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Summary

This thesis is a study of the evolution of the educational ideas and 
practices that shaped physical education for secondary school boys 
in Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden between 1880 and 1940.

The study analyses the d e v e l op me nt s  in these four Nordic 
countries from a c o m p a ra ti ve  p er sp e c t i v e  and this has required a 
distinct limitation of the empirical material. Special att en ti on  
t he refore is given to the e vo lution of physical e du cation in the 
four Nordic capitals, Christiania/Oslo, Copenhagen, Helsingfors and 
Stpckholm, which, apart from being mid-points of the four societies, 
were administrative centres for educational systematisation and the 
only places where authorised teacher training could be undertaken. 
Educati on al  p ra ctice in the four countries are i ll us trated i n 
directly through an analysis of the conditions in sample schools in 
the capitals.

T he i n q u i r y  has two m a i n  aims. F i r s t l y ,  it s e e k s  to 
reconstruct the evolution of physical education in the four capitals 
in p ar ticular and by extension in the four countries in general. 
Secondly, it attempts to analyse in what ways and to what extent 
contemporary ideas about this section of secondary education were 
reflections of the dominant "Nordic" bourgeois outlook on schooling 
and the associated ideal of manliness.

It is argued in the earlier part of this study that the Nordic 
ideals of a common h er itage and corporate s ol idarity had c o n 
siderable vitality during the period in question in fields like cul



tural collaboration and educational reform. The educated classes in 
the four countries saw their N ordic n e i g h b o u r s  as their natural 
reference group and were much influenced by each other in the period 
of the modernisation of their national secondary education systems. 
This N ordic i n t er ac ti on  also had a signifi ca nt  impact on the a s 
similation and adaptation of the modern "sport culture", which began 
to spread from Britain into the Nordic region during the 1880s and 
w hich r ev ol u t i o n i s e d  leisure habits and p ra ctices and i nf luenced 
middle class education.

In the later part of the study attention is focused on the 
d ifferent d imensions of the s y s t e m a t i s a t i o n  and m o d e r n i s a t i o n  of 
physical e ducation as a com pu ls or y  subject for N ordic s econdary 
school boys. It is claimed that its legal endorsement in the 1860s 
and 1870s was the outcome of its perceived role as preparation for 
national service, which was introduced simultaneously in each of the 
four countries. Legal action was later closely linked to larger 
societal transformations such as educational systematisation and an 
increasing emphasis on health care.

The comparison of developments in the four countries reveals a 
number of reasons why Sweden and Denmark were in advance of Finland 
and Norway in many aspects of physical education until the Second 
World War. It was not only that the Swedish and Danish teacher 
training institutes were establi sh ed  during the N ap ol eo ni c  Age, 
whereas the Norwegian and Finnish counterparts were created during 
the last three decades of the nineteenth century, but also that at 
the end of the last century the Swedes had the advantage of having a 
uniform didactic system, the so-called Ling gymnastics, and a more
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centralised school system, through which the method could be effec
tively spread. For their part the Danes g ained mar ke dl y  from an 
early and thorough m o d e r n i s a t i o n  of teacher training, which was 
carried out at the turn of the century. Nevertheless, national dif
ferences were reduced substantially during the 1920s and 1930s. The 
thesis seeks to show that this development was caused largely by the 
i n c re as in gl y  s po r t - o r i e n t e d  curriculum, which w ea ke ne d  national 
traditions and established new and more international practices in 
all the Nordic countries.

The arguments used in the propagation of physical education 
for Nordic s ec ondary school boys were' strongly inf lu en ce d  by the 
changing values of bourgeois education and an evolving notion of the 
ideal of manliness. The early emphasis on the disciplinary function 
of c ol lective g ymnastics did not have m erely a mil it ar y  basis; 
throughout the nineteenth century drill was believed to mould bour
geois youth into an obedient and hardworking class of servants of 
the state. Furthermore, it is clear that the later c ampaign in 
favour of school sports as a more efficient way of building charac
ter was influenced by the more individualistic and action-oriented 
manliness ideal of the late nineteenth century. The move during the 
twentieth century towards a more health and hygiene conscious ad
vocacy of physical education should also be seen in the context of 
the growing attention payed to scientific understanding in the bour
geois world-view.

The thesis concludes with an attempt to highlight the mile
stones in the evo lu ti on ar y  process and place them in a broader, 
societal context. It is suggested that the era between 1880 and 1940 
was a decisive time for the establishment of Nordic secondary school



physical education, although its modern development had begun much 
earlier, during the N a p o l e o n i c  Age, and, of course, c on tinued at 
various levels after the Second World War.
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Prologue 1

Prologue

Few things fade from our memory as slowly as our schooldays. School
ing plays a crucial part in s ocialization. The school is a major 
agent of cultural c o n d i t i o n i n g  in all w e s te rn  societies. Its i n 
fluence is both conscious and unconscious. As a corollary, educa
tional systems self-evidently reflect both the social structure and 
c ul tural values of society. The mod er n  div is io n  of p rimary and 
s e c on da ry  education, therefore, can be u n d e r s t o o d  as a social as 
much as an edu ca ti on al  issue. And the E u r op ea n  s e c on da ry  school, 
throughout its evolution, can be seen as a largely efficient fac
tory, to use Foucault's expression, for the production of "docile 
bodies" responsive to the demands of of the dominant culture.

Hence it is possible to investigate secondary education as a 
r e p ro du ct iv e  agent of b ou rgeois culture and its world view. That 
will be the purpose of this thesis. Physical education for boys in 
Nordic s ec ondary schools b etween the years 1880 and 1940 will be 
analyzed both as an overt and covert process of the cultivation of a 
special youth, a youth that was e ducated to restore its cultural 
capital. Physical education was as much a social psychological as a 
physiological form of educational activity. The strategies employed 
by Nordic educators to ensure the creation of appropriate models of 
masculinity are therefore of interest not only as historical, but 
also as moral phenomena.



Prologue 2

Another reason for this study is the neglect on the part of
Nordic historians of physical education as an agent of control as
well as conditioning and their failure to see it as a significant
dimension of cultural reproduction in Nordic secondary schools. In
short, the subject was influential on several social levels, and 
this extended influence merits close scrutiny.



Chapters 1 to 3 3

PART ONE: FRAMEWORK

We shall start with three short chapters. The first chapter com
prises an introduction to the topic and an outline of existing 
research. It also includes the concepts and issues which have had a 
central position in the recent theoretical discussion about the cul
tural significance of physical education and sport in modern 
society. The second chapter describes briefly the working hypotheses 
and method of the investigation. The third chapter involves a dis
cussion of the chosen sample schools.
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Approach

Without reaching too far into the following chapters of this study 
it might be useful to discuss some of the basic approaches which un 
derpin the arguments of this investigation. Let us begin with a few 
words about the time limit. Since the assumption here is that the 
evolution of physical education in secondary schools can be under
stood as a function of, or at least as a reflection of educational 
tradition and change, it is of course of relevance to choose a his
torically dynamic period. From a general European point of view the 
epoch b e t we en  1880 and 1940 can be c h a r a c t e r i z e d  as a p e r io d  of 
educational systematization and transformation.1 And this was also 
the case with physical education. D uring the last two decades of 
19th century the subject was established in most secondary schools 
in Europe. Nevertheless, this achievement was often more apparent 
than real and in fa'ct, in many respects, it took half a century 
b efore physical edu ca ti on  in a fully d ev e l o p e d  form ach ie ve d  a 
secure position in the curriculum.

Here this evolution will be approached from two angles: first 
the cultural background will receive attention in a discussion of 
societal and educational conditions in Denmark, Sweden, Norway and 
Finland during the period 1880-1940, and this discussion will in
clude an outline of the diffusion of modern sport culture into the 
Nordic area, a process which establishes the basis for the analysis 
of the relationship between the Nordic sport mass movements and the 
physical e ducation of the school world. Secondly, a t t en ti on  will
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focus on a comparative analysis, that links the themes in the back
ground chapters to a problem centred study of process. In this way 
the local changes in sec on da ry  schools of C openhagen, Stockholm, 
Oslo and Helsinki, it is suggested, can be explained in a broader 
Nordic context.

How similar were the educational conditions in the four capi
tals of the Nordic capitals mentioned above and is it justifiable to
speak of this rather heterogeneous group of nations as one cultural 
area? Apart from the fact that from a historical point of view it is
often best to avoid claims that phenomena are "typical", it must be
stated that the primary aim here is to investigate physical educa
tion in social env ir on me nt s  that were open to n e w  ideas, and i n 
f lu ential in national contexts. The N ordic c ap itals were such 
places. They were not only administrative centres for the growing 
systematisation of education but also the only places were profes
sional training was a vailable for a career as a s e c on da ry  school 
teacher. Consequently, educational associations with their initia
tives, debates and journals were concentrated in these areas.

The question as to whether there exists a distinct Nordic cul
ture is crucial to this work. The whole investigation will be a test 
of that notion, and it is important to say something now about the 
matter. First a statement of a linguistic nature: the concept Nor

dic will c on si st en tl y  be used instead of Scandinavian to express 
things that were held in common or shared by the four nations - Den
m ark, S w e de n,  N o r w a y  and F i n l a n d .  T h i s  a p p r o a c h  is c h o s e n  
d e l i b er at el y  with an eye to the d if fi cu lt y  of i nc l u d i n g  Finland, 
w hich in strictly g e o g r ap hi ca l  terms, is o u t si de  Scandinavia. 
However, this choice has an explanation that is directly connected
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to the earlier question about the significance of a Nordic approach. 
The Scandinavian translation Norden is a word with many ideological 
connotations. It implies not only that the area is distinct from 
continental Europe but also that there is a shared history and lan
guage. Together with the idea of a Nordic race, which retained some 
of its fascination until Second World War, the term sustains the no 
tion of a Nordic culture. It encapsulated, and still encapsulates, a 
myth of substance, an ideology with an impact on reality.

It is worth noting that this investigation is focused on the 
male gender. One reason for this is a va il a b l e  sources: boys
dominated the secondary school culture at the end of the last cen
tury and the public and professional debate about physical educa
tion was mainly a discussion linked to the question of manly charac
ter and national identity. Another, more strategic reason is the at
tempt to understand the educational situation in question as a con
scious effort to build up a distinct gender identity. Physical 
education in Nordic secondary schools for boys reflected the purpose 
behind the social reproduction of a desired manliness. Of course, by 
uncovering the Nordic ideal of masculinity something is already said 
about its opposite, ideal femininity.

Few of the above a pp roaches can be fully j u s ti fi ed  w ithout 
relating them to earlier research. It may be true that there is no 
comparative study of the educational traditions in the Nordic secon
dary schools to draw o n ,2 but all the same it is easy to provide ex
amples of many n at ional inquiries that are of r e l ev an ce  to this 
work. Gunnar Richardson's study of the Swedish cultural debate in 
the 1880s, Vagn Skovgaard-Petersen's analysis of the Danish secon
dary school reform of 1903, Reidar M yhre's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of the
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ideological development in Norwegian educational thought and Kyosti 
Kiuasmaa's history of Finnish secondary education during the last 
one hundred years, to mention merely a few Nordic examples, are out
standing works, with thorough empirical bases and sound theoretical 
frameworks.3 Although they have different approaches and national 
emphases it is possible to find at least one question that is common 
to them all: how did societal conditions and opinion interact with 
t raditions and trends in s e c on da ry  e d u ca ti on  d uring the period 
1880-1900, which was a crucial time for the systematisation of 20th 
century education in Europe? This thesis is meant to be a contribu
tion to that issue.

A survey of comparative educational studies with a historical 
orientation shows clearly that it is an expanding field of research, 
examples of which are The Rise of the Modern Educational System: 

Structural Change and Social reproduction 1870-1920 by D.K.Muller et 
al., which is one of the first explicitly problem centred collec
tions of historical studies in this genre, and Hartmut Kaelble's So
cial Mobility in the 19th and 20th Centuries, which again includes a 
profound analysis of the relationship between education and social 
change in Europe and Ame ri ca.4 There are also an increasing number 
of international conferences and journals with a direct emphasis on 
a c o m pa ra ti ve  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of p hysical e du c a t i o n  and s p o r t .3 
Indeed, it could be claimed that this investigation is a response to 
the promising results of such enterprises.

N e v er th el es s  it is important to keep in mind the fact that 
N or di c  compara ti ve  research in physical e du c a t i o n  is still at an 
early stage. Except for a few works about physical education, such
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only as a social phenomenon, but as a process that is both expressed 
and influenced by body choreographs, architectual patterns and the 
natural e n v i r o n m e n t .7 For example E ic h b e r g  has des cr ib ed  how 
strongly innovations in military drill and technology influenced the 
changes that happened in the civil s e c to r.8

The body is act ua ll y  at the centre of E ic hb er g' s  i n t e r p r e 
tation of the social process. He does not understand it only as a 
unit in "the order of things" as Foucault, to whom he perhaps owes 
most in his thinking, but claims that the body, as the essence in 
configurations, should be understood as a dynamic force in social 
change. It is through the body that man is in interaction with his 
environment. Thus Eichberg often suggests that patterns, disruptions 
and new dir ec ti on s  in body culture - a t ra n s l a t i o n  of the German 
concept Korperkultur - can even hint at societal changes to come, 
e xactly like certain ideas and visions can occur "before their 
time" .9

Eichberg's use of the concept of body culture must, in other 
words, be con si de re d  in c o n ne ct io n  with his critique of Elias' 
figurational analysis. Following his definition body culture is the 
physical dim en si on  of the h is to ri ca l  spe ci fi c  configuration.10 

E ic hberg's arguments have been d e v el op ed  in works by D anish h i s 
torians like Ove Korsgaard and Hans Bonde, who each expound their 
own, slightly different notion of the body. Korsgaard's studies of 
Danish gymnastics and sport emphazise strongly the political dimen
sion of the body, whereas Bonde is more interested in discovering 
s i g n s  of c u l t u r a l  a t t i t u d e s  to g e n d e r - i d e n t i t y  in the  
configurations.11
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In sum, then, on the one side' there is a well e s t ab li sh ed 
school with a positivistic orientation in Sweden, Norway and Finland 
and on the other a more t h e o r e t i c a l l y  aware group of Danes, that 
contribute to continental debate. Will this thesis be a project that 
combines these two approaches? The answer is both yes and no. It is 
obvious that it must build on earlier research and that the publica
tions mentioned above are thus of central importance. Nevertheless, 
the aim is to develop a critical dialogue, in other words, to ques
tion existing arguments and interpretations.

The bod y  as a cultural e ntity may be described, usi ng 
analogies from physiology. Just as a disease caught from the en
v ir onment can affect mental health, an ind iv id ua l  p s y c h o s o m a t i c  
reaction can have extensive social effects. In short, the body is, 
so to say, a messenger between the individual and the collective. 
Eichberg's point is that this messenger has an active part in the 
interaction, a part that often clarifies the message. However his 
interpretations seldom include an adequately profound explanation of 
the content of those messages. The issue of the culturally defined 
body, of course, should not overshadow other powerful components in 
social change such as individual ideas and collective mentalities. 
Indeed, these two dimensions of consciousness are crucial when it 
comes to a historical understanding of social interaction. In other 
words, the body is only one among other c ultural entities that 
reveals the social history of ideas.

