1993, the city government promulgated the Taipei Main Station 

Special District Plan, hoping to reinvigorate this area with high-rise office buildings, shopping 

malls, boulevards, and open spaces. However, due to issues related to land acquisition, benefit 

sharing, and planning regulations, the project was delayed for more than two decades and 

underwent numerous modifications (S.-S. Chiang et al., 2010). During the years of deferral, 

experiences of heritage preservation and citizen participation became highly institutionalised 

and integrated into planning practices. Therefore, when the Taipei Main Station Plan was 

renamed as the ‘West Gateway Plan’ and relaunched in 2014, besides the inherent purposive-

rational planning for economic growth through neoliberal partnerships, the rhetoric of cultural 

heritage and public participation was also adopted in the project to legitimate the city 

government’s ambition. In this plan, the Taipei Main Station area was imagined as Taipei’s 

international entrance and a public transportation hub. The construction of the twin skyscrapers 

would become the new landmark of the city, and office buildings, convention centres, shopping 

malls, and luxury hotels would create more job opportunities and attract innovative and creative 

industries, thereby revitalising the old district. Moreover, cultural heritage was emphasised by 

the city government to promote Taipei’s urban history and multiculturalism. The North Gate—

the only city gate preserved in its original form—was placed in the centre of a newly constructed 

public square, and the surrounded colonial governmental buildings were grouped as a museum 

cluster. To give more space to the square and to improve local transportation, the Mitsui 

Warehouse—a historic building located northeast to the North Gate—was planned to be 

relocated. Lastly, the whole project was explained to and discussed with the public through 
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policy exhibitions, workshops, focus group panels, international conferences, and public 

hearings. 

 

This short review of planning ideology in Taipei indicates the continuation of colonial planning 

in the present time and the persistence of developmentalism despite the change in planning 

rhetoric and rationality. Colonial planning established the foundation of urban extension 

towards the east with an intentional neglect of the west (L.-S. Huang, 1995). The authoritarian 

and developmental state continued to use colonial planning regulations and masterplan, which 

adopted a purposive-rational model of planning for not only economic growth but also for 

political stability through the construction of a Chinese national identity. Under this view, 

Taipei was seen as a ‘temporary capital city during wartime’ located on the fringe of mainland 

China. Historical urban districts, such as the Dadaocheng area, were thus stigmatised as pre-

modern and economically stagnant without any historic significance, which could only be 

improved through demolition and reconstruction. Although the authoritarian state faced 

enormous challenges from the civil society during the 1980s, the processes of democratisation 

and liberalisation did not change the pro-growth nature of planning. Under the influence of 

globalisation, the neoliberal government hoped to accelerate urban restructuring and industrial 

upgrading through the strategies of privatisation, liberalisation, and deregulation (Y.-L. Chen, 

2005; Chou, 2005), thereby integrating the city into the global economic system and attaining 

the status of world and global cities (Chia-Huang Wang, 2003; J.-H. Wang, 2004). The 

properties in the Qingtian community and near the inner city area were thus condemned as 

inefficient and unproductive and could be more effectively used to enliven commercial 

activities and the real estate market through the privatisation of state-owned lands and the 

commodification of housing. After nearly thirty years of democratisation, both public 

participation and historic preservation were well institutionalised. By integrating the rhetoric 



 336 

of participation and heritage in the planning system, neoliberal planning can legitimate its 

actions by emphasising both the historical context and consensus building. In the newly 

proposed West Gateway Plan near the inner city, the construction of the twin towers and the 

making of the North Gate square were expected to contribute to the new image of the national 

entrance. I argue that although the vocabulary and rationality involved in planning, such as 

environmental improvement, land use efficiency, and historic preservation, may change over 

time, the underlying concepts of planning—or the ‘real rationality’, to use Flyvbjerg’s (1996) 

term—to achieve an imagined economic prosperity will remain persistent, reinforced, and 

legitimised through the use of new rhetoric. Table 7-1 illustrates and summarises the evolution 

of the state ideology of urban development in the three cases, in which gradual changes in 

planning practices defined urban problems with different discourses and led to various 

strategies and actions. 
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Table 7-1  

The State Ideology of Urban Development 

 

Source: Author. 

 

 Practice Discourse Action 

D
ad

ao
ch

en
g 

• Authoritarian and developmental state 
• Land use control:  

- zoning and floor area ratio  
- legal procedure in planning 
 

• Urban renewal of old neighbourhood 
• Stigmatisation of old neighbourhood: 

- physical deterioration 
- sanitary problem 
- economic recession 
- lack of infrastructure 

• Land expropriation and compensation 
• Implementation of road widening 
• Demolition and reconstruction 

 

Q
in

gt
ia

n 

• Authoritarian state leadership stricken  
by grassroots movements  

• Land use control and legal procedure 
• Neoliberal urban governance: 

- market-driven principles 
- public–private partnership 

• Urban restructuring through privatisation of 
state-owned land 

• Devaluation of Japanese residences: 
- inefficient and ineffective use of land 
- unsafe structures not suitable for living 

• Potential profits in the real estate market 

• Demolition of wooden houses 
• Commodification of housing 
• Emergence of high-rise apartments 

In
ne

r 
C

ity
 

• Institutionalising cultural heritage and public 
participation in planning system 

• Land use control and legal procedure 
• Neoliberal urban governance 

 

• Urban restructuring through flagship urban 
redevelopment projects 

• Constructing a new city image: 
- national entrance and gateway 
- innovative and creative economies  
- transportation hub 
- clusters of historical buildings 

• Construction of the twin towers 
• Improving traffic flow and new road shape 
• The North Gate Square 
• Relocation of the Mitsui Warehouse 
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7.1.2 The Alternative Discourse of Heritage Preservation 

The discourse of cultural heritage was derived from the response to the rapid urbanisation and 

economic growth of post-war Taiwan. Under the state ideology of development, much of the 

traditional built environment was destroyed and replaced by wide streets, high-rise buildings, 

and other public facilities at the expense of a place’s specific urban morphology, architectural 

typology, social relationships, and local cultures. Hence, a group of intellectuals and 

professionals concerned that the transformation of the physical environment would cause the 

erasure of collective memories and suggested historic preservation as an alternative discourse 

to balance the processes of urbanisation and modernisation. They argued that heritage 

preservation would contribute to the maintenance of social relationships and enhance people’s 

senses of belonging. Furthermore, the discourse of heritage also challenged the KMT regime’s 

monocentric cultural identity that centred on Chinese nationalism. Rather than identifying with 

the ‘remote and imagined motherland’ of China, the intellectuals and professionals argued that 

Taiwan was the place where they lived and to which they were attached. As a result, apart from 

Chinese historic monuments, aboriginal tribes, the buildings of ordinary people, and even 

colonial legacy were included in the categories of cultural heritage as a way to construct a 

Taiwan-centric, community-based, localised, and multicultural identity. The emergence of 

heritage discourse was also closely related to Taiwan’s democratisation process. In 1994, a 

cultural policy, the ‘Community Empowerment’ projects, was initiated, aiming at rebuilding 

social solidarity and fostering a new citizenship through community mobilisation and public 

participation (L.-L. Huang & Hsu, 2011). Under the support of government subsidies, 

community members were encouraged to rediscover the local history and culture, participate in 

public affairs, and propose strategies of environmental improvements with the aid and advice 

of planning professionals. In urban areas, such as Taipei, community empowerment projects 

were often merged with conservation movements, as ordinary people and community members 
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were organised and had the capacity to utilise heritage discourse as a way to resist unwanted 

urban developments and safeguard their living environments. 

 

In Dadaocheng, the urban conservation movement was initiated by a group of architects, 

historians, artists, and intellectuals, who reflected on the fast transformation of the built 

environment under economic development. Influenced by postmodern cultural critiques and 

thoughts of critical regionalism, the conservation activists worried about the disappearance of 

traditional urban spaces, familiar townscapes, and social activities, which were part of their 

childhood memories and important to the construction of a place identity and a sense of 

belonging (Yen, 2008). Therefore, when the widening project of Dihua Street was about to be 

implemented in 1988, they protested against the plan and revalued the historic significance of 

Dadaocheng. They argued that Dadaocheng was one of the earliest settlements in Taipei, where 

the shophouses and linear streets reflected the lifestyle and social order of the Chinese migrants 

and were later influenced by the rise of international trade and urban reform during colonial 

times, forming a distinct historical townscape (C.-J. Hsia, 1989; Yu, 1990). Apart from noticing 

the tangible heritage, the conservation activists also noticed the importance of the intangible 

heritage in Dadaocheng, such as the traditional industries based on the exchange of agricultural 

products, diverse cultural activities and religious ceremonies, and intimate social ties composed 

of family clans and business guilds. In sum, the conservation activists not only appreciated the 

historic and aesthetic value of traditional urban forms but also believed that Dadaocheng 

represented Taipei’s local identity and cultural distinctiveness in opposition to fast urban 

expansion and economic development. They thus advocated the preservation of the entire area 

of Dadaocheng, including historic buildings, small streets, traditional industries, and social 

relationships. However, urban conservation triggered serious debates among the local residents 

and shopkeepers, who were split into two groups. While a group of tenants supported historic 
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preservation because of the anxiety of dislocation during the street-widening construction, 

another group of landowners struggled to retain their property rights of development. Both 

groups did not care about the historic and aesthetic value of architectural heritage but expected 

economic reinvigoration, the improvement of their living quality, and the provision of public 

infrastructure (Yen, 2008). This indicates that the discourse of heritage preservation must 

negotiate and interact with the interests and demands of the pre-existing community. 

 

Compared to that in Dadaocheng, the conservation movement in the Qingtian Street 

neighbourhood took place in a similar yet different context. A group of community members 

initiated the conservation movement in 2003, when they became aware of the potential threats 

to the peaceful and comfortable living environment composed of tall trees, old houses, and 

small lanes posed by the rise of new apartments through demolition and reconstruction (L.-L. 

Huang, 2008; Tso, 2006). They quickly organised themselves into a group and thought about 

how to resist this unwanted development and fight for the protection of old trees and urban 

liveability. However, they soon realised that it was impossible to prevent the trees from being 

cut off if they did not preserve the Japanese houses and the attached gardens where the trees 

were rooted. Under the guidance and assistance of university professors and through the support 

of the community empowerment projects, the conservation movement turned from the 

protection of old trees to the protection of old houses. Residents started to collect historic 

evidence and oral histories, so that they could prove the value of the old residences to meet the 

standard of cultural heritage. They argued that these traditional Japanese wooden residences 

and the rectangular street layout were reminiscent of modern planning concepts during the 

colonial period, which was an important phase in Taipei’s history of urban development. 

University professors from Japan and mainland China who had resided in the houses made great 

contributions to the development of higher education and academic research in Taiwan. 
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Furthermore, as the old houses and the gardens provided the habitats for many species of birds 

and insects, they were important to the maintenance of biodiversity in the urban environment. 

Through this process, the residents gained a new understanding and interpretation of the 

colonial history. The old houses and trees were no longer external physical objects but 

important elements for the construction of people’s subjective place attachment. The negative 

meanings involved in the colonial history became detached from the built environment, and 

new and positive meanings relating to the urban environment and living quality were produced. 

Therefore, the residents advocated for the designation of the Japanese residences as cultural 

heritage and the conservation of the whole neighbourhood to restrict further reconstruction 

projects. 

 

In the inner city, the conservation movement was initiated by a group of people with various 

backgrounds and occupations but with a common interest in cultural heritage. When they 

learned that the Mitsui Warehouse, a listed historic building, was to be relocated in the West 

Gateway Plan, they quickly reacted to this decision and requested for the preservation of the 

warehouse in its original location. First, they argued that transportation planning should respect 

the already existing heritage sites in the city and that human-oriented public transportation 

should prevail over the vehicle-oriented road-widening project. Second, they believed that the 

significance of the warehouse was the location of the building, which was strong evidence of 

Taipei’s urban transformation under colonial planning from a river port city to one that mainly 

relied on land transportation and the railway system. If the warehouse was to be displaced, the 

relational position and the urban scales between the warehouse and its surroundings would also 

be changed. Third, they disagreed with the hierarchical differentiation of cultural heritage, as 

the North Gate—a symbol of Chinese nationalism—was prioritised, but the Mitsui 

Warehouse—a symbol of Japanese colonisation—was subjugated. To retain the juxtaposition 
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of buildings of different types from different time periods in the inner city, historic preservation 

should respect and represent the historical evolution rather than spotlight one specific moment. 

The coexistence of the North Gate and the Mitsui Warehouse with other governmental buildings 

would remind people to reflect on the political and economic exploitation of the colonial past 

and appreciate the uneasy achievements of democratisation and the freedom of the present. 

Therefore, the conservation activists advocated for not only the preservation of the Mitsui 

Warehouse at its original site but also the urban conservation of the entire inner city area. They 

successfully increased public awareness of this incident through social media, walking tours, 

and lectures. They also actively participated in workshops and public hearings and tried to 

communicate their arguments with the planning agency and policymakers. 

 

The three cases show how the civil society, including professionals as well as ordinary citizens, 

has the capacity to articulate their imaginations of urban life and produce an alternative 

discourse in contrast to the state ideology of economic growth and urban development. This 

alternative discourse is grounded on the everyday spatial practices of local actors who hope to 

maintain their original ways of living, collective memories, social relationships, and place 

identities, thus refusing land exploitation and the construction of high-rise buildings as the only 

narrative of their future. Moreover, through the conservation movements, a Taiwan-centric 

cultural identity is forming. People no longer nostalgically consider Chinese nationalism as the 

only emotional belonging; rather, they associate themselves with the places where they 

currently dwell and work. Further, the heterogeneous material elements of the physical 

environment are used for the formation of their place identities. They thus transform the items 

of the ‘otherness’, i.e. buildings and spaces constructed by other people, to confirm the 

existence of the ‘self’. Hence, the Taiwan-centric cultural identity is hybrid and multiple: it 

does not deny the influence of Chinese culture, but it simultaneously recognises and tolerates 
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the diverse cultural contents of Taiwan, including those of the Japanese colonial legacy. 

Likewise, area-based urban conservation, instead of the preservation of single-site monuments, 

is advocated by conservation activists and community groups because the protection of the built 

environment is beneficial to the maintenance and continuation of everyday spatial practices, 

the established routines and habits, and the social ties of the pre-existing communities. However, 

there are hidden contradictions within the experiences of conservation movements in Taiwan. 

First, although ordinary people and community members can now initiate heritage preservation 

through the support of the community empowerment policy, they often care more about issues 

relating to the improvement of the living environment, the quality of life, or the revitalisation 

of the local economy rather than about historic significance and aesthetic values. Hence, 

cultural heritage might be instrumentalised by various actors to fulfil different purposes that 

might have little to do with the commemoration of history. Conversely, the evaluation of 

cultural heritage based on historical facts and aesthetic values might become a knowledge 

controlled by the government and professionals, but these meanings and standards might not 

correspond with the local people’s interests and demands. Second, while the community 

empowerment projects encourage the residents to rediscover the local history and participate in 

neighbourhood affairs, the community initiatives sponsored by the city government may 

conversely oppose other urban redevelopment plans. Conventional top-down planning practices 

and bottom-up approaches remain unconnected, thereby causing tensions and conflicts between 

different interest groups and the city government. Table 7-2 illustrates the heritage discourses 

in the three case studies, indicating a gradual enrichment and diversification of the cultural 

heritage in Taiwan to form a hybrid postcolonial cultural identity. 
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Table 7-2  

The Alternative Discourse of Heritage Preservation 

 
Source: Author. 

 Practice Discourse Action 

D
ad
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ch
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• Search of a local identity and sense of 
belonging (conservation activists) 

• Traditional wholesale business  
(shopkeepers and tenants) 

• Potential profit from land speculation  
(property owners) 

• Reflection on fast urban development 
• Historic value: 

- architectural typology 
- urban morphology 
- traditional industries 

• Economic revitalisation 

• Historic preservation of the entire area 
• Continuation of social relationship and civic 

activities 
 

Q
in

gt
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• Everyday living and walking in the 
neighbourhood 

• Appreciating the good living quality 

• Urban liveability 
• Ecological sustainability 
• Historic value: 

- former residences of university professors 
- history of urban development 
- history of higher education 

• Designation of cultural heritage 
• Urban conservation and  

restrictions on reconstruction 
 

In
ne

r 
C

ity
 

• Common interest in history and  
cultural heritage 

• Safeguard of potential sites with heritage 
values under threats of urban renewal 

• Transportation planning versus  
heritage preservation 

• Historic authenticity 
• Historic value: 

- history of urban development 
- reflection on colonial exploitation 
- accumulation of historical layers 

• On-site preservation of the warehouse 
• Urban conservation of the inner city area 
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7.1.3 Policy Innovation for Heritage Preservation  

While the state ideology of urban development and the alternative discourse of heritage 

preservation remained conflictive, through the processes of interaction and negotiation, 

different actors adopted and appropriated the statements of the opposite groups to defend their 

own arguments and persuade others. This led to the formation of discourse coalition, through 

which the dispute resulted in compromises, if not solutions, and a hybrid postcolonial identity 

was built. 

 

In Dadaocheng, the city government changed its attitude towards the widening project because 

of two reasons. On the one hand, with Taiwan’s gradual integration into the global economic 

system, Taipei was no longer defined as the ‘temporary capital city during wartime’ but the 

political, economic, and cultural centre of Taiwan, which represented and connected the island 

to the world. This meant that the city government needed a new cultural discourse and policy 

through the preservation of cultural heritage for the reconstruction of a new city image that 

could fit into the age of globalisation (Chih-Hung Wang, 2003). On the other hand, the 

municipality in the democratic transition was aware of the importance of grassroots support, 

which may contribute to the extension and consolidation of its political power. As an urban 

conservation movement was regarded as less politically radical than other social movements 

and did not directly threaten the legitimacy of the city government, politicians and policymakers 

were more likely and willing to respond to the request of heritage preservation (Yen, 2008). 

However, as the municipality did not have sufficient regulations and a clear policy for large-

scale urban conservation at the time, it had to look for policy innovation and experimentation. 

As the ‘fossilisation’ of physical buildings in heritage designation would cause massive 

resistance from property owners, it was not possible to list every building in this area as a 

historic building. Correspondingly, if only a few individual buildings were protected and the 
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rest of the area was reconstructed with high-rises, the historical townscape and distinctive local 

characteristics could not be preserved. Consequently, the city government applied the article of 

the ‘special district plan’ in the Urban Planning Act, which provided a legal source to demarcate 

a conservation zone, and introduced the Transfer of Development Right (TDR) system to 

compensate property owners and encourage the renovation of old houses. Moreover, the 

conservation activists realised that historic preservation must match the local people’s 

expectations of economic revitalisation. They thus organised the Lunar New Year Festival, 

which attracted numerous visitors and enlivened local commercial activities. This showed that 

heritage preservation was not contradictory to economic development; rather, the two could 

complement each other in an alternative way, thereby sustaining traditional business and 

everyday practices. Therefore, the discourses of urban redevelopment, economic revitalisation, 

and heritage preservation can be merged to meet the demands of multiple actors. 

