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Abstract

This essay examines the intersections of Taiwanese soap operas and foreign policy in Latin
America, the one area of the world where Taiwan has retained some degree of formal diplomatic
recognition despite the pressures of China. Yet has the decline in official Taiwanese power
even in this region been compensated by a new kind of cultural power? The distribution of
Taiwanese soap operas dubbed into Spanish from the mid-2010s to the early 2020s marks the
first time that Taiwan tried to cultivate favor among Latin American publics at large. This was
an explicitly diplomatic maneuver. But was it perceived as such by soap opera viewers in the
Spanish-speaking Americas? When and how did Taiwanese soap opera diplomacy begin in
Latin America, why did it apparently end, and did it ultimately work? Approximately eighty
newspaper articles in Spanish from a wide range of countries across the Americas, plus
corresponding visual and audiovisual materials online, furnish the basis of this study. The
totality of media reports suggests that the pop culture strategy of Taiwanese foreign policy that
was carried out in Latin America, though diplomatically unproductive in a material sense, was
worth undertaking all the same.
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INTRODUCTION

A long marriage become routine . . . A bed long shared . . . A stable partnership
these many years . . . happy enough, successful to all appearances . . . and yet . . .
routine . . . stable . .. stale?. .. not that one partner might think so, but the other?...
and if the camera zooms deep into pensive eyes, perhaps a wandering eye [cue the
background music!ideally in a minor key!] ... the marriage does seem infertile these
days, though not from lack of effort and ceremony ... A partnership, yes, though all
the support does seem to extend only from one partner to the other, so that’s not

attractive relative from across the waters? Who is this fetching, fertile upstart with
the come-hither eyes and seemingly infinite resources of energy? Shimmering
with innocence and the promise of progeny! But any audience who has seen this
character before—ah, dramatic irony!—knows there is cynicism beneath the smile,
knows how this story will end, knows that this third wheel is actually a /J\=, that
she is going to keep waving at the partner with the wandering eye like one of those
damn cats, it’s not going to stop! Oh, woe is the soon-to-be betrayed! Infidelity
is in the offing! Infidelity! Infidelity! And will that damn feline stop gazing at us?
Infidelity! Infidelity! Don’t do it! Don’t do it! Don’t do it!

Done.

That was the overall plot of BF) AZ, a hugely successful Taiwanese soap opera
that, astonishingly, became the leading edge of Taiwanese foreign policy in Latin
America in the 2010s. Faced with a China that flirted with longtime partners
of Taiwan until seducing them away for good, the island state turned toward
romancing of its own to try to cling on to those ties that remained. . ..

Flash forward a year or more.

Cry for me, Argentina! The truth is I never left you. All through your wild days,
your mad existence, I kept my promise, don’'t keep your distance. In fact, good
news! I rented a place down the block. Under an assumed name, but hey;, it’s all
about creativity. . . . So feel free to drop by anytime, we can still see each other
whenever we want! Hang out together, maybe side by side on a sofa, watching a
soap opera . . . we can hook up like that whenever we want . . . you never know
where the future will lead. . . .

And ... scene!
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In 2015, Taiwan melodramatically upended its historic approach to foreign policy
in Latin America and the Caribbean, the one geopolitical region of the world where
it had been able to maintain some degree of formal diplomatic recognition despite
the pressures of China. The melodrama in question was the abovementioned &
FIANZE, known as The Fierce Wife in English and La esposa valiente [The Valiant
Wife] in Spanish. The premise of this soap opera echoed, perhaps inadvertently, the
premise of Taiwanese relationships with its Latin American allies, namely that a
longstanding marriage was in danger of betrayal by a third party, a distant and yet
way-too-close relative come from across the waters. Infidelity is the fundamental
plot twist of all soap operas, and that is exactly what Taiwanese diplomacy has
battled against for decades now as one partner after another has betrayed its pledge
of loyalty to the island. China, the upstart with the come-hither eyes and seemingly
infinite resources of energy, has proven just about irresistible.

Latin America, though, remained into the 21st century a relative bastion of official
diplomatic support for Taiwan. Nevertheless, this hard power too has increasingly
dissipated. In December 2021, Nicaragua became the latest Latin American nation
to derecognize Taiwan in favor of China. Ambassadors from Beijing consequently
arrived and ambassadors from Taipei departed as, per international diplomatic
reality, it is not possible to simultaneously have formal relations with both sides.
As recently as August 2020, however, the Taiwanese embassy in Nicaragua had
worked hand in hand with a state-owned Nicaraguan television channel to
award household appliances and other prizes to Nicaraguan fans of a Taiwanese
soap opera that had been dubbed into Spanish for foreign policy purposes.’ The
counterintuitive thing here is not that Nicaragua betrayed Taiwan but the fact that
there were Taiwanese soap operas in Nicaragua in the first place. In the entirety of
Taiwanese diplomatic interactions with Latin American nations since 1949—the
tumultuous birth year of the de facto Taiwanese state—there had been essentially
no effort at using soft power in any way to strengthen those relations until La
esposa valiente (BE¥| AN Z) appeared in Spanish-speaking countries throughout the
Americas. Nor had there been substantive attempts even via formal power to reach
mass publics in Latin America. Virtually all prior Taiwanese engagements with
Latin America in foreign policy were the result of very narrow ties between high-
ranking Taiwanese officials and their governmental and military counterparts in
various Latin American nations.

