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The Development and Technical Transition of the Aviation Sector and

the Military Industry in Modern Taiwan (1920s-1960s )

Summary

Following the gradual introduction of aviation technology into Taiwan by the
Japanese armed forces from the 1910s onwards, the Japanese army and navy
conducted multiple experimental flights and studies in the 1920s. The accumulative
results were significant and contributed to the development of Japanese aviation
technology. At the same time, European and American powers in the post-World War
I era took on renewed interest in Asia, and conducted long-distance experimental
flights and around-the-world challenges that were in part aimed to quicken the pace to
connect their colonies in East Asia. Taiwan gained importance in East Asia under this
wave of experimental aviation as a key intermediary node. In the 1930s, Taiwan
became more important as it served as the only artery for Japan’s Southern Advance.

The 918 Incident in 1931 led to fundamental changes in Sino-Japanese relations.
Japanese authorities reshuffled its flight routes in the Asia-Pacific region, and the
Japan-Taiwan route as well. Such background formed the primary trait of the
Japanese civil aviation in the prewar period, namely that civilian air routes and
regional aviation networks were largely defined by geopolitics and military actions.
This paper delineates the position, structure, war plan, and nature of the Japanese
land-naval air forces, and describe their roles in the Sino-Japanese War. Also
discussed is the relationship between the Naval air force base and the Kaohsiung
industrial zone, and an assessment on the contributions of Taiwanese industries to the
Japanese aviation industry in respect to basic metallic materials processing. Also
assessed are the significance of local resources from Taiwan to Japanese air force
logistics, with consideration to their types, quantities of production, and actual impact.

Both before and after the outbreak of the Pacific War in 1941, Taiwan was a
critical waypoint for Japanese air transport, war preparations, aviation warfare,
logistics, and maintenance due to its unique geographical position. Taiwan’s role
remained dynamic throughout the war period, as it had to align with ever-shifting
wartime strategic planning. An analysis on the nature, task, and role of the Naval Air
Technical Arsenal in Taiwan, for example, shows that there were significant upgrades

in its technical capabilities during this time. The synergy between industry,



government, and academia that was developed in response to wartime urgencies also
created a significant amount of local aviation personnel. Such consequences have
transformative and long-term significance to Taiwanese history.

Following the conclusion of the war in 1945, the the Republic of China Air Force
took over Taiwan with the United States under a collaborative framework. The Air
Force clashed with the interim authorities led by Chen Yi due to the takeover of the
Songshan airport and associated resources. The feud intensified following the 228
incident, resulting in long-term consequences, particularly in matters concerning the
retaining of Taiwanese pilots and technicians. The intervention and stance of the Air
Force not only created a negative impact on the military pacification movement of the
nationalist government, but also generated wariness towards Taiwanese military
personnel that became embedded within the national bureaucracy, and directly
affected the circulation and upward mobility of Taiwanese aviation personnel.

In September of 1948, after a major defeat of the nationalist forces at Xuzhou,
the Republic of China Air Force became the first government branch to transition to
Taiwan. The primary reason for the nationalist leadership to initiate the transition is
related to the successful results produced by Taiwanese aviation technicians in
manufacturing training aircraft after the takeover, as well as Taiwan’s critical role as a
home front. In the 1950s, the United States began to provide Taiwan with military
assistance due to the Korean War, but also used the military assistance to prevent the
Air Force from acquiring new fighter planes, and restructured its logistics system into
a supply-and-support framework without aircraft manufacturing capabilities. Aircraft
manufacturing personnel that were cut in the process migrated to the Kuomintang
party as well as the public and private sectors, forming a key part of the mobilized
wartime military-industrial complex, and gradually evolved into a division of labor
and developmental structure of industries that were dictated by party-country

nepotism embedded within politico-economic relationships.

Keywords: trial flight, arms industry, aviation arsenal, post-war takeover,

military assistance policy, military-industrial complex.
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