 

As the Cultural Heritage Preservation Act was amended several times, the number of heritage 

categories was increased; further, individuals and community organisations gained the right to 

report potential heritage sites and thus directly participate in the process of heritage preservation. 

Moreover, through the implementation of the community empowerment projects, the residents 

were equipped with the knowledge and experiences of community mobilisation and public 

participation under the assistance of planning professionals. People learned how to observe the 

living environment, discover the local history and stories, discuss communal affairs, and 

propose possible solutions. The conservation movement in the Qingtian Street neighbourhood 

was one of the best examples that illustrated the combination of the two processes. During the 

late 1990s and early 2000s, the city government generally gave full support to community-

initiated conservation movements to establish a pattern of negotiation among stakeholders and 

public–private coalitions (Liu, 2013). Therefore, the city government declared that state-owned 
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properties should take a lead in heritage preservation and be primarily protected. Likewise, the 

‘special district plan’, which was employed in the Dadaocheng case, was again utilised to 

enforce land use control, restrict the height of new buildings, and maintain the historical 

townscape for urban conservation. However, upon facing numerous requests for historic 

preservation from the civil society, the city government became worried that cultural heritage 

would be misused or instrumentalised as a tool to oppose against urban redevelopment. Urban 

conservation movements were often advocated by a small group of people for certain purposes, 

especially to oppose not-in-my-backyard (NIMBY) facilities and development plans, but these 

movements were not necessarily related to the commemoration of or reflection on history itself. 

Hence, the city government had to establish standardised principles and a legal procedure for 

the assessment of historic value based on historical evidence and facts, thereby forming a 

cultural policy that guided the direction of heritage preservation. In the Qingtian Street case, 

the Japanese residences and colonial history were defined as ‘negative lessons’, which needed 

to be carefully handled and not over-romanticised (Tso, 2006). For this reason, not every old 

house could be qualified as a monument or historic building, and the historical sites were named 

after the professors from mainland China after the war rather than the Japanese professors who 

built the houses (Matsuda, 2016). Although the community members endeavoured to prove the 

value of the Japanese residences in terms of their historic, aesthetic, and ecological significance, 

the city government intended to impose a cultural policy over the built environment by 

selectively remembering the past. 

 

In the inner city area, we further observe how heritage preservation and public participation, 

which were officially institutionalised, may conversely constrain the dynamic of grassroots 

movements. In the West Gateway Plan, cultural heritage and public participation were all 

integrated in the flagship urban redevelopment project near Taipei Main Station. The 
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municipality intended to preserve the North Gate and surrounding historical buildings as a 

cluster of museums. Moreover, through numerous workshops, focus group panels, conferences, 

and public hearings, the city government tried to justify its rationale and legitimacy. However, 

there still existed differences between the interpretations of history by the city government and 

the conservation activists. While the city government placed the North Gate in the centre of the 

public square and relegated the other colonial buildings as a scenic background to support the 

‘main stage’, the conservation activists argued that all heritage sites, regardless of their year of 

construction, architectural styles, sizes, and functions, should be treated equally. The 

hierarchical comparison of cultural heritage suggested that the ideology of revering Chinese 

cultural traditions still latently existed in the minds of many policymakers. However, unlike the 

KMT regime that upheld Chinese nationalism mainly for political purposes in the past, the city 

government favoured this idea because it could be practically utilised to exclude alternative 

discourses of cultural diversity and to legitimise the city’s ambition of urban redevelopment 

and economic revitalisation. The municipality also supplemented its argument by referring to 

UNESCO documents, emphasising that the minor adjustment of location would not change the 

urban context but would facilitate urban regeneration. Although the conservation activists 

recognised the urgent need of traffic improvement in this project and actively searched for 

alternative proposals, the bureaucratic government rebuked the alternative proposals by using 

the analysis of transportation data conducted by technocratic professionals who emphasised on 

rationality and efficiency. When the debate was focused on the representation of urban history 

and the technical problems of transportation planning, capitalist accumulation as the driving 

motivation of urban redevelopment was not discussed or questioned. While the conservation 

activists requested historical authenticity and on-site heritage preservation, their arguments 

based on historical facts and a reflection of the colonial past were disconnected from the local 

people’s anticipation of economic revitalisation. As a result, they lost extensive support from 
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the public. Meanwhile, by defining the dispute as a purely ‘cultural’ issue, the city government 

cautiously avoided criticism of its intention to maximise land profits through large-scale urban 

redevelopment, which was an obsolete concept inherited from the developmental state without 

alteration.  

 

In the debate over urban development and heritage preservation, the state ideology of economic 

growth has changed from a simple purposive-rational model to neoliberal governance flanked 

by historic preservation and public participation, whereas the alternative discourse from below 

has reflected on urban development and regarded the traditional urban built environment as an 

important component to the construction of a local identity. As the legitimacy of the party-state 

was challenged by robust social movements, the city government in transition had to respond 

to the grassroots voices and community demands. Likewise, when the construction of Chinese 

nationalism in Taiwan was not valid anymore, it was necessary to reconstruct a new national 

identity through cultural heritage preservation. Through policy innovation and a flexible 

utilisation of the regulations, the city government could thus resolve the conflicts between 

conventional planning practices and the everyday life of citizens. For instance, the TDR system 

was extensively applied to protect property rights and compensate private landowners. The 

‘special district plan’ in the Urban Planning Act was employed to supplement the insufficiency 

of the Cultural Heritage Preservation Act by imposing land use control and building restrictions.  

 

After the institutionalisation of both cultural heritage and community empowerment, the city 

government established a fixed legal procedure to encourage community initiatives and 

facilitate urban conservation. During this time, experiences of public mobilisation were aligned 

with the demands of heritage preservation, resulting in a fast increase of the number of listed 

monuments and historic buildings, many of which were the everyday urban spaces of ordinary 
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people, as well as the remaining Japanese colonial buildings in the neighbourhoods. However, 

despite the progress in planning practices, the inherent paradox existing within bottom-up urban 

conservation and neoliberal urban governance emerged: the community empowerment projects 

sponsored by the government often became the major obstacles and sources of opposition of 

the urban redevelopment projects. Hence, the city government also had to regain its control 

over cultural policy and heritage preservation through a fair and standardised evaluation of 

cultural heritage based on the rational elaboration of historical evidence by a certified third 

party, the cultural heritage committee. Since the evaluation of cultural heritage is conducted 

case by case, the experience is not transferable. Policy learning from past experiences may 

contribute to historic preservation in the next case, but it does not guarantee the same outcome. 

For instance, the experience of the ‘historic preservation plan’ in Dadaocheng was successfully 

applied to the Qingtian Street neighbourhood but failed to be reproduced in the inner city area. 

Decision making over heritage preservation and urban conservation depends on various 

complex factors, including the state ideology of economic growth, the formation of a cultural 

identity, the willingness of property owners, and the activism of citizen groups. Heritage 

preservation in Taipei is thus contingently done rather than systematically implemented. 

 

In addition, the more cultural heritage and public participation are integrated into the neoliberal 

planning apparatus, the more the city government can justify its rationales and try to influence 

the results of the heritage evaluation through a lawfully acknowledged procedure. Once the 

evaluation and designation of cultural heritage, like urban planning, become a technocratic 

profession, only the people who possess the ‘knowledge’ of heritage have the right to define 

what is worthy of remembrance and what ought to be forgotten (Yeoh & Huang, 1996). When 

conservation activist groups use professional language to attain historic preservation, they often 

fail to acquire the wider public support from the local actors, who care more about the 
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continuation of their livelihood and place experiences. Under the fragmented, contingent mode 

of urban governance, we see how a hybrid postcolonial identity in Taiwan is forming. The state-

led ideology of economic growth and the pursuit of modernity coexist in parallel to the 

grassroots movements of heritage preservation, which collectively and selectively represent the 

multiple and complicated histories of Taiwan at various sites. Through this strategy, the diverse 

imaginations of the urban future and multiple demands of stakeholders can be simultaneously 

fulfilled and satisfied. 
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7.2 Cultural Representation of Heritage through the Creative Economy 

7.2.1 The Ideology of Culture-Led Urban Regeneration 

In the previous phases, significant effort was dedicated to the institutionalisation of cultural 

heritage, so that a standard procedure of historic evaluation, land use conversion, and 

compensation to private owners could be established. Likewise, the collaboration between 

community empowerment projects and cultural heritage preservation also resulted in the 

proliferation and enrichment of heritage sites. However, after a period of the mass designation 

of historic buildings, new problems concerning the adaptive reuse of these buildings and issues 

of urban regeneration emerged. These problems can be regarded as the results of uneven 

developments due to the fast urban expansion in the past. Since the old buildings were devalued 

and despised, most property owners ceased to maintain and renovate these buildings as they 

believed that demolition and reconstruction would be the only option. Hence, when these 

buildings were listed as cultural heritage, they had already been abandoned for years without 

proper care. Furthermore, these monuments and historic buildings were dispersed in the old 

districts of Taipei, raising not only the problem of the physical deterioration of the structures 

but also the issues of inadequate public infrastructure and a continuous economic recession. In 

other words, besides the regular practice of the evaluation and designation of cultural heritage, 

the city government must think of how to initiate new urban policies that may facilitate the 

protection and reuse of these sites, which may even contribute to the revitalisation of the local 

economy at the neighbourhood level. 

 

Heritage policy, such as that involving the adaptive reuse of a single building or the urban 

regeneration of a historic area, emerged in the context of Taiwan’s economic transition and was 

embedded in Taipei’s neoliberal governance. On the one hand, the outflow of the export-

oriented manufacturing industries accelerated the pace of the transition from labour-intensive 
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to knowledge-based, technology-innovative, and culture-creative industries in Taipei (N. H.-H. 

Chen, 2006; Hsu, 2011). On the other hand, the city government continued its past experiences 

of interfering with and guiding policy initiatives and encouraged public–private partnership, 

international expertise exchange, and best-practice learning in the ever-intensifying and 

interconnected global networks (Kong et al., 2006; C.-Y. Lin, 2016). In the process of economic 

restructuring, cultural heritage could contribute not only to the formation of a Taiwan-centric 

identity of multiculturalism—which would mainly serve to cultivate domestic solidarity—but 

also to the enhancement of Taiwan’s economic competitiveness, the marketing of city image, 

the upgrading of traditional industries, and the promotion of cultural tourism—which would 

help to put the island on the international stage (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2002). 

Therefore, the city government started to renovate public unused properties and convert them 

into artistic and cultural amenities, including museums, art galleries, independent cinemas, 

music venues, small theatres, and artists’ villages (H.-C. Chen, 2005; Ng, 2015). Later, to 

relieve the burden of the municipal budget, the city government also encouraged private 

companies and investors to participate in the rehabilitation of heritage sites. The reuse functions 

were no longer confined to art-related activities or industries, thereby granting more flexibility 

and opportunities to the adaptive reuse of historic buildings. Moreover, the city government 

initiated the creative city policy to support the incubation of the cultural and creative industries, 

which was regarded as a way to not only reuse vacant properties but also create the city’s unique 

style and characteristics, diversify cultural activities and art festivals, attract more international 

talents and investments, improve the quality of urban life, and ultimately revitalise the local 

economy. The features of the old urban neighbourhoods, such as the rich historical and cultural 

contexts, traditional craftsmanship and industries, diverse and mixed land use, and intimate 

social ties and network, were regarded as suitable for the development of the new creative 

industries (Department of Cultural Affairs, 2015; Taipei City Urban Regeneration Office, 
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2013b). Start-up firms and creative workers could more easily obtain the required resources 

and gain inspiration from the traditional industries and more flexibly appropriate the urban 

spaces in accordance with their demands. In sum, cultural heritage was utilised not only for the 

construction of a new national identity, but also as pivotal assets to attain an economic 

upgrading and a prosperous future. 

 

In Dadaocheng, although the practice of the TDR enabled the preservation and restoration of 

old buildings, the traditional industries continued to decline because of the rise of e-commerce 

and the change of consumption behaviour. Many landowners left their properties unused after 

receiving compensation, and numerous traditional shops were shut down or relocated. To 

revitalise the Dadaocheng area, the city government initiated the Urban Regeneration Station 

(URS) programme in 2010. In the URS programme, the city government emphasised how the 

cultural and creative economy could contribute to economic revitalisation, cultural 

representation, and public participation. In terms of economic revitalisation, the city 

government released unused spaces and houses for start-up companies and creative workers. It 

was anticipated that these creative practitioners would introduce new ideas and commercial 

activities into the old neighbourhood, thereby leading to the upgrade of the local traditional 

industries and facilitating a positive economic circulation, spreading from one single point to 

form a creative cluster (Chiu, 2014). In terms of cultural representation, creative and artistic 

workers were encouraged to search for ideas and inspirations from the local history and 

traditional industries and turn these ideas into artistic production and action plans, thereby 

enhancing the representation and continuation of the local culture. Lastly, in terms of public 

participation, the URS sites served as a platform for public participation and collaboration 

among different actors, including individuals and organisations, local inhabitants, traditional 

shopkeepers, experts, and professionals, altogether envisioning a collective future of the 
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neighbourhood through experience sharing and knowledge exchange (C.-C. Lin, 2013). In 

practice, the URS operators and the creative workers who followed their footsteps actively 

assimilated and incorporated the local history, traditional industries, and cultural elements into 

their artistic productions and new business modes through product design, exhibitions, the 

performing arts, and themed restaurants and cafes. Besides, they held numerous workshops, 

guided tours, lectures, and cultural festivals, hoping to evoke people’s interest in and 

understanding of this area through personal experience and immersion in the historical 

atmosphere. Through the URS programme, Dadaocheng has become a popular tourist attraction 

that represents Taipei’s old faces with new meanings, which was promoted and advertised by 

the city government.  

 

In the Qingtian Street neighbourhood, the emergence of the creative industry took place in a 

different context but led to similar outcomes. Although the Japanese residences escaped the fate 

of demolition, they could not escape further physical deterioration due to the deficit of financial 

resources and the lack of a renovation plan. Vacant houses and weed-grown gardens were a 

possible cause for environmental and safety concerns. Under this circumstance, the public–

private partnership based on the neoliberal planning for infrastructure provision was applied to 

heritage preservation through the Rehabilitation–Operate–Transfer (ROT) model. Through the 

introduction of private investment, it was anticipated that the cultural heritage could obtain 

proper renovation and maintenance in a time of government austerity. The private companies 

or organisations had to bear the costs of rehabilitating and operating the old houses and pay rent 

and taxes according to the regulations. They also had to propose an adaptive reuse plan that 

would be examined and permitted by the cultural heritage committee. Under this framework, 

how to create reliable and sustainable revenue that could at least maintain basic operation costs 

—if not able to profit from it—became the greatest concern to many private investors. As a 
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result, many of the old houses were turned into restaurants, art galleries, tea houses, boutique 

shops, and exhibition halls of private collections. Furthermore, because many of the Japanese 

houses had cultural heritage status, the operators were requested by the city government that 

the intended reuse purposes should be related to the history of the old houses or to the cultural 

and creative industries more generally. Hence, the cultural activities and educational 

programmes held in the old houses often offered the opportunity for guests to visit the interior 

spaces and gardens of the houses, introduced historical figures and their stories, and presented 

Taiwanese culture during the Japanese colonial period. As the ROT model was recognised as a 

successful method of heritage preservation, the city government later turned it into a city-wide 

policy, the ‘Old House Movement’ programme, by granting tax incentives and reuse permits. 

Through this programme, the city government could accelerate its pace of heritage 

rehabilitation and adaptive reuse. Meanwhile, the ‘new’ places could create a unique lifestyle 

and improve the quality of taste in the city, so that heritage preservation and cultural creativity 

could become a common sense welcomed and practised by all citizens (Department of Cultural 

Affairs, 2008, 2015). This also corresponded to Taipei’s long-term prospect of constructing a 

creative city for economic upgrading and city image branding. 

 

In the inner city area, there was less discussion concerning the reuse of cultural heritage, since 

most of the government buildings retained their original uses and others were converted into 

museums open to the public. Yet, we can still observe the municipality’s intention of using 

cultural heritage to facilitate urban regeneration and economic revitalisation. For instance, after 

the completion of the North Gate Square, the city government held many large-scale events on 

this site, including the Taipei Lantern Festival and the Nuit Blanche Taipei art event. These 

cultural events were expected to promote city marketing and stimulate the nearby commercial 

districts with a new pulse. Moreover, the Mitsui Warehouse was transformed into a tourist 



 357 

information centre after relocation and restoration, displaying the city’s history of urban 

development in the house. Furthermore, in the West Gateway Plan, at least three skyscrapers 

will be built, which will be used as office towers, luxury hotels, convention centres, shopping 

malls, and incubation hubs for creative and innovative industries. The city government tried to 

mediate the visual contrast between the high-rises and the historical buildings in the area by 

formulating a set of urban design principles. It was clearly demonstrated that cultural heritage 

was utilised not only for the commemoration of the past but also for the attainment of a better 

future, whether it is through urban regeneration, economic upgrading, or cultural tourism (A. 

C. Pratt, 2011; A. C. Pratt & Hutton, 2013). 

 

The policies of adaptive reuse and urban regeneration in Taipei indicate that Taipei’s strategies 

of developing cultural and creative industries have multiple purposes besides heritage 

preservation, such as economic revitalisation, industrial upgrading, and city image branding. 

This indicates that policymaking processes often follow a path-dependent pattern and are 

embedded in an interventionist tradition as the city government plays a role in guiding and 

initiating policy directions through the translation, adaptation, and re-interpretation of 

international urban theories and practices (Kong et al., 2006; C.-Y. Lin, 2016; W.-I. Lin, 2015). 

