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Epistemic Authority, Rationality
and the Fallacy of Educational
Democracy

y John H. Chambers
asmanian College of Advanced Education, Launceston

;In ény rational authority system, authority must be closely connected to
oint, purpose and function. The situation of authority in colleges and univer-
es (T.E.l.s*) provides a special case of such point, purpose and function.

The present paper tries to show the quite special features of the epistemic
nowledge) authority of academics that provide rational justification for their
ng in many positions of social authority in their institutions. To do this, (1)
he partucular aspects of the point, purpose and function of such epistemic
ithorities will be demonstrated, (2} the logical necessity of academic
isciplines for rational endeavour will be pointed out, and (3) the mistakes in-
jlved in the common notion of educational democracy will be exposed.

e Point, Purpose and ‘Function of Epistemic Authority
’Firstly, some general societal aspects of epistemic authority should be in-

t is clear that no person can hope to master more than a minute part of the
owledge that exists. In order that it is all mastered, there need to be
owledge-specialists: this is similar to saying that there need to be epistemic
thorities. Concomitantly, it can be argued that the vast body of knowledge
s to be mastered by people who become epistemic authorities, if the
ydern, complex, industrial, liberal Western democracies are to continue to
St.

Furthermore, what makes the existence of knowledge or epistemic
orities @ sort of natural necessity, is that mastery of any area of
ledge is itself a slow and laborious business, that must be gone through
ore any person is in a position to understand, let alone, to criticise, judge,
rther develop the area, in an informed rather than a superficial way. (It is
the case that some people just seem to be ’'drawn’ to particular
ialisms and to do well at them, while there are areas of knowledge that
ess intelligent part of the population is just incapable of understanding.)
n, as de George says,

Reliance on authority is a way in which knowledge can be transmitted
and shared, so that more men may know and use this knowledge than
ould otherwise be the case. This, in brief, is the basis for the argument
at epistemic authority is in general legitimate. The argument is a
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in the situation. These have to do with the necessary rationality of epistemic

the later authoritative statement is really a better explanation, a nearer approx- o Stiu have
authority itself, embodied in epistemic authorities.

imation to the truth.

Thought and behaviour, in order to be rational in even the most elementary
nse must ta!<e into account what has happened and what will happen, as
well as what is happening. Only the possession of language makes th'ese
atures possible in anything more than a superficial way.

Students should have to do what academics tell them to do in connexion
with the progggation of knowledge and understanding, because at least
relatively speaking academics in T.E.l.s are provisional epistemic authorities: It
is perfectly proper for academics to make pronouncements, give opinions,
develop insights, demand answers, provide examples, promulgate orders and
expect particular sorts of behaviour from their students in academic situa-
tions. But at the same time it is essential as | have said elsewhere (1976, p.6)
that they do these things in a 'teacherly’ way: authoritatively, not
* authoritarianly’ . Academics must develop epistemic authority, but equaily
they must develop a general and appropriate scepticism. This requires a nice
balance between authoritative statement and qualification, and is probabily
the chief difference between being authoritative and being authoritarian. In
being authoritative and ’ teacherly’ , academics will try to develop in students
a proper propensity to question, by showing that the evolution of human
knowledge has been a-gradual refinement, differentiation and development,
but also the realisation that in epistemic matters one person’ s opinion is not

just as good as another’s.

The more complex the language that takes in these aspects, the more ra-
onz?l does it become possible for the thought and behaviour to be. And it is
ecisely this more complex language that makes up the entities that we refer
as theoretical knowledge or knowledge of disciplines.

For beiqg rational involves not merely having concern for the point, purpose

si function of an organisation or institution. It also involves in’ meeting
qmt, purpose and function such features as seeking the truth, 'trying to get
ings right, arguing as logically as possible, providing good reasons for any
tellgctual position held (which of course includes bringing to bear ap-
ropriate empirical data) discriminating only when there are relevant dif-
rences, and so on. The reason for mentioning this aspect of rationality here
_to show how it strengthens the case of the epistemic authority; for thé
epth of.k.nowledge of the epistemic authority would seem to put h,im in an
eal position to comply with these strictures of rationality in his own area of
mpetence. Clearly, rationality has a great deal to do with the quality of
ymkmg. The better the thinking, the more rational the argument, the more ra-
ional the person, and derivatively the more rational the organis:ation.

The upshot of the last few pages is that, as Peters argues,
... knowledge can only be handed on and developed if institutions are
devised for this purpose. If such institutions are to be organised on ra-
tional grounds, this means that those who are authorities on various mat.
ters are given the opportunity to instruct others and to take part in the ad-
ministation of the affairs of their institutions. Those who are authorities
must be put in positions of authority at a level which is consistent with
the principle of public accountability (1966, p.251}.

