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About the Visiting Scholar 

 

Dr. Raffaele Cazzola Hofmann was a Visiting Scholar at Fu Jen Catholic 

University (New Taipei) under the Taiwan Fellowship 2019. 

Graduated in Political Science (international course) with a thesis on the 

penetration of China in Africa at the University of Rome “La Sapienza”, he 

earned a PhD in Sociology of Development and Innovation with a research on 

the social changes in China at the University Kore of Enna. 

Senior Associate in the consulting company Strategic Advice (Rome, Italy) 

Member of the editorial committee of the quarterly journal of geopolitical 

studies Imperi (ISSN 2038-8942). 

Journalist registered in the Italian Order of Journalists. Author of over 500 

articles on foreign policy published in national newspapers and reviews. 

Author of the following essays: 

 "Asia on the way to the future", Pantheon, 2006; 

 "China, the boom made in Africa", Kore University Press, 2009; 

 "Piracy of the third millennium in Africa, Asia and Latin America", 

Mursia, 2010. 
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Soft power as an instrument of the 

Taiwanese foreign policy to develop 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The geopolitical framework in central-eastern Asia in currently dominated, in 

the public debate, by the role of the Popular Republic of China. 

 

In front of the perspectives of still low growth of the global economy and even 

if its own economy is growing in a slower way than it was in the previous 

years, PRC is also the most active investor in the economic and industrial 

systems of other Countries, even in far regions such as Africa, Central 

America and Eastern Europe. 

 

It is interesting to note how the “perception” of the Chinese role is sensibly 

changing. Even if at different levels, some Countries in Asia-Oceania 

(Australia, Malaysia, New Zeland, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Vietnam), Africa 

(South-Africa, Angola, Mozambico), Central America (El Salvador, Panama) 

and Eastern Europe (Greece) are debating on how the economic-commercial 

penetration of Chinese enterprises and the political agreements with the PRC 

Government can bring growing risks in terms of political instability and security 

in strategic sectors such as infrastructure control and telecommunications 

management. 
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Starting from the described context, the research has the goal to understand 

and analyze in which way the Republic of China (ROC) manages its difficult 

international status of a Country with a low number of diplomatic relationships 

and that is growingly excluded by the international fora because of the PRC 

pressures. 

 

Despite the difficulties deriving from its international status, Taiwan is a unique 

and extraordinarily interesting case in the international panorama because: 

 Taiwan scores relevant macroeconomic results (GDP + 2% in 2017) 

and high standard of living (GDP - per capita in 2017: $ 49,000); 

 the Taiwanese travelers are visa-free in 160 Countries worldwide  

 Taiwan is among the top 20 Exporting Countries worldwide, with a 

recognized leadership in exporting cutting-edge technology; 

 Taiwan manages high-level Development Assistance programs in 

Asia and Africa, not conditioned by the official level of the diplomatic 

relations; 

 an increasing number of Taiwanese students go abroad. 

 

Taiwan manages its position in the International Community thanks to a model 

of “soft power” which represents a very interesting benchmark in the 

international relations studies. More specifically, the role of the “New 

Southbound Policy” (NSB) is increasing its centrality as the pillar of the 

Taiwanese foreign policy in the “Indo-Pacific” macro-region. 
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On the basis of the first gathered elements, the research aims at 

understanding and analyzing in which way and with what kind of result Taiwan 

manages the NSB through these for main guidelines: 

 “Economic collaboration”, defined as the cooperation with the target 

countries on supply chains, domestic demand markets and 

infrastructure projects. 

 “People-to-people exchanges”, defined as the deepen bilateral 

exchange of scholars, students and industry professionals. 

 “Resource sharing”, defined as the promotion of bilateral and 

multilateral cooperation in culture, tourism, medical care, technology, 

agriculture, and small and medium-sized enterprises. 

 “Regional links”, defined as the construction of systematic bilateral and 

multilateral cooperation with partner countries while strengthening 

negotiations and dialogue. 

