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A History of Pedagogy in Austria

Paedagogik in Oesterrreich, vol.1. is a wel-
come attempt in the writing of an institutional
history for a much neglected field of study. It is to
be followed by another volume on Prague, Graz
and Innsbruck, while the third volume will focus
on the Universities of Cernowitz, Salzburg, Linz,
the Economics University of Vienna and the Uni-
versity of Klagenfurt. The author is to be be con-
gratulated in undertaking to write the first vol-
ume, for several reasons. The research that went
into this work is breathtaking -- spanning times
and systems, ideas and two World Wars. Brezin-
ka's work makes a serious contribution to the his-
tory of pedagogy in Europe as a whole. And yet
Paedagogik in Oesterreich disappoints because of
its lack of clarity and poor organization. It is far
too long to be read by any but the most ardent fol-
lowers of Habsburg history.

The book is largely based on documents
found in Viennese archives and the Ministry of
Education, a dozen or so German university ar-
chives, and letters and journals. It comprises the
work of a lifetime. Curiously, though, the journal
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History of Universities is absent among the
sources. To his credit, the author uses some Polish
and Slovenian reference works, but the overall
lack of non-German sources is striking.

The book has four basic sections. The first
covers the history of pedagogy in twelve chapters,
from the period from Maria Theresa's reign to the
establishment of the first chair of pedagogy in
1806-1810. Included is a welcome discussion of
non-German universities such as the Universities
of Pavia, Lemberg (Lviv), Krakau (Cracow), Ol-
muetz (Olomouc), Budapest, Agram (Zagreb) as
well as Laibach (Ljubljana) and Klausenburg. This
part is followed by twenty-five uneven chapters
about the theological (both Roman Catholic and
Protestant), medical, and sports faculties in Vien-
na (pp. 231-494). The third section covers the Nazi
period and its effects on the various pedagogical
faculties in Vienna from 1938-1945. The fourth fo-
cuses entirely on the post-war period, 1945-1999
(pp. 494-889). There is a useful appendix of nearly
two hundred pages of letters, pictures, registers,
memoranda and literature (pp. 890-1005) but the
reader is left without a badly needed conclusion.



A decisive ending would have helped to restate a
series of important details and added to the over-
all clarity of the book.

Until the Revolution of 1848, the Catholic
Church held a near stranglehold on education,
and thus on pedagogy in the Habsburg Monarchy.
For instance, in 1770 nearly all Gymnasien were
run and directed by the church. Out of a total of
79 schools, 37 were Jesuit run, 24 by Piarists, 6 by
Benedictines, 11 by other orders and 1 by Welt-
priester (p.13). The two reforms of importance in
1805 and 1824, during and after the devastating
Napoleonic wars, gave some impetus to peadagog-
ical studies but in effect proved far too weak to
overcome the importance given to the study of re-
ligion. Already by 1774, pedagogy was made a
Pflichtfach, an obligatory object of study for all
students of theology and future teachers known
as Lehramtskandidaten. Later, pedagogy took on
some importance when all students were re-
quired to take a course for two hours a week as
part of the Philosophicum, a two-year transitional
period between the Gymnasium and the graduate
studies at the university.

One outstanding reformer of pedagogy dur-
ing the first half of the nineteenth century is
Vinzenz Eduard Milde (1777-1853), bishop and lat-
er archbishop of Vienna. His textbook Lehrbuch
der allgemeinen Erziehungskunde zum allge-
meinen Gebrauche der oeffentlichen Vorlesungen,
proved highly successful and was translated into
half a dozen languages. Had the government fol-
lowed his advice, the Habsburg educational sys-
tem would have been far more responsive to the
needs of its people prior to the revolution of 1848.
Indeed, in the 1870's Friedrich Dittes, the director
of Vienna's pedagogical institute, remarked:
"Haette man im Geiste Mildes das oesterreichis-
che Bildungswesen gestaltet, so wuerde man ein
halbes Jahrhundert fuer den Fortschritt gewon-
nen haben" (p. 245).

