THE WISDOM OF KNUTE AND THOR:
THOUGHTS ON COMMUNICATION*
H. George Frederickson


After a rather lengthy silence, it is my pleasure to inform you that I am recently in receipt of good news from Knute and Thor Bjunglesson, the public administration twins.  Recall, if you will, that Knute Bjunglesson, the long-time manager of Forest Hills, Illinois, is noted for his deliberate, careful, and rather dull administrative style, and the fact that he drives a 1973 Ford Pinto.  His brother, Thor, is the manager of Pismo Beach, California.  Esteemed for his innovative skills and cutting-edge practiced of contemporary public administration, Thor is particularly recognizable because of his gold earring and the attractive yet discrete tattoo of a hierarchy on his left shoulder.  Thor also claims to be the only professional public administrator licensed to do body piercing.


First, Knute and Thor wish all readers of the Public Administration Times a happy and prosperous new year.

Second, as serious students of public administration and deft practitioners of the bureaucratic arts, Knute and Thor, seek to remind us of the pioneering work of Chester Barnard and Herbert Simon and the more recent work of James Garnett on the subject of organizational communication.  Each of these great scholars emphasized the importance of effective communication to managerial success and organizational achievement, but Knute and Thor insist that they have ignored one vital aspect of communication—silence.  Here is the wisdom of Knute and Thor on the subject of communication and their guidance to aspiring public administrators. 

    In school you may have been told of the importance of communication.  What you were not told is the importance of as little communication as possible.  It was King Olaf who famously said he had often regretted his words, but never his silence.  It is easier to make noise than to be silent.  Silence is a learned trait and the effective administrator will learn it.    When it is learned the administrator will begin to interpret not only the words of others but their silence.  It is the beginning of bureaucratic wisdom.  


Words are a form of political and bureaucratic action, therefore, in the same way that one will be careful in one’s actions, so too will one be careful in one’s words.  As a person who uses words sparingly and carefully, you will be the object of respect and this respect will increase as ignorance of you grows.  In the view of others, silence invests the wise bureaucrat with qualities he or she may not in fact possess.  As a silent and contemplative person, the wise bureaucrat will develop not one but several reputations, all of them good.  
Even the bureaucrat well-schooled in the arts of silence will, on occasion, be required to speak.  You may make noncontroversial presentations in staff meetings, but never comment on the presentations of others. It your comments are too favorable they will be interpreted as swarmy.  It your comments are overly critical they will be marked against you.  The wise bureaucrat will gain a reputation for loyalty by informed silence while at the same time not gain a reputation for, as it is so often crudely put, kissing-up.  

At staff meetings always be the last to speak.  By then you will know what has been said and, more important, you will know what has not been said.  At this point it is essential to remember the importance of ritual, deference, and the danger of appearing to be threatening.  Begin with the ancient ritual of pointing out that so much of importance has already been said, and that it has been particularly well said.  You, of course, have little of value to add, except the following.  This is your moment.  Do not make a declaration or statement but put what you have to say in the form of a question or as a suggestion.  Never use the word “query” because that is a prissy Ivy League word.  Be diffident and underplay yourself but do not put your question or suggestion on someone else as if you are attributing it to then.  Only the most vain will not understand this to be shallow.  Ask your question or make your suggestion simply and clearly, then be silent.  Although you certainly know the answer, do not attempt to answer your own question or respond to your suggestion.  If another staff member responds to your suggestion or answers your question, his or her words will almost certainly be what you would have said anyway.  You will have subtly and unthreateningly guided the staff in the direction of wisdom and they will all know it.


Remember, if some of your bureaucratic colleagues or your political betters are oafish fools, the most subtle means by which you may give them what they deserve it to not talk about them at all.  In the bureaucratic and political worlds, not mentioning someone is, at once, the most powerful and stealthy insult.   As a person of wise silence you may use this tactic daily.  


Be clear and concise in speech and it writing.  Do not be clever because cleverness is a trait associated with a lack of seriousness of purpose.  Keep your cleverness to yourself and you will always have an appreciative audience.  Much the same can be said of humor.  A good sense of humor is a trait seldom found among bureaucrats and is virtually unknown among politicians, although both bureaucrats and politicians imagine themselves possessed of such a trait.  This is a pity, because there are few things more naturally comic than politicians in pursuit of the public interest or bureaucrats hard on the trail of continuous improvement.  Should you have such a trait keep it to yourself.  If you mind is visited with a witty thought or you sense the absurdity of a matter, keep it to yourself, go to your office and have a good laugh.  If the urge to share with others your moment or humorous rapture does not pass, it is useful to keep a journal.  Let that journal be your appreciative and trusting audience.      

Do not tell jokes or funny stories.  To make the sage or witty remark is always risky because it will almost certainly be misinterpreted.  You are a person of serious purpose, a person of dignity, of gravity.  Cultivate a certain carriage of dignity and it will conceal most infirmities. 

Finally, Knute and Thor recommend that you avoid the expression of either weak or strong opinions.  Weak opinions will mark you a wimp.  Strong opinions will show you to be a hothead or an ideologue.  Keeping your peace will yield greater power than expressions of opinion.  One should not be overly ready to stand up for an idea, or to sit down either.  As a civilized bureaucrat you should display a wide and general tolerance for persons, for ideas, for openness, that does not invite resistance nor require explanation.  Such an open mind will be accepting of change and suited for leadership in the modern setting of the so-called “learning organization.” 

*This column is adapted from Up the Bureaucracy:  A True and Faultless Guide to Organizational Success and the Further Adventures of Knute and Thor, by H. George Frederickson.  Gratis copies may be obtained by emailing him at gfred@ku.edu. 
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