Such was the convincing conclusion reached by Colin Alexander in his
monograph China and Taiwan in Central America: Engaging Foreign Publics in
Diplomacy, in which he demonstrated that the totality of Taiwanese diplomatic
strategy for decades in Central America (and this seems extendable to Latin
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America in general) amounted almost exclusively to direct relationships among
small numbers of elites on each side. As he writes in his culminating case study
on Guatemala, “This chapter moves toward the conclusion that Taiwan’s public
diplomacy is primarily concerned with securing diplomatic relationships and
engaging with audiences other than the Guatemalan public, and that this is
systematic across all of Taiwan’s remaining formal allies” (Alexander 158). Those
diplomatic relationships could take both legal and illegal forms, the latter including
bribery, but in any case were constituted by links among a powerful few.> Alexander
published his findings in 2014, however, just before La esposa valiente premiered in
Spanish across the continent. His argument, therefore, could not take into account
either the regional appearance of the soap opera and three Taiwanese series that
soon followed it, or their apparent popularity among audiences in Latin America
who likely did not have the faintest notion of Taiwanese geopolitics. Such pop
culture outreach by Taiwan in the region was unprecedented—indeed, any attempt
at all by Taiwan to communicate with mass publics in Latin America was virtually
unprecedented—and so Alexander would have had no reason to predict this new
strategy of Taiwan.

La esposa valiente, the first of the four Taiwanese soap operas to appear on Latin
American television stations, began circulating in 2015 in different countries in
South America, Central America, and the Caribbean. It was followed in 2016 by 16
{BE X, known as 16 veranos [16 Summers] in Spanish but as The Way We Were in
English. Next, in 2017, came $iZ#], HZE EHIAT, rendered as Secretos del diario
[Diary Secrets] in Spanish but as A Good Wife in English. In 2018, a final soap was
exported, ittt 5, titled El nuevo mundo [ The New World] in Spanish and as The New
World in English. This apparently coherent chronology of the release of one series
per year during a four-year period, however, was not consistent in reality. The order
and year in which the soap operas debuted in disparate Latin American countries
was erratic across the region. Moreover, not all series were released eventually in
every country. The soap operas also did not run on comparable schedules in the
different countries and years. Sometimes they were shown in the middle of the
night, other times once a week at diverse hours, and other times every day in prime
time. In other words, the releases appear more random and contingent on local
factors than predetermined by a grand and meticulous Taiwanese foreign policy
plan that was coherently executed. To all appearances, distributions and debuts
seem to have happened whenever and wherever in Latin America a confluence of
dynamics simply could make them happen.

For this reason, the present study does not attempt to isolate the four individual
series from each other but instead evaluates them as an overall occurrence. Nor
does the present study seek to distinguish specific causes and effects in the discrete
environments of the numerous Latin American countries where the soap operas
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circulated. Doing so would run the risk of interpretive overdetermination of what
is in many ways a soft power pattern that, though very consistent at a macro level,
is seemingly characterized by a high degree of stochastic tendencies at the micro
level. At stake, in other words, is a pop culture change in Taiwanese foreign policy
strategy that was carried out on a continental scale in Latin America from the mid-
2010s to the early 2020s, but one that was loosely organized and implemented and
which, therefore, is best considered as the large but lax phenomenon that it was.

Nearly all decisions involving the appearance of Taiwanese soap operas on Latin
American television stations were made behind closed doors and in processes about
which publicly accessible information is scant. The present analysis, therefore, rests
primarily on the most prominent kind of data that is indeed available about the
phenomenon, namely media reports. Approximately eighty newspaper articles in
Spanish from a wide range of countries across the Americas, plus corresponding
visual and audiovisual materials online, furnish the basis of this study.* The
articles mostly report on the introduction of different Taiwanese soap operas into
various Latin American national markets and comment on their reception, or
likely reception, by local audiences. It is difficult at times to distinguish fact from
propaganda in these articles, since Taiwan, the Latin American governments, and
the television stations all had vested interests in promoting themselves; and those
are the three sources behind nearly every article in every paper and audiovisual
text online.

Regarding audience reception, reliable data appears to be even less obtainable.
Acquiring empirically dependable television ratings for the soap operas in
countries such as Nicaragua is next to impossible. Even the Taiwanese government
does not seem to have such metrics at hand, with Frank Shyong reporting about
La esposa valiente in 2015 that “the Taipei Economic and Cultural Office [in Los
Angeles] could not provide statistics showing how well the show is performing
in Latin America, but in Honduras and Argentina, the show was so popular that
it returned for a second run” Meanwhile, although scatterings of comments by
individual viewers on websites such as Facebook and YouTube are available, these
hardly constitute trustworthy sources. The sample sizes in these websites are small
and not necessarily representative. Moreover, such apparent reception could easily
be manipulated. The supposed viewers might be bots instead of human beings,
or the comments could have been planted by the local television station or the
Taiwanese embassy or any other state or private party invested in the show. Media
reports from multiple Latin American countries do communicate consistently that
the Taiwanese soap operas were enthusiastically received by local audiences, but
again, those reports are unverifiable. It is entirely possible that they are all heavily
influenced by the exact same entities that were behind the soap opera policy and
that desired positive media coverage for it.
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The interplay of such entities could border on the bizarre. For instance, in
certain cases the Taiwanese government partnered closely with Latin American
governments, companies, and television stations to turn some Taiwanese soap opera
debuts into chances for locals to win themselves some freebies. Such giveaways
were directly designed to incentivize non-elite appreciation of Taiwan among
viewing publics. For instance, in longtime ally Honduras in 2018, the Taiwanese
embassy awarded “fabulosos premios” [“fabulous prizes”] to Honduran fans of
B, HELRANT [Secretos del diario/Diary Secrets], the latest Taiwanese soap
opera to premiere in the country (L6opez). This fabulousness, however, paled before
an extravaganza the following year in which elaborate arrangements were made to
basically turn another Taiwanese soap opera, in this case #tH#5 (El nuevo mundo/
The New World), into a Latin American game show, all in the barely disguised
service of Taiwanese foreign policy. A Honduran newspaper article—one that gives
off the impression of being planted entirely by the Taiwanese embassy—describes
this spectacle as follows:

