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Toward a Liberal View of Educational Authorities Ronald Swartz Of all wild things, the child is the most unmanageable; an unusually powerful spring of reason, whose waters are not yet canalized in the right direction, makes him sharp and sly, the most unruly animal there is .... Our sharp-eyed and efficient supervisor of the education of the young must redirect their natural development along the right lines, by always setting them on the paths of goodness as embodied in the legal code. PLATO, THE LAWS And although I do not advocate "laissez faire with regard to teachers and schoolmasters," I believe that this policy is infinitely superior to an authoritative policy that gives officers of the state full powers to mold minds, and to control the teaching of science, thereby backing their dubious authority of the expert by that of the state .... KARL R. POPPER, THE OPEN SOCIETY AND ITS ENEMIES, VOL. 1 STATEMENT OF CENTRAL PROBLEM AND A WORD ON HISTORICAL INTERPRETATIONS



Throughout this essay I attempt to interpret Western educational thought and history with the following question in mind: How can we begin to have a liberal view of authority in some of our schools?' This question, which I refer to as the educational problem of liberalism and authority, is the focus point for this study. Although I make 1



A shorter and much earlier version of this essay was read at the November 1974 Midwest Philosophy of Education Society Convention, Chicago, Illinois. In addition, for some of my earlier ideas about the relationship between liberalism and schooling see the following: Ronald Swartz, "Education as Entertainment and Irresponsibility in the Classroom," Science Education, Vol. 58, No. 1, January-March 1974, pp. 119-125; Ronald Swartz, "Some Criticisms of the Distribution of Authority in the Classroom," Focus on Learning, Vol. 4, No. 1, SpringSummer 1974, pp. 33-40; and Ronald Swartz, "Schooling and Responsibility," Science



Ronald Swartz is assistant professor of education, Oakland University, Rochester, Michigan. May 1977, Vol. 78, No. 4
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no claim to offer a comprehensive history about how authority has been viewed by Western educational theorists, I do try to demonstrate that liberal ideas about authority are relevant for schooling. Whether I satisfactorily demonstrate that a liberal view of authority can be applied to schooling remains to be seen, but my hope is that others will add more meat to the historical skeleton I sketch here. In addition, if my historical interpretation of the relationship between authority and schooling has merit, then perhaps others will criticize and improve upon what I say. But whatever the case, we will only begin to better understand our educational history if we go to the past with a desire to solve interesting and important problems. We should not hesitate to interpret the past from the point of view of a pressing contemporary problem or philosophical perspective; by being aware of some of our biases we may be able to use history to help us better understand the present. In other words, as Karl Popper has said: . . . since every generation has its own troubles and problems, and therefore its own interests and its own point of view, it follows that each generation has a right to look upon and re-interpret history in its own way, which is complementary to that of previous generations. After all, we study history because we are interested in it, and perhaps we wish to learn something about our own problems a Education, Vol. 59, No. 3, July-September 1975, pp. 409-412. At this time I would like to thank Stephenie Edgerton, Joseph Agassi, and Henry Perkinson for the criticisms they have offered for my ideas on the role of authority in an educational program. Although none of these individuals necessarily endorse any of the arguments in this paper, I am grateful for the help they have given me over the years. 2. See the references in footnote one. Also, for a brief discussion about how liberal ideas are relevant for education see Bertrand Russell. Education and the Modern World. New York, N.Y.: W.W. Norton, 1932, pp. 28-31. In this essay one of the central points I try to develop is that many of the ideas developed by such liberal political theorists as John Stuart Mill, F.A. Hayek, and Karl Popper are relevant for schooling. Although these men have not necessarily suggested that their ideas can be used in an educational program, it is my claim that liberal views on authority and responsibility are significant for the organization of a school. For liberal statements about how to view authority see the references in footnotes seven, eight, nine, twelve, and fourteen. 3 Karl R. Popper. The Open Society and Its Enemies, Vol. 11. New York, N.Y.: Harper & Row, 1962, pp. 267-268. For a detailed discussion about how Popper's philosophy is relevant for the writing of the history of science see Joseph Agassi, "Toward an Historiography of Science," History and Theory Beiheft 2, 1963. In this essay Agassi attempts to compare alternative interpretations of the history of science and he argues that Popper's ideas about the importance of problem situations might lead to interesting discoveries about the development of scientific theories. Although Agassi's essay is not meant to be used as a critique of the way people write the history of education, I think many of his arguments can be applied to this intellectual discipline. Specifically, Agassi's essay offers criticisms associated with viewing history from a Marxist perspective and those who consider themselves revisionist historians of education might find Agassi's work to be of interest. In this paper I will in no way argue for writing history with a problem in mind because my aim here is to see if a Popperian approach to the study of an educational problem can help us better understand both the past and the present.
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OVERVIEW OF THE ARGUMENT



Briefly stated, my solution to the educational problem of liberalism and authority is as follows: One way in which people can begin to create schools that have a liberal view of authority is to stop asking authoritarian questions that can only lead to the development and endorsement of authoritarian and illiberal educational policies. The British philosopher of science Sir Karl R. Popper has discussed in detail the notion that some questions or problems are authoritarian; Popper has pointed out that authoritarian questions are an unrecognized aspect of many Western political philosophies and epistemological perspectives a In this essay my aim is to apply many of Popper's ideas on authoritarian problems to the development of educational programs and policies. Specifically, I will try to explain at least the following six points: 1) authoritarian and nonauthoritarian educational programs often answer the same questions in different ways; 2) these educational programs often solve totally different kinds of problems; 3) authoritarian and illiberal educational programs answer questions that make the unsatisfactory assumption that some authorities can be consistently relied upon without being checked or criticized; 4) past and present educational programs often endorse educational policies that can be seen as answers to authoritarian problems; 5) the development of non authoritarian and liberal educational programs is partly dependent upon learning how to ask nonauthoritarian questions that assume that all educational authorities are potentially unreliable and in need of checks; and 6) in order to learn how to deal with nonauthoritarian questions educational theorists should use some of the ideas and arguments that have been put forth by liberal political theorists and philosophers of science. In short, this paper is a beginning attempt to distinguish between the illiberal and liberal traditions that exist in Western educational thought. Hopefully, the distinctions I make will lead to further discussions about the kinds of questions we should ask when we develop educational programs.



4



See the following: Karl R. Popper. The Open Society and Its Enemies, Vol. I. New York, N.Y.: Harper & Row, 1962, pp. 120-137; and Karl R. Popper. Conjectures and Refutations. New York, N.Y.: Basic Books, 1962, pp. 24-25. Popper is not the only philosopher who has emphasized the importance of the way problems are formulated. This notion has often been discussed throughout the work of John Dewey, Bertrand Russell, and Thomas Kuhn to name only a few. Also, such political theorists as John Stuart Mill, Bertrand Russell, and F.A. Hayek have at times suggested that some questions are either authoritarian or nonauthoritarian. However, to the best of my knowledge, Popper is the first political theorist to explicitly categorize problems into subsets such as authoritarian and nonauthoritarian. For a discussion on how to relate some of the major aspects of Popper's philosophy to other philosophical positions see Joseph Agassi, "The Novelty of Popper's Philosophy of Science," International Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 3, No. 5, 1968, pp. 442-463. Finally, a discussion related to the Popperian view of problems can be found in Ronald Swartz, "Problems and Their Possible Uses in Educational Programs," in Brian Crittenden, ed. Philosophy of Education 1973: Pro-



ceedings of the Twenty-ninth Annual Meeting of the Philosophy of Education Society. Edwardsville, Ill.: Philosophy of Education Society, 1973, pp. 135-145.
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LIBERALISM AS A PHILOSOPHY THAT MISTRUSTS THE USE OF AUTHORITY AND POWER



