
alterna t ive s .  As such, it would be wrong to perceive 

autonomy as some sort of excuse for anarchic ,  self- 

indulgent and licentious behaviour as some positions Ln 

their fear of freedom are wont to do.(4) In t.ve same way 

that  there  can be no freedom of ch o ic e  w it h o u t  

authority, so there can be no autonomy v/ithout liberty; 

the two ( i . e .  autonomy and a u t h o r i t y )  are  closeily 

related ,  sharing the same conceptual framework, in 

contrast to power.

It  w o u ld ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  not be s u f f i c i e n t  for  an 

autonomous person to equate authority  with what is 

naturally right; instead s/he would need to evaluate its 

appeal in ternu of im partial  c r ite r ia  and personal 

standards of morality. Winch gives an i l lum inatin g  

i l lu s t ra t io n  of this point.  He considers the absolute 

authority of the Pope over Roman Catholics in religious 

matters and suggests that were the Pope to issue  a 

decree denying the existence of God, his papal authority 

would probably no longer be recognised. From this  he 

concludes that the Pope's authority  is not completely 

beyond the p o s s ib i l i t y  of c r it ic ism  and that is so 

because all  authority is e sse n t ia l ly  bound up with 

systems of ideas which are always open to discussion and 

cr it ic ism .  Acceptance of authority  presupposes an 

id e n t if ic a t io n  with what it represents as just  and 

moral.
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In some areas such as p o l it i c s ,  this openness for 

negotiation  creates d i f f i c u l t i e s  in ascertaining  the 

right ways of proceeding. In cases of non-agreement 

Winch concedes that appeals in deciding what is correct 

must bo directed to individuals whose decisions may be 

regarded as authoritative  only in so far as they are 

made in the b e l ie f  of what is perceived as right .  

Otherwise ,  an appeal to ind iv iduals  as ind iv iduals  i 3 

l ik e ly  to degenerate into undisguised  power or the 

a b i l i t y  to influence ,  as opposed to genuine authority .  

There is a conceptual link between who decides and what 

is decided upon via the exercise  of authority .  Aside 

from the c o n t r o v e r s y  s u r r o u n d in g  what a c t u a l l y

constitutes  right or wrong, in order to maintain  any 

credibility, ‘authority’ must be concerned about what it 

sees as right or wrong i.e. whether ’authority1 is right 

or wrong is not as important as whether it can claim to 

be acting morally.

There are two senses in which the word ’auth o rity ’ is 

most o ft e n  u se d ,  a s s o c i a t e d  w ith  the a d j e c t i v e s ,  

’a u t h o r it a t iv e ’ and ’authoritarian* .  The former c o in ­

cides  with Peters 's  description  of 'an authority '  and 

the latter  corresponds to being 'in  a u t h o r i t y (5'» The
:

way in which these meanings are connected will  be more 

clearly  i l lu s tra ted  in the discussion  which follows .
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Paradoxically ,  Jt is the role of the teacher wliich 

combines both of these functions  out of which contra­

dictory consequences emerge.

As 'an authority ' ,  the teacher is equipped in a sp ec ia ­

l ized  f ie ld  of knowledge which s /he  is employed to 

transmit. An individual's position as 'an authority* is 

established  according to the recognition  of h is /h e r  

expertise ,  usually  in a restr icted  area of knowledge, 

and is correspondingly reinforced in proportion to the 

number of previous successes, but it can never be final 

in that it emanates from knowledge which is constantly 

changing and developing.  An indiv idual  may be recog- 

nised as 'an authority' by others within the discipline 

who share an agreement concerning c r ite r ia  of approp­

riate  accep ta b il ity .  In order to challenge such an 

authority ,  it would be necessary to share an under­

standing of the same standards on which that discipline 

rests and to offer new knowledge and/or a re-interpre­

tation of existing knowledge in terms of reasons.

Various positions  sens it iv e  to the operation of power 

relations  in society are c r it ic a l  of the notion of 

knowledge im p lic it  in 'an authority ' ;  these include,  

for example, Michael Young and Kevin Harris.
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A brief look at some of their objections and the way in 

which these may be countered will serve to clarify what 

is involved in being 'an authority ' ,  as d is t in c t  from 

exercising power.

