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Abstract 
As a philosopher, theologian and educator, Karl Theodor Jaspers’s research 
field was extremely wide, and his abundant academic background had a sig-
nificant influence on his educational theory. Among his numerous works, 
What is Education mostly embodies his existentialist educational thought. In 
this book, Jaspers proposed the Authority Theory as the source of education, 
in line with the educational purpose of cultivating “whole person”. As the sole 
source and essence of education, authority has three characteristics: spiritual-
ity, democracy and spontaneity. It can be seen that taking the inner spirit as a 
pillar, authority is naturally generated. Only teachers with excellent teaching 
ability and democratic spirit will become the one who wins the admiration of 
his students with ease. Jaspers’ Authority Theory is of great enlightening sig-
nificance to the reconstruction of modern teacher authority. Since ancient 
times, people’s reverence for teachers and recognition of their authority has 
been passed down from generation to generation. However, due to various 
reasons, nowadays people have questioned or even challenged the authority 
of teachers, gradually damaging teachers’ authority image and influence. The 
existence of teacher authority is in jeopardy under the situation of internal 
and external threatens. In this study, the author first makes a detailed expla-
nation of Jaspers’ Authority Theory, then analyzes the reasons for the fading 
of contemporary teachers’ authority based on the reality, and finally tries to 
help teachers establish authority again from three aspects: school system, legal 
guarantee and teachers themselves. 
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1. Introduction 

Dewey (1991), the famous American philosopher and educator, once said, “Phi-
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losophy is the theory of education as the practice of prudence”, “If a philosophi-
cal theory has no effect on educational efforts, such a theory must be artificial.” 
As an educator, Jaspers talks about education with a profound philosophy of 
survival. As a college professor, Jaspers’ classes were also popular with students, 
thus it can be seen that educational thoughts and philosophical thoughts are of-
ten in perfect harmony and therefore complement each other. Therefore, it is 
necessary to further explore educational philosophy to serve our current educa-
tional reform. 

Through a comprehensive analysis of Jaspers’ educational thoughts, there are 
five relations established, including Communication, Absorption, Edification, 
Authority and Attitude Theories. Among them, the Authority Theory is mainly 
embodied in the chapter of “Real Authority as the Source of Education” in his 
book “What is Education”. Jaspers (1991) stressed that the only source and es-
sence of education is faith in authority, without this belief education can only be 
called teaching technology. The essence of education is the devotion to ultimate 
values and absolute truth. Jaspers, therefore, divides education into three types: 
Scholastic, Teacher-apprentice and Socratic. Meanwhile, as Jaspers (2007) stated, 
all of these three types of education require students to have reverence for the 
absolute truth and the guide of truth-seeking—the teacher. These educational 
forms prove that the existence of teacher authority is indispensable. Therefore, 
what kind of teacher authority is suitable for contemporary education is the 
most significant thing that educational scholars should think about. 

2. Authority and Teacher Authority 
2.1. Authority  

Authority is essential for the political, military and educational functioning of a 
country. It is a combination of inner spirit and outer compulsion. The content of 
authority is constantly changing; it is naturally generated, discovered and re-
newed in the process of inheritance. Therefore, authority has the characteristics 
of spirituality, democracy and spontaneity. 

2.1.1. Spirituality 
Jaspers believed that true authority was backed up by inner spiritual power. Au-
thority is in the heart of human beings and speaks through their own existence. 
Because authority is planned by human beings, its establishment requires abso-
lute obedience. With a deep understanding of the belief in authority, people re-
gard the unity of freedom and authority as an ideal and believe that authentic 
authority can only be established by the combination of freedom and authority. 
However, because there is an opposite relationship between freedom and au-
thority, in the face of the game between the two, people need to maintain the 
balance between authority and freedom by using underlying spirit. 