’u_t there is a fL.lrther gnc_ierlying, epistemologically-fundamental aspect of
king that requires pointing out. Without this aspect, the very existence of
etter or worse, rational or more or less rational thinking would itself be im-

. . . . " ssible. Bennett i inti ; .
Peters is arguing that in a rational system, knowledge authorities becaus s pointing to this fundamental feature when he writes,

they are knowledge authorities should be given the right to social authority
So for Peters, and the present writer agrees, the situation of the knowledg
authority in the educational institution is but a special case of the more genera ; . . h
situation in a society that is based on rational authority. Here the crucial link i bg;‘:i\g;ui:; é,:sa?g:sia;lg refated t;‘)_ states of affairs only in S0 far as it
the rational authority situation comes through the interesting idea tha ohetitutes the presepnt a do s‘:_t’T‘e‘I ing about that state of affairs which
because what the epistemic authority says is right {correct, advisable) I . consequence of this is tr;] tpa llcu_arlenwronmc.ent. of the_behaver. - one
given the right (entitlement) to give orders, tell people what to do, theoretical knowledge (19 6‘1 only in language is it possible to register
to that knowledge authority he possesses. This seems to me to have the im ge . p.87,88).
portant corollary that academics should work hard at showing that the
epistemic authority is actully a resource for the community in general and fo s not merely that without the tool of language, men could never become
students in particular. al at all._ It_ ls‘also the case that it'is only because of the sophisticated
age of dlsmpl.lnes that human beings can master concepts such as point
se and function and grasp what these are in complex organisational set-
and itis o_nIy because there is the sophisticated language of disciplines
ht{man_ beings can engage in the more complex aspects of getting
thing right, or thinking logically. The same point can be put tangentially
ng that for a person to be more rational he requires actual theoretical

. ..onIY linguistic beha\(iour can be approriate or inappropriate to that
whichis not both particular and present. .{whereas). . non-linguistic

The Logically-Necessary Connexion Between Rationality and Academ
Disciplines

It has so far been argued that it is rational to give social authority in T.E|
to academics because in so doing, the point, purpose and function of T.E.
are met. But other aspects of rationality can also be shown to feature crucia
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unity health and welfare, pensions for the old, road safety campaigns,
reign policy, crime prevention, providing money for defence, protecting the
political interests of minorities, ensuring there are sufficient T.E.l.s, and so
n. With respect to many of these issues, the ideas of one person are as good
those of another, hence the electoral policies of one man one vote that
decides on representatives to do the final deciding.

and disciplined knowledge; for rationalr'_chinklng and action geolzr;:):et;i iﬁzr&(ﬁ

implici Rational thought and action in or_der to be ra i rea e
ol Slmphcﬁerénd action concern themselves with concepts and s o
e ohe o rete and conceptual worlds. This means further, that cete .
abO'Ut thehcor:lzre experience and knowledge a person has, the more ::at;c;r; !
pqubU_S, th ) ht and action be able to be. It also means t.hat specialist b
W'I" 'hl? tdOllig wiedge will help towards rationality in d_ea!llng_ wn_th speuﬁ =
dISCIpllneh noare covered by the disciplines of academlg mstlltutlons suc -
?I’r%af :ugis;;ﬁnes which have been mastered by the epistemic authorities 0

such institutions.

ut the purpose of a T.E.l. is not multiple in this way. T.E.l.s pursue
nowledge and provide education and training for students in particular
pecialist areas. And as has just been argued, it is manifest that there are
uthorities in these areas. So in order for academics to carry out these pur-
oses by properly performing their functions, what is required is not some
lebicitic democracy, but the implementation of the two principles that Peters
alls, the autonomy of academics (academic freedom), and provisional
uthority of academics (1973, pp. 44-45).

knowledge is to be expanded and truth to be pursued, and if students are to
e inducted into this knowledge, then academics must be allowed freedom to
ry on such endeavours. They must not be restricted by the predilections
prejudices of politicians, businessmen, trade union leaders, authoritarian
ministrators, short-sighted student activists, or anyone else who may
ike or find inconvenient to their cause, the things that pursuit of truth and
wledge reveal. To give in to any of these is to provide the thin edge of the
dge for the others. Political interference is probably the most all-encom-
sing and invidious. Examples are legion in most of the world outside the
st. Two representative examples are the disastrous effect on academic life
he University of Ghana by President Nkrumah, and the complete destruc-
of such academic life by Amin in Uganda. But examples are common of
tructive influence by some of the other groups just mentioned, for example
idespread student interference during the 1960s in academic life not only
e West, but in other parts of the world. To take but one instance. At the
rsity of Chile in Santiago, the Research Assistant in the Medical School
i rk against tyranny and as his laboratory left uncleaned for six months because he opposed various
The ultimate \{alqe Of. democr?ﬁyelsdaosn? ?;g;\éa p.5%) . to power by students and ancillary staff. This had the most adverse ef-
means of achieving individual fr ’ n the breeding programme in genetics, where twenty years of work
lost [personal communication to the present writer).

