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T he year Karl graduated from the Friedrichstadt Teacher 
College, 1848, was a particularly dramatic year in Europe. It was 
the year Karl Marx published his Das Kommunistische Manifest, 

the year Søren Kierkegaard saw as the pivotal year of his authorship, 
and the year that fulfilled Mann’s prophecy that the German people 
would assert their right to participate in their own government. Political 
unrest in Germany and many other parts of Europe reached a fever pitch 
as people throughout Europe sought basic rights: freedom of the press, 
freedom to choose one’s occupation, public trials, and rule by law with a 
constitution and elected representatives.

As early as March 1848, this movement turned violent in many 
German-speaking states. Riots had already occurred in Italy and France. 
From Berlin to Vienna, citizens called for Germany to unite into a single 
nation, governed by a constitution and represented by an elected par-
liament. People demanded the freedom to assemble and to be governed 
by law. As violence grew, some kings were deposed, and the remaining 
monarchs sought ways to appease the people, at least temporarily. Many 
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It was not the first time that I met champions of independence and revolu-
tion, having done something in that line myself once.

—Karl G. Maeser1
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monarchs waited patiently, appearing to make concessions to the least 
important—but politically obvious—demands, and then reacting with 
a swift military strike when the timing was right.

Teachers in the Revolution
In the midst of the violence, in May 1848 a national assembly was allowed 
to gather in the Paulskirche at Frankfurt to draft a constitution for a united 
German nation. Elected representatives came from various provinces and 
from widely different political persuasions. There are varied opinions 
regarding the role of teachers in the revolution,2 but the Pestalozzian 
ideas that dominated educational practice supported an elevated view of 
the common man, and there can be little doubt that many teachers were 
politically discontented and that most supported a constitution.3

The “workers of the world” were called to unite, and associations 
formed among various guilds. Teachers were particularly supportive of this 
movement. Teacher associations were formed in separate states as early as 
the 1820s and 1830s.4 For example, the Dresdener Pädagogische Verein 
(soon to be called the Sächsische Schullehrerverein; that is, the Saxon 
Schoolteachers Association) was formed in 1833. These associations 
often began their own publications, inviting teachers to share curriculum 
ideas and their latest theories, and to openly discuss ways to enhance the 
profession.5 From 1845 to 1846, numerous festivals were held celebrating 
the one hundredth anniversary of Pestalozzi’s birth. As a result, through-
out the provinces of Germany, many Pestalozzian teacher associations 
were formed, such as the Pestalozzi Verein of Saxony in 1846.

Hermann Köchly was very involved in the Saxon Schoolteachers 
Association. In 1848 he became the president of the association. He called 
for a stronger preparation of all teachers, both in the Volksschule and 
the Gymnasium. Opposed to the hierarchy of elementary school, second-
ary school, preparatory school, college, and university teachers, Köchly 
wanted all the teachers throughout the German states to unite as brothers 
who would form “a free education” and “educate a free people!”6 Under 
his leadership, five to six hundred Saxon teachers gathered for a rally in 
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Leipzig in April. There, he announced that the dream of a unified German 
teachers association would be realized and that their first meeting would 
be held in Dresden in August.

For a number of years previously, Karl F. W. Wander, a radical defender 
of democracy, had been trying to unite all teacher associations into one. 
Unfortunately, in 1843, after planning for their first meeting to be held 
the next year, Wander was arrested. It wasn’t until 1848 that his call to 
unite was fulfilled. Five of the leading educators from Dresden (including 
Köchly) and twenty-three leaders from other German states signed the 
call. In August, a rally of nine hundred educators gathered in Dresden 
to organize the Allgemeine Deutsche Lehrerverein (Universal German 
Teachers Association), with its own weekly newspaper.7 The call was filled 
with optimism and passion, and it asked for a unity among all teachers 
from those who taught at the simplest Volksschule in the countryside to 
those of the most elite Gymnasien and universities in the big cities.8 We do 
not know, however, whether Karl participated in this gathering.9

Karl graduated from the Teacher College in 1848, the “Year of Revolutions.” Throughout 
Europe and in most German states, political discontent boiled over into violence. März-
revolution—19. März 1848—Berlin, courtesy of Wikimedia Commons.
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Perhaps many of the teachers who participated were most interested 
in obtaining professional security and sufficient means to feed their fam-
ilies, but the leaders of the movement, at least, saw their role as essential 
to the larger liberation of the people and the unification of Germany. 
The dual system of education that supported a rich preparation for the 
elite and simplistic training for the poor was challenged by Humboldt’s 
notion of an allgemeine Bildung,10 a common education that would pro-
vide excellent opportunities for all. Inspired by Pestalozzi’s philosophy, 
this notion carried with it the roots of democratic participation.