 

 

The Taiwanese paradox 

 

Taiwan represents a paradox. It is a nation in all respects sovereign and 

included in the list of the main democracies of the world, which however still 

discusses the nature of its identity with respect to Mainland China. Taiwan is 

fully integrated into the world economic system: the World Economic Forum‟s 

2018 Global Competitiveness Index 4.0 places the Nation at the 13rd place in 

terms of “national competitiveness” (defined as the set of institutions, policies 
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and factors that determine the level of productivity) and more specifically at 

the 4th place in terms of “innovation capability”, thanks to the continuous 

development of innovative information technologies of whom Taiwan has long 

been the world‟s top producer and supplier. Taiwan has signed visa-free 

agreements with 160 countries. Although the integration of its economy and of 

its society in the international community is clear, Taiwan is excluded from the 

United Nations system and the number of its diplomatic allies has significantly 

reduced due to the pressure exerted by the People's Republic of China on 

several levels (bilateral and multilateral). 

 

The history and the current geopolitical context force Taiwan to see its events 

always and in any case linked to the "China question". The international 

community looks to Taiwan on the basis of its positioning towards the PRC 

and its role in the strategic confrontation between the PRC and the US. The 

knowledge of what Taiwan is and what values it is a carrier of in the 

international community is restricted to a circle of academics, students, 

journalists and managers motivated by study and work. In a situation of very 

complex international equilibrium, this is in my opinion a critical issue for 

Taiwan. 
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Why soft power is relevant for Taiwan 

 

According to Steve Tsang, director of the School of Oriental and African 

Studies (SOAS), University of London, “there is a basic factor that 

distinguishes the relationship between Taiwan and the PRC from relationship 

they maintain with their other neighbors. It is the presence of an existential 

threat to Taiwan in this relationship. From the perspective of Beijing it poses 

no threat to Taiwan; its policy is driven by a determination to bring Taiwan into 

the fold of Mother China, preferably without the use of force. Beijing sees this 

in terms of national reunification and a historic mission, and therefore one that 

it would use force to accomplish should Taiwan not respond appropriately. 

From Taipei‟s perspective, this Chinese commitment and expectation means 

that it is a matter of survival for Taiwan as political entity”1. 

 

In the context briefly described, Taiwan needs to reinforce the use of "soft 

power", in the impossibility of exercising forms of "hard and command power", 

to use the terminology of Joseph Nye2. Soft power is a foreign policy tool that 

can help Taiwan to make itself better known in the world by highlighting its 

strengths and the contribution it is able to give to the international community.  

 

  

                                                     
1
 Steve Tsang, Taiwan’s impact on China, Palgrave MacMillan, 2017 -  ISBN 978-3-319-

33749-4. 

2
  Nye, J. (2011).  The future of power . New York: Public Affairs.   
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I believe that the objective of accumulating a capital of consensus and 

sympathy is essential for Taiwan. 

 

Taiwan's current foreign policy is based on the regional dimension through the 

New Southbound Policy, launched in 2016 and based on various actions such 

as: study programs, medical training, development assistance, tourism 

promotion. The NSB, which has a great strategic value for Taiwan, is 

substantially based on forms of economic or technical aid that partner 

countries need; therefore, it tends to be conditioned by forms of „do ut des‟, 

with the absence of political and cultural „values‟ capable of cementing 

relations with Taiwan. 

 

 

Taiwan needs a step forward enhancing its uniqueness 

 

My opinion is that Taiwan's foreign policy needs to take another step forward 

to pursue a broader goal through the soft power tool: to contribute to an 

evolution of Taiwan's "perception" in the non-Asian world. 

 

Democracy, freedom, the role of Asian avant-garde in the field of rights, the 

exaltation of traditional Chinese history, culture and language: these are the 

characteristics that make Taiwan unique. In terms of foreign policy, these 

characteristics are strong reasons to support Taiwan's independence and 

international status. 
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What is happening in Hong Kong is a powerful warning to the international 

community about the risks associated with the authoritarian character of PRC, 

which is a candidate to be a new global power. At the same time, it damages 

China's reputation. However, the international perception of the Chinese role 

is sensibly changing. Even at different levels, some countries in Asia-Oceania 

(Australia, Malaysia, New Zealand, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Vietnam), Africa 

(South-Africa, Angola, Mozambique), Central America (El Salvador, Panama) 

and South-Eastern Europe (Greece) are debating on political and economic 
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agreements with PRC, with regard to the labor market, the effective economic 

development and the security in strategic sectors such as infrastructure 

control and telecommunications management. 

 

On the contrary, Taiwan is the democratic face of that "Chinese world" 

towards which the world is watching with increasing attention. 

