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FORMULAS FOR THE FUTURE / Daisaburo Hashizume
Opening up research posts to promote science

Special to Asahi Shimbun

he Diet passed legislation in No-
vember to “make Japan prosper
on the strength of scientific and
technological creativeness.”
Given the nation’s present cir-
cumstances, the enactment of the Sci-
ence and Technology Basic Law, spon-
sored by a suprapartisan group of law-
makers, is heartily welcome.

Japan has hitherto attached consider-
able importance to science and technol-
ogy—even though it could have done
more. That helped the nation transform
itself into an economic power.

However, the 21st century is around
the corner and it is expected to herald
spectacular economic advances by Chi-
na, India and other Asian countries. If
Japan is 1o hold its own against this tide
and maintain a high standing in the in-
ternational community, it must make
much more serious efforts than before
to raise its scientific and technological
levels to world-ranked levels. In this
sense, the enactment of the new law
was a truly timely move.

What should be done to achieve such
heights?

Secure research fund

The prerequisite is money. If neces-
sary, the government should even be
prepared to shave some spending from
its public works and welfare budgets to
provide funds for scientific and techno-
logical development.

But money is not a panacea. The na-
tion's aggregate rescarch spending
should certainly meet more than half of
whatever America spends. But when it
comes (o resulls, Japan may not attain
even one-tenth of the American figure.
Public funds are spent too inefliciently
in this country.

To make effective use of research
funds, there must be fair competition
and a system set up that properly re-
wards researchers for outstanding re-
sults. Funneling more funds to universi-
ties and research institutes—where
there is no stiff u)lnpcti(ion—would be
like flushing money down the drain.

This makes the role of management
important—providing resecarchers with
the sort of environment where they can
devote themselves to their work in
comfort and feel encouraged. In this re-
spect, universities and research insti-
tutes in Japan have fallen badly behind
other countries.

Thanks to the principle of “self-gov-
ernment” in university facullies, univer-
sity researchers are secure in their
jobs. Research funds are allocated to
different units through a head count.
There is an unspoken rule that forbids
one research team from meddling in
the affairs of another. Thus, the law of
competition does not work in the area
of research.

The situation is a bit better, but not
much, at independent research insti-
tutes.

There is practically no system of re-
search management. So there is a need
to breed new academic management
professionals.

Even more important is Lo open up re-
search posts to non-Japanese. That
would bring together brilliant people
from around the world to toil in re-
search to their hearts' content.

The United States was quick to adopt
this sort of setup. Until the 1930s,
America had trailed Britain, Germany
and IFrance. Bul then it began to accept
large numbers of researchers who
were sceeking asylum because Europe
was in World War II. This propelled
America to the forefront of research.

The fact that foreign researchers at
American institutes are not discrimi-
nated against and are cven offered in-
cenlives that make the country attrac-
tive to non-Americans helps it remain a
scientific and technological giant.

If Japan continues to keep the doors
closed, instead of following the U.S. ex-
ample, it will have no hope of compet-
ing with other countries to attain world-
level capabilities. In particular, the
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chances of coming out with and devel-
oping a succession of revolutionary
ideas in the field of hasic sciences will
be non-existent.

The best way to achieve these objec-
tives is to open up research posts at uni-
versities and research institutes to pco-
ple abroad—emulating America as
closely as possible, even though catch-
ing up with the United States in a single
stroke may be dilficult.

Without such endeavors, the slogan
of “making Japan prosper on the
strength of scientific and technological
creativeness” will be impossible to at-
tain.

Researchers from abroad

One aspect of the “internationaliza-
tion” at Japanese universities and re-
search institutes will involve the influx
of students, visiting researchers, profes-
sors, associale professors and part-lime
lecturers from abroad.

In this respect, universities in this
country have lagged behind incredibly.
It was not until 1982 that national univer-
sities were authorized to hire foreign
faculty members. Earlier, non-Japanese
had been barred {from permanent jobs
on grounds that it was not appropriate
to appoint them to work as public ser-
vants of the national government.

Even after the 1982 policy change, the
number of non-Japancse has been slow
to rise. At the University of Tokyo, for
example, only a few non-Japanese are
full-time faculty members among the
nearly 2,000 professors and associate
professors. While the number of non-
Japanese students has shown a marked
increase, that of non-Japanese full-time
members has remained unchanged
across the board.
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Terms of employment offered to non-
Japanese partly account for this. While
Japanese faculty members can serve
until their retirement age, non-Japanese
serve under a fixed contract “term” sys-
tem in which the ordinary practice is to
“rehire” them after a few years—a sys-
tem that continually reminds them that
“they are guests in Japan and, such be-
ing the case, they are [ree to go home
anytime.”