Before I discuss how authoritarian and nonauthoritarian questions are related to the development of educational programs, I would first like to give a brief account of some liberal ideas related to authority. In this essay I assume that people such as John Stuart Mill, John Dewey, Bertrand Russell, Walter Lippmann, Friedrich A. Hayek, and Karl Popper are individuals who can be associated with the liberal tradition. My claim here is not that these individuals always agree with one another. On the contrary, the liberal thinkers mentioned here have often had violent disagreements about basic philosophical ideas.' We need only recall the severe criticism that Russell offered for the pragmatic ideas of Dewey to understand that liberalism is a rich and diversified intellectual tradition which is often at war with itself. 6 Nevertheless, despite the many disagreements between liberals, there are some common ideas that have helped to unite people in their struggle for greater individual liberty. In particular, liberals have constantly been suspicious of the use and misuse of authority and power. Popper offered an excellent summary of the liberal view on authority when he said: . . . by a liberal I do not mean a sympathizer with any one political party but simply a man who values individual freedom and who is alive to the dangers inherent in all forms of power and authority.' Popper's work represents some of the more recent developments in liberal thought. Along with such political theorists as Hayek, Popper has argued that there are always 5



6



7



Those who are part of the liberal tradition have often been highly critical of the central ideas associated with a liberal philosophy. For statements by liberals who have been critical of their own intellectual tradition see John Dewey. Liberalism and Social Action. New York, N.Y.: Capricorn Books, 1935, pp. 28-55; Walter Lippmann. The Good Society. Boston, Mass.: Little, Brown, 1937, pp. 183-240; F.A. Hayek. The Constitution of Liberty. Chicago, Ill.: Henry Regnery, 1960, pp. 406-411; Popper, Conjectures and Refutations, op. cit., pp. 347354; and Bertrand Russell. Power. New York, N.Y.: W.W. Norton, 1938, pp. 214-219. See Bertrand Russell. A History of Western Philosophy. New York, N.Y.: Simon and Schuster, 1945, pp. 819-828. Furthermore, a more detailed account of Russell's critique of pragmatism can be found in Bertrand Russell. Philosophical Essays. New York, N.Y.: Simon and Schuster, 1966, pp. 79-130. It is important to note here that the liberal philosophy that Dewey advocated relied heavily on his notion of truth; people such as Russell tried to develop a liberal philosophy that would be incompatible with a pragmatic view of truth. For a recent statement about how truth might be viewed by a liberal who is not a pragmatist see Karl R. Popper. Objective Knowledge. London, U.K.: Oxford University Press, 1974, pp. 191-205. In this essay the liberal ideas I developed have been influenced more by people such as Russell and Popper than by pragmatists such as Dewey. Nevertheless, I have decided not to offer systematic criticism of Dewey'' important liberal philosophy because I think his ideas need to be treated in a much longer and comprehensive essay than the present paper. Finally, for my early ideas about a liberal view of truth see Ronald Swartz, "Mistakes as an Important Part of the Learning Process," The High School Journal, Vol. 59, No. 6, March 1976, p. 248. Popper, Conjectures and Refutations, op. cit., p. viii.
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risks and dangers associated with giving some human beings the authority to make decisions and judgments about how people should act or think. Given the fact that Popper and Hayek are very skeptical about giving one individual the power to control another, they have tried to argue that all authorities must be viewed as fallible. Also, as with many liberals before them, Popper and Hayek have argued that whenever possible human beings should be free to determine their own course of action. In relationship to the connection between liberalism and coercion, Hayek once said: I sometimes feel that the most conspicuous attribute of liberalism ... is the view that moral beliefs concerning matters of conduct which do not directly interfere with the protected sphere of other persons do not justify coercion. $ The distrust that Popper and Hayek have for all forms of authority should not be viewed as a new insight of contemporary liberal thought. One of the distinguishing aspects of liberal reasoning is that it has tried to come to grips with how much authority society should have over an individual. More that one hundred years ago John Stuart Mill, in his famous essay On Liberty, tried to offer a formula for determining the correct amount of authority society should have over individuals. As Mill stated in his landmark book: What then, is the rightful limit to the sovereignty of the individual over himself? Where does the authority of society begin? How much of human life should be assigned to individuality, and how much to society? Each will receive its proper share, if each has that which more particularly concerns it. To individuality should belong the part of life in which it is chiefly the individual that is interested; to society, the part which chiefly interests society. 9 Mill's formula for determining how much authority the state should have over individuals is really a general rule which suggests that we categorize human activities into those that particularly concern individuals and those that particularly concern society. The specific lists people might offer for these different categories might greatly differ and liberal theorists often disagree about where to place particular human actions.' ° However, despite the many problems associated with applying Mill's liberal philosophy in the real world, his work does make it clear that liberals have a basic mistrust for the use of authority and power. In fact, this mistrust for authority 8 9 10



Hayek, op, cit., p. 402. John Stuart Mill. On Liberty. Middlesex, U.K.: Penguin Books, 1974, p. 141. It is interesting to note here that Mill did not include educational activities among those that chiefly concern the individual and he seems to clearly think that children cannot be responsible for themselves. In regard to the rights of children see ibid., p. 69. Furthermore, Mill's ideas about children have recently been endorsed by contemporary liberals such as Hayek. See Hayek, op. cit., pp. 376-377. In this essay I disagree with Mill about how to view educational activities and following educators such as Russell I endorse the notion that students should be given many of the rights liberals value so dearly.
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should be viewed as one of the major demarcations between a liberal philosophy and other ideologies. Although liberals have a tendency to be highly critical, Walter Lippmann has stated that a liberal's mistrust for the use of power verges on being a prejudice. As Lippmann once observed: The prejudice which liberals entertain against the multiplication of government enterprises has come not from their basic principles but from practical experience of how difficult it is to keep a powerful bureaucracy under the law, how great is its tendency to take to itself the attributes of a Byzantine emperor. On the whole it is a sound prejudice in a world where so many men have an insatiable lust for power and are as yet so little habituated to respect the law rather than their own capricious impulses. 11 Lippmann is correct to point out that the misuse of power has done much to convince liberals that it is necessary to somehow limit and check those individuals who are placed in positions of authority. But it is wrong to assume that liberals only distrust the use of authority because it might be used wrongly. On the contrary, liberals have argued that specific goals which they value very dearly can only be realized if human beings do not give unlimited power to some individuals. In relationship to how liberalism can best achieve its goals, John Dewey once said: But the values of freed intelligence, of liberty, of opportunity for every individual to realize the potentialities of which he is possessed, are too precious to be sacrificed to a regime of despotism.... Liberalism has to gather itself to formulate the ends to which it is devoted in terms that are relevant to the contemporary situation. 12 An understanding of the liberal's basic mistrust of the use of authority can partly be understood if we realize that liberals often think that all authorities pose a threat to individual freedom and the right of all people to use their creative powers to freely determine their own destiny as much as circumstances might permit. Although some social critics consider the liberal's desire for greater freedom to be a naive notion that has no bearing on the way people can live their lives, liberals have tried to argue that freedom in the sense of having the opportunity to make choices can be hampered and even destroyed by the authorities human beings create. 13 Thus, liberals have argued for the maximum amount of individual freedom that can be tolerated by a society. In commenting on the high place freedom has for liberals, Bertrand Russell has claimed:



11 12 13



Lippmann, op. cit., p. 299. Dewey, op. cit., p. 54. For a recent attack on the basic notions of a liberal view of freedom see B.F. Skinner. Beyond Freedom and Dignity. New York, N.Y.: Bantam Books, 1972, pp. 7-13. Unfortunately, Skinner does not systematically criticize liberalism and he argues that freedom does not exist as liberals and others think. As I see matters, Skinner has not refuted the notion that freedom in the sense of having choices is a part of the world we live in. For an excellent discussion about how a liberal might view freedom see Hayek, op. cit., pp. 54-84.
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The Liberal creed, in practice, is one of live-and-let-live, of toleration and freedom so far as public order permits, of moderation and absence of fanaticism.. . .t4 The liberal theorists I have quoted in this section should be seen as representatives of a dynamic philosophical tradition that includes many more individuals than the few I have chosen to mention. Nevertheless, the liberal ideas I have referred to here make it possible to disassociate liberalism from anarchy; all the liberals I have referred to consider it necessary to appeal to some authorities in clearly specified and limited situations. Whereas liberals have a great distrust for the way people use authority and power, they nevertheless view the creation of some authorities as a necessary evil which is preferable to anarchy. As we will see, one thing that distinguishes liberalism from anarchy is that liberals are at times willing to say that authorities must be created because social order is preferable to chaos. Unlike anarchists who are willing to live in a chaotic world that makes no provisions for individuals to settle their differences peacefully, liberals realize that authorities must exist in order to help people resolve conflicts of interests." THE IMPORTANCE OF PROBLEM SHIFTS IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF LIBERAL EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS



Liberals realize that authorities must exist, but they have attempted to develop a critical attitude toward authority. However, it is not easy to develop a consistent liberal philosophy that thoroughly checks those authorities society creates. Unfortunately, when liberals have dealt with the organization and control of educational programs, they have often been uncritical of the use of authority. For example, Immanuel Kant, one of the great liberal thinkers of all time, has said the following: The management of schools ought, then, to depend entirely upon the judgement of the most enlightened experts." Kant was a man of the Enlightenment and his work represents one of the great efforts to free human beings from a blind adherence to authority. But when it came to educational matters, Kant seemed to ignore or suspend some aspects of his liberal



14 15 16



Bertrand Russell. Unpopular Essays. New York, N.Y.: Simon and Schuster, 1950, p. 15. See the references in footnotes four, seven, eight, nine, eleven, and forty. Immanual Kant. Education, trans. Annette Churton. Ann Arbor, Mich.: University of Michigan Press, 1960, p. 17. Kant does not have a naive view of educational authorities and he tried to explain that these authorities must train children to be independent. Nevertheless, my claim here is that Kant is part of an intellectual tradition that searched for reliable educational authorities and he did not really advocate educational policies that allowed people to check the potential abuse of authority. For an interesting and important discussion about Kant's views on educational authorities see John Dewey. Democracy and Education. New York, N.Y.: Free Press, 1966, pp. 95-96. Also, for a brief discussion about how Kant's educational philosophy does not incorporate his liberal ideas see Joseph Agassi, "The Preaching of John Holt," Interchange, Vol. 1, No. 4, 1970, p. 117.
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philosophy and his educational ideas appear to be somewhat conservative and illiberal." A question worth asking is "Why have liberals at times advocated educational policies that do not incorporate their critical attitude toward authority?" In doing research on what liberals have said about education, I was surprised to find that Kant is not unusual. Such liberal theorists as Mill and Hayek also make an exception when they direct their attention to educational issues and they view the educational situation in a special way. 18 In other words, liberals often assume that the central ideas associated with liberalism are irrelevant for schooling. Liberal political and philosophical theorists often unknowingly recommend authoritarian educational policies that view some school authorities as consistently reliable and beyond criticism. Like their illiberal and conservative intellectual opponents, many liberals have offered an affirmative answer to the question, "Are there some authorities that can be consistently relied upon to tell school members what they should do and learn while they are in school?" This question can be referred to as the educational problem of authority; one way to distinguish liberal educational programs from illiberal ones is to note the answer offered or implied for this question. There are very complex historical and sociological reasons why liberals and others have provided an affirmative answer to the educational problem of authority. Unfortunately, in this essay I can barely touch upon these reasons. Briefly stated, people often "naturally" assume an affirmative answer to the educational problem of authority because it is usually thought that children are unable to make adequate educational decisions. Given the choice of a totally laissez-faire approach to schooling where children have no supervision, or an authoritarian approach where children are under the guidance of educational experts, most people have opted for a faith in the expert. Of course, the two extremes of having children run a school or having educational experts run a school are not the only choices available. As we will see, there are some choices between these two extremes, but my point here is that liberals and other educational theorists do not usually see more choices than the two I have mentioned. Thus, liberals have often suspended their critical attitude toward authority when it comes to educational matters and they hoped that schools would be run by benevolent individuals who would train students to be independent. As Kant once said: One of the greatest problems of education is how to unite submission to the necessary restraint with the child's capability of exercising his free will-for restraint is necessary ... we must prove to him that restraint is only laid upon him that he may learn in time to use his liberty aright and that his mind is being cultivated so that one day he may be free; that is, independent of the help of others. 19 17 18 19



Refer to the last reference in the above footnote. Also, for an account of the importance of Kant in the development of liberal thinking see Russell, A History of Western Philosophy, op. cit., p. 705. See footnote 10. Kant, op. cit., pp. 27-28.
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Despite the good intentions of eventually allowing children to be free and liberated, liberals have asked the question, "What authorities can be relied upon to control and decide the daily activities of school members?" This question, which I refer to as the problem of controlling classroom activities, can only be asked if individuals assume an affirmative answer to the educational problem of authority (i.e., are there some authorities that can be consistently relied upon to tell school members what they should do and learn while they are in school?). If people assume a negative answer to the educational problem of authority, then it is necessary to ask questions other than the problem of controlling classroom activities. One question that assumes a negative answer to the educational problem of authority is "How can a school be organized so as to prevent potentially unreliable and fallible authorities from doing harm to school members?" This question, which I refer to as the problem of checking school authorities, has not been widely asked by Western educational theorists. In addition, although this question is an outgrowth of liberal thought, many liberal political and philosophical thinkers have not asked it when they have dealt with educational issues. Throughout this essay I claim that the problem of controlling classroom activities is an authoritarian problem. On the other hand, the problem of checking school authorities will be labeled a nonauthoritarian problem. My major reason for viewing these questions as distinct and contradictory is that they both assume a different answer to the educational problem of authority. In other words, these two problems are an outgrowth of making contradictory assumptions about authority. Furthermore, I assume that a question can be characterized as authoritarian if it requires that some individuals or groups be established as reliable authorities who cannot be checked or controlled by others. That is, following Popper, my claim is that certain questions are clearly authoritarian in spirit. They can be compared with that traditional question of political theory, "Who should rule?", which begs for an authoritarian answer such as "the best", or "the wisest", or "the people", or "the " 2° majority . Later in this essay I will say more about how authoritarian and nonauthoritarian questions make different kinds of assumptions. In addition, I will argue that it is desirable to replace authoritarian questions with nonauthoritarian ones. Nevertheless, my aim is not to offer new criticisms of authoritarianism. Rather than do this, my plan is to demonstrate that many of the liberal insights about authority can and should be applied to educational programs. As matters stand, I am highly critical of authoritarian schools and I think liberal thought can help us learn how to develop nonauthoritarian educational programs. 21 My reasons for being against authoritarianism in our schools are quite elaborate and I will explain some of these reasons later in this paper. However, at this time I merely wish to point out that a major part of my argument here is