Through teacher colleges, teacher associations, and professional jour-
nals, Pestalozzi’s educational ideas began to unite teachers within coun-
tries that in many other respects were bitter rivals. In many ways, the 
establishment of teacher colleges became an experiment in both public 
education and social mobility. Teacher candidates were often taken from 
the lower and middle classes and given a fairly strong academic expe-
rience. Originally, Pestalozzi did not intend that this education would 

Pestalozzi (1746–1827) in his school at Stans. He did not advocate violence but believed 
in the native goodness of every child, regardless of social class. Painted by Konrad Grob 
(1828–1904). Öffentliche Kunstsammlung, Basel, Switzerland. Courtesy of Wikimedia 
Commons.
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enable upward social mobility for the lower classes or provide status 
equal to university training. However, he did intend that the new teacher 
would help fulfill what Humboldt later dreamt of: a universal education 
and greater refinement to the entire nation.

The states’ best efforts to strike this delicate balance and to keep 
expectations low among this new class of teachers backfired. Graduates of 
the teacher colleges became social malcontents expecting greater respect, 
higher social status, and more appropriate economic remuneration. 
O’Boyle argued that these teachers “represented perhaps the most notori-
ous example of underpaid officials with exaggerated notions of their own 
importance.”11 But there is an alternative explanation. The ideals these 
teachers were learning did not support the elitism of the existing social class 
structure. Pestalozzi viewed every human as having unlimited potential, 
deserving the right to grow and choose in an environment of love and sup-
port. For him, education meant human development according to natural 
laws, and this development could be fostered by properly trained educa-
tors. Those who received this training began to develop a sense of profes-
sional autonomy and pride. Greater respect for students suggested that the 
teachers should be treated with greater respect as well, and some began 
to demand it. Nevertheless, as LaVopa points out, Volksschule teachers 
“were second-class citizens, relegated to a status far below academic teach-
ers in the high schools and forced to accept the ‘alien’ authority of pastors 
in their professional domain.”12 This was especially problematic for candi-
dates assigned to rural areas, where they would be required to spend their 
careers isolated among “crude country folk and artisans.”13

Tensions between Church and School
Though schools were nominally state institutions, the tensions between 
teachers and the churches were often based on the fact that the elementary 
schools were maintained mostly under the direct or indirect supervision of 
the churches. The stern interpretation of “fallen man” in most Lutheran 
and Catholic doctrines of the time stood in cold contrast to the warm 
tenderness of Pestalozzian Christianity. School inspectors were generally 
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selected from church authorities, who seldom had training in education, 
and the reports (Conduitenlisten) they secretly filed on teacher conduct 
had more to do with orthodoxy than academic effectiveness. The teachers 
resented church control and began to argue that the school, as a state insti-
tution, should give teachers civil servant status and be separated from the 
church. Teachers were often treated by the local pastors as common ser-
vants, and they were required to perform menial errands as much “to keep 
them in their place” as to share responsibility among tasks that needed to 
be performed. Such treatment fanned the flames of resentment.14

The anonymous author of an article in the Sächsische Schulzeitung (June 
1848), for example, complained that the teacher who lacked the desire 
or ability to serve the minister’s assignments as bell ringer, candle lighter, 
groundskeeper, music leader, and so forth, was most often labeled as a “bad 
apple in the barrel” and was therefore viewed as unfit for the classroom. 
He concluded by arguing that “nothing has made the schism between the 
clergy and the teachers more aggravated than the annoying church tasks 
and as long as the schoolteacher is and legally stays obligated in such a 
servant-relationship to the minister, the wound will never heal.”15

Records suggest that teachers at the Friedrichstadt Teacher College 
supported the constitutional movement and the separation of church and 
school. The teacher candidates of 1848 (the year Karl graduated) sent a 
petition to the national assembly in Frankfurt expressing their hopes for 
unified German schools and the improvement of teacher status. They 
also expressed their hopes to the Saxon ministry for the “blooming of the 
Volksschule under the new liberal government.”16 In his 1848 Teacher 
College report, however, director Christian Traugott Otto claimed that 
the dramatic political struggles facing Europe that year had had relatively 
little impact on his school. The single exception followed the news of the 
rebellion in Denmark,17 when “a part of the pupils were stirred up with a 
hankering to make Germany free. It culminated in a written petition for 
[him] to intercede to allow the students to arm themselves.”18 He recog-
nized that most of those who signed the petition were seventeen-year-olds 
“temporarily intoxicated” by the spirit of the times. He calmly approached 
the group and told them that personally he had nothing against such 
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armament but that first they should patiently await the permission of 
their parents and then their local authorities. At that point they needed 
only to submit their definitive declaration to him. He reported after his 
invitation that the enthusiasm for this petition quickly faded.19

Continuing his report, Otto admitted that teacher candidates spent 
a substantial amount of vacation time (seventeen weeks in a year) where 
he had little influence on them, but that when they were with him they 
“should be prevented from all one-sidedness.” The formal duties of a col-
lege instructor engaged in forming future educators should prohibit him 
from forming rash decisions that even the “skilled statesman had not yet 
come to terms with.”20 He insisted that he had not allowed himself to dis-
cuss “political colors or factions” with his students. “The pupils see my 
works; they know my principle that I raise my voice for no party; they know 
that I do not govern, but am governed from above.”21 He believed that with 
these principles and divine assistance, he had happily come through a very 
difficult year and saw no reason to make a major change in his approach.

