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6 Authority

The progress that children make at school will not depend only on the
views that teachers hold about such things as intelligence, motivation, and
language, and the judgements that they are thus led to make of their
pupils, That progress, and indeed those judgements themselves, will
depend equally, if not more conclusively, on the kinds of relationship the
teacher develops with his pupils, the approach he takes to classroom
control, and the kind of atmosphere that is generated by the view he takes
of the competing demands of freedom and authority, It is to this question
of the teacher's authority, therefore, that we must next turn our attention.
Questions about authority cause teachers concern at the levels of both
theory and practice. Whether they will in fact have the authority to con-
trol their pupils is a question that worries all trainee teachers and new
entrants to the profession and it is a question that continues to concern
most teachers throughout their careers. Nowadays, however, many
teachers are also uncertain about whether they should be exercising
authority over their pupils at all or at least to what extent such control can
be justified. There is a feeling abroad, strengthened by developments such
as the ‘free school’ and increased demands for participation by pupils in
decision making of all kinds, that any exercise of authority is an infringe-
ment of the freedom and rights of the child, so that a certain uneasiness



Rt

134 Theory and Practice of Education

results for those teachers who regard these things as important yet find
themselves required by the exigencies of the school situation to place
restraints on children’s behaviour in many different contexts. Nor again
are the practical and theoretical aspects of the problem readily separable,
since to a large degree the extent to which one is able to exercise authority
will depend on how clear one is about the justification of it, since
confidence is needed here perhaps more than anywhere else in education
and confidence can only come from a conviction that what one is doing is
right. Conversely, much that can only be described as arrant nonsense has
been said and written about the freedom of children by those whose view
of the issues involved has not been tempered by experience of the realities |
of the teaching situation. Again, therefore, theory and practice need to be
interwoven if we are to achieve a view of the place of authority in educa-
tion that is both clear and constructive. Again, too, we must begin by
attempting to sort out the different issues that are involved.

In doing this we must consider two main kinds of question, firstly, that
concerning the justification of the exercise of any kind of authority by
teachers and, secondly, a number of related questions concerning the
nature of authority, the ways in which teachers can and do come to
exercise it, and the repercussions that different approaches to control in
the school and in the classroom may have on the development of pupils.
These two kinds of question are not, of course, entirely independent of
each other, since any discussion of the ways in which a teacher can acquire
authority, and especially of the kind of authority that is appropriate to
education, must presuppose and, indeed, depend for its substance on some
view about its justification, but it will be in the interests of clarity to
discuss the two issues separately and most useful to begin with the prob-
lem of justification.

Freedom and authority

We must begin our discussion in this field once again by attempting to
clarify the concepts we are concerned with and, in particular, by trying to
achieve some clarity over the notion of ‘freedom’ and the use of the adjec-
tive ‘free’.

In its purely descriptive uses, the word ‘free’ denotes the absence of
some hindrance or restraint. Thus to describe a piece of mechanism as
‘free’ is to suggest that it has been jammed or blocked in some way, while
to describe a man as ‘free’ is to imply that he has been under some kind of
restraint, in prison, for example, or with a full engagement book, or even
merely married (Benn and Peters, 1959). In its most common use too, the
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word indicates the absence of a fee or charge that might act as a hindrance
to the acquisition or possession of some object, commodity, or service. 1
Furthermore, in all of these uses of ‘free’ there seems to be the added
implication that the hindrance or restraint that is absent is an undesirable
hindrance or restraint. As evidence of this, it is interesting to note and
compare the use of the suffixes ‘-free’ and *-less’. In most, if not all, cases
the use of “-free’ suggests ‘good riddance’ and the use of ‘-less’” expresses
regret at what is missing. What is meat-free to the vegetarian is meat-less
to the carnivore and the same can be seen in the contrasting notions of
carefree and careless driving (Ryan, 19653). Even in its largely descriptive
sense, therefore, and in contexts that might be felt to be largely neutral,
politically speaking, freedom is generally regarded as something worth
having.

However, all of this does point to the need for some qualification to be
made, for some specification of the hindrance that has been removed or
that might have been there. In many contexts it is, of course, possible to
understand or to supply the appropriate qualification. If an AA patrolman
tells me the engine of my car is now free, [ can assume that he has found it
to be clogged up with some kind of foreign substance which he has been
able to remove, but if he tells me that he himself is now free, I will need to
know something of his history to be able to find some clues on the basis of
which I can supply the necessary qualification to understand what he is
talking about. It is this consideration that has given rise to a distinction
that has been made between the two kinds of freedom, between the nega-
tive and positive views of freedom, between ‘freedom from’ and ‘freedom
to’, but it is surely the case that in all contexts both of these elements are
present and we emphasize that aspect that seems the more significant. It is
only meaningful to speak of the freedom to do something if we are con-
scious that we are free from a restraint that has or might have denied us
that freedom or to speak of freedom from something if we are conscious of
that thing as having prevented us from being free to achieve some desir-
able goal or activity (Ryan, 1965).