Under the framework of neoliberal governance and urban entrepreneurship, the task of heritage 

preservation and maintenance is handed down by the municipality to the private sector, 

including artistic and creative workers, community organisations, start-up companies, or large 

enterprises. To facilitate public–private partnership and encourage private investment in urban 

regeneration, the city government relaxes land use control and offers tax incentives and awards, 

hoping to accelerate the process of the renovation and adaptive reuse of historical buildings. As 

a result, following the capitalist market rules, many heritage sites are turned into commercially 

oriented places, which fulfil the needs of leisure and consumption in the city.  
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Furthermore, the process of policy learning is not a simple action of ‘copy and paste’; rather, 

the content of the policy will mutate and be altered to fit into the specific context of a locale. In 

Taipei, the city government justifies its creative city policy by emphasising that the traditional 

culture and local history are the basis of the cultural and creative economy. New activities and 

businesses at the heritage sites often stress their connections with the historical backgrounds 

through storytelling, artistic exhibitions, and commodity design, in which cultural elements and 

symbols are appropriated, represented, and visualised in a figurative way, thereby linking the 

past to the present. Nevertheless, the primary intention of such cultural representations is to 

generate sufficient financial return to support the maintenance and operation of heritage 

preservation. Hence, cultural activities and art festivals often highlight the ‘bright side’ of 

history, such as the economic prosperity and cultural productivity of the past, while the negative 

sides of history, especially those involving in colonial exploitation and oppression, are 

intentionally forgotten. I argue that this is because visitors tend to accept a neutral, de-

politicised, and undogmatic narration of history that avoids reminding them unpleasant 

memories and historical trauma (Yen, 2006). A beautified and packaged history seems more 

appealing and attractive to the public without the risk of triggering disputes and antagonism 

among various political and ethnic groups. This situation is acknowledged by a member of the 

cultural heritage committee in the following observation: 

From our [cultural heritage committee’s] perspective, we know that each 
building has its own history and that heritage preservation should represent 
that specific period of time. This should be the highest principle to follow 
[in the practice of adaptive reuse]. … However, to a certain extent, 
[adaptive reuse] in Taiwan is still at the initial phase, satisfied with merely 
‘finding a reuse purpose’. And then, reuse for what? What could make the 
[heritage site] alive? [As restaurants or cafés]. (interview held on 22 July 
2020) 

On the one hand, this inclination for the economic use of heritage can be a result of the 

commercialisation of urban spaces under neoliberal urban governance. On the other hand, I 

argue, perhaps more critically, that this process is involved in the greater project of de-
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colonisation begun since the post-war period. While in the past, the state dominated the removal 

of colonial legacy and the erasure of colonial memories from the physical built environment, 

traces of Japanese nationalism are now becoming detached from the colonial buildings and 

urban spaces through the cultural activities and new use functions proposed by the private sector, 

thereby infusing new symbolic meanings into these heritage sites. Table 7-3 summarises how 

the city government endeavours to renovate and reuse heritage sites through the cultural and 

creative industries.  
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Table 7-3  

The State Ideology of Cultural Creativity 

 

 
Source: Author.

 Practice Discourse Action 

D
ad

ao
ch

en
g 

• Economic restructuring: 
- development of technology-innovative and  
- cultural-creative industries 
- policy learning from global ‘best practices’ 
- city-image branding and marketing 

• Neoliberal planning: 
- facilitation of public–private partnership 
- prioritising market rules 
- path-dependant interventions 

• Problem defined: 
- vacant and unused properties 
- continuous economic recession 

• The ‘creative city’ policy: 
- economic revitalisation 
- industrial upgrading 
- representing cultural features 
- enhancing public participation 

• The URS programme: 
- workshop, exhibition, and performances 
- fashion design, coffee shop, and handcraft 
- cultural festivals, holiday market, and  
- guided-tours 

• Emergence of a creative cluster 
 

Q
in

gt
ia

n 

• Economic restructuring (ditto.) 
• Neoliberal planning (ditto.) 

 

• Problem defined: 
- deterioration of heritage 
- lack of national budget 

• Adaptive reuse of historic buildings: 
- incorporating cultural creative economy 
- adopting the ROT model 

• Open tendering and lease of historic 
buildings 

• Commercial activities: restaurants, coffee 
shops, art galleries, and exhibition venues 

• Cultural activities: guided-tours, workshops, 
and educational programmes 

In
ne

r 
C

ity
 • Economic restructuring (ditto.) 

• Neoliberal planning (ditto.) 
 

• Revitalising old inner city centre through 
cultural tourism  
 

• Large-scale cultural festivals near  
the North Gate: 
- Lantern Festival 
- Nuit Blanche Taipei 

• The Mitsui Warehouse reused as tourist 
information centre 
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7.2.2 The Alternative Discourse of Cultural Representation 

While the creative city becomes a dominant rhetoric in urban redevelopment, some problems 

of the new ideology also emerge: the precarious working conditions of creative workers (Vivant, 

2013); the assumption of a universally valid policy package that neglects local distinctions and 

contexts (Peck, 2005; A. C. Pratt, 2010); the lack of causal evidence to prove the effectiveness 

of the hypothesis on economic revitalisation (Comunian, 2010; Krätke, 2010); and the risks of 

accelerating processes of social polarisation and gentrification (Chiu, 2014; González & 

Guadiana, 2013). In Taipei, similar problems have been observed and experienced by the local 

residents and shopkeepers, who question whether the creative city approach could eventually 

improve the local economy, enhance a place-based cultural identity, and facilitate public 

participation in the decision-making process. While local actors remain doubtful and uncertain 

about the creative city policy, these planning ‘beneficiaries’ also have the capacity to generate 

alternative discourses that may challenge the mainstream practices of adaptive reuse and urban 

regeneration. These alternative discourses can be seen as a follow-up of the urban conservation 

movements in the previous phase, which are derived from the practices of everyday life. 

Although the physical built environment and historical buildings are preserved, the local people 

are concerned that the new reuse purposes and commercial activities would be harmful to the 

values that they uphold, such as a good living quality, economic sustainability, a collective 

community identity, and the pre-existing social relationships. Moreover, they also express their 

concerns about the cultural and creative industries. While cultural symbols and heritage spaces 

are highly commercialised, these cultural activities are also disconnected from the local 

people’s everyday lives. They thus felt distant and alienated from the historic sites. Drawing on 

the past experiences of urban conservation movements and community empowerment projects, 

the local actors can be mobilised again to safeguard and improve their living environments. 

They learn how to apply tactically for government subsidies and programmes, utilising these 
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human and financial resources for community initiatives and actions. This does not mean that 

they completely reject the urban policies; rather, they selectively accept, cooperate with, and 

compromise with the city government and different actors in the neighbourhood to achieve their 

requests and demands. Through this process, cultural heritage is repeatedly contested, 

interpreted, and negotiated to construct a localised yet hybrid identity. 

 

In Dadaocheng, some problems emerged after the implementation of the creative city policy. 

Traditional wholesalers doubted whether the increase of visitors could generate reliable 

financial returns and complained about the rise of rent due to the spread of the ‘creative’ new 

shops. They also showed little interest in the cultural activities and artistic exhibitions, which 

were beyond their understanding and disconnected from the daily practice of running a business 

(Chiu, 2014). Likewise, they thought that the cultural activities and festivals were designed for 

visitors, not for them. As a result, the participation mandate in the creative city policy not only 

failed to enhance community solidarity and cohesion but also created tension between the ‘old-

timers’ and the ‘newcomers’. This tension, however, was equally unbeneficial to the execution 

and operation of the creative industries. A group of creative practitioners and a group of 

traditional wholesalers, who were mostly from the second generation of the local people, thus 

eagerly sought alternative discourses to neighbourhood redevelopment. First, they argued that 

economic revitalisation cannot solely depend on the ‘invasion’ of the creative industries. The 

upgrading and transformation of the traditional businesses that had long been rooted in the 

Dadaocheng area were more critical. Traditional shopkeepers could learn from the creative 

industry in areas such as innovative business management, marketing and advertising, and 

product design and packaging, thereby polishing the old shops and enlarging the target 

customers. Second, they criticised that the use of cultural elements and symbols in commodity 

development, exhibitions, and performances was too superficial to facilitate an understanding 
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of the past. They thus redefined culture as the accumulation of the everyday practices of 

working and living, as well as the skills and know-how of each specialised profession, which 

must be properly inherited by and transmitted to the younger generation. Lastly, they believed 

that the cultivation of an intimate friendship among different actors should take place prior to 

the implementation of any intervention or changes. Only through mutual trust and 

understanding can both the old and new members in the neighbourhood collaboratively carry 

out projects that meet their interests and demands. Therefore, through government-sponsored, 

small-scale programmes, such as the community empowerment projects and the community 

documentary film programme, the local residents and shopkeepers started to mobilise and 

discuss neighbourhood affairs. They also founded a new community organisation and met 

regularly to facilitate experience sharing, information exchange, and a strategic alliance 

between the old and new shops. The case in Dadaocheng demonstrates that the local people, 

traditional wholesalers, and creative shopkeepers are not passive recipients of the creative city 

policy. Instead of silently suffering from the negative influences, they know how to adopt some 

aspects of the creative discourse selectively and flexibly to continue and extend their everyday 

life through the process of constant reflection, experimentation, and adaptation. Moreover, 

while self-organised community initiatives are sponsored and supported by the city government, 

these alternative movements may conversely challenge government intervention and policy 

implementation. 

 

In the Qingtian Street neighbourhood, the residents complained about the negative impacts of 

the living environment after some of the houses were reused as profit-oriented commercial 

places (Matsuda, 2016). They argued that the increasing flows of visitors and vehicles 

interrupted the originally peaceful living quality and that some of the reuse purposes, such as a 

restaurant, increased the risk of fire and environmental pollution. Furthermore, they contended 
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that the current reuse strategies led to the privatisation and commodification of the cultural 

heritage. These newly emergent places in the neighbourhood, such as tea houses, art galleries, 

and souvenir shops, were not places that the residents would visit in their daily life. They thus 

felt alienated and disconnected from the historic buildings. Lastly, they criticised the lack of 

public participation in the ROT process. Residents were not informed of who the potential 

operators were and what their intentions would be, nor could they express their opinions or 

discuss this matter with the property owners, the city government, and the private sector. As a 

result, they appealed to the city government by questioning the reuse legitimacy of the heritage 

sites, asking whether running a restaurant in a residential area was lawful according to the land 

use and zoning regulations. They also criticised that the utilisation of the colonial history and 

historic figures for product packaging and marketing was a superficial way of cultural 

representation and advocated a return to the initial purpose of historic preservation, that was, to 

rethink fast urban development and rediscover the local history. Moreover, as cultural heritage 

belonged to all citizens, they thought that the old houses should be used by community members 

or non-profit organisations to serve public interests. To realise their conceptions and 

demonstrate an alternative approach to adaptive reuse, the community members started a series 

of initiatives and events through the support of government subsidies. They reviewed the 

process of the conservation movement through exhibitions, documentary films, lectures, and 

workshops, hoping to raise public awareness of the cultural heritage, facilitate the reflection on 

urban liveability, and remind people of the significance of historical continuation. They also 

collected more than 500 countersignatures and presented a petition letter to the university. In 

the Qingtian Street neighbourhood, cultural heritage was critical to the formation of a collective 

community identity in terms of its contribution to a good living environment. However, when 

adaptive reuse through public–private partnership caused potential damage, residents would 
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rise again and try to resist unwanted urban policies and reclaim urban spaces to meet their 

demands. 

 

In the inner city area, since the adaptive reuse of the historic buildings and the urban 

regeneration plan are still in their initial stages, it is not clear whether there will be an alternative 

discourse from the conservation activists. Nevertheless, we can extract some initial 

observations from the nearby residents and retailers. Generally speaking, they affirmed and 

appreciated the contribution of the large-scale cultural festivals and events to the revitalisation 

of the local economy, which may be strengthened and enlivened through the frequent exposure 

in the media and government promotions and by an increasing number of visitors. In other 

words, this group of local people cared more about a perceptible and foreseeable business 

improvement regardless of the means and strategies taken towards this goal. As long as cultural 

heritage preservation could bring about wealth and prosperity, the local people did not care 

about the historical authenticity involved in the North Gate Square and the relocation of the 

Mitsui Warehouse, which were issues addressed by the conservation activist group. Ironically, 

when talking about private houses and properties, the local people showed hesitation towards 

cultural heritage preservation, as they were worried about the potential loss of their property 

rights. This indicates that the general public still conceives cultural heritage as a single-point 

monument or building rather than as an ensemble. Likewise, historic preservation depends on 

government-led large-scale cultural festivals rather than the duty of the citizens who shall 

engage in the preservation of their own houses and feel pride from the effort. This partially 

explains why the conservation movement in the previous phase was not widely supported by 

the ordinary people and residents. 
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In the three cases, we see how the community members and residents have the capacity to 

generate alternative discourses when new strategies of economic revitalisation and cultural 

representation are regarded as potential threats to the construction of a local identity. These 

alternative discourses are derived from the continual everyday practices of the local actors, 

which have long been established as daily routines and habits but are interrupted by the 

incoming new activities in the neighbourhood. While in Dadaocheng and the inner city, the 

invasion of the creative economy may threaten the traditional businesses, in the Qingtian Street 

neighbourhood, the adaptive reuse of the Japanese residences may cause potential damage to 

the good living environment. However, community members do not passively bear all of the 

negative consequences of the urban policies. Their active roles in articulating alternative voices 

and initiating counter-movements should not be overlooked. In the alternative discourse, the 

local people deny the top-down economic intervention at the expense of local practices and 

demands. They criticise the commodification of cultural heritage and the abuse of cultural and 

historical symbols. Moreover, they struggle to have more room for public participation in the 

decision-making process. To reach these goals, the local actors are mobilised and carry out 

community initiatives through both official and unofficial channels. Official channels include 

petition writing, consultation meetings, policy explanation, and public hearings, which are part 

of legal procedures and available for people to use to communicate and negotiate with the 

government. They also flexibly utilise various government subsidies, such as the URS Partner, 

Community Documentary Film project, and the Community Empowerment projects, to realise 

their ideas and fulfil their demands. Unofficial channels, encompassing private contacts with 

the private sector, forms of resistance or cooperation with different actors, and self-organised 

community mobilisation, are employed to relax the tension between interest groups and search 

for opportunities of dialogue and compromise. The alternative discourse demonstrates again 

how the local people perceive and understand the material world as reality, and their 
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interpretations of history and culture will lead to the continuation of a community identity. It 

does not mean a total rejection of the creative city ideology and its implications of city branding, 

economic competitiveness, and cultural tourism; rather, the local people argue that economic 

sustainability and cultural representation should be developed based on the existing social 

relationships and by respecting everyday practices. Table 7-4 shows the local alternative 

discourses to the creativity- and culture-led urban regeneration in the three cases. 
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Table 7-4  

The Alternative Discourses to Cultural Creativity 

 
Source: Author. 
 

 Practice Discourse Action 

D
ad

ao
ch

en
g 

• Doubt about financial return through 
the increase of visitors 

• Potential gentrification due to the 
rise of rental 

• Alienation from cultural activities 
• Passive participation in events 
 

• Economic revitalisation: 
- economic continuation and sustainability  
- industrial upgrading and transformation 

• Cultural representation: 
- culture as everyday work and life 
- knowledge inheritance and transmission 

• Public participation: 
mutual understanding and friendship building 
 

• New community association 
- regular meeting  
- experience sharing  
- information exchange 

• Encouraging or assisting traditional shops to 
upgrade 

• Guided tours for new shop owners and visitors 
by locals 
 

Q
in

gt
ia

n 

• Interruption of everyday life and the 
good living environment 

• Scepticism of the new places in the 
neighbourhood 

• Complaint about restricted access 
and non-transparent information 
 

• Reuse legitimacy in a residential zone 
• Cultural representation: 

- rethink urban liveability 
- rediscover local history 

• Public participation in the decision-making 
process 
 

• One-month exhibition in an old house 
• Evoking public awareness through mobilisation 
• Reuse for non-profit or communal purposes 
 

In
ne

r 
C

ity
 • Commercial activities initiated by 

business associations 
 

• Taking advantage of the economic use of 
heritage 

• Inattentiveness to historic authenticity 
 

• Supporting cultural events and festivals  
• Objecting private property as heritage 
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7.2.3 Mediating the Economic and Cultural Uses of Heritage 

While the neoliberal city government hands the tasks of adaptive reuse and urban regeneration 

to the private sector in the name of the cultural and creative industries, the local actors, who are 

not satisfied with the imposed strategies, draw from their past experiences of community 

movements to articulate alternative discourses and take various actions to sustain their 

livelihoods and safeguard the urban liveability. Through the processes of interaction, 

negotiation, and compromise, both parties selectively accept and use the rhetoric of the other 

group and form discourse coalitions, which may result in a positive search for innovations in 

policies or a stance of defending their own interests. In the process of negotiation, the city 

government has to consider how to mediate the demands and interests of multiple stakeholders 

and continue to pursue government goals and objectives. This means that the city government 

will not necessarily fulfil every request of the community. If government intentions and 

community initiatives can converge upon a similar purpose, the city government will modify 

its policy and strategies. On the contrary, if the two are conflictive with each other, the city 

government will ask for concessions and compromises on both sides. This enables the city 

government to play an active role in intervention and in attaining its political leadership. For 

the local residents, shopkeepers, and community groups, on the one hand, they try to claim their 

rights over urban spaces and lay pressure on the city government; on the other hand, they 

employ strategies of nonconformity and disaffiliation when their requests cannot be satisfied. 

This action helps them to maintain their place identity, as they selectively belong to places 

where daily routines and practices are carried out and alienate themselves from the strange 

places of ‘otherness’. Lastly, compared to the public sector, the private companies and creative 

workers are more aware of the local people’s reactions and are keen to make changes because 

a harmonious relationship with the local people can also contribute to economic stability and 

development. Through the processes of reflection, modification, and experimentation, they try 
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to find a balance between commercial profits and community identity and seek to reconcile 

with the pre-existing community. Therefore, the division between the economic use and cultural 

use of heritage is blurred, thereby constructing hybrid and plural identities in the neighbourhood. 

