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The Community of Scholars 
and the Culture of Silence 

By the nature of their calling, scholars owe al- 

legiance under two banners. The first of these 
is the pursuit of knowledge and wisdom, and 
the second is publication, the process of mak- 

ing their findings available so they can become 
the substance of debate and dispute concern- 

ing value and relevance. Among a community 
of scholars, therefore, the virtue of silence is 
attached only to such reflective thought and 

practice as may be pursued in detachment. 
Whenever it becomes necessary to test the 

precepts of knowledge and wisdom, then the 
veil of silence must be lifted in order that the 
entire community may share in the public 
evaluation of individual explorations. 

The merit of scholarship lies both in 
the private excavations of the scholar working 
in library, laboratory, or field and in that in- 
dividual scholar's sharing of those discrete 
discoveries with the whole communion of 
scholars. Importantly, this communion of 
scholars must include immediate colleagues. 
Research without the trials of discourse and 

application represents only half of the equa- 
tion: its merit is uncertain and its value 

thereby limited. 
The communion of scholars shares at 

least one prerequisite with the communion of 
saints, and that is the necessity for a true 
sense of community, an active sharing in the 

spirit of wisdom. In a monastery a monk's 

private prayer may well be efficacious for per- 
sonal development, but it is the monastic 
community's devotion to the common wel- 
fare that allows it to flourish in the spirit of 
wisdom. Within the monastery the rule of si- 
lence is balanced by the community's sharing 
of a common faith, which is acted out in the 
form of communal eating and spiritual exer- 
cises. Without this communion of spirit in 
the monastery, the very spirit of wisdom it- 

self-hagia sophia-no contemplation or ef- 
fort or even aspiration can achieve the 
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spirituality that is the essence of life in a mo- 
nastic community. 

Our modern community of scholars is 
the natural inheritor of this spirit of com- 
munion, of hagia sophia. The rule of si- 
lence-of private meditation and obligatory 
sequestration in individual cells-must be 
balanced by the parallel rule of communion. 
If the rule of silence is not complemented by 
the benefits of disputation, then we achieve 

only half of the equation in our search for 

knowledge and wisdom. 

Knowledge and wisdom must always 
be fully tested in the fire of debate. Those 
who impose the rule of silence upon a com- 

munity of scholars, at the same time denying 
those scholars the essential catalyst of open 
communion, do so because they fear the con- 

sequences that open debate of knowledge and 
wisdom will bring. Their response to the per- 
ceived "dangers" of continuous scrutiny and 

questioning by colleagues is to create an intel- 
lectual vacuum-a culture ofsilence. 

This culture of silence is imposed by 
anti-intellectual administrators not through 
the application of genuine scholarly values 
but with the aid of carrot-and-stick tech- 

niques. By the use of such methods, these 
dictators of the culture of silence not only 
eliminate academic debate, but also suppress 
all questioning of their dubious ways and 
means. Such a culture of silence breeds not a 
love of knowledge and scholarship but a fear 
of rewards and punishment (see Michel 
Foucault's Discipline and Punish). Anti-intel- 
lectual administrators attempt to write off the 

spirit of communion and colleagiality by dis- 

missing it as "mere conviviality." Because 
these puritans cannot comprehend the sheer 

joy of digging for knowledge and wisdom, 

they cannot tolerate the pleasures of debating 
this archeology. 

But no proposition, argument, or mo- 
tive escapes the true scholar's scrutiny. The 
true scholar, seeking hagia sophia, rejoices in 
this search. In contrast, an academic slave 
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bends at the whiplash in the oppressive cul- 
ture of silence. Denied the sense of commu- 
nity and the spirit of communion, the 
academic slave is incarcerated in a solitary 
cell, only hoping that private prayer will 
merit the master's approval. If such slaves are 

unwilling to question their masters, how can 
we possibly expect them to ask those critical 

questions that will help unearth knowledge 
and wisdom? 

