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Philosophy teachers at higher education institutions appear to wield significant 
authority over their courses.1 We issue commands and coerce behavior when we 
require students to purchase specific books, put away cell phones, complete specific 
tasks in particular ways within a specific timeframe, arrive to class at a certain time, 
and so on. We may police behavior by requiring students to upload their work to 
plagiarism-monitoring software such as the for-profit Turnitin, which collects student 
data without their consent.2 We unilaterally set expectations for students when we 
create our syllabi, design particular assignments in particular ways, practice a particular 
form of pedagogy, and choose particular philosophical content, questions, and 
problems to present to students; and we make judgements that have genuine 
consequences for students’ academic and financial lives through the practice of grading 
and weighting some assignments more than others. In short, to organize and to teach 
a class at all, involves a form of authority. We may do all of this in a rather friendly 
manner, but the amount of authority that is held over a course remains robust. 
Furthermore, such authority can be both omnipresent and yet merely implied when, 
despite being a major feature of a course, it is rarely discussed openly with students. 

 
1 Although this paper has in mind specifically teaching philosophy, much of what follows is relevant 
across academic disciplines. 
2 Sean Michael Morris and Jesse Stommel, “A Guide for Resisting EdTech: The Case against 
Turnitin,” in Critical Digital Pedagogy: A Colection, ed. Jesse Stommel, Chris Friend, and Sean Michael 
Morris (Washington, DC: Hybrid Pedagogy Inc., 2020), 29–42.  
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The result is a kind of mutual pretense on the part of students and teachers together 
not to acknowledge one of the most significant features of a course.3 Do these 
manifestations of authority—that is to say, the power to issue commands, coerce 
behavior, set expectations, and render judgments within the context of an implied 
agreement not to talk about such authority—have a legitimate place at all in the 
contemporary philosophy class? 

Simultaneously occurring alongside this dimension of authority is the expertise 
(more or less) held by a philosophy teacher. Usually credentialed by an institution, 
philosophy teachers are clearly recognized by a wider community of peers and 
institutions as an expert—i.e., an authority—on some area of the discipline (Hegel’s 
political philosophy; bio-medical ethics; classical Chinese ethics, and so on). How does 
this dimension of disciplinary expertise entangle with the dimension of authority 
presented above? In particular, how do these two dimensions of authority—the 
authoritarian and the authoritative—show up in our classrooms where we work with 
students who are not already experts in philosophy, and thus seemingly not in a 
position to judge our disciplinary expertise?4 Can the authority we wield as teachers 
legitimately safeguard lack of recognition as an expert–authority due to biases around 
social identities? Relatedly, does philosophical expertise actually justify all of the 
authority we wield as teachers? If it does not, how might philosophy teachers 
relinquish some authority or control over their classes, or at least experiment with ways 
to transform it or channel it in other directions?  

To the extent that we do not think critically about the matter of authority in 
education, we are likely to teach much that we would prefer students would not learn: 
how to submit to authorities, how to play along with unspoken power dynamics 
through a form of mutual pretense, or the belief that genuine freedom lies outside of 
the philosophy classroom and not within it, and so on. In this paper, I argue that Hans-

 
3 Given the general lack of teacher training that philosophy teachers often receive in graduate school, 
this last point is unsurprising. For an overview of the lack of robust teaching training within the 
discipline of philosophy, see Melissa Jacquart and Jessey Wright, “Teaching Philosophy Graduate 
Students about Effective Teaching,” Teaching Philosophy 40, no. 2 (2017): 123–60; David W. 
Concepión, Melinda Messineo, Sarah Wieton, and Catherine Homan, “The State of Teacher Training 
in Philosophy,” Teaching Philosophy 39, no. 1 (2016): 1–24; James Campbell, “The Ambivalence toward 
Teaching in the Early Years of the American Philosophical Association,” Teaching Philosophy 25, no. 1 
(2002): 53–68. 
4 For more on the problem of how non-experts assess the reliability and trustworthiness of experts, 
see Alexander A. Guerrero, “Living with Ignorance in a World of Experts,” in Perspectives on Ignorance 
from Moral and Social Philosophy, ed. Rik Peels (London: Routledge, 2016), 168–97; Elizabeth Anderson, 
“Democracy, Public Policy, and Lay Assessments of Scientific Testimony,” Episteme 8, no. 2 (2011): 
144–64; Johnny Brennan, “Can Novices Trust Themselves to Choose Trustworthy Experts? Reasons 
for (Reserved) Optimism,” Social Epistemology 34, no. 3 (2020): 227–40. 
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Georg Gadamer’s account of authority offers a series of conceptual distinctions and 
arguments that can be used to clarify some of the complex dynamics of authority that 
frame our teaching contexts. Further, I argue for a particular pedagogical orientation 
that is more aligned with a form of “genuine authority,” and I suggest several ways to 
ameliorate some of the features of “illegitimate authority” even where they cannot be 
entirely rejected. My aim is a pragmatic one: not to develop a Gadamerian account of 
education or to resolve all the problems that his account of authority may involve, but 
rather to offer some aid to philosophy teachers who would like to wrestle with the 
challenge of engaging with the dynamics of authority in a humane and philosophical 
way.  

In light of my claim that Gadamer’s account of authority provides a helpful 
orientation that ought to lead to a transformation of traditional teaching practices and 
assumptions, this paper also offers an implicit counter to views arguing that Gadamer’s 
rehabilitation of authority is necessarily “conservative” or that it, in principle, lacks any 
“critical” bite vis-à-vis one’s own tradition or the status quo. The more radical potential 
of Gadamer’s concept of authority has been underappreciated and underdeveloped 
both by those in basic agreement with and those opposed to his analysis. Gadamer’s 
account of authority, I argue below, holds profound implications for our teaching 
practice, as well as utility for thinking critically through many all-too-common 
assumptions about teaching philosophy.  

In section one of this paper, I briefly survey the present state of literature on 
the topic of Gadamer’s philosophy of education and his account of authority. While 
much useful work has already been done, there remains a need to grasp just how 
central the concept of authority is to Gadamer’s thinking about education, or to 
consider what concrete consequences this concept may hold for our pedagogical work. 
In section two, I outline the main lines of Gadamer’s concept of authority, paying 
particular attention to those places where he explicitly connects the concept to 
educational contexts. Finally, in section three, I outline ways in which Gadamer’s work 
facilitates critical reflection on ourselves as philosophy teachers, and challenges 
common assumptions about authority and pedagogy. 
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Scholarship on Gadamer’s Philosophy of Education 
 
Although scholarship exploring what Gadamer’s work might entail for education is 
increasing, it remains minimal.5 This, despite the fact that Gadamer’s own interest in 
the matter was not a marginal concern.6 In this section, I survey the scholarship 
touching on Gadamer’s view of education, noting the (very few) places where scholars 
address the dimension of authority. The goal here is not to offer a full literature review, 
but simply to frame precisely where scholarship stands at present on the issue of 
Gadamer’s concept of authority in its application to the realm of education. 