It is in this connection that Foucault's notion of a political 
t e c hn ol og y  of the body has to be examined. His s ta tement "...the 
soul is the prison of the body..." is based on the conviction that 
the body, as mentioned before, should be understood as a significant
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factor in the reproduction of a social order or power relationship, 
which implies its own knowledge. This technology of the body has as 
its effect and instrument a soul, r efined t h r ou gh  d i s ci pl in e  and 
punishment.12 Foucault here reminds us of Eichberg. They both reject 
the traditional dichotomous notion of body and soul, but neither of 
them are able to offer an alternative that would fully satisfy the 
theoretical needs of an historian or social scientist.

It has been said that rejection as a general attitude is one 
of the secrets of F ou cault’s considerable explanatory power. Hayden 
White has for example pointed out that all Foucault's reader is left 
with, all he can ever hope to know, is that something is very wrong; 
"For even more consistently than Nietzsche, Foucault resists the im
pulse to seek an origin or transcendental subject that would confer 
any specific meaning of existence."13 Foucault, describes, therefore 
the educational process merely as a history of constraint. He men
tions briefly the double system of gratification-punishment,14 but 
never gets involved in a more profound analysis of this necessary 
dualism in education.

The problem with this anti-pedagogical approach is not only 
its tendency to understand the educational process as a reproduction 
of a power structure, but also its negation of the dynamic, positive 
and innovative impact of the people involved. This limitation can be 
u n d e r s t o o d  t h r o u g h  a c o m p a r i s o n  b e t w e e n  G e o r g e s  V i g a r e l l o ’s 
Foucault-inspired study of the evolution of physical education and 
J.A. Mangan's more phenomenological explanation of the emergence of 
a games ethos in 19th century British public schools. In contrast to 
Vigarello, who tries to unc ov er  the t e c h n o l o g y  beh in d  the a p 
paratuses of discipline, Mangan is more concerned with how voluntary
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physical activities such as cricket and rugby became so important 
that they were finally utilised as a form of social control and ob
tained a justifying ideology; athleticism.13 The point is that Man
gan describes an elite boarding school culture, with social patterns 
that changed not only through an active contribution from the head
masters but also thr ou gh  the efforts of c o m m i t t e d  teachers and 
pupils.

Put slightly differently, education is a total process which 
can not be understood from a partial or limited perspective. There
fore an investigation like this has to consider an educational cul
ture in its specific historical circumstances through an analysis of 
particular schools and in all their manifestations.

1. Fritz R i n g e r ," I n t r o d u c t i o n " , in D.K. M u l l e r  & Fritz Rin ge r  & 
Brian Simon, The Rise of the Modern Educational System: Structural 
Change and Social Reproduction 1870-1920, Cambridge University Press 
1987 pp. 2-3.
2. J.Paludan, Det hpiere skolevsesen i Danmark, Norge og Sverig. En 
sammenlignende historisk Fremstilling, udarbeidet efter Opfordring 
af Bestyrelsen for det Letterst.edt.ska fond, Kj0benhavn 1885.

3. Gunnar Richardson, Kulturkamp och klasskamp. Ideologiska och 
sociala motsattningar i svensk skol- och kulturpolitik under 1880- 
talet, Goteborg, A k a d e m i f o r l a g e t  1963; Myhre, Reidar, Den norske 
skoles utvikling. Id6 og virkelighet, Oslo 1971; Vagn Sko vg aa rd -  
Petersen, Dannelse og demokrati: fra latin- til almenskole: lov om 
h0iere almenskoler 24. april 1903, K 0benhavn, G y l de nd ah l  1976; 
Kiuasmaa, Kyosti, Oppikoulu 1880-1980. Oppikoulu ja sen opettajat 
koulujarjestyksesa peruskouluun, Oulu, Pohjoinen, 1982.
4. Muller & Ringer & Simon 1987; Hartmut Kaelble, Social Mobility 
in the 19th and 20th Centuries. Europe and America in Comparative 
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Method

A comparative method in historical research is a perspective rather 
than a theory. Yet, it is necessary to say something about it in the 
context of this study.

The Nor di c  p e r s p ec ti ve  is one of the main elements in this 
study. It gives the other elements a context and brings them 
together in a comprehensive analysis and a reasonable synthesis. The 
question whether the units of comparison can be understood outside 

their own societal settings is wrongly put, since the units are ac
tually investigated inside a Nordic framework. The same reasoning is 
also adequate when it comes to the ind ic at or s  c hosen to compare 
similarities and differences. The indicators are functionally equiv
alent if it can be shown that Nordic culture is an emp ir ic al -  
historical phenomenon with its own distinctive features. Yet, more 
important is the fact that the indicators can uncover, test and 
maybe even contradict the notion of a Nordic culture.

One of the main indicators is obviously the national school 
system and its educational traditions. Through a comparison of the 
four school systems and the local secondary education in the capi
tals something has already been said about the existence of a Nordic 
culture. The strategy is in principle the same for the other main 
indicators, the national sports culture and the public debate about 
physical education. The indicators are thus o p e ra ti ve  tools in a
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c o m p a r i s o n ,  w h i c h  c o u l d  be c h a r a c t e r i z e d  as a p r o c e s s  of 
"...relating relationships or even whole patterns of relationships 
to each o th e r."1

It is nevertheless important to stress that this work can not 
be counted among those studies, which are s tr i c t l y  dir ec te d  by a 
systematic social scientific method. The problems will be formulated 
in advance, c on c e p t u a l i z e d  acc or di ng  to the f r a m e w o r k  and i n v e s 
tigated explicitly from a comparative angle, but they are still his
torical issues that require hermeneutic understanding rather than 
functional explanations. Thus it is more a pp ro p r i a t e  to c h a r a c 
terizes the research strategy as a qualitative interpretation of a 
group of interrelated the me s.2

A major aspect of this thesis is the reconstruction of the ac
tual conditions of physical education in the four countries. This 
approach leads the investigation into studies of various topics like 
school architecture, teacher training and curriculum practices. Only 
through consideration of such matters can we find out how, when and 
why educational circumstances changed and which factors were most 
influential. In other words it is important to point out the 
r elationships between ideals and p ra ctice in order to p rovide a 
thorough picture of the process.

This reconstruction will be based on a detailed investigation 
of twelve schools in the four capitals, since the aim is to give 
special attention to the educational conditions in those areas. The 
schools are chosen with two factors in mind. They have to be repre
sentative of the school cultures in question and should have a suf
ficient number of available sources. These requirements imply the 
importance of the f ol lowing variables; g e o g r a p h i c a l  site, social
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status, c u r r i c u l a r  p atterns and relations with authorities. The 
sample has t he refore been s el ected in an a ttempt to pick schools 
that highlight specific educational circumstances. A more detailed 
description of the actual selection of schools will be presented in 
chapter three.

Another important aspect of this study is the question of the 
educational ideas and ideologies that had an impact on Nordic secon
dary school culture. To what extent did the Contine nt al  new 
h u m a n i s t i c  Bildungsideal d om inate N ordic s ch o o l i n g  at the end of 
nineteenth century? How much did that tradition influence the theory 
and practice of physical education? Did this tradition also estab
lished resistance to Anglo-Saxon ideals of games and other physical 
exercises in the curriculum? In the broadest sense, we are concerned 
with the diffusion of, and confrontations between, different educa
tional ideas and traditions and the extent to which this process was 
seen in the secondary schools' physical education. Put somewhat dif
ferently, this study is an attempt to integrate the results of the 
inquiry into an explanation of the physical dimension of bourgeois 
e du cation in N ordic secondary schools. A central q uestion to be 
asked is whether evidence of continuity and change in educational 
ideals can be discovered in the principles and practices of the dis
cipline of the body?

Among hypotheses inspiring this analysis is, first, the notion 
that the 19th century school's most important task was to build 
character. This was not only the case in the Anglo-American world, 
where the concept of c ha racter became crucial in m a i n t a i n i n g  and 
even in understanding the societal structure.3 Both on the Continent 
and in Nordic countries the word stood for the d e v el op me nt  and
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mastery of a self-control, that was to be practiced in public and in 
support of a moral order. We shall therefore consider to what extent 
N ordic m iddle and u pper class s e c on da ry  e d u c a t i o n  was shaped by 
this ideal and how it was justified and put into practice in physi
cal education.

Second, it will be argued that the emergence of health as a 
social concept in e d u ca ti on al  d i s co ur se  should be e xp lained as a 
p hy si o l o g i c a l  ful fi ll me nt  of this cha ra ct er  building. Health was 
considered the visible proof of character and was consequently as
sumed to str en gt he n  the will, whi ch  again was the d ynamo of 
character.4 The promotion of hygiene in schools through a sounder 
environment and a stronger emphasis on physical education in other 
words should not be seen merely as a sign of a scientific progress. 
It was equally a way of carrying out the moral requirement to for
tify the b odily dim en si on  of the self and t hereby prepare it for 
honourable citizenship.

And third, it will claimed that this final aim of schooling, 
the task of forming characters and direct them towards the ultimate 
stage, manhood, was often the hidden ideological dimension of secon
dary e du cation for boys. It was cha ng ea bl e  and forced to reflect 
societal disruption, but still preserved conservative beliefs and 
values much longer than most other cultural ideologies. These 
images of manliness were utilised not only in moral education but 
also in h ealth education, in gym na si um s  and in playgrounds. The 
que st io n  is w hether the move in physical e du c a t i o n  towards more 
games and athletics was a reflection of a transformation of bour
geois manliness, or, whether this sportification should be seen as 
an attempt to strengthen traditional images of manhood.
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Sample Schools

Three boys schools are c hosen from each capital. In the case of 
C op en ha ge n  it bec am e  apparent at an early stage of the r esearch 
that the town's growth had a certain pattern which it was important 
to note. Until the 1850s spatial expansion was restricted to within 
the defence works, but when these restrictions were lifted the town 
expanded rapidly beyond t h e m.1 This had consequences also for the 
town's secondary education; when the wealthy middle classes moved 
out to their own districts they had economic and social power to re
quire a service structure that improved the quality of life, which 
in the field of edu ca ti on  led to the e s t a b li sh me nt  of private 
schools. Yet it is i nd i s p u t a b l e  that the fast g rowing num be r  of 
private schools in late ninteenth century Copenhagen was a conse
quence of the rel uc ta nc e  to found state fin an ce d  schools in the 
capital.2

Despite rapid u r b a n i s a t i o n  C op en ha ge n  had only one state 
funded sec on da ry  school at the b eg i n n i n g  of this century, the 
Metropolitanskolen. Not surprisingly it was also the oldest and most 
appreciated school in the town. According to tradition it was estab
lished in 1209 to educate personnel for the new Catholic chapter in 
Copenhagen. This symbiosis was maintained until the Napoleonic era 
when Danish secondary and higher education was released from cleri
cal control. In these new con di ti on s  Metropolitanskolen retained  
its high status and remained, at least until 1938, when it m oved
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away from its central p os i t i o n  next to the M e d i e v a l  V irgin Mary 
church, a school suitable for the children of the administrative 
e l i te.3

Nevertheless, this explains only partly why Metropolitanskolen 
together with the two p rivate schools Ostre Borgerdydskole and 
Frederiksbergs Latin- og Realskole are the three Copenhagen schools 
that will be examined thoroughly in this work. Apart from the fact 
that its exclusivity was both social and geographical, it had the 
power and motivation to preserve many of the educational ideals of 
the old Latin school. It differed in this sense distinctly from the 
two other schools; Ostre Borgerdydskole was founded in 1787 by the 
enlightened bourgeois of Copenhagen as a reaction against the for
mal curriculum and nurtured, despite the conservative attitudes of 
the first half of nineteenth century, many of its original ideals 
until it was taken over by the state in 1919.4

In contrast to Metropolitanskolen in the heart of the town and 
6stre Borgerdydskole, which from 1883 onwards was situated by one of 
the main streets near the city center, was Frederiksbergs Latin- og 
Realskole a true product of the urbanisation of Copenhagen's sur
roundings in the second half of last century. It was founded in 1879 
by an optimistic entrepreneur, but was soon taken over by progres
sive edu ca ti on al is ts  who, through ext en si ve  i nv estment in a new 
building in this respectable suburb and a competent teacher force, 
transformed it into one of the biggest private schools in Copenhagen 
and its suburbs.5

The other nine schools of the survey are also chosen to fully 
reflect local developments. In the case of Christiania it was ap
p ro pr ia te  that the cathedral school, with a Med ie va l  his to ry
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reminiscent to that of Metropolitanskolen, s hould be e xamined in 
juxtaposition with two private modern institutions, Aars's og Voss's 
Skole and Anderssens Latin- og Realskole, which like their parallels 
in Copenhagen were eager to introduce and promote a more utilitarian 
education. This was partly a p r a gm at ic  s tr a t e g y  to attract new 
pupils, but at the same time was also a sincere attempt to modernise 
secondary education.6 The cathedral school, Christiania Katedral- 

skole was without question the most prestigious; it was, until the 
f ou ndation of the u n i v e r s i t y  in 1813, the only i ns t i t u t i o n  for 
post-primary education in Christiania and it took three decades more 
before the town got another sec on da ry  s c h o o l .7 Aars's og Voss's 

Skole was e st ab l i s h e d  in 1863, whereas Anderssens Latin- og 

Realskole opened its doors in 1880. Like the cathedral school they 
were situated in the inner city.

The oldest of the three S to ckholm schools chosen is Nya 

Elementarskolan, founded in 1828 by i nfluential citizens to test 
educational ideas which were, in many cases, later incorporated into 
Swedish secondary education. From 1859 to 1950 Nya Elementarskolan 
stood next to Hotorget, Stockholm's most central market square in 
the same neighbourhood as the Central Institute of Gymnastics with 
which it had strong connections.8 The two other Stockholm schools, 
of this study, were established in connection with the great reform 
of secondary education in the 1870s. Stockholms reallaroverk, more 
often called Norra Real because it from 1890 onwards was situated in 
the northern part of the city, started in 1876 as the town's first 
school where Latin had only a minor position in the curriculum. It 
was c on se qu en tl y  during the first decades of its e xi stence a low
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status school. But just as interesting is its fame as the capital's 
most athletic school, which it justly earned through numerous vic
tories in local and national competitions.9 Norra Latinlaroverket, 

the third Stockholm school, was established in 1880 and had the ad
van ta ge  of a new, almost palatial b u i ld in g  in the n o r th er n  city 
centre. The fact that it was inaugurated in the presence of King Os 
car II r ef lected its social status. Like Metropolitanskolen in 
Copenhagen and Christiania Katedralskole it had a geographical site, 
an architectural framework, and an educational atmosphere that was 
c onvenient for the r e p r o du ct io n  of the urb an  elites' cultural 
c ap ital.10

The trio that has been chosen to h ig h l i g h t  the e ducational 
circumstances in the Finnish capital Helsingfors differ at least in 
one way from the schools discussed above; none of them were estab
lished before the 1880s nor could they from the beginning be sure of 
their social position. Yet it is apparent that the Finnish normal 
school, Suomalainen Normaalilyseo, which was moved from the 
provinces to the capital in 1887, was an institution that in a short 
time gained a central position in the town's educational culture. It 
played an important role in the struggle to build up a high culture
based on the Finnish language, which until then had been spoken
mainly by the rural population. Although we will discuss this cul
tural movement more fully later it can briefly be said that Suoma
lainen Normaalilyseo was an educational bastion for the enforcement 
of the m a j or it y  language. In a short time it grew b igger than 
Helsingfors' Swedish normal school, but had to wait until 1905 
before it could move in to a more spacious complex, which had been 
built next to the old one in the southern inner c i t y .11 As the lead
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ing teacher training institution (it combined this role with that of 
a sec on da ry  school) it had  a truly n o r m a t i v e  impact on F innish 
education and maintained this role until at least the Second World 
War.