[Dlifferent commercial and journalistic enterprises were invited for the second
consecutive year to accompany this television project, inviting them to contribute
various prizes so that the viewers of the successful soap opera could participate in
the planned raffles, answering questions related to the plot and the characters of the
production that we will publish on the Facebook page of the Embassy. The fans of the
soap opera will have the opportunity to win cash, baskets of products, subscriptions
to the newspapers of greatest circulation, consumer vouchers and, as grand prize, a
round trip ticket to Taiwan. Among the sponsoring businesses of the soap opera are:
Hotel Honduras Maya, La Tribuna, Espresso Americano, El Heraldo, China Airlines,
Hondudiario, Larva Lee, El Patriota.HN, Inversiones Wan Hao, Quien Opina, Solunar
Foot Wear and El Diario de Honduras.... This is the fourth soap opera that Taiwan offers
to friendly and allied countries.... The new soap opera will be broadcast on 21 television
channels in 16 countries, among which are included the diplomatic allies of Taiwan and
other Latin American countries such as Mexico, Peru, Colombia, Argentina, Uruguay,
Ecuador, on Spanish-language channels in Los Angeles, and Southeast Asia in Indonesia
and the Philippines.*

The novelty of such foreign policy tactics for Taiwan in Latin America is breathtaking.
Again, as Alexander showed, no outreach remotely of this kind by Taiwanese
diplomats had ever been conducted with Spanish-speaking general publics.
Since 1949, when Chiang Kai-shek and his forces had fled from the mainland and
installed an autocratic regime in Taiwan, virtually all connections between Taiwan
and Latin American countries had revolved around individual relationships among
elite decision makers.
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The sudden appearance of Taiwanese soap operas in Latin America in a moment
of declining official unions with Taiwan—as one Spanish-speaking nation after
another divorced Taiwan and married China instead—raises a variety of important
questions. Can the weakening of a country’s hard power even in a historically
supportive area be offset by a new commitment to cultural power? Taiwan had
already exported its soap operas successfully to Asian countries with which it has
no official diplomatic relations, but does this phenomenon resonate differently in
geopolitical regions of formal but fading strength? Can a pop culture genre like
soap operas accomplish what dollar diplomacy and military aid cannot? Can
emotion and empathy bind diverse publics to Taiwan in a way that infrastructure
projects and intellectual appeals never could? In a foreseeable future in which
Taiwan exchanges no official vows with any Spanish-speaking country at all, are
the tears of mass publics in Argentina, Peru, and Panama the only mode in which
the state relationships of Taiwan can endure?

Hints in the affirmative already exist in such places as Uruguay, a country with
which Taiwan does not have formal relations. There in 2018, upon the debut of The
New World, the fourth Taiwanese soap opera on local television, a media headline
read: “CRY IN CHINESE: Taiwan prepares a new soap opera that will be able to be
seen in Uruguay. The ‘diplomacy of soap operas’ continues with ‘“The New World,
which soon will be seen in Spanish, informed the Ministry of Foreign Relations.”
When soap operas are the face of foreign policy in a friendly but informal partner,
the face of foreign policy itself is turned on its head. This is not a case of soft power
complementing hard power but rather supplanting it altogether. Taiwan, in most
of the world, has no choice about this; and in the future this situation may extend
to literally all its relationships with other nations. Statecraft, sans a state, may
become all about craft: the craft of fiction, that is. And the fictions of soap operas
may very well lead the way.

Compelling questions about Taiwanese soap opera diplomacy abound in
other realms of potential analysis as well. How do these Taiwanese shows actually
function politically and culturally in Latin America? Are they presented and
viewed differently in Latin American countries that officially recognize Taiwan
versus in those that do not? What issues of translation arise, be it verbal or cultural,
when a Taiwanese soap opera is turned into Spanish in a region that has influential
soap opera traditions of its own? How does Taiwanese soap opera diplomacy
contrast to comparable efforts made by countries like South Korea and Turkey?
In the specific context of Taiwanese foreign relations, is the dissemination of soap
operas in Spanish effectively an extension of the New Southbound Policy? That
initiative is a governmental strategy to pivot Taiwan as much as possible away from
next-door China, but technically it does not include any country in the Western
hemisphere. In the largest of senses, does the melodramatic rebranding of Taiwan
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in Latin America—the rebranding of a nation forced to rebrand itself more than
any other—in fact work? Ultimately, what lessons may be learned from any of this?

Any attempt to answer these questions must go back to the beginning of the
Taiwanese soap opera story in the first half of the 2010s, when a decision was taken
by Taiwan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) to select a Taiwanese television
series to be translated into Spanish and exported to the Americas. Although MOFA
evidently led this policy, an article in the Taipei Times implies that the Ministry of
Culture (MOC) of Taiwan eventually played a supporting role in sponsoring at least
some of the effort: “MOFA in conjunction with the Ministry of Culture selected
[the soap opera] The Way We Were from several Taiwanese contenders. . . . In an
effort to promote popular Taiwanese culture, the two ministries provided funding
for TV channels that broadcast the show so that the show could be dubbed in
Spanish” (“Soap opera to air in Latin America”).® The exact timeline and extent of
MOC involvement is unclear, however, as The Way We Were [known in Mandarin
as 16fE X and in Spanish as 16 veranos] was not the first Taiwanese soap opera
sent to Latin America but the second. According to the official MOC website,
the Ministry was established as the soft power organ of the executive branch of
the Taiwanese government only in 2012 (“Who We Are”). This timing places the
executive institutionalization of MOC either in the midst of, or right before, the
start of the MOFA plan to export soap operas to Latin America. As of this writing,
the footprint of MOFA in Latin America still appears to greatly exceed that of MOC,
since MOC does not have a single overseas office in the vast area despite having
seventeen others around the world (“Global Outreach”). MOFA, however, has
official embassies in all Latin America nations that are formally allied with Taiwan,
as well as unofficial embassies in major hubs throughout the region.

