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Life as a researcher in Japan

Background

“Why Japan?”’, “Isn’t life there terrible?”’ are ques-
tions that I have often been asked, especially by people
who don’t know anything about Japan . ..and some-
times by worried Japanese. Overcrowded spaces, over
packed commuter trains, hard-working ants, tiny
apartments are the typical images found in the west:
so, why come to Japan? And how is it to live and work
here?

If the destination was mostly accidental, I was sure
that I would leave France after my PhD: while at
university, I took every opportunity to study
abroad . . . even that “abroad’” was a country (Germa-
ny) just a few hours away by car. ESRF (the Europe-
an Synchrotron Radiation Facility) had also been my
first choice for my doctorate studies because of its in-
ternational flavor. There, it became increasingly evi-
dent that I would go overseas for a post-doc. The moti-
vations were also very clear: to discover different ways
of working, of tackling a problem . . . while seeing the
world and discovering new cultures.

So why Japan? Back then, Japan was not a very
popular destination for a young French scientist: it
was (and in many ways it still is) better to follow the
example of the “‘elders” (now team leaders or lab
directors, that is, “recruiters”’) and go to the United-
States. In other words, it was not good for your career.
But a letter to a “Dr. JAERI RIKEN”’ (Japanese peo-
ple do have strange names!), “head” of the SPring-8
Project Team brought back a positive answer and an
offer for a fellowship. Japan was, may be, the farthest I
could go from France, it was completely unknown to
me . .. and they were working on unbelievable devices
(the so called “in vacuum insertion devices’’, now a
world wide reference): in brief, Japan had a lot of at-
tractive qualities.

So, on February 1st 1993, after a brief crash course
on Japanese things (two visits to a sushi restaurant-
wasabi is not something you eat straight-, a few mov-
ies-Shohei Imamura’s Kuroi Ame, superb-, and some
readings-including Mishima, of course), I landed at
Narita for a two year post-doc at RIKEN Wako (Saita-

48 J. Particle Accelevator Society of Japan, Vol. 3, No. 1, 2006

ma Pref.), with a 20 kgs suitcase, a new suit and a
necktie neatly packed in it (Japanese wear suits) and
an advice (‘“‘be on time, Japanese are punctual”).

General impressions. Life in Japan

The first “‘surprise’”” came right out of the airplane:
finding oneself illiterate is a very salutary experience.
Signboards, goods in supermarkets, ATMs . . .: it was
not even possible to look up for a word in the diction-
ary! An other surprise was the diversity of the people’s
face. Much as occidentals look all the same to
Japanese people, there is the idea that all Japanese
look the same. But what a diversity!

So, as every day come with a surprise, as every day
come with something new to learn, life in Japan has
never been boring, even after 13 years. It has also
been very easy to adapt to. First, thanks to the kind-
ness of my co-workers and of the Japanese people met
in daily life, who helped smooth out the daily hurdles
and who did there best to make me feel “at home” (I
often wonder if French make that kind of efforts
towards their foreign guests). Besides, adapting to
this new life was fairly easy: both Japan and France
are countries with a long history, strong traditions and
a rich culture. We might not speak the same language,
but we are on common ground: both Japanese and
French do enjoy good food and a good drink! As a
French, I feel it is certainly easier for me than to live in
Japan than in the US. Moreover, leaving the buildings
of Tokyo after two and a half years for the hills of
Harima and the coast of the Inland Sea made the ex-
perience even more enjoyable.

Research Life

The research life was not without surprises too. The
first shock came with my first visit to the SPring-8 site:
huge. Coming from the ESRF, a “tiny’”’ 844 m circum-
ference ring stacked at the confluence of the Isere and
Drac rivers, it was amazing to see that, within a few
years, mountains had been cut or flattened, roads had
been laid out, and a storage ring nearly twice the size
of the ESRF was being built around a small mountain.
What France and ten European countries had to build
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together, Japan was building it alone, and bigger. This
was my first lesson: unlike France, Japan takes its
research seriously.

The second big difference lies in the involvement of
the industry. Unlike France where private and public
research do not mix well, I was surprised to see that
the SPring-8 project team included several engineers
and researchers ‘“on loan”’ from different companies:
this is hardly conceivable in France. Such positive atti-
tude towards research also shows in the national
science budget: more than 70% comes from the pri-
vate sector in Japan, while in France it is closer to fifty
percent.

Japan’s interest in Science is also reflected in the at-
titude of the general public: while, in France, resear-
chers are considered at best as lunatics, in Japan I did
not have to be ashamed of being one of them! This can
also be felt during open days, which draw thousands of
visitors to SPring-8, most of them with a genuine in-
terest in Science. And I am still amazed to see tour-bus
coming to visit SPring-8. . ..

An other difference with French lab can be found in
the absence of technician (even though SPring-8 is
somehow different): researchers have to do every-
thing by themselves. This is good since you’ll know
your experience in and out, but might be a loss of time
in certain cases. Still on the difference, you won’t find
many French researchers coming to work when they
are sick, or on week-ends, or staying late in the even-
ing: the dedication of the Japanese to their work, their
“ganbare’’ spirit, certainly explains why they can keep
up with often impossible schedules! Slower paced
French find happiness in a good balance between work
and family/private time.

Finally, the only problematic point can be communi-
cation, whether it is a question of culture (knowing,
for example, when a “‘yes”” means a “no’’), or of lan-
guage. Ah! English. . .. The eternal complaint of the
foreign researcher! While the critics of some of them is
more of a caricature since they refuse themselves to
learn the language of their host country, the lack of a
common interaction language (which should not be
limited to English) can indeed be a big handicap: it is
easy to feel isolated, to miss important information
(not only with respect to the science done in the lab,
but also safety or regulations). As one of SPring-8 first

few foreigners, this has been one of my pet subjects
since, as the largest synchrotron facility in the world,
SPring-8 is a truly international lab, with a large com-
munity of foreign researchers and users. I am often
left wondering what impression they will bring back to
their home country, if the only thing they will tell their
colleagues will be about mysterious alarm messages,
impenetrable announcements or unintelligible rules.
SPring-8 is a great place to work, it is also one of
Japan’s windows to the world, and I do not want them
to have a bad image of it.

Conclusion - Outlook

So how is it to live and work Japan? Great. Of course
there are some frustrations (different from the ones
we get at home) but the rewards are incommensura-
ble. As noted by John Flanagan (J. Part. Acc. Soc. of
Japan volume 2 number 2, 2005) Japan’s achieve-
ments are not well enough disseminated to the world:
Japan’s access is difficult since it is far, and because of
the language barrier. Even for researchers who know
Japan, even for those who know the language, it often
difficult to know what is being done here. Visiting
scientists (whether for a week for an experiment or a
conference, or a year) have therefore a role to play as
ambassadors of Japanese science. And for young
Japanese researchers: don’t be afraid of the language
barrier, go abroad.
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