Only four years after the Finnish normal school had been es
tablished in Helsingfors the authorities were forced to establish a 
new s ec ondary school for the town's Fin ni sh  s p e ak in g  population, 
which was expanding rapidly. This school, Suomalainen Reaalilyseo, 

opened in 1891 and was one of the two state financed schools in Fin
land that prepared its pupils for university and could offer them a 
p r e d o m i n a n t l y  science ori en te d  curriculum. From the b eg i n n i n g  it 
had, like its parallel in Stockholm, Norra Reallaroverket, a low 
status and had to fight a long b ur ea u c r a t i c  struggle with the 
government before its school building was enlarged in 1914 to meet 
educational and hygienic requirements. It was situated a couple of 
blocks westwards from the city centre and soon became famous for its 
first-class sportsmen.12

Almost as close to the heart of the city was the p ri vate 
school Nya svenska laroverket, which was founded in 1882 for Swedish 
speaking boys by a handful of liberal educationalists who wanted to 
offer a modern alternative to the dominant formal curriculum. Its 
ideal site near the Kajsaniemi Gardens, which as the oldest public 
park in town was situated next to the railway station, together with 
the rea so na bl y  high fees were g uarantees for it remaining one of 
Helsingfors' most exclusive private schools throughout the next half 
century.13
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In short, the survey sample includes seven schools which were 
financed by public money and five dependent on private funds. This 
proportion does not give a correct picture of the economic basis of 
Nordic secondary education; the vast majority of those schools that 
had been established between the second half of the nineteenth cen
tury and the Second World War were products of private initiative. 
Yet it is obvious that the four capital's state schools played a 
special role in the s y s t e m a t i s a t i o n  of s e c o n d a r y  education. As 
p u b l i c  i n s t i t u t i o n s  t h a t  o f t e n  f u n c t i o n e d  as e d u c a t i o n a l  
lab or at or ie s  they a tt racted the attention of the mass med ia  and 
politicians to a greater extent than the private sector.

It is clear n ev e r t h e l e s s  that the choices at the same time 
have been d e t er mi ne d  by the p ra gmatic n e c e s s i t y  of sufficient 
primary and secondary sources. Most of the Nordic secondary school 
archives include a lot of i n f or ma ti on  about a dm i n i s t r a t i o n  and 
decision-making, but less about school culture and the educational 
process in classroom and gymnasium. Documents like school magazines, 
diaries or scrapbooks are rare and they seldom reflect the social 
life c on nected with the schools' physical activities. These gaps 
have partly been filled by annual school reports, jubilee histories 
and d ocuments produced by official aut ho ri ti es  or commissions. 
Therefore the chosen schools are analysed by means of a reasonably 
large amount of empirical material, which is, however, often of a 
fragmentary nature.

This problem has been especially apparent in the investiga
tion of the secondary school culture in Christiania/Oslo. Apart from 
Katedralskolen, which has an impressive archive, none of the town's 
s ec ondary schools that existed during the p e r io d  1 88 0-1940 s y s 
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tematically saved their documents. Another deficiency in the Nor
wegian material has been the lack of printed annual school reports 
between 1905 and the 1940s. The reconstruction has thus been made on 
the basis of very heterogeneous material, which includes both plans 
of the school bui ld in gs  and short reports of N o r w e g i a n  physical 
education.

Such shortcomings naturally have had their impact on the com
parison of physical education in the various Nordic countries. The 
lack of a c ertain source c at egory in one of the c ou ntries has 
reduced the chance of a comprehensive analysis and has forced the 
author to ignore many interesting questions, which would have been 
challenging to tackle.
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PART TWO: THE CULTURAL BACKGROUND

The most important aim of the three chapters in Part Two is to 
provide a general outline of the historical context of the research 
topic. We begin in chapter four with a discussion of the existence 
of a distinctive Nordic culture and describe subsequently the evolu
tion of the inter-Nordic cooperation, which had a strengthening im
pact on Nordic solidarity and identity. Chapter five is an analysis 
of the systematisation of secondary education in the four countries 
before Second World War. The analysis starts with a delineation of 
the overall development in European education policy and of the dif
ferent phases of the associated systematisation. Thereafter Nordic 
systematisation is described closely in conjunction with an examina
tion of some of the leading questions in the educational debate. In 
chapter six we take a look at the cultural and organisational recep
tion of modern sports in the Nordic region before 1940. The main 
purpose of this chapter is to provide an idea of how and why the 
sports m ovement had grown to be one of the most dynamic mass 
phenomena in the Nordic societies by the end of the 1930s.
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Norden: an ideal of substance

I.

Friends from East, from West, from South,
The North embraces you joyfully,
Faithful friends and dear brothers!
- Such is the name of this time and future1

The time in question was 1895 and the place Sweden's capital Stock
holm, where over 6500 educationalists were gathered for the seventh 
Nordic school conference. Some would say that such support for Scan- 
d i n a v ia ni st ic  idealism was rather an echo from the past than a 
prospect for the future. Still it is obvious that this poem by the 
Swede A.W. S t a a f f2 reflected a common o p t im is m  among the c o n t e m 
porary educated classes in the four Nordic countries. The notion of 
Norden, the North, had maintained most of its positive connotations 
despite the failure to establish political collaboration or unifica
tion and had by the end of last century achieved a more sublime 
meaning. Perhaps it is true to say that it was a politically passive 
but culturally dynamic dimension of the north European world-view.

Hope of political reunification had finally foundered in the 
G er ma n - D a n i s h  War 1864, when the Swedish government, contrary to 
some of its promises stayed aloof and let the Prussians take three 
southern Duchies in Jutland. Yet, historically the tradition of col
laboration went back to the end of 14th century when the fear of
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H a n se at ic  exp an si on  resulted in the dyn as ti c  Kalmar union of the 
three kingdoms of Denmark, Nor wa y  and Sweden, which lasted until 
1523 when the last of the union monarchs was ove rt hr ow n.3

It was not only a common enemy that had brought together these 
kingdoms, with political institutions established during the Viking 
age. The linguistic stock for all the Nordic tongues from coastal 
Finland to Iceland, from North Cape to south Jutland was of Germanic 
origin. D uring the V iking e xp ansion this Old Norse began to d i f 
ferentiate and had by the end of Middle Ages developed distinct lo
cal language branches. But apart from the language patterns on 
Iceland and Faroes, which preserved the Norse tongue of the first 
V ik in g  s e t t l e r s ,4 this d if f e r e n t i a t i o n  seldom caused problems in 
inter-Nordic communication. It was, and still is, reasonably easy 
for a Finn with Swedish as mother tongue to understand his Nordic 
fellow from Denmark.

Nevertheless it would be too easy to explain the shared cul
tural tradition as merely a question of language. The Nordic conver
sion to Christianity, during the three first centuries of this mil
lennium, reinforced the institutions of the three monarchies. The 
a d m i n is tr at iv e  capacity of the clergy was i nstrumental in e s t a b 
lishing a strong link between the state and church, which explains 
the smooth move to the Lutheran faith in the first half of 16th c en 
tury. The Nordic Protestant church c on se qu en tl y  played a crucial 
role in the state-building process and functioned at least until the 
end of last century as the voice of its rulers. It had also an im
portant part in the str en gt he ni ng  of national identity, which 
through the impact of the German Romanticism, from the early 19th 
century onwards, was u nderstood as dependent on the language. In
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that task the Nordic churches were well-equipped: the Lutheran serv
ice was in the native tongue and the preaching was meant to have a 
clear,educational m e s sa ge.5

This clerical i nd oc tr i n a t i o n  has to be j u x ta po se d  with the 
ideological influence of nationalist academics, writers and artists 
who in the 1840s got carried away by the idea of a p o l i t i c a l l y  
u n i fi ed  Norden. Fro m  a n at io nalist point of view this Scan- 

dinavianism could, in fact, be seen as a logical step towards the 
same kind of unification that actually happened in the same period 
in Germany, and which occured twenty years later in Italy. One early 
sign of the rise of this movement was Goticism, a romantic genre 
among Nordic poets, which was a reaction to the actual decline of 
Sweden and Denmark, during the Napoleonic e r a .6

Sweden's loss of Finland, since Medieval times a third of its 
realm, to Russia in 1809 was only partly compensated for by the gain 
of Norway from Denmark in 1814; Sweden was no longer a Baltic state 
but rather a peninsular one. Denmark's position after 1814 was even 
more reduced. All that was left of the strong 17th century power was 
its heartlands and the Atlantic provinces of Iceland and Greenland: 
Norway and Scania were lost to Sweden. This may explain also why the 
most eager romanticists in the spirit of Goticism were to be found 
in Denmark and Sweden rather than in Christiania (the name of Oslo 
until 1925) or Helsingfors (Helsinki is a Finnish translation from 
nineteenth century). Actually the Norwegians and Finns had gained 
more through the change of masters. Norway got a liberal constitu
tion that minimized the control exercised from Stockholm, whereas 
Finland kept its old Swedish laws and received essential financial 
help from Russia to build up an autonomous bureaucracy.7
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All in all, Goticism was more an ideology of melancholic reac
tion than a active political strategy. The romanticists "modernized" 
and refined nevertheless a whole set of myths and icons that was to 
be used by later promoters of Norden as an cultural and political 
ideal. A central source of inspiration was the Norse mythology that 
was based on the old sagas about the Nordic gods and Viking heroes. 
The Vikings and their rather fictional virtues were used in a range 
of meanings. Most dominant was the notion of the ancient male with 
Nordic race features, virile and expansion-orientated.8 It is impor
tant to notice that n e i th er  these Vik in g  c ha r a c t e r i s t i c s  nor the 
Norse mythology were explicitly linked in the Goticistic genre to a 
distinct national identity. The Gothic ancestors were thus a common 
Nordic heritage for those who extolled the glorious past in hope of 
a greater future.

Scandinavianism which began to shape itself into a distinct 
movement in the mid- nineteenth century was an ideology which drew 
on at least three sources of inspiration: firstly the late Medieval 
tradition of political collaboration, secondly Goticism and finally 
the political situation in Europe in the 1840s. In its different 
forms it had a dialectical relationship with expanding German cul
ture and society at least until First World War. The German speaking 
world stood for high culture as well as for military threat. The 
Lutheran church, the education system, and the scientific orienta
tion in the Nordic countries were strongly influenced by, if not a 
r ef lection of, German developments. From the 1840s onwards this 
domination was overshadowed by the other side of German expansion: 
the political, and consequently, military consolidation of German 
forces.
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Two wars were fought between Denmark and Prussia in the mid
n i n e t e e n t h  century; 184 8- 18 50  and 1864. The first c o n f r o n t a t i o n  
ended in a status quo whereas the second, as mentioned earlier, was 
a disaster both for Denmark and political Scandinavianism. Those who 
had believed in Swedish promises of help to "a brother in need" had 
to admit the cold fact that the Danes were crushed a l o n e .9 But 
p a r a d o x i c a l l y  enough this defeat had a p os itive effect on the 
lim it at io ns  of i nt er -N or di c  collaboration. The vague hopes of a 
unified Nordic foreign policy were replaced by more concrete efforts 
to strengthen cultural and institutional integration. It was a move
ment towards an interaction based on cultural solidarity rather than 
on political requirements.

Yet, it can be argued that this new culturally orientated con
s ol id at io n  m a i nt ai ne d  the central n otion of the p re -1864 Scan

dinavianism; the idea that the Nordic countries could and should be 
distinct from the rest of Europe. In fact this tendency to define 
and understand national identity through a comparison with the Ger
man culture was a common intellectual exercise among 19th century 
academics in East and North Europe. The attitude towards German cul
ture was nevertheless slightly different in Russia and its Polish 
and Baltic provinces. Here there existed culturally powerful German 
minorities who had a dominant position in intellectual life. This 
superiority often created tension, which in its most sophisticated 
form can be seen in works by, for example, Goncharov, Dostoievsky or 
Tolstoy. In their novels German characters are almost without excep
tion superficial doers, insensitive to the essential questions in 
lif e .
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Such negative attitudes are harder to find among Nordic con
temporaries. It was impossible to deny shared traditions and, there
fore, the definition of both the national and Nordic identity was 
more often based on the claim that the supposed Nordic race, as well 
as its original culture, was the purest b ranch of the G er manic  
s t o c k.10 In this way dependence on German culture could be under
stood more as a fruitful graft than as a centre/periphery relation
ship, which nevertheless it often was.

II.

Cultural cooperation began to increase steadily in the late 1860s 
and by the end of the nineteenth century the idea was welcomed by 
wider groups within each Nordic country. Attempts to a standardise 
orthography were made 1869 and soon thereafter occured a spate of 
practical measures like postal and currency unions, common legisla
tion and the foundation of inter-Nordic organisations.11 Finland was 
only partly included in this consolidation. Since 1809 it had been 
linked to the Russian empire as a Grand Duchy and by the end of the 
century, had matured into a distinct nation, with political autonomy 
and Western orientated trade. This was certainly not in line with 
Russian imperial policy. Consquently, a struggle occured between the 
Russian authorities and Finnish nationalists from early 1890s until 
1917, when independence was achieved as a result of the O ctober  
revolution.
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But these circumstances cannot alone explain Finland's weaker 
participation in the emerging cultural collaboration. The majority 
of the population had, ever since prehistoric times, spoken Finnish, 
which is not an I n d o - E u ro pe an  language but one of the few Finn- 
Ugrian tongues still extant in Europe. Swedish was spoken by a coas
tal and urban minority, which was partly a result of an eastward im
m i g r a t i o n  d u r i n g  12t h  and 13 th c e n t u r i e s  f r o m  Up pi and and 
ftstergotaland, the heartlands of the Swedish kingdom. Swedish was 
naturally the language of administration as well as trade and main
tained this status until the end of last century. Nevertheless, by 
then the Finnish state-building process had reached a stage where 
the q uestion of language became more and more important. The 
proponents of the Finnish language, the Fennomans, had been active 
since 1830s but now demanded with Heg el ia n  logic that F innish 
should become the language of state affairs as well as high culture 
and had therefore less interest in cultural Scandinavianism. Those 
demands 'were fulfilled by the 1920s and meant of course that Fin
land, from a linguistic point of view, lacked an important tie to 
the other Nordic countries.12

Still it has to be emphasized that this transformation did not 
lead to an alienation from the traditional Nordic culture and life
style. It would thus be more a ppropriate to claim that F inland 
through this process towards national maturity actually gained a 
more equal position in the inter-Nordic collaboration. This explains 
also why Finns were most active in interaction that was of practical 
use to their own state-b ui ld in g  process. One area was scientific 
dialogue, another was the Scandinavian Labour Congress, which ex
isted from 1886 to 1920.13
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In this context it is, however, of particular interest to note 
that the exchange of educati on al  ideas was i ncluded among those 
areas that att ra ct ed  the p r a gm at ic  Finns. This c o l l a b o r a t i o n  o b 
tained an i ns ti tu ti on al  f r a me wo rk  in 1870, when the first N ordic 
school conference was held. As suggested earlier, it was a project 
that advanced in a quite promising way towards the end of 19th cen
tury; the first m e e t i n g  in G o t h e n b u r g  g a t h e r e d  842 N o r d i c  
educationalists whereas the Stockholm meeting a quarter of a century 
later att ra ct ed  6554 p a r t i c i p a n t s .14 The poems recited, w ritten 
especially for those occasions might have been idealistic, but also 
r e f l e c t e d  in t h e i r  o w n  w a y  the  f a c t  t h a t  the  p r a g m a t i c  
e du ca ti onalists, in their search for more efficient e d u ca ti on al  
m et hods and didactic solutions, found it n atural that the debate 
should be Nordic rather than European in emphasis.