 

In Dadaocheng, the incursion of the creative economy into the neighbourhood aroused concerns 

about the dislocation and disappearance of the traditional industries. To change this situation, 

some traditional wholesalers and creative workers tried to build a close friendship and mutual 

trust through self-organisation and strategic alliance, thereby achieving reconciliation and 

founding a new community association that welcomed every member in the neighbourhood 

regardless of one’s background and business type. Through cross-disciplinary collaboration and 

collective decision making, the new community association started to carry out activities and 

events based on the local history and industrial context, thereby supporting the economic 

sustainability of the traditional industries and facilitating the integration of the creative 

industries into the local community. Facing the vigorous and autonomous community 

movements, the city government also launched new and innovative urban policies in the process 

of negotiation to support the economic revitalisation, cultural representation, and public 

participation in Dadaocheng. For instance, the URS policy was modified, so that more intensive 

commercial activities would be permitted. This not only enabled the creative workers to sustain 

their operation but also contributed to the formation of a consensus among old and new shops: 

the goal of economic prosperity. Later, the newly founded community association also became 

a partner of the URS programme, so that it could continue its community initiatives through 

government support and resources. Furthermore, to mediate and negotiate with the local actors, 

the city government established an on-site office in Dadaocheng, whose mission was to listen 

to the local voices, collect ideas and opinions, support community initiatives, and provide 

advice and the required resources. Recognising the importance of traditional industries as a 
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predominant feature in Dadaocheng, a new economic revitalisation programme was launched, 

which helped the traditional wholesalers to upgrade their businesses in the areas of rebranding, 

marketing, and e-commerce. In addition, the implementation of a pedestrian zone on the 

weekends was another attempt to achieve a balance between the visitors’ desire for a vehicle-

free street and the local people’s need for commodity transport and car parking. However, when 

the coalition between community organisations and the city government became dominant in 

the neighbourhood, it was also possible that new forms of social exclusion may occur. Some 

shops that were not located on the main street felt like outsiders excluded from the new activities, 

so they simply concentrated on their own business operations. Other residents also hesitated 

about whether they should participate in the community association because they did not have 

to rely on cultural festivals for business promotion. This did not mean that they disapproved of 

the value of the neighbourhood. Rather, through the strategies of dissociation from some parts 

of the neighbourhood, they sought to keep their everyday lives unaffected and thus sustain their 

identification with the places that they called ‘home’. 

 

In the Qingtian Street neighbourhood, the city government defended its cultural policy of 

adaptive reuse despite the controversies and disputes that occurred concerning reuse legitimacy 

and cultural representation. The city government explained that through the public–private 

partnership, the vacant and unused cultural heritage would undergo proper renovation and 

maintenance. To encourage private investments, the reuse function would not be confined to 

land use and zoning regulations under government supervision and permission, granting more 

flexibility to the private sector. While the renovation of the old houses would meet the local 

people’s expectations of heritage preservation, the reuse purposes that positively sought to 

combine cultural activities and the creative industries could also contribute to Taipei’s 

international visibility and city image branding. As this cultural policy complied with the legal 
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regulations and procedures, the city government attributed the local people’s opposite stance to 

mere personal feelings and emotional expressions, which could hardly shake the ‘professional’ 

judgements of the technocratic government. Interestingly, compared to the municipality’s 

insistence on legal procedures, the private operators of the historical buildings seemed to be 

more flexible to changes and showed their willingness to negotiate with the residents through 

their frequent encounters and confrontations. They tried to mitigate uncomfortable disruptions 

to the neighbourhood by modifying and adjusting their business operations. Meanwhile, they 

endeavoured to dissolve the local people’s concerns relating to the commodification of heritage 

sites by promoting cultural and educational programmes. Moreover, they hoped to build a good 

relationship with the community by initiating charitable activities and open–door events and 

offering discounts to the residents. Although the residents might not have acknowledged these 

strategies of improvements, the private companies, which stood on the frontier and directly 

interacted with the local people, needed to find a balance between economic benefits and 

community identity, which could also contribute to a more stable environment for their business. 

Lastly, while the community members seemed to accept the government’s explanations and the 

outward improvements done by the private sectors passively, it did not mean that they 

appreciated and identified with the new commercial activities. They compromised with the city 

government because they knew that too much protesting may result in the further neglect and 

deterioration of the Japanese residences, which was also contrary to their original goals. Hence, 

the residents adopted a non-cooperative attitude by showing scepticism towards the reused 

historic buildings and avoiding these places in their daily life. In other words, the local people 

identified with the good living quality and environment thanks to the old houses in the 

neighbourhood, but they disassociated themselves from the houses once the houses were being 

used as commercial venues. Thus, their sense of belonging was selective and their attachment 

to the neighbourhood was tangential, neither wholly ‘inside’ nor ‘outside’ of the places wherein 
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they lived. The residents’ strategies of disaffiliation and nonconformity also won them the 

required time and space. The hostility of the local residents caused the private sectors to hesitate 

to invest or withdraw from investing in heritage preservation, thereby deferring the speed of 

renovation and reuse. Although many of the Japanese houses remained unoccupied and 

unrepaired, the residents are able to continue enjoying a quiet and peaceful neighbourhood 

without a complete ‘touristification’. 

 

In the old inner city centre, while the government’s ambition to construct a brand new city 

image may have aligned with the local people’s expectations of economic revitalisation, the 

conservation activists’ advocacy of urban conservation remained contradictory to the 

mainstream discourses. This had two implications. First, the spatial practice of the local actors 

was the key factor and precondition for the formation of a discourse coalition. State ideology 

have gained legitimacy because it was responding to the ordinary people’s demands of the 

continuation of their livelihood and the reinvigoration of commercial activities, who did not 

care about the historic authenticity or collective memories of the inner city. Second, the absence 

of public support of the heritage discourse illustrated the dilemma faced by the conservation 

activists. While they endeavoured to collect historic evidence to match the standard of cultural 

heritage defined by the city government, their ‘professional knowledge’ of history was detached 

from the concrete lived experiences of the local people; they thus lost their capacity to gain 

wider public support and persuade the city government. 

 

The three cases show similarities and differences in the deployment of the cultural and creative 

industries in cultural heritage preservation. First, the cultural policy of heritage preservation of 

the city government is often combined with other imaginations of urban growth and 

development. The adaptive reuse of old buildings and urban conservation allow not only a 
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retrospect of the past but also the pursuit of the more diverse goals of economic revitalisation, 

cultural tourism, city image branding, and global competitiveness—the prospect of a brighter 

future (Law, 2012). Hence, when mediating the conflicts between different actors, the 

pragmatic city government has to find a way to remove obstacles from the implementation of 

urban policies, so that the city may insist on its directions and goals and subdue opposing voices. 

This explains why more cooperation and alliance could be observed in Dadaocheng than in the 

Qingtian Street neighbourhood. Since the two neighbourhoods have different origins and have 

undergone different processes of colonial planning and uneven post-war urban expansion, their 

different spatial arrangements and functions will result in different outcomes. Dadaocheng as 

an early Chinese settlement has always been a prosperous commercial area with mixed land use 

patterns, but the district experienced a gradual decline and marginalisation due to fast 

urbanisation. When the creative city policy was introduced, the new intervention could more 

easily match the expectation to economically revitalise the pre-existing traditional industries, 

although local history and cultures were differently understood and represented. Therefore, the 

city government was willing to encourage collaboration between the old shopkeepers and the 

new creative workers, because such a development also fit into the municipality’s ambition of 

industrial upgrading and cultural tourism. By contrast, the Qingtian Street neighbourhood has 

been a pure residential area planned with the modern concept of functional zoning for Japanese 

social elites. This feature was reinforced through post-war urban expansion and developments, 

and the neighbourhood became best known for its good living environment and cultural 

ambience. When the adaptive reuse of the Japanese residences incorporated commercial 

activities in the neighbourhood, tensions rose due to the clash between the desired living quality 

and the potential disruptions caused by tourism. Although the residents strived for alternative 

strategies and more public participation in the adaptive reuse of the heritage sites, these 

arguments and actions were understood as an objection of the current urban policy, which may 
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have caused the withdrawal of private investors. Hence, on this point, the city government could 

only offer compensations and compromises, rather than make concessions or legal changes. 

These incidents indicate that while negotiating urban conflicts and debates, the city government 

often insist on s its rationales and goals planned by technocratic professionals and downplay 

the importance of the personal feelings, emotions, and mental states of the ordinary citizens. 

 

Second, for the pre-existing community members, including the residents and shopkeepers, the 

significance of cultural heritage hinges on whether their everyday life, social relationships, 

collective memories, and place identity can be retained. While in Dadaocheng and the inner 

city, the upgrading of the traditional industries and the revitalisation of the local economy are 

prioritised, in the Qingtian Street neighbourhood, the good living environment and quality of 

life are the predominant concerns of the residents. When new policy initiatives and commercial 

activities threaten to damage the meanings and values that they uphold, the local people will 

fight back and struggle to reclaim the urban spaces through different strategies for the 

continuation of their livelihood. Through the strategies of resistance, selective acceptance, 

compromise, and coalition, the local actors articulate their alternative discourses and counteract 

undesirable effects. It has to be noted that these strategies are also supported or acquiesced by 

the city government, so that the local actors have to coordinate with the government’s intentions 

and objectives. Since community initiatives are sponsored—and thus also regulated—by the 

city governments, it is possible for citizen participation to fail to facilitate policy progress and 

innovation and fail to achieve the proposed goals and demands. Moreover, community 

movements can also produce new forms of social exclusion as there is always a silent ‘majority’ 

whose voices are not being heard or expressed. Therefore, in addition to the strategies of 

collaboration, the local people also develop strategies of disaffiliation and nonconformity to 

avoid visiting certain places or getting involved in particular activities and concentrate on their 
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everyday routines and habitual practices. Their aim is to remain the least affected by the 

unfavourable changes in the neighbourhood. On the one hand, they tolerate some 

inconveniences and negative impacts of the urban policies; on the other hand, these negative 

experiences are compensated by the positive evaluation and affirmative meanings of their 

surroundings. The local people’s non-cooperative attitude can also be interpreted as an 

effortless resistance in the long run. Not only do some private companies begin to adjust their 

business operations and seek reconciliation with the local communities, but the local agents 

also struggle to gain the required time (by deferring the adaptive reuse) and space (by 

preventing the neighbourhood from being affected) to achieve potential social and institutional 

changes in the future (cf. Raco et al., 2018). The place attachment of the community members 

and residents to the neighbourhood is thus partial, selective, and tangential. They do not 

completely refuse the contents of the creative city and cultural heritage policies, nor do they 

voluntarily become supporters and partners of the cultural and creative industries. They thus 

produce personalised, hybrid, and multiple place identities that are simultaneously intertwined 

with the senses of insideness and outsideness. 

 

Lastly, as partners of the public sector, the private investors and creative workers are not just 

implementers of government policies, which carry out whatever the city government wants to 

do. Rather, the private sector is more sensitised to local voices and opinions because of their 

frequent encounters with the local actors on the front line. They positively act as mediators 

between the city government and community members and try to solve the disputes through 

negotiation and friendship building. Through the constant modification and adjustment of their 

business management, the private operators of the heritage sites endeavour to win the trust and 

understanding of the local people, because a harmonious relationship with the community can 

also contribute to smoother operations within the creative industry. In other words, while the 
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private sector relies heavily on the economic use of heritage for the renovation and maintenance 

of historical sites, the art festivals and educational programmes also align closer with the local 

people’s idea of the cultural use of heritage, thereby softening the contradiction between the 

economic and cultural uses of heritage (Ashworth & Graham, 2005; Graham, 2002). This also 

indicates that the private companies and creative workers should not be regarded as a congruent, 

homogeneous, and conflict-free group of people. On the contrary, the diversity, dynamics, and 

flexibility of the creative workers should be acknowledged, as they may quickly react to 

different voices and constantly reflect on their roles and adjust their objectives and behaviours. 

Hence, while urban policies impose many restrictions on the qualification of the ‘players’ in 

the ‘game’ of heritage preservation and urban regeneration, it may not be the best solution to 

facilitate economic revitalisation and cultural representation if only large enterprises are able 

to bear the high cost of renovation and maintenance. More diverse start-up companies, NGOs, 

and community organisations may also contribute to the positive combination of the purposes 

of heritage preservation, economic upgrading, and community integration in an alternative way. 
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7.3 The Re-Emergence of the Exchange Value of Land 

7.3.1 The Persistent Struggle between Property Rights and Heritage Preservation 

In the previous phases, the discussion about cultural heritage mainly focus on two issues: why 

heritage preservation? And How to do it? While the alternative discourse to urban development 

initiated by NGOs and the residents leads to the institutionalisation and evaluation of heritage 

preservation, the disputes concerning urban regeneration and adaptive reuse via the cultural and 

creative industries are directed to the cultural representation of heritage. In addition, there is a 

third aspect of heritage preservation, that is, the control of and restrictions on land use in a 

historical district. Once a building is designated as a heritage site, not only is the physical built 

structure prohibited from demolition or reconstruction, but the surrounded areas must also 

constitute a harmonious townscape with the historical environment. The demarcation of historic 

preservation districts is thus implemented as both a universal principle advocated by heritage 

professionals following international and UNESCO standards and a request from the 

community members who appreciate the neighbourhood as an ensemble, rather than as 

individual buildings, for the construction of their place identity (Yen, 2006). In this sense, 

cultural heritage can be seen as an intervention in property rights and land use pattern, in which 

private rights to and personal interest in developments will be regulated. As discussed in the 

first phase, through the introduction of the TDR system, private property owners are 

compensated for their potential loss of property rights. However, the question addressed here 

is whether heritage preservation can repress the rooted concept of viewing properties as private 

assets and as a profitable business, or the latter may challenge and obliterate the efforts of 

conservation movements in a revanchist fashion (Jou et al., 2014). 

 

In Dadaocheng, the city government intended to revise the TDR regulations after nearly two 

decades of implementation. The new TDR rules were planned to be integrated into a city-wide 
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system, so that the city government may more efficiently control total floor area sizes and the 

location of receiving sites, thereby mitigating potential negative impacts on the receiving 

neighbourhoods and prevent social polarisation and spatial dichotomies (M. Shih & Chang, 

2015). However, property owners in Dadaocheng protested against the revised plan. They 

argued that the new system would impose more legal procedures and restrictions on the already 

complicated practice of TDR and that Dadaocheng would lose its advantages in the competitive 

real estate market. Ironically, the landowners, who fiercely opposed urban conservation twenty 

years ago, mentioned the historic value of Dadaocheng to justify their arguments. If the historic 

environment could not acquire the proper care and maintenance due to unfriendly regulations, 

it was not the landowner’s failure but the government’s responsibility, which did not provide 

reasonable compensation for their loss and protect their interests. This issue was brought to a 

series of discussions, community meetings, and public hearings. Ultimately, the city 

government annulled the revision with minor amendments. Although the issues of urban 

regeneration and economic revitalisation were mentioned in the discussion sessions, apparently 

the planning regulations focusing on land use control and property rights could hardly respond 

to this need. 

 

In the Qingtian Street neighbourhood, some property owners realised that there were 

restrictions in the historic preservation district plan when they intended to rebuild their old flats 

through urban renewal projects. The restrictions encompassed the limitation of building height 

and volume size, and the building sites in the Qingtian Street neighbourhood could not receive 

the TDR from the other sites for the maintenance of a low-rise historical landscape. Hence, 

landowners complained that they had become victims of historic preservation, as their private 

property rights were affected by the cultural heritage. They thus requested for the relaxation of 

the restrictions by reducing the value of the Japanese residences to merely colonial remnants 
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that were not worthy of commemoration. The residents, who initiated and participated in the 

conservation movement, argued that the purpose of heritage preservation had never been to 

restrict their fellow neighbours’ property rights but to rethink urban liveability and reconsider 

what kind of living environment that they preferred. Since the inhabitants of the Qingtian Street 

neighbourhood enjoyed a peaceful living quality full of greenery and sunlight and increased 

property value thanks to the historic preservation, the conservation activists believed that it was 

reasonable to sacrifice some part of their private interest for the gain of collective benefits. 

Taking a pragmatic stance in the mediation of this dispute, the city government was worried 

that the conflict between community members would obstruct heritage preservation and cause 

social confrontations. Therefore, the city government deregulated the restrictions on the 

reconstruction of the non-listed apartments in the neighbourhood and narrowed down the 

preservation areas. This case demonstrated the persistence and rootedness of the concept that 

viewed land and property as personal assets and a source of profits. While the proponents of 

heritage preservation attempted to rethink and repress pro-growth urban developments by 

suggesting an alternative view of urban history, heritage preservation has conversely caused 

soaring housing prices and the emergence of luxurious condominiums in the neighbourhood 

taking advantage of the historical environment (Jou et al., 2014). 

 

Unlike the other two cases, in the inner city area, the city government attempted to mediate the 

contrast between urban redevelopment and heritage preservation in the initial stage of the West 

Gateway Plan, in which the two ideas were described as if they were complementary to each 

other and may collaboratively contribute to the construction of a brand new city landmark. By 

placing the North Gate in the centre of the cluster of historical buildings and constructing 

spectacular twin towers, the city government reimagined this area with the juxtaposition of both 

the old and the new, tradition and modernity, reminiscent of the city’s past while prospecting 
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for a brighter future. Furthermore, the city government legitimated this contrast by proposing a 

set of urban design principles to mitigate the visual contradictions between the historical 

buildings and the new high-rises. Through the definition of open space, higher floor setbacks, 

green belts, and viewing platforms, the city government anticipated the creation of a 

harmonious urban landscape that would encourage encounters and interactions between people 

and the historical sites. Although the idea of the urban conservation of the inner city area was 

proposed by the conservation activists, the insistence of landowners (mainly state-owned 

enterprises) on property rights, the expectations of the surrounding retail shops concerning 

economic revitalisation, and the city government’s emphasis on professionality and efficiency 

altogether denied the possibility of a historic preservation district. Nevertheless, the case 

showed the ambition of the municipality to legitimate its ideology through the integration of 

cultural heritage in its urban restructuring strategies. 

 

Following this discussion, I argue here that while heritage preservation is proposed as an 

alternative discourse to urban (re)developments, the conventional profit-oriented concepts 

involved in land issues have never disappeared. The success of heritage preservation often 

brings added value to nearby properties, and the persistent and deeply-rooted exchange value 

of land will be revived in its mutated forms, tactically using the rhetoric of heritage preservation 

to share the benefits or even offset the efforts of heritage preservation. As a result, the double 

meaning of heritage is differently interpreted and evaluated for various purposes. Cultural 

heritage will be positively evaluated and appreciated when different actors can utilise the 

heritage discourse for the maintenance of a local identity, the advertising of the city image, or 

the claiming of property rights. These positive values encompass the praises of the city’s 

modernisation, anti-colonisation movement, economic prosperity, and cultural diversity. 

However, cultural heritage will also be negatively judged when old buildings are regarded as a 
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cause of economic recession, a threat to property rights, or a hindrance to urban renewal. The 

negative values, especially those associated with colonial exploitation and political oppression, 

will be exaggerated to disqualify buildings and places from historic preservation. Interestingly, 

although heritage preservation in Taiwan has been developed to acknowledge the island’s 

cultural diversity and complexity including the historical sites of different times and ethnic 

backgrounds, there still exist a hierarchisation of history that latently distinguishes one ‘official 

history from the ‘other’ histories. This biased evaluation of cultural heritage can thus be utilised 

by various actors to consolidate their own arguments while marginalising other discourses. 

