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War, Frontier, and Colonial Business:
The Wartime Investments of the Taiwan Development
Company in Eastern Taiwan

Lin Yu—ju*

Abstract

The frontier regions of Taidong (Taitung) and Hualian (Hwalien) in eastern
Taiwan developed belatedly due to their geographical isolation, inconvenient
transportation, and poor natural environment, as well as their ethnic composition and
state policy. This situation continued under early Japanese colonial rule. Such
developmental efforts as there were, were by private companies and did not produce
significant results. The level of productivity and the degree of modernization
remained low until the outbreak of the Second Sino-Japanese War in 1937. Given
Japan’s increasing needs for military resources, the colonial government aggressively
devised new schemes for business development that transformed the landscape of

eastern Taiwan.

The Taiwan Development Company (TDC) was established in 1936 under a
national policy to execute the economic policies of the Government-General and local
authorities. Starting from 1937, the enterprises of the TDC represented the new

frontier business policy in eastern Taiwan. The geographical features of the colonial
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government’s wartime business development in eastern Taiwan can be seen through
the investment projects of the TDC. In 1937, Taidong became a core area of tropical
agriculture, largely due to its superior natural environment. The management policy
of the TDC was to “pay more attention to Taidong than to Hualian.” Major
investment companies of the TDC such as Taidong-kinfa, Taiwan Cotton, and
Hoshigina all established businesses in Taidong. Following the lead of the TDC,
Japanese tropical enterprises with the huge capital invested in droves to reclaim the

land in eastern Taiwan. In this way Taidong grew to be a new business center.

The focus of the TDC turned to Hualian in mid-1938 following this burst of
productivity expansion and industrialization. With the completion of a new harbor,
Hualian became a base of wartime military industry thanks to its abundant hydraulic
power and mineral resources. The investment companies of the TDC—such as
Dongbang Metal, Shihshing Nitrogenous Fertilizer, and Taiwan Asbestos—could be
regarded as major new industrial and mining enterprises not only in Taiwan but also in
the whole Japanese Empire at that time. The wartime industrialization of Hualian
transformed the traditional rice-sugar agricultural economy in eastern Taiwan. Thus
gradually emerged a new image of “Industrial Hualian vs. Agricultural Taidong.”
And Hualian surpassed Taidong to become the new industrial center and the most

important metropolis in eastern Taiwan.

Keywords: Taiwan Development Company, investment, eastern Taiwan,

frontier, war
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