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Since 1958, when I was badly mauled at my own Doctoral Orals Examination, I have 
participated in roughly 100 such examinations, almost all of them at New York 
University.  I consider myself, therefore, something of an expert about this sort of 
situation.  And not only because I have attended so many of them, but also because I 
rarely pay attention to the content of an Oral – for example, what the dissertation is about 
or what idea the candidate is defending.  My attention is always directed toward what the 
Oral is really about, namely, the conduct of relationships, obedience to authority.

 I offer the following short treatise on the ecology of this rite of passage for the 
benefit of those readers of THE GADFLY who will someday have to participate in one.  
Naturally, my description of the process is based on how these things are done at New 
York University, and particularly in its Division of Education.  But I have good reason to 
believe that at other institutions they are handled in a similar way.

 To begin with, at New York University, most oral examinations used to take place 
in a dreary structure called the East Building, and usually in an astonishingly ugly and 
barren room called 635U.  The number of this room had some significance because it led 
the candidate to believe that there is a 635A, a 635B, a 635C, and so on.  The image of 26 
such ugly rooms, each hosting an oral examination is appalling, and, of course, was quite 
frightening to a candidate.  As it happens, there aren’t, and never have been, 26 such 
rooms, and as far as I know the room could just as well be called, The Rosewood Terrace.  
In any case, all this has now been changed, and most orals take place in a beautiful and 
specially designed room called, I believe, the William P. Sears Room.  William Sears was 
a respected professor of long tenure at NYU, who left in his estate some money for the 
construction of an orals room.  Why he did this is unknown to me but I like to think that 
he hated 635U as much as doctoral candidates did, and that his beneficence reflected a 
belief that it is excessively cruel to inflict both ugliness and terror on young people, at 
least at the same time.

 The William Sears room is well-appointed, spacious, well-lit, and even contains a 
side-board on which is always to be found a decanter of sherry and six glasses.  This last 
is for the purpose of celebrating a successfully completed examination, although it is not 
unknown for a candidate or professor to have a belt or two before the event.  The event 
takes place at a long table at the far end of the room.  There is plenty of space for six 
chairs to be arranged comfortably around the table, the candidate usually being instructed 
to take a seat at one end or what might be called the head of the table.  When the Orals 
begin, the door to the room is closed, and when that happens it is like the closing of the 



main hatch of a submarine.  Those inside are sealed off – in this case, symbolically – 
from the rest of the world.  Psychologically, the space in the room contracts.  The 
portraits and plaques on the walls disappear, as does the sherry on the sideboard.  The 
universe is reduced to a rectangular table.  There is no help to be sought from the outside 
world, and virtually no reminders of it.  Occasionally, a professor will have brought along 
a container of coffee but I have only once seen someone bring with him something that 
actually requires eating.  Eating during an orals is a breach of the system in that it not 
only dilutes the solemnity of the occasion but it reminds people that there are needs in life 
other than the passing of orals.  The environment is very insistent on this point:  its time 
is to be occupied with the examination, and other human interests are to be dispelled.  
The one exception was, astonishingly, an Educational Administration candidate who 
brought with him a styrofoam cupful of chocolate ice cream which he sensuously 
engulfed as if he were replaying a scene from Tom Jones.  As it turned out, this was more 
than a aberration:  it was a symptom of a general insensitivity to the nature of the 
occasion, and he was flunked without regret.  

 Because the system is so closed – both physically and psychologically – every 
little bodily movement within it assumes an exaggerated importance.  Space limitations 
prevent me from going into this in detail but I want to comment on three features of the 
body message system.  First, the facial gestures of the candidate are extremely important 
in giving information about how well he understands his role, since his face is the literal 
and psychological center of everyone’s attention. In general, I would say an attitude 
which combines concentration with slight bewilderment is about perfect.  There is, 
however, a considerable range of permissible expressions.  Terror, for example, is 
acceptable.  It shows a certain want of character.  Supplicance is very good, but not for 
more than a half hour, after which it begins to cloy.  Naturally, boredom, arrogance, and 
contempt are out of the question.

 The second most important body message of the candidate is his manner of 
sitting.  Postures that indicate confidence and ease, while not fatal, are generally 
undesirable.  Anyone who leans back in his chair, folds one leg on top of the other, and 
clasps his hands behind his head, would be well advised to have a dissertation that 
emphatically refutes Einstein’s Theory of Relativity.  However, leaning one’s elbows on 
the table, with fingers resting on one’s temples is very good, especially when 
accompanied by an intense frown.

