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A Malaysian Scientist In Japan
S. Appanah

With trepidation, I accepted the Editor's invitation to leave some of my impressions of my stay in
Japan. Impressions made in three months are usually confusing, and in retrospect often incorrect
too; not to mention, many a situation being distorted by my inability to communicate in Japanese.
The Editor however, made the task easier by spelling out the areas I need to cover, i.e., about
myself, what I am studying, and my impressions of Japan, its scientists, the Center, and so on. I
was also reminded by the attractive Editor that this article should also be of the same nature, and
appeal to a wide range of readers. I can only try.

Malaysian scientists in general have looked to Britain, U.S.A. and the other English speaking
countries for their sabbaticals. In that sense, my stint in Japan is unique. Although more and more
Malaysian students are beginning to appreciate Japan as a center for their education. I was
invited to come to CER as the Monbusho Center of Excellence Scholar, and found it hard to resist.
About myself, hardly much to say. In a way I am trapped inside my work, and that is me. In other



words, there is nothing much to say about myself beyond my work and my professional interests.
That is also the least agonizing way of getting out of this dilemma, in a Descartian way.

I work in the Forest Research Institute Malaysia, which is located close to the capital city Kuala
Lumpur. Although close to the city, this research center is located inside some lovely forests. (As a
consequence the great conurbation that Otsu city represents is a nightmare for someone like me.)
My interests have remained wide, straddling from tropical forest ecology, silviculture and
management, with some dabbling in entomology as well. My interest at present is to get tropical
forest management employ as much of the understanding we have already acquired from ecological
research. I also preach about the necessity to do responsible research. It is widely acknowledged
that we are losing the tropical rainforests at a very fast rate, and that something has to be done to
halt it. Therefore, most research at the moment should focus on the essential problems; we do not
have time and funds to carry on doing some arcane study that is merely of personal interest and
will not contribute to halt the loss of the tropical rain forests worldwide. While my work is centered
mainly in the Malaysian forests, it bears upon tropical forests worldwide. I treat all these areas
with the same level of concern and interest as a consequence. My principal approach to tropical
forest management is that utilization will rule the day. The people in the tropics would want some
direct benefits from these forests, and that has to be clearly addressed in all our approaches to
their conservation and management. So locking up these forests to nature will not be socially
acceptable. The crux therefore, is how to utilize these forests, without losing them? Well, I need
some answers, fast! Any views?

While located at the Center (CER), I had the opportunity to visit various other laboratories within
Japan where there is considerable interest in tropical ecology and forestry. In some centers, I had
difficulty distinguishing between scientists working in Japan and Malaysia -- so many are regulars
in Malaysia. I have always thought they were my Malaysian colleagues, and seeing them in a
Japan-setting seemed so incongruous. My visits were extremely fruitful for me, naturally. I could
"preach" everywhere on my favorite topic -- save the rainforest, of course, but the people must also
be cared for.

Besides the "preaching" I had the chance to discuss on the formulation of new research projects on
tropical forestry and ecology. As expected, I subverted these rather basic scientific pursuits with
my approach to responsible science, i.e., there are also urgent matters that have to be met, and
there 1s a need for balance between basic and applied research in all these research initiatives. I
naturally expected much opposition. But that was not the case. There was much agreement among
colleagues of my approach.

During my travels, I also had the opportunity to talk to many Japanese colleagues and research
students, and review several theses. It was all one exhilarating period of my life, unfortunately cut
short by the length of my stint. My impression of the students first. Most of them are extremely
superb in their scientific techniques and analytical skills, particularly in the quantitative aspects.
But they are awed by accepted rules in science, and appear incredulous when I tell them that
nothing is cast in stone. All science is continuously evolving, and what has been stated as a rule is
not necessarily one, if new evidence obviates it. But please don't take this as a signal to go about
trying to break every principle in science. Many have lasted, but they are undergoing modification
all the while though.

Next, students are very bashful about expressing their views during seminars and discussion
groups. I even tried to provoke them, alas the silence remained. Sure, English language is a
constraint that adds to the difficulty. But that seems not all. There is a general reluctance to
challenge others in a public situation. Perhaps a cultural conditioning. But discussion happens to
be vital in formulation of scientific thoughts, and it is not in any way an offense to question
someone's idea. (Anyway in Japan it is done so politely, you can't easily offend the other party.)
Both benefit from such interchange. Such discussion usually makes one reconsider one's views. In
fact my most enjoyable seminars were the ones where I was heavily challenged for some of my
views. I left the hall with an altered view, and I hope I had left something similarly in those who
gave their time not merely to listen to me, but to enrich the meetings with their own views. In the



field of science, which is a world that starts with ideas, there is no hierarchy or seniority. Creative
ideas are not limited by age and experience. It is the young who have an abundance of that gift. So,
let there be a freer flow during discussions and seminars.