Young (6) claims that knowledge re flects  the dominant 

re lat ions  of power in society .  As such, he associates  

h igh  s t a t u s  k n o w led g e  w ith  the f o l l o w i n g  g e n e r a l  

ch a ra c t e r is t ic s :  l iteracy ,  where reading and writing  

s k i l l s  are elevate.3 above the oral t r ad it io n ;  i n d i v i ­

dualism , such as encouraged through the pursuit of 

solitary  a c t i v i t i e s  and fostered by the competition 

inherent in exam inations ;  abstractness of knowledge 

that is structured and presented independently of the 

learner and a separation of academic curricula  from 

common experience .  Conversely, low status knowledge 

stresses oral pres tation, group work, concreteness of 

content and a relevance to d a ily  l i f e  and lived situa- 

tions. Since the stratification of knowledge into high 

and low status follows the distribution of rewards and 

power in society ,  Young concludes that knowledge is 

socially constructed and therefore, subjective.

Harris (7) adopts a s im ilar  standpoint ,  arguing that 

formal education in c a p it a l i s t  l iberal  democracies 

provides a structural misrepresentation of reality which



c r it i c a l  of empiricism and he shows that the way in 

which  we come 4 > know and i n t e r p r e t  the world  is 

influenced  by theoretical  position .  Knowledge,

which it is the busine;  s of education to transmit,  

instead of being 'out-there' and neutral ,  is selected 

according to a particular  point of view so that educa­

tion becomes a political activity: those with power in 

the system d e te r m in e  what c o n s t i t u t e s  w o r t h w h i l e  

knowledge and then succeed in imposing their definition 

of reality on others.

Influenced  by Althusserian  th inking ,  both Young and 

Harris have d i f f i c u l t i e s  in d ist in g u ish in g  between 

knowledge and ideology. They tend to locate the source 

of all  knowledge in ideology so that there can be no 

appeal outside the realm of ideology in val id atin g  or 

falsifying any of its propositions. Knowledge emerges 

within thought, without reference to experience and/or 

e m p i r i c a l  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of what is e x t e r n a l  and 

objective. The only reasons for behaving in one way as 

opposed to another can be offered in terms of ideology. 

Thus, instead of reasons deriv ing  their sense from 

rational princ ip les  of behaviour embedded in rules ,  

about  which  there  is  a g r e e m e n t ,  they may w e l l  be 

explained  in terms of the irrat io n a l ity  inherent in 

ideology. Not only does this raise  doubts about the



veracity or validity of the reasons, but also about the 

integrity of the individual expressing them.

Furthermore, as illustrated earlier, without rules which 

imply reasons, there can be no freedom and consequently, 

no autonomy. A lw a y s  lo c a t e d  in i d e o l o g y ,  the 

in d iv id u a l 's  freedom of choice is restricted  as is the 

opportunity for understanding behaviour through notions 

such as purpose, agency and moral re sp o n s ib i l i t y .  The 

only conception of behaviour possible through an account 

of ideology is in terms of a power relation, which must 

discount an important way in which human, as opposed to 

animal, behaviour is explained.

In equating all  knowledge with ruling  class ideology, 

Young a.nd Harris l im it  the opportunities  for change in 

terms of a u t h o r i t y  by i g n o r i n g  the p o t e n t i a l  of 

knowledge to expose contradictions and induce critical 

awareness. While Young's account is open to criticisms 

of relativism, Harris avoids these by adopting a Marxist 

research programme which according to his interpretation 

of Lakatos's criteria of a good theory, is 'objectively' 

b e t t e r  than other  a l t e r n a t i v e s .  A ltho ugh  th is  

'progressive '  perspective allows  Harris to be c r it ic a l  

of the role  of e d u c a t io n  in c a p i t a l i s t  l i b e r a l  

democracies ,  it also  blinds  him to the contradiction  

inherent in perceiving  the ends of education as fixed



and prescribed in terms of a p articular  set of social  

arrangements. A3 such, the l ib era t in g  potential  of 

change implied by the concept 'authority' is diminished 

in favour of that which is analogous to the natural 

processes corresponding to power, where change merely 

secures the subordination of the working class to a new 

ruling class.

