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Social Control and the Definition
of the Situation

Sadao Hashizume

The third graders of junior high schools are usually compelled to study very hard in
prepartion for the coming entrance examination to high scools. They have to work so
hard for hours every day that many of them are deeply frustrated and often express
various complaints about the ways the lessons are given and about the materials they
have to work upon.

In excess of the strains caused in this severe situation, they tend to ask themselves
such questions as; “Why are we supposed to work on these subject materials which
apparently have nothing to do with our future adult life? Is Pythagorean theorem of any
use for a common grown-up man?”’

Until and unless some reasonable, or in a better word, “accountable” answers can be
given to this question, the students have to contiune the uneasy struggles in which they
can find little significance. They are also well aware that they cannot escape from this
difficult situation so far as they wish to be successful in the entrance examination. In
order to adjust themselves to this situation, they try, sometimes unconsciously, to rebuild
it in their own way. The construction of (their) reality or the remaking of the situation
is achieved by persuading themselves in the following way: The lesson materials and the
way they are imposed might be unworthy for the adult life, but the present struggles
with them are inevitable just in order to get into higher education, which in turn will
guarantee us an effective access to good employment. Thus they try to mitigate their
present frusrations by casting their eyes upon the future socio-economic use of school
diplomas, even though they cannot agree with the genuine educational value of the
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present lessons.

In other words, they try to define, interpret, or account their pressing situations in
a way that would be “plausible” as well as soothing and encouraging to them. This
“definition of the situation” is well grounded upon the students’common sense knowledge
of this credential society. This knowledge reflects, in turn, the institutional practices and
habitual beliefs prevailing in the Japanese educational system today.

“Social control” in sociological terminology usually implies some forcible pressures
imposed upon reluctant individuals from outside, but as this attempt of the junior high
students suggests, social control may and can work from inside of the individuals, who

remake the situation in their own way.
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