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Japanese Students
in Taiwan

Taiwanese Students
in Japan

Rediscovering Taiwan Through Different Perspectives

Article by Yi-Hsuan Li
“If you could take one thing from Taiwan with you, what would it be?”

For Hung Hsin-yu, a Radio and Television major currently on exchange in Kyoto, and Ichiji
Wakana, who recently completed her exchange in Taiwan and returned to Japan, the answers
include both tangible objects and intangible systems. Through their dual perspectives, Taiwan
emerges as more than a “Food Kingdom.” It is a modern society that quietly exports its
influence through social efficiency and inclusivity in everyday life.

Cultural Translation From Street-Side Drinks to Social Spaces

When asked about their most memorable experiences in Taiwan, both students immediately
mentioned hand-shaken drinks.

Social Inclusivity

The Freedom to Be Oneself

One of the most striking aspects of Taiwan for Wakana was its relaxed attitude toward
appearance. Whether on campus or in urban areas, people dress comfortably without
fear of judgment. “In Japan, appearance is closely tied to social expectations. People
evaluate each other based on clothing and makeup, which can be stressful,” she
explained. In Taiwan, she found the freedom to dress according to her mood, which
brought a sense of ease she had not experienced before.

She also highlighted Taiwan’s openness toward the LGBTQ+ community. Seeing
friends speak naturally about same-sex relationships made her realize how many
people in Japan still feel the need to conceal their identities. “A society where people
can talk about their lives openly is a freer society,” she said. In her view, Taiwan exports

For Hsin-yu, these drinks form part of
the backdrop of everyday Taiwanese
life. After being away for more than
four months, what she misses most
is walking with friends while casually
sipping tea. She also noticed a shift
in Japan, where Taiwanese brand
Gong Cha functions more like a
café. Customers sit down, chat, and
treat the drink as part of a social
experience. Priced at over 100 TWD,
these beverages are no longer just
drinks but have been reinterpreted
as a refined form of socializing.

Hsin-yu Hung relives the taste of Taiwanese
bubble tea in Japan with Gong Cha and
frozen drink packs. (Photo by Hung Hsin-yu)

not just products, but a way of life that allows individuals to “breathe freely.”

Hsin-yu added that Taiwanese people’s strong Japanese language skills and their
friendliness toward foreigners contribute to this inclusivity. This openness, combined
with a low level of cultural exclusion, gives Taiwan a distinctive human touch in global
competition.

Taiwanese snacks
prepared for the
student exchange

Wakana, on the other hand, was struck by the convenience and rationality of Taiwan’s
tea shop culture. She was particularly impressed by how easy and affordable it is to eat
out. “In Taiwan, dining out is part of daily life. It doesn't feel like a financial burden as it
often does in Japan,” she said. In her view, Taiwan’s success in exporting its tea culture
lies not only in flavor but also in a lifestyle that normalizes accessible, high-quality

event.(Photo by
Hung Hsin-yu)

enjoyment.

Institutional Differences

Digital Integration vs. Paper-Based Systems

Beyond food culture, institutional systems left a strong impression on both students.

Hsin-yu pointed out that even with student status and enrollment in Japan’s national
health insurance, medical expenses remain high. “An initial eye exam can cost around
5,000 JPY, and follow-up visits are at least 2,000 JPY, excluding medication,” she
noted. More striking to her, however, was the record-keeping system. “In Taiwan, all
medical records are stored on a single NHI card. In Japan, if you don’t bring your paper
medication handbook, doctors cannot access your history.”

Wakana, meanwhile, observed Taiwan’s flexibility in governance. She believes
Japanese society tends to be more conservative, making policy changes slow. In
contrast, Taiwan legalized same-sex marriage earlier than any other country in Asia and
has many young professionals involved in government. “There is a shared willingness
in Taiwan to improve society,” she said. To her, this adaptability is a form of hard power
that helps Taiwan maintain relevance on the global stage.

Beyond Food

A Progressive Identity

When asked how Taiwan should present itself
internationally, the two students offered different
perspectives. Hsin-yu believes that concrete
products are the most direct gateway to global
recognition. Wakana, however, sees Taiwan
through its history, culture, and evolving identity.

She noted that while Taiwan has experienced
multiple periods of foreign rule and preserved
diverse historical landscapes, it remains a
relatively young democracy. As a result, it
has not developed the rigidity seen in older
democracies, but instead demonstrates flexibility
and adaptability.

This collective drive to improve society is
reflected not only in policy changes but also in
everyday cultural choices. In addition to snacks,
Wakana chose souvenirs such as Wenshan tea,
Yuan Soap products, toothpaste, and Cha Tzu
Tang soaps for her family.

Though their perspectives differ, their dialogue

Lukang Old Street. (Photo by Ichiji Wakana)

ultimately reveals Taiwan’s unique positioning. It is not merely a place known for its food, but
a society defined by cultural depth, social inclusivity, and a capacity for continuous change.
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