20 21



Popper, Conjectures and Refutations,op. cit., p. 25. See the references in footnote one.
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that the creation of nonauthoritarian schools is partly dependent upon shifting our problem situation from the problem of controlling classroom activities to the problem of checking school authorities; 22 people interested in liberal educational reforms will have to reexamine many of our contemporary educational questions in order to detect whether or not they are consistent with some of the basic liberal ideas about authority. In short, since social policies can be viewed as nothing more than solutions to problems, educational reformers should realize that the questions they begin with will often determine the kinds of schools we have in our society 23 Specifically, if we wish to develop liberal educational alternatives, then we will have to learn how to ask questions that do not force us to create authoritarian social policies. A HISTORICAL ACCOUNT OF THE PROBLEM OF CONTROLLING CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES AND THE POLICY OF ADULT AUTHORITY In order to have a better understanding of the problem of controlling classroom activities, I would now like to do the following: 1) give a brief historical account about how this problem is related to past and present educational thought, and 2) discuss a common solution to this problem. As we will see, liberals such as Kant are not the only ones who have provided a solution to the problem of controlling classroom activities. On the contrary, this problem has been a part of Western educational thinking since at least the time of Plato and it is very much with us today. There can be various answers to the problem of controlling classroom activities. For example, people could claim that the state, the teacher, the child, the curriculum developer, or the child psychologist is the most reliable authority to control and determine school activities. All of these answers, or ones similar to them, would not necessarily change anything in relationship to whether an educational program is associated with authoritarianism. Different kinds of authoritarianism may differ in the amount of harm they do, but in order to avoid the charge of authoritarianism totally, one would have to reject the notion of having reliable authorities. Rejecting the notion of having reliable authorities may seem like an extreme or impossible task for some educational theorists. The main reason people might hold 22



23



There have been other attempts to apply certain aspects of Popper's philosophy to schooling, but none of these previous efforts have dealt explicitly with the problem shift I have mentioned here. For an introduction to some of the issues involved with using Popper's ideas on authority in an educational situation see the following: Stephenie G. Edgerton, "Have We Really Talked Enough About Authority?" Studies in Philosophy and Education, Vol. 6, No. 4, Spring 1969, pp. 369-383; Joseph Agassi, "The Twisting of the I.Q. Test," Philosophical Forum, Vol. 3, 1972, pp. 275-277; Henry J. Perkinson, "Fallibilism: An Alternative for Now," Educational Forum, Vol. 35, No. 1, January 1971, pp. 185-191; and Swartz, "Education as Entertainment and Irresponsibility in the Classroom," op. cit., pp. 119-125. For discussions about how problem choice can influence the development of social policies see the following: F.A. Hayek. Studies in Philosophy, Politics and Economics. New York, N.Y.: Simon and Schuster, 1969, pp. 253-256; and Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies, Vol. I, op. cit., pp. 22-25.
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this viewpoint is that they cannot imagine living in a world without reliable authorities. The notion of having some kind of authority to rely upon consistently is so much a part of Western thought that people often find it impossible to even imagine a world 4 without reliable authorities.2 It is an interesting historical observation that the quest for reliable authorities to control school activities has a long tradition in Western societies. Perhaps it can be said that this tradition, like so many of our other traditions, began with the works of Plato. Plato was one of the first individuals to offer a solution to a problem such as the one on controlling classroom activities. In regard to controlling a child's education, Plato has said the following: It seems then, our first business will be to supervise the making of fables and legends, rejecting all which are unsatisfactory; and we shall induce nurses and mothers to tell their children only those which we have approved. . . . 25 Plato suggests that it is necessary and desirable to have socially certified educational experts who control what young people learn and think. In effect, Plato can be seen as one of the earliest and most articulate proponents of a policy such as the following: Teachers, school administrators, and other socially certified educational experts are reliable authorities who should determine and control what students learn and do in school. Throughout this paper I will refer to this statement as the policy of expert authority?' In one form or another this policy is a very common solution to the problem of controlling classroom activities. Policies such as the one on expert authority can be endorsed in many different ways for a variety of reasons. It is wrong to assume that all educational theorists would recommend that experts should have as much control as Plato suggests. For example, Rousseau seems to recommend that educational experts should control the learning of the young somewhat differently than Plato. As Rousseau once stated:



24
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A historical discussion about the quest for reliable authorities can be found in Russell, Unpopular Essays, op. cit., pp. 71-111. In particular, note the discussions on pp. 81 and 82. Also, for an account of how some contemporary educators have continued the quest for reliable authorities see G.H. Bantock. Freedom and Authority in Education. London, U.K.: Faber and Faber, 1965, pp. 183-184. Plato. The Republic of Plato, trans. F.M. Cornford. Ne w York, N.Y.: Oxford University Press, 1965, p. 69. For a detailed discussion of Plato's views on educational authorities see Plato. The Laws, trans. Trevor J. Saunders. Middlesex, U.K.: Penguin Books, pp. 270-300. In addition, a critical evaluation of Plato's ideas on education can be found in Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies, Vol. I, op. cit., pp. 128-137. My early views on the policy of expert authority can be found in the references cited in footnote one. For an example of a contemporary educator who argues for a policy similar to the one on expert authority see the last reference in footnote twenty-four. In addition, for a critical evaluation of my ideas on authority see Kenneth R. Conklin, "A Defense of the Teacher as Taskmaster (Choreographer of Student Learning)," Science Education, Vol. 69, No. 1, January-March 1975, pp. 107-111. A more detailed account of Conklin's Platonic ideas on authority can be found in Kenneth R. Conklin, "Due Process in Grading: Bias and Authority," School Review, Vol. 81, No. 1, November 1972, pp. 85-94.
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It will probably be necessary to give him (the student) a little guidance. But let it be very little, and avoid the appearance of it . . . at most, arrange some practical situation which will make him realize things personally. 8 The above quotes from Plato and Rousseau seem to demonstrate how authoritarian problems and policies are a part of the history of Western educational thought. Although Plato and Rousseau did not directly ask the question, "What authorities can be relied upon to control and decide the daily activities of school members?" it can be said that indirectly these men have answered this question. In a similar sense, these men seem to endorse some variation of the policy of expert authority. Of course, Plato was more direct than Rousseau when it came to relying on the authority of experts. In a very real sense Rousseau tried to camouflage his faith in the expert. For Rousseau, educational experts should be behind the scenes manipulators of a child's world and he tried to give the appearance that students were in control of their own education. But in reality and in practice Rousseau, like Plato, saw the need to certify some individuals as reliable educational authorities. As with so many others before and after him, Rousseau opted for a variation of the policy of expert authority. Authoritarian educational programs and policies are not only a part of our distant past. People who advocate such modern ideas as the "structure of knowledge" or the "open classroom" often unknowingly answer authoritarian questions. 29 For example, Jerome Bruner, an educator associated with the teaching of the structure of knowledge, has stated the following: The experience of the past several years has taught us at least one important lesson about the design of a curriculum that is true to the underlying structure of its subject matter. It is that the best minds in any particular discipline must be put to work on the task. 28



