
LEAVING HOME 

Many Japanese Say West Is 
Still to Their Liking 
I n  the decades following the end of World 
War 11, European and U.S. laboratories of- 
fered promising Japanese scientists intellec- 
tual excitement and first-class facilities that 
were not available at home. Not anymore. 
Lab facilities at the  to^ universities are be- 
coming as good as, or better than, those found 
in many Western institutions, and there are 
growing numbers of internationally renowned 
Japanese scientists available as possible men- 
tors. So why do so many Japanese researchers 
still cross the ocean to launch their careers? 

One attraction is the highly competitive 
research environment. Another is the oppor- 
tunity to polish English-language skills-an 
essential element for success in the interna- 
tional arena. But perhaps just as important is 
the chance for a postdoc to escape, at least 
temporarily, from the often oppressive hierar- 
chy within Japan and get a broader view of the 
discipline. "There are many good jobs in 
research laboratories in Japanese companies, 
but they are permanent jobs," notes Mitsuaki 
Shimizu, a researcher at the Electrotechnical 
Laboratory in Tsukuba. "So it is natural to 
want to go overseas and get experiences be- 
fore getting a permanent job in Japan. If you 
do not know other laboratories, you cannot 
guess what is good or what is wrong in your 
job environment." 
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Nobuki ~akani ihi ,  a neurobiolo- 
gist who worked as a postdoc at Columbia 
University and is now an assistant professor 
at Harvard Medical School. "This is a 
highly multidisciplinary field, so you really 
need a large number of people to have a 
critical mass," he says. 

The fact that the critical mass communi- 
cates in English is another reason to study 
abroad. "In Japan, you need linguistic skills 
to be successful as a scientist," says Nakanishi, 
who speaks fluent, idiomatic English after a 
dozen years in the United States. The desire 
to improve her English was one reason Noriko 
Suzuki decided to join Johns Hopkins Univer- 
sity biochemist Yuan Chum Lee this April 
after earning a Ph.D. in molecular immunol- 
ogy from the University of Tokyo. "It's been 
frustrating not to be able to express what's on 
my mind," Suzuki says in Japanese. 

While mastery of English is essential, 

Suzuki says that an even more important goal 
is to learn "American approaches to solving 
problems." That is the same reason Kenji 
Irie, age 3 1, a research associate in Kunihiro 
Matsumoto's lab at Nagoya University, hopes 
to secure a postdoctoral post with Ira Hers- 
kowitz, chair of the biochemistry department at 
the University of California, San Francisco. 
"Herskowitz keeps generating new concepts. I 
want to study his way of thinking," he says. 

Irie is also attracted bv the inde~endence 
of his U.S. peers. "In the Japanese system, 
younger scientists can't have their own lab," 
he explains. Assistant professors and research 
associates belong to a full professor's lab and 
typically do not have the psychological or 
financial independence to pursue their own 
ideas. "It's just like being a technician," says 
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