2.1.2. Democracy 
Authority is closely related to the free growth of human beings. Pure power, dis-
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tinguished from authority, is despotism, and despotism cannot be endured. Pure 
freedom, as opposed to authority, is completely arbitrary and ultimately de-
stroyed by the chaos it produces. Authority, therefore, is a combination of will 
and compulsion, or liberty and despotism, to which even the tyrannical or dic-
tatorial must submit. But this does not mean that authority is blindly obedient to 
those who are in command in the field. Because inside the authority, people can 
revolutionize the authority that is out of date, so that the authority feels threat-
ened and agrees to undergo the test of revolution and make changes. To prevent 
this, authority allows freedom to be opposed to it, thus democracy is born. 

2.1.3. Spontaneity 
Throughout history, Authority has appeared in various forms, whether as abso-
lute status, or as spiritual leaders, or as religious beliefs. The various authorities 
have different images and power, and they compete with each other internally 
and externally. People live in a rich variety of authority and it is as indispensable 
as air. As stated by Jaspers (2005), “Authority is always necessary as a self-styled 
image of truth that supports all truth; and when it has fallen, it reestablishes itself 
out of its present confusion, as a master of destiny.” Authority, as an image of 
truth, always exists. Even if it collapses due to various reasons, it can freely 
evolve to meet people’s needs again and make people live in it all the time. If all 
authority is abandoned and everyone is free to live according to their own ideas, 
it becomes a new authority to succumb to the idea of “freedom for the sake of 
blind freedom”. Authority is therefore absolute. 

2.2. Teacher Authority  

In the primary stage of human society, it is manifested in the form of “taking 
nature as the teacher” and “taking God as the teacher”. In the Late Middle Ages, 
Martin Luther’s Reformation promoted educational reform as well as secular 
government. He argued that the right to establish education should be in the 
hands of the government, but not the church. The government should attach as 
much importance to education as tax collection and conscription. After the ele-
venth century, city schools sprang up and developed rapidly, most of which were 
run by chambers of commerce and subsequently handed over to municipalities. 
The role of the teacher gradually shifted from the clergy to the secular people. 
After the Renaissance, religious culture gradually declined. In such a society, the 
divine authority of teachers is further dissolved. Meanwhile, with the advent of 
knowledge society, the institutional guarantee of secular regime and the reve-
rence for knowledge, especially scientific knowledge, brought new changes to the 
basis of establishing teachers’ authority. 

In the middle of the 20th century, knowledge society approached, knowledge 
became the center of modern society, and all human affairs are based on know-
ledge to run. The knowledge society puts forward new requirements for people 
living in it: to be familiar with the existing knowledge of human society, and to 
discover and innovate knowledge on the basis of the existing knowledge. This 
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inherently poses new challenges to education. On the one hand, the purpose, 
content and specification of education are bound to change; On the other hand, 
as the spreader and creator of knowledge, teachers naturally become a significant 
node in the operation of social affairs. People’s attention to the value of know-
ledge naturally transfers to teachers, and teachers automatically become the 
knowledge authority in people’s eyes. 

3. The Fading of Teacher Authority 

Huge social changes have also made a big impact on education. With Dewey’s 
education theory deeply rooted in people’s hearts, round after round of educa-
tion reform repeatedly emphasized the central position of students in teaching, 
and students gradually became the master of the classroom. At the same time, 
the education and training industry is booming. Private schools and training 
classes are springing up everywhere. In these institutions, the teacher-student 
relationship is gradually transformed into a business-to-consumer relationship. 
Triggered by these changes, the position of teachers as the absolute authority in 
China for a long time is now being shaken imperceptibly. 