29 30



Jean Jacques Rousseau. The "Emile" of Jean Jacques Rousseau, trans. and ed. William Boyd. New York, N.Y.: Teachers College Press, 1967, p. 76. For a recent attempt to relate some of Rousseau's ideas on authority to the development of an educational program see David Bricker, "Rousseau's Emile: Blue Print for School Reform?" Teachers College Record, Vol. 74, No. 4, May 1973, pp. 537-546. See the references in footnotes four and twenty for an explanation about how people often unknowingly answer authoritarian questions. Jerome S. Bruner. The Process of Education. New York, N.Y.: Vintage Books, 1960, p. 19. For a sympathetic discussion of Bruner's ideas see Richard M. Jones. Fantasy and Feeling in Education. London, U.K.: Penguin Books, 1972, pp. 76-106. In this book Jones discusses the influence Bruner has had on contemporary educational thought and he explains how Bruner's ideas can be used in actual classroom situations. From Jones' explanation of Bruner's ideas it can be clearly seen that Bruner suggests that the school curriculum should be determined by such reliable authorities as professional scholars. Finally, for an up-to-date account of Bruner's views on the teaching of the structure of knowledge see Jerome Bruner, "The Process of Education Revisited," Phi Delta Kappan, Vol. 53, No. 1, September 1971, pp. 18-21. In this short article Bruner disassociates himself with some of the main ideas of the curriculum movement he helped to launch, but he does not appear to reject the notion that some people can be reliable authorities who should determine school activities.
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Advocates of the ideas associated with the structure of knowledge can be seen as entering into the debate about how to solve the problem of controlling classroom activities. Also, those who favor the teaching of the structure of knowledge endorse a variant of the policy of expert authority; in the case of the structure of knowledge advocates the professional scholars in the different disciplines are reliable authorities who can tell us what students should learn. The unintentional endorsement of authoritarian policies is not restricted to contemporary educators who advocate the teaching of the structure of knowledge. Programs such as open classrooms, which are often viewed as nonauthoritarian educational situations, may also unknowingly endorse authoritarian policies. For example, consider the following quote from Charles Rathbone, an advocate of the open classroom: It is the teacher who exerts principal control over the original stocking of equipment: he is responsible for requesting, ordering, finding (or scrounging), whatever he determines is appropriate, and it is he who decides which materials shall be made accessible to the children, and when. 32 The ideas about open classrooms vary greatly from one theorist to another and it is difficult to make any general statements about all programs that use this label. Nevertheless, Rathbone's comments here seem to indicate that at least some open classroom theorists are indeed solving problems similar to the one on controlling classroom activities. This question is not being avoided by open classroom theorists and some of these theorists do endorse a variation of the policy of expert authority. In short, authoritarian problems seem to be so much a part of Western educational thought that people do not challenge or reflect upon these problems. And, as Popper has stated, these "questions are taken as perfectly natural, and nobody seems to see any harm in them." 34



31



32



33 34



For a recent and somewhat critical account of the notion of viewing professional scholars as reliable authorities who should determine the school curriculum see the following: James Hullett, "Which Structure?" Educational Theory, Vol. 24, No. 4, Winter 1974, pp. 68-72; Stephenie G. Edgerton, "Is There a Scientific Method?" History of Education Quarterly, Vol. 9, No. 4, Winter 1969, pp. 492-496; and Swartz, "Problems and Their Possible Uses in Educational Programs," op, cit., pp. 137-141. Charles H. Rathbone, "Examining the Open Education Classroom," The School Review, Vol. 80, No. 4, August 1972, p. 531. For further discussions about how open classrooms often view the teacher as a reliable authority who should determine the curriculum see the follow ing: William P. Hull, "Leicestershire Revisited," in Charles H. Rathbone, ed. Open Education: The Informal Classroom. New York, N.Y.: Citation Press, 1971, pp. 46-47; and Richard L. Hopkins, "Freedom and Education: The Philosophy of Summerhill," Educational Theory, Vol. 26, No. 2, Spring 1976, pp. 200-201. A brief discussion about how I view the different, and at times contradictory, aspects of the open education movement can be found in Swartz, "Schooling and Responsibility," op. cit., pp. 409-412. Popper, Conjectures and Refutations, op, cit., p. 25.
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CRITICISMS OF AN AFFIRMATIVE ANSWER TO THE EDUCATIONAL PROBLEM OF AUTHORITY



It is desirable to stop asking and answering authoritarian educational problems because these questions mistakenly assume an affirmative answer to the educational problem of authority (i.e., are there some authorities that can be consistently relied upon to tell school members what they should do and learn while they are in school?). In this section I would like to systematically review some criticisms that a liberal might associate with an affirmative answer to the educational problem of authority. Also, the criticisms that follow can and should be used in relationship to such policies as the one on expert authority because an affirmative answer to the educational problem of authority is not only assumed by the problem of controlling classroom activities, but it is also transferred to solutions that people offer for this problem. Liberals and others who have been critical of the use of authority have pointed out that all attempts to demonstrate the reliability of any authority must lead to circular arguments, contradictory arguments, or an infinite regress. This criticism of authority can be referred to as the logical criticisms of authority. In order to understand these criticisms I would like to apply them to the policy of expert authority. If people tried to prove the truthfulness of the policy of expert authority, then they might claim that this policy is true because the experts tell us they are reliable authorities. Such an argument as this is of course circular; a major problem with circular arguments is that they can be used indiscriminately to prove that any authority is "reliable." If circular arguments are allowed, then in effect people can choose to rely on any authority they can think of. A person may try to avoid circularity by claiming that the policy of expert authority is reasonable because a more reliable authority than the experts tells us that experts are reliable. Someone offering this argument might suggest that educational experts are reliable authorities because such authorities as teacher accrediting associations tell us that the experts are indeed reliable. Unfortunately, arguments such as these are not much better than circular ones because they either lead to a contradiction or an infinite regress. It is necessary to offer two different interpretations of the policy of expert authority in order to understand how contradictory arguments and infinite regresses are often associated with attempts to justify expert authority. First, the policy of expert authority could be interpreted as making the strong claim that educational experts are the most reliable authorities we have. If this strong claim is made, then an argument that 35



For a summary of some of the arguments related to the logical criticisms of authority see the following: Charles Sanders Peirce, "The Scientific Attitude and Fallibilism," in Justus Buchler, ed. Philosophical Writings of Peirce. New York, N.Y.: Dover Publications, 1955, pp. 42 59; and Popper, Conjectures and Refutatons, op. cit., pp. 3-30. It is important to emphasize here that the logical criticisms of authority have been known for a long time, but they have not been systematically' incorporated into liberal ideas about schooling. In regard to applying liberal ideas about authority in a school refer to footnotes sixteen and twenty-two.
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asks us to rely on an authority more reliable than the experts contradicts one's original claim. As with circularity, the problem with contradictions is that if they are allowed people can indiscriminately choose to rely on any authority. A second interpretation of the policy of expert authority is that it makes the weak claim that the experts are only one of many reliable authorities known to people. If this argument is offered, then such authorities as teacher accrediting associations could be viewed as authorities that justify the reliability of the experts. However, if one tries to justify the reliability of expert authority with other authorities, then it is always possible to ask the question, "How reliable is the authority that people have used to justify expert authority?" Such a question as this will of course lead to an infinite regress if one decides to avoid circular and contradictory arguments; a major problem with infinite regresses is that they do not satisfactorily explain one's original point. Before leaving a discussion of possible criticisms of the policy of expert authority, I would like to briefly mention another criticism that liberals often use against the notion of relying on authorities. This criticism is what I refer to as the historical criticism of authority and it claims that all the authorities people have relied upon in the past have at one time or another been unreliable. 36 For example, experience has often been viewed as a reliable authority, but at times it has been unreliable; in order to understand how experience has been unreliable in the past we only have to remember that people once used experience to prove that the earth was flat. In a similar sense, all so-called reliable authorities have usually been unreliable at some point in history. Also, the historical criticism of authority claims that even if people think they have found an authority that appears to be infallible, there is no way to guarantee that this "super" authority will be infallible tomorrow. Unfortunately, the future may not, and often does not, repeat the past. In conclusion, the liberal critics of authority have not proven or justified the claim that all authorities are potentially unreliable. Rather than justify this claim, liberals have refuted the claim that some authorities should be viewed as consistently reliable. The notion that all authorities are potentially unreliable can be seen as a working hypothesis that represents the best guess that liberals have about authorities. As with all human claims, this one may be modified or changed in light of new arguments and criticisms. However, in order to refute the liberal's claim that all authorities are potentially unreliable, one would have to show that the logical and historical criticisms of authority are unsatisfactory or false. PROGRESSIVE PROBLEM SHIFTS AND THE PROBLEM OF CHECKING SCHOOL AUTHORITIES