One obvious reason for this was the common need for the sys
tematisation of education at a national level. Primary education and 
sec on da ry  edu ca ti on  had to be modernised, and there were strong 
demands to link these two institutions to a more democratic, com
p r e he ns iv e  school system. These issues arose, of course, in the 
first place out of continental debate, but were soon adapted to N o r 
dic circumstances, which, seen from a European perspective, had dis
tinct features.15 However it was not only shared educational tradi
tions, which will be highlighted more strongly in next chapter, but 
also sim il ar it ie s  in societal structure and change which brought 
together the Nordic teachers.

One of the main topics during the first three decades of the 
school conferences was the degree to which the classical curriculum, 
that had dominated secondary education, should be replaced by one
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with a more s c i en ti fi c  orientation. D i s c u s s i o n  was n o u r i s h e d  by 
reforms in secondary education, which in moderate form were sanc
tioned at the turn of century, but it was also inspired by public 
d em ands for more pra ct ic al  schooling. In that spe ci fi c  context 
educationalists were now more aware of the need to improve the stan
dard of the school physical education. However, it was not until the 
i nt e r - N o r d i c  forum in C op en ha ge n  in 1890 that p hysical e du cation 
received any substantial attention.16

One reason for this might have been the fact that it was a low 
status subject, but another was surely that there already existed 
some institutional channels for collaboration in the field of physi
cal education. The Central I ns titute of G y m na st ic s  (Gymnastiska 

Central institutet - GCD in Stockholm, since it was established in 
1813 by Pehr Henrik Ling, the founder of the Swedish system of gym
nastics, had a tt racted students from the other Nordic countries. 
This student exchange continued even to some degree after Norway in 
1870, and Finland in 1882, got their own authorised institutes for 
teacher t r a i n i n g .17 It was an interac ti on  that p roduced a strong 
Nordic tradition of physical education, which remained distinctive 
until the Second World War. In fact, it is difficult to overestimate 
GCI's role in this consolidation. A l t ho ug h  Norwegians, Danes and 
Finns rejected the idea of slavish imitation of Swedish gymnastics, 
which by the end of last century had developed into a didactic sys
tem with dogmas and orthodox proponents, it was from the institute 
in Stockholm that most Scandinavians obtained their essential in
spiration when they created their own national systems.
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In t h e •Norwegian case this impact has also to he explained bv 
the close administrative links to Stockholm that existed because of 
the union of the Swedish-Norwegian monarchy, which was finally dis
solved in 1905. Swedish instructors and their Norwegian disciples, 
who arrived in Stockholm to perfect theirs skills, were mostly of
f i c e r s  and, t h e r e f o r e ,  c o l l e a g u e s  in the  s a m e  d e f e n s e  
organisation.18 Swedish text books were used even after the first, 
rather similar, Norwegian version was published in 1870s.19 A decade 
later, in 1883, physical educators from the two countries founded 
the first Nordic professional organisation for gymnastic teachers, 
the Swedish-Norwegian Gymnastics Teacher Association, encouraged by 
the first Nordic assembly for gymnasts in Stockholm one year ear
lier, in 1882 .20 Indeed, the int er -N or di c  gat he ri ng s  not only 
strengthened the notion of a Nordic culture but functioned also as 
platforms for integrated action.

When the S we di sh -N or we gi an  ass oc ia ti on  in 1890 changed its 
name and became The Scandinavian Gymnastics Teacher Society this was 
a sign of increasing interest among Danes in the Swedish s ystem.21 
Nine years later, in 1899, a new gymnastics text book for Danish 
schools was published, which has been viewed as a symbolic victory 
for the principles taught by GCI's teachers.22 Although this is a 
simplification one thing is certain: the reforms in Danish physical 
education happened in conjunction with a growing interaction with 
Swedish curriculum specialists.

D ev el op me nt s  in Finnish physical edu ca ti on  during the late 
19th century have also to be considered in the context of the power
ful pedagogical impact of the GCI. The leading theoretician, Viktor 
Heikel, recieved his first professional training at the institute
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and his whole life-work should be seen as a critical response to the 
S wedish system. He refused to accept its stiff f o r ma li sm  but was 
nevertheless clearly influenced by the rationality behind the rigid 
instruction. F u r th er mo re  F in nish female physical educators found 
their own didactic solutions, which were essentially built on the 
Swedish tradition.23 By the turn of the nineteenth century Nordic 
physical educators had created a network of contacts and institu
tional links, which in many cases was far more d ev eloped than in 
other fields of education.

As the twentieth century progressed, however, physical educa
tion continued to be only a minor theme among other more dominating 
topics of discussion at the Nordic school conferences. Nevertheless 
national and local teacher associations began to show a sincere con
cern about school health care and took initiatives to solve the ur 
gent need for playgrounds, but it was still up to the specialists to 
improve the subject's state and status. Even though this r e s p o n 
sibility will be analysed in detail later on in this work something 
should be said here about the professional dialogue that emerged at 
the Nordic conferences for physical education, which were arranged 
between the two world wars.

It is worth noting that the leading advocate of the c o n 
ferences was the Swede, Carl Svedelius, who was a linguist without 
pro fe ss io na l  training in physical education. Svedelius was h e a d 
master of Norra Reallaroverket - one of the three Stockholm school 
we shall examine in more detail shortly - and as a keen enthusiast 
of outdoor activities, made it one of the country's most successful
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athletic schools. He was not especially impressed by the gymnastics 
taught at the GCI and saw physical education primarily as a means of 
character building.24 It is, therefore, not surprising that he con
sciously worked for a more games and athletics orientated curriculum 
and in 1916 became the first chairman of the Swedish School Sports 
A s s o c i a t i o n .25 T hrough that o rg an is at io n  three years later, in 
autumn of 1919, he made contact with Nordic experts in physical 
education and suggested an systematic exchange of ideas. A planning 
meeting was held in Stockholm in March 1920, which clearly showed 
the need for such a forum, and one and a half year later the first 
conference was arranged in the same t ow n.26 Conferences, except for 
the war years, were held regularly until the 1950s and served, for 
the most part, the informative functions Svedelius and his Nordic 
colleagues had hoped for. Nordic physical educators began now to 
compare their curricula and teacher training p ro grammes more 
thoroughly and used this knowledge in the modernisation of the na
tional systems.

However it was a p rofessional i nt eraction that in many 
respects differed from the situation before First World War, when 
the GCI in Stockholm, as the Nordic centre of physical education, 
had had a decisive and in some cases almost controlling role in that 
cooperation. The crucial question was not anymore which gymnastic 
system was to be preferred, but rather in what degree and form, 
games and other outdoor activities should be utilized in physical 
education.27

Another sign of the new climate of debate was the range of ex
perts from different areas who took part in the conferences. 
Educationalists, coaches, health authorities, scientists as well as
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interested laymen attended and expressed their opinions about the 
topic, which by then had expanded to a heterogeneous set of subjects 
related to school physical education. Nevertheless it was clear that 
most of the issues discussed have to be considered in conjunction 
with the expanding sports movement, which, as it will be argued in 
c hapter six, by the b eg in n i n g  of 1920s had developed into a mass 
p h e n o m e n o n  in the Nordic countries. The a ctivities of men like 
Svedelius should be seen, therefore, as an educational response to 
this expansion, which threatened the traditi on al  domains of the 
school authorities. They were convinced that sports could have an
essential role in moral education, but thought that such activities 
should be monitored by the teachers rather than by coaches without
formal knowledge of educational matters. The same kind of concern
about school sports was also shown by the other professional groups. 
Physical educators felt unsure how to react to the challenge from 
the sports movement, which made strenuous efforts to mobilize school 
youth, whereas doctors were anxious about the physiological conse
quences of exaggerated sport.

. At this point it is once again of importance to stress the 
fact that these people looked to their Nordic neighbours as their 
pri ma ry  reference group. At the same time c on tinental links grew 
stronger year by year and in addition, an increasing number of N o r 
dic specialists in physical education made contact with colleagues 
in Great Britain and North America, but it is still clear that most 
of them saw the a pplication of the f ashionable ideas taken from 
abroad as a question to be discussed among the Nordic partners.
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III.

It is perhaps idealistic to claim that this professional collabora
tion was caused and inspired by the notion of a Nordic culture. Yet 
it has to be asked whether we can neglect the impact of this ideal. 
Could the i n t er ac ti on  d es cribed above have been p os s i b l e  without  
some shared ideas about a common cultural b ackground, and if so, 
would such an activity in the end have made any sense?

Cooperation based only on political calculations has seldom 
been successful, since in most cases of economic or military nature 
there have existed more powerful partners on the Continent or over
seas. The German-Danish War 1864 was by no means the last example of 
limits of Nordic cooperation. The d is s o l u t i o n  of the Swedish- 
Norwegian union in 1905 showed clearly that neither party was at
tracted by lyrical interpretations of solidarity in a conflict of 
national interests. A war was avoided but it took almost a decade 
b e f or e  the Swedes fully accepted N or w e g i a n  independence. A nother 
dispute of a diplomatic nature occured between the Swedish and Fin
nish governments between 1919 and 1920 over sovereignty of the Aland 
Islands. The quarrel was solved through the League of Nations, which 
confirmed the Finnish claims but demilitarized the area and gave the 
Swedish-speaking islanders a strong minority protection. This con
flict had no severe effect on cultural exchange and did not over
shadow diplomatic relationships for more than a couple of years, but 
it was still an effective reminder of the political priorities of 
the Nordic governments. A more recent example of the fact that Nor
dic int er ac ti on  is based on cultural s ol id ar it y  rather than i n 
evitably on strategical interests is Swedish aid to its Nordic
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neighbours during the Second World War. The Swedish government skil
fully avoided involvement in the war and was therefore, not surpris
ingly, occasionally accused by its more unlucky Nordic fellows of 
sel fi sh ne ss  and cowardice. N ev er th el es s  S weden did tremendous 
humanitarian work by taking care of refugees and sending necessities 
to her sister nat io ns.28

All in all, it can be argued that that the notion of a shared 
cultural background was, and still is, an ideal of substance. It was 
credible enough both to establish a tradition of cooperation, which 
further strengthened it and produced new dimensions of the Nordic 
culture. Furthermore it maintained its attraction through several 
political controversies and resulted in 1953 in the foundation of 
the Nordic Council, a joint parliamentary body with ambitious cul
tural enterprises.29 However the maintenance of this ideal has not 
been limited to the institutional bodies of Nordic cooperation. It 
is a feature of the mass media as well as education. Pupils are 
taught in primary schools to sing the Nordic anthems and in secon
dary schools the basics of a shared history, whereas those who reach 
university make contact with their Nordic colleagues when the oppor
tunity occurs for excursions and seminars.

Yet it is easy to simplify and overestimate the impact of this 
notion on the daily life in the Nordic countries during the last one 
and a half centuries. It was by no means an ideal that was spread 
through forceful indoctrination and seldom advocated as an ideology, 
but rather a positive attitude that fitted the dominant world-view 
in the four countries. The question to be discussed in the following 
chapters is, therefore, in what form it was reproduced and, conse
quently, experienced in secondary school physical education.
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Systematisation of secondary education

I.

In 1885 Dr J .P aludan published a s ubstantial i n v e s ti ga ti on  into 
secondary education in his native country Denmark and in the north
ern neighbouring countries of Norway and Sweden, which provides an 
interesting picture not only of the past but also of this institu
tion as it was visualised at the end of last century. Although 
mainly a historical outline Paludan's work was an important contri
bution to the European debate on the need for educational modern-



Chapter 5 46

isation. His considerable empirical evidence in combination with a 
detailed documentation of the educational policies in the countries 
in question did not prevent him from giving the work an distingui
shable polemic touch.

Paludan's educational standpoint was clearly neo-humanistic. 
He d e f en de d  the dominant classical c u r r i c u l u m  in s e c on da ry  and 
higher education and viewed with suspicion those who wanted to in
troduce more science and practical knowledge.1 His opponents were, 
by and large, men who, with a uti li ta ri an  out lo ok  like Herbert 
Spencer's,2 were eager to form education into a practice with con
crete, measurable aims. Paludan and his kindred spirits approved of 
educational systematisation and were convinced that pupils' health 
should be improved through h ygienic solutions and physical a c 
tivities, but in social matters they were more reactionary. They 
condemned the individualistic ideals of Rousseau, Basedow and their 
philanthropic followers as sentimental fantasies3 and showed no sig
n if icant interest in the d e m oc ra ti sa ti on  of e ducational o p p o r 
tunities. Indeed, Paludan's work reflected both an e s t ab li sh ed  
tradition and an influental outlook, which in spite of all reforms 
had a strong impact on the Nordic secondary e du cation until the 
Second World War.

II.