In general, the majority of the focus from scholars has been on Gadamer’s 
account of concepts such as Bildung (education, formation), dialogue, self-education, 
the role of experience, and the modern conflict within higher education between what 
Gadamer calls “genuine education” and the social-institutional requirement of 
professional training for jobs. While this work is illuminating and important, few 
scholars have highlighted how important the concept of authority is for Gadamer’s 
work on education or its implications for our concrete practices of teaching 
philosophy. In short, good work has been done, but there are many more features of 
Gadamer’s philosophy of education to pursue.7 

 
5 At present, the following comprise the main body of literature: Paul Fairfield, ed., Education, Dialogue 
and Hermeneutics (New York: Continuum, 2011); Shaun Gallagher, Hermeneutics and Education (Albany, 
State University of New York Press, 1992); Jon Nixon, Hans-Georg Gadamer: The Hermeneutical 
Imagination (Cham, Switzerland: Springer, 2017); Peter Elias Sotiriou, Teaching and Learning in the 
Humanities: How Hans-Georg Gadamer Speaks to Students, Teachers, and Scholars (Champaign, IL: Common 
Ground, 2015). Articles on the topic include Paul Fairfield, “Hermeneutics and Education,” in The 
Routledge Companion to Hermeneutics, ed. Jeff Malpas and Hans-Helmuth Gander (London: Routledge, 
2015), 541–49; “Hermeneutics and Education,” in The Blackwell Companion to Hermeneutics, ed. Niall 
Keane and Chris Lawn (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2016), 513–19; Peter Elias Sotiriou, “The 
Question of Authority in the Composition Classroom: A Gadamerian Perspective,” Writing Instructor 
13, no. 1 (1993): 7–20. 
6 See especially the following: Dieter Misgeld and Graeme Nicholson, eds., Hans-Georg Gadamer on 
Education, Poetry, and History: Applied Hermeneutics, trans. Lawrence Schmidt and Monica Reuss (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1992); Hans-Georg Gadamer, “Education Is Self-Education,” 
trans. John Cleary and Pádraig Hogan, Journal of Philosophy of Education, 35, no. 4 (2001): 529–38; 
“Authority and Critical Freedom,” in The Enigma of Health: The Art of Healing in a Scientific Age, trans. 
Jason Gaiger and Nicholas Walker (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1996), 117–24. The 
explicitly and implicitly relevant sections of Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd rev. ed., 
trans. Joel Weinsheimer (New York: Continuum, 2006) are too numerous to single out. 
7 Although Gadamer nowhere explicitly lays out a systematic “philosophy of education,” his work on 
the topic is substantial enough that it is a useful term for reference.  
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Paul Fairfield, Jon Nixon, and Peter Sotiriou have arguably done the most to 
reconstruct an overview of Gadamer’s philosophy of education.8 All three scholars 
have produced essays and monographs that show how Gadamer’s work, implicitly and 
explicitly, offers a robust, relevant, and attractive understanding of education, both 
within and without institutional settings. Despite subtle differences between them, 
they are aligned in orienting Gadamer’s philosophy of education primarily via the 
concepts of dialogue, Bildung, and tradition.  

Neither Fairfield nor Nixon however consider ways in which Gadamer’s 
analysis of authority would relevantly challenge or alter the depiction of such concepts. 
For example, Fairfield argues that “the concept of dialogue becomes a false 
idealization when it is either overtly politicized, as one may well say of Freire, or turned 
into an empty catchword.”9 He goes on to note four conditions that ought to hold in 
order to keep the concept of dialogue from being a merely empty catchword, such as 
“an intellectual environment in which students and professors are maximally free to 
pursue whatever topics they choose and to proffer opinions, criticism, and questions 
without fear of censure, including especially when those opinions are at odds with 
intellectual fashion.”10 Without addressing the dimension of authority that professors 
have over their classes, however, it is not clear how this condition avoids turning 
dialogue into an empty catchword. How are we to understand what “maximally free” 
means if the concept of freedom has not been placed in relation to authority?11 What 
can, and should professors do in order to cultivate this condition?  

Fairfield’s excellent edited volume of essays written by Gadamer scholars on 
the topic of education offers another example of both a reluctance to engage with 
specific questions of practice as well as a lack of recognition of ways that authority 
may challenge or change the work presented.12 Admittedly, concepts such as Bildung, 
intellectual humility, dialogue, self-education, and so on that are discussed so well by 
scholars may be just as if not more central to Gadamer’s thinking about education than 
the concept of authority. However, there remains a danger in mischaracterizing and 
misapplying those concepts when they the dimension of authority is not brought to 
the foreground. In other words, the broad dimension of authority in the modern 

 
8 See Fairfield, “Hermeneutics and Education”; Nixon, Hans-Georg Gadamer; Sotiriou, Teaching and 
Learning.  
9 Fairfield, “Hermeneutics and Education,” 543–44.  
10 Fairfield, “Hermeneutics an Education,” 544. 
11 See especially Gadamer, “Authority and Critical Freedom.” 
12 Fairfield, Education, Dialogue and Hermeneutics. 
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university classroom needs to be addressed to make better sense of “the rest” of 
Gadamer’s philosophy of education. 

Shaun Gallagher and Peter Elias Sotiriou are two scholars who have seriously 
engaged with Gadamer’s concept of authority as it relates to education.13 Both Sotiriou 
and Gallagher offer important considerations of the relation between education and 
authority as Gadamer understands it, with Sotiriou focusing on the practice of reading 
texts within literature and composition classes, and Gallagher focusing on what he 
calls the hermeneutical aporia between authority and emancipation as it pertains to the 
fundamental orientation of education.14 Their work complements one another nicely. 
Sotiriou shows how Gadamer’s work on authority can concretely transform the way 
that teachers invite students to approach texts and writing, whereas Gallagher 
uncovers more abstract philosophical tensions involved between the ineliminable 
dimension of authority and the emancipatory goals of education. Nevertheless, the 
features of their work that complement one another are also the features that limit 
their usefulness in addressing the questions and concerns about authority raised at the 
beginning of this paper. 