The shifting of our emphasis from authoritarian to nonauthoritarian problems is 36



The arguments related to the historical criticism of authority are an application of some of David Hume's ideas on experience and induction. Also, refer to footnote eleven for an example of how the historical criticism of authority might be incorporated into a liberal view of the world.
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progressive. 37 That is, nonauthoritarian problems can be seen as more desirable than authoritarian ones because they make a more satisfactory assumption about how to view and use authority. In this section I would like to explain why the shift from the problem of controlling classroom activities to the problem of checking school authorities is indeed progressive. When we discuss progressive problem shifts it is necessary to understand that questions make assumptions and have particular expectations.38 For example, a person who asks his friend, "When did you stop beating your wife?" has made certain assumptions about whether or not his friend beats his wife. In a similar sense, once a question is asked a person expects a particular kind of response. In the example on wife-beating, one expects a response describing the last time a person hit his wife. This information about the assumptions made by problems is quite important because in order for people to have a satisfactory discussion it is helpful if they either agree to speak to the same question, or have a dialogue over what question they should discuss. Unfortunately, dialogues often lead to unsatisfactory communication because individuals are not interested in the same question. If there is disagreement over which questions people should discuss, this disagreement often is the result of asking questions that make different, and at times contradictory, assumptions. One way to decide whether a problem is more satisfactory than its competitors is to evaluate the assumptions implied by the questions people ask. If a question makes assumptions that are more satisfactory than its competitors, then it can be seen as more worthy to work on. For example, in the history of astronomy Aristotelians and Copernicans once argued over whether it was progressive to shift from the question "What is the shape of the planetary orbits around the earth?" to the question "What is the shape of the planetary orbits around the sun?" This problem shift is no longer debated because it is generally accepted that Copernicans were correct to assume that the planets orbit the sun. In other words, the Copernican answer to the question "What body do the planets orbit?" is now considered more satisfactory than the Aristotelian answer; people now think that shifts from Aristotelian problems to Copernican ones are progressive. If we evaluate questions by the assumptions they make, then we have a criterion for determining whether the problem of checking school authorities is more satisfactory than the problem of controlling classroom activities. Specifically, this problem shift 37



38 39



An interesting discussion about progressive shifts can be found in Imre Lakatos, "Falsification and the Methodology of Scientific Research Programmes," in Imre Lakatos and Alan Musgrave, eds. Criticism and the Growth of Knowledge. London. U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1970, pp. 116-122. See the references in footnotes four, twenty-two, and thirty one. The notion of evaluating questions by the assumptions they make is often associated with the issue of whether or not it is possible to compare and evaluate the merits of two different theoretical frameworks or paradigms. For arguments which try to explain that frameworks are incommensurable see the work of Thomas Kuhn. In particular see Thomas S. Kuhn. The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Chicago, Ill.: The University of Chicago Press, 1967.
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is progressive if one endorses the logical and historical criticisms of authority. Until these criticisms are refuted, it is possible to claim that the problem of checking school authorities is a more worthwhile problem than the problem of controlling classroom activities. LIBERALISM, ANARCHY, AND NONAUTHORITARIAN EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS



An obvious point from the above discussion is that people need to ask nonauthoritarian questions if they wish to have liberal educational policies. However, the achievement of this goal is not a simple matter. The ability to learn how to deal with new kinds of questions is a difficult task that requires much work, luck, and imagination. We often have to study our new questions carefully in order to decide if they make different and more satisfactory assumptions than our older questions. With the aim of trying to understand the problem of checking school authorities I would now like to do the following: 1) explain how this problem suggests that authorities can, and at times must, exist in liberal and nonauthoritarian schools, and 2) explain how anarchy can be avoided in schools that solve this problem. Although liberal schools should assume a negative answer to the educational problem of authority, these schools do not have to claim that it is possible, or necessarily desirable, to do away with all authorities. Rather than opt for such an extreme position that equates authority with authoritarianism, liberals usually take a more moderate nonauthoritarian position. That is, as I noted earlier, liberals often decide that authorities are a necessary evil which always need to be controlled and checked. 40 Schools that equate authoritarianism with the idea of having authorities may be forced into the undesirable position of defending or recommending anarchy. Unfortunately, anarchy is not really any better than authoritarianism because it too can lead to different forms of violence and the arbitrary use of power. As it turns out, it is at times necessary to appeal to authorities in some situations because people often have conflicting interests and opinions which they cannot always resolve by themselves. But the notion of appealing to authority in certain limited situations does not have to be



40



Kuhn's work has received widespread attention and a criticism of his ideas can be found in Israel Scheffler. Science and Subjectivity. Indianapolis, Ind.: Bobbs-Merrill, 1967, pp. 67-89. Also, for references that will help explain why I assume that competing theoretical frameworks can often be evaluated by the questions they view as important see the following: Karl R. Popper, "Normal Sciences and Its Dangers," in Lakatos and Musgrave, op. cit., pp. 51-59; and Joseph Agassi, "The Nature of Scientific Problems and Their Roots in Metaphysics," in Mario Bunge, ed. The Critical Approach to Science and Philosophy. New York, N.Y.: Free Press, 1964, pp. 189-211. For a discussion on the need to create fallible authorities that are constantly in need of checks see Bertrand Russell. Authority and the Individual. Boston, Mass.: Beacon Press, 1960, pp. 54-66. In these pages Russell explains that anarchy is undesirable and he suggests that some form of authority is necessary in society. Also, refer to footnotes seven, eight, nine, and eleven.
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associated with the claim that some authorities are consistently reliable. It is possible to claim that the authorities people decide to appeal to are unreliable and fallible. In making his recommendation that people learn how to ask nonauthoritarian questions, Popper has been sensitive to the dangers of anarchy. For example, in discussing ideas related to the development of political theories, Popper has suggested that liberal political theorists must stop asking questions such as "Who should rule?" This question is viewed by Popper as authoritarian and he suggests that people replace it with a question such as "How can we organize our political institutions so that bad or incompetent rulers (whom we should try not to get, but whom we easily get all the same) cannot do too much damage?" 41 If we look carefully at this suggested problem shift we can see that Popper does not opt for an extreme nonauthoritarian position that equates authority with authoritarianism. On the contrary, Popper, like other liberals before him, opts for a political system where fallible authorities check one another 42 Shifting the questions asked in the development of political philosophies can be seen as a paradigm for contemporary educators who want to develop liberal educational programs. Unfortunately, we cannot develop liberal educational programs if we begin with questions such as "What authorities can be relied upon to control and decide the daily activities of school members?" We need to replace this question with one such as "How can a school be organized so as to prevent potentially unreliable and fallible authorities from doing harm to school members?" This new question is liberal in spirit because it provides the potential to check the authorities a school might decide to appeal to. Also, this new question allows people to avoid anarchy because it makes it possible for a school to create fallible authorities that can systematically criticize and check one another. A HISTORICAL ACCOUNT OF THE PROBLEM OF CHECKING SCHOOL AUTHORITIES AND THE POLICY OF PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY



In order to begin discussion about liberal educational alternatives, I would like to do the following in this section: 1) give a brief historical account of the problems of checking school authorities, and 2) suggest a possible solution to this problem. The problem of checking school authorities is not really a revolutionary problem situation. It seems that such people as A. S. Neill, Homer Lane, Bertrand Russell, and Paul Goodman have attempted to develop educational policies that are solutions °s to this problem.. Furthermore, the early dialogues of Plato seem to suggest that this is an important problem that needs to be solved. The problem of checking school authorities is not necessarily a revolutionary problem, but it is instead a problem that has often been ignored by the dominant educational traditions in Western societies. 41 42 43



Popper, Conjectures and Refutations, op. cit., p. 25. A good summary statement about how liberals might view the notion of checking authority with laws can be found in Lippmann, op. cit., pp. 250-251. For references that seem to suggest that these educators have at times indirectly solved the
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It will be remembered that I suggested earlier that Plato's work is an early example of an attempt to answer authoritarian questions such as the problem of controlling classroom activities. In a similar sense, his work also provides us with a historical example of someone who answers a question similar to the problem of checking school authorities. In Plato's Apology, Socrates implies that students cannot rely on teachers as authorities who know the truth. In addition, Socrates seems to suggest that all people must become personally responsible for their own learning when he states: But I was never anyone's teacher . . . . And I cannot justly be charged with causing these men to turn good or bad, for I never either taught or professed to teach any of them any knowledge whatever. There are numerous interpretations for the apparent inconsistencies between Plato's ideas in The Apology and The Republic. The differences between the early and later works of Plato have led some people to conjecture that Plato accurately recorded Socrates' thought in his early dialogues, but in his later essays he only used Socrates as a spokesman for his own ideas. 4' However, the reason for Plato's change of mind is not important for our purposes. What is important is that Plato's work offers an example of someone who has been part of both the liberal and illiberal traditions that have influenced educational thought in Western societies. Socrates' comments from the Apology i mply a solution to the problem of checking school authorities. In answering this problem Socrates seems to suggest that individuals should be personally responsible for their own education because teachers are not qualified to tell students what they should think. For Socrates, a possible solution to the problem of checking school authorities might be an educational policy such as the following: All school members, students included, are fallible authorities who should be personally responsible for deciding their own school activities and many of the policies that govern a school. The above educational policy can be labeled the policy of personal responsibility; problem of checking school authorities see the following: A.S. Neill. Summernill. Ne w York, N.Y.: Hart Publishing, 1960, pp. 45-56; Homer Lane. Talks to Parents and Teachers. New York, N.Y.: Schocken, 1969, pp. 101-116; Paul Goodman. Compulsory Mis-education and the Community of Scholars. New York, N.Y.: Vintage Books, 1964, pp. 43-48; and Bertrand Russell. Sceptical Essays. New York, N.Y.: Barnes & Noble, 1963, pp. 127-138. All of these educational reformers have been associated with a vast variety of ideas and in this paper I merely wish to suggest that these theorists can be seen as part of the liberal tradition because at times they have recognized the need to check the authorities created in a school. Finally, for an account of a contemporary American school that has established checks on the use of all school authorities see Daniel Greenberg. Announcing a New School.... Framingham, 44 45



Mass.: The Sudbury Valley School Press, 1973, pp. 111-114. Plato. The Apology, trans. F.J. Church. Ne w York, N.Y.: Bobbs-Merrill, 1956, pp. 39-40. This historical interpretation of Plato's work is discussed in the following: Russell, A History of Western Philosophy, op. cit., pp. 82-93; Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies, Vol. I, op. cit., pp. 169-201; and A.R. Lacey, "Our Knowledge of Socrates," in Gregory Vlastos, ed. The Philosophy of Socrates. New York, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1971, pp. 22-49.
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a school that endorses this policy is a self-governing school. In a very real sense selfgoverning schools make all school members authorities on how to run their lives and their school. But unlike the policy of expert authority, the one on personal responsibility does not imply that any school member is a reliable authority. Self-governing schools can create institutional checks on the authority of the individual. For example, in Summerhill, a school that is a self-governing educational program, all members are personally responsible for deciding their daily school activities, but the freedom of the individual is at times checked by school rules and regulations which are social authorities that prohibit certain kinds of decisions and actions. 47 The liberal tradition that can be associated with Plato's essays has not been the most influential aspect of this famous philosopher's work. On the contrary, the illiberal aspects of Plato's ideas have had, and continue to have, a much greater influence on our thought than his liberal views. Nevertheless, a contemporary educational theorist such as A. S. Neill does seem to realize that it is necessary to provide students with some way to check school authorities. Following people such as Socrates, Neill has recognized the dangers of relying on authorities. As Neill once stated: I believe that to impose anything by authority is wrong. The child should not do anything until he comes to the opinion-his own opinion-that it should be done. The curse of humanity is the external compulsion, whether it comes from the Pope or the state or the teacher or the parent.48 Neill's recommendations about the need to do away with authorities in an educational program should be seen as an attempt to create a school that incorporates a liberal view of authority. Neill is obviously aware of the dangers of relying on authorities and he has attempted to develop a nonauthoritarian school. But Neill's school has not entirely done away with the notion of appealing to authorities. In regard to how authority should be used in a school, Neill has stated the following: At Summerhill ... the imposition of authority-necessary authority-on a child does not in any way conflict with the idea that a child should be given just about as much responsibility as he can accept at his particular age. 9 If we refer back to the first quote from Neill it is possible to get the impression that the people at Summerhill never appeal to authority. On the other hand, the second quote seems to contradict this notion and Neill suggests that it is necessary and desirable to at times appeal to authority. This apparent, or real, contradiction can be partially explained if we assume that Neill is somewhat undecided about how to view 46 47 48 49



See the references in footnotes one, two, forty-three, and forty-four. For a discussion on the need to have rules in self-governing schools see the following: Swartz, "Education as Entertainment and Irresponsibility in the Classroom," op. cit., pp. 123-124; and Neill, op. cit., pp. 43-55. Neill, ibid., p. 114. Ibid., p. 153.
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those authorities that a school may need to create in order to resolve disputes between individuals. Whereas some educational theorists might claim that Summerhill is part of the anarchistic tradition that attempts to do away with all authorities, this interpretation of Neill's school seems to misunderstand the subtle way authority is used at Summerhill. 50 The democratic and self-governing aspects of Summerhill clearly allow for the creation of school laws that are social authorities which help to regulate the behavior of school members.51 Neill often has a romantic view of people and how they interact with one another. At times he seems to suggest that conflicts between individuals can be resolved without appealing to authority. However, the romantic aspects of Neill's ideas have been challenged by his confrontations with reality. By working in an actual school situation Neill has been confronted with the fact that children, and people in general, cannot always agree with one another. Thus, Neill has realized that people must resolve some of their differences by appealing to authority. Unfortunately, Neill's ideas on such important issues as the use of authority have not been developed into a cogent theory. 52 Although Neill is an important educational innovator of the twentieth century, his significance lies more in the area of educational experimentation than educational theory. That is, Neill is an example of an outstanding social reformer who is somewhat muddled and confused when it comes to articulating theories about the school he helped to create. One way to eliminate Neill's apparent contradictory ideas about authority and schooling is to recognize that school authorities are at times needed, but that no chosen authority can ever be completely relied upon. This means that if a school desires to view individuals, the law, or the majority of school members as authorities to appeal to in certain specified situations, then none of these authorities should ever be viewed as consistently reliable. Rather than view the authorities in Summerhill as reliable, all authorities created by self-governing schools should be viewed as potentially fallible and in need of some kinds of checks. What I am trying to get at here is that self-governing schools can create a system of checks and balances that does not allow any school authority to use its power arbitrarily. In a similar sense, self-governing schools do not have to view the authority