To give credit to the above claim it is necessary to place the N o r 
dic development between 1880 and 1940 in a broader European context 
b e f o r e  we r e t u r n  to a mor e  s p e c i f i c  a n a l y s i s  of the four 
countries'educational history of this epoch.
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As Detlef K. Miiller has pointed out it would be anachronistic 
to talk about a specific German, French or Eng li sh  school system 

b efore the different e du cational networks were con ne ct ed  and 
directed by the state apparatuses. This transformation began after 
the French Rev ol ut io n  and continued on a larger scale during the 
second half of nineteenth century. Between 1870 and 1920 most of 
the European nations underwent an educational systematisation that 
t ra ns fo rm ed  the multi fa ri ou s  school categories into unified, a l 
though not comprehensive school systems. Muller distinguishes three 
stages in this process; the first is the emergence of a system, the 
second is its constitution and the third its "complementation".4

In the case of the German secondary school, which was both the 
most studied and discussed educational system in Europe during the 
second half of last century Muller finds the Prussian national stan- 
darisation of the university preparation exam - das Abitur - in 1810 
as one of the first signs of the emergence of a system. But, a l 
though this f ra mework was str en gt he ne d  two years late by u niform 
teacher qualifications and national service was shortened for stu
dents, it took most of the century before the different types of 
s chools were constituted into an integrated system. One obvious 
reason for this delay was, of course, that Germany was politically 
divided until 1871. Another strong obstacle was the dispute between 
new-humanists and realists, already touched upon above. Naturally, 
it had its social dimension; the proponents of an utilitarian cur
riculum and a more democratic school structure often belonged to, or 
revealed solidarity with, the lower strata of the society whereas 
the defenders of a classical schooling and the existing institutions 
tended to have higher social origins or associations.
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Nevertheless, by the end of last century primary and secondary
education in Imperial Germany had been clearly separated and sys-
tematised into two distinctively different institutions. During the 
1860s and 1870s a vertical differentation was established between 
the two levels of primary school and the different types of secon
dary schools.8 The differentiation should not 'be understood only in 
the context of the process of systematisation. It was also an at
tempt to reduce social mobility, which had began to cause academic 
unemployment. The Ministry of Education especially in the 1880s made 
efforts to "...reduce secondary school attendance by children from 
the lower and intermediate social strata11.6

The combined policy of social segregation and institutional 
systematisation was completed with the regulations of 1882 and 1892, 
which were the first laws that included all the secondary schools in 
Prussia. The pluralistic secondary school structure was step by step 
forced into a more u n i fo rm  model. With the school reform of 1901 
Gymnasium, Realgymnasium (Latin and science) and Oberrealschule 

(modern languages and science) became equal in law, although it 
should be noted that the u ni versities still m ai nt ai ne d  separate 
m a t r i c u l a t i o n  requirements, as for example Latin in law and
medicine. As James Bowen rightly has observed the classics, despite 
decrees of equality,"...remained the means whereby social mobility 
could be carefully controlled".7

It is not an exaggeration to claim that school policy ever 
since the early nineteenth century was understood in Germany as an 
important part of state building. Education was seen as a tool in 
the control and direction of social forces, when Prussia, and Ger
many as a whole, began its first phase of industrialisation between
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1850 and 1870. An example of this use of e d u ca ti on  is B ismarck's  
speech in the Reichstag in 1884, in which he justified the reduction 
of secondary school attendance by pointing to the worrying develop
ment in Russia, where the academic p r o le ta ri at  had created a 
dangerously nihilistic atmosphere.8

A c c or di ng  to M uller this " co mp le me nt at io n"  stage, from the 
1880s until the Second World War, was not an introduction of a new 
educational system but rather an attempt to stop the crises refered 
to above through the modernisation of certain regulations and offi
cial statements. The dual system with the eight-year long Volkschule 
for the lower social strata on one side and the middle classes 
preparatory schools - which paved the way to the different types of 
secondary schools - on the other side, remained the dominant school 
structure in the twenty six states of the Weimar Republic and in the 
Nazi ruled Third Reich.9

It is important to note that this German development was by no 
means ext ra or di na ry  in an European perspective. The educational 
policies of most governments, with a few exceptions such as the 
British Education Act of 1902 and some of the Nordic reforms, which 
will be examined later, were concerned in the first place with en
suring that schooling met social needs "...rather than with reducing 
inequality in educational opportunities".10

French secondary education is another, although slightly dif
ferent example of the process of systematisation. Like the Gym
nasium, which had a central position in German nineteenth century 
school culture, the creation of state controlled s ec ondary and 
higher education during the Napoleonic era, in form of colleges for 
ages twelve to sixteen and lycees for those up to twenty, had a
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dominant impact on French school s tr ucture until the 1880s, when 
primary education was made compulsory and secular. The curriculum 
was predominately classical in the lycees and colleges as well as in 
the Catholic private schools, which remained as conservative alter
natives to the more liberal state schools.

Nevertheless, rapid industrialisation and urbanisation forced 
the Second Empire's (1850-1870) Ministry of Education to respond 
with a modernisation programme. A two-branch system with a science 
alternative to the classical curriculum was encouraged, but little 
was gained as long as the church and the conservatives maintained 
the stance that students' minds had to be formed by classical values 
before science studies began. This policy of compromise, known as 
bifurcation, was kept alive by the external baccalaureat exam of the 
secondary course, but did not sufficiently strengthen science educa
tion. In 1863 science was forced into an enlarged classical c u r 
riculum and during the same decade the state began to establish more 
technical schools. From the 1870s onwards the Catholic church was 
under pressure from the Third Republic's anticlerical bureaucrats. 
The Jesuits finally lost their hold on education when their univer
sities were banned in 1879 and throughout the 1880s and 1890s the 
French school system underwent impressive reform, which resulted in 
secularisation and centralisation.11 Although secondary schools be
came more regulated in this "complementation" stage of systematisa
tion they maintained, not surprisingly, their function as reproduc
tive institutions of the bourgeois elite culture. This function of 
the French system, which like the British was much more elitist than 
the German, has remained, according to Pierre Bourdieau, quite un
touched up to the present.12
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The systematisation of British education is an interesting ex
ception to the common European pattern, outlined above. Education 
was not a political tool as in Germany or the Nordic countries but 
rather an independent area where voluntary initiatives at least un
til First World War played a predominant role despite alarming ob
servations by royal commissions. As early as 1864 the C larendon 
Report c r i ti ci se d  the narrow classical c u r r i c u l u m  and four years 
later the Taunton Report recommended a comprehensive systematisation 
of secondary education on the grounds that the middle-class volun
tary system did not have a properly funded basis. A report issued in 
1895 pointed out the considerable improvement in financial arrange
ments and in teachers' organisational consolidation, but underlined 
that a state controlled systematisation of secondary education was 
still to be achieved. Twentieth century history has none the less 
shown that the British bourgeois has preferred the d e c e n t r al is ed  
p a t c h w o r k  of authorities and institutions. S y s t e m a ti sa ti on  was 
therefore done through elementary education reform. Only with the 
Education Act of 1944 were English secondary schools organized into 
a national school system.13

British education is seen to be even more decentralised when 
contrasted with the developments in tsarist Russia. The framework of 
Russian educational system was established in the eighteenth century 
by the enlighted tsars Peter the Great and Catharine the Great and 
by the last quarter of last century secondary education was integr
ated after the German fashion. The whole empire was d ivided into 
fifteen school districts "...with uniform administrative procedures 
but of varying ethnic complexity, social patterns, and sizes".14 The
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system of course was radically changed after 1917, hut nevertheless 
one thing has remained; the strongly centralised education policy 
and the uniform school pattern.

The Russian development is an illustration of the fact that 
educational systematisation is by no means dependent on a societal 
modernisation of production and political rights. On the contrary it 
is possible to argue that a national school system rather reflects 
the political will and cultural outlook of the government. In Ger
many and the Nordic countries the educational policy was, as men
tioned before, the hammer in the building of the state, in France 
s e c on da ry  schools had a central function in the l e g it im iz in g  
process, while the early centralisation of Russian schools should be 
understood in the context of an imperial policy, which was heavily 
dic ta te d  by a mil it ar is ti c  thinking. Great Britain, although the 
w o r l d ’s most i nd ustrialised and richiest power at the end of 
nineteenth century, did not have governments with enough political 
will to put thorough educational systematisation into practice until 
the end of the last war.

Most historians nowadays reject the economic functionalist ap
proach to the rise of modern educational systems. Consider for ex
ample the following passage by Hartmut Kaelble, who has pointed out 
that economic development in Europe before First World War was sel
dom connected with post-primary education: "Industrial innovation
was not usually triggered by scientific research, nor was the 
q ua lified labour force in the economy trained in institutions of 
secondary and higher education.1115 It can in fact be claimed that 
the improvements in elementary and practical oriented education had 
a stronger economic impact on the macro-level. Systematisation of
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E u r o p e a n  s e c o n d a r y  e d u c a t i o n  h ad  thus in the fir st  p l a c e  
b u r e a u c r a t i c  and o r g a n i s a t i o n a l  e f f e c t s  r a t h e r  tha n  e c o n o m i c  
consequences.

It is worth keeping in mind the fact that secondary and higher 
education played only a minor role in the life of ordinary Europeans 
until the second half of twentieth century. Educational systematisa
tion and growing access to secondary schools and universities during 
the last three decades of nin et ee nt h  century were p r o p o r t i o n a l l y  
most f avourable for children from the h i g h e r - m i d d l e  classes, a l 
though the number of children from worker and low er -m id dl e  class 
homes expanded. This trend continued into the 1950s; educational ex
pansion, in other words, only slightly increased socio-occupational 
mobility. Fritz Ringer has instead noted an "educationalisation" of 
the occupational system, in which the hierarchy of schools offered a 
rank order of qualification that "...came to define a corresponding 
h i e r a r c h y  of o c c u p a t i o n s " . 16 The worker's son became a skilled 

wor ke r  through his vocational training, whereas the clerk's son, 
thanks to his years in secondary school and at university, became an 
educated bureacrat.

Ringer's statement has not only to do with the question about 
why social mobility remained low during industrialisation, but is 
also a statement about educational opportunities. The growth rate of 
relative attendance in European higher education sank between 1918 
and 1939 to half of the yearly figure of 2.8 per cent before 1914, 
despite contemporary demands for a compreh en si ve  school and more 
flexible transfer possibilities from elementary to secondary educa
tion. Another fact, which partly confirms the historical notion of a
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common e ducational culture in Europe, is the minor var ia ti on s  in 
educational opportunities between the politically quite different 
Continental societies before 1940.17

To sum up, it can be argued that secondary education in West
ern and Northern Europe throughout the period 1880-1940 remained one 
of the most important institutions of social as well as cultural 
reproduction of bourgeois life-style. In most European countries it 
had been transformed into a distinctive closed institution by the 
1880s and during the "comple me nt at io n"  stage of educati on al  s y s 
tematisation - which depending on definitions continued roughly into 
the 1930s - kept its exclusive position in the hierarchy of schools. 
Put differently, its societal function was only partly the estab
lishment of a profitable knowledge base. Behind the statements in 
the commission reports and in declarations about schools reforms, 
which were p r e d o mi na nt ly  goa l- or ie nt ed  and s ci en ce -m in de d  by the 
turn of the century, another culturally more sublime dimension of 
schooling can be found. The qualities secondary education stood for 
until the last world war were normally idealisations of a past, like 
the English gentleman or the Humboldtian new-humanist, which had an 
impact on the symbolic meaning for the curriculum and education in 
gen er al .18

III.

Let us now return to Dr J.Paludan and consider the h istorical 
perspective in his investigation from 1885 as an introduction to the 
more specific analysis of the systematisation of Nordic secondary 
schools before 1940.
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P aludan’s work covered the emergence and constitution of the 
Danish, Swedish and Norwegian educational systems. He left out the 
development in Finland after 1809, but many of his characterisations 
of Swedish secondary education are nevertheless relevant to the un 
derstanding of contemporary Finnish school culture. Indeed, it was 
at least half a century before Finland, as a Grand Duchy under Rus
sian rule, began to shape itself into a distinct nation. The cul
tural transfo rm at io n  of the southern coast of Finland, once the 
eastern heartland of the Swedish kingdom, was even slower; the Fin
nish upper and middle classes being Swedish speaking were c o n 
tinually in close interaction with Sweden.

P aludan’s interpretation of Nordic systematisation, as sug
gested earlier, was coloured by his conviction that the educational 
debate by and large was a confrontation between a humanistic and a 
utilitarian outlook on schooling. According to him this dialogue had 
con ti nu ed  throughout the New Age, only to develop at the end of 
eighteen century into two marked ideological camps. This notion is 
helpful for two reasons. Firstly it gives a clear, although simplis
tic picture of the opinions after French Revolution 'that directed 
the emerging systematisation of Nordic secondary education. Secondly 
it shows how strongly the educational debate of the 1880s was in
fluenced by the contemporary views of the past.

The strength in Paludan's work lay in his capacity to place 
Nordic nineteenth century secondary education in a cultural context. 
Through the critique of Basedow's educational contribution at the 
upper-class boarding school of Sor0 Akademi near Copenhagen we are 
reminded that bourgeois education in Denmark, as well as in some of 
its Norwegian provinces, had a cosmopolitan dimension, which is h a r 
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der to find in Sweden or Finland. His comparison of the ecclesiastic 
impact on the educational policy in the three countries gives again 
an impression of how much stronger the clerical power was in 
nineteenth century Sweden, and consequently, even in Finland, than 
among its Nordic neighbours in the west.19 But more than anything 
else Paludan's work suggests that the differences in education lay 
m ai nl y  between Sweden on one side and Den ma rk  with Norway on the 
other.

Was this interpretation correct? It is not difficult to recog
nise that the D an is h- N o r w e g i a n  E ducation Act of 1809 even in an 
European perspective was an early step towards a systematisation of 
secondary education. The reform was introduced at a time when the 
p h i l a n t h r o p i c  ideals ebbed away - like many other ideals of the 
French Revolution - and were replaced by a more reactionary school 
policy. Still it is obvious that the act also included progressive 
views. The Latin school was released from ecclesiastic control and a 
new authority responsible for secondary and higher e ducation was 
created.20 Two school categories were specified; The middle school 
and its extension, the Latin school, which prepared the pupils for 
studies at university. These changes were in the first place a d 
ministrative. On the educational level the act in most respects was 
shaped by a new-humanistic outlook. Subjects like anthropology or 
physical exercises, which had been introduced during the period of 
philanthropic zeal, were now classified as voluntary and now became 
an irregular item in the curriculum.21
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The act of 1809 was the legal base for n in et ee nt h  century 
Danish and Norwegian secondary education. In Denmark it was modified 
twice before it was replaced in 1903 by a law that created an or
ganic connection between primary and secondary education.22 In 1850 
natural science and modern languages received more space in the cur
riculum, at the same time as the examen Artium, the Danish equiv
alent to German Abitur or French baccalaureat, was moved from the 
University of Copenhagen to the schools. This course was retained 
in the act of 1871, which shortened the school time from eight to 
six years and introduced an alternative science curriculum for the 
two highest classes .23

In Norway the Act of 1809 remained in force until 1869, when 
it was replaced by liberal regulations that gave equal status to 
classical and science subjects. This reorg an is ta io n  of the c u r 
r ic ulum effecti ve ly  c on solidated the different types of junior 
secondary education.24 Even more progressive was the Act of 1896, 
which was among the first in Europe to put into practice the com
prehensive school idea and - almost as a symbolic gesture in favour 
of the educational dem oc ra ti sa ti on  - made Latin a v ol untary 
subject.23

If the first two stages of Norwegian systematisation are more 
easily explained in comparison with developments in Denmark, than in 
the context of Swedish-Norwegian union, then so it is possible to 
see the outline of Finnish nin et ee nt h  century education from an 
Swedish point of view. Until the 1840s both Swedish and Finnish 
schools were by and large directed by the principles of the Educa
tion Act of 1724, which was meant originally to be only provisional. 
Secondary education was provided by four alternative institutions.
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This school structure was untouched in the act of 1807, but the act 
c on tained changes that diffe re nt ia te d  the c ur ri c u l u m  and clearly 
reflected new thinking.26

