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Japan as a Guiding Force behind Taiwan’s Role in East
Asian and Pacific Civil Aviation between the 1920s and
1930s

Lin-yi Tseng”

Abstract

This paper investigates Japan's response to the pressure brought about by the
significant advances in aviation achieved by European countries and the United
States and their rapid re-position in Asia following the First World War. In
particular, the experimental flights and aviation-related investigations conducted by
Japan's army and navy aviation divisions between the 1920s to the late 1930s in
Taiwan and other southern territories made significant contributions to the later
establishment of civilian flight routes. It is also such operations that make Taiwan's
unique value to Japan more apparent.

European countries and. the United-States also engaged in-various fong-distance
experimental flights during the:same period; searching for appropriate flight nodes,
flight distances, and flight plans. Many of the experimental data and designated
flight nodes later became essential reference data for civil aviation policy-making
and international airports' construction. At the time, Taiwan was not only a critical
flight node for trans-Eurasian flight and an essential site for conducting aviation
experiments, but it was also a vital frontier base with which Japan used for its flight
path extension southward. Therefore, after a series of experiments from 1936
onwards, Japan expanded its main international air routes to southern China,
Indochina, and the Philippines through Taiwan. Later, as the world entered into a
prolonged commotion with wars flaring in Europe and China, Japan successfully
established air routes connecting southern China and Indochina. Yet, it faced
considerable hurdles with routes between Taipei and Indonesia through Manila due
to US opposition out of defense and security concerns, becoming the only barrier
Japan faced with its strategy to use Taiwan as the central node in its southern flight
routes.

At the time, it is indeed the case that countries worldwide used civilian aviation
to conduct surveillance activities against other countries. Civilian flight routes have

" Postdoctoral Scholar, Institute of Taiwan History, Academia Sinica; Adjunct Assistant
Professor of Department of History, Tamkang University.
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a wider reach than shipping lanes, limited by fixed coastal points of contact.
Airplanes were less technologically advanced and hence limited by flight distance
and fuel capacity. Most planes would have required flight nodes to continue their
flight course. Therefore, countries have many risks and limitations to take into
account when planning to open flight routes. These are the factors that Japan must
cope with as it prepared its southern flight route extensions in the 1930s. Successful
air routes were nearly always established either in tandem with Nazi Germany's
advances in the European theater or kinetics in Asian international relations and
diplomacy. Air routes not materialized due to impassable hurdles required military
solutions. These are the characteristics of Japan's process in establishing its pre-war
international aviation routes.

Keywords: aviation investigation, continental flight experiment, the aviation
southern expansion doctrine, the Manila route, Pan American
World Airways.
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