When the rule of silence is unrelieved 
by communal discourse and debate, the com- 
munion of scholars is replaced by a culture of 
silence. This culture of silence constructs a 
prison in which both scholars and ideas are 
incarcerated and held hostage. Whenever 
scholars and ideas are not joined in a state of 

complete intellectual freedom, we cannot, by 
definition, have a true university. By imposing 
a culture of silence, academic administrators 
deny the very process of intellectual com- 
munion that a university exists to nurture. 

In part, of course, the computer is re- 
sponsible for this culture of silence. Marshall 
McLuhan forecasted that his "electronic vil- 
lage" would bring the whole world into closer 
contact. But to be connected to a terminal is 
not the same as being connected to each 
other, either in mind or spirit. The modern 
scholar, with a personal computer, bounces 
ideas not off colleagues but off a screen. In 
this sense we are in danger of being con- 
nected only as lines are linked in a diagram. It 
has become common practice to reduce hu- 
man communication to points drawn on a 
network, effectively reducing scholarly ex- 

change to the whirrings of a laser printer. 
If the community of scholars is to be 

protected against the effects of the culture of 
silence in our universities, it must be through 
accepting that life is not a diagram. Neither 
the life of the mind, nor the social intercourse 
upon which that life depends, can be reduced 
to the abstraction of a graphic symbol. 

MALCOLM QUANTRILL 
Texas A&M University 
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Tricks 

I shall describe the various tricks or 

stratagems without regard to questions 
of objective truth or falsity; for that is a 
matter on which we have no assurance, 
and which cannot be determined pre- 
viously. Moreover, in every disputa- 
tion or argument on any subject we 
must agree about something; and by 
this, as a principle, we must be willing 
to judge the matter in question. We 
cannot argue with those who deny 
principles: Contra negatum principia 
non est disputandum. 

-Arthur Schopenhauer 
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Stratagems 
I 

"This project makes me want to go to the 
bathroom!" and with that, exit the room, re- 

turning to hear the final comments in silence. 

II 
Comment lastly and reluctantly about the 

part of the project that is obviously most im- 

portant to the student, "... and I suppose we 
should talk about the giant salt-shaker." 

III 
"If you spent more time on this project and 
less time tying that tie we might have some- 

thing to talk about." 

IV 

Sequester the review, thereby removing exter- 
nal, possibly damaging attacks. By providing 
the students with a single view, the danger of 
other influences is avoided. 

V 
Be very interested in drawings and models of 

previous or future projects to indicate a lack 
of interest in the ongoing presentation. 

VI 
Stand and approach, very closely, the draw- 

ings or models of the project at hand while 
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Stand and approach, very closely, the draw- 

ings or models of the project at hand while 

the student is presenting. Remain standing 
and watch the student present. 

VII 

Stay seated, request the student to hand the 
model to you, lift and press it to your face. 
Smell the model. 

VIII 
Sit on the chair backward to indicate a casual 
attitude toward the formal critique. 

IX 
Always be the first to speak, setting the tone 
for the critique. 

X 
Always speak last. 

XI 

Relegate other jurors' criticisms as secondary 
to your larger criticism. 

XII 
Cite obscure references from other disciplines 
to avoid direct attacks on ill-defined criticism 
while confounding the audience. 

XIII 
Attack poor craftsmanship and lack of 
completion. "It is difficult to respond to this 
project in its present state of incompletion." 

XIV 
Attack fine craftsmanship and obsessive 
completion as an unwillingness to allow pos- 
sible development of the project as an investi- 
gation. 

XV 
Attack the misalignment between what is 
spoken and what is presented. Question the 
etymology or the definitions of terms. "That 
looks more like a gutter than an aqueduct!" 

XVI 
Nickname the projects as they are reviewed, 
and refer back to them as the critique contin- 
ues as a way of coding and delimiting. "What 
is this? The Garden of Death?" 
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