Sotiriou’s consideration of authority in education is weakened by remaining 
fixed to the realm of books and writing. This exclusive focus on the textual dimension 
obscures the most essential feature of Gadamer’s own account of authority inasmuch 
as his analysis of authority—as I argue below—is not primarily concerned with the 
hermeneutical realm of texts. Much more to the heart of Gadamer’s concern are the 
relationships between living persons interacting in contexts where authority (whether 
legitimate or not) plays a major role: student–teacher, doctor–patient, or state–citizen 
relationship, and so on. By immediately framing all consideration of the student–
teacher relationship into one centered entirely around reading and writing, Sotiriou 
shifts our attention away from all other expressions of authority. As a result, the noble 
desire to facilitate students’ critical engagement with texts as potentially genuine 
authorities will continue to ring somewhat hollow if authority is wielded uncritically in 
all other aspects of the student–teacher relationship. While Sotiriou’s work remains 
very generative, a deeper and broader awareness of the manifestation of authority in 
education is required. 

By contrast, Gallagher does not at all limit his account of authority to the 
dimension of texts and writing: “When students enter a classroom, or open a book, or 
when they are shown how to perform some task in the field, they are confronted by 

 
13 See Gallagher, Hermeneutics and Education; Sotiriou, “Authority in the Composition Classroom.” 
14 See Gallagher, Hermeneutics and Education, 15–19, and chapter 8 in particular. 
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authority. . . . Many times manifest, but most of the time latent, authority is embedded 
in every educational experience.”15 By keeping this much broader awareness of 
authority in view, Gallagher is able to place his philosophical aporia between authority 
and emancipation on a deeper basis than Sotiriou can offer. For Gallagher, the primary 
question that must be considered is to what extent do “educational practices and 
institutions promote or prevent domination by the authority of traditional social 
structures and ideologies”?16 Yet, instead of exploring this question about practices, 
Gallagher remains aloof, stating that his work is “not directly practical in the sense of 
offering prescriptives about educational practices. . . . I do not, for instance, say what 
is wrong or right about educational practices.”17 Gallagher then goes on to frame his 
basic approach to authority in terms of the Habermas–Gadamer debate surrounding 
the role of tradition and the (in)capacity that humans have for critical reflection on the 
traditions that shape that very capacity.18 This more abstract approach, as well as 
Gallagher’s quickness to circumscribe Gadamer’s analysis of authority in Habermasian 
terms, thus leaves us without an awareness for the more radical potential that 
Gadamer’s work on authority may hold for our concrete pedagogical practices. 

Building on the fecund work of all the scholars mentioned above, then, it may 
be helpful to start afresh, asking simply, what is Gadamer’s understanding of authority 
and how does he apply that understanding to the practice of teaching and learning? In 
the following section, I reconstruct the main lines of Gadamer’s view of authority, 
paying close attention to those places where it intersects with the realm of education.  
 
 
Gadamer’s View of Authority in Relation to Education 
 
Two of the most central texts for understanding Gadamer’s view of authority are his 
1983 article “Authority and Critical Freedom,” and a section of Truth and Method titled 
“The Rehabilitation of Authority and Tradition.”19 Both texts share much in common, 
beginning by splitting authority into two types—legitimate and illegitimate. Gadamer 

 
15 Gallagher, Hermeneutics and Education, 96. 
16 Gallagher, Hermeneutics and Education, 26, emphasis mine. 
17 Gallagher, Hermeneutics and Education, ix–xi. 
18 Gallagher, Hermeneutics and Education, chapter 8. For an introduction to the issues more broadly, see 
Georgia Warnke, Gadamer: Hermeneutics, Tradition and Reason (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 
1987). 
19 Gadamer, “Authority and Critical Freedom”; Truth and Method, 278–85. Also important is Hans-
Georg Gadamer, “On the Scope and Function of Hermeneutical Reflection,” in Philosophical 
Hermeneutics, trans. David E. Linge (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008), 18–43. 
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renders this distinction in terms of “authoritative” vs. “authoritarian” manifestations 
of authority, and then argues for a set of features that set the former apart from the 
latter. Further, in both Gadamer avoids begging the question—e.g., simply 
presupposing that there is such a thing as legitimate authority—by putting his own 
distinction immediately into question. Recognizing that a lasting truth of the 
Enlightenment is the charge to think for oneself (Sapere aude)—i.e., to not be carried 
along uncritically by state or religious authorities—Gadamer sets himself the task of 
showing how his view of authority in fact includes this very insight. The duty to think 
for oneself remains a duty for Gadamer even after he critiques the naïve pretension to 
not rely on any authority beyond one’s “own reason.” A fundamental philosophical 
question for Gadamer thus becomes, how does (genuine) authority relate to the free 
critical use of one’s own reason?  

Gadamer respond to this guiding question by arguing for three features that, 
when taken together, explain how a genuine form of authority includes a genuine form 
of freedom at its basis. In this section, I provide a brief overview of these three features 
while highlighting how Gadamer connects this view of authority to education 
throughout.  

1. The first main feature of Gadamer’s view of authority concerns its essential 
purpose or function. Contrary to a common assumption, legitimate authority for 
Gadamer is not simply power used well, just as illegitimate authority is not simply 
power misused. Putting the matter this way obscures the relationship between power 
and authority, making it appear as though authority were synonymous with power, and 
that the primary issue is to identify the proper use and abuse of an originally neutral 
form of power. Against this, Gadamer attempts to show that any genuine authority 
must be divorced from potestas (power). Legitimate authority has in principle nothing 
to do with the ability to issue commands, render judgments, or set expectations, and 
is in this sense powerless. Whether or not one is an expert—an “authority”—on some 
matter has nothing to do with whether or not one wields power over others; and still 
less with the question of whether one wields that power well or poorly. For Gadamer, 
it is possible to be a powerless authority,20 just as much as an authoritarian expert.21  

 
20 As we see from the powerlessness of medical experts to use their authority to sway citizens to take 
basic healthcare precautions during the COVID-19 pandemic.  
21 As when a doctor overrides a patient’s autonomy by pressuring them into undergoing a procedure 
that is admittedly the best course of action. The point is that this power is in principle separate from 
their expertise. A fact that also makes it possible for non-experts (e.g., parents) to wield power over 
others’ healthcare.  
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It is this separation of (genuine) authority from potestas that allows Gadamer to 
claim that authority is an epistemic condition; that is to say, authority has to do with 
knowledge and not, strictly speaking, power, however interrelated the two can become 
in a given case. Gadamer’s working definition of genuine authority thus sounds more 
like a definition of expertise: “Genuine authority is recognized as involving superior 
knowledge, ability and insight.”22 What makes someone an authority is their greater 
knowledge, or, as Gadamer emphasizes more in the section of Truth and Method on 
authority, their having accrued a greater experience with some matter.23 The overriding 
point here is that greater experience or superior knowledge or ability is only 
accidentally related to the power to coerce behavior, issue commands, or render 
judgements. A genuine authority might be given (or seize) such power, but they just as 
well might not.24 Instead, the essential function of genuine authority is simply to be 
capable of offering aid or advice about some matter. For Gadamer, it is telling that 
whereas the Roman republic senate had the dignity of being called the authority, it did 
not have real power, potestas, which instead lay with the consul.25 We seek out genuine 
authorities for advice, help, or insight when we find ourselves in a situation that is in 
some relevant way beyond us.  