Some graduate students are undertaking research without clearly working out the hypotheses first.
Later, I discovered that the Professors allow the students to seek them out themselves first, before
intervening. So there is unbelievable freedom for students, and they would benefit much more if
active discussion is promoted. There is also the tendency among students to go the safe way, and
work in well worked out areas. This of course guarantees a thesis and several publications. But
new findings will remain elusive. You may add a few more bricks to the corpus of knowledge, but
will not erect a pillar or roof. So, students should explore bold new ideas, especially in a climate
where the academicians are more liberal and tolerant than I thought. One of the constraints in my
part of the world is the lack of opportunities to discuss scientific issues -- there simply is not
enough critical mass. In Japan, it is not a problem. The region is teeming with scientists, with over
half a million. If the trends persist, Japan would lead the world in number of scientists per
population. All this is good for science, and the opportunities for students are rife now.

Next, reviews of theses, especially by external examiners is needed, but I didn't see much of it.
Perhaps I missed the full process. Otherwise, this will prove to be a fundamental problem. Maybe
the Japanese do not engage in self-criticism in the presence of foreigners. Maybe they don't do it
among themselves, I am afraid. Here is a danger. Maybe in the West this is over-enthusiastically
indulged in. It can therefore appear very chaotic. But there are dividends in that. A little bit may
be necessary! It will reveal major flaws, at times. Although quite often it can also turn out to be
bewildering.

The highlight of my trip to Japan can simply be attributed to one fact alone -- an opportunity to
talk to some of the leading members of the scientific community here. The depth, intensity and
purpose with which science is pursued here is quite an experience. Without a question, quite a few
of them are simply the world's leading thinkers in their fields. Now Japan is at the threshold
where scientific direction is changing, more into basic sciences. That is a natural development,
having succeeded at adaptation and improvisation. But privately I do worry if this shift in
emphasis 1s also exported in their initiatives on technical and scientific collaboration to the third
world countries. These countries still need much of what Japan has achieved so much success in,
the "adaptation and improvisation" technology. But that personal view aside, Japan is at the
threshold for great science in the future. With the kind of funding available, and the freedom to
chose subjects for investigation, I will without hesitation say that good days are ahead. And I also
see many more foreign scientists looking towards Japan, both as a place for training, and to hatch
new ideas. But to achieve true scientific leadership, some basic changes to the system may be
necessary. Scientists should not be limited to work in narrow and well-developed disciplines. This
is usually done to satisfy publication pressure. Cross-discipline approaches are necessary, and
scientists should feel free to explore other disciplines for solutions in their own specialties. The
effectiveness of this approach in CER deserves special mention.

But on a few occasions (more than once at least), after a seminar, I have been asked privately if it
is normal for scientists to immerse themselves in fields so wide as economics, social sciences, and
even politics, besides their own specialty. As related to me, in Japan, for example an ecologist is
happy pursuing his area of specialization, and feels no compulsion to concern himself with other
disciplines. This may not be the general case, but that such a viewpoint exists is concern itself.
This detachment may be our undoing ultimately. Difficult and clumsy as it may be, it is necessary
for us to muddy ourselves a little bit. That way, we are able to relate our work with the other
disciplines, including the non-scientific fields. It is necessary to translate effectively our views to
the policy maker and the general public as well. Apart from the survival value, such a pro-active
system keeps us in touch with reality, and makes us undertake scientific work with a social
meaning. Science without a social meaning can be extremely disastrous. Take the nuclear bomb as
an example. More closely at home is the public's misconception of ecologists to be equated to
conservationists. As a result good ecological thinking keeps shy of conservation movements. Both
parties should be calling each other regularly and exchanging issues and ideas.