riving from the principle of the provisional authority of academics

d for earlier) is the claim that it is usually only academics who know
nough just what is needed in a course that is to help students to master
of knowledge, and just what areas at the edges of the field are likely to
tful for further research and exploration. This means that academics
have the controlling say in the content of courses, in the appointments
r academics in the field, and in the general control of accreditation of

in that field (i.e. examining). Bell makes a significant observation, in

e calls the paradox of authoritarian (he means " authoritative’ ) justifica-
he says,

g ry I -E.L
“Ie lo ICal necessa nnexion betVVeen |at10nahty n

| co | S a“d
dlSClpl “ed k| waledge 1S tl us a [Ul tl er reasor lOI g|V|| g eplstel [ aUtI orities

the right to social authority in T.E.ls

The Fallacy of Educational Democracy*

. - £
Eurther support for the thesis of this article comes _throug: (:.haIIanogrmi?i
widespread misconception of appropriate T.E.l. social au';t o(;lfty;(he .
sometimes suggested that because T.E.l.s are lone pa By
democracy outside their walls, they s_hould be run decrjnocra ficz leus:t .wha
manner similar somehow 10 the running of the larger eczriri\;::c o;\)/t‘ion St
is view i i i ther it is even a r
sw involves in detail, and whe er tic optior o
;helrswvr;lly clear. However, what such critics appe:ar_;co ga;/izi;nn;n;r;cé |:I :tt)icite
ingli ituations, majority de )
othing like one man, one vote sl ) ) o
(S)?r:taff ar?d students. This view seems to me to be a very at.roph\:zd n:omple
that outside democracy. For in fact the outsnd.e democracy Is a Ogcﬁon an
entity, in which voting is merely a tool, qnd things such as thetpr |
hearin,g of minority views are more crucial. A democracy Is nota
of the majority. As Andreski says,

ala
What is more and of significance for the present case, n']uhch oc}‘ ;::ihaect:iakin'
tivity of a democratic society consists in qonsultatlpn with an i e
of r\épresentations to people and bodies in authority, rather than
having representatives on such bodies.

i i hat
To give more detail to the argumentation, it may b:dsuggsrs;cis i; o
democratic model usuaily being offered by advocates of dem
is suspect in two interrelated ways.

i i i- rgani

Eirstly, the general democracy Ot_JtS|de the T.E.L. ||s a mul;us e;;u;;:o;;:rgu?ng

not. one with the limited, two, |njcerrelated T.E.L pl:]rp S o Pk

- a-on knowledge. The multi purposes of the democ oL
Fr)r?asjlrsﬁc?i?mc*tly be called "the state’s political and social concerns’.

dll ||(:| ”ty is ”lat the very I leq Ity fo Wh|Ch 'the exercise Of aut I- v
n e " I]“ I er rn for ¢ rc hort
concerns |nV0|V an endleSS |IS’[ of thi gS such as gen al conce l ual r

remedy may preclude those at whose benefit it is aimed from judging

g C Sed COlllpetently or not. I cannot he|p blll feel
Ing O
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that this difficulty has been nicely illustrated in recent months (Bell was
talking of 1970) by some campus debated between academics and
under-graduates about the content of courses and curricula. Academics,'
called upon to justify their dealings with the undergraduate mind, face
the difficulty that it is an undergraduate mind which has to comprehend
this justification. Hence the very justification itself risks appearing in
undergraduate quarters as yet a further exercise of unjustified and ar

bitrary authority (1971, p.202}.

