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Henry Slesar’s short story Examination Day offers a compelling commentary on societal control, the
importance of individual freedom, and the potential consequences of authoritarian oversight. When
analyzing this thought-provoking narrative, it becomes evident that these themes are central to
understanding the story’s message. This essay explores three primary reasons derived from these
themes, illustrating how Slesar’s work serves as a warning about the dangers of oppressive
government practices, the significance of personal choice, and the impact of societal expectations on

individuals.

Understanding the Central Theme of Societal Control

1. The Story Demonstrates the Dangers of Government Overreach

Henry Slesar’s Examination Day vividly depicts a future society where the government exercises
extreme control over its citizens, especially children. The story’s setting reveals a world where children
are subjected to mandatory intelligence tests, ostensibly for national security or societal benefit.

However, the sinister reality underscores the danger of unchecked governmental power.

In the narrative, the government’s authority is portrayed as invasive and oppressive, stripping children



of their privacy and autonomy. For example, the parents’ attitude towards the examination is one of
resigned acceptance, reflecting a society conditioned to accept governmental authority without
question. The child's anxiety and the eventual tragic outcome highlight how such control can suppress

individual identity and foster fear.

This theme serves as a cautionary tale about the potential consequences when governments wield
excessive power, often under the guise of protecting national interests. The story warns that such
overreach can erode personal freedoms, leading to a society where conformity is enforced at the

expense of individuality.

2. The Loss of Individuality and Its Implications

A core aspect of the theme of societal control is the suppression of individual identity. In Examination
Day, children are evaluated solely based on their intelligence, with the government making judgments
that determine their futures. The story’s protagonist, Dickie, is subjected to this test, which ultimately

reveals a terrifying secret about his own intelligence level.

This portrayal underscores how societal expectations and governmental assessments can diminish
personal uniqueness. The children are reduced to numbers or test scores, stripping them of their
human complexity. The story suggests that such reductions can have devastating consequences, not
only for the individual but also for society as a whole. When people are deprived of their individuality,
creativity, and critical thinking, society risks becoming homogenized and unresponsive to change or

dissent.

Henry Slesar emphasizes that the loss of personal freedom and identity can lead to tragic outcomes,
as seen in Dickie’s fate. This serves as a reminder of the importance of safeguarding personal rights
against institutionalized control, promoting the idea that individuality is vital for a thriving, dynamic

society.



3. The Role of Fear in Maintaining Control

Another reason this theme is significant is the role of fear as a tool for societal control. Throughout
Examination Day, fear is palpable—both in the children undergoing the test and in the parents’
reactions. The government’s method of enforcing compliance relies heavily on instilling fear of the

consequences of failure or non-conformity.

The story illustrates how fear can be a powerful mechanism to maintain social order, often at the
expense of personal well-being. Parents accept the testing process because they are afraid of
repercussions or societal judgment, and children internalize anxiety about their future. The tragic
ending exemplifies how fear can suppress rebellion or resistance, leading individuals to accept

oppressive systems rather than challenge them.

Slesar’s portrayal demonstrates that fear, when wielded by authorities, can be more effective than
persuasion or dialogue. Recognizing this allows readers to understand the importance of fostering
environments where individuals feel safe to express themselves without fear of retribution. It also

highlights the critical need to question systems that rely on intimidation to maintain control.

The Significance of Personal Choice in the Narrative

1. The Story Emphasizes the Power of Autonomy

A key reason to analyze Examination Day through the lens of personal choice is that the story
underscores how autonomy can influence individual destiny. The children’s fate hinges on their

performance during the government-mandated test, which in turn reflects society’s view of their worth.

The story suggests that allowing individuals to make their own choices fosters personal growth and

societal progress. Dickie’s mother’s concern about her son’s future and her passive acceptance of the



testing process highlight the importance of parental and societal support for personal agency. When
individuals are given the freedom to choose or refuse certain actions, they are empowered to shape

their lives meaningfully.

