
Purpose and mission of the symposium 

Dr. Masao Ito, an internationally known neuroscientist who contributed to the 

advancement of neuroscience in Japan and around the world, passed away on 

December 18th, 2018 at the age of 90.  

After graduating from the Faculty of Medicine, The University of Tokyo in 1953, 

Dr. Ito specialized in neurophysiology and worked as a Professor of 

Neurophysiology in the Faculty of Medicine, The University of Tokyo, from 1970 

to 1989. After retiring from that position, he served as a team leader of the 

International Frontier Research Program at RIKEN, and made a tremendous 

effort to establish the RIKEN Brain Science Institute. In 1997, when the center 

was launched, he was inaugurated as the first Director. Notably, he continued to 

perform research with his collaborators nearly until the end of his life. During his 

lifetime, Dr. Ito made great accomplishments in research, including the following 

monumental achievements: establishing that cerebellar Purkinje cells are 

inhibitory neurons; advocating an influential theory of cerebellar motor learning 

and elucidating the underlying neuronal circuit mechanisms; discovering long-

term depression of synaptic transmission in the cerebellum that forms a basis of 

motor learning; and identifying key molecular cascades that underlie cerebellar 

long-term depression. 

Beyond his own research, Dr. Ito made tremendous contributions to foster the 

environment for neuroscience research in Japan and worldwide. He founded the 

Japan Neuroscience Society (JNS), launched Neuroscience Research, the 

official journal of the JNS, established the RIKEN Brain Science Institute, and 

founded the Brain Science Foundation. Furthermore, he served for many years 

as the President for the International Brain Research Organization (IBRO), 

played important roles in founding the Federation of the Asian and Oceanian 

Physiological Societies and the Federation of Asian and Oceanian Neuroscience 

Societies (FAONS), and served as the first President in each organization. In 

addition, he made an enormous effort to found the International Human Frontier 

Science Program Organization. Later, as the President of this organization, he 



demonstrated a great leadership in Japan’s global contribution in science.  

This international symposium is being held to commemorate Dr. Ito’s global 

achievement and contribution to neuroscience, and to explore the future 

directions of the development of neuroscience. It is being planned by a 

Committee formed by volunteer members from JNS, The University of Tokyo, and 

RIKEN, which are the organizations with deep connections to Dr. Ito.   

Dr. Ito was a pioneering scientist who formulated an ambitious plan to 

“understand the precise physiological properties in each neuron in order to 

challenge our conception of the human mind by applying the concept of the 

neuronal circuit as a medium.” Completely departing from the conventional 

approach of philosophy and psychology, his dream of reaching the root of the 

human mind through the precise application of natural science was far ahead of 

its time. Over a half a century later, this idea inspired the creation of artificial 

neural networks, and continues to inspire future progress in science We call this 

idea “neuronal circuit doctrine,” and decided to make it the central concept of this 

symposium.  

In this symposium, we will discuss not only the cerebellar research in which Dr. 

Ito specialized, but also examine neuroscience research in the past and present, 

and prospect for the future, from the standpoint of neuronal circuit doctrine. For 

this reason, in addition to five renowned neuroscientists from around the world, 

we have invited several leading neuroscientists from our country to give 

presentations. This symposium will open widely among faculties, postdocs, and 

graduate/undergraduate students in universities and relevant research institutes. 

Participation of a large number of neuroscientists and active interaction of 

participants will promote the future development of neuroscience, and we believe 

this aligns with Dr. Masao Ito’s wishes. 