R ich a rd  P r in g  (8)  shows that  in any i n t e l l e c t u a l  

d i s c ip l in e  there are standards for deciding  what is 

acceptable ,  true or false  according to a shared set of 

meanings. The development of knowledge ar ises  out of 

challenging rules and convincing others of the value of 

modifying their inter-Dersonal agreement. Social change 

occurs  in r e l a t i o n  to a u t h o r i t y ,  not m erely  as a 

response to power. There ares fa cto r3 outside the 

control of an individual or group in which agreement is 

not negotiable as it derives it3 sense from the context 

of rule-governed a c t i v i t i e s .  Consequently, it is 

impossible  to decide to change a whole tradition  of 

thought without reference to the l im its  by which we 

conceptualize experience.

Furthermore, that knowledge is socially constructed and 

c o n s t a n t l y  ch a n g in g  does not imply  the d e n i a l  of 

objective  cr it e r ia  because there are always logical  

reasons for deciding  between rival  theories .  In order
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to appreciate  what is incorrect ,  one must have an idea 

of what is correct.  Thus, the ^ruth, for Pring ,  must 

remain as a conceivable ideal against which to juxtapose 

what might count as a f a l s i f i c a t i o n  of b e l i e f .  

Consequently, he refutes attacks which propagate the 

su b jectiv ity  of 'an authority '  in favour of objective  

and binding standards which must fulfil  the raquirements 

of logic. On this view, an appeal to general principles 

of rationality i , of crucial importance in ac^apting and 

maintair ing a notion of authority.

In addition  to being 'an authority ' ,  t ’ teacher, 'in  

authority ' ,  appointed by the school board or national 

education department according to standard, professional 

criteria, is expected to function as a representative of 

social control in transmitting and preserving the values 

and culture of society. S/He is invested with the right 

to supervise ana control behaviour within the jurisdic­

tion of the school.

F o l l o w i n g  the d i s t i n c t i o n s  made by Weber betw eun  

traditional, legal-rational and charism atic  authority ,  

Peters wants to distinguish between formal/'de iure' and 

a c t u a l / 'd e  facto ' authority .  The former occurs where 

someone has the r i g h t  to e x e r c i s e  a u t h o r i t y  in a 

particular  s itu a t io n ,  but whether s /he  is actually  

successful in exerting such authority will be a measure



of the latter. The two are not necessarily dependent on 

each o t h e r ,  for  e x a m p le ,  one may e x e r t  'de f a c t o '  

authority without having the right to do so; although 

'de  i u r e '  a u t h o r i t y  may som etim es  f a c i l i t a t e  the 

exercise of 'da facto' authority. Peters suggests that 

whether an ind iv idual  actually  exerts authority is 

related to personal character istics  such as bearing ,  

voice of command, personal magnetism, "the outward signs 

of inn er  c e r t i t u d e " .  ( 9 ) He a s s o c i a t e s  'de  f a c t o '  

authority with the ability to influence others without 

recourse to force,  bribes ,  propaganda etc. and claims 

t*at it is a way of regulating human behaviour distinct 

from power.

Winch  is  q u i t e  r i g h t l y  s c e p t i c a l  of t h is  way of 

perceiving  authority  as there is no clear d ist in c t io n  

between 'de facto' authority and power/authoritarianism. 

In order to distinguish between 'de facto' and 'de iure' 

authority, Peters attributes its operation not to rights 

but rather to personal characteristics, claiming there 

is something about the w ielder  of 'de facto ' authority 

"which people recognize In virtue of which they do what 

he says simply because lie says i t " . (10) This sounds 

very much like  a causal relat ion  with the w ielder  of 'de 

f a c t o '  a u t h o r i t y  e x e r t i n g  30me sort of i n f l u e n c e  

(power?) over the will3 of others; whereas authority is




