Even if only internally within MOFA, the decision to launch Taiwanese soap
opera diplomacy in Latin America led to a complex process of consideration and
consultation as to which show should initiate the policy. According to Shyong, who
wrote an early article in the Los Angeles Times about the strategy, “The effort began
in 2013 when Taiwan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the country’s primary diplomatic
arm, began to survey television preferences across Latin America, home to many
of Taiwan’s diplomatic allies. From a pool of 100 popular Taiwanese shows, the
ministry selected 10 and asked Latin American cultural and pop culture experts to
weigh in. They decided that “The Fierce Wife,” a show about a woman dealing with
the aftermath of her husband’s infidelity, was the best ambassador for Taiwanese
culture, and a Los Angeles firm redubbed the 39-episode series in Spanish. A
Noticias de Taiwan report from 2016 describes the selection process somewhat
differently: “[A]lthough a panel of academics from prestigious universities in
Taiwan linked with the teaching of Spanish was convoked to select the soap operas
to translate, the opinion of representatives of the television channels in Central
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and South America was taken into account on this occasion in order to adapt to
the public in the said nations”” Whatever the specificities of the process, EF| AZ,
that is, La esposa valiente [“The Fierce Wife” in its English title] was chosen as the
inaugural series to be exported. The show was then duly dubbed and distributed
in at least a dozen Spanish-speaking countries up and down the Americas. Some
of those countries were longstanding formal allies of Taiwan, such as Paraguay
and Guatemala, while others were informal friends. The latter included Taiwan’s
security guarantor, the United States, where La esposa valiente appeared in Spanish
in Los Angeles, home to the largest Mexican population in the world after Mexico
City.

All press reports and images of the successive rollouts of La esposa valiente
in Latin America in or around 2015, and the debuts in subsequent years of the
other three Taiwanese soap operas, reveal a virtually identical pattern.® For starters,
behind-the-scenes arrangements for distribution were made between Taiwanese
diplomats and local outlets. When the local outlet in question was a state-owned
television channel, such as in autocratic Nicaragua, what was actually happening
therefore was state-to-state diplomacy conducted at very high levels of official
representation on both sides. When the soap opera was instead destined for non-
state television channels vying in a relatively democratic, capitalistic media market,
MOFA seems to have cut its deals either directly with those channels or indirectly
via individual impresarios. For instance, in the cases of Argentina and Uruguay,
Taiwan worked with a Peruvian entrepreneur who apparently arranged for his own
dubbings of the soap operas and acted as the intermediary who enabled the shows
to appear on television stations in those two countries.®

In all circumstances, apparently, Taiwan gave away the shows for free.”® In other
words, at no point were any of these shows, in their Latin American existences,
commercial products in any literal sense of that word, because they were never on
sale and never meant to yield a monetized profit. These were political products,
and this was a political policy through and through. Every Taiwan dollar put into
the distribution of the shows in Latin America was a Taiwan dollar lost. In that
sense, building a fan base for Taiwan by donating a soap opera to an allied country,
a seeming exercise in cultural power, is no different than the more traditional
approach of donating a highway or bridge. It could also be proposed that handing
out cash and other goodies to local fans of Taiwanese shows is no different than
the outright bribery and indirect financial assistance that previously constituted
much of Taiwanese diplomacy in the region. Soap operas are arguably thus dollar
diplomacy by other means, even if the intended audiences for those dollars seem at
least superficially to be different.
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Whenever a given show was ready to premiere on television, whatever the
Latin American country and whatever the context, a high-ranking Taiwanese
ambassador (whether officially called that or not) to that nation would appear in a
staged ceremony with a representative from the media outlet that would carry the
show. Lights! Camera! Action! Photos were taken, declamations were made, both
sides pronouncing themselves delighted by this wonderful opportunity for local
audiences to experience Taiwanese culture and thereby deepen a transnational
friendship. In one Latin American country after another, with one series debut after
another, the same performance played out, year after year after year. The uncanny
repetitiveness of this scene lends a surreal tone to the totality of media reports, for
even though the particular diplomats, impresarios, and broadcast managers who
appear in the articles, photos, and videos keep changing according to place and
time, the performances and the rhetoric about the wonderfulness of Taiwanese
soap operas in Latin America stay essentially the same. In fact, identical descriptive
words and phrases surface again and again in the published reports about these
ceremonial rollouts. Clearly somebody, probably MOFA, furnished boilerplate
in Spanish to the different reporters who covered the press conferences in the
different countries at different moments. Evidently, reporters would then combine
attributed quotes from the Taiwanese diplomats at the release ceremonies with the
unattributed, stock prose they had been given.

