Meiji Gakuin Lecture Course No. 3507/3508 Contemporary Japanese Culture and Society
Instructor: Tom Gill Lecture #6 Notes: The Control Society

LECTURE #6: CONTROL SOCIETY THEORY
Part of Japan’s image, especially in the high-growth days when people believed in Nihonjinron, was that of a well-controlled society. Sometimes that sounds good – low crime rate, well-ordered society, safe and peaceful. Everyone working together, obeying their leaders, for the good of all. The success of Japanese products on global markets was often ascribed to well-controlled production. Good social group → good industrial product. But sometimes it sounds bad – a mindless obedience and conformity. Hence images of ‘ants’ and ‘robots’ in some foreigners’ racist discourses.
“The Japanese are like ants: they stay up all night working hard, trying to figure out how to screw you in the morning.” Edith Cresson (former prime minister of France), 1991

“You Americans are living like grasshoppers, right? But Japanese are like ants. They only know how to work. If a Japanese comes to New York, he works until midnight, 1 a.m., 2 a.m. Then at 4 or 5 in the morning he’ll switch on the light and get ready to work again.” Rev. Sun Yat Moon, addressing the Unification Church in New York.

Related discourse: Japanese as tadpoles. A symbol of mindless conformity.
“The Japanese behavioral principle is like that of tadpoles. Neither theory nor logic nor ethics underlies or informs Japanese behavior. Quite simply, a Japanese looks around and does what others are doing; that is the principle of action. Hence, Japanese have trouble with theory, logic, and ethics; they cannot argue or debate.” Katsuichi Honda, star Asahi Shinbun journalist, author of Hinkon naru Seishin, (‘The Impoverished Spirit’ 1974-1992), his Asahi column republished in over 20 volumes. One of the most influential left-wing social commentators in Japan. An English-language selection was published in 1993: The Impoverished Spirit in Contemporary Japan: Selected Essays of Honda Katsuichi. Monthly Review Press, 1993.
So the image of dehumanized citizens/workers, dominated by their superiors, driven by herd instinct, is favored by internal left-wing critics of Japan as well as by foreigners upset by Japan’s economic success.

The image of Japanese as ants or tadpoles relates to the negative Nihonjinron image of immature/illogical Japanese: Japanese have “a mentality unfit for abstract thinking” (Yukawa Hideki) … and “a weakness in ability to think in terms of logical consequences” (Nakamura Hajime) cited in The Japanese Mind: Essentials of Japanese Philosophy and Culture, ed. Charles Moore (1967), pp. 56, 143.


In part the popularity of these images stems from WW2, and Japanese soldiers reputation for blind, fanatical obedience to their leaders and to the emperor. But is it still applicable today?
Introducing six social control theorists

Social control theory 1: Ikuo Arakawa 荒川幾男 (1970)
『管理社会』Kanri Shakai The Control Society (Kodansha, 1970)
QUOTE: The ‘controller’ and the ‘controlled’ are clearly differentiated, with a controlling elite holding all authority and those controlled being smothered under restrictive organizations… They (the controlled) are manipulated like parts of a machine, deprived of their freedom… they have the feeling that their future is decided, in a word, they have a sense of alienation.” Ikuo Arakawa, Kanri Shakai, 1970, p. 12.
Arakawa’s model reflects the trends of the high-growth 1960s. Huge numbers of people left the countryside to work in large, impersonal companies that largely controlled their lives. In Japan urbanization happened much later, and more rapidly, than in other industrialized countries (except South Korea). See these U.N. stats:

Percentage of population living in cities

	Country
	1950
	1960
	1970
	1980
	1990
	2000

	UK
	84
	86
	88
	89
	89
	90

	US
	64
	70
	74
	74
	75
	77

	Canada
	61
	69
	76
	77
	77
	79

	France
	56
	62
	71
	73
	74
	76

	Japan
	50
	63
	71
	76
	77
	79

	S. Korea
	21
	28
	41
	57
	74
	82

	China
	13
	16
	17
	20
	27
	32


Arakawa key words: Urbanization, Industrialization, Factory, Machinery, Factory as machine, Workers as parts, Powerlessness, Alienation.

Related Reference: Satoshi Kamata, Japan In the Passing Lane: An Insiders Account of Life in a Japanese Auto Factory. New York: Pantheon Books, 1982.