Karl’s Involvement
It is not known how politically involved Karl was during this time, but 
there is no doubt he was very aware of the political events. In March 1848, 
a large demonstration was held just a few blocks from the school he was 
attending. When violence broke out in Dresden in the spring of 1849, 
however, Karl was away for an internship. At a jubilee in 1898, celebrat-
ing his fifty years as a teacher, the separate decades of Karl’s life were 
recited to a large crowd in his presence in Provo. The first speaker, Erastus 
Nielsen, said that young Karl had attended meetings every Sunday night 
to rally Protestant support of “the Liberal or Constitutional party.”22 On a 
trip to Europe in 1867, Maeser reflected on some revolutionaries he had 
met who were headed for Ireland, stating, “It was not the first time that I 
met champions of independence and revolution, having done something 
in that line myself once; but I always had been under the impression that 
in such affairs not only muscle but also brain, besides a plan for tearing 
down as well as one for building up again, and after the calculations for 
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success in fight also the idea of a regulated peace—are indispensable req-
uisites of a revolution.”23 This suggests that Karl was more than merely 
aware of the political challenges in Saxony.

Every young man was required to enlist in the military for a two-
year assignment by his twentieth year—though later it was lessened to 
one year for students and educators.24 Karl reported to the authorities 
on December 9, 1848, in Marienberg, a town in southern Saxony; how-
ever, his birth certificate records that he was declared “unfit” for mili-
tary service. 25 Why he was considered unfit is not evident. It certainly 
wasn’t because of mental deficiencies or obvious physical disabilities. He 
believed that the soldier in charge made up an excuse to dismiss him. It is 
likely, that his political involvement and support of a constitutional gov-
ernment provided sufficient grounds to keep him from his military obli-
gation. The situation was not secure enough to risk training yet another 
potential revolutionary. Eva Maeser Crandall, Karl’s daughter, remem-
bered that Karl told the family he appeared to register for the military 
and was told, “oh no, we can’t send Karl there. . . . No, he cannot go. 
The army can’t take a brain like that.” So they brought in the doctor who 
hardly looked at him and declared, “He has a bad back, and it would be 
detrimental to send him in the army.”26

As a young Protestant tutor assigned to a family in Bohemia, Karl 
quickly felt the prejudices of the predominantly Catholic area. The scat-
tered Protestants there had not even been allowed to meet together for 
religious services. As they described themselves, they were “as wander-
ing sheep without a shepherd.”27 Karl therefore convinced the baron to 
submit a petition with sixty signatures to the magistrate, asking that the 
Protestants in Komotau and the surrounding area be allowed to gather 
to worship. The petition was granted, and in a rented home on March 4, 
1849, Karl, as a twenty-one-year-old, conducted the first Protestant wor-
ship service in Komotau in over two hundred years. He led a hymn for 
those who gathered there and declared, with a solemn vow, “to proclaim 
the Word of God purely and unadulterated.”28 They met together every 
other week during his stay in Bohemia. Later, Karl was successful in pro-
curing an organ and one hundred hymnbooks, which were donated by 
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the Gustav-Adolf-Verein of Dresden. Arrangements were also made for 
a pastor to come to Komotau once a year to offer communion.29 It was a 
major test of faith for the little congregation when, upon the completion 
of his apprenticeship, Karl was appointed to return to Dresden.30

�e Reaktion
While Karl was fighting for the rights of Protestants to gather for worship 
in Bohemia, tensions at home reached their pinnacle. In March 1849, 
after nearly a year of debate, the National Assembly in Frankfurt voted for 
a constitution for a united Germany under a constitutional monarchy. In 
April, they offered the crown to King Friedrich Wilhelm IV of Prussia, who 
politely refused the offer, only to write later that it was an insult. If they 
had no real right to offer this “dog collar . . . baked of sludge and clay,”31

he had no obligation to accept it. He swore that no piece of paper could 
define the role that God had assigned him. After the denial, the National 
Assembly attempted to continue its efforts, but the energy quickly dissi-
pated, and it soon became obvious that it would not be successful.

Up to this point, Saxony had avoided violence. In March 1848, 
Friedrich von Beust was summoned to Dresden. He expected to take the 
role of foreign minister, but political tensions left him disappointed. He was 
assigned instead to be the minister of education and religion, a post that he 
believed was far beneath his potential. He wrote, “I feel like a work horse 
harnessed to a baby carriage.”32 In April 1849, after the king of Prussia had 
refused the crown, the king of Saxony dissolved the Landtag (the state par-
liament), and the people began to show their unrest as never before. On 
May 3, a crowd of demonstrators that had been forbidden to assemble gath-
ered in Dresden. Violence broke out when the troops shot into the crowd. 
Approximately three thousand revolutionaries took to the streets; over 
one hundred barricades were constructed. The king went into hiding, and 
a provisional government was established. Von Beust had a strong hand in 
calling upon Prussian reinforcements to strengthen the Saxon army. The 
revolutionaries were no match for the army of five thousand trained sol-
diers, and within a few days the violence was squelched. Approximately 



42 Called to Teach

250 were killed, and many buildings in the city (including the old opera 
house) were damaged or destroyed. The end of this rebellion meant the 
end of the revolution in Saxony, and what followed during the next decade 
has been called the Reaktion. Under the direction of von Beust, thousands 
of individuals faced criminal charges. Most of the leaders of the rebellion 
escaped, but some were caught and imprisoned, and a few were executed. 
Köchly, who had actively supported the revolution, escaped to Brussels 
and later took a teaching position in Zürich.