Both positive and negative evaluations work and are reworked for different purposes beyond 

the ‘history’ itself for the continuation of particular ways of living, whether they be the 

rediscovery of a place identity or the desire to profit from land speculation. Hence, the 

evaluation of cultural heritage will vacillate between the two poles of urban development and 

historic preservation, as one member of the cultural heritage committee commented as follows: 

When it comes to private properties … it is not fair to cease the entire 

[urban renewal] project because a house is designated as cultural heritage. 
Because it is a matter that will affect the private rights of the land 

owners. … But, there are also the expectations and pressures from outside, 
[from the conservation activists], who advocate heritage preservation. … 

For the cultural heritage committee, honestly speaking, many of us will 
vacillate between giving [the site heritage status] or not, and the standard 

will shift from one side to the other. (interview held on 22 July 2020) 

As various attitudes and concepts stay conflictive without consensus, the city is further 

fragmented into small and differentiated segments, which are simultaneously represented and 

juxtaposed physically yet disconnected from each other, thereby fulfilling the multiple demands 

and various imaginations of the city. 

 

7.3.2 Pragmatic Management of Heritage and Urban Growth 

From the three cases, we see how the city government deals with the issues and conflicts 

involved in heritage preservation, urban redevelopment, and economic revitalisation with a 
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pragmatic attitude. Pragmatism here refers to the flexibility and contingency to react to any 

particular circumstances. It is not confined to presumptions or theories but subject to change 

based on empirical observations and experiences (Philip Harrison, 2002). Thus, a pragmatic 

attitude in planning can mediate and negotiate disputes more efficiently, mitigate the potential 

negative impacts of unexpected challenges while insisting on the original purposes and plans. 

However, I argue that the pragmatic attitude of the city government is not the consequence of 

a considerable reflection on the planning theories and practices in Taipei but an inherent 

clientelism descended from the tradition of the colonial regime and the authoritarian state. 

During the process of democratisation in Taiwan, robust civic organisations initiated many 

social movements and advocated for progressive values. The social transformations that they 

lobbied for and pressured the government to pursue, such as participatory planning and heritage 

preservation, might challenge the vested interests of some groups who used to enjoy the 

patronage granted by the government. To stabilise the newly formed democratic society and 

consolidate its political power, the city government had to appease the demands of different 

civic groups by means of a redistribution and allocation of interests. As a result, when new legal 

and institutional systems were established, they focused more on answering the particular issue 

that the advocacy group has strived for than on replacing and changing the old, conventional 

systems. Although there were areas of convergence and overlap—for instance, a community 

initiative may turn into a conservation movement, and a conservation movement may restrict 

the development of private properties—urban planning, community empowerment, and 

heritage preservation were still three independent and disconnected systems, which were used 

to fulfil the demands and requests of multiple stakeholders. 

 

On the one hand, the city government formulates urban policies following the conventional 

planning practices of instrumental reasoning and top-down interventions, controlling and 
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regulating land use pattern through masterplans and legal procedures for the purposes of 

heritage preservation, the adaptive reuse of historical sites, and urban regeneration and 

redevelopment projects. On the other hand, the city government provides a variety of 

programmes and subsidies to encourage communicative planning in neighbourhood affairs, 

through which community organisations have the opportunities to mobilise residents for 

participation, search for public issues and common interests, initiate collective discussions and 

brainstorming, find feasible strategies, and realise small projects for the improvement of the 

living environment. However, the practice of communicative planning does not work as a 

subsidiary part of the purposive-rational planning traditions (Jessop, 2002), and sometimes 

community initiatives become contradictive and resistant to unwanted urban developments (L.-

L. Huang, 2014). The parallel planning systems thus fragment the city as a whole into small 

pieces and segments. Individuals and groups in the city can thus claim their right over the use 

of a piece of urban space for their own interests, whereas the city may retain its power to 

regulate resources and distribute benefits. 

 

There are at least five different discourses that are competing or cooperating with each other to 

dominate in the production of urban space: 

(a) The state ideology of city image branding and economic competitiveness, which is at 

first expressed in the physical construction of modern developments and later through 

the cultural and creative economy; 

(b) The request for historic preservation for the reflection on urban development and the 

rediscovery of a place-based cultural identity; 

(c) The economic use of heritage through the adaptive reuse of historical buildings and 

cultural tourism in old town regeneration; 

(d) The cultural use of heritage through the everyday spatial practices to sustain people’s 
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livelihood and to safeguard the living environment; 

(e) The rooted concept of viewing properties as private assets for the accumulation of 

wealth. 

The five ideologies interact and negotiate with each other in three thematic domains involved 

with historic preservation. The first issue is the designation of cultural heritage. When 

community organisations struggle for the preservation of the traditional built environment 

because of various reasons, the city government has to establish an evaluation system of historic 

significance and formulate regulations for land use control and restrictions. The second theme 

is the cultural representation of heritage. Heritage is used not only for the commemoration of 

the past but also for prospecting for a better future for the city. As the city government 

introduces and incorporates historic preservation and the cultural and creative industries, 

private investors and creative practitioners become strategic partners of the municipality in this 

city-making process. Through the interpretation of the local history and culture, artistic 

exhibitions, educational programmes, and cultural festivals are carried out to attract a growing 

number of visitors. Lastly, heritage preservation also involves the restriction of land use. While 

conservation activists often request for the imposition of a preservation district plan to 

safeguard a harmonious historical townscape, private property owners and state-owned 

enterprises try to claim their right over urban spaces for redevelopment and reconstruction. 

Although the TDR system is established to compensate landowners, a further attempt to 

demarcate an urban conservation area is hardly realised. 

 

The multiplicity and complexity of stakeholders and their different demands explain why 

serious debates and conflicts occur and how the city government mediates these disputes 

practically. For the social activists and inhabitants who participate in conservation movements, 

the issues of heritage preservation, cultural representation, and land use control should be 
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integrated as one to the extent that they may collaboratively contribute to the maintenance of a 

historical urban environment. Heritage preservation should include not only the conservation 

of tangible physical structures but also the appreciation of urban liveability, the maintenance of 

social relationships, and the construction of a place identity. As such, any further reuse and 

regeneration strategies should coordinate with the lifestyles of the local inhabitants in a 

harmonious way. In other words, new economic activities as a way of interpreting and 

representing history should respect traditional businesses, and reconstruction work in the 

neighbourhood should avoid producing negative effects on the living quality. However, this 

holistic view of heritage preservation is fragmented by the diverse claims of various actors and 

the pragmatic management of heritage by the city government. While the city government 

responds to conservation activists’ requests for heritage preservation, it also tries to control the 

quantity and quality of heritage sites and prevent the instrumentalisation of cultural heritage for 

personal needs through an evaluation system. In this evaluation system, the cultural heritage 

committee, composed of third-party professionals and scholars, discusses and considers the 

objective historical evidence, the condition of the heritage site, the feasibility of adaptive reuse, 

and the interests of private landowners. Furthermore, the city government facilitates the public–

private partnership for adaptive reuse and urban regeneration due to the lack of national funds 

for heritage preservation. To support the cultural and creative industries, the negative aspects 

of colonial heritage often remain unaddressed. Likewise, to encourage private investments in 

heritage preservation, public participation and collective decision making are also strictly 

controlled. In addition, property rights and private interests are prominently protected and 

separated from heritage preservation. The attempt to restrain land speculation fails, and heritage 

preservation conversely causes the intensification of gentrification and social polarisation in 

historical neighbourhoods. Through the pragmatic management of cultural heritage, different 

imaginations and discourses of multiple stakeholders may coexist simultaneously. The urban 
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form is thus the outcome of these constant processes of interaction and negotiation to fulfil the 

diverse demands of state ideology, community identity, cultural representation, and property 

ownership. 
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Chapter 8 Conclusion 

 

8.1 A Postcolonial Approach of Heritage Preservation in Taiwan 

In this concluding chapter, I will summarise how we can understand and analyse heritage 

preservation in Taiwan through a postcolonial approach and how the term ‘postcolonial’ may 

indicate theoretical, empirical, and methodological implications. Adopting Lefebvre’s dialectic 

model of the production of space and Yeoh’s (2001) understanding of postcolonial cities, I 

argued that urban heritage in Taipei is located on the intermediate level of mediation, 

simultaneously negotiated and shaped between the level of the state and global ideologies and 

the level of community movements and resistance. Heritage sites are thus perceived by the local 

people through daily use and appropriation in everyday life, conceived by the municipal 

government and the creative class through strategies of economic revitalisation and cultural 

promotion, and ultimately lived and experienced by different actors through attributing 

symbolic and cultural meanings to the preserved, transformed, or regenerated urban spaces 

according to their respective imaginations and demands. This understanding of cultural heritage 

in Taipei contributes to a three-fold understanding of the postcolonial: (a) postcolonial 

continuation—the extension of inherent and uneven power relations in the planning system 

dominated by the bureaucratic state and its shifting ideologies; (b) postcolonial criticism—

alternative discourses articulated and counter-movements carried out by subaltern agencies 

through the practice of everyday life; and (c) postcolonial identity—the formation of a 

collective national identity consisting of multiple, individual, and hybrid identities. 

 

8.1.1 Postcolonial Continuation: The Transformation of State Ideology 

The first implication of the postcolonial theory is a reminder of the very persistence and 

continuation of various forms of colonialism rather than an early celebration of the termination 
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of colonial rules (Jackson & Jacobs, 1996; Radcliffe, 2005; Sidaway, 2000). This continuation 

and extension of the colonial legacy comprise the physical presence of colonial structures, 

inherent institutional settings, and uneven power relations between the state and the society, as 

well as the more invisible but perhaps stronger forces of intensifying globalisation (Marcuse, 

2004; Nash, 2002; Watson, 2009; Yeoh, 2001). Hence, we see how different forms of 

‘postcolonialism’ work together in the shaping of a particular type of urban space in Taipei, 

namely, heritage. Heritage sites are thus the means of production and the spaces of 

representation of the evolving state ideology and the national identity in a postcolonial society. 

 

A common form of the extension of colonial rules is the continuous exercise of hegemonic 

power despite the change of political regimes, as a postcolonial state often intends to legitimate 

its leadership through oppression and to construct a new national identity that is different from 

the previous colonial one (Yeoh, 2001). In Taiwan, the KMT regime—often regarded as a form 

of internal or settler colonisation on the island—practised authoritarian political control and 

intervened in economic developments (Hsu, 2011; Liu, 2013). Culturally, the party-state 

asserted itself as the only legitimate Chinese authority and earnestly sought to build a new 

national identity that might evoke Chinese nationalism and patriotism (L.-L. Huang & Kwok, 

2011). However, the project of de-colonisation—or more precisely, de-Japanisation—was 

always incomplete. The erasure of colonial memories was only partially done and might take a 

longer process (Marschall, 2008). While highly symbolised places, such as the Japanese Shinto 

shrines, were replaced by Chinese palace-style architecture (Leitner & Kang, 1999), public and 

governmental buildings, as well as many Japanese wooden residences, remained in use because 

of their functional values: to accommodate the exiled government, civil servants, soldiers, 

university professors, and their families. Moreover, inherited colonial rules can even contribute 

to the reinforcement of state dominance and cause uneven developments. Not only were 
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unrealised public infrastructure, such as roads, public parks, drainage system, and cultural 

amenities, gradually built as planned during the colonial period, colonial planning rules also 

gave the state the ground to define the rationales and objectives of urban growth and the legal 

procedure to implement urban plans, such as the means of land expropriation, land use zoning, 

and incentives provision, which dominated the physical construction and economic 

development of the city. This led to the urban expansion of Taipei towards the east in 

accordance to the masterplan created by the Japanese authority, thereby reproducing and 

intensifying the spatial dichotomy between new urban areas and the marginalised old districts 

(Chou, 2005). Whereas the eastern district of Taipei, highlighting modern high-rise office 

buildings and interwoven boulevards, became a symbol of economic progress and national 

pride, the old urban districts, which were judged to have insufficient public infrastructure, 

outdated commercial activities, fragile or informal houses, and complicated land ownerships, 

suffered from continuous physical deterioration and economic recession. 

 

In addition to recognising the continual existence of the colonial legacy, postcolonial literature 

also recognises the revival and mutated forms of colonialism in the name of globalisation (Nash, 

2002). Cities are now more closely interconnected in the global network of capital and 

information flows, which dominate and regulate the production of urban spaces and become a 

universal standard to measure a city’s development (Ong, 2011; Robinson, 2002). Being aware 

of the hegemonic nature of globalisation, postcolonial theory pays attention to the path-

dependent and contextually-embedded trajectories of cities to appropriate, adapt to, or even 

resist the tremendous influence of globalisation (Brenner & Theodore, 2002; Rankin, 2010). In 

Taiwan, the trend of globalisation has requested for economic liberalisation and financial 

deregulation to further integrate the island with the global economy (Hsu, 2011). With the 

ambition to obtain world/global city status, attract foreign investment, and facilitate industrial 
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upgrading (Chia-Huang Wang, 2003; J.-H. Wang, 2004), the city government proposed large-

scale flagship urban redevelopment projects aiming at increasing international finance and 

commerce through the encouragement of public–private partnerships in public infrastructure 

and service provision (Jou, 2005; Jou et al., 2012). As vacant lands in eastern Taipei became 

rarely available, the government accelerated the pace of the privatisation of state-owned 

properties in the old city centre, including many Japanese residences and former industrial sites, 

which were abandoned and regarded as low-efficient and unproductive uses of land. These sites 

thus provided the required spaces for urban restructuring and attracted the investment of real 

estate developers, resulting in the demolition of many old buildings and the commercialisation 

of housing in the neoliberal trend (Y.-L. Chen, 2005; L.-L. Huang, 2008). It was under this 

circumstance that heritage discourse rose in Taiwan as a counter-voice from the civil society to 

challenge the homogenising effects of globalisation (C.-L. Kuo, 2009; Yen, 2005). Historical 

buildings and neighbourhoods became an alternative that might create differentiated spaces 

among development-driven urban restructuring projects under the logic of capitalist production 

and accumulation. 

 

While heritage discourse emerged as a way of resistance that challenged the political–economic 

mode of production that dominated urban redevelopment, heritage discourse can conversely be 

utilised by the state to re-establish and consolidate its leadership through mediating the 

struggles between the cultural meanings and urban spaces (Lepofsky & Fraser, 2003). Cultural 

heritage policy in Taiwan must be viewed under the context of Taiwan’s democratisation, 

which took place simultaneously with the process of globalisation (cf. Lombard, 2013). The 

authoritarian state encountered and was challenged by a series of crises in the 1970s, when 

Taiwan retreated from the United Nations, resulting in a series of diplomatic breakups (L.-L. 

Huang & Kwok, 2011). As the KMT regime lost its legitimacy as the only Chinese authority, 
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vigorous social movements started to resist government control, fight for civil rights and 

political participation, and rediscover and revaluate the local history and culture of Taiwan that 

were once intentionally forgotten (Hsiao, 2011). In this transition from a one-party state to a 

democratic society, the government needed to rebuild a new national identity that would foster 

social solidarity and consolidate a sense of collective citizenship. Under the motto of ‘cultural 

indigenisation’, Taiwan’s subjectivity that consists of multiple ethnic groups, different 

languages, cultural traditions, and historical backgrounds was recognised (Hsiau, 2005, 2012). 

Furthermore, a cultural policy, namely the Community Empowerment projects, was launched, 

which encouraged residents to engage in neighbourhood affairs, form community organisations, 

and carry out small projects to improve the living environment and revitalise the local economy 

(L.-L. Huang & Hsu, 2011; A. Lee, 2017). In many cases, especially in urban areas, these 

community movements also incorporated the aims of heritage preservation and urban 

conservation, if the places with which people were familiar and to which they attached 

themselves were threatened by unwanted demolition and redevelopments (Yen, 2006). Through 

policy innovation, such as the application of the TDR in heritage preservation, the city 

government successfully mediated the disputes between landowners and conservation activists 

about the former’s property rights and the latter’s request for heritage preservation (Yen, 2008). 

Likewise, through the emendation of heritage regulations, the different types of architecture 

built in different times could be drawn into the heritage discourse (Chien, 2017; Ng, 2015; V. 

C.-A. Shih, 2003). While the city government was willing to sponsor community movements 

to gain grassroots support and extend its political leadership (Liu, 2013), it also had the power 

of decision making and can regulate what is worthy of preservation for the construction of a 

desired city-image. Depending on a technocratic committee composed of elites and 

professionals for heritage evaluation, the city government carefully distinguished the Chinese 

history as the ‘official’ one and undermined the celebration and commemoration of the 
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‘negative lessons’ of other histories—the Japanese colonial past in particular (Tso, 2006). 

Those involved in colonial oppression and exploitation were intentionally forgotten, and only 

the positive aspects concerning the modernisation and industrialisation of Taiwan were to be 

selectively remembered. This suggests that despite the process of democratisation, state 

ideology can strongly intervene in the production of a national identity through the utilisation 

of cultural heritage. 

 

Apart from contributing to the construction of a collective memory and a national identity, 

heritage can also be used ideologically as a catalyst for economic development as a response to 

the fierce inter-regional competition in the age of globalisation (A. C. Pratt, 2010). In this sense, 

we see how global urban policies and practices are mobilised and interwoven with the state 

ideology of economic growth in the creation of heritage spaces (Y.-S. Lee & Hwang, 2012). 

The creative city policy, one of the most fashionable emerging planning thoughts, provides a 

common language among the ever-intensifying global exchange between experts and 

policymakers for the learning and sharing of best practices. It can also meet the needs of 

industrial upgrading in a post-Fordist society by developing technology-innovative and culture- 

and knowledge-intensive economies (Fahmi et al., 2015; Kong et al., 2006). In Taiwan, the 

‘creative city’ discourse was incorporated with policies of culture-led urban regeneration and 

the adaptive reuse of historical buildings, as the city government believed that the cultural and 

creative industries may strengthen a city’s economic competitiveness, city-image branding, and 

cultural tourism (C.-Y. Lin, 2016). Moreover, under neoliberal and entrepreneurial urban 

governance, the mechanism of public–private partnership was introduced to facilitate the 

renovation and reuse of vacant and unused heritage sites and to solve the problem of insufficient 

government funds in a time of austerity. In this policy package, historical narrations are 

extensively used as a way to legitimate and justify the profit-oriented aspects of heritage reuse 
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by making a metaphorical link between the past and the present (Law, 2012). For instance, the 

life stories of historical figures, the economic prosperity of the past, religious ceremonies, and 

traditional industries are often highlighted in cultural events, art festivals, and commercial 

activities. Likewise, cultural and decorative elements can be adopted and incorporated in new 

product design, art exhibitions, and live performances. Moreover, renovated historical places, 

such as restaurants and coffee houses, can satisfy tourists’ curiosity and imagination, giving 

them the opportunity to experience and immerse themselves in a nostalgic ambience. While the 

discourse of historic preservation intended to resist the uneven spatial developments caused by 

the process of globalisation, historical narratives and cultural heritage can also be utilised by 

the state to embrace and legitimise global travelling urban theories and praxis, which were 

mobilised and transplanted to Taiwan to pursue the ambitions of economic upgrading and city-

image branding. The ideology of the creative city was thus applied to the adaptive reuse of 

heritage and urban regeneration because the state was convinced that local history and traditions 

can contribute to the development of the cultural and creative industries, thereby enhancing 

Taipei’s economic competitiveness and international visibility. 