However, it is important to separate the thoughts and ideals 
behind an act from the concrete impact the reform had on education. 
When Finland was linked to the Russian empire in 1809 only some of
these new ideas could be put into practice. Secondary schools
remained under control of the dioceses until 1869, when a civil
department of education was established, and before the 1840s there
was little modernisation of Finnish education. The act of 1843 can 
therefore be compared with the Danish-Norwegian act of 1809 or the 
Prussian act of 1810; it was not only an attempt to rationalise the 
different school categories but also a b r e a k th ro ug h  for the 
utilitarian demands of progressive educationalists. A bi-level gram
mar school was attached to the Gymnasium, which became the only 
gateway to higher education.27 Reform continued, albeit slowly, with 
the act of 1856 which gave more space for modern languages and 
science in the Gymnasium. In 1872 the grammar school and Gymnasium 

were transformed into a four and eight year lyceum, which prepared 
pupils for uni ve rs it y  and a dm inistrative occupations. Practical 
education for its part was separated into two or four year real- 
schools without connection to the lyceum. This division was replaced 
as late as in the 1970s when Finland was the last Nordic country to 
establish the comprehensive school.28

The constitutional evolution of the Swedish school system dif 
fered only slightly from the developments in Finland during the 
first two decades after the act of 1807. However, Sweden, with its 
continuing central administration, possessed a better springboard
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for consolidating secondary education reform. Furthermore, in Sweden 
public debate was more open, more active and more extensive and in 
addition in 1828 gained inspiration from a report that recommended a 
d iv ision of the cur ri cu lu m  of the Gymnasium into classical and 
modern s u b j e c t s . 29 In principle the rec om me nd at io n  of the report 
were implemented by law in 1849. In practice however, insufficient 
space in the curriculum was made available for modern subjects. In 
1849 no specific instructions about reform were offered and in 1856 
a further law was introduced, which ensured a clearer division be
tween classical and modern subjects. Further changes occured in the 
Swedish secondary education in 1860s and the 1870s. For example, 
classical studies now began in the fourth class (previously they had 
begun in the second class), teacher qualifications were improved and 
the division between primary and secondary education was more 
clearly defined.30 The statute of 1905 played an important role in
the systematisation of the Swedish post-primary education; it put in
practice a partition of the lower secondary education into a five- 
year realskola, with its own terminal examination. Those who aimed 
for universities continued and finished the longer secondary school 
course, which maintained Latin as a high status voluntary subject. 
Systematisation of Swedish secondary education was further developed 
when in 1904, when a School Board for secondary education replaced
the Cathedral Chapters as the authority on curriculum matters.31

The "complementation" of this system, which carried on until 
the c om prehensive school came into existence in the 1950s, was 
slower and not a process that remarkably changed the status or func
tion of Swedish secondary education. Demands for a democratisation 
of the system were intensified but all the same a strong defence was
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to be found among those who saw the distinguished secondary educa
tion as the most reliable institution for reproduction of the bour
geois culture. The act of 1927 was a com pr om is e  that only partly 
dissipated the conflict, but it enlarged at least in principle the 
educational opportunities by opening more channels to post-primary 
education.32

IV.

The systematisation of Nordic secondary education should be under
stood in association with the same development in Central Europe. 
The four countries built their school systems on a common European 
tradition, which in short meant that it was based on Christian moral 
codes and bourgeois values. During the nineteenth century schooling 
became an important tool in the Nordic state building process and 
received consequently more and more attention from the governments. 
This led not only to a differentation of the separate educational 
cultures but also to specific national solutions in school policy. 
It would anyhow be simplistic to explain this systematisation only 
from a bureaucratic or judicial point of view. Most of the European 
school systems were results of comparisons with, and interpretations 
of advanced or applicable structures, such as the German or French 
systems.

In the case of Nordic countries it can be claimed that most of 
the reforms in secondary education throughout nineteenth century u n 
til Second World War were inspired by ideas and solutions from 
Central Europe, and yet at the same time applications of the educa
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tional practices among the Nordic neighbours. Paludan made his 
remarks about differences between Sweden and its Nordic neighbours 
in the west in c on nection with a h istorical o utline of the first 
half of nineteenth century. But he was careful not to give the same 
picture of the century’s second half. The educational systematisa
tion reached in the 1880s its ’’complementation" stage in the four 
countries at the same time as the interac ti on  between Nordic 
educationalists was established and began to integrate the four na
tional school systems into a d is tinctive group within a E uropean  
perspective.

One reason why Denmark and Norway systematised their secondary 
schools earlier than Sweden or Finland was maybe their traditionally 
more direct educational links with the German speaking world. Conse
quently the Danish-Norwegian Education Act of 1809 can be explained 
in a Continental rather than in a Nordic context. N o r we gi an  
e d u c a t i on al is ts  continued, even after the country was joined to 
Sweden in 1814, to discuss professional matters in the first place 
with their Danish colleagues. When the Norwegian government in 1836 
sent the schoolmaster F.M.Bugge abroad to undertake a comparative 
inquiry he ended up in Germany and not in Sweden. His research was 
published three years later and had a strong impact on Norwegian 
and Nordic educationalists; Bugge discussed the possibilities of in
troducing comprehensive schooling, and with his contribution started 
in fact the Nordic debate about educational democratisation.33 The 
Nor w e g i a n  Education Act of 1869, which equalised classical and 
science subjects, was also clearly an interpretation of progressive 
ideas from Denmark and Germany.34
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However when we follow up the educational and legal preparat
ion for the Norwegian education act of 1896, which put into practice 
many of Bugge's ideas, it becomes apparent that Swedish school sys
tem interested the Norwegian reformers more than ever before. The 
promising results of the educational systematisation in Sweden by 
the end of last century drew much attention away from the rest of 
the Continent. The Danish secondary education act of 1903 must also 
be placed in a Nordic rather than a wider Continental context. The 
Norwegian reform from 1896 stood explicitly as the model for this 
act and even more influential was the pro fe ss io na l  dialogue with 
Swedish curriculum specialists.35 Even the Swedish statute of 1905 
was in the first place a product of this int er -N or di c  dialogue; 
throughout the groundwork of this reform the involved commissions 
and bureaucrats collected information about the conditions in the 
Nordic neighbour countries before they began to discuss solutions of 
a more Central European type.36

Finnish secondary education was in a slightly different situa
tion at the end of the nineteenth century. The professional debate 
and reform policy obtained as previously their main theoretical in
spiration from Sweden and Germany but. nevertheless were to a greater 
extent influenced by two domestic conflicts. The language feud be
tween the Swedish and Finnish speakers had an obstructive impact on 
the reform project; curiously enough the Fennomans, who in favour of 
the Finnish speaking majority fought for educational democrati- 
sation, demanded the maintenance of a classical curriculum, whereas 
the liberals, often as representatives of the Swedish speaking 
elite, were proponents of modernisation. These standpoints have 
their logical explanation. The Fennomans feared, not without reason
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if we look at the trends on the Continent, that classical education 
might be reserved for the elite while a science and practical 
knowledge curriculum was introduced for the upward lower and middle 
c lasses.37

Another, even more d is turbing factor in Finnish secondary  
e d u c a t i o n  was R u s s i a n  i m p e r i a l  c u l t u r a l  p o l i c y ,  w h i c h  was 
s tr e n g t h e n e d  in the Grand Duchy in the 1890s and resulted c o n s e 
quently in a curriculum with extended Russian studies. In 1903 this 
development reached its peak when the Russian language occupied al
most a sixth part of the curriculum. Not surprisingly Russian was 
made a voluntary subject after Finland had won its independence in 
1917.38 Kyosti Kiuasmaa has rightly observed, it is therefore 
difficult to explain Finnish school policy from the 1890s to 1917 
from an ideological point of view. In other words it is hard to say 
how many of the reforms of the age were inspired by e ducational  
ideas rather than chain reactions to the russification programme.39

V.

Let us continue this discussion about the reception of educational 
ideas at the turn of the century and ask how far the professional 
arguments of the Nordic e ducationalists were influenced by ideas 
such as Spencer's evolutionary positivism. One way to tackle this 
que stion is to go back to the new-h um an is ti c  arguments Spencer's 
Nordic proponents criticised. The philosophical basis for the new- 
h u m an is ti c  pedagogy in Germany as well as in its educational 
periphery in the North was Hegelian, although during the second half
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of nineteenth century it was translated into the didactic vocabulary 
of Herbart, who again, in most respects, had built his theory within 
the f r a m e w o r k  of K a n t ' s  and H e g e l 's •m o r a l  ideas. But the 
popularised version of Herbart's ideas, which occured in Germany in 
the 1860s and spread over Europe and USA during the last decades of 
nineteenth century, was a mechanistic interpretation that lacked the 
metaphysical dimension of his original theory. It was rather a peda
gogy with detailed instructions about each lesson. It would also be 
misleading to see Herbartianism as positivist in the same sense as 
Spencer's educational theory; it was not - like in Spencerian think
ing - based on the idea that knowledge was an expanding entity but 
more a t echnology through which knowledge was reproduced in the 
spirit of conventional morality.40

By and large Spencer's Nordic p roponents belonged to the 
category of liberals, who saw the conservation of cultural heritage 
as a minor question in comparison with future challenges that had to 
be solved through scientific innovation. Influential thinkers, like 
the Dane Kristian Kroman, or politicians, such as the Swede Fridtjuv 
Berg, took their ideas explicitly from Spencer when in the 1880s 
they attacked the established education system and its cultural 
foundation. In literature this reaction can be found in its most in
tensive form in texts by the writer Bj^rnstjerne Bjgrnson, who was a 
leading figure in the emerging critical school in Norway. Spencer, 
not surprisingly, was also on the lips of liberal intellectuals in 
Finland; like their kindred spirits in the west they took their in
spiration from France or the Anglo-S ax on  world rather than from 
Germany.41
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The choice of these liberals was not only linguistic. The fact 
that German was the first foreign language for most of the Nordic 
academics and cultured citizens, at least until First World War, in
dicates, of course, which view they tended to have of European 
civilisation. This was also the case with Nordic educationalists. 
The systematisation of the Nordic school structures was, as it has 
been e mphasised earlier, a phe no me no n  that until the last two 
decades of nineteenth century must be examined in juxtaposition with 
the German development. Nevertheless, during the 1880s things began 
to change. English was still mainly understood as the language of 
m er ch an ts  and sailors but now became an important subject in the 
emerging popular movements, which essentially got their inspiration 
from Great Britain and USA.42 Another concrete example of the grow
ing interest in the Anglo-American life-style, which we will discuss 
more extensi ve ly  in the next chapter, is the reception of the 
British sport culture.

The British impact became more visible also in the educational 
field. Except for Spencer’s ideas, which were extensively quoted but 
in practice only seldom followed, it is reasonably easy to show that 
the con te mp or ar y  Nordic school commissions were more open-mi nd ed 
than their predecessors to the physiological recommendations of the 
British model. Of special interest, in the context of this work, is 
the increasing priority that the commissions and their medical in
quiries gave to the improvement of physical education, which often 
was seen the most efficient guarantee of healthy development. When 
Axel Hertel's work Overpressure in High Schools in Denmark was pub
lished in 1881 it received immediately widespread publicity. As a 
detailed empirical investigation it was welcomed as an evidence
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among these educati on al is ts  who since the 1850s had claimed that 
European secondary education had an unhealthy curriculum. Hertel's 
contribution reflected, in a Continental context, a growing concern 
with school hygiene; he recommended not only a reduction of mental 
work but demanded both a quantitative and qualitative improvement of 
physical education.43 In fact he was an eager promoter of British 
athleticism, which, as -J.A. Mangan has shown, was one of the cor
n er stones of the British public school. Many Nordic medical 
c ol le ag ue s  came to the same conclusion as Hertel, for example Dr 
Axel Key in his large inquiry into the h yg i e n i c  conditions in 
Swedish secondary schools from 1885. In their opinion physical 
education should be improved on the British model rather than in 
the established gymnastics oriented Ling-tradition.44

These statements demonstrate two things. Firstly they show 
that Nordic school physicians, just like the educationalists, began 
to derive just as much inspiration from each other as from the 
Central Europe. Key's investigation was in many ways a Swedish reply 
to Hertel's work and that was also the case for many other Nordic 
school hygiene reports before First World War. Secondly they indi
cate that the 1880s was also a turning point for the debate about 
the educational function of bodily exercises. Spencer's influence on 
those of the Nordic educators, who from that decade onwards required 
more games and open air for pupils, might in many cases have been 
only indirect, but it is still clear that the overwhelming majority 
of them would have supported his e vo lutionary arguments for the 
"...superiority of play to gymnastics".45
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It -is of course important to keep in mind that Spencer, as 
famous thinkers in general, was a skilful interpretator of a enlarg
ing opinion. The strength in his ideas lay first of all in the 
evolutionary presumptions, which gave his thoughts remarkable ex
planatory power and were useful tools in an intellectual debate. It 
can be claimed therefore that Spencer, like Herbart or others of the 
educational theorists from the world outside the Nordic region, was 
from the 1880s onwards quoted and referred to mainly in situations 
when an educational solution or arrangement needed clarification or 
strong a r g u m e n t . 46 In short, the reception of ideas and theories 
happened more selectively than during the constitution stage of the 
Nordic educational systematisation, which bv and large was over by 
the early 1880s.

VI.

The trend towards a more selective reception and realisa ti on  of 
fashionable educational ideas can be followed up by taking a look 
at the slowdown in the Nordic secondary school reforms, which in 
practice occured after the Swedish educational system was integrated 
under the act of 1905. Progressive educationalists had not lost the 
will to improve and modernise their individual institutions and the 
whole school structure, but were forced to face the fact that the 
p o l i t i c a l ,  a n d  c o n s e q u e n t l y  a l s o  s o c i a l  d e m a n d s  f o r  a 
"complementation" were weaker than during the constitution stage. 
This does not mean that the number of school commissions, investiga
tive reports or educational bills declined in the Nordic region
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during the first half of twentieth century. On the contrary debate 
continued and in many cases expanded. Yet, all this discussion had 
only a marginal impact on educational practice in Nordic secondary 
schools before Second World War; the Swedish statute of 1927 was, as 
mentioned earlier, a compromise that watered down most progressive 
demands for educational d e m o c r a t i s a t i o n , whereas the N or we g i a n  
Education Act of 1935, which in fact made the school structure even 
more complicated, was carried out only after the w a r . 47 The same 
development is visible also in Denmark and Finland, where no educa
tion laws were implemented before 1940 that might have changed the 
established hierarchy and status order.

The Nordic secondary school was therefore a rather sheltered 
institution during the period 1880-1940. It was, of course, forced 
to exist and change within a societal context, but it is neverthe
less clear that change was often slow and in some cases only i n 
direct. We have in this chapter examined how educational sys- 
tematisation reflected this change. In the third and final part of 
this work we will investigate the way in which this dialect ic al 
process occured in physical education.
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Modern sport: diffusion, assimilation, adaptation

I.

In the context of this work it would be an impossible and irrelevant 
task to give a detailed picture of the Nordic reception of modern 
sports. Therefore the aim is to outline only the framework of diffu
sion and to ask how sports grew to be one of the most p opular  
leisure activities in the Nordic countries during the period between 
1880 and 1940, before we move to Part Three and begin to investigate 
how this innovation influenced boys' physical education in secondary 
schools. We will start with a discussion about why the modern sport 
culture began its diffusion from Britain. Then we will consider the 
Nordic sports movements' organisational and cultural forerunners, as 
well as at the life's work of Viktor Balck , the leading Nordic 
advocate of British sports at the turn of century. Finally, we will 
describe the different stages of the diffusion and consolidation of 
the sports movements in question up to 1940.