But that is not always the case at all
research institutes in Japan. For exam-
ple, the national Institute of Physical
and Chemical Research has invited
many researchers from abroad under a
postdoctoral system widely in practice
in the United States. The system pro-
vides jobs with a term for holders of
doctorates until they get full-time jobs.
With some {eams at the national insti-
tute, the great majority of members are
non-Japanese and staff meetings are
conducted in English.

However, these “advanced” research
institutes are still few and far between.

The fact is that many research posts at
universities and research institutes are
closed not only to non-Japanese but also
to Japanese hopefuls. These posts,
which belong to the public by nature,
should be thrown open on a competitive
basis to the ablest and most appropriate
researchers both at home and abroad.

In most cases, however, successful
applicants are picked via an internal
personnel affairs process. The result is
an abnormally high rate of “pure-blood-
ed"” researchers—meaning researchers
working for the university from which
they graduated.

For this reason, research institutes
that keep oul non-Japanese pose a prob-
lem for Japancse researchers as well.

Weakness of Japan’s system

A group of 10 Japanese and non-Japa-
nese researchers discussed ways to
open up research posts in Japan to non-
Japanese in a three-day meeting in
Tochigi Prefecture that started Jan. 25.
The diverse group of researchers
ranged from Westerners and Asians
working at Japanese universities and re-
search institutes o Japanese research-
ers working abroad.

Their meeting was just one of several
panels formed under the umbrella of
the Science and Technology Agency'’s
annual Science and Technology Forum.

The weaknesses of the Japanese re-
search system were examined through
case studlés from around the world

A major weakness is that many uni-
versities and research institutes in Ja-
pan simply do not anticipate that they
may have to work with non-Japanese re-
searchers; they do not even realize that
they have a problem.

Unless these and other woes are cor-
rected, elevating Japan’s scientific and
technological prowess will be an impos-
sible proposition. A brain drain of Japa-
nese researchers would be nothing to
be surprised about.

In the United States and other ad-
vanced countries, it is only natural that
foreign nationals will take research
posts, including ones for university pro-
fessors. As long as those people are
competent researchers, their lack of lin-
guistic skills and other non-research tal-
ent normally does not pose much of a
problem. Japanese universily profes-
sors are required to attend many meet-
ings and are saddled with responsibility
for school administration. But such ad-
ministrative competence is not required
of researchers in other countries.
(There are professionals who take care
of administrative problems.)

Insistence on running universitics
and research institutes in a peculiarly
Japanese style only creates a wall {o in-
ternationalization.

A number of hurdles

Non-Japanese seeking research posts
in Japan face a number of hurdles.
First, there is usually the language bar-
rier. Since most documents are written
in Japanese, many non-Japanese re-
searchers have difficulty getting infor-
mation even about posts for which they
can apply.

Then there is the housing problem
and the high costs of living. It is next to
impossible to find decent housing in or
near Tokyo. Food and other necessities
are also costly. The education of chil-
dren is another problem.

The wage and pension systems in Ja-
pan also put non-Japanese at a disad-
vantage.

Furthermore, they inevitably experi-
ence a conflict of cultures. In Western
countries, an employer normally hires
someone only after making clear what
kind of work the person is going to do.
This point often remains a gray area in
Japan.

As a result, patient and frequent ex-
changes with a prospective Japanese
employer are required to head off sub-
tle misunderstandings about contract
terms and duties.

Universities and research institutes
are taking steps to ease these problems
and promote internationalization. These
include putting up campus notices and
posters both in Japanese and English
and renting entire apartment complexes
to accommodate non-Japanese research-
ers staying for short periods of time.

The Tokyo Institute of Technology
has established an international gradu-
ate school where classes and research
can be conducted in English alone.

But much more needs to be done.
Take, for example, the fact that Japa-
nese schools still open for a new semes-
ter in April, not in September. This
alone shows how closed they are to
non-Japanese.

There is little hope for scientific and
technological advances without opening
up research posts to non-Japanese. It is
necessary to consider making funda-
mental reforms for Japanese research-
ers, too, by introducing a contract term
system and annual, merit-based com-
pensation 1o replace monthly salaries.

Daisaburo Hashizume is associate pro-
Jessor of sociology at the Tokyo Institute of
Technology. Majoring in sociology at the
University of Tokyo, he has written exten-
stvely on sociology and social thought.

(This is the third of a series of articles
to be contributed each month by members
and former members of Asahi Shimbun's
“Create 21, Asahi” forum. The original
article in Japanese appears in today’s
Asahi Shimbun,).
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