Facing the measures of the Reaktion, Hohendorf estimated that over 
one million people left Germany between 1849 and 1854, including hun-
dreds of teachers.33 Dozens of teachers fled Saxony; the teachers associa-
tion was robbed of its leadership, and it was estimated that well over one 
hundred teachers faced charges.34 Meanwhile, in a series of oppressive 
decisions, the monarchs sought to regain control by suppressing all the 
causes that supported democratic participation. Within the next year, as 
Schleunes described, the princes began “rescinding piecemeal what the 
year before they had surrendered wholesale.”35

Artist’s portrayal of the rebellion in Dresden in May 1849. Koroesu, © Sächsische 
Landesbibliothek Abt. Deutsche Fotothek. Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons.
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Not only did the Reaktion curtail 
basic freedoms—such as the return 
of censorship of the press, the elim-
ination of the right to assemble, 
and the forbidding of professional 
associations—but the attention of 
the Reaktion also turned to schools 
and teachers. The king of Prussia, 
Friedrich Wilhelm IV, dramatically 
summarized the attitude of the 
Reaktion toward schools. A publi-
cation addressed to the professors 
of teacher colleges was sent out in 
the name of the king, stating, “All 
the misery that was perpetrated in 
the previous year in Prussia is your 
fault and yours alone, the fault of 
the pseudo-education, the irreligious wisdom of men that you spread as 
if it were authentic, with this you have exterminated the faith and loy-
alty of my subjects’ dispositions and have turned their hearts from me.”36

He swore that no power on earth would turn him away from fi ghting the 
poison with which these educators were polluting his subjects and that 
the strictest supervision would be implemented to control this contami-
nating infl uence. Krueger and others have claimed that the king was not 
the actual author of this statement, though it was issued in his name.37

Whether he did or did not, no attempt was made to retract it, and the 
educational policies that followed acted as if it were true.38 Some of the 
most hard-nosed conservatives believed that a complete housecleaning of 
teachers would be ideal,39 So Prussia focused much of its reactionary ven-
geance on the schools and the teacher colleges. As did Prussia, so followed 
most of the other German monarchs, including the king of Saxony.

One government offi cial in Saxony wrote to von Beust that the teach-
ers had been “carried along blindly by the leaders of the movement, obvi-
ously demonstrating they are all utterly devoid of true religiosity and of 

Friedrich Wilhelm IV (1795–1861), king 
of Prussia, blamed the revolution on the 
teacher training schools. Courtesy of Wiki-
media Commons.
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moral feeling.”40 Von Beust then warned that, according to the circum-
stances, a teacher could be a “very beneficial or very dangerous” tool; 
therefore, great care had to be taken to produce loyal subjects.41 The 
teachers’ participation in the revolution was blamed on their “unneces-
sary over-education.”42

Pestalozzian Philosophy and Politics
Concerns about the democratic spirit in the Volksschulen and their 
leaders preceded the revolution. In April 1847, for example, Adolf 
Diesterweg, the outspoken Prussian minister of education, was suspended 
because, in Eiler’s words, he was training “a dangerous class of teachers, 

This cartoon portrays the schoolmaster punishing unruly children of 1849 for committing 
the “crimes” of free speech, freedom of the press, the right to petition, and so forth. It 
portrays not only the drastic measures of the Reaktion, but also the return to traditional 
methods of the schools, in opposition to Pestalozzi. Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons.
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much over-educated for the modest station in the country’s lower schools 
. . . pretentious, arrogant, mis-educated teachers, completely alienated 
from Christianity.”43 This news quickly spread to the teachers throughout 
the German states.44 Diesterweg continued to edit the Rheinische Blätter
and to be an ardent proponent of Pestalozzi and the separation of church 
and school.

Pestalozzi stood opposed to an education of separate social classes: 
one for the wealthy and another for everyone else. He spent most of his 
life working with orphans—in his words, “I lived like a beggar in order to 
learn how to make beggars live like men.”45 To him, as Reble described it, 
“the prince as well as the tradesman, the farmer as well as the day laborer 
should be educated to a full, well-rounded, developed human being, 
though each may also live and work in his particular life station.”46 But 
others found his ideas to be a dangerous disruption of the social order.