Freedom, therefore, implies the absence of a restraint that has acted or
might have acted as a hindrance to action of some kind.

Ofien, however, the emotive implications of the term come to the fore
and we find it is being used prescriptively, not to describe a state of
freedom so much as to demand that such a state be created. This is the
kind of meaning the term usually has in social contexts. When Rousseau
began The Social Contract with the words, ‘Man is born free; but everywhere
he is in chains’, he was not describing men as he might have been if he had
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said, *Man is born naked; but everywhere he is in clothes’; he was in fact
prescribing or demanding that men should be treated in certain ways and
similar demands have been made in much the same form in many other
contexts. It is not always entirely clear, however, what such demands
amount to. Again some kind of qualification brings clarification so that
discussion of freedom of speech or freedom of opinion or freedom of
association or freedom of worship will be more meaningful than discussion
of freedom in an unqualified sense. To speak of freedom in this kind of
unqualified way cannot be to demand the removal of all restraints. To
demand this would be to demand licence rather than freedom, a distine-
tion which is very important since it suggests that the existence of some
restraints is not incompatible with the notion of social freedom. It is,
therefore, a demand not that all restraints be removed but that their
existence in all cases be justified.

If this is a correct analysis of the notion of freedom, then it provides us
with a negative point that will contribute towards the justification of the
exercise of authority, namely that the idea of an authority used to apply
justifiable restraints is not incompatible with the notion of freedom.
Furthermore, we must note that every human society must have rules and
those rules must be enforced by someone if they are to have any meaning
at all. As Thomas Hobbes said, ‘covenants, without the sword, are but
words, and of no strength to secure a man at all' (Leviathan, Ch. XVII).
And so we have a further, if again negative, point that authority is a
necessary part of any rule-governed society. Neither of these points, of
course, offers us any positive clues as to what particular restraints can be
justified. It is, however, no small thing to have established that some
justification is possible in view of the doubts about this that often exist in
people’s minds. We must, however, turn to a consideration of more posi-
tive arguments for the exercise of authority and in particular those that
may indicate the kinds of situation in which it might be argued to be
appropriate.

The classical argument for social freedom is undoubtedly that set out in
J. 5. Mill's essay, ‘On Liberty’. The position Mill takes here is uncom-
promising. ‘All restraint gua restraint is an evil.” But he suggests one
fundamental justification, ‘one very simple principle’, for the existence of
restraints. “That principle is, that the sole end for which mankind are
warranted, individually or collectively, in interfering with the liberty of
action of any of their number, is self-protection’. A man may be restrained
from interfering with or causing harm to others. Authority exercised to
apply restraint in such situations is justified. It is not justified if it is used
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to restrain him from doing those things which affect him only, those
actions that can be called ‘self-regarding’ actions.

The argument here, then, is that freedom can only be reasonably
demanded by anyone up to the point at which the behaviour of one
individual or group in a society begins to act as a limitation on the free-
dom of other individuals or groups. As a judge once said to an Irishman
before him on a charge of assault and battery, ‘Everyone's freedom is
bounded by the position of the other man’s nose.” Too much freedom for
some people will lead to too little for others, and it is at the point where
this begins to happen that the exercise of authority can be justified to
ensure that freedom can be enjoyed by all rather than licence by some.

If we apply this to education, we will find that there is beginning to
emerge a case at least for one type of school rule, for the exercise of
authority by the teacher in the context of general behaviour and the
maintenance of order. Where the enjoyment of ‘freedom’ by one pupil or
group of pupils is resulting in a limitation of the freedom of others,
through overuse of some facility, for example, the making of excessive
noise, running in the corridors, or any other behaviour which is likely to
endanger the safety of others or to create an atmosphere in which the
ability of others to profit from the educational opportunities offered by the
school is impaired, then the teacher must exercise his or her authority to
apply restraints in order to promote a proper level of freedom for all. In
the sphere of behaviour, then, a good case can be made for the teacher’s
authority. Schools, like all other rule-governed societies, must have rules
that are framed for the protection of all members from each other’s excess-
es and, provided that these rules do not go beyond what that consideration
seems to justify, a good case can be made out for them.