A key term to notice in Gadamer’s working definition of genuine authority is 
the “superiority” of knowledge, insight, or ability. Superiority in this sense is relational, 
a term that only gets its real sense within a particular situation between persons, one 
of whom can be said to have greater knowledge, ability, or insight about some matter 
than the other. To speak absolutely of “my superior” (i.e., “my boss”) may obscure 
the relational grounding of any legitimate authority and again conflates the relative 
superiority of knowledge or experience with power over another. Staying focused on 
this relational ground leads Gadamer naturally to a second key feature of authority, 
which concerns who it is that recognizes an authority or “a superior.”  

2. The second main feature of Gadamer’s view of authority is his insistence 
that genuine authority—consonant with its powerlessness—cannot be taken, won, or 
achieved, but rather is given through an act of recognition by others, primarily by those 
others who seek out an authority on some matter. A legitimate authority therefore 
arises only situationally when called on to offer some help: the sick person who seeks 

 
22 Gadamer, “Authority and Critical Freedom,” 121. 
23 Gadamer, Truth and Method¸ 281. 
24 It may even be more likely that a genuine authority will not be given power. We can think of the 
lament behind Plato’s claim that it is only when philosophers are kings that real justice will be present 
in a state. 
25 Gadamer, “Authority and Critical Freedom,” 121. 
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advice from someone who has more medical knowledge or is capable of helping them, 
or the student who leans on the expertise and experience of a teacher to help them 
develop their own abilities and insights in some area. 

It is worth noting that by taking examples from the doctor–patient and 
teacher–student relationship, Gadamer clearly has in mind the recognition of another’s 
authority by someone who does not have the same level of knowledge, ability, 
experience, or insight. In other words, Gadamer does not attempt to legitimate 
authority through recognition by a “community of experts.” Precisely because 
authority is recognized as a kind of educational achievement, the conferral of the title 
“doctor,” or the adoption into a professional community as “one of us,” or any “rights 
and privileges” associated with a professional title do not add anything beyond a critical 
check: “Anyone who is tempted to play on the institutional force of their authority 
rather than on genuine argument is always in danger of speaking in an authoritarian as 
opposed to an authoritative manner.”26 The critical benefit of a community of experts 
is that it places an institutional and professional check on the snake oil salesman who 
claims superior knowledge or insight but fails when tested against the rigor of a 
genuine authority. It is only by being placed in a wider social context where there are 
others who seek out such authorities for help or advice that such a community of 
experts gains its real purpose.27 Whether or not someone with a professional title is a 
genuine authority will always depend on the context, and whether they are capable of 
offering any superior knowledge or ability to someone else for some purpose. For 
example, even within the community of philosophy PhDs, for example, we recognize 
that no one is an authority absolutely. One philosopher may be an authority on Kant’s 
critical philosophy relative to another who is an authority on contemporary 
environmental philosophy. Both will likely be authorities on philosophy in general 
relative to a first-year student who has not studied any philosophy before. In each case, 
the key point always remains the recognition by someone who is not themselves an 
authority.28  

With that said, if genuine authority manifests only through an act of 
recognition by someone who is not themselves an authority on the relevant matter, a 
common anxiety around making mistakes arises: how are we to be sure we have 
correctly recognized a genuine authority? On this issue it is vital to frame the question 

 
26 Gadamer, “Authority and Critical Freedom,” 124. 
27 Note that this is true even within the community of experts. If I have to teach a new class, I may 
seek advice from someone—a fellow philosophy PhD—who is more of an authority than I am. 
28 What is occurring at the “highest level” when two genuine authorities seek out one another for help 
on a matter which they are roughly equally authorities on is a wrinkle I leave untouched here. 
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well. A common contemporary version of this question concerns how a non-expert is 
supposed to evaluate an expert’s knowledge in order to recognize correctly that the 
expert is the genuine article. The problem is obviously that non-experts are precisely 
not in a position to evaluate an expert’s expertise, and so it seems that they would be 
unable to tell the difference between a legitimate or illegitimate expert authority on 
some matter.29 

To frame the matter in this way, however, forces Gadamer to answer a 
question he is not quite asking. The problem of how experts can be recognized as 
genuine experts by non-experts who are obviously not in a position of “authority” to 
evaluate someone’s expertise misses the critical pragmatic and self-reflective point for 
Gadamer. By once again solidifying authority into a kind of absolute possession that 
stands alone, independently of a relational, pragmatic context, the relativity of 
authority is obscured. The touchstone of genuine authority, which can be rationally 
considered and recognized by a non-expert, is the capacity to help someone who needs 
help, to offer good advice to someone who seeks it, or to train someone in a skill to 
the point where they can do it on their own. To this extent, Gadamer’s understanding 
of genuine authority is not simply identical to someone’s being an expert on some 
matter—i.e., having the most up-to-date knowledge, or the best skill sets, and so on. 
The concept of a genuine authority is not synonymous with official expertise. This is 
an especially important insight for those matters about which any expertise is a dubious 
claim, but for which one may still seek out an authority, such as in ethical situations.30  

By sticking close to the concrete, practical, and relational contexts where 
authority is often expressed—e.g., the doctor–patient or teacher–student 
relationship—Gadamer is able to claim that those who are not authorities are the ones 
who recognize another as a legitimate or illegitimate authority. For someone who is 
not an authority is still capable of critical self-reflection and self-insight. That is to say, they 
are capable of knowing themselves to the extent that they know that they need help, 
advice, or guidance on some matter because they cannot meet the situation’s demands 
on their own. It is this pragmatic orientation that gives clarity to Gadamer’s consistent 
reminders of the finitude of human existence in relation to authority. Recognizing that 

 
29 For an introduction to the issue, see Note 5 above. While I cannot take the time to explore that 
matter here, this problem may also have bearing on the Habermasian challenge to Gadamer’s view of 
authority (see Warnke, Gadamer, 134–39).  
30 See Hans-Georg Gadamer, “Aristotle and Imperative Ethics,” in Hermeneutics, Religion, and Ethics, 
trans. Joel Weinsheimer (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1999), 142–61. Here too Gadamer 
shows consistency in his approach to authority when speaking about the concept of respect: “Respect 
is not being blindly subject to the will of another. It is rather participation in the superiority of a 
knowledge that is recognized to be authoritative” (153). 
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there are times when critical reflection on received tradition or the prior acceptance of 
authorities is indeed demanded, Gadamer notes that “Tradition is no proof and 
validation of something, in any case not where validation is demanded by reflection. 
But the point is this: where does reflection demand it? Everywhere? I would object to 
such an answer on the grounds of the finitude of human existence and the essential 
particularity of reflection.”31 Precisely through our ability to recognize that I myself 
cannot meet the demands of the present situation, I can recognize that another person 
has a greater knowledge, experience, or ability than I do, and so may be consulted as 
an authority. This does not mean that the authority is an expert tout court, or even that 
they have been recognized by a professional community of experts. It simply means 
that I recognize that they stand in a position of superiority on the relevant matter, and 
for that reason I can rely on their authority for help, guidance, advice, insight, or 
training. It is exactly this that makes adults occasionally recognize and consult children 
as authorities on some matters. 