One German aristocrat, for example, complained that the Pestalozzian 
schools of his day made youth useless, complaining that when edu-
cated they are “drawn away from their callings, they speculate about a 

Title page of Johann Pestalozzi’s How Gertrude Teaches Her Children, 1801. Cour-
tesy of Google Books.
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better and more comfortable condition, and are mostly lost.” He says, 
“I myself have for years committed the error of looking for servants who 
were praised for their abilities in school, and every time I was deceived. 
They were lazy, practically useless, noticed nothing and comprehended 
nothing. Yet they were arrogant, show-offs, and sometimes rogues.” He 
was annoyed that “they all write well, especially the girls, who will never 
again pick up a pen after they leave school,” and that the school books 
“preach freedom and equality” and a constitution. It would be far better 
to instruct them “in fewer things, but with more emphasis placed upon 
fulfilling their duties, upon loyalty and obedience.”47

Others claimed that because of Pestalozzian methods, students devel-
oped “a taste for things beyond the sphere in which they are destined 
to live,” transforming loyal Christian subjects into “irreligious, innova-
tion-hungry, politicized, inferior, good-for-nothings.”48 Out of a feigned, 
condescending concern, some others suggested that putting poor chil-
dren in the same classroom as rich children would only feed the jealousy 
of the poor by exposing them to their own disadvantages.49 This would 
be unfair to them.

Concern was also expressed that overeducating teachers was dan-
gerous. It would make them unsatisfied with their own station in life, 
and they would then begin to demand higher salaries, more benefits, and 
better working conditions. This “false and exaggerated teacher training” 
would leave them discontented with the best their communities could 
offer.50 Worse yet, some believed, these teachers with inflated views of 
their own importance would contaminate the youth of the nation with 
the poison of democracy. For example, Kurz argued that no one at the 
time had “more fundamentally or successfully worked on the spiritual poi-
soning of the German people than [had] the position of the Elementary 
School teacher.”51 Riehl also blamed the teachers for the revolution; in 
his view, democracy was not the result of actions but of teaching and, like 
Mephistopheles, the teachers were the evil demons inserting this poison 
into young minds.52

Fueled with such arguments, the forces of the Reaktion turned against 
the teachers and their training. Günther reported that following the failed 
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revolution, “hundreds of progressive teachers were let go, jailed, impris-
oned or emigrated because they actively participated in the revolution.”53

Teacher dissatisfaction with the government seemed especially strong in 
Saxony; Tenorth claimed that 70 percent of the teachers in Saxony were 
activists.54 The hopes of those teachers who had developed such high 
expectations in 1848 for “German unity, German power, German free-
dom” were left depressed. In Diesterweg’s words, “The greater the hope 
was, the greater the disappointment.”55

In 1850, the government forced Diesterweg and Wander to retire, 
and over the next few years it implemented increasingly oppressive 
policies. Von Raumer proclaimed that Pestalozzian education had been 
demonstrated “to be either useless or dangerous.”56 Prussia and Bavaria 
completely prohibited the national teachers association (Allgemeine 
Deutsche Lehrerverein). Some Saxon leaders tried to ban it there as 
well but felt they did not have sufficient support to do so. The third 
association meeting was actually cancelled, but the association contin-
ued even after its executive board called for its dissolution.57

Return to Saxony
This was the climate Karl found as he returned from Bohemia to accept 
his first teaching assignment in the First District School in Dresden. The 
Addressbuch listed him as a teacher there in 1852 and 1853.58 The school-
master at the First District School was Karl Benjamin Immanuel Mieth 
(1803–52).59 Apparently, Maeser’s visits to the schoolmaster’s home 
soon became more than mere school business calls. He began to develop 
a serious interest in the schoolmaster’s daughter, Anna.

Probably with Mieth’s encouragement, Karl joined the Allgemeine 
Deutsche Lehrerverein and its local chapter, the Sächsische Lehrerverein, 
in May of 1851.60 This was a fairly courageous move. Despite constant 
declarations that the teachers of Saxony were not “instruments of revo-
lutionaries, [nor] traitors, no[r] enemies of the fatherland,”61 the associa-
tion was viewed with great suspicion by Saxon authorities. Because it had 
published its magazine since 1833 (years before the revolution), it was not 
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forbidden. It was, however, care-
fully scrutinized.62 The new edi-
tor, August Lansky, was notified 
by the Ministerium whenever an 
issue did not show the expected 
“loyalty or discretion.”63

After its enthusiastic begin-
ning in 1848, when over nine 
hundred teachers gathered, the 
membership of the Allgemeine 
Deutsche Lehrerverein dropped 
severely. Completely forbidden 
in some German states, from 
1851 to 1860 the union averaged 
only about 270 members.64 Some teachers did not feel free to report their 
names and addresses at the conference for fear of reprisal. Throughout this 
time, however, this association became the focal point “around which the 
free-thinking teachers of Germany rallied.”65 Karl became an active partic-
ipant in this association.

