
examination day henry slesar
examination day henry slesar is a compelling short story that delves into the
themes of intelligence, societal pressure, and government control. Written by
Henry Slesar, this narrative explores a dystopian future where citizens are
subjected to mandatory intelligence tests, affecting their fate and freedom.
The story’s poignant message and suspenseful plot have made it a significant
piece in American literature, often studied in academic settings for its
thematic depth and narrative technique. This article provides a comprehensive
analysis of "Examination Day" by Henry Slesar, including its plot summary,
themes, characters, and literary significance. Additionally, it examines the
story’s impact and relevance in contemporary discussions about education and
governmental oversight.
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Plot Summary of Examination Day by Henry Slesar
"Examination Day" is set in a dystopian future where children must undergo a
mandatory intelligence test on their twelfth birthday. The story follows the
protagonist, Dickie Jordan, who prepares for and attends this government-
administered exam. The test is designed to assess intellectual ability, and
the government uses the results to determine an individual’s suitability for
continued citizenship privileges. The narrative builds tension as Dickie’s
parents anxiously await the test results, revealing underlying fears about
the consequences of failing. The story concludes with a chilling twist,
highlighting the oppressive nature of the society and its control over its
citizens.

Summary of Key Events
The story begins with Dickie’s parents discussing the upcoming examination
day. Dickie is portrayed as an average boy, unaware of the full implications
of the test. On the day of the exam, he goes to the government center, where



he takes a difficult intelligence test. After the exam, the family anxiously
waits for the results. When the results arrive, the parents’ reaction reveals
the devastating consequences of scoring too high, which ultimately leads to a
tragic ending. This plot progression effectively conveys the story’s themes
of fear, control, and conformity.

Themes and Symbolism
The story “Examination Day” by Henry Slesar is rich with themes and symbolism
that critique societal norms and government overreach. Central themes include
the dangers of authoritarian control, the value placed on intelligence, and
the loss of individuality.

Dangers of Authoritarian Control
A dominant theme in the story is the oppressive government regime that
dictates the lives of its citizens. The mandatory intelligence test
represents a tool of control rather than a means of empowerment. The
government’s surveillance and harsh penalties for exceeding intelligence
thresholds symbolize the suppression of freedom and creativity in favor of
conformity.

Value and Fear of Intelligence
The story explores society’s complicated relationship with intelligence.
While intelligence is typically celebrated, in this dystopian setting, it
becomes a liability. The fear of being too intelligent and the resulting
punishments show a perverse societal value system that discourages
intellectual development.

Symbolism in Examination Day

The Intelligence Test: Represents societal judgment and conformity.

The Government Center: Symbolizes institutional control and loss of
personal freedom.

Parents’ Anxiety: Reflects the pervasive fear instilled by the
government.



Character Analysis
The characters in "Examination Day" serve as representations of larger
societal issues. Their development and interactions provide insight into the
story’s message about control and fear.

Dickie Jordan
Dickie is the central figure whose experience drives the narrative. He is
portrayed as an innocent child facing an incomprehensible system. His
character evokes sympathy and highlights the vulnerability of individuals
under authoritarian regimes. Dickie’s intelligence and the consequences he
faces symbolize the dangers of a society that punishes intellectual
excellence.

Mr. and Mrs. Jordan
The parents in the story are depicted as anxious and fearful, embodying the
impact of oppressive governance on families. Their concern is not only for
their son’s wellbeing but also for the potential repercussions from the
government. Their characters underscore the theme of fear and compliance
within an authoritarian context.

Historical and Social Context
The story was written during the Cold War era, a time marked by political
tension, paranoia, and concerns about government surveillance and control.
This context heavily influences the themes in "Examination Day."

Cold War Influence
The fear of government intrusion and the suppression of dissenting or
exceptional individuals reflect the anxieties of the Cold War period. The
intelligence test as a tool for control mirrors real-world fears about
conformity and loyalty tests prevalent in the mid-20th century.

Relevance to Modern Society
While set in a fictional future, the story resonates with contemporary issues
such as standardized testing pressures, government surveillance, and debates
over educational equity. Its cautionary tale warns against the dehumanization
that can accompany rigid societal controls.



Literary Style and Techniques
Henry Slesar’s writing style in "Examination Day" is concise yet powerful,
employing several literary techniques to enhance the story’s impact.

Use of Suspense and Foreshadowing
Slesar builds suspense through the gradual revelation of the government’s
true intentions. The story’s tone and pacing create a sense of unease that
culminates in the shocking ending. Foreshadowing appears in the parents’
anxious behavior and the ominous description of the examination process.

Narrative Perspective
The story is told from a third-person limited perspective, focusing on the
Jordan family’s experience. This viewpoint allows readers to understand the
emotional stakes while maintaining an objective tone that emphasizes the
story’s themes.

Symbolic Language
Slesar uses symbolic language to convey complex ideas succinctly. The
intelligence test, the sterile government environment, and the parents’
reactions all serve as symbols for broader societal critiques.