 

This research confirms the idea that there are multiple and various forms of postcolonial 

conditions, including the continuation of uneven power structures and the rise of contemporary 

economic or cultural imperialisms in the name of globalisation (Nash, 2002; Sidaway, 2000). 

In Taiwan, the multiplicity and complexity of postcolonial conditions may be illustrated by the 

authoritarian and developmental state, the process of democratisation and liberalisation, and 

the growing influences of globalisation and the market economy (Hsu, 2011; L.-L. Huang & 

Kwok, 2011). Although different forms of postcolonial conditions may appear in a sequential 

order, I argue that it is not an evolutionary process, as if a subsequent status would replace and 

drive out a former one. Rather, the plural and mutated forms of postcolonialities may exist 
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simultaneously; they are juxtaposed, overlapped, intertwined, and mutually shaped by one 

another. Cultural heritage as the physical reminder of the past is made loyal to the ideologies 

of identity formation and economic development under government intervention and guidance, 

so that a city may adapt to the conditions of territorial competition and inter-city connections 

in the age of globalisation. This synchronicity of postcolonial conditions can be best explained 

by the path-dependency and historical embeddedness situated within the intersection between 

inherited institutional practices and continuous political struggles over policymaking and urban 

development (Brenner et al., 2012). Pre-existing patterns of space usage, earlier regulatory 

arrangements, and past decision-making experiences will often be inherited and favoured by 

national and local governments when they try to develop strategies of coping with globalisation 

or mediating social conflicts through market-oriented restructuring projects or cultural identity 

formation as a way to extend or maintain existing power geometries (Brenner & Theodore, 

2002; C.-Y. Lin, 2016). Following this argument, this research also suggests the 

unpredictability and mutability of multifarious postcolonial conditions. The postcolonial 

approach does not try to offer a generalised type of knowledge that can be easily situated in any 

circumstances (Brenner, 2012; Ong, 2011). On the contrary, it reminds us to engage critically 

and reflexively with the nuances of each postcolonial society, tracing its historical 

particularities and contextual embeddedness shaped by the constellation of political leaderships, 

social relationships, crisis tendencies, and conflict management on all local, national, regional, 

and international levels (Brenner et al., 2012). Although different postcolonial societies may 

share similar and comparable characters because of their geographical proximity and close 

interrelationships, they also have remarkable differences that reject the consideration of them 

as duplicates of a standard prototype. This approach leads to an understanding of the contingent 

and variegated outcomes of different postcolonial processes that are fluid, unstable, and subject 

to change. 
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This understanding of postcolonialism helps us to view heritage as a particular type of urban 

space that is politically constructed and socially contested. Heritage is interpreted and 

represented in various ways, depending on the shifting ideologies and the exercise of state 

power for different practical uses and contemporary needs, ranging from the economic use for 

capital accumulation and the commodification of places to the cultural and symbolic meanings 

for the construction of a national identity and collective memories (Ashworth & Graham, 2005; 

S. McDowell, 2008). Heritage can be negatively judged and discarded when it hinders pro-

growth restructuring projects and is associated with imperial invasions. However, it can also be 

positively evaluated and appraised when historical narratives contribute to economic upgrading 

and cultural promotion. Hence, the ambivalent nature of heritage—the tangible and material 

presence of the colonial legacy—is interplayed and conditioned by the extension of state power 

and the expansion of globalisation—reinforced through intangible and inherited regulatory 

systems. However, when the ruling ideologies prevail over other attitudes and dominate in the 

production of urban spaces, we also need to pay attention to the “oppositional, antagonistic 

forms of knowledge, subjectivity, and consciousness [that] may emerge within an historical 

social formation” (Brenner, 2012, p. 16). This leads us to the next section, where the second 

implication of the postcolonial theory inspires us to observe, listen to, and inquire into the 

marginalised, subjugated, or silenced groups of people and to interrogate the strategies that they 

have constructed through the practices of everyday life and the significances that they have 

attributed to urban spaces. 

 

8.1.2 Postcolonial Criticism: Alternative Discourses and Local Activism 

The second implication of postcolonial theory is the articulation of alternative worldviews that 

challenge, destabilise, and undermine the dominant discourse of urban development and uneven 

power relations (Roy, 2014; Yeoh, 2001). As an analytical framework, this approach critically 
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engages with ordinary people’s practices of everyday life to interrogate how they develop daily 

strategies and tactics of appropriation to adapt to disadvantageous circumstances and struggle 

for their rights and demands (Turner & Schoenberger, 2011). These strategies include overt, 

collective, and organised protests and social movements with clear political aims, as well as 

covert, individual, and often private behaviours to cope with everyday difficulties and sustain 

their livelihoods (Rankin, 2010, 2012; Sheppard, 2014). Moreover, these forms of social 

resistance should not be merely comprehended as the subordinate fighting against the dominant; 

the interrelationship and process of co-determination between the two parties should be 

particularly addressed (Tang, 2014). In other words, while ordinary subjects have the 

competence to construct an alternative discourse, their actions and strategies are simultaneously 

framed and permitted by the socio-political structure of institutional settings. 

 

In Taiwan, the alternative discourse of heritage preservation primarily emerged among the 

academic milieu, including intellectuals, historians, and professors, who reflected on the 

consequences of fast urbanisation and pursued the formation of a cultural subjectivity of Taiwan 

(Yen, 2006). This trend could be dated back to the cultural movements initiated since the 1970s, 

including the debate on Taiwanese literature, the promotion of native dialects, and the 

rediscovery of colonial and indigenous histories, which severely challenged the authoritarian 

state and its Sino-centric cultural discourse (Hsiau, 2012). In the construction of a Taiwanese 

identity, Taiwan was imagined as a multicultural and multi-ethnic society with diverse 

languages and cultural traditions. While different waves of ‘colonisers’ migrated to Taiwan and 

invaded and exploited the pre-existing communities, they also settled down and rooted 

themselves in the soil of the island. Together with the old-timers, they formed a new collective 

entity with affectional bonds, common challenges, and a shared future (Hsiau, 2012). Under 

this conception, the heritage conservation movement can be seen as one branch of the 
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construction of a Taiwanese nationalism. Early conservation activists grieved the disappearance 

of traditional built environments and historical townscapes, which were important constituents 

of people’s collective memory and place identity that were being threatened by fast urbanisation 

(C.-J. Hsia, 1998). They argued that the traditional houses of the ordinary people represented 

the local history and vernacular culture more precisely than the Chinese palace-style 

architecture did. The historical shophouses and street patterns narrated not only the history of 

the early Chinese migrants, who moved to and settled down in Taiwan, but also their life 

experiences and struggling stories thorough the Japanese colonisation, which were represented 

by the hybrid building forms composed of a traditional spatial arrangement, arcaded walkways, 

and spectacular façades (H.-J. Tan & Waley, 2006; Yu, 1990). Furthermore, these pioneers of 

urban conservation noticed that the ‘fossilisation’ of a single historic building would disconnect 

the heritage sites from people’s everyday lives and thus spark protests and opposition from the 

public and the property owners in particular (Yen, 2008). Hence, they advocated the concept of 

area-based urban conservation, which would retain the physical structures as well as the 

economic activities and social relationships associated with the urban spaces (C.-L. Kuo, 2010; 

H.-C. Lin, 2014). Under a political atmosphere of a transition to democracy, conservation 

activists successfully evoked public awareness to cultural heritage through press media 

involvement and cultural festivals and negotiated with local wholesalers and property owners 

regarding economic revitalisation and development rights (Yen, 2008). Early conservation 

movements led by intellectuals and social elites thus contributed to the construction of an 

alternative, Taiwanese cultural identity, the development of a pattern of community 

mobilisation and social movement, and the institutionalisation of cultural heritage regulations.  

 

A noticeable shift in heritage conservation movements from the intellectual milieu to the 

general public can be observed in the 2000s and onwards due to the widespread practice of the 
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Community Empowerment projects (L.-L. Huang & Hsu, 2011; Yen, 2006). In contrast to the 

movements led by professionals that often takes historical and aesthetic values as a point of 

departure, the conservation movements initiated by community members through public 

participation and mobilisation place the significance of place attachment on their residential 

surroundings (A. Lee, 2017). Place attachment captures the affective bonds between people and 

places. Not only do people organise their daily routines and meet their neighbours and friends 

at certain places in the neighbourhood, but also will the urban setting—the small lanes, streets 

corners, houses and buildings, and trees and open spaces—support the practice of these 

activities and maintain the established social relationships (Main & Sandoval, 2014). Place 

attachment is thus important to the continuity of a sense of belonging and security, as people 

feel ‘at home’ and identify themselves with the living environment (Alawadi, 2016). It is 

through these everyday encounters and life experiences that people erase the stigmatic 

meanings associated with certain sites—those devalued as colonial remnants and economically 

inefficient—and attribute new cultural and symbolic significances to these places, thereby 

claiming their right over the urban space. These places are the containers of individual and 

collective memories, and these memories are not established upon the macro-history of the 

colonial past and national present but on the micro-histories of personal life episodes, childhood 

and family reminiscences, and emotional affinities. Through the conservation movements, 

residents became friends with shared interests and common goals. They were no longer 

‘strangers’ living together in the same neighbourhood; rather, they were intimately connected 

and cultivated meaningful social and interpersonal relationships. Through the exploration and 

revaluation of the living environment built by ‘others’ (Japanese colonisers), residents turned 

these sites into subjective places of the ‘self’ whereby they could confirm to where and whom 

they belong, thus forming a community identity. When urban redevelopments through land 

privatisation and demolition threatened the living environment appreciated by residents, the 
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residents would rise and fight for the protection of their neighbourhood and urban liveability 

(L.-L. Huang, 2008; Tso, 2006). On the one hand, people gradually gained an awareness of 

their living environment; on the other hand, it was in the wake of citizen emancipation and 

empowerment that residents may gain the confidence to carry out community movements and 

request that their demands be met. Both government subsidies and educational programmes 

sponsored and encouraged them to mobilise their fellow neighbours to participate in local 

affairs. They learnt how to organise the community, collect historical documents, record oral 

histories, make films and booklets, and hold exhibitions and activities, thus successfully gained 

wider support from the public. Moreover, for such community movements to turn into heritage 

conservation movements, the participation of university professors and college students played 

a key role (Tso, 2006). These professionals did not directly lead and guide the movements 

anymore, but they assisted and provided legal consultation, information, and advice to the 

residents. With the assistance of planning professionals, community movements progressed 

from passive protection of the living environment to active advocacy of heritage preservation. 

A coalition between community members and planning professionals was formed in this phase. 

 

However, two remarkable problems emerge from the community-based conservation 

movements. First, as people’s place attachment is a driving force for the community movements, 

the values of urban liveability and ecological sustainability may be stressed more than the 

historical, cultural, or aesthetic values of the old houses. However, for old buildings and 

historical sites to be qualified as cultural heritage, they must meet certain criteria and undergo 

a required legal procedure of examination. This means that only professional knowledge 

concerning history, rather than personal affection or practical needs, can define what heritage 

is. Although residents can endeavour to collect historical evidence and try to prove the value of 

the sites, it is the city government and the technocratic experts who have the power to make 
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final decisions. This dilemma is shown when the municipality intends to support grassroots 

movements while guiding cultural policy and preventing the ‘misuse’ of heritage as an 

instrument for other purposes (Chien, 2017; Kang, 2013; Ng, 2015). Second, these community 

movements are characterised by typical not-in-my-backyard (NIMBY) features—middle-class 

citizens holding relatively conservative values and defending what they already have—rather 

than the search for political change and social progress (Schubert, 2017). In Taipei, these 

movements are often initiated by housewives, schoolteachers, and artistic workers in coalition 

with university professors and students. But unlike the pioneer activists who have struggled to 

create rights to gain opportunities for political participation and involvement in the planning 

system, the community members only seek to protect the existing rights of urban liveability 

when the rights are affected by redevelopment projects (Mayer, 2012). Since community 

initiatives are sponsored nowadays—and therefore also controlled—by the city government, 

they thus lose their ability to urge institutional reform and social transformation. Residents 

become co-operators of the government who are unaware of the persistence of the uneven 

power relation in this participatory design. Under this framework, only people with shared 

values and interests are able to participate in the community empowerment projects, while other 

interest groups who hold a different viewpoint are likely to be excluded from the process. When 

people’s requests are responded to and the crisis is over, the dynamics of citizen mobilisation 

are likely to dissolve. Moreover, although the community movements will sometimes succeed 

to obtain what they have been striving for, the municipality and real estate developers can still 

profit from the fruits of community initiatives, which may ultimately erode the achievements 

of these movements.  

 

The twofold tension and paradox of community movements have become more observable in 

recent years when cultural heritage and public participation are highly institutionalised and 
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employed to flank neoliberal urban restructuring projects. While conservation activists are 

enthusiastic about historical facts and the authenticity of heritage sites, cultural heritage 

becomes a restricted domain, where only people with specific knowledge are permitted to 

participate and engage in discussion. This causes the disjunction between the cultural meanings 

of heritage sites and the everyday practices of ordinary people. As a result, conservation 

movements suffer from the loss of support of the pre-existing community and their advocacy 

fails to transcend the construction of a Taiwan-centric cultural identity and the reconsideration 

of urban developments and their impacts on the traditional built environment. Likewise, when 

public participation becomes an integral part of urban redevelopment projects, in which the city 

government provides multiple options of workshops, consultation meetings, and public 

hearings, citizen participation is criticised as being reduced to a form of tokenism instead of 

being genuine empowerment (Pollock & Sharp, 2012). Only certain groups with the required 

resources and the right to access can join in the participation, whereas the voices of others—

not only minority groups but also the majority of ordinary people—are either silenced or 

neglected (Beaumont & Nicholls, 2008; Silver, Scott, & Kazepov, 2010). Under this condition, 

the city government may formally legitimate and justify state intentions through citizen 

participation but also disapprove ideas and proposals suggested by community movements 

through the same mechanism vice versa. 

 

When the dynamics of overt and organised social movements are ‘imprisoned’ by the officially 

regulated participation mechanism, covert, unofficial, and individual strategies in the everyday 

life may emerge as a more efficient way to resist the totalising effects of globalisation and 

neoliberal urban governance (Jou et al., 2014; A. Lee, 2017). Under the logic of capital 

accumulation and the domination of market-driven rules, both cultural heritage and public 

participation are instrumentalised in the promotion of the cultural and creative economy to 
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enhance Taipei’s inter-regional competitiveness and city-image branding. However, this trend 

also causes the commercialisation and commodification of heritage sites and further separates 

a city’s cultural and symbolic meanings from the people’s daily lived experiences and practical 

uses of urban spaces (Chiu, 2014; W.-I. Lin, 2015). Although residents can still express their 

opinions and complaints through officially recognised channels or carry out community 

initiatives that advocate alternative views, citizen activism and mobilisation could hardly shake 

the already established system and political structure of policy and decision making, which 

supports and prioritises pro-growth economic purposes (Sager, 2016). When conventional 

participation channels fail to satisfy residents’ expectations, instead of initiating more violent 

confrontations, residents tend to go ‘underground’ and adopt strategies of disaffiliation to 

maintain their existence and place identity. These strategies include the maintenance of 

everyday routines, the practice of selective belonging, and the acceptance of compromises 

because of their ambivalent attitudes (Savage, Bagnall, & Longhurst, 2005; Watt, 2009). The 

local people try to keep their daily living and working uninterrupted by means of self-protection 

and self-isolation. For instance, in Dadaocheng, traditional shopkeepers concentrate on their 

specialised products and services so that they can survive amidst the harsh competition with the 

creative newcomers. In the Qingtian neighbourhood, residents ‘keep an eye’ on the private 

operators of historic buildings and report to the city government immediately if any 

unpleasantness or potential threats are observed. Furthermore, the local people do not conceal 

their anxiety and scepticism toward new places in the neighbourhoods, as they distance 

themselves from the cultural activities, exhibitions venues, cafés, or restaurants, where they 

rarely visit in daily life. This should not be viewed as merely a passive act of avoidance but as 

an active practice of selective belonging, as residents can choose whether to attach themselves 

to these places and may convey a strong notion of disagreement and dissent (Pinkster, 2013). 

Interestingly, although they do not agree with the commercialisation and ‘touristification’ of 
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heritage sites, they tolerate and endure the discomforts and inconveniences to a certain extent. 

This is because the negative experiences are largely compensated by their vested interests—

whether it is property value or urban liveability. They also worry that, vis-à-vis the long arm of 

the municipality, further protests may be too time-consuming and futile to bring about any 

actual effects (Turner & Schoenberger, 2011). In fact, their ‘being-in-place’—the consistence 

of pre-existing lifestyles and social relationships—may be more effective and flexible than legal 

and institutionalised regulations. This forces the ‘newcomers’, that is, the creative practitioners 

and private investors, to make compromises or adjustments, thereby mitigating the possible 

negative impacts on the neighbourhoods. The private sector also tries to cultivate a friendly 

relationship with the pre-existing communities through knowledge transfer and experience 

sharing, so that the two opposite groups may become partners for collaboration based on mutual 

trust. In other words, while the strategies of disaffiliation may not yield immediate social and 

political transformation, the latent and long-term effects could probably create the time and 

space required for negotiation and opportunities of change. 