By 1851, the Reaktion was in full gear. International police unions 
were formed with Saxony, Prussia, Austria, and Hannover.66 Freedom 
of the press had been surrendered, editors and journalists fled or were 
arrested, and democratic newspapers were forbidden. The provincial gov-
ernment in the Rhine Palatinate issued an order in January 1851 that pro-
hibited teachers, with the threat of dismissal, from reading “democratic, 
republican, communist, irreligious, and immoral works,” and called upon 
the church-appointed school inspectors to monitor the teachers’ reading 
materials closely.67 The writings of Diesterweg were considered especially 
dangerous. Prussia and Saxony became police states where, in Kitchen’s 
terms, “an army of snoopers and informers rooted out communists and 
democrats, the press was muzzled, and liberally-minded civil servants were 
dismissed.”68 Jansen records that in Saxony “the authoritarian regime led 
by Beust and the radical Saxon-left adopted a stance of mutual suspicion 
and hostility in the post-revolutionary epoch.”69

Maeser’s future father-in-law and principal 
of the First District School in Dresden, Karl 
Benjamin Immanuel Mieth (1803–52). He 
died before Karl and Anna were married in 
1854. Courtesy of Eilene Thompson.
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Ferdinand von Beust of Saxony 
be lieved that the teachers had been the 
decisive conveyors of democratic thought 
and sought ways to restrict their influ-
ence. One critic claimed that von Beust 
“thought he could do everything with 
the police and a little religion (or rather 
the hypocrisy of the pastors).”70 In May 
of 1851 (the very month Karl officially 
joined the Saxon Teachers’ Association),71

Saxony passed a law declaring, “All teach-
ers are absolutely to abstain from partici-
pation in political associations or attending 
political meetings. Teachers who attend political meetings or join a politi-
cal association will be reprimanded; if they transgress this ban again, after 
two reprimands have been issued, they are to be dismissed.”72 Von Beust 
strengthened political police and reemphasized the Conduitenlisten con-
ducted by the school inspectors. Curricular materials were strictly and fre-
quently reviewed to guarantee proper loyalty to the state and church.73

One of the most important students of Pestalozzi was Friedrich 
Fröbel (1782–1852), founder of the Kindergarten, whose writings were 
eventually banned as well. Fröbel began his most important work, 
Menschenerziehung, with the claim that there was a divine essence 
in all things. According to him, God not only was the source of all 
things, but his divine spirit was the very essence or purpose of life. 
It was in the nature of all things to strive to fulfill that essence. A 
human being could become aware of this divine essence “and with self- 
determination and freedom to practice all this in his own life, to allow it 
to act, to manifest it.”74 Education, then, was the attempt to help others 
to become aware of and to freely fulfill their essence or divine mission. 
According to Fröbel, like Rousseau and Pestalozzi, this process should 
not be directive or interfering; teachers needed to be more passive and 
protective. Let the child discover, explore, and learn on his or her own. 
Fröbel recognized the importance of activity in a child’s development 

Ferdinand von Beust (1809–86), 
Saxon minister of education from 
1849 to 1853, brought the meth-
ods of the Reaktion to the Saxon 
schools. Ca. 1860. Courtesy of 
Wikimedia Commons.
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and learning. A Kindergarten was 
to be a place where individual 
growth was fostered through play 
and self-activity.

In August 1851, however, von 
Raumer closed the Prussian Kinder-
gartens and prohibited Fröbel’s 
writings because they were suppos-
edly “a part of the Fröbelian social-
istic system, which is calculated 
to train the youth of the country 
to atheism.”75 This absurd claim 
was crushing to Fröbel, who had 
planned to immigrate to America. 
Unfortunately, he died before he 
could leave.76

The next year, while Karl was teaching in the district school, the 
Allgemeine Deutsche Schulzeitung published a strong defense of Fröbel 
and the Kindergarten by a school director in Dresden, Hermann Moritz 
Budich (1810–86).77 Budich managed a private preparatory school, on 
König Street in Neustadt (just across the river from Dresden).78 Budich 
had actually traveled to Fröbel’s school and worked with him. In 1846, he 
returned to Dresden and opened his own version of a Volksschule, with 
180 students of both genders, based on Fröbel’s ideas. It consisted of a 
preschool, an elementary school, a middle school, and a teacher training 
college for young women, making it the first institution in Saxony to pre-
pare women teachers.79 Perhaps for this reason it caught Karl’s attention 
as a school of particular interest that he would investigate more fully later.

Changes at Home
At the time, Karl was most likely preoccupied with his own life. Karl 
Immanuel Benjamin Mieth had died suddenly on December 27, 1852, but 
Karl’s interest in Anna continued after her father’s death. Unfortunately 

Friedrich Fröbel (1782–1852) was 
the founder of the Kindergarten. The 
Reaktion closed them in 1851 under the 
preposterous claim that they fostered 
atheism. C. W. Bardeen, lithograph, 
1897. Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons.
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the customs of the day made courting far more difficult and much more for-
mal than either of them would have liked. It was difficult to share personal 
interests in the presence of the entire family, and even the formal proposal 
could not be a private affair, as it was to be delivered by a representative.80

Nevertheless, on June 11, 1854, Karl and Anna were married. Anna’s sis-
ter, Camilla, described the wedding as follows: “Anna wore a lovely white 
satin gown while Karl stood tall and handsome in a blue satin suit with a 
laced ruffled shirt, long white silk stockings, and buckled shoes. They were 
a lovely couple.”81 Their first child, Reinhard, was born nine months later.