Adding to the sense of unreality is the juxtaposition of Taiwanese ambassadors
and Latin American television executives on the same stage, sharing equal billing. It
is inconceivable that a rich country in a less precarious position than Taiwan would
ask its top diplomats to keep showing up at formal ceremonies with the random
director of a random television station in mostly smaller, poorer countries—and
in order to shill a pop culture product like a soap opera. With rare exceptions,
however, press reports do not analyze or even acknowledge the diplomatic struggle
of Taiwan versus China in which this entire phenomenon is taking place. As a result,
what is manifestly foreign relations for Taiwan appears as merely free television for
Latin America. For instance, an official tweet from MOFA on the release of the
soap opera Ftt5 [El nuevo mundo/ The New World] in Latin American and other
foreign markets refers to the event as “another #SoftPower arrow in our cultural
diplomacy quiver” Yet given the silence about the international politics of Tawian
versus China in virtually all Latin America media reports about the soap operas,
it is unlikely that the Spanish-speaking audiences of The New World perceived it
as anything other than entertainment. Distant in daily context and concerns from
cross-strait dynamics, few Latin Americans would have prior knowledge about
the Taiwanese struggle for diplomatic recognition. Unless Latin Americans were
informed otherwise by press coverage, the only arrows that they were likely to
perceive in the Taiwanese soap operas would be those of Cupid.
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One of the lone Latin American reporters to comment on the larger geopolitical
arena in which Taiwanese soap opera diplomacy was taking place was Juan Salazar,
who wrote a perceptive article in the Dominican Republic right after that country
switched its formal alliance from Taiwan to China in the spring of 2018. After
detailing the many Taiwanese initiatives and investments in the Dominican Republic
and explaining that all this would end immediately with the diplomatic reversal,
Salazar paralleled a recent visit to the Dominican Republic by the Taiwanese navy
with the distribution of Taiwanese soap operas on local television:

From last April 19th to the 21st three ships belonging to the Naval Force of Taiwan
were in the country, anchoring in the Don Diego dock of Santo Domingo as part of
the interchanges to strengthen the cultural ties between both nations. The Flotilla of
Taiwan Friendship 2018 was composed of the support ship for rapid combat Panshi, the
frigate Cheng Kung and the frigate Kangding, with a total of 800 members including
officers, crew members and cadets. As part of those cultural interchanges, Taiwanese
soap operas even began to be shown for the first time on local television. The first two
were ‘The Fierce Wife’ and 16 Summers.”

Under normal diplomatic circumstances, a military visit by a distant, allied nation
would not be placed on par with the arrival of soap operas from those same
faraway shores as comparable “cultural interchanges,” but Salazar was absolutely
right in doing so. Throughout the duration of Taiwanese soap opera diplomacy, the
circulation of its friendly power via ocean waves and air waves was one and the
same. With both the ships and the soaps, Taiwan hoped to strengthen its fandom
in the Dominican Republic.

This hope was reasonable, as Latin Americans by and large do appreciate soap
operas, especially the version of that genre known as telenovelas, a type of series that
La esposa valiente and its dubbed Taiwanese successors more closely approximate
than their United States counterparts. The distinctions between Latin American
telenovelas and United States soap operas can be hazy but, traditionally, one clear
difference is that telenovelas are predetermined to have a limited run of a certain
number of episodes rather than potentially go on for decades, as in the case of the
most famous United States series. Although the creation of unanticipated seasons
and sequels remains a possibility anywhere should market forces favor as much, the
exported Taiwanese soap operas, like Latin American telenovelas, do commence
with a finale in sight: There really is a pre-set beginning, middle, and end to these
series. Indeed, part of the sweet melancholy of following the characters in them is
the lingering knowledge that they will not be there forever.

The circulation of audiovisual entertainment from foreign countries is also an

inherently familiar phenomenon to Latin Americans. This is particularly the case in
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the poorer, smaller Central American nations that are historically some of the most
faithful allies of Taiwan. The tough conditions in these places mean that there is
little tradition of highly capitalized, highly refined local television series or film that
reflects the countries themselves. When the Nicaraguan movie La Yuma appeared
in 2009, for instance, it was the first feature film from that country in around twenty
years. Its focus on Nicaraguan characters in a Nicaraguan setting was therefore a
novelty almost as much as the Taiwanese soap operas that would start appearing
on regional television just a half dozen years later. And although a large majority
of Guatemalans are indigenous Mayan people, the first major Guatemalan feature
film to depict indigenous Mayan (Kaqchikel) characters and settings, Ixcanul,
did not appear until 2015. That was the same year that the run of four Taiwanese
telenovelas commenced across the continent. Put otherwise, the distribution of
polished audiovisual entertainment from Taiwan in Central America was, in a
real sense, not much more unusual than the distribution of polished audiovisual
entertainment from Central America itself.

With specific regard to telenovelas, those that are usually available to current and
former allies of Taiwan in Central America are not typically from or about Central
America. Instead, they are from and about such regional cultural powerhouses as
Mexico, Colombia, Argentina, and Brazil. These Latin American media giants do
not create, for example, Salvadoran soap operas for audiences in El Salvador, but
rather distribute telenovela programming about their own societies to El Salvador.
As a result, Salvadoran publics and those elsewhere in Central America and the
Caribbean are accustomed to watching imported melodramas. Taiwanese soap
operas about Taiwanese people in Taiwanese settings are certainly more unfamiliar
to Central Americans than Mexican or Brazilian equivalents, but the telenovelistic
telling of foreign stories about foreign individuals in foreign contexts is not
unfamiliar at all.