Furthermore, this recognition of authority for Gadamer is not a one-time 
occurrence, but rather a continual conferral that precisely depends on the non-
authority using their own, admittedly limited, freedom to critically reason about the 
extent of another’s authority in some area. For Gadamer, any authority “wielded” or 
asserted as though it were one’s “own” possession is in principle illegitimate: “Anyone 
who has to invoke authority in the first place, whether it be the father within the family 
or the teacher in the classroom, possesses none.”32 And again, “the capacity to criticize 
includes and is a precondition both of our own recognition of the superior authority 
of others and of others’ recognition of our own authority. There is, in truth, no real 
opposition between authority and critical freedom but, rather a deep inner 
interconnection.”33 Genuine authority only gains its legitimacy through the free, critical 
use of reason by non-authorities who are capable of knowing themselves in their 
limitations as well as recognizing the relative superiority of another on some matter, 
even up to the point that the non-authority eventually becomes equal in knowledge 
and insight to the authority.34 

 
31 Gadamer, “On the Scope and Function of Hermeneutical Reflection,” 34. Note that this paragraph 
frames the discussion of authority in terms of Gadamer’s “presentation in Truth and Method of the 
teaching and learning process”—i.e., once again connecting authority to the realm of education (“On 
the Scope and Function of Hermeneutical Reflection,” 34).  
32 Gadamer, “Authority and Critical Freedom,” 119, emphasis mine. 
33 Gadamer, “Authority and Critical Freedom,” 122. 
34 A point emphasized more heavily in the Truth and Method section on authority: “acknowledging 
authority is always connected with the idea that what the authority says is not irrational and arbitrary 
but can, in principle, be discovered to be true” (Gadamer, Truth and Method, 281). 
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3. To ask for help, to require teaching, to depend on an authority is thus not 
at all to abdicate the truth of the Enlightenment’s dictum to think for oneself. Rather, 
it requires a constant engagement in self-reflection and the self-recognition of one’s 
own abilities and limitations. This move by Gadamer results in the third and final 
major feature of his view of authority, which works as a kind of corollary to the second 
feature. It is not only the non-authority who must know themselves in their limits vis-
à-vis the superiority of another’s knowledge or skill. It is vital that the authority 
themselves also use their critical reason to recognize the limits of their own authority 
vis-à-vis the situation at hand.35 

Because authorities are recognized by others who may seek them out or come 
to rely on them for help, advice, or education, there is a danger that the authority will 
have too much authority or power pressed upon them in expectation of some help, cure, 
or solution. The parent who brings a sick child to the doctor may rightly recognize the 
doctor as a genuine authority to be sought out, but they may also bring an expectation 
that the doctor use their power to cure the child, or at least not to make any mistakes. 
The legitimacy of the doctor’s authority then depends also on their own ability to 
recognize their own limits—for example, when there is no cure, or the matter is 
beyond their abilities, or they have made a mistake.36 Gadamer is insistent here: 
“Doctors must also confront the temptation of wanting to play the authority, not only 
on account of the superior scientific knowledge and medical experience which they do 
enjoy, but also through the pressure of the patient’s need for their authority.”37 In this 
way, Gadamer’s analysis of genuine authority simply further highlights his well-known 
philosophical emphasis on human finitude, and the existential and epistemological 
complexity involved in recognizing that it is exactly our limitations that sustain our 
living and our communal and historical bonds, including the legitimacy of authorities: 
“It seems to me that the best way of preserving the proper use of one’s authority lies 
in the critical freedom to make mistakes on occasion and to be able to recognize this 
fact.”38  

Having sketched an overview of the main features of Gadamer’s view of 
authority, I conclude this section by taking note of some ways in which he directly 
connects this analysis to the domain of education. When discussing each of the major 
features of his view of authority, Gadamer is consistent in turning to examples drawn 
from education. For example, Gadamer notes that the legitimacy of the authority of 

 
35 Gadamer, “Authority and Critical Freedom,” 123–24. 
36 For more on this, see Gadamer, “Authority and Critical Freedom,” 119–20. 
37 Gadamer, “Authority and Critical Freedom,” 123–24. 
38 Gadamer, “Authority and Critical Freedom,” 124. 
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“the teacher” depends on the condition that what the teacher says is “not irrational 
and arbitrary but can, in principle, be discovered to be true.”39 For Gadamer, this holds 
even though we will never rid ourselves entirely of the education that has shaped our 
very ability to put it to the test: “even though, in the case of education, the educator 
loses his function when his charge comes of age and sets his own insight and decisions 
in the place of the authority of the educator, becoming mature does not mean that a 
person becomes his own master in the sense that he is freed from all tradition.”40  

Clarifying the initial distinction between authoritative and authoritarian forms 
of authority, Gadamer notes that “When we say that a teacher has no authority, we 
know that we are referring to something indispensable for the practice of teaching in 
the classroom. And inversely, we could not speak of anti-authoritative as opposed say 
to anti-authoritarian teaching. This would make no sense whatever, so indispensable 
is [genuine] authority to the whole practice of teaching.”41 In order to emphasize this 
claim that genuine authority has to do with knowledge and not power, Gadamer uses 
the example “of my own teacher. . . Paul Natorp” whom Gadamer says lacked the 
power of a strong, commanding voice (“he had a weak voice and lacked a particularly 
impressive appearance”), but “was clearly an authority” of the Marburg philosophical 
school.42 

Further, when introducing the critical need for non-authorities as well as 
authorities to reflect on the limitations of the authority figure’s superiority, Gadamer 
notes that “the desire to recognize authority, also expresses itself in relation to 
teachers. My five-year-old daughter was listening to a conversation at table in which 
the head of the Marburg Gymnasium said, concerning some matter or other, with 
surprise, ‘I do not know anything about that at all.’ At which my daughter leant over 
to me and whispered in my ear, ‘Funny, that a teacher does not know.’”43 The point 
here is that the genuine authority of a teacher is dependent on their ability to admit 
their limits to others. Although I return to this again in the following section, it is 
noteworthy how much emphasis Gadamer places on the recognition and admission of 
one’s own limits—i.e., saying “I don’t know”—for teachers to handle the frequent 
desire by students to recognize them as authorities too quickly and to too great a 
degree. 