Around the same time, in 1852 or 1853, Edward Schoenfeld also took a 
position at the first district public school, and a lifelong friendship began.82

It became more than friendship in May of 1855, when Edward married 
Anna’s sister Ottilie. Edward had graduated from the Teacher College in 
Freiburg.83 The two young teachers enjoyed each other’s company, shared 
common interests, and openly discussed issues of deep concern. No doubt 
they commiserated over the imposing restrictions put on teachers by the 
church and state. About religion Edward wrote, “We knew nothing of the 
Gospel; but one fact was clear to us, that what the world called ‘religion’ 
was not the truth; and as there was nothing better to our knowledge, we 
both were, what thousands of others are under like conditions, skeptics, 
and we thought that science, and especially natural philosophy, was the 
only thing that might in some way fill the longing of the soul.”84

Karl’s attitude apparently did not vary greatly from Edward’s. Karl said, 
“I, like most of my fellow-teachers in Germany, had become imbued with 
the skepticism that characterizes to a large extent the tendency of modern 
higher education, but I was realizing at the same time the unsatisfactory 
condition of a mind that has nothing to rely on but the ever-changing 
propositions of speculative philosophy.”85

�e Reaktion and Karl G. Maeser
The zeal of the young tutor, who had only a few years earlier demon-
strated such loving support to the Protestants in Bohemia, was dying. 
In his words, “Scepticism [sic] had undermined the religious impressions 



52 Called to Teach

Dreikönigskirche in Dresden was the church where Karl and Anna were married June 11, 
1854. Only the tower and the altar survived the bombing of Dresden in February 1945.
Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons.
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of my childhood days.”86 The animosity between the Catholics and 
Protestants had troubled him, and the petty divisions between Protestant 
denominations “culminated only too often in uncompromising zealotry” 
that seemed to him as an unworthy denial of the “indomitable courage, 
sincere devotion, and indefatigable energy of the great German Reformer, 
Martin Luther.” The zealous efforts of the Reaktion, forcing outward com-
pliance to what should be left to personal conviction and conscience, 
must have added greatly to the agnosticism that Karl said “was exercising 
its disintegrating infl uence upon me.”87

Certainly, from 1851 on, conditions for teachers grew continually more 
oppressive. Teachers in Saxony could be fi red for atheism, for publically 
denigrating religion, for “wounding the morality through public action,” or 

Edward Schoenfeld (1832–1914) and Maeser became close friends while teaching in 
Dresden and remained so for the rest of their lives. Courtesy of Eilene Thompson.
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for “the distribution of literature against the state or its policies.”88 Teachers 
could also be dismissed for neglecting to attend church services, denigrating 
the church or civil authorities, or even associating with so-called “immoral 
people.” In 1852, a strict ban was placed upon “seditious” school materials; 
many works, including those of Dinter, Pestalozzi, and Bauriegel,89 were 
expressly forbidden.90 These policies were deeply contrary to Karl’s view of 
proper government and must have severely eroded his faith in Protestant 
religion. In 1853, forbidden texts were removed from teacher libraries. 
School inspectors, mostly from the clergy, were sent out to check the per-
sonal libraries of teachers and the materials available at teacher colleges 
for seditious literature. The Saxony that Karl returned to surely seemed 
foreign to him. The world he had been prepared to teach in no longer 
existed, and he was being asked to abandon the educational principles he 
had come to accept to be true.

The culmination of the Reaktion’s response to the schools was 
demonstrated in the three Stiehlsche regulations of 1854, a law that 
Eduard Spranger has declared to be “a dark smudge in the history of 

the Prussian Volksschule.”91 This law was writ-
ten by Ferdinand Stiehl at assignment from von 
Raumer. Its objective was to control school cur-
ricula as well as the preparation and monitoring 
of teachers in Prussia. It became the first attempt 
to unify a national curriculum and standardize 
teacher preparation. Though the law was orig-
inally intended only for Prussia, “nearly all of 
the other German governments initiated simi-
lar measures,”92 including Saxony, according to 
Nipperdey.93 It boldly declared, “The regulation 
is that no child, not even the smallest, will be 
excluded from work in his studies that trains his 
understanding and his strength; and also that 
no child will be instructed in any area, which 
does not soon lead to practice and individual 
performance.”94

Ferdinand Stiehl 
(1812–78) drafted a 
regulation that strictly 
limited the autonomy of 
Prussian teachers. Fol-
lowing this lead, similar 
regulations were passed 
in the other German 
states, including Saxony. 
Photo by Atelier F. 
Jacobeit. Courtesy of 
Pictura Pädagogische 
Online.
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This regulation made religious instruction the dominant subject; only 
three hours per week were to be spent on history and science and one 
hour per week on drawing. It also defined the required number of hymns, 
Bible verses, prayers, and catechisms to be memorized.95 The curriculum 
was drastically truncated to the basics of reading, writing, arithmetic, and 
religion. The spirit of Pestalozzi was to be extinguished, and the ideals of a 
well-rounded general education for all (Bildung) were to be eliminated.96