 

The other distinctive element of the Taiwanese identity is linked to history and 

culture. Taiwan holds an extraordinary part, in quantitative but above all 

qualitative terms, of the Chinese historical heritage. Taiwan has guaranteed 

the preservation and transmission to future generations of this heritage over 

the decades. Scholars know how to do research in Taiwan - in a free and 

unrestricted academic climate, with materials and information of unique value 

- is fundamental to know Chinese history. Taiwan has also developed its own 

unique vision of Chinese culture, starting with the role played by the Chinese 

high-instructed elites (mainly public officials, merchants and bankers) who 

moved to the island after the CCP's victory in the civil war. The number of 

people who arrived in Taiwan from China during this time is disputed: some 

sources state that nearly 500,000 civilians made the trip between 1948 and 

1950 along with an additional 500.000 military personnel for a total of 1 

million; other estimates have gone as high as 2.5 million. As of today, it is 

commonly affirmed that the mainlanders and their descendants make up 14% 

of the population due to immigration. The mainlanders have been added to 

the Hoklo Han Chinese, migrated to Taiwan in the 19th century before the 
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establishment of the Japanese rule, to the Chinese who originated from the 

Hakka-speaking provinces of China and to the aboriginal population. 

According to the World Atlas‟ estimates, the interactions of these ethnic 

groups have led to the borrowing of cultural practices, intermarriages, and 

growth or population decline of some of the groups. These ethnic groups 

contribute to the cultural diversity of Taiwan as well as in the economic, social 

and political spheres.  

 

At the same time, in the last thirty years Taiwan - currently home of around 

706,000 foreign workers - has become a point of convergence between the 

cultures coming in particular from different countries of Southeast Asia: 

according to the existing statistics, 90% of foreign workers are from Indonesia, 

Vietnam and Indonesia. In Taiwan there is a public and political debate on the 

role and on the social-economic consequences of this growing foreign 

workers‟ presence. This kind of debate happens in every developed country. 

At the same time, while this debate takes place, the Ministry of Labor provides 

foreign workers in Taiwan with living, work and legal consultation services (in 

English, Thai, Indonesian, and Vietnamese) and complaint channels to 

suitably provide guidance, and assists with the settlement of labor disputes. 

 

These elements – democracy, culture and openness to other people - are 

joined by a general Taiwanese sensibility on the subject of human rights and 

development aid on two levels: 
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 public, through the action of the MOFA and the International 

Cooperation and Development Found, founded in 1996 as Taiwan‟s 

professional development assistance organization, whose main partner 

are governments, international organizations or their deisagnated 

agencies, corporate bodies and non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs)3; 

 private, through the Taiwanese NGOs, the most important of which are 

integrated into the international NGOs system, both individually and 

under the coordination of Taiwan Alliance in International Development 

(TaiwanAid). 

 

 

The key role of the Taiwanese development cooperation 

 

My research, through the meetings carried out and indicated in the appendix, 

has been focused on Taiwanese development cooperation. The emerged 

evidences are that: 

 development cooperation is a major foreign policy instrument; 

 there is a high level of coordination between State bodies and NGOs; 

 there is an efficient system for allocating and distributing funds for 

                                                     
3
 Sources of ICDF‟s funding include the general fund, interest, returns on investments and 

income from commissions by the government or other institutions. As of December 31, 2018, 

the total balance of all funds was NT$ 15.62 billion – Source: 2018 Annual Report, Taiwan 

ICDF 
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development cooperation based on the MOFA and operationally on the 

ICDF; 

 ICDF manages cooperation projects - mainly on agriculture, education 

and health – in East Asia and Pacific, Africa and West Asia, Latin 

America and the Caribbean, Central Asia and Middle East4; 

 according to sources at both governmental and non-governmental 

level, a truly impressive number of NGOs are active in Taiwan, about 

90,000; 

 part of this large amount of NGOs participates in international 

initiatives, both on its own behalf and through the coordination carried 

out by TaiwanAid; 

 NGOs are financed through advanced forms of fund raising; 

 NGOs play an important role for Taiwan's international positioning in 

terms of "soft power" since - according to a comprehensive survey 

carried out by Taiwan Aid at the request of the MOFA - only 10% of 

NGOs carry out their activities within countries with diplomatic relations 

with Taiwan5. 