 
39 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 281. 
40 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 281–82. 
41 Gadamer, “Authority and Critical Freedom,” 118. The implied point is that we rightly could 
advocate for an anti-authoritarian form of teaching. I return to this in the subsequent section. 
42 Gadamer, “Authority and Critical Freedom,” 119. 
43 Gadamer, “Authority and Critical Freedom,” 120. 
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Even when we turn away from the primary texts presenting Gadamer’s view 
of authority, and turn to his explicit writings on education, we find many of the same 
concerns in play. Both in “The University of Leipzig 1409–1958” and the very late 
“Education Is Self-Education,” Gadamer demonstrates by example this third feature 
of genuine authority—i.e., the capacity of the genuine authority both to recognize and 
publicize the limits of their authority. For example, by placing the university classroom 
within the wider context of education “by the home and the school, which form the 
youth during the actually pliable ages, by the living community, which surrounds the 
students in cooperative groups, [and] in the dorms,” Gadamer is able to offer a 
consistently modest view about what actually occurs through a university classroom 
education.44 The educational outcomes of a philosophy class that actually take place 
within the students are, in the end, not a part of the teacher’s authority, despite the 
official institutional “course outcomes” statements often required on syllabi. 

Gadamer also clearly keeps his key distinctions between the authoritative and 
authoritarian manifestations of authority in view when he writes about education more 
generally, as well as the role that reflection on our own limitations plays in legitimizing 
authority. For example, the freedom of the very “free space” required to “live with 
ideas”—a concept that Fairfield rightly emphasizes in his overview of Gadamer’s 
philosophy of education—is consistently set against the authoritarian pressures of the 
state, church, and even the university itself as a modern institution.45 The legitimacy of 
the university as an institution devoted to the pursuit of truth and genuine education 
depends on its ability to navigate the tension between its relative, limited freedom from 
the wider society and the pressures set upon it by state or religious authorities, which 
can become quite authoritarian.  

Gadamer, who lived through the capture of the German university system by 
National Socialism, as well as later the University of Leipzig by the USSR, is always 
well aware of the authoritarian dimension of authority in the realm of education.46 The 
power (potestas) of political authorities to coerce university institutions is thus 
understandably at the front of Gadamer’s mind. In other words, when writing 

 
44 Hans-Georg Gadamer,  “The University of Leipzig 1409–1958: A Former Rector Commemorates 
the 550th Anniversary of Its Founding,” in Hans-Georg Gadamer on Education, Poetry, and History: Applied 
Hermeneutics, ed. Dieter Misgeld and Graeme Nicholson, trans. Lawrence Schmidt and Monica Reuss 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992), 34–35. I leave untouched here whether Gadamer 
is right about this. 
45 Fairfield, “Hermeneutics and Education.” 
46 See Hans-Georg Gadamer, “Interview: The German University and German Politics. The Case of 
Heidegger,” in Hans-Georg Gadamer on Education, Poetry, and History: Applied Hermeneutics, ed. Dieter 
Misgeld and Graeme Nicholson, trans. Lawrence Schmidt and Monica Reuss (Albany: State University 
of New York Press, 1992), 3–14; “The University of Leipzig, 1409–1959.” 



TARANTINO | AUTHORITY IN THE PHILOSOPHY CLASSROOM 114 
 

specifically about education, Gadamer gives more focus to the dangers of 
authoritarianism, broadly construed. It is perhaps for this reason that he did not clearly 
sketch out, however vaguely or heuristically, some of the implications that his view on 
genuine authority has for the actual practices of teaching and learning. In the following 
section, I return to the specific situation of teaching and learning in the modern 
university philosophy class and offer some ways that philosophy teachers might 
approach the matter of authority as it manifests therein. For it is by engaging in just 
this kind of self-reflection that we might responsibly inhabit any genuine authority that 
we have been given by students. 
 
 
Inhabiting Authority Differently in the Classroom 
 
In this section, I draw out ways in which Gadamer’s analysis of authority challenges 
entrenched assumptions about teaching philosophy and is suggestive of a rather 
different orientation vis-à-vis the pedagogical status quo. Conventionally entrenched 
pedagogies often manifest conventionally entrenched assumptions about authority; 
assumptions that Gadamer’s view does not share. Thus, Gadamer’s analysis may 
provide some aid for philosophy teachers who hope to reflect on the role that authority 
plays in their classes. That is to say, the critical potential of Gadamer’s view of authority 
lies primarily in the way that it facilitates self-reflection about entrenched assumptions 
and practices within our tradition of teaching philosophy.  

One such assumption about teaching upended by a Gadamerian approach to 
authority is the natural belief that teachers have authority, grounded by their expertise, 
and for which they must take responsibility. In other words, philosophy teachers ought 
to learn to use responsibly the authority they have earned through their expertise. A 
problem with this assumption, for Gadamer, is that it leaves untouched the difference 
between the authoritative dimension of authority that is based in the recognition of 
another’s expertise, and the authoritarian dimension of authority that is based in the 
ability to wield power over another. For Gadamer, philosophy teachers do not 
“possess” any authority outright—at least none that is automatically legitimate. When 
a philosophy teacher walks into class on the first day of a semester, it may be the case 
that they are quickly recognized by students as a legitimate authority—i.e., an expert—
on the subject of the class, but it is not automatic.47 Despite the speed with which 

 
47 A clarifying word on the expertise of philosophy teachers: Philosophical expertise does not 
primarily reside in the “content knowledge” we have about a particular philosophical topic, subfield, 
historical thinker, and so on. Rather, philosophical expertise lies in the skills we use to learn 
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teachers are recognized as authorities, however, for Gadamer this moment of 
recognition is what is at stake. 