50



For an example of a contemporary educator who places Neill and his school in the anarchist camp see Hopkins, op. cit., pp. 211-213. On the other hand, Neill and his school are disassociated with the anarchist tradition in Ray Hemming. Children's Freedom: A.S. Neill and the Evolution of the Summerhill Idea. New York, N.Y.: Schocken, 1974, pp. 76-77. The fact that two contemporary educators have such vastly different interpretations of Neill's ideas seems to indicate that in some ways Neill has either been unclear or inconsistent in presenting his educational philosophy. For my part, I think it is best to emphasize the self-governing and democratic aspects of the Summerhill philosophy. If one does this, then Neill's anarchist leanings can be dismissed as irrelevant for his basic philosophy of education. 51 See footnotes forty, forty-two, forty-three, forty-seven, and fifty. 52 Refer to footnotes forty-seven through fifty. 53 See footnotes seven through twelve and twenty-four through thirty-five.



43 4



/



Teachers College Record



of the individual as consistently reliable. On the contrary, these schools should, and often do, find it necessary to check the authority of all school members. 54 It is wrong to assume that self-governing schools view students or any other school authority as infallible; these schools do not have to be associated with educational programs that romanticize the ability of children. In self-governing schools the authority of children, like all other school authorities, needs to be checked under certain circumstances. If we are to have schools that are consistent with a liberal view of authority, then it is important to remember that at times the authority of students must be checked. Self-governing schools are not social situations that allow students to do anything they wish, and these educational programs must find ways to check the authority of all school members. To replace the authority of the expert with that of the individual is not consistent with the ideals of liberalism. An excellent liberal statement about the need to have educational authorities that have a limited amount of influence over children is the following statement from Bertrand Russell. As Russell once stated: There must be educational institutions, and children must be to some extent under authority. But in view of the fact that no authority can be wholly trusted, we must aim at having as little authority as possible, and try to think out ways by which young people's natural desires and impulses can be utilized in education. 55 Unlike Neill, Russell is a liberal educational reformer who not only created an experimental school, but he also attempted to develop a systematic liberal view of educational authorities. Unfortunately, Russell's highly interesting educational ideas have been overshadowed by his brilliant work in the philosophy of science and mathematics, and many contemporary educational theorists have dismissed Russell as a naive social reformer. 56 Nevertheless, it is to Russell's credit that he realized that educational authorities, like all human authorities, are fallible and in need of institutional controls. SUMMARY OF PROBLEMS AND POLICIES RELATED TO THE USE OF AUTHORITY IN A SCHOOL



If we develop liberal educational programs, then we will probably have to alter greatly our ideas about what should or should not be done in a school. Most of our con-



54 55 56



Refer to footnotes forty-four through fifty. Russell, Sceptical Essays, op. cit., p. 132. For an example of a contemporary educator who does not consider Russell to be a serious educational theorist see Bantock, op. cit., p. 141. As I see matters, it is quite unfortunate that people have not taken Russell's educational ideas seriously and a careful study of his views would probably lead to many worthwhile educational innovations. In addition, it is interesting to note that Russell was readily dismissed as a naive educational theorist by his own contemporaries and one of the few people to take him seriously was A.S. Neill. Of course, Neill's support did not aid Russell much and in some senses it may have helped to discredit his educational philosophy. For a brief introduction to the way Neill viewed Russell's ideas on education see Bertrand Russell. The Autobiography of Bertrand Russell: 1914-1944. New York, N.Y.: Bantam Books, 1969, pp. 257-262.
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temporary schools are probably illiberal and authoritarian in some sense; the endorsement of the notion of viewing all authorities as unreliable will probably require major changes in our ideas about such important issues as curriculum development and the relationship between teachers and students. For example, if the policy of personal responsibility is endorsed, then it would be necessary for children to become greatly involved in making major decisions about what is learned in school. In a similar sense, self-governing schools will require that students no longer accept teachers as people who should totally decide school policies. A detailed discussion about the far-reaching consequences of liberal educational programs will probably require many books and articles. Also, in order to have some empirical data on these programs it will be necessary to develop experimental schools that will become the testing grounds for liberal educational policies. At this time, I do not want to discuss the details of any particular liberal school and I would now like to summarize what I have said about authority and schooling.



PROBLEMS AND POLICIES DEALING WITH AUTHORITY IN AN EDUCATIONAL PROGRAM The Educational Problem of Authority Are there some authorities that can be consistently relied upon to tell school members what they should do and learn while they are in school? This problem is a bridge between the liberal and illiberal traditions. That is, both of these traditions provide a solution to this problem. Furthermore, these traditions differ in at least the following five ways. The Illiberal Tradition



The Liberal Tradition



1. This tradition assumes an affirmative answer to the educational problem of authority.



1. This tradition assumes a negative answer to the educational problem of authority.



2. An affirmative answer to the educational problem of authority leads to problems such as the problem of controlling classroom activities (i.e., what authorities can be relied upon to control and decide the daily activities of school members?).



2. A negative answer to the educational problem of authority leads to problems such as the problem of checking school authorities (i.e., how can a school be organized so as to prevent potentially unreliable and fallible authorities from doing harm to school members?).



"In this paper I have argued that the shift from the problem of controlling classroom activities to
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3. The problem of controlling classroom activities is authoritarian because it allows a school to view some authorities as consistently reliable and not in need of checks. In effect, this problem requires that a school create authorities that cannot be questioned or criticized by school members who are not viewed as reliable authorities. 4.



A common solution to the problem of controlling classroom activities is the policy of expert authority. This policy states the following: Teachers, school administrators, and other socially certified educational experts should determine and control what students learn and do in school.



5. The policy of expert authority is part of the illiberal tradition because it contributes to the creation of a social situation where some individuals such as teachers become unchecked authorities who are totally responsible for determining classroom activities. In effect, this policy allows some adults to be unchecked authorities who have the power to control and decide what goes on in school.



3. The problem of checking school authorities is nonauthoritarian because it recognizes that all authorities are fallible and cannot be consistently relied upon. In effect, this problem requires that a school create policies that provide school members with the potential to check, criticize and prevent authorities from doing harm to individuals. 4.



A possible solution to the educational problem of checking school authorities is the policy of personal responsibility. This policy states the following: All school members, students included, are fallible authorities who should be personally responsible for deciding their own school activities and many of the policies that govern a school.



5. The policy of personal responsibility is part of the liberal tradition because it contributes to the creation of a social situation where all school members are viewed as fallible authorities who can be checked by any other authority a school might establish. In effect, this policy makes all school members authorities who can partially determine and control what goes on in a school, but the authority of the individual can at times be checked or criticized by other school authorities.



the problem of checking school authorities is progressive. This problem shift was viewed as progressive because the problem of controlling classroom activities makes the unsatisfactory assumption that some authorities can be consistently relied upon without being checked. This assumption is unsatisfactory if one endorses the logical and historical criticisms of authority. Once these criticisms are endorsed it is possible to say that all authorities are potentially fallible and in need of some kinds of institutional checks.
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