In the case of telenovelas from Brazil, whose primary language is Portuguese,
there is even significant precedent of Latin Americans consuming soap operas
that, like Taiwanese shows, have to be translated into Spanish to be understood.
In contrast to the longstanding resistance of United States television audiences to
both dubbing and subtitles, the Latin American allies of Taiwan, both formal and
informal, are used to watching programming that originated in a language other
than their own, be it Portuguese or English or languages even further afield. This
can also be true with audiovisual entertainment produced within a given Latin
American country. For instance, although Spanish is the hegemonic tongue in
Guatemala, the country actually has more than a score of major languages—the
others are indigenous languages—and so the abovementioned film Ixcanul, which
appeared primarily in the Mayan language Kaqchikel, could only be understood by
the vast majority of Guatemalan audiences via dubbing or subtitles in Spanish. This
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means that at a linguistic level, Ixcanul could only be consumed and comprehended
in Guatemala through overt processes of translation and interpretation, as in the
case of La esposa valiente and its successors. In short, there is no reason to believe
that any of the cultural features of Taiwanese telenovelas that might seem foreign
to Latin American publics—differences in language, origin, scenery, and social
comportment, among others—would impede the possibility of a positive reception
among Latin American audiences.

Consequently, why the circulation of Taiwanese soap operas in Latin America
did end after the debut of The New World, the fourth show, is a question without a
clear answer. All indications are that a fifth series would have slotted just fine into
the tracks laid across the continent by the previous four. One or two newspaper
articles, however, suggest that the original plan of MOFA was always to release only
four series. For instance, an early report in E/ Pais, the leading newspaper of Spain,
that covered the release of La esposa valiente in Los Angeles did imply that a four-
series plan was in the works, noting that it was “the first time that Taiwan dubs a
series into Spanish and already plans to order three more soap operas.”* Yet if the
soap opera diplomacy was as successful as it seems to have been in strengthening
transnational relationships, surely more series could have been chosen for
translation and circulation. After all, according to Frank Shyong, La esposa valiente
was only one out of a hundred Taiwanese series that were considered at first, ten of
which were shortlisted. Clearly, there was no shortage of high-quality content that
MOFA could have drawn upon to export to Latin America. The financial barrier to
doing so was certainly low, as all the shows represented sunk capital already. These
were not new products requiring significant monetary investment of any kind, just
the relative pocket change of hiring voice actors for dubbing purposes and perhaps
kickbacks to some local Latin American decision makers for them to be put on air.
So, why did the spectacle of Taiwanese soap operas in Spanish end as it did?

Then again, in some sense it did not. Due to the swiftly changing technologies
and platforms of the global media landscape, the availability of foreign television
programming around the world has changed dramatically even in the few years
since La esposa valiente debuted across Latin America in 2015. Despite appearances,
Taiwanese soap opera diplomacy in Spanish did not end abruptly with the final
episode of whichever of the four series was the last to appear on television in a given
Latin American country. This is because Netflix and various internet streaming sites,
including the Taiwan Television Enterprise [TTV] channel on YouTube, would later
have some Spanish-language episodes of the different series available. For example,
when this essay was first drafted in Washington, D.C. the entire first season of La
esposa valiente was available on Netflix with subtitles in Spanish, though not with
dubbing. Yet this was not the case with the other seasons of that show or with any
episodes from the other three soap operas that circulated in Latin America several
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years previously. And the United States, as the Los Angeles distributors of La esposa
valiente knew full well in 2015, is one of the largest Spanish-speaking countries in the
world; the United States is fully part of Latin America, counterintuitive as that may
seem. Meanwhile, the first episode of 16f8E X [16 veranos/The Way We Were] was
available dubbed into Spanish on YouTube, but none of its other Spanish-language
episodes seemed to be viewable anywhere. By contrast, many episodes dubbed
into Spanish, perhaps all, of both 1Z#), HZE ERIAT [Secretos del diario/Diary
Secrets] and 5 [El nuevo mundo/The New World] were accessible on the TTV
channel on YouTube. As both Taiwanese diplomats and soap opera fans know well,
relationships do not always end when they allegedly end.

There is melancholy, nevertheless, in the seeming conclusion of the official policy
of Taiwanese soap opera diplomacy in Latin America. Ultimately, the survival
of Taiwan may depend on the stories that it can tell about itself. It is true that if
China at some point decides to invade the island, there is little that Peruvian or
Uruguayan or Argentine fans of Taiwanese soap operas can do about it. They may
weep at that show too—it will be a reality show of the worst kind—but they will be
helpless before it. And so the whole official MOFA effort at making friends through
melodrama may seem like a pointless policy that deserved its own ending, at best
a minor concern for academics to consider and nothing more.

However, there is something to be said for the symbolism, if nothing else, of
Taiwanese soap opera diplomacy. Symbols do matter: Humans do not live by guns
alone. And Taiwan has so few places in the world in which it is allowed to tell its
own stories on its own terms. Sharing some of those stories with Latin American
publics is surely an inherently valuable, inherently human act unto itself, even if it
may be an ultimately useless one as well. Anything peaceful that connects disparate
peoples—is not that what we all should aspire to? After all, soap opera diplomacy
with, say, Guatemala, is a lot better than the kind of foreign policy that Taiwan used
to undertake in its brutal days of Chiang Kai-shek, when it would provide “political
warfare” training to the military of the vicious Guatemalan dictatorship with which
it was allied (Alexander 162-163). The story of the soap opera relationship between
Taiwan and Latin America is a significant marker of the social progress of Taiwan
itself from an authoritarian regime into a liberal democracy. And that is a really
good story, whatever caveats might come with it.

In this sense, the question of whether Taiwanese soap opera diplomacy worked
is perhaps wrongly premised to begin with. Perhaps utility is not really the point
here, even if it is the stated goal. Obviously, the policy did not work with Nicaragua
or the Dominican Republic or any other formal ally that welcomed the Taiwanese
telenovelas and then switched sides to China nonetheless. Just as obviously,
Taiwanese soap opera diplomacy did not cause any informally friendly nation to
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switch sides back to Taiwan either. Meanwhile, if viewed as a simple matter of
material investment and balance of trade, the Latin American countries that are
the primary formal allies of Taiwan were never likely to send significant numbers
of tourists or investors to the island regardless of whether local Latin American
publics became enamored of Taiwan through its soap operas. Yet, making friends
is always a good thing to do, justifiable unto itself. And who knows, perhaps a Latin
American fan of Taiwanese soap operas might one day, at a critical moment, be
in an elite position to lend a hand after all. It is not likely, but less likely things do
happen in soap operas all the time.