There are, however, some fundamental weak-
nesses to be found in Paedagogik in Oesterreich
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in relation to events caused by the 1848 Revolu-
tion. While it is true that Franz Exner, the philoso-
pher on loan, so to speak, from Prague to the Min-
istry in Vienna was indeed the 'spirit of the educa-
tional reform’, Brezinka fails to include the math-
ematician Hallaschka, who worked with Exner on
the educational reforms. But, more important, the
author does not assign any philosophical connec-
tions between Wilhelm von Humboldt's well-
known educational reforms in Prussia (1809-1812)
and the Habsburg reforms. This is a serious omis-
sion. Moreover, there is also little discussion of
the all important Lehr- und Lernfreiheit, which
radically transformed Habsburg universities from
insignificant Beamtenfabriken into modern re-
search-oriented institutions. Also, the section on
Count Leo Thun-Hohenstein, the conservative re-
former and Minister of Religion and Education
(1849-1860) who believed himself to be "the cor-
nerstone against the Revolution", is at best, incom-
plete. While it is general knowledge that Thun
was to a large degree opposed by most cabinet
ministers and, as a result, was very close to re-
signing, it was none other than Franz Joseph I
who supported the embattled minister during the
heady days of neoabsolutism (1851-1860). [1]

There is also little, if any, discussion of the ef-
fects of the 1855 Konkordat, and its ultimate ter-
mination in 1871, on pedagogy. A more thorough
description of these events would help the reader
to gain a better understanding of the various po-
litical complexities at work, which either fur-
thered or hindered the development of pedagogi-
cal studies in Vienna. This brings us to the next
political issue: the rise of nationalism as enemy of
the Habsburg multinational state. Unfortunately,
Brezinka does not explain the political ramifica-
tions of Franz Joseph's opposition to liberal ideol-
ogy, his failed political alliance with Pius IX and
the Vatican, and as such the conflict of national-
ism at the university level.

In 1871, the University of Vienna finally re-es-
tablished its chair of pedagogy. A few years later,



in 1877, the pedagogical seminar followed, a late
comer if compared with other German universi-
ties that established their seminars a generation
earlier. Moreover, pedagogical studies and the
seminar were seen by many academics as a kind
of fringe study and, as such, considered sec-
ondary. However, by the turn of the century the
seminar had increased to about 150 students.
From 1900 on, pedagogy gained steadily in promi-
nence along with related studies such as psycholo-
gy, social anthropology, or sociology. This develop-
ment is particularly evident in the inter-war peri-
od as well as in the years since 1945.

While it is undeniable that the First and Sec-
ond World Wars had an incalculable effect upon
the University of Vienna, and thus on pedagogy,
Brezinka achieves a high point when writing
about the Nazi years. He details the effects of Nazi
indoctrination on Viennese pedagogy, which last-
ed long after the Second World War had ended.
One of the preeminent pedagogues during this pe-
riod was Richard Meister (1881-1963), a classical
philologist and President of the Austrian Academy
of Sciences in the post-war years. Meister symbol-
izes to a large degree Austria's ambivalence over
past events. A scholar and political conservative,
Meister, while distrusted by the Nazis, did not,
like others, directly oppose them. So he remained
at the university but was forced to lecture on clas-
sical philology and leave pedagogy to more loyal
academics.

Astonishingly, little if anything is written
about Sigmund Freud's relevant connection with
pedagogy, or more importantly even about Ed-
mund Husserl's phenomenology and the rise of
Gestalt psychology. This intellectual void is most
unusual in such a work. A recent study on the
University of Vienna concluded that 45% of all
university staff were either dismissed or forced to
flee because of Nazi purges. [2] For Brezinka and
many others, Austria had inevitably plunged into
a kind of static provincialism.
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Slowly the study of pedagogy re-emerged at
the University of Vienna without any ominous na-
tionalist interpretations and interference. Democ-
racy, though, brought other difficulties in its wake.
Since the 1960s admissions rose dramatically at
the university in general, and in particular in ped-
agogical studies. The apparent silver lining of uni-
versity expansion included some debilitating fea-
tures. While student numbers increased greatly,
academic standards declined. There are several
reasons for this. For one, many professors took on
too many master's or doctoral students, with di-
verse interests and specializations. They could not
possibly meet the academic demand. This in-
evitably lead to a subsequent lack of professional
supervision, political interference and student
pressure. Brezinka does not mince words about
this (pp. 522-537). Whatever the reasons for this
intellectual malaise, it is evident that no outstand-
ing pedagogue appeared on the scene in the last
decades.

In conclusion, whereas Brezinka portrays the
development of the University of Vienna's chairs
of pedagogy in great detail and with care, it is
nonetheless a work with serious shortcomings.
Above all, as stated previously, it is far too long.
While at times the book is quite fascinating, schol-
arly and most useful, at others, reading becomes
tedious. A conclusion would have been most help-
ful at the end of nearly eight hundred pages of in-
formation. And yet, Brezinka's work is a worth-
while addition to the study of pedagogy at the
University of Vienna since it offers much informa-
tion about the history of the field at Vienna's fac-
ulties, and one awaits the arrival of a more com-
pact volume on Prague, Graz, and Innsbruck with
anticipation.
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