Henry Slesar’s narrative warns that restricting personal choice can lead to dehumanization and loss of
hope. The tragic ending, where Dickie is taken away after the test, exemplifies how denying individuals

the right to make decisions about their lives can have dire consequences.

2. The Consequences of Conformity versus Individuality

The story explores the tension between conformity and individuality, illustrating that societal pressures
often encourage people to suppress their true selves. Dickie’s experience with the test represents
societal expectations that value intelligence above all else, compelling children to conform to

standardized measures of worth.

This pressure discourages originality and personal expression, as children learn to prioritize test scores
over their innate talents or preferences. The societal emphasis on conformity ultimately diminishes

diversity and innovation, which are essential for societal advancement.

Henry Slesar advocates for the importance of individual choice, showing that real strength lies in
embracing one’s uniqueness. The tragedy of Dickie’s fate signals the dangers of a society that values

conformity over personal authenticity.

3. The Role of Parental Influence and Personal Agency

Parents play a crucial role in shaping a child's sense of autonomy and decision-making. In
Examination Day, Dickie’s parents’ passive acceptance of the testing process reflects societal norms
that prioritize obedience over critical thinking. Their attitude influences Dickie’s perception of the

examination, ultimately affecting his response.



The story underscores the importance of nurturing personal agency from a young age. When parents
encourage children to think independently and question authority, they empower them to resist

oppressive systems. Conversely, complacency can contribute to acceptance of unjust practices.

Henry Slesar’s narrative suggests that fostering personal choice and critical awareness is essential for

resisting authoritarian control and ensuring individual rights are preserved.

Societal Expectations and Their Impact on Individuals

1. The Pressure to Meet Societal Standards

Examination Day vividly depicts how societal expectations influence individual behavior and
perceptions. Children are conditioned to believe that their worth is determined by their test results,

which serve as a reflection of societal standards of intelligence and success.

The pressure to conform to these standards can cause anxiety, fear, and a sense of inadequacy.
Dickie’s reactions to the test reveal how societal expectations can overshadow personal identity,

leading individuals to internalize societal judgments as personal failures.
Slesar’s story warns that such pressures can lead to a loss of self-esteem and can be exploited by

authorities seeking to control populations through conformity.

2. The Role of Authority in Enforcing Societal Norms

Authorities in Examination Day reinforce societal expectations by mandating testing and punishing
deviation. The government’s role as enforcer of societal norms creates a climate where obedience is

valued over critical thinking or moral judgment.



Children and parents alike accept these norms, often out of fear or social conditioning. The story
demonstrates how authority figures can manipulate societal expectations to reinforce control, often at

the expense of individual well-being.

Henry Slesar’s work encourages readers to critically evaluate the influence of authority and to question

societal norms that promote conformity at the expense of personal freedom.

3. The Dehumanizing Effect of Societal Expectations

The story illustrates how societal expectations can dehumanize individuals, reducing them to mere test
scores or societal roles. Dickie’s identity is overshadowed by the societal label of being “intelligent” or

“not intelligent,” which determines his value and future.

Such labeling fosters a rigid social hierarchy and diminishes empathy, as individuals are judged solely
by their conformity to societal standards. The tragic outcome of Dickie’s test underscores the danger of

allowing societal expectations to define personal identity.

Henry Slesar’s narrative advocates for recognizing the intrinsic worth of each individual beyond

societal labels, emphasizing the importance of human dignity and personal freedom.

Conclusion

Henry Slesar’s Examination Day serves as a powerful allegory about the perils of societal control, the
importance of personal choice, and the influence of societal expectations on individual lives. By
exploring these three themes—government overreach, the significance of autonomy, and societal
pressures—the story highlights the need to protect individual freedoms against oppressive systems. It
warns against the dangers of conformity, the suppression of personal identity, and the use of fear as a
tool of control. Ultimately, Slesar’s work encourages readers to reflect on the importance of critical

thinking, personal agency, and the preservation of human dignity in the face of authoritarian power.