At a strictly academic level, Taiwanese soap opera diplomacy does raise
notable questions as a case study alongside comparable soft power attempts by
other countries. The remarkably successful South Korean effort at promoting
its audiovisual entertainment around the world has already garnered significant
scholarly attention that could be developed even further with consideration
of a second mover like Taiwan. Here are two liberal democracies that face a
hostile, nominally communist, heavily armed, and adjacent foe and who, before
that situation, have opted for cultural diplomacy as one of their ways to present
themselves to the rest of the world. The primary variable that distinguishes their
soft power calculations, of course, is that South Korea is a globally recognized state
and Taiwan is not. Is this position of relative weakness the reason why Taiwanese
soap opera diplomacy had less stamina and development than its South Korean
predecessor? But this argument, seemingly logical, presents a paradox: It is Taiwan,
not South Korea, that is in desperate need of non-official channels through which
to conduct its foreign affairs.

The case of Turkish soap opera diplomacy also merits sustained comparison
with its Taiwanese counterpart. In Turkey, the exporting of its soap operas was not
led, coordinated, or formally controlled by the state and yet, due to state influences,
has functioned de facto as an arm of international policy. According to Ouafaa
Rafi, with Turkey “we have a case in which cultural relations are constituted of
elements and flows that are not necessarily emanating from the state but that
are absorbed by the state to enter the domain of the exclusive state prerogative
of cultural diplomacy, serving state interests in the foreign spheres. Therefore,
private actors such as TV producers contribute to aims and objectives that are the
same as those of state’s [sic] foreign policies” (211). Whereas in Taiwanese soap
opera diplomacy the state officially harnessed audiovisual entertainment to its own
soft power objectives abroad, the Turkish state appears to have utilized myriad
unofficial pressures instead to achieve the same. Does this distinction correlate to
the varying levels of success of the two nations’ attempts at this kind of cultural
diplomacy?
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For specialists in the international political strategies and tactics of Taiwan,
the rise and fall of soap opera diplomacy in Latin America also raises compelling
issues about the extent and potential contours of the New Southbound Policy, a
MOFA initiative that picks up on previous governmental efforts to make Taiwan
less dependent on China in economic and other spheres by strengthening ties with
countries in Southeast Asia, Oceania, and the Indian subcontinent. The reboot
of this approach under Taiwanese president Tsai Ing-wen emphasized cultural
relationships more than its preceding versions, so soap opera diplomacy would
seem to fit squarely within its purview. No Latin American nation, however, is
included on the official MOFA list of New Southbound Policy countries (New
Soutbound Policy Portal). Why are these Southern bonds not so recognized? Some
of them have lasted a very long time, through thick and thin, and these days are
nothing if not thin for Taiwan. La esposa valiente and its soap opera successors did
something positive, it would seem, to maintain those bonds as thick as possible.
So, again, why did Taiwanese soap opera diplomacy in Latin America end as it did?
Why is that relationship no longer what it was? Why has it disappeared to the point
where MOFA, who made the first move in the relationship, does not even allot a
space to recognize it on its own Southbound website? Even old flames deserve a
memory once in a while . . . a social media shoutout now and then . . . you never
know what might be rekindled....

But then again, why does any relationship end as it does? Are they not all
bittersweet? What does any of it mean? When the curtain lowers at last, when we
weep at the end and try to think of things that were gained, things that were lost,
were any lessons . . . learned? Or were we [cue the background music! swell the soft
violins!] destined all along to end up alone on our individual islands, alone in our

insular lives, doomed to live forever with the memories of ... yes ... the way we
were.” Scattered pictures of the smiles we left behind . . . [cue the crescendo!] . . .
smiles we gave to one another! . . . or has time rewritten every line? . . . If we had

the chance to do it all again. . ..

Cry for me, Argentina! The truth is I never left you. You broke your promise, don’t
keep your distance. . .. Wait . . . good news! [cue the jaunty music!] I rented a place
down the block. Under an assumed name . .. so we can still see each other whenever
we want! Hang out together from time to time, maybe watch a soap opera together...
you never know where the future will lead. . . .

And...scene.
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Notes

1. For further information on these prizes, see the video “Canal 6 de Nicaragua
transmitird ocho nuevas producciones taiwanesas” and the description below
it. In 2019, the Taiwanese embassy in Nicaragua also gave out prizes to local
viewers of a previous Taiwanese soap opera to run on national television. See
also Lesbia Umaiia, “Canal 6 transmitira ‘El Nuevo Mundo.”

2. In the case of relations between Costa Rica and Taiwan, for example, Alexander
writes that “[w]hile one can be critical of the Taiwanese for their use of corrupt
practices to maintain diplomatic allies, their public diplomacy also appears to
have lacked penetration with the Costa Rican public, and been too focused on
building and maintaining relations with elites” (71).

3. I would like to thank my research assistants Zyanya Déniz Ibafiez, for her
massive effort at finding and organizing the vast majority of these materials, and
Sebastidn Moreno Santacruz, who provided significant help at an earlier stage
of this project. I also thank them and César Salgado Portillo for our various
conversations about Latin American soap operas/telenovelas. My thanks go out
as well to Andrea Diaz Miranda for proofreading a final draft of this essay.