Nothing abstract or scientific was to be taught in the elementary school, 
“but rather a practical life of service in the church, family, job, commu-
nity, and state” that would be appropriate for their “future station.”97 The 
regulation declared: “What to teach is not at the discretion of the teacher; 
it is firmly bound to the directive, not only in what he teaches, but also 
in his own thought and being. The ministry of instruction establishes the 
aims and the objects of education; it selects from the world the details 
that it considers worthy to be taught and bans from the consciousness of 
the teacher what it counts as errant.”98

In this spirit, instruction in the teacher colleges was to be radically 
restricted to the “useful, practical, and applicable.” The “over- education” 
of elementary school teachers, which so often led them to be dissatisfied 
with their social circumstances, was to be dramatically curtailed; the 
theoretical subjects that were formerly taught to teacher candidates, 
such as educational philosophy, anthropology, and psychology, were to 
be banished and replaced by Schulkunde—“tricks of the trade” (e.g., how 
to maintain classroom discipline, keep reports, assess, conduct recita-
tions, use textbooks). Pedagogy itself was to be “quantitatively viewed” 
and strictly supervised by church-appointed inspectors.

In the midst of these new laws, in 1854 Karl received the opportunity 
to become an Oberlehrer and vice director at the Budich Institute. The 
Oberlehrer was a master teacher, an appointment that carried the status of 
civil servant, though the salary was not as high as it was for other govern-
ment positions. There can be no doubt that while the appointment itself 
may have been attractive, the orientation of the director must have assured 
Karl that he would have more freedom to apply the Pestalozzian training 
in which he believed at the Budich Institute than he was allowed in the 
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public system.99 Karl would also be engaged in preparing young women to 
become teachers. From this point on, he became a strong advocate for the 
education of women as will be discussed in chapter thirteen.

Karl continued to develop in his profession and to actively partici-
pate in the Allgemeine Deutsche Lehrerverein. Because of the scrutiny 
it received from civil authorities, however, the association continued to 
struggle. By January of 1854 it had only 150 official members in Saxony. 
In February, Karl presented the lecture at their monthly meeting, 
“Teaching Geography in the Volksschule.”100 This was a great honor for a 
young scholar. The other presenters that year included Director Budich, 
Seminardirektor Steglich (Christian Traugott Otto’s replacement), 
August Lansky (future president of the association), Director Petermann, 
Seminarlehrer Schäl, and Seminardirektor Goltzsch. This opportunity 
placed Maeser among the top educators in Saxony at the time.

By the end of 1854, Karl was grappling with how to teach the amount 
of Lutheran doctrine required while becoming more and more skeptical 
of religion and resentful of governmental imposition.101 He had come to 
believe that education should open the doors to democratic participation, 
but the beloved homeland to which he had returned was dramatically sup-
pressing public liberty and restricting the autonomy of teachers.102 Schools 
were under the strict purview of the clergy, and Karl faced the challenge 
of satisfying the suspicious civil authorities while holding to the integrity of 
his personal ideals. He had been prepared by his education to share a pro-
foundly liberal vision of what pedagogy should be and had then returned 
to an environment which prohibited that vision.

Thus Karl began his profession committed to the philosophy of 
Pestalozzi and supportive of his contemporaries Budich, Diesterweg, and 
Fröbel. He was trained to believe in the unlimited potential of the individ-
ual, which could be developed by an education built upon self-activity and 
observation, and he was convinced that persons should participate as a 
group in democratic self-governance with the rights to express themselves 
freely in the press, to assemble, to choose their careers, and to receive a 
broad, holistic education to develop their native potential. Prepared to 
teach these principles to the youth of the nation, he also was beginning 
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to share this wider vision of pedagogy with other teachers. Resistant to 
compulsion, unsatisfied with hierarchical social class, skeptical of a reli-
gion that increasingly sought political dominion and control of schools, 
he ventured into the profession of teaching with enthusiasm and hope.

Ironically, Karl’s training was completed just as the dreams of a more 
democratic, unified Germany were squashed and a conservative govern-
ment reaction was at its apex. The preparation he had received came 
under severe criticism, and the educational ideals he embraced were con-
sidered dangerous to the social order. While they did grant teachers the 
status of civil servant, which brought greater security and some increased 
social status (though no great financial reward), the government, under 
the dominating influence of the church, became suspicious of the edu-
cational system and sought to control both the content that teachers 
taught and the attitudes they reflected.

In the midst of this irony, Karl had ventured into a teaching career, 
accepted his first appointment, found a lovely bride, and begun a family, 
assuming all the responsibility that accompanies such a decision. His family 
was proud of him and the education he had received. They were confident 
that he had launched on a steady course in a secure post. His profession 
had accepted him as an academic contributor and given him the accom-
panying status. Unbeknownst to him, however, his life was about to be 
disrupted in nearly every conceivable way.
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