3.1. Resolution of Institutional Authority 

A school is a place where people are nurtured and educated in a purposeful, 
planned and organized way. It will guarantee the operation of education order 
through a series of rules and regulations, and legalize the authority of teachers. 
The management of students is the power vested in teachers by the system. 
However, judging from the actual performance of schools, not enough attention 
has been paid to teachers. In reality, when parents are not satisfied with the 
teacher’s method or attitude and go to the school to discuss with the principal, 
the teacher is often asked to apologize to parents and students by the grade di-
rector or principal. At the same time, many schools, especially colleges and uni-
versities, implement the management method of students evaluating their 
teachers, so that students become one of the “managers” of teachers. Although 
the school implemented this strategy to urge teachers to teach better, it has also 
become a factor that teachers must consider when managing the class. Even 
when students do not obey the discipline in class, the teacher will also have 
scruples in management, fearing that the improper management will lead to a 
low score in their teaching evaluation. In the long run, students become more 
fearless while teachers’ authority is undermined by the power of students, and 
their role as designers, organizers, and administrators of education and instruc-
tion is greatly diminished. 

3.2. Resolution of Traditional Authority 

In the traditional social culture, teachers are often respected, and the Confucian 
culture in ancient China advocates the dignity of teachers and ethics to an un-
paralleled height. However, with the development of society and the invasion of 
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multi-values, people’s tradition of “respecting teachers” is also changing quietly. 
Students gradually become the center of teaching activities and the main social 
concern has shifted from teachers to students. What’s more, the voice of stu-
dents’ free development is increasingly rising. The continuous filling of students’ 
power space inevitably leads to the continuous compression of teachers’ author-
ity space. The rights and demands of teachers gradually fade out of the center of 
social attention and become a silent area. At the same time, with the continuous 
development of the market economy, education is gradually industrialized. 
Many parents believe that in such an economy, money and academic perfor-
mance should be exchanged equally: parents, who bear the high tuition fees 
themselves, should naturally get their children’s considerable performance, while 
teachers increasingly become the tools of the education industry to achieve eco-
nomic benefits. The tradition of respecting teachers is shaky in the environment 
of the modern market economy, and the traditional authority of teachers is 
gradually disappearing. 

3.3. Resolution of Knowledge Authority 

The professionalization of teachers requires their own professional authority. 
The dissolution of teachers’ professional authority is manifested in the absence 
of teachers’ paradigm (Shulman, 1986), Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK) 
immediately attracted attention in the field of teacher education research. Lack 
of teacher PCK makes students question the professional competence of teach-
ers. At the same time, with the development of modern information and com-
munication technology and the influence of diversified knowledge systems, stu-
dents can acquire enough knowledge through a wide range of channels, and 
teachers are no longer the single source of knowledge (Hao, 2002). In addition, 
the situation that teachers only impart curriculum knowledge can no longer 
meet the needs of current students in today’s society. Therefore, nowadays when 
the PCK standard for teachers has been sharply raised, if teachers cannot possess 
the corresponding ability and knowledge, their authority will be directly greatly 
weakened. 

4. The Remodeling of Teacher Authority 

The effective operation of teacher authority needs not only the support of policy 
and public opinion but also the strength of teachers themselves. Therefore, the 
remolding of teacher authority also needs the efforts of external support and 
teachers’ own change. 

4.1. Optimize Teachers Institutional Guarantee  

Russell (2010) pointed out that teaching activity is a kind of institutional leader-
ship, so teachers’ authority and reputation originate from their institutional sta-
tus, and teaching activity can only be carried out when teachers gain such au-
thority. In traditional society, teachers’ authority is mainly realized by compul-
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sory means such as laws and regulations (Zou, 2011). Without the protection of 
relevant laws and systems, teachers’ authority will easily be challenged and ques-
tioned from every aspect. First of all, we should constantly perfect our country’s 
education laws and regulations, to protect the legal authority of teachers ob-
tained by law. Although China has issued “Nine-year Compulsory Education 
Law”, “Teacher Law”, “Education Law” and other education laws and regula-
tions, there are still some unsatisfactory aspects in the implementation of their 
contents. Teachers Law emphasizes more on teachers’ obligations, but there are 
no special legal provisions to protect teachers’ authority. In frequent conflicts 
between teachers and students, public opinion always points the finger at teach-
ers because students are protected by The Law on the Protection of Minors. Even 
if students are disrespectful in most cases, there are no relevant legal provisions 
in the teacher’s law to protect the rights and interests of teachers, but only moral 
constraints. Schools also tend to simply reprimand students and cases are there-
fore dismissed, greatly weakening teachers’ authority. Therefore, relevant educa-
tion laws and regulations should be improved to make clear provisions on the 
scope of teachers’ power and the scope of teachers’ punishment to students, so as 
to safeguard the legitimate rights and interests of teachers and improve teachers’ 
institutional authority. 