4. “[S]e invité por segundo afio consecutivo a diferentes empresas comerciales y
periodisticas, para acompaiiar este proyecto televisivo, invitdindolos aportar
diversos premios, para que los televidentes de la exitosa telenovela puedan
participar en los sorteos pre determinados, contestando preguntas relacionadas
con la trama y los personajes de la produccién, las que publicaremos en la
pagina de Facebook de la Embajada. Los fandticos de la telenovela tendran la
oportunidad de ganar dinero en efectivo, canastas de productos, suscripciones
de los diarios de mayor circulacién, bonos de consumo y como gran premio
un pasaje de ida y regreso a Taiwan. Entre las empresas patrocinadoras de la
telenovela tenemos: Hotel Honduras Maya, La Tribuna, Espresso Americano, El
Heraldo, China Airlines, Hondudiario, Larva Lee, El Patriota.HN, Inversiones
Wan Hao, Quien Opina, Solunar Foot Wear y El Diario de Honduras.... Esta es
la cuarta telenovela que Taiwan ofrece a los paises amigos y aliados.... La nueva
telenovela serd transmitida en 21 cadenas de televisién de 16 paises, entre los que
se incluye a los aliados diplomaticos de Taiwan y otros paises latinoamericanos
como México, Pert, Colombia, Argentina, Uruguay, Ecuador en [sic] canales
de habla hispana en Los Angeles, y el Sudeste Asiatico en Indonesia y Filipinas”
(“El nuevo mundo’ exitosa telenovela de Taiwén para los hondurefios”).

5. “LLORA EN CHINO: Taiwdn prepara una nueva telenovela que podra ser vista
en Uruguay. La ‘diplomacia de las novelas’ sigue con ‘El Nuevo Mundo) que
pronto se verd en espaiiol, informé el Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores”
(“Taiwén prepara una nueva telenovela que podrd ser vista en Uruguay”).

6. See also the following articles from Argentina, Honduras, and Guatemala
respectively that mention the role of MOC in passing: “Taiwdn promociona
sus telenovelas en la Argentina”; Lopez, “Imperdible estreno de ‘Secretos del
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diario”; and Juarez, “El nuevo mundo’: la exitosa telenovela taiwanesa que sera
transmitida por Guatevision”

7. “[S]i bien un panel de académicos de prestigiosas universidades en Taiwan,
vinculados con la ensefianza de espaiiol, fue convocado para seleccionar
las telenovelas a traducir, se tomé en cuenta en esta ocasion la opinién de
representantes de los canales de television en Centro y Sudamérica, a fin de
ajustarse al publico en dichas naciones” (“Exitosa telenovela taiwanesa 16
veranos incursiona en mercado latinoamericano”). This source seems to be the
most extensive and explicit description of the soap opera initiative from an
official Taiwanese perspective, as Noticias de Taiwan is a MOFA publication
known in English as Taiwan Today. The article appears to have been published
only in Spanish.

8. The reported release years and number of countries where La esposa valiente
circulated do not always correlate exactly. For instance, Shyong wrote in 2015
that “Thirteen Central and South American countries have aired the show since
2013 as part of an initiative by the Taiwanese government to promote Taiwanese
culture” The Noticias de Taiwan report from 2016, however, affirmed that the
series “was shown on 2015 on 19 channels in 14 countries in Latin America’
[“fue proyectado en 2015 en 19 canales de 14 paises en Latinoamérica”] (“Exitosa
telenovela taiwanesa 16 veranos incursiona en mercado latinoamericano,’
Noticias de Taiwan, 1 September 2016, available at https://noticias.nat.gov.tw/
news.php?post=103913&unit=99,107,108,115).

9. Regarding Argentina, see “Jeremy Siu, representante legal de 8 Dragones S A C’,
an interview with Jeremy Siu of the Peruvian company 8 Dragones. Regarding
Uruguay, see “Tele 8 Mercedes TCM pionero en nuestro pais con telenovela
taiwanesa” The name of the Peruvian company is here given instead as 7

4

Dragones.

10. With respect to the Latin American countries that would be showing the
soap opera 16X [16 Summers] in Spanish, the Taipei Times reported, “The
TV channels broadcasting the show do not have to pay for the rights, MOFA
said” (“Soap opera to air in Latin America”). An article from Honduras titled

“A story with soft power” [“Una historia con poder blando”] also confirmed,
“The television channels in Spanish-speaking countries in which [the soap
opera] ‘16 Summers’ will be retransmitted will not have to pay for broadcasting
rights” [“Las cadenas de televisién de los paises de habla hispana en las que se
retransmita ‘16 veranos’ no tendrdn que pagar por los derechos de emission”]
(Pérez).

11. “Del 19 al 21 de abril pasado estuvieron en el pais tres buques pertenecientes a la
Fuerza Naval de Taiwdn, los cuales anclaron en el Muelle Don Diego de Santo
Domingo, como parte de los intercambios para fortalecer los vinculos culturales
entre ambas naciones. La Escuadra de Amistad Taiwan 2018 estuvo compuesta
el [sic] buque de apoyo de combate rapido Panshi, la fragata Cheng Kung y la
fragata Kangding, con un total de 800 miembros entre oficiales, tripulantes y
cadetes. Como parte de esos intercambios culturales, se comenzaron a exhibir
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incluso por primera vez telenovelas taiwanesas en la televisién local. Las dos
primeras fueron ‘La esposa valiente’ y ‘16 veranos™ (Salazar).

12. “Esta es la primera vez que Taiwan dobla una serie al espaiiol y ya planea
encargar tres telenovelas mas” (Ximénez de Sandoval).

13. “The Way We Were” should be the MOFA theme song.
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