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Introduction

We cannot conceive of a teaching activity that does not involve teachers. Even progressive educators who focus exclusively on the role of learners would at least not ignore the role of teachers as a guide. It is very difficult, indeed almost impossible, for a learner to learn and grow without any help from a teacher. A learner needs help when he or she faces difficulties in understanding properly, thinking logically, and acting morally. William Ayers (1995, p. 126) points out that teachers try to lead people to think, question, speak, write, read critically, work cooperatively, consider the common good, and link consciousness to conduct. In other words, teachers play an important role in facilitating the growth of individuals and the formation of a good community, in which the members behave democratically and morally.

If the role of teachers, however, was limited to promoting the good of individuals and societies, the following fundamental question might arise: Is the role of teachers only a means? Alasdair MacIntyre insists that teaching is only a means because it does not have an internal purpose, only an external one—that of serving learners and societies (MacIntyre & Dunne, 2002, p. 9).1 This claim, however, cannot escape two important counterarguments. First, I think that teaching aims to promote not only the good of individuals and societies but also the good of the doer. Teachers can obtain happiness – the final goal of all humans, according to Aristotle – by experiencing satisfaction and self-realization while teaching. Moreover, teachers can learn something while preparing for the teaching process or interacting with their students. Teachers should think things over, look at these things from different perspectives, and come to discover new facts while they are teaching. While teaching, they should realize their own limitations, shortcomings, and flaws, and they should reflect, try to improve themselves, and consequently attain spiritual, moral, and esthetic growth. In this context, teaching is not just a functional action but involves the whole being of teachers: the personal or spiritual transformation and relationships with learners. For this reason, the role of teachers is used in this paper in place of teaching as I want to focus on the person who teaches rather than on the activity of teaching. Focusing on the person involves the teacher's personal growth and personal relationship with his or her learners, which is beyond the activity of teaching. However, the difference between the two is more a nuance than an essential difference because, understood existentially, teaching involves the being of the teacher and his or her relationship with his or her learners. This matter will be discussed further in the following section on Martin Buber's views.

Second, the claim of MacIntyre is based on the dualistic approach between the internal/end and the external/means. According to this claim, teaching or the role of teachers is a means, and learning or the achievement of learners is the end. Fundamentally, though, teaching cannot be only a means for learning because it also involves learning. Teaching cannot be separated from the act of learning; the former cannot exist without the latter. When we say A is a means and B is the end, we can distinguish A from B. If earning money is a means and buying a car is the end, we can clearly separate the act that is the means from the act that is the end. On the contrary, when a person teaches others, his or her act of teaching is combined with others’ or his/her own act of learning (see the first counterargument). Teaching without learning is a monologue in which no change or growth happens, and it cannot be considered teaching. Teaching should involve learning at the same time, or acquiring essential knowledge, skills, and attitudes. Learning does not happen alone as a result of a totally independent act of teaching. Even while a person is reading a book, he or she learns through indirect communication with the author of the book. During self-contemplation, a person interacts with his or her inner self – the inner teacher, according to St. Augustine. Indeed, there can be no distinction between (A) a situation in which only teaching happens and (B) a situation in which only learning happens. On the contrary, teaching and learning are connected acts that happen together. If teaching cannot be separated from learning, then it cannot be said that teaching is a means and learning is the end. For this reason, teaching and the role of teachers are important in themselves and in reference to their contribution to others’ development.

If the role of teachers is nothing more than a means, then there is no need to explicate it as an independent topic. If it is only a means, then it is enough to list some of the functional roles it can play to enable it to attain its end. But if the role of teachers would be discussed philosophically, it should be articulated speculatively, analytically, and normatively as it has a unique meaning and goal. In other words, a philosophical discussion of the role of teachers should involve a clarification of what teaching should be and an ethical evaluation of what values teachers should aim to develop in their students. Of course, such discussion does not exclude the social and historical contexts because these influence the role of teachers even though it has its own significance.

When an agreement is reached as regards the importance of the role of teachers, there will be a need to clarify characteristics of such role because an important role cannot be properly accomplished if it is not sufficiently understood. First, if the role of teachers has a particular nature, teachers cannot lead their students towards the right direction without a thorough or proper understanding of such nature. Second, if there are different characters of the role of teachers, the approaches and attitudes of teachers towards teaching will change according to what they will select as an important character among these. In either case, it is necessary to clarify the role of teachers because, in the former case, a particular nature of the role of teachers must be discovered so that the right kind of leadership can be exerted, and in the latter case, there is a need to evaluate the different characters of the role of teachers so that a better approach to teaching learners can be chosen and used.

Historically, many thinkers, especially educators, have examined and explained the role of teachers from various perspectives. Some regard it as the act of leading the search for the truth through knowledge; some as the act of aiding self-cultivation or growth; some as the act of building a relationship for a humane existence; and some as the act of facilitating liberation through critical consciousness and behavior. Of course, there might be other aspects of the role of teachers, but these four aforementioned perspectives represent and include many other aspects. For example, developing intellectual excellence through logical or critical thinking is related to the first category in that intellectual capacity or logical thinking involves or aims at searching for knowledge and truth. On the other hand, fostering a democratic attitude is connected to the last category in that democracy involves a critical and autonomous participation in society for individual and social freedom and justice. In this sense, this study tries to highlight the major aspects of the role of teachers by synthesizing the four aforementioned representative perspectives. To examine these, this study selects four thinkers for each category: Plato, Confucius, Martin Buber, and Paulo Freire. The following sections will show how they represent each category of the role of teachers, and how its whole picture can be approached through the synthesis of the four. One important reason for the selection is these thinkers’ diverse backgrounds and influences. Plato lived in ancient Greece and heavily influenced Western thought and culture. Confucius was a master and a thinker who lived in ancient China and who enormously influenced Eastern thought and culture. Buber and Freire are both contemporary philosophers, but the former is a Jewish scholar who has significantly influenced existentialism in Germany and Europe, while the latter is a Brazilian scholar who has led critical pedagogy and liberal movements in South and North America. These thinkers’ differences in terms of time, space, and interests will offer various views or perspectives on the role of teachers, which may facilitate a more complete understanding through the synthesis and comparison of their similarities and differences, as each perspective can make up for the deficiency of the others. This study does not intend to show a dualistic contrast, or to argue that one is right (good) and the other is wrong (bad). Rather, it tries to show that each has its own value although it has a different context, but that it is also possible to connect them, or that they can complement one another, through mutual dialogue and collaborative criticism.