 Finally, the candidate’s position relative to various professors is also important.  
Professors sitting immediately to either side of the candidate – rubbing shoulders with 
him, so to speak – will generally be less hostile than professors sitting farther away.  A 
candidate would do well to remember this if he knows in advance that a particular 
professor can be expected to be uncommonly penetrating and harsh.



 I want now to consider, briefly, the linguistic structure of this environment.  This 
is a very complicated matter and I will make only a few obvious remarks.  First, the 
professors mostly ask questions.  Their questions can be classified along the lines 
established by Guilford; namely, as either convergent or divergent.  Those who ask 
convergent questions are usually interested in the dissertation.  Those who ask divergent 
questions are usually interested in the candidate.  With the exception of very few of my 
colleagues, no one is much interested in ideas.  (Those who are, of course, have never 
really understood the functions of an oral examination.)

 If a professor’s first question is something like, “If you were doing this 
dissertation over, what would you do differently,” you know that he has not read the 
dissertation.  In such cases, the candidate should give as long an answer as possible since 
at all times the verbal behavior of the candidate has only two purposes.  The first is to eat 
up time.  And the second is to satisfy the questioner, not the question.  If the requirements 
of both the questioner and the question are the same, fine.  But often they are not and the 
candidate must be careful to make this distinction.  Incidentally, the candidate can also 
ask questions but only those whose content is of a procedural nature:  for example, “May 
I refer to my notes?” or “Do you want me to answer this question first?”  If the candidate 
asks a question of a substantive, even profound, nature his cause teeters on the edge of 
oblivion.  For example, questions such as, “Why do you want to know that?” or “Are you 
quite sure you have your facts right?” are monstrous, and will bring down upon the 
candidate the full weight of the combined insecurities of the professors.  It is a 
fundamental law of all communication environments that any remark or gesture that calls 
into question the credibility, rationality, or necessity of the environment itself or the role 
structure of the environment is exceedingly dangerous and should only be attempted if 
one is prepared to face failure and expulsion.

 Finally, professors not only ask questions; they also make little speeches as 
prefaces to their questions.  And sometimes, after their speeches, they even forget their 
questions.  From the candidate’s point of view, these speeches are of no consequence 
since they are designed for the attention of other professors.  Their purpose is to 
demonstrate the expertise of the professor making the speech, although sometimes they 
are motivated by sheer boredom.  The candidate would do well to appear interested but 
can put the time to good use by relaxing and trying to order his thoughts.  We would do 
well to remember that with the exceptions of brain surgeons and ball players, there are 
very few people who have a precise and realistic sense of their own competence.  
Professors, in any case, rarely do.  And that is why they take every opportunity to make 
little speeches to each other in the hope of receiving some confirmation that they are 
thinking properly.

 And now, to the most interesting feature of the entire environment, a feature that 
has been implied in everything I have said so far.  I refer to its role structure. In a sense, 
the oral examination is nothing but a role structure; by which I mean that it is a secular 



ritual play whose purpose is the same as any ritual play:  to certify the validity of a way 
of life, to affirm its essential rightness, even to sanctify the meaning of that life.  
Therefore, it is not only a very serious business, but every one of the actors must play out 
his part exactly as it is always played out.  So far as the professors’ transactions with the 
candidate are concerned, this means a parent-child relationship.  The professor may be 
stern or benign, exacting or playful.  But, above all, a parent.  Even in cases where the 
candidate is regarded as the professors’ equal in every respect outside the orals’ room, the 
script must be played out properly inside the room.  In the annals of orals, there are 
probably no impertinent kids, even disobedient kids, but they must always be kids during 
the two hours of the oral.  In fact, they cannot help it – even if all their instincts rebel 
against it – because the structure permits them no other role.  They will remain kids as 
long as the structure remains intact.

 Of course, the professors' transactions with each other have much more variety, 
for several reasons, including the fact that those who have sponsored him have a greater 
investment in the candidate than the others.  But space prevents me from exploring this.  I 
will say, however, that if two professors should get into a dispute, as will sometimes 
happen, the candidate should never intervene on one side or the other, even if he has a 
brilliant resolution to their dilemma.  Pity the poor child who intervenes when his parents 
are having an argument!  Not only will the one whose cause he rejects curse him, but so 
will the one whose cause he espouses.  And properly so.  Because the substance of the 
argument – that is, the content – is of no importance compared to the maintenance of the 
structure of the environment.  To challenge that structure is to threaten not only the 
authority but the rationality of everyone in it.  Thus, the oral examination is a serious test 
of how well a young scholar understands the structure of this and, by extension, other 
academic situations.  At New York University, when you win yourself a glass of sherry, 
you may or may not have defended a thesis well, but you have satisfactorily defended a 
profession.