 

The postcolonial approach as a way to listen to the voices of minority and subjugated groups 

confirms that ordinary subjects have the competence to construct and articulate alternative 

discourses (Roy, 2009). They can carry out community initiatives through both official and 

unofficial channels, which challenge, confront, destabilise, and negotiate with the dominant 

ideologies of global capitalism and inherent uneven power relations. From these social 

movements, we can observe the changing relationship between the state and the civil society 

(L.-L. Huang & Hsu, 2011). In the past, the authoritarian state conducted paternalist control by 

providing patronage to local factions to legitimate its power. In this phase, the civil society was 

submissive to the state. Later, facing both domestic and international crises, intellectuals and 

professionals started to challenge the state power through numerous social movements, striving 



 406 

for political participation and democratisation, as well as advocating for the construction of a 

new, Taiwan-centric cultural identity. In this phase, the civil society was in conflict with the 

state. After the transition to a democratic society, institutionalised citizen participation and 

empowerment projects encouraged community mobilisation to protect the living environment 

and save historical buildings from demolition. The relationship between the state and the civil 

society was one of cooperation and coalition. Lastly, under the influence of globalisation and 

neoliberalism, urban spaces and cultural heritage were gradually being privatised and 

commodified despite a wider practice of civic participation and mobilisation, as the latter 

cannot resist the rising hegemony of the ‘creative city’ policy. The relationship between the 

state and the civil society must thus be reconceptualised and reconstructed again. 

 

The experiences of social movements in Taiwan share some similar trajectories with those in 

the Western European and North American contexts, such as the struggle for more participation 

and co-determination, the coalition between activists and residents, and the current wave of 

neoliberalism that has ‘hijacked’ the power of grassroots movements (Mayer, 2012; Schubert, 

2017). However, some remarkable differences can also be observed, which may address the 

particularity of postcolonial experiences in the Global South. In contrast to the northwestern 

cities with a longer tradition of established social organisation and mobility (Gough, 2002), 

experiences from the Global South may draw on different understandings and practices that are 

often the extension of conventional forms of the ‘self-help’ mechanism (Lombard, 2013). 

People tend to strive for what they already have—maintaining their basic needs for the 

sustention of their existence and livelihood—rather than engage in radical political advocacy 

for social transformation (Bayat, 2010; Mayer & Künkel, 2012). This happens because people 

are aware not only of their inferior positions to the state under authoritarian rule but also that 

private behaviours and strategies to cope with regulations may be more efficient than organised 
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protests (Kerkvliet, 2009; Turner & Schoenberger, 2011). Further, even in the context of 

democracy like in Taiwan, people are used to receiving state patronage in the tradition of 

clientalism—community organisation and mobilisation that are dependent on institutionalised 

mechanisms and government subsidies—rather than pursuing radical political advocacy and 

social transformation (L.-L. Huang & Hsu, 2011). When the established system is unable to 

satisfy their requests and demands, people are submissive to the state power and tend to 

compromise. They will seek to overcome these difficulties through strategies of disaffiliation 

and private negotiations instead of through time- and energy-consuming demonstrations that 

will not always be successful. Mixed forms of community movements and individual strategies 

framed by inherent regulatory arrangements thus illustrate the construction of a postcolonial 

alternative worldview in Taiwan. 

 

8.1.3 Postcolonial Hybridity: Formation of Multiple Identities 

The third implication of postcolonial theory is the formation of a hybrid identity or identities. 

Drawing from migration literature, hybrid identity takes two or more cultural systems as 

references, through which a new identity sharing the features of both cultural origins is 

negotiated and constructed (Brickell & Datta, 2011; Mitchell, 1997; Smith & Leavy, 2008). In 

Taiwan, historical sites of different cultural and ethnic backgrounds, including those denoting 

the Chinese ancestral relationship and Japanese colonial legacy, are drawn into the official 

discourse of heritage, altogether contributing to the construction of a hybrid national identity 

of multiculturalism (Hsiau, 2012; Chih-Hung Wang, 2003; Yeoh & Huang, 1996). However, 

this multicultural hybrid identity is not contradiction-free or harmonious. As multiple 

stakeholders can interpret heritage sites based on their diverse demands and desires, there will 

be different ways to use and represent historical buildings and neighbourhoods, making this 

hybrid identity unstable and mutable. The concept of ‘tangential attachments’ can thus help us 
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to understand this uncertainty and complexity involved in hybrid identities (Yarker, 2018). It 

explains how people can partially attach themselves to and partially alienate themselves from 

places, drawing some aspects of the cultural meanings of heritage sites to consolidate their 

appreciated values or reject negative impacts. Accordingly, hybrid identities and place 

attachments are not perpetual; they are produced under certain conditions and are thus felt only 

‘for a time’—as the term ‘tangential’ may imply. Nevertheless, they are always open to new 

interpretations and opportunities (Yarker, 2018). 

 

The postcolonial hybrid identity in Taiwan is a social construct derived from the interaction 

and negotiation between social movements and state transformation. It was first advocated by 

social activists, who rediscovered Taiwan’s multiple ethnic groups and diverse cultural 

traditions that challenged the dominant discourse of Chinese nationalism (Hsiau, 2005). This 

forced the authoritarian state to reconstruct a new national identity that recognised ethnical 

differences, promoted community solidarity, and formed a new collective nationhood with a 

shared future (L.-L. Huang & Hsu, 2011; A. Lee, 2017). Under the wave of democratisation 

and emancipation, it was later proceeded by government-sponsored community empowerment 

projects that encouraged residents to participate and engage in public affairs (Raco et al., 2011; 

H.-J. Wang & Lee, 2008). Ordinary people, particularly middle-class citizens, thus detached 

the negative symbolic meanings associated with the colonial past and attributed new 

significances to urban spaces to maintain the urban liveability and their social relationships (L.-

L. Huang, 2008). Under this process, cultural heritage in Taiwan was no longer confined to 

monumental structures with a strong indication of Taiwan’s connection with mainland China; 

instead, it also included the living places of ordinary people, colonial architecture, former 

industrial sites, villages of indigenous tribes, and even informal settlements, expressing the 

island’s cultural diversity and multilateral histories (J. E. Taylor, 2005). The formation of a 
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hybrid identity in Taiwan does not mean that it denies the Chinese cultural traditions and 

influences, nor does it imply the celebration of or a nostalgia towards its colonial past (Amae, 

2011). Rather, the hybrid identity considers the contribution of plural cultures to the 

construction of a new Taiwanese identity, which is crucial to answering the questions of ‘who 

are we?’ and ‘where do we belong to?’ In this sense, Taiwan is neither ‘Chinese’ nor ‘Japanese’ 

(cf. Bolatagici, 2004). Although it shares some similar characteristics with both cultures, it 

forms a completely new hybridity. 

 

Although the consensus that Taiwan’s identity is built upon multiculturalism is generally 

accepted at the national level, there are still many different, heterogeneous, or even contrasting 

identities at the micro and individual levels (Wachter, Ventriglio, & Bhugra, 2015). These 

varying plural identities are not a result of differences in ethnicity, religion, or gender; rather, 

they stem from the lived experiences and subjective perceptions of daily life, through which 

people perceive, appropriate, and interact with their residential surroundings. People with 

different interests have their particular ways of spatial usage, habits, and practices, as well as 

personal demands and social needs. Each stakeholder may selectively interpret the values of 

cultural heritage and historic urban districts, adopting some of the symbolic meanings to 

strengthen and maintain his or her personalised place identity. Likewise, people will also 

struggle to claim their rights over urban spaces through all kinds of formal and informal 

channels when they feel that their interests are denied and the values that they have attached to 

the spaces are being eroded by urban transformations. The differentiated and plural identities 

can be best observed when cultural heritage discourse has to confront the deep-rooted pro-

growth evaluation of property rights and interact with the growing global hegemony of 

neoliberal urban entrepreneurship.  
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These contrasting and competing identities may further expand our understanding of a 

postcolonial hybrid identity or identities. The hybrid identity, in its singular and collective sense, 

should not simply equal what multiculturalism or cosmopolitanism may imply, as if respect 

towards and tolerance of differences would drive out confrontations and conflicts (Valentine, 

2008). Nor would this hybrid identity echo the easy definition of the mixture and juxtaposition 

of two or more cultural elements, as if different imaginations and ideologies of the city are 

expressed merely through the material co-existence of high-rise skyscrapers and historical 

buildings (Hernández, 2010). Rather, the postcolonial hybrid identity is not a static state but a 

process of becoming. The hybrid identity consists of multiple, personal, and plural micro-

identities, which are often contradictory to one another and yet can always converge at some 

points of compromise. Moreover, it articulates the complicated relationships at play between 

stakeholders, as they are competing but cooperating, struggling and enduring, full of tension 

and yet in harmony. 

 

The hybrid identities, in their plural and personal sense, not only highlight the diversity and 

differences among interest groups but also reflect Taiwan’s particular historical context, as its 

process of localisation is embedded within and interacting with the trajectory of globalisation. 

According to Hsiau A-Chin’s (2005) argument, the formation of a Taiwanese identity, 

especially in the cultural domain, was not a reaction to the impacts of ‘Westernisation’ but a 

result of an internal power struggle on the island. He stated, “The principal driving force behind 

the indigenisation of Taiwan’s politics and culture was the internal dynamics of ethnic 

inequality … rather than as a reaction to globalisation” (Hsiau, 2005, pp. 263–264). This 

argument is partially correct. At least in the urban conservation movements, early pioneers and 

intellectuals sharply criticised the influence of modernisation and urbanisation, which caused 

the disappearance of the traditional built environment in Taiwan. However, even this reflection 
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on globalisation focused mainly on the ‘cultural’ sphere; they reassessed the international style 

of modern architecture and were inspired by the global thoughts of critical regionalism to revisit 

the vernacular architecture of Taiwan (Yen, 2006). Such a revaluation of the built environment 

thus lost sight of the political and economic motivations hidden behind the process of fast urban 

expansion and the reproduction of social inequality. Furthermore, Hsiau (2005) continued to 

observe that, although Taiwan’s cultural indigenisation was not a result of globalisation, 

globalisation has indeed fuelled and strengthened the construction of a new national identity 

and nationalism in Taiwan. Local distinctions and cultural characteristics are not homogenised 

due to the interconnectedness and frequent exchanges between cities in the age of globalisation; 

rather, the cultural diversity, culinary specialities, religious ceremonies, and traditional 

buildings in Taiwan become important resources to promote Taiwan’s cultural image and 

attract global tourists on the international front, which could not be made possible without 

Taiwan’s cultural indigenisation. Arguably, as there was a lack of reflection during the process 

of Taiwan’s indigenisation on the impacts of globalisation and global capitalism in particular, 

which acts as the dominant mode of production and catalyst of urban transformation, the use of 

Taiwanese cultural items for economic purposes, cultural tourism, and land speculation can 

lead to an erosion of the efforts in preserving heritage sites and weaken the achievements of 

community movements that seek to construct a collective place identity. Since local people 

rarely recognise the ruling political and economic system, their community initiatives could 

hardly disrupt the existing uneven power structure and induce progressive social transformation 

and policy innovation. Therefore, different claims and multiple identities coexist, compete with 

each other, and are mediated by the pragmatic government that seeks to fulfil the diverse 

imaginations and demands of various social groups.  
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There are at least five groups of stakeholders holding different claims and values concerning 

cultural heritage and urban spaces. The different claims must interact with one another and be 

mediated through negotiation and compromise, thereby producing multiple hybrid identities in 

the city: 

(1) Residents and/or shopkeepers:  

The pre-existing communities care about the maintenance of their original lifestyles and 

the sustainability of their self-existence. While they criticise that the superficial uses of 

historical narratives in cultural activities are disconnected from their everyday life and 

can be a source of potential interruptions (Blokland, 2009), they also gain some 

advantages and benefits from the adaptive reuse and urban regeneration plans, which 

contribute to the maintenance of urban liveability, the improvement of environments, 

and the promotion of commercial activities. Hence, their daily practice of distancing 

themselves from the profit- and tourists-oriented places in the neighbourhood should be 

understood not only as a defence of their vested benefits and status quo against potential 

threats but also as an active demonstration of their rights to reclaim urban spaces and 

articulate alternative voices (Pinkster, 2013). 

(2) The creative class:  

Conventionally, the creative practitioners and private investors are regarded as groups 

that prominently utilise cultural heritage for economic purposes (A. C. Pratt, 2011). To 

cover the rehabilitation and operation costs, the creative workers often actively employ 

historical narrations and cultural elements to legitimate their commercial activities and 

generate reliable financial returns. However, through frequent interactions with the pre-

existing community, many of them start to produce a sense of belonging and sympathise 

with their old-time neighbours. They may thus downplay the importance of economic 

motivation and try to foster a friendly or cooperative relationship with the locals. In 
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other words, they try to get rid of the stereotypes of ‘outsiders’ and render a sense of 

‘insideness’—responding to local demands and seeking the acceptance of local 

communities. This further blurs the division between the cultural use and the economic 

use of cultural heritage (Graham, 2002). 

(3) Property owners:  

Property owners, including private individuals and state-owned enterprises, place 

importance on their private property rights and the exchange value of land (Kang, 2012). 

They often play an oppositional role against heritage preservation and support large-

scale demolition and reconstruction. When a decision on historic preservation has been 

made and becomes irreversible, they will shift from protestation to the fight for their 

‘deserved compensation’. They are attached to heritage sites not because of the cultural 

and historical meanings, but mainly because they want to gain benefits from the added 

values of properties and profit from the transfer of development rights (M. Shih & 

Chang, 2015). As lands and properties are seen as private assets for the accumulation 

of wealth, how cultural heritage should be preserved or represented seems not to matter 

for property owners. 

(4) Conservation activists:  

Conservation activists, including NGO members, college students, and freelance writers 

engaging in the local culture and history, raise the value of historical authenticity and 

the cultural right to participation (C.-H. Wang, 2014). There are two groups of activists. 

First, a group of moderate activists, who have previously experienced early urban social 

movements, now turn to work at the local level to promote, teach, and spread the 

concepts and practices of heritage preservation. This group of activists often become 

partners in coalition with the city government, trying to make fundamental changes 

within the political structure from below. The second group of younger and more radical 
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activists is enthusiastic about the discovery of historical facts and the collection of 

historical evidence, and they dedicate themselves to the task of rescuing old buildings 

and historical sites from the threats of urban redevelopment. This group often takes 

more aggressive actions and resist large-scale redevelopments, but their advocacies may 

also produce a sense of alienation among the general public. 

(5) The municipal government:  

Lastly, the city government adopts a flexible yet pragmatic attitude in the mediation and 

negotiation of these contrasting viewpoints among the different stakeholders (Philip 

Harrison, 2002). On the one hand, it seems that the intention of the city government is 

so ambiguous that it mixes up conventional top-down purposive-rational planning 

procedures with bottom-up communicative and collaborative planning practices. On the 

other hand, it is through the variety of options and remedial mechanisms that the city 

government manages to mediate and satisfy the diverse demands of multiple 

stakeholders. The contingent and variegated projects of urban restructuring 

encompassing physical reconstruction, historic preservation, identity building, and city-

image branding not only exhibit the city government’s evolving ideologies but also 

express its constant ambition to win public support and sustain its political power (Raco 

& Lin, 2012). 

 

The concept of tangential attachments (Yarker, 2018) can also help us to understand the 

formation of multiple and hybrid identities—how people are connected to places and acquire 

senses of belonging differently. Arguably, this is not to say that people only have a weak or 

superficial relationship with the places in which they live. The residential surroundings play an 

important role in the definition of the self, for which people will strive for their rights. What 

remains tangential is people’s identification and association with certain places, which are 
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either historically preserved or transformed by neoliberal redevelopments. The ways through 

which people may partially draw symbolic meanings from heritage sites and fit them in their 

everyday lives while contesting other aspects that are regarded as potential threats to their 

interests and values can thus be described as tangential. The concept of tangential attachments 

transcends the dichotomy often found between the enhancement or disenfranchisement of the 

local identity as the consequences of historic preservation or culture-led urban regeneration 

(Collins, 2016; González & Guadiana, 2013; Krätke, 2010; Novy & Colomb, 2012). People’s 

senses of attachment and belonging are not located either completely inside or outside of the 

heritage sites, but they are always fluctuating somewhere between the two poles of affirmation 

and negation. Hence, postcolonial hybrid identities are not fixed but fluid products under certain 

conditions. As Yarker (2018) asserted, “a connection to a particular urban space is felt ‘for a 

time’, but might not always be a constant” (p. 3432). As people continue to use, perceive, 

appropriate, and give meanings to spaces through daily encounters and lived experiences, their 

place attachments and identities will also change through the evolution of time. New 

interpretations may emerge and will reshape places as representations of shifting and hybrid 

identities. 

 

Lastly, I would like to echo Rankin’s (2010) notions of the ‘ethics of accountability’ and 

‘relational reflexivity’ to address how this study may contribute deeper implications for 

research in planning theory and praxis. The existence of postcolonial hybrid identities has 

highlighted the fact that there are different experiences, interpretations, and senses of place 

attachment and belonging in a society of multiple stakeholders. These differences are also 

conditioned and sometimes restrained by the inherent uneven power geometry that keeps 

reproducing unequal and hierarchical social relationships. This understanding of postcolonial 

hybridities will help us to overcome some of the contradictions existing within mainstream 
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planning theories and paradigms by adding a new direction to the rational model of planning, 

the communicative planning theories, and the critiques through a political–economic lens 

(Innes & Booher, 2014). It challenges conventional planning rationalities with the moral 

conducts of responsibility in a paternalistic tradition, for what is conceived as ‘benevolence’ 

for the ‘planned subjects’ will not necessarily correspond with what people actually need or 

expect and will not result in similar successful outcomes (Roy, 2006). Even the advocacy of 

communicative planning through affirmative recognition and consensus building among 

different stakeholders has its limitations, for how to reach and evaluate such an agreement 

remains unclear (Flyvbjerg & Richardson, 2002; Innes, 2004). Moreover, a critique of the 

planning system from a political–economic perspective that emphasises the domination of 

knowledge and power over disadvantaged groups also systematically ignores the importance 

and dynamics of everyday life, which should be seen as the exercise of an alternative power 

(Kipfer et al., 2008; Roy, 2009). A postcolonial approach, which reflexively considers the 

structure in which we are situated, scrutinises the way through which people are connected 

relatively with others, and listens to the different voices and demands of various actors, will 

always try to find practical and feasible solutions to urban questions and planning practices—

and definitely there will be more than one solution—that can account for the diversity and 

hybridity in a highly differentiated and ever-evolving process of city making. 
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8.2 Trustworthiness, Research Limitations, and Future Prospects 

This research was first conceptualised during the Sunflower Student Movement in 2014 and 

reached its final form when the COVID-19 outbreak became an international pandemic in 

2020.98 While the former urban upheaval can be interpreted as citizens trying to fight for their 

rights to defend state sovereignty and monitor policymaking, the latter indicates that the liberal 

and democratic ways of living that we are used to are facing tremendous challenges in the era 

of intensified globalisation. How do we retain or even protect the urban life that we desire? 

Perhaps these incidents have no direct relationship with this study, but they have clearly 

demonstrated the ‘epoch’ in which we are situated—the context in which this research was 

carried out. Returning to the topic of this research, cultural heritage has also undergone a 

process of struggle and negotiation so that historical landscapes and traditional architecture 

could continue to be remembered and exist. This process should not be seen as taken for granted. 