II.

The traditional way to start to write about the history of physical 
education is to begin with a review of its classical heritage and 
thereafter, with the exception of a few comments about development 
throughout the Middle Ages and the two first centuries of the New
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Age, provide an analysis of the educational thinking of Rousseau and 
his followers in eighteen century Germany. Behind such an approach 
is the belief that the enlightment thinkers built their educational 
theories mainly on classical ideals, and that it is possible to ex
plain progressive trends in late eighteen and early nineteenth cen
turies physical education as a revival of the concept of mens sana 

in corpore sano.

This is a simplification, but nevertheless it provides a good 
idea of how the growing interest in the cultivation of the body was 
ideologically justified by educationalists like J.C.F. GutsMuths, 
who was arguably the most influential theorist on physical education 
in C e n t r a l  and N o r t h e r n  E u r o p e  d u r i n g  the N a p o l e o n i c  a g e . 1 
G utsMuths’ instructions in Gymnastik fur Jugend, first published in 
1793 and seven years later translated into English, were meant to be 
used not only in aristocratic but also in bourgeois education. In 
fact the the work reflected the new o u t io ok  of the e m a nc ip at ed  
middle-classes. Not surprisingly it became an important theoretical 
tool for those who began to develop physical education in secondary 
schools during the two first decades of nineteenth century.2 Instead 
of stiff choreography, which had cha ra ct er is ed  exercises for the 
body in the courts and castles, GutsMuths put an emphasis on exer
cises that developed physical capacity and well-being. Gymnastik fur 

Jugend in most respects followed the educational p h i lo so ph y  in 
Rou ss ea u' s  Emild - which itself was a work hea vi ly  i nfluenced by 
Rabelais and Locke.3 It utilised some of the traditional aristo
cratic exercises, such as dancing and fencing, but it was neverthel
ess a work more suited to the self-confident middle-classes of the 
Napoleonic era. While GutsMuths recommended energy consuming, basic
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exercises like running, climbing and swimming as complementary to 
g y m na st ic s  he was at the same time an advocate of a body culture 
that was more achievement oriented. In short, strength and speed be
came step by step more important dimensions of p er fo r m a n c e  and 
slowly began to get the same attention as grace and carriage, which 
had dominated upper- and middle class physical education.

According to Henning Eichberg this tendency towards achieve
ment o ri ented exercises can be seen as an early sign of m odern 
sport.4 Yet it took in more than half a century before the idea of 
scientific measurement and comparison began to play a significant 
role in European physical education and other areas of physical per
formance. One reason for this was that exercise in most of the 
European schools until the last two decades of nineteenth century in 
p r a ct ic e  had a drill function. The aim was not to e mancipate and 
develop individual bodies but to produce a collective response. This 
was the case with both German and Nordic gymnastics systems, which 
we will examine more fully in the third part of this work. Another, 
more ideological reason is that the notions of universal social 
progress and economic expansion played only minor roles in education 
during the first half of last century. It was therefore dynamic 
minorities, such as, for example, the urban m iddle-classes, who 
e s t ab li sh ed  the cultural basis for the new leisure form, modern 
sport, which in conjunction with technological innovation during the 
second half of nineteenth century won a wider "market".3

The fact that modern sport first occured in Great Britain 
during the eighteen century is not especially astonishing. Here ex
isted a strong middle-class which was able to reproduce and expand 
its own culture through the colonial trade and the domestic
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industrialisation. Courtly recreations were rationalised and adapted 
to fit the leisure habits of the wealthy bourgeois. In short this 
meant that idea of universal progress was reflected in the leisure 
culture and established the philosophical basis for modern s p o r t.6

Why did the move towards measuring, a c h i e v e m e n t - o r i e n t e d  
forms of performances develop more slowly in Central Europe and in 
the Nordic region? One of the most important reasons was obviously 
that the Continental middle classes were both economically and cul
turally weaker than their counterparts on the British Isles. One ex
ample of this was the widespread application of G utsMuths1 system. 
It was not the quantifying or emancipating aspects that in the first 
place inspired his followers in Germany and the Nordic region but 
more the systematic instructions, which on many levels were c o n 
nected with the militaristic drill of eighteen century. F.L. Jahn, 
the father of German ^ m e n - g y m n a s t i c s , although strongly influenced 
by GutsMuths, saw exercise first of all as a movement through which 
the German nation should be consolidated. The strength of the na
tion, das Lebenskraft, was to be enforced through a system that dis
ciplined das Volk and refreshed its body and mind. The same romantic 
idea of the national importance of systematised gymnastics can also 
be found in the works by P.H. Ling, who as the founder of the 
Swedish gymnastics tradition was the Nordic parallel to J a h n.7

These romantic interpretations differed quite markedly from 
the enlighted statements of GutsMuths, but in the long run this 
ideological disparity had little significance. Jahn's nationalistic 
message lost its importance for many decades when the Napoleonic era 
ended and resulted in a strong political reaction. It was instead
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the orientation towards an exercise system that suited the conserva
tive regimes and their educational institutions that gained the up 
per h a n d .8 This development was apparent also in the Nordic 
countries; Ling's professional work as director for the Central In
stitute of Gymnastics in Stockholm, during the period 1813-1839, was 
not primarily built on the romantic visions he had in his poetic mo 
ments, but rather on the need for officers and teachers who could 
ensure collective discipline and improve citizens' h e a l t h.9

III.

Military drill was utilised not only in physical education. It be
came also an important component in the collective performances of 
the voluntary organisations and mass movements that involved an ever 
increasing percentage of the European population. In Germany both 
the nationalists and socialists built their networks of gymnastics 
associations, the so called Turnvereinen, inspired by Jahn's ideol
ogy, which was based not only on the demands of political unifica
tion but also on an egalitarian outlook.10 In Denmark the rural cul
ture movement showed its independence in the 1880s by rejecting the 
urban Turn-oriented gymnastics and sports as foreign phenomena in 
favour of Swedish gymnastics, which in the Popular Academies in the 
Danish countryside were given a function they lacked in Sweden. The 
gymnastics were practised on regular basis by the peasant collec
tives at the Academies and were often also performed at local 
political gatherings. This provided naturally the exercises with an 
ideological meaning they never had in Swedish schools and a r m y.11
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In other words Swedish gymnastics had at home quite different 
i d e ol og ic al  connotations. It was not i d e o l o g i c a l l y  c oloured or 
directly linked to the mass movements, as in Germany or Denmark, but 
was u nd er s t o o d  first and foremost as a system through which the 
citizens' obedience and health was improved. This was in some 
respects also the case with Norway, where Swedish gym na st ic s 
dominated all state controlled educational institutions. But in jux
taposition with this officially sanctioned form of bodily discipline 
exi st ed  a v oluntary organised n etwork of g ymnastics a ss ociations 
that often were closely linked to the nationalistic movement, which 
again had as its ultimate goal the d i s so lu ti on  of the Swedish- 
Norwegian union. Consequently the nationalists preferred exercises 
that differed from Swedish gymnastics and developed their own system 
that in practice had many similarities with the German Turnen.12

The nationalistic movement in Finland also showed interest in 
the i deological profits which came from the m o b il is at io n  of the 
masses through a popular gymnastics system. The Fennomans had dif
ficulties, however, in building up a tradition that could be distin
g u i s h e d  f r o m  the body culture of the u r b a n  b o u r g e o i s .13 As 
nationalists, who tried to reduce the hegemony of a Swedish speaking 
elite, they could hardly adopt the Swedish system like the peasant ■ 
movement in Denmark, not could they base their system on Turnen 

gymnastics, like the nationalists in Norway. The sanctioned physical 
education, controlled by the Swedish speaking, was clearly in
fluenced by German gymnastics.

The absence of a strong and popular alternative in this early 
stage of the Finnish sports movement, which as in the Nordic neigh
bour countries can be dated from the 1880s and 1890s, partly ex-
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plains also why the debate in Finland b et ween the pro po ne nt s  and 
opponents of competitive sports was seldom a political or organisa
tional confrontation like in Germany or Den ma rk.14 One important ex
ception was the organisational consolidation of Finnish women gym
nasts in 1896. It was a sign of social e m a n c ip at io n  as well as a 
reaction against the early sports movement, which by the turn of the 
cen tu ry  had become more and more achievement oriented. Women 
p r e f e r r e d  Swedish gymnastics; in their eyes it was a system that 
developed the body in a harmonious and natural w a y .15

The same arguments also had supporters of the Swedish choreog
raphy in Denmark and Norway. But it is important to emphasise that 
the underlying motives for the ideological justification of the sys
tem differed quite markedly in each country. In Denmark it was above 
all a s y m b o l i c  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  of the c u l t u r a l l y  e m a n c i p a t e d  
peasants,16 whereas in both Finland and Norway it was supported by 
certain urban groups; loyal educationalists and officers in Norway 
and emancipated upper and middle class women with close links to 
Sweden in Finland. Each group of supporters therefore had its own 
reason for advocating the Swedish system.

IV.

In its homeland the system was above all defended by teachers at the 
Central Institute of Gymnastics who were influenced by the theoreti
cal explanations that the director Hjalmar Ling had added to those 
inherited from his father P.H.Ling. The confrontation between IIjal- 
mar Ling's dogmatic followers and the promoters of modern sport was
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therefore not only an echo of the debate about the moral and social 
consequences of the new body culture. It was also a reflection of a 
power struggle inside the Central Institute, which was personified 
in the rivalry between L.M.Torngren, Hj.Ling's successor as direct
or, and the leading man in the emerging Nordic sports movements, 
Viktor Balck, who also taught at the institute.17

Balck can never be overlooked when it comes to an analysis of 
the e me rgence of modern sport in the Nordic region. He began his 
studies at the institute as a young officer in 1866 and after his 
degree took up a position in its mil it ar y  department. His career 
developed successfully despite the quarrel with the orthodox Ling- 
disciples; in 1887 he was promoted to head of his department and be
tween 1907 and 1909 he directed the whole institute. Balck's 
lifework was nevertheless done mainly outside the institute. As Jan 
Lindroth has pointed out Balck had already, even before 1880 when he 
visited England for the first time with a troop of Swedish gymnasts, 
began to utilise freer and more i nd iv id ua li st ic  exercises as the 
leader of Stockholm's gymnastic club. Apart from "German" gymnastic 
equipment, such as parallel bars, he introduced javelin throwing and 
archery as new forms of competition.

Balck's campaign in favour of British sports began after his 
second visit to England in the summer of 1881, during which time he 
became familiar with British athletics.18 The same autumn he founded 
the sport journal Tidning for Idrott which in a short time made him 
the leading promoter of all competitive sports and exercises in 
Sweden. He arranged gymnastics gatherings and sport events, became 
the founding member of a number of sport clubs and associated
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s o c i e t i e s 19 and received, through the p u b l i c a t i o n  of a sport 
instruction trilogy between 1886 and 1888, fame throughout the whole 
Nordic region.

This trilogy, Illustrerad Idrottsbok, is indeed excellent 
proof of Balck's skills as a writer. Apart from editing the other 
contributions he wrote the chapters about gymnastics, fencing, games 
and athletics, which, considering the popularity of those sports, 
were perhaps the most important parts of this impressive work. But 
the trilogy was more than a product of an energetic sport visionary; 
it was the cultural manifesto of an expanding sports movement that, 
on man y  levels, went hand in hand with the other p r o g r es si ve 
phenomena of the 1880s. It is not a coincindence that the foreword 
was w r i tt en  by p rofessor Frithiof Holmgren, who since the 1870s 
through his popular writings and speeches in favour of exercise had 
p r o p a g a t e d  an e vo lutionary ideology, which was p r e d o m i n a n t l y  
Spencerian. As a physiologist he had no h e s it at io n  in e xp la in in g  
both bodily and societal dynamics in organic terms. Nevertheless it 
is of importance to note that Holmgren in his public performances 
and w r i tt en  contributions acted above all as a n a t io na li st  and a 
proud descendant of the V i k i n g s .20 This com bi na ti on  of S candina- 
vianistic myths and nationalistic feelings was, as we already have 
pointed out in chapter four, by no means contradictory.

Holmgren's combination of visions and systems comprised a very 
sui ta bl e  ideology for men like Victor Balck, who in their self- 
appointed missions needed enthusiastic words and strong images. Con
s eq ue nt ly  Balck used Holmgren's arguments throughout his whole 
career, often skilfully mixed with the athleticism he took home from 
his pilgrimages to the British Isles. Balck's nationalistic inter



Chapter 6 81

pretation of athleticism, as Henrik Sandblad has done in his distin
guished work about the roots of the modern sport culture in Scan
dinavia, can be examined in its purest form in c on j u n c t i o n  with 
Pierre de Coubertin's Olympic ideals, which were strongly influenced 
by the games ethic in the British public schools. The French cos
mopolitan and the Swedish patriot had a lot in common as founding 
members of the Olympic Committee, but had rather polarized views, 
however, on the value of international sports events. C ou bertin  
believed sincerely in the Olympics'integrating effect whereas Balck, 
above all, saw the c om petition as a means of enh an ci ng  Sweden's 
reputation and improving national character and h e a l t h.21

Without question Balck was the leading man in the Nor di c  
sports movements before the First World War. His efforts to develop 
N o r di c  i nt eraction began already in 1882, when as o r g an is er  of a 
gymnastics gathering he invited Finnish and Norwegian colleagues to 
Stockholm, and continued in different forms until the early 1920s.22 
Balck's large correspondence is the best source material for anyone 
who has doubts about his role in the Nordic sport c u l t u r e ,23 but 
a no ther good example of his influence is also the imitations of 
Illustrerad Idrottsbok, his instruction trilogy from 1886-1888 , 
which were published in the neighbour countries during the next two 
d e c ad es.24

The Danish version came out only two years after the last part 
of the trilogy was published in Sweden. To a considerable extent the 
editor Victor Hansen followed the Swedish prototype when he reprin
ted Holmgren's foreword and employed one of Balck's illustrators, 
Bruno Liljefors. The last detail is highly relevant in an evaluation
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of a sports publication. One picture says more than thousand words 
is an exp re ss io n  that is especially true when it comes an u n d e r 
standing of the body and its capacities.

Fig. 2: The skater

by Bruno Liljefors

3 - L* .

Bruno Liljefors belonged to a group of younger painters in 
Sweden who in the 1880s, just like their literary colleague August 
Strindberg, rejected the idealistic aesthetics of the older gener
ation. Their demands for a more realistic art were, as Gunnar 
Richardson has reminded us, in line both with the science oriented 
ideas of the Spencerian educationalists and the socialists' poli
tical r e g u i r e m e n t s . In short, it was a question of a reaction 
against the established hierarchy and the culture it reproduced.25 
L i l j e f o r s '  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  in the p u b l i c a t i o n s  m e n t i o n e d  a b o v e
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reflected both; they caught, with a few lines the sportsman's energy 
and movement at the same time as they emphasised the competitive na
ture of the new leisure forms.

