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ABSTRACT

This dissertation offers an examination of the concepts 

of power and authority ir ->rder to highlight two 

conflicting conceptions of human behaviour : one in 

terms of cause and effect and the other in terms of 
reasons. Underlying each are divergent implications fcr 
a notion of change.

The concepts of power and authority are critically 
examined against the background of Western political 
philosophy. Within the context of South Africa, two 

influential doctrines, namely Christian National Educa­

tion and Pedagogics, are Investigated in terms of the 
notions of power and authority which they endorse.

A central issue revolves around the need to distinguish 

between the concepts of power and authority; failure to 

do so results in a notion of social control based on 

power relations which invite a causal account of human 

behaviour, thereby undercutting a notion of agency and 

reducing the possibilities for purposeful change. A 

further consequence of the failure to distinguish 

between 'power' and 'authority' is demonstrated in a 

parallel inability to separate the diverse processes of 

schooling and education. Dy contrast, the concept of 

authority opens up opportunities for choosing and 

changing according to rational principles.
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Fundamental to any understanding of human society is a 

consideration of the way in which its members interact. 

Two important ways 01 explaining behaviour will be the 
focus of my at*"intion - there may be others, but they 

will not be of concern here. These are reducible to 

two, mutually exclusive concoptions: one explains human 
behaviour in terms of cause and effect and the other in 

terms of reasons,

The former is the way favoured by natural science and is 
particularly successfql in explaining the phrwomena in 

the physical world by answering the question: How does X 

happen? The latter seeks to explain man's behaviour by 

referring to the reasons given for an action, its 

purpose or intention by answering the question: Why toes 

man do X? Intimately connected with each conception are 
different notions of change:

i) that which occurs through processes analogous to 

natural processes; as for example, illustrated in 

the growth of a seed into a plant, and
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ii) change which is effected through personal agency, 

individual assertion or human action; as for 
example, when man decides to cultivate certain 

crops for consumption.

Although a causa t explanation can lay down general 
conditions for bt aviour to occur, it can never be 

sufficient to explain why man acts one way rather than 

another. This may be more clearly illustrated using the 

example above: a causal explanation can lay down laws 

necessary for the growth of a seed into a plant, such as 

moisture, optimum temperature, but it cannot explain why 

man chose tc cultivate a particular plant in the first 
place. This can only be explained with reference to 
reasonri and intentions, embedded in a human and social 

context.

And it is this dimension vhich distinguishes man's 

behaviour from that of animals, accounting for change, 

invention and resistance in human affairs in a way which 

a causal explanation cannot. Despite this, the spread 

of the 'scientific attitude' has tended to give prece­

dence to a causal account so that an understanding of 

human behavi ur in terms of reason has been overlooked.



From these competing conceptions of mankind, two ways of 

articulating human behaviour arise: one is entailed in 

the concept of authority and the other, in the concept 
of power.

This dissertation is an investigation into the concepts 
of power and authority, with particular reference to the 
way in which they operate through schooling and educa­

tion in South Africa. The central thrust of the 

argument aims to show that power and authority belong to 

different conceptual schemes which coincide with the two 

above-mentioned conceptions of mankind, generating 

divergent consequences for a notion of change.

As different political philosophies construe power and 

authority differently, some consideration must be given 

to the political philosophy in which the concepts are 

located. For example, a conservative, on the one hand, 

might perceive authority as essential for the main­

tenance of stability, while a socialist, on the other, 

might perceive it as perpetuating inequalities inimical 
to egalitarian principles. To the extent that each 

interpretation leads back to a particular political 

arrangement, it throws into relief that which is often 
taken for granted. Consequently, a clearer under­

standing of what the concepts of power and authority 

entail, must needs afford some insight into the implicit


