" . .
, s::dé gr;atilr?rt;ilsiiztho‘m\tlhmba democracy falls under numerous different
; ,e.g. SS, In the bureaucracy of the gover i i

! -g- lcr: nment, in trade union
In associations, and all of these varieties are functional and legitimate >

But-of course, in T.E.l.s th

- , -E.1.5 there are also areas of decision and

’ f control th -

’;:flnsa‘ljzha;?er;cs)t izgtprer?gstl\ée of academics. {Perhaps it is the fact that ?P:é?e
, s at the base of much of the confusion ity i

. i about authorit

T.E.Ls.) Whether Indonesian ought to take precedence over French: whetylilg:

Of course this does not mean that there are not times when academics need t to be spent on nuclear rather than on solar energy project
s;

to be brought back to earth from their ivory towers by way of financial con- wh’ethe_r there should be co-operation between neighbouri T .

straints and community pressures, or that there are not times when coteries of a new library building should be constructed; whetger au ot oo Whether
academics who decide to appoint only persons who hold political views similar §“0W9d to set up a concurrent B.Ed. coursé when thererilézvelrSIty ought to be
to their own should be constrained by the outside democracy from using the ent B Ed. running in the CAE at the bottom of the hill: thzsr:a:: daacz;(;il;z

T.E.l. as a place for indoctrination. 1t merely emphasises the significance of
the principle of the provisional authority of academics and thus their crucial
position in the authority hierarchy of T.E.L.s.

Secondly, the above model of T.E.l. democracy is suspect in so far as, eve

in the wider democracy outside the walls of the T.E.l., one man one vote is u
ed only in specific cases. It is used to elect representatives to do the decidin

. . .

 0 c.]te?st,;gi(;?flslm?&, o;_the Icommunlty In general, as they are of the academic

) » tunctional, purposeful and therefor. i .

1 il togathor et f e rational to have these
academics on senates of universiti

0 C sities and gover-

Iing conucils of CAEs, on state higher education coordinating bodies a?nd so

in a parliament and a cabinet; it is thus used where issues are multiple gener ut it should be ca

, AR refully note i : : .
ones where the average person’s opinion is as good as any other. An dragraph are indeed non_s‘;)ecia”gtt::éi;:ie Issu[es described In the previous
although there are referenda on various issues, these are infrequent, and als istemic authorities, and:that epistemic mt;ra .ones, on which there are no
of general non-specialist concern to all citizens. Again, while there are o temic matters or ratioﬁality suffers authorities must be paramount on

course one man one vote situations in all sorts of organisations inside th
general democracy such situations occur only when one person’ s opinion i
as good as another, e.g. to decide on cricket club policy, or to elect the chair
man of the women’s institute. What is more, the general democracy also in
deed appoints specialists in a wide range of areas, and leaves them alone t
get on with their work. In fact, for the muitiple purposes of a democracy 1o b
carried on, such specialists must most of the time be left to get on with th
job. And getting on with the job entails authoritative activity and decision,
elections. To take an extreme case that makes the point properly: prisons onk
fulfil their point, purpose and function in the general democracy by being
autocratically. Hospitals are largely in the control of medical personnel, no
patients. And the same sorts of consideration apply from fire brigades
kindergartens. In short, appropriate institutions in the larger democracy,
order to fulfil their function and to run rationally do not have to be
" democratically’ if by " democratically’ is meant one man one vote situati
and plebicites of the consumers or clients. Brubacher argues similarly tha osey-Bass, 1977. , isco,

BERS, J.H., “One Opinion i ”

0 Toachor, June 197;? on is Not as Good as Another , The Tasma-
RGE, R.T., "The Nature and Functi i i

G ! ! Ct ity”, i
artis R.B.led.) Authority: A Phi/osophic:l)r;lf?;/ e aamuthority”, in

_Alabama Press, 1976. ysis, Alabama, University
RS, R.S., Ethics and Education, London, George Allen & Unwin, 1966

S, RS. Authority, Res ibili 1
' ¢ A , ponsibility and E
en and Unwin, 1973 (third edition)z.y ducation, London, George

i_n H_arris R.B.{ed) Anthority: A Philosophical Analysis,
RESKI, S., “Remarks on Conditions of ivi i

’ , Creativity”, in Page C.F

a;t;? !r\zll.(eds.) F.‘ower gnd Authority in Higher Education, Guildgford S.ozlf:ad
BOUReSIleCh/mtO ngher E_Education, University of Surrey 1976, )
> « L.G., Issues in Science and Religion, London, S.C.M. Press.

S

LL, D.R. "Authority”, in Vese
, , Y. G.(ed.) Royal Institute of Philosoph
ires Volume 4, 1969/70: The Proper Study, London, Macmillazp1)9/7L1ec-

..~ Neither college nor university is a political community. Its busines!
not government but the discovery, publication and teaching of the hig
learning. Its governance is based not on numbers or the rule of the
jority, but on knowledge. The fact that a society is politically organised
a democracy does not entail that all its other institutions—- its church
industrial corporations, military and naval forces-- must be so organis

(1977, p.36).
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