Japanese original published 1973. Kamata depicts a brutally authoritarian workplace, very different to the image of friendly cooperation between management and workforce depicted by some Nihonjinron theorists.
Social control theory 2: Rokuro Hidaka 日高六郎 (1980) 
『戦後思想を考える』Sengo Shiso o Kangaeru Thinking About Postwar Thought (Iwanami 1980)
Arakawa makes no attempt to distinguish Japan from other capitalist states. But later control theorists do tend to mark out a special kind of social control in Japan. Hidaka cites George Orwell’s anti-utopian novel 1984 as one model of a hard-line authoritarian state, but Hidaka says it wouldn’t work in Japan. If one tried to make a police state in Japan, “…rather than establishing the eternal domination of the authorities, one would invite destabilization of authority and chaos” (p. 106).

Japanese people will rebel against harsh authoritarianism (there is a long tradition of popular rebellions in Japan; see Anne Walthall, Peasant Uprisings in Japan、U of Chicago Press, 1991). So Japanese people are controlled by subtler means: a combination of cultural and educational brainwashing and material affluence makes them obey authority instinctively and without the threat of heavy penalties for deviance.

Hidaka stresses SOFT CONTROL: “Domination of the masses is carried out not in a hard way but a soft way; not in a unified way but in a multifaceted, multipurpose manner. In particular, control of everyday life, culture, education and consciousness is important” (p. 106). If you want a literary parallel, it’s more like Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World than Orwell’s 1984.

Orwell: Hard control in an authoritarian control state


Huxley: Soft control in a consumerist control state
Hidaka key words: Soft control, Brainwashing, Education, Affluence.
Social control theory 3: Akira Kurihara 栗原彬 (1982) 
『管理社会と民衆理性』Kanri Shakai to Minshu Risei The Control Society and Popular Rationality (Shinyosha 1982)
Kurihara Akira, an academic psychologist, takes the idea one step further. He claims to identify “a mechanism of internalized [obedience to] domination” (xii) in the Japanese consciousness. He sees all industrialized societies as control societies (in the sense that the state intervenes in economic processes), but cites instinctive loyalty to the emperor and values associated with him as special to the Japanese case.


Kurihara’s four key characteristics of Japanese internalized control:

1. Vagueness in drawing moral boundaries

2. Extreme concentration of values in the political centre

3. A systematic division between speech and thought

4. A strong tendency to divide social groupings between ‘us’ and ‘them’.

Despite his background in clinical psychology,, Kurihara’s control theory has a strong Nihonjin-ron flavor: many features he cites are staples of Nihonjinron thinking.
Kurihara key words: Internalization, Internal domination mechanism, Emperor system, Us and them, Honne and tatemae (Ninhonjinron terms meaning one’s true intention (honne) and outward appearance (tatemae).
Social control theory 4: Kokichi Shoji 庄司興吉 (1989)
管理社会と世界社会Kanri Shakai to Sekai Shakai The Control Society and World Society (University of Tokyo Press, 1989)

A bleak view: control society is “permeated by general and oppressive control” (p. 10). Japanese state-level control is a replica of American control over global society. In all ‘advanced’ countries, not just Japan, the higher the level of learning gets, the stricter the social control becomes. (p. 244).


Shoji assumes that advances in technology help the state to strengthen surveillance and control of the people, but lately that view has been called into question.

The Internet is a good example. Yes, it can be a tool of control, but it can also enable individuals to share information and exchange opinions away from the eye of the state.

Shoji key words: Universal (not limited to Japan), Political, Anti-American,Wary of technological progress 
Social control theory 5: Saburo Shinohara 篠原三郎 (1994)
『現代管理社会論の展望』Gendai Kanri Shakai-ron no Tenbō The Prospects for Contemporary Control Society Theory (Kōchi Shobō 1994)
Shinohara, a radical sociologist, views the business corporation, rather than the state, as the chief locus of social control. In the various ways in which reward and punishment are used to inculcate worker loyalty, and in the vast interlocking shareholdings which link major corporations together, he sees an overwhelmingly powerful control center. “(In modern capitalism) “corporate shareholders, through their various styles of development, have established a dominant structure that pervades the whole of society” (p. 75).