What do I think of CER? How can I malign my host institution? But if I can say something critical
but constructive, it would only enhance the Center. Although the infrastructure is some years in
the making, I got all the things I wanted done in the appropriate speed. The people are truly task
oriented. The Center has the right philosophy and some of the best people in Japan. Here I saw
interdisciplinary approaches in research. I saw openness in discussion. People were willing to set
aside their work and talk to me. There is anticipation, and great expectations of CER. The
framework and the minds are there to deliver. I am looking forward to much accomplishment by
this Center. It should broaden its scope though, and think about translating the discipline of
ecology to the general public.

What do I think of Japan? It is today one of the most generous countries in this world. Yet it gets
little credit for it. I keep wondering why? You give, but you are not able to participate in the giving.
I think you are still shy about working together with the rest of mankind to solve some of the
world's problems, be it scientific or otherwise. You do a great job among yourselves. Japan itself
stands as a testimony for that. But outside, you have fear to work together with others. Until you
shed that fear, you will remain enigmatic and misunderstood. Your true efforts will remain
unrecognized. So, go and claim credit for what you have done. But work hand-in-hand with the
others.

What do I think of Japan as a leader? It appears to me as if Japan is looking for a fresh leadership.
This has to be overcome first before it can provide leadership beyond its shores. The period when
chief executives of those mighty industries were held as role models is over. Academicians have
ceased to awe the public since a long time. Politicians have not held sway since the Second World
War. Now that the country has gained strength as an economic power, where should it go next?
Can ecologists set the direction? I see enough issues in Japan for ecologists to do so. It may be
possible!

The people of Japan? What do I think of them? This has been asked of me so often. Sometimes 1
wonder why? Is it possible to typify a group of people, and place them in a category. Maybe, and
maybe not. At first contact, maybe. After a long exposure, not so sure! I have had so much to do
with many Japanese colleagues for so long that my views may be tinted by such friendly contacts.
What about the "real" people -- the ones you see in the street! Little things may give some glimpses,
say a train ride, shopping for an item, a dinner with a Japanese family, small remark, the food... I
can cry, laugh, or remain bemused. Almost everybody is outwardly correct, quite polite, and very
helpful. Train rides were full of distractions, but perhaps a consternation for other passengers. I
noticed older people kept some distance from me, while the young ones happily plopped besides me.
Is it racialism? My black skin? Can't be. Other foreigners who were white had the same experience.
It was ultimately revealed to me -- people were scared I might open my mouth and talk to them in
English, a task that they are too shy to undertake.

Another incident was even more revealing. I had just arrived at Kyoto Rail station after a sleepless
flight. I placed all my bags near a footpath, too tired to realize its impact, and waited for my host to
come. Hundreds of Japanese people were streaming out of the station, walking around my bags,
and going on to their next place. A young American's (from his accent) path also intercepted my
bags. He expressed his annoyance, asked me politely to move my bags off the pathway, and went
off. Soon after he returned and asked me if I was new to the place and could he help. The bags did
the same thing to both people. The Japanese commuters took the irritation silently,
uncomplainingly, and went about their life. But not the American. Language of course had a role
in it. But not all, I think.

During a casual dinner, I asked a Japanese post-doc who had spent time in the United States
which country he preferred as a scientist. He grunted, and changed the line of conversation. By not
answering, he did nevertheless. A confident society should not be afraid of self-criticism. And
oppenness!

Perhaps I should stop at this stage. Otherwise, my book plans will be preempted. But one final one,
on communication. Not the railway one, really superb. I mean the verbal one, 'talk-talk.' The whole



world has faltered so often, by being unable to communicate. Despite my long association with
Japanese scientific colleagues, I find occasions where I trip up. I may mean one thing, but it is
construed differently. For example, once I was waiting with one of my hosts at a rail station for
transport to arrive. My host, perhaps too familiar with my habits, knew I enjoyed tea in the
evenings. But we were also in a hurry to move. When my host suggested we have a cup, I said, "It's
okay," by which I meant there is no need to as we have to move on. He understood it otherwise,
and insisted we have the tea in a nearby cafe. I enjoyed the tea, but was nervous about missing the
transport. My host was pleased because I was having a pleasant time. Fortunately, this one ended
fine. So, communication is the root of it all. But soon, that would be overcome, and I would
understand Japan for what it truly represents, a great country and a wonderful people. No, it
already is. Japan is too modest to make that claim. Communications again.

Sayonara,

S. Appanah

Forest Research Institute Malaysia
Kepong, 52109 Kuala Lumpur

Malaysia
e-mail: appanah@frim.gov.my
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