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The 'Control Society’ Revisited

Tom GILL

1979, London. At the time I was on the executive committee of the National Union of School Stu-
dents, and [ took part in a demonstration against corporal punishment. This was the punk rock
era, and antigovernment activity was on the rise. There were only a hundred of us in the dem-
onstration, with a hundred policemen marching beside us. The policemen silently absorbed the
insults we hurled at them, and kindly stopped the central London traffic for us so that we could
exercise our democratic right to free speech. It made me wonder: What is oppression? What is
freedom? What is the ‘control society’?

1993-5, Yokohama. Fieldwork in a yoseba—a district where day labourers gather—called Ko-
tobuki. The day labourers would drink, converse, urinate and fight, all in the street. Reading the
comparative literature on skid row, the American equivalent of the yoseba, I found that in many
parts of the USA, Americans practicing this kind of lifestyle would repeatedly be arrested, with
some of them ultimately spending more than half a lifetime in prison in the form of accumulated
short sentences. In the United States you can be arrested just for car;ying an unconcealed bot-
tle of alcohol in the street. So just where is the ‘Land of the Free'? And where is the ‘control
society’?

Looking more broadly at the yoseba . 'skid row comparison, it is striking that while the Ameri-
can authorities have been trying to eradicate skid row, their Japanese opposite numbers tend to
view the yoseba as functional and have generally maintained them. The basic idea seems to be
that “even misfits need somewhere to go.”

The ‘Control Society’ (Kanri Shakai) is the title of a 1970 book by Arakawa Ikuo, and over
the years the concept has become a powerful element in the image of Japanese society through
the works of sociologists and philosophers including Arakawa, Hidaka Rokurd (Semgo Shisé o
Kangaeru, [On Post-War Thought]1980), Kurihara Akira (Kanri Shakai to Minshia Risei[The
Control Society and Popular Rationality) 1982), Shoji Kokichi (Kanri Shakai to Sekai Shakai[The
Control Society and Global Society]1989) and Shinohara Saburd (Gendai Kanri Shakairon no
Tenbo [Prospects for Contemporary Control Society Theory] 1994). In English-language academia,

the image of Japan as a highly-controlled society has been conveyed by many books, including
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Hidaka's English-language work, The Price of Afluence : Dilemma of Contemporary Japan (1984),
and the works of Sugimoto Yoshio (e.g.‘Friendly Authoritarianism’, Chapter 10 of An Introduc-
tion to Japanese Society[1997]).

Control society theorists define the term in various ways, but the common point is an empha-
sis on the power of organizations, such as the state, the authorities, the company, the neighbor-
hood or the family, over the individual. However, these organizations were conspicuous by their
absence in the yoseba, where I observed an extremely free lifestyle.

It may be argued that the yoseba is a special zone, a necessary safety valve to enable the con-
trol society to function. Even if one points out, say, that not only day labourers but ‘respectable’
whitecollar workers may often be seen drunk in the street in Japan, the safety-valve theory
states that this behavior also tends to occur in special zones, whether defined spatially (enter-
tainment districts) or chronologically (after 10 pm). Japan's control society allows for excep-
tions, and it is these zones of freedom that allow the great majority of people, places and time to
be controlled. After all, the fictional control societies described by Orwell and Huxley also al-
lowed for these special zones—it may be argued.

Is the safety-valve theory correct? Or are there instances of personal freedom that cannot be
disposed of as ‘exceptional’ ? Several candidates emerge from my own experience:

* In my neighborhood, children do not appear to be controlled much at all. They walk the streets
alone from kindergarten age. Parents frequently do not know where their small children are, nor
“does this seem to bother them particularly. The overprotective mother is one aspect of the con-
trol society model, but the mothers | know could more plausibly be accused of negligence.

* In schools, too, control seems inadequate to my British eyes. For example, children are left to
play entirely without adult supervision at break times. There is no way for the staff to know
who is bullying whom. Such a state of affairs would be condemned in Britain. .

* At universities, students are barely supervised at all, in their studies or their daily lives. They
can relax, safe in the knowledge that a way will somehow be found to allow them to graduate.
Some argue that university life should be seen as a kind of extended holiday prior to the harsh
realities of working life. Another safety valve?

* [ have had the experience of working for a large Japanese enterprise, where I could not help
noticing that some employees were working very hard indeéd and others showed no interest in
their jobs and did not work at all. The latter were not punished, warned or in any particular
way controlled. People who would have been fired long ago by a British company were still sit-
ting at their desks, engaged in activities such as knitting. It would appear that to some degree
the ‘irresponsible man’ immortalized in the songs of Ueki Hitoshi is accepted in Japanese soci-

ety.
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I conclude that each society has its own pattern of control and freedom. Historical, environ-
mental and cultural experience will all have their influence on which activities are considered ac-
ceptable and which are not. It is hard to Believe that Japan in particular is more controlled than
other societies. Elements of tolerance and negligence are quite prominent. If it is a control soci-
ety, it certainly has a huge number of ‘safety valves—so many that one wonders whether Ja-

pan is a control society at all,

key words: control society, yoseba, public morality, policing, urban problems
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