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Banana Alligator Garden? Some thoughts on the RIKEN Joint Retreat

May 31, 2005 — RIKEN is Japan’s largest publicly funded basic research organization,
and its scope spans fields from particle physics to immunology to materials science.
On May 9 and 10, RIKEN instituted its first joint retreat, with invited talks and
posters by scientists working in four research centers located throughout Japan. The
retreat, which was held in the spa town of Atagawa on the lzu peninsula, provided
an environment in which researchers from diverse fields could share their findings
with RIKEN scientists from other fields of specialty. This first joint retreat focused
primarily on life sciences research, with participants from the Brain Science Institute
(BSl) and Discovery Research Institute (DRI) in Wako, the Research center for
Allergy and Immunology (RCAI) in Yokohama and the CDB.

Shinji Masui, a research scientist in the Laboratory for Pluripotent Cell Studies
(Hitoshi Niwa, Team Leader) provides a thoughtful reflection on this cross-discipline
forum:

“The area around Atagawa station is like a snapshot Japan’s tourist culture, with
shops selling traditional dried foods and local souvenirs and a park with the very
incongruous name of Banana Wani-en (Banana and Alligator Garden). It’s as if the
clocks there stopped ticking somewhere back in the 1970s. | took a leisurely local
train with big panoramic windows scheduled to arrive just after noon, and the chats
with CDB colleagues and seafood boxed lunch en route had me feeling almost like a
tourist on holiday by the time we got to the station. After ten minutes of bouncing on
a shuttle bus, we reached the Atagawa Heights hotel, looking like a kind of living
monument to the Atami region’s heyday as a tourist destination. I got the key and
headed for my room, a Japanese-style room for four, overlooking a stretch of green
promontory providing a beautiful counterpoint to the blue Pacific. The first evening
we gathered in a banquet hall for a welcome feast where the tatami, the zabuton
cushions, the delicacies and sake all contributed an atmosphere that had me feeling,
if not outright patriotic, at least glad to have been born Japanese.

The scientific sessions were lively and filled with solid and interesting presentations.
For me, the BSI Group Director Takao Hensch’s revelation that Otx2, a gene near
and dear to my lab, somehow shows up playing an essential role in a specific type of
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neuron was eye-opening, as was the talk by Kunihiro Ohta from the DRI, which
showed how he was able to produce monoclonal antibodies from the DT40 B-cell line.
(I should add that the CDB did itself proud in the presentations as well, but maybe
that goes without saying.)

The truth is though, I had been expecting and, in fact, eagerly looking forward to,
something a bit different. To me at least, the whole purpose of holding a joint retreat
at a multi-disciplinary institute like RIKEN is to involve scientists from all labs and all
fields of study. I was expecting to see more people working on physics, chemistry
and engineering, but there was only a single speaker — Maki Kawai, a surface
chemist — working outside the life sciences. | could see she had put a lot into her talk,
and her command of English was impressive, but | have to admit | couldn’t
understand much of the content. | suppose the audience and the speakers were
equally at fault. As scientists, when we sit in on a talk by a speaker from a
completely different field, we’re not there to hear an itemized list of all the little
technical details that led up to some finding, what interests us is the process that led
to a breakthrough in that field (and that includes not just the philosophical
underpinnings and the methodological rationale, but the relevant aspects of day-to-
day work in the lab, even administrative concerns, as well). that seems to be the
only possible way for specialists in widely divergent fields of endeavor to even have a
hope of making meaningful contact. That means that speakers preparing a talk for
such an audience need to structure it such that they get to the point right at the
beginning of the talk, and then take the audience on a tour in which they unravel
and explicate the processes that led them to their discovery. Of course, this whole
caveat may only apply to relatively young scientists. The audience, for their part,
have to ready themselves to extract the real essence, the inspiring sense of progress,
when they listen to reports from other fields.

I don’t mean this account to discourage more interaction between labs in all fields of
science. Masatoshi Okouchi, one of RIKEN’s most eminent scientists and leaders,
described the “RIKEN spirit” as a release from conventions and constraints, saying,
“Physicists should be free to try their hand at chemistry, and chemists free to do
physics.” Of course, there are administrators who would say that today’s competitive
environment instills and even enforces creativity and novelty (and perhaps even the
majority of researchers today would agree), and that a structured setting and the
disciplined adherence to a routine by true “professionals” is the most efficient
approach and the surest route to a successful scientific career. But it's also important
to keep in mind (or should I say “realize”?) that those same professionals who have
forsaken the true pursuit of science and are busily churning out publications are a
sorry lot, bound and coddled by convention and neither willing nor able to go beyond
those comforting, familiar and clearly marked confines. And not a few of us are
among their number. It is precisely those attempts to go beyond established
knowledge and ways of thinking about the world that will help to make RIKEN the
“paradise for scientists’ it was established to be, and in a larger sense, each such
experiment is a step leading to the revolutionary science described years ago by
Thomas Kuhn. Only by exercising their ability do the able make a contribution. If
nothing else, the Atagawa Heights fulfilled its role in providing the sense of freedom
and release from the everyday that let us entertain ideas like these. Perhaps it did
that a little too well....

...Is what | was thinking as the train slowly took us on the long journey home, past
the Banana and Alligator Garden, with its distinctly unconventional theme, enticing
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curiosity-seekers with the wonders of tropical flora and crocodiles on parade. But
when | looked inside, not a single person was there.”