This timeless narrative remains relevant today, reminding us to remain vigilant against forces that

threaten our autonomy and humanity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Examination Day' by Henry Slesar?

The main theme of 'Examination Day' is the danger of government overreach and the loss of individual

freedoms under the guise of national security.

How does the story illustrate the theme of government control?

The story shows government control through the mandatory testing of children, which reveals the

oppressive atmosphere where personal privacy and freedoms are sacrificed for societal safety.

What are three reasons the theme of fear is important in 'Examination
Day'?

First, fear drives the government's strict testing policies; second, it reflects societal paranoia about

security; third, it influences the characters' actions, especially the father's concern for his son’s future.

How does the story explore the theme of innocence?

The story explores innocence through the young boy, Dickie, whose innocence is shattered when he is
subjected to the government’s testing, revealing how innocence can be lost in oppressive

environments.

In what ways does the story comment on the importance of individual
rights?

The story highlights the loss of individual rights by depicting a society where children are tested and



judged by the government, emphasizing the dangers of sacrificing personal freedoms for societal

safety.

How does the setting contribute to the story's theme?

The sterile, oppressive setting of the government facility underscores themes of control and

surveillance, creating a mood of fear and conformity that reflects the broader themes of the story.

What role does fear play in shaping the characters' behaviors?

Fear influences characters to conform and avoid conflict, as seen when the father chooses not to

challenge the system, illustrating how fear can suppress individuality and dissent.

How does the story's ending reinforce its central theme?

The tragic ending, where the boy is taken away after the test, underscores the story’s message about

the destructive power of government overreach and the loss of innocence.

What is the significance of the title 'Examination Day'?

The title signifies the importance and ominous nature of the government’s testing day, symbolizing

societal judgment and the loss of personal freedoms.

How can the theme of 'Examination Day' be related to contemporary
issues?

The theme relates to modern concerns about government surveillance, privacy rights, and the impact

of authoritarian measures on individual freedoms and innocence.

Additional Resources

Examination Day by Henry Slesar: An In-Depth Analysis of Its Themes and Significance



Introduction

Henry Slesar’s short story "Examination Day" is a compelling narrative that explores themes of
government control, individual freedom, and societal conformity through the lens of a seemingly simple
story about a young boy preparing for a government-administered exam. As a quintessential piece of
dystopian fiction, the story prompts readers to reflect on the implications of authoritarian oversight and
the suppression of personal identity. In this analysis, we will dissect "Examination Day" through a
thematic lens, identifying three core themes that underpin the story: Government Control and
Oppression, The Loss of Innocence, and Societal Conformity and the Suppression of Individuality.
Each theme will be explored in depth, illustrating how Slesar crafts a narrative that is both engaging

and thought-provoking.

Theme 1: Government Control and Oppression

Understanding Government Control as a Central Theme

Henry Slesar’s "Examination Day" vividly depicts a society where government authority extends into
the most personal aspects of citizens’ lives, notably through the administration of a national
intelligence test. This theme is fundamental, as it raises questions about the extent and morality of

government oversight.

Detailing the Mechanisms of Control

The story introduces a society where children are subjected to a government test that measures

intelligence. The test results determine a child's future, with the government using the outcomes to



classify citizens as either "bright" or "dull." The mechanism of control is subtle yet powerful:

- Mandatory Testing: Every child must undergo the exam, erasing personal choice.

- Government Surveillance: The state monitors and records each child's intelligence, emphasizing its
omnipresence.

- Consequences of Results: A child's fate hinges on the test, reinforcing a society where individual

potential is secondary to state judgment.

Implications of Government Power

The story subtly suggests that such control leads to:

- Suppression of Personal Freedom: Children are denied privacy and autonomy.

- Fear and Obedience: The atmosphere fosters anxiety around testing, discouraging dissent.

- Loss of Critical Thinking: The focus on conformity discourages questioning authority or societal

norms.