The importance of such a moment of recognition comes to the fore when we 
ask the question, who are the teachers quickly recognized as authorities? Gadamer’s 
analysis of authority is clarifying especially for those cases wherein a teacher is not 
recognized as a legitimate authority by a particular student (or students)—for example, 
due to age, gender, or racial bias, or due to epistemic hubris. A philosophy teacher 
whom some students do not recognize as an authority nevertheless remains the 
authority in another sense—i.e., insofar as the institution has given them power to 
assign tasks, set expectations, codify judgements about student work, and so on. A 
consequence of this may be that the student feels the authority, the power or potestas, 
wielded by the teacher is illegitimate or ungrounded and unfair. Further adding to the 
complication is the general tendency that a student’s lack of recognition will be mixed 
together with the recognition of legitimate authority granted by other students in the 
class. For this student, at any rate, the teacher is not a legitimate authority, and it is this 
precise fact that generates the tensions, frustrations, awkwardness, anger, harm, and 
disappointment that the teacher will bear the burden of navigating throughout the 
semester.48  

Such circumstances reveal a dimension of authority that, for Gadamer, remains 
the case even when a teacher does not encounter such a complicated mixture of mis- 
or non-recognition within the classroom. For the legitimate authority of a teacher is 
set alongside a large degree of power that operates independently of any recognition 
of authority by the students. Given that these dimensions can be separated—as the 
above example shows—philosophy teachers will need to consider how to handle the 
coercive powers that they do automatically bring to the classroom whether or not 
students recognize them as a legitimate pedagogical authority about the discipline of 
philosophy. 

In other words, there are limits to a philosophy professor’s legitimate authority 
in terms of the difference between their expertise and the institutional power they 
wield over students. I am suggesting that, for Gadamer’s view, a philosophy teacher’s 

 
philosophically, whatever the domain or topic may be. It is just this capacity for learning philosophically 
that makes the discipline so wide-ranging. The fact that it is possible to write a philosophy of internet 
cat memes is not because internet cat memes are a type of philosophical content strictly speaking, but 
rather because no matter what content is set before a philosopher, they are capable of engaging with it 
philosophically—i.e., by making use of the specific skills they have cultivated over time.  
48 For further treatment of this particular issue, see Melisa Jacquart, Rebecca Scott, Kevin Hermberg, 
and Stephen Bloch-Schulman, “Diversity Is Not Enough: The Importance of Inclusive Pedagogy,” 
Teaching Philosophy 42, no. 2 (2019): 107–39, especially 114–20. 
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expertise in, say, ancient Greek ethics, does not provide a legitimate ground for the 
authority to assign grades or coerce attendance and engagement in some way. What to 
do with the difference between any legitimate authority recognized by students and the institutional 
authority that we possess regardless of any such student recognition, is the question to which our 
pedagogies will answer. This more precise framing of the problem is what Gadamer’s 
analysis of authority helps to generate, and it allows us to avoid the too facile 
recommendation simply to “use power responsibly,” which is as obviously true as it is 
unenlightening. 

How then should we respond to this problem? Gadamer’s primary mode of 
response is to council others to engage in self-reflection on the problem rather than 
to offer a specific pedagogical strategy that would alleviate the burden of self-
reflection. In other words, grasping the question of authority correctly and reflecting 
on it oneself just is the primary way to response to the matter before and beyond 
making any concrete pedagogical recommendations. Nevertheless, with the rest of this 
paper I push the matter forward slightly by offering a few heuristic recommendations 
as starting points for further reflection on our concrete practices. 

One concrete response to the problem of authority as I have framed it above 
is for philosophy teachers to actively give up, reject, or try to transform any illegitimate 
authority they may come to possess by placing such authority in the common light of 
dialogue with students. Some students, educated already by systems that reward 
subservience to authorities and do not facilitate the critical engagement or testing of 
the limits of those authorities, may arrive to a philosophy class with the implicit 
assumption that questioning the professor’s authority is too risky, and that, conversely, 
almost total subservience will be a promising strategy for success. We might think, for 
example, of the first-year students who ask for permission to use the bathroom, who 
write highly self-deprecating mea culpa emails for missing a class, or who send pictures 
of themselves in the hospital to prove that they are in the midst of a medical 
emergency. In what way does our engagement with the dimension of authority in the 
classroom reinforce or reject the assumptions that are at the root of such tendencies? 
In what ways are we “ruly” with our classes, thus bolstering the sort of assumptions 
about authority that Gadamer’s analyses expose as illegitimate?49 In what ways do we 
create clear opportunities for students to try out a different way of interacting with 
authority in the classroom? Given just how entrenched some assumptions are, 

 
49 See David Concepción, “Learning to Teach,” in Philosophers in the Classroom: Essays on Teaching, ed. 
Steven M. Cahn, Alexandra Bradner, and Andrew P. Mills (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 2018), 20–33. 
Concepción is referencing Marilyn Frye, “White Woman Feminist,” in Willful Virgin: Essays in 
Feminism, 1976–1992 (Freedom, CA: The Crossing Press, 1992), 147–69.  
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professors and students will need to find ways to continually practice a new approach 
to authority throughout the course in order for such a discussion not to appear as mere 
lip service. Giving up or rejecting such authoritarian manifestations of authority may 
involve simply an honestly collaborative, ongoing, discussion about course norms and 
expectations.50  

Granting that there will always remain tensions, confusions, and muddied 
waters in the mixture of legitimate and illegitimate manifestations of pedagogical 
authority, Gadamer’s second feature of legitimate authority offers a more robust way 
of responding. For it is not simply the distinction as such, or the self-understanding of 
limits on the part of the teacher that is needed. Students themselves must also actively 
engage in self-reflection on their own limitations as well as the limitations of the 
teacher. This means that taking Gadamer’s analysis of authority seriously shows that it 
is not primarily the teachers who will have to arbitrate such tensions and muddy waters, 
but rather the students; or rather, the students and teacher in collaboration. How far 
this is possible is thus not something that can be decided in advance but requires 
teachers to actively experiment with their course design, in-class pedagogies, and 
assessment practices, and in this sense may move Gadamer closer to pedagogies 
associated with thinkers such as Paulo Freire or bell hooks.51  

Even when it is just not possible to reject or give up all illegitimate forms of 
authority, Gadamer’s analysis is suggestive of a way forward. For example, even if the 
practice of assigning grades—which have consequences for students’ financial and 
professional lives—may be an illegitimate form of authority, the present structural 
context of higher education makes it mostly impossible to outright reject or give up 
that practice. In such cases, the best that we may be able to do is to facilitate student 
reflection on the matter by formulating it as a question of authority. Exposing such 
forms of authority that we have, placing them on the table to discuss with students, at 
least demonstrates to the students that we are aware of the limits of our legitimate 
authority and that we are committed to taking seriously its entanglement with the 
institutional forms of power we have been given.  

One subtle way of thinking that reinforces inadequate assumptions about 
authority concerns the metaphors we rely on to describe our pedagogical orientation. 