4.2. Empower Teachers with More Autonomy and Management  
Participation 

The establishment of teacher authority needs the support of power, and teachers 
with power can better teach and manage the classroom. The education manage-
ment system implemented in the past emphasized the centralization of school 
management, the stereotyping of classroom teaching mode and the unity of ex-
aminations, which severely restricted the play of teachers’ teaching autonomy, 
resulting in the inflexibility and monotony of teachers’ teaching, and naturally, it 
was difficult to establish teachers’ internal authority. Although Teachers’ Law 
clearly stipulates that teachers can enjoy the basic rights of teaching and manag-
ing in the classroom, teachers’ autonomy is difficult to be fully realized due to 
various practical reasons. At present, school administrators have a serious sense 
of power and position so teachers’ right to participate in school management is 
always ignored. What’s worse, some administrators always interfere in teaching, 
which greatly dampened teachers’ enthusiasm for work. Therefore, China should 
implement the new curriculum reform, innovate the educational management 
system, and grant teachers more teaching autonomy and management participa-
tion rights in law. At the same time, the implementation of laws in reality should 
also be taken into account when legislating. 

4.3. Improve Teachers’ Professional Knowledge and Ability 

At present, although the teachers are no longer the only authoritative subject of 
knowledge, the existence of the teacher’s knowledge authority still has its value 
that cannot be ignored. Because of the spontaneity of authority, we “allow stu-
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dents to despise low-performing teachers.” (Jaspers, 1991). The “low-performing 
teacher” mentioned by Jaspers refers to a teacher who not only cannot meet the 
needs of students with his own knowledge, but also forces students to obey. 
Therefore, teachers should try their best to persuade people with virtue and tal-
ent, in order to truly gain the respect of students. 

First of all, teachers should constantly promote their professional develop-
ment. The realization of teacher professionalization needs not only the support 
of laws, policies and funds of the government but also the subjective efforts of 
teachers themselves. Teachers’ professional knowledge consists of ontological 
knowledge, conditional knowledge, practical knowledge and general cultural 
knowledge. Teachers should constantly study and reflect on their own profes-
sional fields, and constantly explore and improve their professional knowledge 
in all aspects during their practice. In addition, teachers should be good at 
learning, constant in research, diligent in reflection, and qualified with the cou-
rage to practice. They should improve their professional development by actively 
participating in various projects such as self-education seminars, expert guid-
ance meetings and professional training activities organized by education de-
partments and teaching research institutions. 

Secondly, teachers should constantly improve their teaching skills. Chen 
(2000) believes that a teacher’s extensive knowledge is the foundation of acquir-
ing their knowledge authority. However, even if a teacher is well-educated, he or 
she cannot always flexibly apply this knowledge to teaching and be accepted by 
students. Then he or she cannot be regarded as a qualified teacher, let alone ac-
quire knowledge authority. Therefore, based on studying the characteristics of 
modern education, teachers should deeply understand students, grasp the inhe-
rent laws of education and teaching, and improve the quality of teaching. Simul-
taneously, teachers should keep pace with the trend of the times, learn, embrace 
and then master the new means of modern education and teaching, and break 
the traditional education model of “three feet platform and one mouth”. Teach-
ers should also be able to flexibly use a variety of teaching methods to liven the 
classroom and stimulate students’ interest in learning. Especially in the trend of 
deepening education and teaching reform, teachers should not only master mul-
timedia teaching technology, but also the spirit of innovation which can con-
stantly create new teaching methods in line with the characteristics of students. 
Only in this way can they adapt to the trend of our times and make the class-
room more vivid, flexible, and interesting. 
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