No argument that we have adduced so far, however, justifies the use of
authority to compel children to join this rule-governed society in the first
place. For the law to require that children attend school between the ages
of five and sixteen and for us as teachers to demand of them not only
certain kinds of behaviour but also certain kinds of learning while they are
there requires a different and more positive justification than we have
given so far. This proved a difficult problem for Mill too since it goes well
beyond what can be justified in the name of self-protection, yet Mill was
strongly committed to the value of education and the qualitative superior-
ity of certain kinds of intellectual activity of the kind that he felt schools
ought to promote {West 1965). The justification of the exercise of author-
ity by teachers in the area of the curriculum, then, is a much more difficult
problem than that in the sphere of behaviour, although we must not lose
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sight of the fact that even in the realm of rules of conduct, learning of a
moral and social kind will go on, so that the distinction between
behavioural and curricular problems cannot be pressed too far,

A more positive justification for the use of authority to require chil-
dren’'s attendance at school and to direct their activities while they are
there must be sought in the notion of education itself or ideas one has
about the purposes of the school and the educational enterprise generally.
However, we will see in the chapter on the curriculum how difficult it is to
define education in terms that will be generally acceptable or to reach
agreement on what the purposes of the schools should be or what kinds of
learning we should be using our authority to require pupils to engage in.
Many different views are held and, although they all need some kind of
justification in themselves, each will give rise to a justification for the use
of authority in the school in different areas. The view that schools should
be concerned primarily to promote the development of the rational mind
will result in different demands to be made of pupils, for example, from
those that will be justified by the view that they should be more concerned
with the social welfare of their pupils. Indeed, some views of education,
such as those that have advocated non-interference and the current views
of some sociologists about the dangers of imposing values on children, are
such as to provide no justification for any exercise of authority at all in this
arca.

Once some kind of overall justification for education itself seems to have
been established, however, we will have a basis for the exercise of author-
ity in particular situations. Once we are committed to the value of a
particular subject, for example, the ‘discipline’ of that subject will take
over and provide us with our cues as to when authority can be justifiably
exercised. The absence of any kind of consensus in this area, however,
makes this kind of justification highly subjective and, as a result, less
satisfactory a basis than perhaps we would wish to have for requiring a
great deal of children and applying real and extensive restraints to their
behaviour,

There is, however, one kind of argument that may reveal to us some-
thing like a lowest common denominator here, something that will offer
some justification at a fundamental level for the exercise of authority in
education. Whatever view one takes of the kind or selection of knowledge
that should be presented to or even imposed upon children, it would be
difficult to maintain that that knowledge should not be characterized by
being true. In short, whether one believes that children should be intro-
duced to physics or French, Byron or the ‘Beano’, Beethoven or the Bea-
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tles, the one common feature of the ‘knowledge’ to be presented to them
that all would agree to would be that it should manifest a respect for truth.
We can say, then, that there is a conceptual connection between the
notion of ‘education’ and that of ‘truth’. Some justification for the exercise
of authority by teachers may be found, therefore, in an appeal to this
connection and a demonstration that in particular cases authority is being
exercised in the cause of promoting truth, by insisting, for example, that
children explore all sides of an argument before reaching an opinion,
rather than adhering to a prejudice acquired from their parents or else-
where. If education is connected in this way, then, with the pursuit of
truth, the exercise of authority by educators can be shown to be justified if
it has the purpose of assisting this process.

Paradoxically, however, this argument constitutes an equally strong if
not a more compelling case for the promotion of freedom. This concern
with truth necessitates academic freedom and academic autonomy, ‘free-
dom of opinion’ as it is more usually called. The classic arguments in
support of this are again those of . 5. Mill's essay ‘On Liberty’ and we
must briefly note them here.

Mill argues that truth cannot be pursued nor can human knowledge
develop without freedom of opinion for those who seek after it. He gives
several cogent reasons for this claim. Firstly, we cannot assume infallibil-
ity so that we must concede that any opinion may be true and, therefore,
ought not to be suppressed. If anything, this is an argument that has more
force today when it is perhaps clearer than it was in the nineteenth century
just how hypothetical and consequently open to modification all our
knowledge is. Secondly, Mill argues, even if a silenced opinion is wrong, it
may contain some truth and, since the prevailing opinion on any issue is
rarely wholly true, we need the clash of contrary opinions to help us
towards the whole truth, a point supported by many philosophers who
have seen the development of knowledge as an unending triadic dialectical
process of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. Thirdly, even if the opinion
that is accepted and allowed is the whole truth and nothing but the truth,
it can only be held as such by those who have been able to weigh it against
contrary opinion. Without that it will be *held in the manner of prejudice,
with little comprehension or feeling of its rational grounds’. It will be
dogma rather than real conviction and, as a result of this, truth will lose its
CESCnce.