Today, cultural heritage is also at risk, influenced and eroded by the logic of capital 

accumulation and the instability of the international world order. Therefore, in this final section, 

I will discuss how I establish trustworthiness and credibility in this research and reflect on my 

role as a researcher in the study before pointing out some directions for further research. 

 

8.2.1 Research Trustworthiness and Reflexivity 

This research began with a series of questions from my observation of cultural heritage 

preservation in Taiwan. I noticed that there were always conflicts involved in why and how 

heritage preservation should be implemented. However, it was unclear whether these conflicts 

were derived from controversies about the meaning of preservation—which heritage site should 

be remembered and which ought to be erased—or about the means of preservation—the 

 
98 The Sunflower Student Movement broke out in April 2014 when many college students and civic groups 
protested against the enforcement of the Cross-Strait Trade Agreement initiated by the KMT government. The 
activists’ major concern was that the treaty would deepen Taiwan’s economic dependency on China under the 
latter’s growing political pressure. 
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strategies and plans to represent specific national history and local cultures. It was also unclear 

from where the different discourses of heritage preservation were derived and how they were 

brought into negotiation and meditation between the government and the civil society. With 

these questions in mind, I adopted qualitative research methods to review government 

documents and conduct semi-structured interviews with various actors, trying to discern the 

dominant discourses about cultural heritage and their alternative counter-discourses. The results 

have shown that cultural heritage is a process of social construction mediated between shifting 

state ideologies and community movements. While the city government intends to extend its 

political power, it will always face challenges from the civil society as the latter fights for the 

continuation of their everyday life and place identity. Through formal participation mechanisms 

and informal forms of subversions, different stakeholders in the city may strive for the values 

that they uphold, which contributes to the emergence of a fluid, mutable, and hybrid identity, 

as well as individual and personalised place attachments. As this is a qualitative research study, 

I will refer to the concept of trustworthiness to replace the use of validity and reliability (Bailey, 

2007; Lincoln & Guba, 1985) to examine how I construct consistency throughout the research 

process. I will also suggest how the postcolonial approach as a critical and reflexive research 

framework may have further implications and may inspire future research, although an 

extensive generalisation should be carefully avoided. 

 

First, the research findings should be regarded as a ‘process’ rather than an ‘end’. As 

postcolonial conditions have indicated unpredictability and mutability, this research is a 

reflexion of the contexts and circumstances during a period of time under Taiwan’s specific 

political, socio-economic, and cultural settings, which will not remain unchanged over time. It 

captures the ‘moment’ of the contemporary within a longer, continuous process of evolution; 

hence, future research will probably not obtain the same results but represent new and up-to-
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date social conditions. Furthermore, the concepts of hybrid identity and tangential attachment 

also suggest that new interpretations and evaluations will always emerge from the lived 

experiences of places, as people continue to use, appropriate, and give meanings to their living 

environments and surroundings. History has taught us this lesson, too, as many historical 

structures in Taiwan were at first stigmatised and despised, then rediscovered and revaluated, 

and ultimately included in the discourse of heritage preservation. These sites will also be 

revisited, redefined, and reused for new purposes and demands. Indeed, even in the research 

process, I have witnessed the changes of urban policies concerning cultural heritage. This is not 

only because many cultural festivals and exhibitions are one-time events with limited long-term 

effects but also because the experimental nature of urban policies means that these policies will 

always react to new conditions and adjust their strategies. For instance, in Dadaocheng, the 

URS programme has come to an end after the completion of its interim mission. Many early 

creative practitioners have moved out, and the use of vacant houses will return to the market 

mechanism of supply and demand. In the Qingtian Street neighbourhood, some investors have 

withdrawn from the operation of the Japanese residences due to various reasons. Currently, 

some properties have new ‘owners’ while others have become vacant again. Likewise, in the 

inner city, the open bidding process of the large-scale redevelopment projects has been 

repeatedly aborted, as strict requirements and the examination of the investor’s background 

have resulted in delay and hesitation. The urban experiences in the city centre are thus 

temporary, and how the new projects will affect the local identity remains uncertain. This 

evidence indicates that follow-up research in the same areas is likely to obtain different results, 

as field research is dependable on the specific temporal moments and conditions. However, the 

present research shall serve as a faithful record of a particular period and will become the 

historical background and foundation for new investigations.  
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Second, postcolonial research is path-dependent and contextually embedded; it traces the 

specific historical trajectories, particular power relations, political and institutional 

arrangements, local everyday experiences, as well as the formation of a place-based cultural 

identity. Hence, this research does not seek to establish transferability, because it is not possible 

to transplant and duplicate the research findings to a different postcolonial context. Not only 

would different heritage sites in Taipei or Taiwan have undergone a case-by-case process of 

evaluation and representation, but also the cities themselves, with various political systems, 

social structures, and cultural traditions, would have experienced highly differentiated 

outcomes; these must be examined individually and respectively. However, as a research 

framework, the postcolonial approach is beneficial for interrogating the uneven power relations 

and alternative articulations intertwined between the state and the society. The postcolonial 

scope can be employed to study the relationship between nations, interregional competitions, 

rural–urban transformation, gentrification, and class differentiation within a city. As long as 

there is an asymmetrical power relation reproducing inequality and dividing social classes, there 

is room for postcolonial concepts to observe and describe how robust resistance and alternative 

voices may unsettle and destabilise mainstream discourses through the processes of negotiation 

and mediation. Undoubtedly, there has been a substantial amount of fruitful and constructive 

postcolonial research dedicated to both theoretical and empirical contributions concerning 

African cities (Demissie, 2007; Simone, 2011), post-socialist societies (Golubchikov, Badyina, 

& Makhrova, 2013; Sýkora & Bouzarovski, 2011), as well as migration studies. These 

contributions have enriched the content and variety of postcolonial studies. 

 

Lastly, I would like to reflect on my role as a researcher in this study. Trained and educated in 

heritage preservation and architectural history, I have my own position and inclinations in 

relation to heritage preservation movements. Through the postcolonial approach, I have 
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therefore intended to stand in line with the residents/communities, sharing similar values and 

attitudes with them. However, this selection of standpoint was obstructed when I, or we—

together with my interviewees—learned that government plans and projects often cannot 

comply with our expectations and demands. My pessimistic feeling of disappointment mixed 

with sympathy was so strong that I realised that I could hardly do anything to change this social 

structure for them. Gradually, I understood that although people’s voices may sound 

‘reasonable’ and even more ‘right’ in terms of social justice and equality, they only represent 

one particular perspective that has to be negotiated and coordinated with other perspectives and 

values through a dialectic process. This understanding has helped me to go beyond 

distinguishing a ‘better’ heritage preservation case from ‘worse’ ones and urged me to recognise 

and make sense of the different feelings and opinions involved in the complexity and 

multiplicity of urban conservation and community movements, which are sometimes contrary 

to my personal stance. This is exactly what postcolonial hybrid identities may imply, that there 

are differences and contradictions maintained in a dialectically contested relationship. The 

postcolonial framework is thus reflexive; it always reminds us to pay attention to the structure 

in which uneven power relations are produced and reproduced. Moreover, our mission as 

planners and researchers is not to determine what people will and should need—and, in my 

case, to judge what is a good heritage preservation practice. Rather, we should endeavour to 

make the complex power geometry visible, allow diverse articulations to be heard, and capture 

the interactions and dynamics that may facilitate transformative actions in this multiplicity. 

 

8.2.2 Research Limitations and Future Prospects 

While postcolonial theory encompasses a variety of concepts instead of a singular condition, 

there are other interpretations of postcolonialism that have equal importance as the ones used 

in this dissertation, despite being omitted from the discussion. In this dissertation, I have used 
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the term ‘postcolonial’ in its most common-sense meaning to refer to the Japanese occupation 

vis-à-vis the mainly Han-Chinese history of Taiwan. Hence, my research interest is the physical 

and material legacy of the Japanese colonial urban planning in the present time. However, this 

does not mean that postcolonial studies must be confined to this scope. On the contrary, broader 

applications of postcolonial critique indicate some limitations of this research on the one hand 

while suggesting future research directions on the other. I would recommend at least two ways 

of postcolonial thinking: (a) a case-based approach to narrow the focus to a specific type of 

colonial heritage; and (b) a subject-oriented approach to expand the focus on the truly 

disadvantaged groups who suffer from marginalisation and disempowerment.  

 

The three cases that I selected are urban districts that have been planned or developed during 

the Japanese occupation. They typify three different types of neighbourhoods—a marginalised 

early Chinese migrant settlement, a previous commercial centre, and a Japanese residential area. 

Since their locations, urban patterns, architectural typologies, and economic functions are all 

different, the planning regulations and projects in the three cases are also different. This has led 

to complexity and difficulty in making comparisons. Hence, future research could focus on one 

type of colonial heritage—for instance, Japanese residences—or concentrate on cases under the 

same urban policy—for example, the Old House Movements in Taipei. It is also meaningful to 

select and compare different kinds of Japanese colonial heritage, including government 

buildings, residences, and industrial sites, and to examine whether there is a coherent evaluation 

of colonial heritage and how the sharing and learning of best practices may affect the 

representation of heritage. Moreover, it has to be mentioned that the colonial experience in 

Taiwan is not confined to the Japanese–Taiwanese relationship. The exploitation of aboriginal 

groups by Chinese migrants and the KMT regime’s authoritarian leadership could also be 

counted as a kind of ‘colonisation’. Therefore, the construction of a postcolonial national 
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identity should also include, besides the de-colonisation of the Japanese legacy, the rediscovery 

of indigeneity and the manoeuvre of transitional justice, both of which remain implicit in the 

three cases that I chose. A genealogy of heritage preservation in Taiwan to demonstrate the 

conservation of aboriginal villages, Dutch and Spanish fortresses, Han-Chinese settlements, 

Japanese colonial buildings, post-war urban informality, Chinese nationalist monuments, as 

well as modern architecture, can perhaps illustrate the Taiwanese cultural identity more 

precisely and richly. 

 

More critically, the postcolonial approach with its emphasis on subaltern subjectivity engages 

with alternative articulations and agonistic activism. From this perspective, in this research, I 

have tried to figure out the experiences and voices of ordinary people, such as residents, 

shopkeepers, property owners, and NGO members, that is, those who ‘share a stake’ in the 

debates over heritage preservation and urban regeneration. Nevertheless, I have to admit that  

perhaps there are people who are completely ‘cut off’ from the public arena, whose voices are 

silenced and whose lives are invisible to us. For instance, in Dadaocheng, there are shops 

located on the outskirts of the district, street vendors, and residents who are busy with their 

everyday work; these people often do not show up to the public discussions. In the affluent, 

middle-class Qingtian neighbourhood, there are guest workers, waste pickers, as well as young 

people who possess no property and try to find a dwelling place in the city. Likewise, in the 

inner city, the frequent flows of visitors, tourists, students, and white-collar employees may 

overshadow the people—homeless people, for instance—who are truly making use of the city 

and rely on it for their livelihood. This is what Roy has earnestly called for: we should pay 

attention to the subjects who are marginalised and silenced and study how these groups organise 

their everyday lives, how they fight against gentrification or struggle for their rights, as well as 

how they construct their place identities (or not). From this perspective, future research would 
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bring us to the subjects of migrants, people in poverty or with disability, aboriginal groups, and 

moreover, women, teenagers, and the LGBT community. Their living spaces in the city may 

not be confined to only heritage sites, thereby leading us to construct a broader perspective of 

‘postcolonial urbanism’. 
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Department of urban Development. (2016d). Modification of the Master Plan of the North 
Gate Square. Taipei: Taipei City Government. [變更臺北市中正區公園段一小段

192-7地號等土地交通廣場用地及道路用地為廣場用地、道路用地及交通廣場用

地主要計畫案] 

 

Department of urban Development. (2017a). Demarcation of Urban Renewal District (Taipei 
Post Office). Taipei: Taipei City Government. [劃定臺北市中正區城中段一小段 31

地號等 7筆土地為更新地區] 

 

Department of Urban Development. (2017d). Modification of the Master Plan of the Taipei 
Main Station Special District (E1/E2/D1 West). Taipei: Taipei City Government. [變

更臺北車站特定專用區 E1、E2、D1西半街廓暨周邊地區為特定專用區、博物

館特定專用區及道路用地主要計畫案] 

 

Taipei City Government. (2018a). Datong Urban Regeneration Plan. Taipei: Taipei City 

Government. [大同再生計畫實施計畫] 

 

Taipei City Government. (2018b). Revision of Dadaocheng Historic Preservation Plan. 

Taipei: Taipei City Government. [修訂臺北市大同區大稻埕歷史風貌特定專用區細
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Policy Papers 

Bureau of Public Works. (1988a). Final Planning Report of the Taipei Main Station Special 
District. Taipei: Taipei City Government. [臺北車站特定專用區計畫規劃總結報告] 

 

Department of Cultural Affairs. (2002). White Paper on the Cultural Policy of Taipei City 
Government. Taipei: Taipei City Government. [臺北市政府文化政策白皮書] 

 

Department of Cultural Affairs. (2018). Department of Cultural Affairs Work Report 2018. 

Taipei: Taipei City Government. [臺北市議會第 12屆第 8次定期大會臺北市政府
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Announcements 
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Appendix II 

List of Interviewees 

No. Code Actor’s Role Occupation Gender 
(m/f) 

Age 
(years) 

Date 
(dd.mm.yy) 

Place Duration 
(mins) 

Dadaocheng Area 

01 
D101 community 

organisation leader 
bubble tea  
shop owner m 60–69 

25.10.16 own 
shop 45 

D102 community 
organization member graphic designer m 20–29 

02 D103 community 
organization member project manager f 40–49 09.04.18 coffee 

shop 90 

03 D201 resident pensioner m 60–69 07.02.17 own 
house 70 

04 D202 resident housewife f 40–49 16.02.17 own 
house 35 

05 D203 resident employee of a 
Chinese pharmacy m 30–39 07.03.17 coffee 

shop 90 

06 D301 shop owner tea m 40–49 04.11.16 own shop 50 

07 D302 shop owner grocery  
(dried fruit and nuts) f 50–59 04.11.16 own shop 30 

08 D303 shop owner grocery  
(dried food) m 60–69 09.11.16 own shop 39 

09 D304 shop owner grocery  
(sea food) f 50–59 09.11.16 own shop 60 

10 D305 shop owner grocery 
(canned food) m 70–79 16.11.16 own shop 80 

11 D306 shop owner grocery  
(sugar) f 50–59 18.11.16 own shop 30 

12 D307 shop owner textile m 50–50 24.11.16 own shop 60 

13 D308 shop owner kitchenware m 50–59 01.12.16 own shop 40 

14 D309 shop owner Chinese pharmacy m 20–29 13.12.16 own shop 40 

15 D310 shop owner tea m 20–29 22.02.17 own shop 30 

16 D401 creative worker owner of URS A m 30–39 05.10.16 own shop 62 

17 D402 creative worker employee of URS B m 20–29 02.03.17 own shop 45 

18 
D403 

creative worker 
graphic designer f 30–39 

23.09.16 coffee 
shop 80 

D404 graphic designer m 30–39 

19 D405 creative worker tour guide m 40–49 03.10.16 own shop 30 

20 D406 creative worker graphic designer m 30–39 19.10.16 own shop 45 

21 D407 creative worker snack bar m 40–49 04.11.16 own shop 31 

22 D408 creative worker agricultural products m 40–49 08.11.16 own shop 43 

23 D409 creative worker coffee shop m 60–69 11.11.16 own shop 68 
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24 D410 creative worker fashion design f 30–39 18.11.16 own shop 32 

25 D411 creative worker restaurant f 30–39 18.11.16 own shop 30 

26 D412 creative worker online food service m 30–39 03.03.17 coffee 
shop 41 

27 D413 creative worker theatre company f 20–29 19.04.18 own shop 41 

28 D501 urban planner on-site planning office f 40–49 15.11.16 office 50 

Qingtian Street Neighbourhood      

29 Q101 community 
organisation member university professor m 40–49 10.11.16 office 32 

30 Q102 community 
organisation leader engineer m 50–59 18.11.16 coffee 

shop 59 

31 Q103 community 
organisation member teacher f 40–49 23.11.16 office 65 

32 Q201 resident real estate developer m 40–49 21.09.16 coffee 
shop 70 

33 Q202 resident retired teacher f 60–69 15.02.17 own 
house 50 

34 Q203 resident housewife f 70–79 22.02.17 own 
house 50 

35 Q401 creative worker restaurant f 30–39 14.09.16 own shop 70 

36 Q402 creative worker furniture retail f 40–49 26.09.16 own shop 30 

37 Q403 creative worker tour guide m 40–49 31.01.16 own shop 50 

38 Q404 creative worker coffee shop f 30–39 10.11.16 own shop 30 

39 Q405 creative worker antique exhibition m 30–39 10.04.18 own shop 67 

40 Q406 creative worker tea house f 30–39 20.04.18 own shop 95 

41 Q501 urban planner planning agency A m 30–39 03.11.16 coffee 
shop 100 

Inner City Area      

42 I101 conservation activist museum employee m 30–39 18.10.16 coffee 
shop 46 

43 I201 resident bookstore m 70–79 23.11.16 own 
house 84 

44 
I301 shop owner shoe store m 50–59 

10.12.16 own shop 58 
I302 land owner n/a m 60–69 

45 I303 shop owner boutique m 60–69 25.11.16 on the 
streets 48 

46 I304 shop owner audio-video system f 50–59 14.03.18 own shop 30 

47 I305 shop owner camera m 60–69 16.03.18 own shop 50 

48 I401 creative worker coffee shop f 30–39 21.01.17 own shop 50 

49 I402 creative worker NGO in urban history m 30–39 01.03.17 office 60 

50 I501 urban planner planning agency B m 30–39 14.03.18 office 60 
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51 
I502 urban planner planning agency C f 50–59 

10.04.18 office 80 
I503 urban planner planning agency C m 30–39 

Taipei City Government      

52 G101 division chief National Taiwan 
University m 50–59 21.09.16 office 60 

53 G102 division chief Department of Cultural 
Affairs m 40–49 14.10.16 city hall 36 

54 G103 division chief Department of Urban 
Development m 40–49 31.10.16 city hall 57 

55 G104 cultural heritage 
committee university professor m 40–49 22.07.20 office 84 

56 G105 section head Urban Regeneration 
Office m 30–39 26.09.20 office 58 

57 G106 division chief Taipei Urban 
Regeneration Centre f 30–39 30.09.20 office 76 

 