 

  

                                                     
4
 2018 Annual Report, Taiwan International Cooperation and Development Fund 

5
 The Map of Taiwan NGOs‟ International Development Programs, TaiwanAid, 2018 
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Map of Taiwan NGOsi international development programs (TaiwanAid, 2018) 
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Conclusion 

 

In my opinion - based on the considerations made in this article, the result of 

the reflections opened by the studies and meetings I held in the period March-

July 2019 - Taiwan needs to develop foreign policy tools that allow it to stand 

out from the PRC, enhancing their own specific characteristics and thus 

building their own independent identity. It is certainly a complex operation that 

requires investments in terms of time and resources. At the same time, I 

believe this operation is strategic for Taiwan. 

 

In the path above outlined, Taiwan's soft power can be strengthened by 

identifying its "ideal" characteristics of the Island with respect to its historical 

and political context. The undoubted economic and social development that 

characterizes Taiwan does not help to stand out strongly: many other 

countries of the world are equally developed and advanced. But Taiwan has 

other qualifying elements: 

 it is the only democracy in the "Chinese world"; 

 it has preserved and transmitted to the following generations a large 

part of the Chinese historical heritage, probably saving it from the fury 

of the Cultural Revolution; 

 it represents an alternative model of modernity that merges comfortably 

with traditional Chinese culture6. 

                                                     
6
 “Taiwan makes its greatest impact on Mainland China through its soft power, as the very 

attractiveness of its way of life leaves marks on Chinese citizens who come to know it, though 
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In other words, without prejudice to the attention to the non-coercive 

instruments already in place to support South-Eastern Asian less developed 

Countries, it is necessary to look to Western governments and the public 

opinions: 

 sensitive to the values of democracy and freedom; 

 in which there is a growing interest in studying Chinese history, culture 

and language. 

 

  

                                                                                                                                                      

not if it should reach into an area that the Communist Party considers a threat to its claim to 

legitimacy. This success is the result of an organic process, rather than the result of a clear 

Taiwan policy to influence the Mainland or, indeed, a deliberate programme to project soft 

power. While Taiwan stands tall as a political model that should inspire the PRC, functions 

effectively in helping the Chinese economy modernize and integrate into the global value 

chain, it is through the very attractiveness of its civility and popular culture that Taiwan leaves 

the greatest marks on Mainland China.”, Tsang, ibid. 
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Activities connected to the research held 

by the Visiting Scholar during the Taiwan Fellowship 

 

 

A. Presentation of MOFA Taiwan Fellowship Scholars – National 

Central Library 

 2019, March 28th  

Presentation of the research‟s topics and discussion with the 

attendants 

 

 

B. Seminar: “Europe at a crossroad: implications for Taiwan” – 

Institute of Diplomacy and International Affairs, MOFA 

 2019, April 11th  

Presentation on the current state of the international relations in 

the Mediterranean basin and political-economical implications for 

Taiwan, and discussion with the attendants. 

 

 

C. Workshop on “EU-China relations” – National Cheng-chi 

University, Taipei 

 2019, May 31st  

Round table sponsored by the EU Research Center 
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D. Forum on Taiwan NGOs participation in Africa – Chang Yung-fa 

Foundation, Taipei 

 2019, May 29th   

Collection of data, information and contacts on the topic of the 

research, on behalf of the Institute for National Policy Research, 

Taipei 

 

 

E. International conference: “An Asia-Pacific response to the 

changing US-China relations”, National Cheng-chi University,  

Taipei 

 2019, May 29th   

Collection of data, information and contacts on the topic of the 

research, on behalf of the Institute of International Relations 

(NCCU) 

 

 

F. International Workshop: “Humanitarian diplomacy and Jewish 

studies in East Asia”, Tamkang University 

 2019, July 29th 

Round table on the legacy of the R.O.C. diplomacy during the 

World War II 
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G. One-to-One meetings with MOFA officials: 

 Amb. Klement Gu, Director General for Policy Planning, MOFA 

 Amb. Chin, Institute of Diplomacy and International Affairs, 

MOFA 

 Dr. Y.C. Tsay, Deputy Director, Department for International 

Cooperation, MOFA 

 Dr. Lin Tsan-nan, Department of NGOs International Affairs, 

MOFA 

 

 

H. One-to-One meetings with other stakeholders: 

 Amb. R.C. Wu, Senior Advisor, Institute for National Policy 

Research, Taipei 

 Amb. Thamie Dlamini, Ambassador of E-Swatini in Taiwan, 

Taipei 

 Dr. Louis Chen, Director General, Taiwan Aid, Taipei 

 Dr. Anthony Carlisle, Garden of Hope Foundation, Taipei 


