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Professor Akihiko Sato

Areas of Expertise / Keywords
Sociology of Deviance / Sociology of Social problem
Medical sociology
Discourse analysis
Drug use/drug policy research
Sociology of drug-induced suffering (sociological research on people’s suffering caused

by medication)

I began to study sociology by reading American sociology classics, such as the Chicago
School of Sociology, and simultaneously began to conduct sociological research with
participant observations and interviews in the field of drug use and policy. My
fundamental interest is to know what is going on in the field so that I continued my
research even when I was criticized in a Japanese academic society meeting, saying that
“there is no doubt that drugs are bad, so it is not worth researching them.” Consequently,
such criticism helped me become the first sociologist to research drug use and policy in
Japan. I have gone through trial and error since then to find out what perspective and
method can be used to study what is considered as “evil” like drug use. On a sociological
method of analysis, I have relied on discourse analysis (DA) in particular to research
such “evil,” after studying symbolic interactionism and ethnomethodology. DA is a
method oriented to analyze social interactions and organizations based on the
description of what a discourse “does” in the context of such talk and text. I have been

studying the discourses on crime and medical care using this method.

I have been conducting research on drug use and policy through interviews in various
countries worldwide. In recent years, I have been conducting sociological studies on drug-
induced suffering (DIS), such as problems caused by thalidomide and HIV-contaminated
blood. I have been participating as part of the research team that studies of DIS, which
is organized by the Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare and the Japan Society for the
Promotion of Science (JSPS). One of the most important features of these studies is our
participation in the activities of people in fields, such as drug use and DIS, collaboration
with them, and listening to their voices. Conducting research with people in the field

awakens the necessity to rethink the various aspects of sociological research.

My graduate seminar was based on this research background. The way I operate the



seminar emphasizes a kind of data session in which all participants analyze the research
materials brought by themselves. In some cases, such materials consist of historical
documents. In other cases, they are audio materials. However, the most distinctive
feature of my seminar is that participants should study some concepts of symbolic
interactionism and discourse analysis, and participate in practical analysis based on
them. Moreover, since sociological research on DIS often needs to collaborate in
analyzing audio/visual materials, graduate students who are interested in DIS and/or
medical sociology may be asked to join these research projects. I believe that such an
opportunity will help them understand the importance of the voices of the people of the

research fields.
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Additional Information

http://sociography.jp (Aki's Labo: Introduction to Sato’s research and other information)
http://synodos.jp/society/6754 “The World Turns Slowly on Drugs: Between Drug Wars
and Harm Reduction,” Synodos (web magazine), January 17, 2014, (this will give you an

idea regarding drug policy research).
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