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Science has now moved from an Age of Reductionism to an
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ﬁoreword by Chris Webster

Shih-Kung Lai, in my view, is one of the most important
contemporary urban theorists in Asia. As he admits in the preface to
this book, many of his writings are beyond the reach of the lay person -
or even of professionals and academics who are not conversant with the
language of management science and complexity science. In the current
book he addresses this. This is a hugely ambitious writing project,
which compiles his recent attempts to popularise what he sees as a
fundamental paradigm shift in the way cities and society should be
understood. Looking at topical social issues as diverse as education,
cross-straits affairs and city infrastructure, he explains and
demonstrates the advantages of viewing social phenomena as complex
self-organising systems. Once you have seen society like this, it is
difficult to return to the simpler and safer models and explanations of
pre-complexity scientific narratives. The world painted by Lai is at the
same time more difficult and easier to comprehend. It is more difficult
to understand because it insists that the patterns we see - for example,
in economic cycles, the clustering of land-uses in cities to form distinct
neighbourhoods, social stratification, and the size distribution of firms
and other kinds of organisations - emerge not so much by design but by
the interaction of many individual decisions. The difficulty comes when
we want to understand such phenomena as being a result of anything
other than individual actions. This is also a challenge to our sense of
being in charge of our own human affairs. But having made the leap in

perspective, the complex social world we inhabit is suddenly more
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understandable since any pattern we may wish to understand - for
example the sudden deterioration of a city district or the sudden change
in popularity of a political party - must be a result of many interacting
individual events, which can be observed and the interactions of which
can be modelled. This book is full of profound insights into Taiwanese
society and should be read by anyone who wishes to update their
thinking tools in order to engage in intelligent conversation about

modern social phenomena.
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rﬁreface

The world where we find ourselves is an emergent complexity, that is,
persons, events, and objects are placed in a spatial containment
interacting in an unpredictable way over time and result in a variety of
social phenomena. The term "complexity" used here has a special
connotation: a large number of agents interact with each other in an
understandable way to yield seemingly chaotic but underlyingly orderly
phenomena. Since 1995, I have been interested in complexity and
applying this conception to scientific research to explore urban complex
phenomena, including, among others, spatial pattern of land use and
clustering of population, and realized that many socio-economic
phenomena can indeed be explained or even dealt with effectively this
way. In addition, since returning from the U.S. to Taiwan in 1990, [
have been working on urban decision making and planning theories to
date, but most of my work has been perceived as being too abstract and
difficult to understand. Therefore, since 2006, I have attempted to
observe closely the emerging social phenomena in Taiwan and provide
my explanations for and insights into these phenomena on newspapers
based on my cumulative research, in order to interact with the society.
The book is a collection of my 134 Op Eds and unpublished essays for
last five years, recording not only what has happened in the Taiwan
society during the period, but also providing explanations for the
mechanisms underlying these complex phenomena and suggestions for
improvement as a way of fulfilling an academician's responsibility.

Therefore, the two purposes for publishing the book include: 1) to
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demonstrate, through everyday language, that abstract, difficult theories
can help us explain the causes of and justify the solutions for the social
events that happen around us and 2) to show, through the essays
included in the book, that the rigorous, intellectual training learned in
the disciplines of a university can help us see through complex
phenomena for truth, in order to take appropriate actions. The
analytical, methodological basis for the essays collected in this book
cuts across, among others, complexity science, economics, decision
science, and planning theory, and is targeted at particular social events
to explain how these events emerge and how we can deal with them
based on thorough theoretical analyses depicted in everyday language.
In order to help the reader understand how to apply theories to explain
and justify the real world phenomena, after some essays I will provide
theoretical analyses and associated references for the interested reader
to explore further. Few books in the literature combine theories and
explanations for current real world events; even if there exists one, it is
focused on a difficult, theoretical treatise (including my own books )
or simply translation. In contrast, this book explains how complexity
science, among others, can be used to help practitioners, government
officials, academics, and the general public deal with their daily lives,
through more than one hundred essays written in understandable
language targeted at local events, together with theoretical, conceptual
explanations. Some value judgments in the words might conflict, if
any, with those possessed by some social groups, but this conflict
should not hamper the theoretical expositions embedded in the essays.

An introduction to and review on complexity science and urban
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development and a design of the framework and content of the
discipline of urban management are appended to the essays to provide
the reader with an overview of the field, which are coauthored by my
PhD student, Li-Guo Wang, and Professor Haoying Han of the
Department of Land Resource Management at Zhejiang University
respectively. 1 am grateful to my two other students, Shih-Hong Zhou
and Shiu-Chien Guo, for their help in typing and proofreading the
manuscript, but all flaws, if any, are mine. The reader is more than
welcome to discuss the issues raised in the book at http://www.2clp.

org.

Shih-Reng Lac

Gewe 2070
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