Why This Matters

Slesar’s portrayal of oppressive government control serves as a cautionary tale, warning of a future
where state power can become absolute, infringing on individual rights and freedoms. It prompts
readers to consider:

- How much control should a government have over its citizens?

- What are the dangers of a society that values conformity over individual expression?

Theme 2: The Loss of Innocence



Exploring Childhood and Its Vulnerability

At its core, "Examination Day" is a story about innocence lost. The protagonist, Dickie, is a young boy

whose innocence is shattered by the brutal reality of his society.

Depiction of Childhood in the Story

Dickie is portrayed as a typical young boy—curious, eager, and trusting. His innocence is evident in:
- His excitement about the exam, viewing it as a normal part of growing up.

- His naive belief in fairness and justice within his society.

Turning Point: The Examination

The pivotal moment occurs when Dickie takes the test:
- The test itself is presented as an innocuous event but harbors a sinister purpose.
- The boy's subsequent reaction reveals the brutal truth: those deemed "dull" are eliminated,

highlighting the destructive nature of societal control.

Symbolism of Innocence Loss

The story symbolizes how societal oppression can:

- Corrupt innocence—children are forced into a system that robs them of their natural curiosity and
trust.

- Induce fear—the unknown consequences of the test induce dread in children, eroding their naiveté.
- Preclude growth—by labeling and segregating children based on intelligence, society stunts their

potential development.



Significance of the Theme

The loss of innocence underscores the moral and ethical dilemmas of authoritarian regimes. It raises
questions such as:
- Is societal stability worth sacrificing childhood innocence?

- How does systemic oppression impact future generations?

Theme 3: Societal Conformity and the Suppression of Individuality

Conformity as a Societal Norm

Henry Slesar’s story highlights how societal norms favor uniformity, often at the expense of individual

differences. The test becomes a tool enforcing conformity, where deviation from the norm is punished.

Enforcement of Uniformity

The society depicted in the story values:
- Standardized testing as a measure of worth.
- Uniform societal roles based on intelligence scores.

- Suppression of dissent to maintain order.

Impact on Personal Identity

The pressure to conform impacts individuals profoundly:

- Children are reduced to their test scores, ignoring their unique talents or personalities.



- The fear of being labeled "dull" leads to self-censorship and conformity.

- The society discourages critical thinking, creativity, and emotional expression.

Consequences of Suppressing Individuality

The story implies that:
- Societies that prioritize conformity risk losing diversity, innovation, and moral integrity.
- The suppression of personal identity fosters an environment of fear and complacency.

- Ultimately, such societies become dehumanized, valuing uniformity over human complexity.

The Broader Message

Slesar's narrative serves as a critique of oppressive regimes and conformist societies, warning of the
dangers inherent in valuing uniformity above all else:
- It challenges readers to consider the importance of individual freedoms.

- It advocates for a society that celebrates diversity and critical thought.

Conclusion

Henry Slesar’s "Examination Day" masterfully intertwines themes of Government Control and
Oppression, The Loss of Innocence, and Societal Conformity and the Suppression of Individuality to
craft a haunting vision of a dystopian future. Each theme serves to underscore the dangers of
unchecked authority, the moral cost of societal conformity, and the tragic erosion of childhood
innocence. Through this story, Slesar prompts important reflections on the importance of safeguarding
individual rights, nurturing curiosity and moral integrity, and resisting oppressive structures that

threaten the human spirit.



This story remains profoundly relevant today, as societies worldwide grapple with issues of
surveillance, conformity, and individual freedoms. "Examination Day" is not just a cautionary tale but a
mirror urging us to consider the values we uphold and the future we are shaping. It stands as a
testament to the enduring power of literature to challenge us to think critically about the societal

structures we inhabit and the moral choices we face.

In summary, the three core themes—Government Control and Oppression, The Loss of Innocence, and
Societal Conformity and the Suppression of Individuality—are intricately woven into the fabric of
Slesar’s story, each reinforcing the others to produce a compelling narrative that questions the very

foundation of societal authority and individual liberty.
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