Impact and Legacy
"Examination Day" remains an influential work in the genre of dystopian
literature and continues to be studied in schools and literary circles.

Educational Use
The story is frequently included in curricula to discuss themes of government
control, ethics in testing, and the consequences of authoritarianism. Its
brevity and compelling narrative make it suitable for classroom analysis and
discussion.

Influence on Popular Culture
The themes and motifs of "Examination Day" have inspired adaptations and
discussions in various media, highlighting ongoing concerns about privacy,
freedom, and the role of intelligence in society. The story’s enduring
relevance underscores Henry Slesar’s skill in crafting thought-provoking



speculative fiction.

Key Contributions of Examination Day

Cautionary perspective on government overreach

Critique of standardized testing and societal expectations

Exploration of fear and compliance in authoritarian societies

Encouragement of critical thinking about education and freedom

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Examination Day' by Henry
Slesar?
The main theme of 'Examination Day' is the dangers of an overly controlled
government and the loss of individuality through authoritarian practices.

Who is the protagonist in 'Examination Day' and what
challenge does he face?
The protagonist is a young boy named Dickie Jordan, who faces the challenge
of taking a government-mandated intelligence test on his twelfth birthday.

What is the significance of the government-mandated
test in 'Examination Day'?
The test represents government control and the suppression of intellectual
ability, as those who score above a certain level are eliminated to maintain
societal order.

How does Henry Slesar create suspense in
'Examination Day'?
Slesar builds suspense through the boy’s anxiety before the test, the ominous
tone of the government’s involvement, and the shocking and tragic ending.

What is the ending of 'Examination Day' and its



impact?
The story ends with Dickie’s death after scoring too high on the test,
highlighting the brutal consequences of a dystopian society that fears
intelligence.

How does 'Examination Day' reflect societal fears
during the time it was written?
The story reflects Cold War-era fears of government surveillance, loss of
freedom, and conformity, illustrating concerns about authoritarian control
and censorship.

Additional Resources
1. Examination Day and Other Stories by Henry Slesar
This collection features the famous short story "Examination Day," alongside
other suspenseful and thought-provoking tales by Henry Slesar. The stories
often explore themes of dystopia, societal control, and human nature,
showcasing Slesar’s talent for twist endings and social commentary. It’s an
ideal read for fans of speculative fiction and psychological drama.

2. Twist Endings: The Best of Henry Slesar
A compilation of Henry Slesar’s most memorable stories known for their
unexpected conclusions. "Examination Day" is a highlight, exemplifying
Slesar’s skill in delivering chilling narratives with a strong moral
undertone. This book is perfect for readers who enjoy suspenseful, twist-
laden short fiction.

3. Dystopian Short Stories: Exploring Control and Rebellion
This anthology includes "Examination Day" among other dystopian tales that
examine themes of government surveillance, societal pressure, and individual
freedom. The stories delve into the consequences of oppressive systems and
the human spirit’s response. It’s a compelling collection for those
interested in speculative futures and cautionary narratives.

4. The Science Fiction of Henry Slesar
A curated selection of Henry Slesar’s science fiction works, highlighting his
contributions to the genre. "Examination Day" stands out as a poignant
critique of conformity and authoritarianism. The book provides insight into
Slesar’s storytelling style and thematic concerns within speculative fiction.

5. Short Stories That Shock: The Psychological Suspense of Henry Slesar
This book gathers Henry Slesar’s most psychologically intense stories,
including "Examination Day," which explores the dark side of societal
expectations. The narratives often feature ordinary characters facing
extraordinary and unsettling situations. It’s a gripping read for those who
appreciate suspense and psychological depth.



6. Children and Control: Stories of Youth in Dystopian Worlds
An anthology focusing on stories where children navigate oppressive or highly
controlled environments, featuring "Examination Day" as a seminal piece. The
tales explore themes of innocence, rebellion, and the impact of systemic
control on youth. This collection offers a thoughtful look at childhood under
duress in speculative settings.

7. Classic American Short Stories: Themes of Authority and Rebellion
This volume includes Henry Slesar’s "Examination Day" among other classic
American stories that critique authority and explore acts of rebellion. The
collection highlights the tension between individual freedom and societal
expectations. It’s an insightful read for those interested in American
literature’s engagement with power dynamics.

8. Dark Futures: Short Stories of Dystopia and Despair
A compilation of bleak and haunting dystopian stories, with "Examination Day"
serving as a prime example of a society’s dark control over its citizens.
These narratives probe the consequences of authoritarian rule and the loss of
personal autonomy. The book appeals to readers drawn to dark speculative
fiction and social critique.

9. Henry Slesar: Master of the Short Story
A comprehensive collection showcasing the range and depth of Henry Slesar’s
short fiction, including the iconic "Examination Day." This book highlights
his mastery of suspense, irony, and social commentary through concise
storytelling. It’s a must-have for enthusiasts of expertly crafted short
stories with powerful messages.
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