This, then, for Mill is one aspect of that liberty which is essential to
human progress. Liberty is necessary for ‘the free development of indi-
viduality’ and also without liberty ‘there is wanting one of the principle
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ingredients of human happiness, and quite the chief ingredient of indi-
vidual and social progress.” Unless there is freedom of opinion, unless
people are free to disagree, human knowledge will not develop. These are
the classic arguments for academic freedom and they lead us to recognize
not only the hypothetical and evolving nature of human knowledge, which
we have had reason to note elsewhere, but also that if there are conceptual
connections between education and knowledge and education and truth,
there must also be such a connection between education and autonomy.

However, they would seem equally to constitute an argument for the
exercise of authority in the interests of the promotion of knowledge, truth,
and autonomy, or, to put it differently and somewhat paradoxically, the
exercise of authority to promote freedom, either by enhancing the range
and scope of the choices open to the individual or by developing in him the
ability to make choices by means other than either ‘plumping’ for some-
thing or acting according to prejudices, wherever and however acquired.
We have noted elsewhere in this book (see Chapters 4 and 8) how working
from children's interests requires us also to give them opportunities to
acquire interests and how ‘discovery methods’ are only effective if linked
to careful preparatory work, if employed, as Bruner (1961) suggests, by
the well-prepared mind. We now have a theoretical justification for this
apparent infringement of freedom in so far as its main purpose can be to
enhance freedom and to promote autonomy since, as Bruner also tells us,
the freedom of the child is increased by approaches such as discovery
learning. In this connection, it is also interesting to note that those
psychologists, such as Piaget (1932) and Kohlberg (1966), who in consid-
ering the stages of the child’'s moral development have posited the exis-
tence of an autonomous stage at the end of the process, have not wanted to
suggest that this stage is automatically reached by all children as a result
of a purely developmental or maturational process; they believe, as we
shall see in Chapter 7, that the attainment of autonomy can only be the
result of education. This, then, is a task for the teacher which he can only
accomplish by the exercise of authority.

If there is any substance to these arguments we have tried to set out,
certain implications follow for the practice of education. In the first place,
it becomes clear that the teacher must take whatever action he judges
necessary to promote the progress of his pupils towards autonomy, to
enhance their freedom and their opportunities to use it, to create the
conditions necessary for these developments to take place and, more con-
troversially, as we will see when we consider the problems of curriculum
content in Chapter 8, to introduce and extend those studies that he feels
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are justified on other grounds, whether for vocational reasons, because of
the choices of the pupils themselves, or because of a conviction that they
are ‘intrinsically worthwhile activities’. There are no hard and fast an-
swers to be given in practice to questions about when the exercise of
authority by the teacher is justified in these areas, but these are the kinds
of justification to be sought.

Secondly, some negative conclusions at least emerge from these argu-
ments. For they imply that the exercise of authority by teachers cannot be
justified in areas that cannot be shown to be connected in some way with
the promotion of those qualities we have just discussed. It is difficult, for
example, to justify its being exercised to ensure that all pupils travel to
and from school with caps on their heads, unless it can be shown that a
warm head will mean a warm brain and that a warm brain will reach its
educational goals faster. Nor can we, without stretching our notion of
education to breaking point, find a justification in it for any requirement
that relates more to fashion than to education. Fashions are too ephemeral
to constitute a basis for any learning of a permanent kind. One has only to
look at those headmasters of today whose hair is of a length that they
would not have permitted on their pupils a few years ago to realize how
shifting this ground is. The spectacle of one headteacher forbidding entry
to school to a child who insists on wearing blue rather than white socks
and another sending a child home for precisely the opposite reason merely
trivializes in the public eye the work of the schools and retards rather than
advances the progress towards anything that can really be called educa-
tion,

Thirdly, we must note that if the justification of the teacher’s authority
is to be found in his obligation to promote the freedom and ultimately the
autonomy of his pupils, it must follow that his authority is merely pro-
visional, since if he is successful it will be progressively eroded until it
disappears altogether. Certainly, university teachers have to get used o
seeing their pupils draw level with and sometimes forge ahead of them,
and, to some extent, this should be the experience of all successful
teachers. If we are right, then the oddest thing about the teacher's author-
ity is that it must contain within it the seeds of its own destruction, what
the soap operas call a self-destruct mechanism.

This, then, is the kind of justification that can be found for the teacher’s
authority. In general, it leads us to the conclusion that the important
question for the teacher is not that of authority and freedom, but of
authority and authoritarianism, the use and the abuse of authority. The
teacher’s central concern in planning the work of his pupils should be not