 
50 For example, one might consider using Maureen Eckert, “Competing Visions,” in Philosophers in the 
Classroom: Essays on Teaching, ed. Steven M. Cahn, Alexandra Bradner, and Andrew P. Mills 
(Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 2018), 17–19 during the first week as a jumping off point for such a 
discussion. I owe this suggestion to Alexandra Bradner. 
51 See Catherine Denial, “A Pedagogy of Kindness,” in Critical Digital Pedagogy: A Collectin, ed. Jesse 
Stommel, Chris Friend, and Sean Michael Morris (Washington, DC: Hybrid Pedagogy Inc., 2020), 
215ff. 
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Plato’s Apology presents the dramatic courtroom scene in which Socrates attempts to 
defend himself against accusations of impiety and corrupting the youth. Throughout, 
Socrates’s defense is a mixture of irony, sincerity, and provocative—even 
inflammatory—rhetoric: positioning himself as the philosophical gadfly needed to 
rouse the sluggish, dull Athenian horse that is his fellow citizens.52  

An odd application of this image, however, has occurred in the realm of 
teaching philosophy. As Stephen Bloch-Schulman has noted, there is a recurring and 
pervasive tendency of teachers to view themselves as Socrates and their students as 
Socrates’s interlocutors, or to position themselves in the role of gadfly in relation to 
the sluggish class body.53 Viewing students as Athenian rubes, or the class as a sluggish 
horse in need of prodding clearly assumes a particular view of the teacher–student 
relationship and a particular purpose of the teacher’s authority. Such a view is only 
then reinforced during “water-cooler conversations” about how to handle particular 
“problem students,” or lamenting the subpar, disengaged atmosphere of a class. 
Relying on such metaphors renders any properly Gadamerian commitment to dialogue 
with students hollow inasmuch as it presumes a view of authority that is precisely at 
odds with that commitment. If philosophy teachers are to be serious about the 
Gadamerian concept of dialogue, they will also have to be serious about the 
Gadamerian concept of authority. To do so requires pedagogical practices that view 
dialogue as a form of collaboration as opposed to the half-ironic and hierarchic form of 
the Socratic gadfly. That is to say, it will require reflecting on both content and teaching 
practices alongside students.54 Furthermore, it will require supporting students beyond 
the classroom, fostering collaboration across campus, and supporting students when 
they meet resistance to such collaborative engagement in other parts of campus.55 

When we neglect attending seriously to the dimension of authority, we risk not 
only teaching philosophy without any legitimate authority, but also that students will 

 
52 The image is introduced at Plato, Apology, 30e.  
53 Stephen Bloch-Schulman, “The Socratic Method: Teaching and Writing about Philosophy’s 
Signature Pedagogy,” in Exploring More Signature Pedagogies: Approaches to Teaching Disciplinary Habits of 
Mind, ed. Nancy L. Chick, Aeron Haynie, and Regan A. R. Gurung (Sterling, VA: Stylus, 2012), 15–26. 
54 For an example of how to do this, see Stephen Bloch-Schulman and maggie castor, “I Am Not 
Trying to Be Defiant, I Am Trying to Be Your Partner: How to Help Students Navigate Educational 
Institutions that Do Not Value Democratic Practice,” Partnerships: A Journal of Service-Learning and Civic 
Engagement 6, no. 1 (2015): 161–80.  
55 Admittedly, this requires both time and a more personal student–teacher relationship. See 
Gadamer’s comments on these two dimensions in Hans-Georg Gadamer, “The Idea of the 
University—Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow,” in Hans-Georg Gadamer on Education, Poetry, and History: 
Applied Hermeneutics, ed. Dieter Misgeld and Graeme Nicholson, trans. Lawrence Schmidt and Monica 
Reuss (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992), 52–54. 
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learn—or persist in—a superficial and twisted view of freedom. For example, when 
they are told to think for themselves and to ask good questions, but are not given the 
opportunity to take responsibility for collaborating in their own education, or are 
required to exempt the teacher from any critical reflection on the limits of the very 
authority that is structuring their learning environment.  

Gadamer’s infamous rehabilitation of the concept of authority has not often 
been viewed as fomenting socio-political change or fostering critical reflection on our 
own traditions. Furthermore, its importance for his philosophy of education has gone 
mostly unnoticed. These tendencies, I have suggested, are mistaken. When situated 
within the frame of his writings on education, Gadamer’s analysis of authority holds 
profound implications for the practice of teaching philosophy vis-à-vis traditional 
pedagogies and assumptions about the relation between teaching and authority. 
Beyond romantic descriptions of a dialogic classroom still largely premised on “sage 
on the stage” lectures, brief “class discussion” moments, and the persistence of a host 
of unexamined assumptions about the dimension of authority, Gadamer’s work on the 
concept of authority challenges philosophy teachers to engage students-as-partners in 
teaching and learning in ways that are sufficiently broad (e.g., in the design of course 
syllabi) and deep (e.g., through metacognitive discussions about authority and 
education).56  

Rehabilitating Gadamer’s rehabilitation of the concept of authority involves 
sticking close to the concrete, day-to-day ways in which authority may play a role in 
our classes and critically reflecting on our practices, assumptions, and habits together 
with others who may be impacted by expressions of authority. In order to ameliorate 
the lack of reflection on authority and teaching philosophy, Gadamer’s work may thus 
be of use to philosophy departments that provide tools to graduate students for 
thinking about teaching philosophy as itself a site for philosophical inquiry. A deeper 
understanding of the role authority plays in the philosophy class, facilitating the self-
awareness of students about their own limitations in relation to a philosophical text, 
question, or problem, and the explicit discussion of our own limitations as philosophy 

 
56 For some examples of this kind of work, see Rebecca Murphy, Sarah Nixon, Simon Brooman, and 
Damian Fearon, “‘I Am Wary of Giving Too Much Power to Students’: Addressing the ‘but’ in the 
Principle of Staff–Student Partnership,” International Journal for Students as Partners 1, no. 1 (2017): 1–16; 
Tanya Lubicz-Nawrocka, “From Partnership to Self-Authorship: The Benefits of Co-Creation of the 
Curriculum,” International Journal for Students as Partners 2, no. 1 (2018): 47–63; Anthony Weston, 
Teaching as the Art of Staging: A Scenario-Based College Pedagogy in Action (Sterling, VA: Stylus, 2019); 
Elizabeth Kamarck Minnich, “Teaching Thinking: Moral and Political Considerations,” Change: The 
Magazine of Higher Learning 35, no. 5 (2003): 19–24; Betsy Newell Decyk, Michael Murphy, Deborah G. 
Currier, and Deborah T. Long, “Challenges and Caveats,” in Engaging Student Voices in the Study of 
Teaching and Learning, ed. Carmen Werder and Megan M. Otis (Sterling, VA: Stylus, 2010), 49–65. 
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teachers with students can only serve, ultimately, to foster the expression of more 
legitimate forms of authority and critical freedom on the part of teachers and students. 