This is also a theme of the discourse on the control society in the Japanese popular media, which usually puts corporate capitalism in a three-way nexus with politicians and bureaucracy, the so-called ‘iron triangle’. The triangle has no centre, leading to questions as to where the centre of authority and responsibility is to be found. Karel Van Wolferen argues in The Enigma of Japanese Power (1990), that there is no such centre, leaving Japan as a fundamentally flawed state. While I believe that is to overstate the case, there is no doubt that the extremely powerful bureaucracy and relatively weak legislature in Japan have greatly complicated issues of power and responsibility over the years.
Shinohara key words: Corporate domination, keiretsu (chains of related companies), hōjin kabunushi (corporate shareholders).
Social control theory 6: Yoshio Sugimoto 杉本良夫 (1997/2003)
“Friendly Authoritarianism” (Chapter 10 of An Introduction to Japanese Society).

QUOTE: “Japanese society has various forms of regimentation that are designed to standardize the thought patterns and attitudes of the Japanese and make them toe the line in everyday life. While these pressures exist in any society, in Japan they constitute a general pattern which one might call friendly authoritarianism. It is authoritarian to the extent that it encourages each member of society to internalize and share the value system which regards control and regimentation as natural, and to accept the instructions and orders of people in superordinate positions without questioning.”
Like Akira Kurihara, Sugimoto stresses internalized control. But unlike Kurihara, Sugimoto hardly even mentions the emperor. (Only 2 pp. in a 300pp. book). I tend to agree. For better or worse, the emperor does not play much part in the lives of most Japanese today. Kurihara seems outdated here.

Four features of friendly authoritarianism

1. Mutual surveillance by small groups

2. Visible, tangible authority

3. Manipulation of ambiguity

4. Moralizing and mind correctness

1. Mutual surveillance by small groups

At school: the han「班」system. Small groups compete both academically and socially (good grades, good manners).

At work: QC (Quality Control) Circles. Workers think they are controlling the quality of production, but really the quality of the workers themselves is being controlled, as they are made to view the workplace the same way management does.

In local society: neighborhood associations (chonaikai, jichikai). Descended from the wartime ‘tonari-gumi’ 隣組 (neighborhood watch) system… while cleaning up, doing fire drill, holding festivals, combating crime etc… People are also spying on each other.
2. Visible, tangible authority
In local society: More than 40% of Japanese police are based in koban交番, small local police boxes scattered throughout society. Police tour the community, picking up information… junkan renraku 巡回連絡 – another spy network?

In education: Teachers sometimes visit pupils’households (katei homon 家庭訪問). They are supposed to discuss the kids’ progress with parents… but they also check out the home. The teacher as social spy.

The authoritarian social environment: signs everywhere: “Don’t rush to board the train” “Stand behind the white line.” “No Entry” You feel authority everywhere.

3. Manipulation of ambiguity
“Ambiguity … enables those in positions of authority to interpret various situations at their discretion.” (p. 278)

E.g. 1 Peace Constitution but soldiers in Iraq.
E.g. 2 Ability to imprison people for up to 23 days without trial in police cells. (Are they criminals or not? The police can leave it vague for a while.)

E.g. 3 In the case of labor relations, people are often employed without a written contract, leaving many conditions to the discretion of the boss (jōshi no sairyō上司の裁量).
4. Moralizing and mind correctness

Physical correctness: At school, kids learn to sit the right way, stand the right way, bow the right way, clean the classroom. At work, employees learn the right way to greet a visitor, address the boss, exchange name cards etc.

Emotive moralizing: School songs, company songs, prefectural songs… the national anthem. Singing together promotes group consciousness.
A community of sanctions: Ultimate sanction is jōshiki 常識or common sense, the right way of doing things. If you are hijōshiki 非常識 you will be condemned by the moral community (seken 世間). Inculcates conservatism.

Ideology of Egalitarian Competition: The establishment encourages people to believe that everyone has an equal chance to succeed in society if they try hard (risshin shusse 立身出世). Hence social losers blame themselves, not winners or ‘society.’ E.g. Japanese believe in the fairness of university entrance exams (questions are thought to be objective). In fact, chances of success are far higher for son of a professor than for son of a laborer (see Hiroshi Ishida, Social Mobility in Contemporary Japan, Stanford University Press, 1993.) No concept of ‘positive discrimination’ in Japan. Hence myth of equal society affects behavior, attitudes (cf lecture on equality/inequality).
Net result of all these control systems: A docile, easy to control population.
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