It was as if Liljefors, through his drawings, wanted to point 
out that the new sports movement was a concrete expression of the 
i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c  and progressive ideals of the 1880s. This i n t e r 
pretation forces us to ask to what degree men like Balck or Hansen 
were conscious of, or interested in, the social consequences of the 
mov e m e n t  they promoted. It would be misleading, for example to 
characterise Balck's public statements as politically radical. On 
the contrary it is more accurate to claim that they reflected a wish 
to maintain the social order and consensus by encouraging the moral 
and physical work done by the sports movement.26 Yet it is obvious 
that Balck and the majority of his Nordic colleagues had a new and 
i ne vi ta bl y  far reaching prescription for e ns uring stability; the 
conservation of the established society should occur paradoxically 
through the m od ernisation of the basic values and norms of its 
leisure culture. This ideological contradiction perhaps indicates 
best how these sport leaders understood their task. Few of them con
sidered that their justifications of the new body culture were radi
cal in a l o n g e r  perspective. They were revolutionaries against their 
own will.

V.

Balck's efforts in Stockholm in the 1870s and early 1880s took place 
in conjunction with similar innovations in the three other Nordic 
capitals. Modern sports had been practiced and propagated in Copen
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hagen since 1866, when a local clerks* association founded a rowing 
section, but of greater importance than rowing, was the diffusion of 
British games, which began after Kj^benhavns Boldklnb in 1879, for 
the first time had tried to play rugby. Not surprisingly the idea 
was taken from one of the wealthy boarding schools near the capital, 
Sorz Akademi,27 which in many senses was c om pa ra bl e  wit h  Eton or 
Harrow; it had traditions that went back to the Middle Ages and was 
to a high degree run on British public school lines. Without going 
too far into this rather fascinating aspect of Danish sports history 
it might be added that the Danish boarding schools, although few in 
number and negligible from an educational point of view, were in the 
vanguard of the Nordic sports movements.28

The interesting thing in this connection, however, is that 
modern sport from the late 1870s onwards began to an increasing ex
tent to attract the middle-classes in the Nordic capitals. The dif
fusion happened quite simultaneously in the four towns, although new 
fashions and innovations, of course, often reached Copenhagen ear
lier than the other capitals, which were a longer d is tance from 
Central Europe. The first attempts to start competitive outdoor ac
tivities in the N or wegian capital occured in 1855, when a local 
colony of Germans founded their own gymnastics club, Christiania 

Turnforening. The initiator was the Austrian Joseph Stockinger who, 
i ni tially without success, suggested that the club should begin 
skating. Nine years later, in 1864, his wish was fulfilled when a 
skating club was founded in association with the Turn c l u b .29 By 
then Norway had also got its first central organisation for "bodily 
exercises and military training". Centralforeningen for ndbredelse 

af legems0velser og vaabenbrug was founded in 1861 as a direct reac-
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tion to political friction with Sweden, the dominant partner in the 
monarch-union, but it is obvious that the idea was taken from Great 
Britain, where a state controlled volunteer force was established in 
1859.30

However, Centralforeningen was not the dynamo of the emerging 
sports movements in Norway. From the beginning one of its main pur
poses was the improvement of physical education and therefore it was 
almost predetermined to follow the Swedish system, which by then was 
practiced systematically in the Swedish-Norwegian union. In short 
this meant that it was the urban Turn clubs which initially began to 
introduce and promote modern sports, originally as complementary to 
the Turnen exercises, and then from the 1880s onwards, by encourag
ing the establishment of independent sport clubs. Thr ou gh  this 
process many of the former Turn clubs also began to practice some
thing that was called the Norwegian system, which by and large could 
be c h a r a c t er is ed  as a pragmatic c om bination of the German and 
Swedish gymnastics systems on one side and the British sport on the 
other side. Consequently the Norwegian sports movement expanded in 
juxtaposition to, and often in collaboration, with the established 
network of gymnastics clubs.31

This development becomes more understandable if we r e m e m b e r ' 
that the Swedish system was in the first place planned to function 
in an educational situation. It did not win popularity among Swedish 
voluntary associations before the 1920s, and then only in a modern
ised version and mainly as a by-product of the rural expansion of 
the sports m o v e m e n t .32 Its strict choreography, was for obvious
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reasons, not a tempting alternative for the mid dl e-  and upper- 
classes in the Nordic capitals; it was intellectually boring and too 
collective for the bourgeois.

Actually it is easy to overlook an important social dimension 
of modern sports. As mentioned earlier most of the new activities, 
which in principle reflected an egalitarian ideal of social interac
tion, were in practice the first stage of a segregation process and 
imported to fit the leisure habits of the bourgeois. An interesting 
and quite typical example of this is the reception of modern sport 
in Helsingfors, Finland's capital. During the 1860s and 1870s the 
elites began to found sailing and sport clubs, which were controlled 
by s em i- of fi ci al  associations, and from the 1880s onwards the 
d e v e l o p m e n t s  were less and less liberal. This led to the second 
stage; a clearer social d if fe rentation of the clubs and also to 
s t r i c t e r  r u l e s  and cus to ms ,  w h i c h  a g a i n  s t r e n g t h e n e d  s o c i a l  
b a r r i e r s .33 The pattern is by no means unf am il ia r  in a E ur opean 
per sp ec ti ve ;  the lower strata were e fficiently excluded when the 
money prizes were forbidden by the amateur rules and the gentleman 
clubs began to organise their own competitions.

The third stage in this diffusion, which by and large occured 
in the 1890s, is again comparable with the Norwegian development. It 
was not the elitist clubs that took the initiative when the modern 
sport culture began to mobilise the urban masses, above all it was 
societies such as gymnastic clubs and voluntary fire b r i g a d e s .34 
The acceptance of competitive sports happened, therefore, most typi
cally in interaction with established traditions in these organiza
tions. The gymnastic clubs in Helsingfors, for example, began to 
complement, their exercises, which until then had been predominantly
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Turnen oriented, with such exercises that most easily fitted the old 
ones. It was thus natural that the most p o p u l a r  e xe r c i s e s  in the 
1890s Finnish sports movement were athletics and wrestling, which in 
opposition to ball games or 'large equipment s ports’ could be prac
ticed in the old environments.35

The step from Turnen gymnastics to athletics and other exer
cises, which were competitive and measured physiological capacities, 
was often short. As we have pointed out earlier this was not only 
the case in Christiania or Helsingfors but also in Victor B a l c k ’s 
hometown Stockholm. The Danish development did not differ markedly 
on this point; it was r ep re sentatives of the C op en ha ge n' s  Turnen 

oriented gymnasts who most eagerly defended the competitive and in
dividualistic components in physical education when the propaganda 
in favour of the Swedish system began in the 1880s.36 On the whole 
it can be rightly claimed that the different types of urban gymnas
tic clubs were organisational starting points for the Nordic sports 
movement. The initial reception of m o d er n  sports occ ur ed  in the 
exclusive clubs and schools of the wealthy bourgeois, whereas the 
exp an si on  was possible only through s oc ially more open o r g a n i z a 
tional networks.

The first attempts to mobilise the masses in this direction 
happened in the 1860s when semi-official organisations, such as the 
civil corps, were founded. The next step in this consolidation was 
the emergence of voluntary associations, which showed interest in 
bodily exercises and therefore were the most important canals for 

the diffusion of modern sport in the 1870s and 1880s. From the 1890s 

onwards t h i s  mob ilisation led to the est ablishment of national 

sports o r g a n i s a t i o n s .  First in the form of bodies for specialist
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sports and step by step,, through the c o n s o l i d a t i o n  of these n e t 
works, they began to form nation wide central organisations for a 
range of different sports.

Fig. 3:
An illustration 
of a "national 
sport gathering' 
in Copenhagen 
in 1888
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The Danish development also by and large follows this pattern. The 
first spe ci al is t  o rg anisation, the Danish Rowing Society, was 
founded in 1887 and nine years later, in 1896, the central body 
Dansk Idrssts-Forbund started its campaign for uniform regulations 
and amateur rules. It is significant that this happened in the same 
year as de Coubertin's Olympic idea was put in practice. In other
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words there was a urgent need for an authority that could reform the 
rules in order to make the performances internationally accepted and 
c omparable. Not s u r p r i s i n g l y  the ama te ur  r e q ui re me nt  c aused most 
friction during the following three decades; strictly interpretated 
the rule best fitted the u rban bourgeois, who by vir tu e  of their 
wealth were able to develop a more elaborate leisure culture than, 
for example, workers or o ff i c e r s.37 Nevertheless, by the end of the 
1930s the D a n is h  sports a s s o c i a t i o n s  had grown to be one of the 
country's most dynamic mass movements with an astonishingly wide so
cial recruitment.

The consolidation of the Swedish sports movement was similar 
to the Danish, a lt h o u g h  it is o bvious that the exi st en ce  of two 
separate central organisations until the early 1920s had a disrup
tive impact. First among the special organizations was the Swedish 
Gymnastics Association, which was founded in 1891 by Balck and his 
followers, who wanted to introduce achievement oriented exercises 
into the voluntary clubs and societies. Six years later Balck became 
also fou nd in g  mem be r  in the first central organis at io n,  Sveriges 

centralforening for idrottens beframjande, which, with the crown 
prince as chairman, was more exclusive than its in 1903 established 
parallel, Sveriges riksidrottsforbund.38

The latter achieved a dominant position in the Swedish sports 
movement. It was lead more efficiently and could respond better to 
the needs of the urban masses, from which the majority of its mem
bers were recruited until the 1920s, when the mobilisation of those 
in the countryside began on larger f ro n t.39 During this decade at
tempts were made to build up a workers' sport movement as an alter
native to the established central organisation, but most of these
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e f f o r t s  c o l l a p s e d  d u e  to i n t e r n a l  c o n f l i c t s  a nd  the s o c i a l  
democrats' negative attitude to an explicit politicisation of the 
sport m o v e m e n t.40 Similar attempts were made also in Denmark during 
the interwar p e r i o d .41

The workers' sports association in Finland, founded in 1919, 
only one year after the Finnish civil war had ended, was more suc
cessful. To a considerable extent the war had been a reflection of 
the Russian Revolution, which started in Petrograd (until 1914 S:t 
P e t er sb ur g) ,  only 300 km from H el si ng fo rs ;  it was a class war as 
well as a reaction to the lack of food and order, which occured in 
the Russian empire in the end of First World War. Hatred was by no 
means forgotten after the civil war had ended with a total victory 
for the White army, flanked by the German forces in the Baltic ter
ritories, which re-established the bourgeois order and constitution 
Finland had had when it became independent only a half year earlier, 
in the autumn of 1917. Socialists, who had avoided e x e c u t i o n  or 
prison, were often fired and forced to leave their civil positions. 
This took place even in the central organisation of Finnish sports 
movement, Finlands Gymnastik- och Idrottsfdrbund. The organisation 
had been fou nd ed  in 1906 and was, as in the N ordic n e i g h b o u r  
countries, an attempt to consolidate and direct the growing number 
of sport clubs and special bodies. The aims were only p artly 
achieved; the wom en  had, as m en ti o n e d  earlier, alr ea dy  in 1896 
founded their own gymnastics federation and had no reason to join 
the new organisation, which above all vindicated competitive sports. 
But it was not only emancipated women who were critical of the new 
consolidation. Only one year after its establishment representatives
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of the S w e di sh  s pe a k i n g  a s s o c i a t i o n s  left it due to a p o l it ic al 
quarrel, and began to built up their own networks, which again were 
bound together in 1912 in a separate gymnastics and sports u n i o n .42

The 1910s was also the decade when w o r k e r s ' sport clubs were 
established in an increasing rate. From 1912 onwards there existed 
plans to establish a workers' sport federation after the model in 
Germany, where the socialists since the end of nineteenth century 
had formed their own mass movement for physical exercise. Yet it is 
obvious that when consolidation was finally achieved in 1919 it was 
more a direct consequence of the civil war; every workers'club that 
in one  or a n o t h e r  w a y  h a d  b e e n  in c o l l a b o r a t i o n  w i t h  the 
revolutionaries was cut off from the 1906 established central or
ganisation. It is not difficult therefore to understand why the Fin
nish w o r k e r s 'sports federation, unlike those of in Sweden and Den
mark, in a very short time became an independent mass movement and a 
real a l t e r n a t i v e  to the b o u rg eo is  a ss ociations. For the F i n ni sh  
w o r k e r  class str ug gl e  was not a notion that brought to mind only 
Marxist theories or the demands for a more democratic society but 
also bitter personal memories from the recent civil war. This ex
p lains also in part why the movement, in contrast to the sim il ar  
Norwegian w o r k e r s 'sports organisation, still e x i s t s.43

The organisational consolidation of the Norwegian sports move
ment for its part is more easily understood if considered in con
junction with the Swedish experience. As in Sweden between 1910 and 
1919 there existed two bourgeois central organisations. The older of 
these two, as already noted above, was Centralforeningen, which ever 
since its e s t a b l i s h m e n t  in 1861 had given special a tt ention to 
educational and health aspects. The younger, Norges Riksforbund for
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Idrset. founded in 1910, was also a n . organisation that was formed to 
ensure administrative control over the growing number of national 
associations for special sports. Not surprisingly Riksforbundet was 
the stronger part when the two organisations were united in 1919 and 
Norges Landsforbund for Idrett was created. It had a more commercial 
a pp r o a c h  and was from the b e g i n n i n g  built up as a b u r e a u c r a t i c  
c or po ration.44 However this association split up five years later, 
in 1924, as a result of a political conflict between the leadership 
and a number of w o r k e r s 'c l u b s .

The workers subsequently established their own sports federa
tion, which, according to Finn Ostad, was run in many ways on the 
same lines as the former, more philantropic Centralforeningen. Apart 
from a concern about public health it condemned in principle "pot 
h un ting". As a s oc ialist m o v em en t  it paid a different kind of 
attention to the mobilisation of the masses than Centralforeningen, 
which originally was formed as a nationalistic civil guard. As in 
Finland the workers' sports federation had an important function in 
the Labour movement; it mobilised the worker youth in an effective 
way and its mass performances were impressive demonstrations of the 
m o v e m e n t ' s  con cr et e  strength. Des pi te  the strong r iv alry b e t we en  
Landsforbundet and the wor ke rs  federation, which was e s p e c i a l l y  
sharp during the depression of the early 1930s, by the end of the 
thi rt ie s  the two central o r g a n i s a t i o n s  were able to find a c o m 
p r o mi se  that led to the c o n s o l i d a t i o n  of the N or w e g i a n  sports 
m ov e m e n t.49
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VII;

If we look at the organisational consolidation of the Nordic sports 
movements from a comparative perspective one thing at least seems 
clear. The old er  and more e s t a b l i s h e d  n a t io ns  Sweden and D e n m a r k  
went through a more harmonious expansion than Norway and Finland, 
which achieved and maintained their independence in the beginning at 
this c e n t u r y  only thr ou gh  a forceful n a t i o n a l i s m  that i n e v i t a b l y  
produced political reactions. In such situations it was naturally 
difficult to justify the sports movement without using ideological 
arg u m e n t s  that were p o l i t i c a l l y  coloured. N e v e r t h e l e s s  it can be 
claimed that development in the four countries by the end of 1930s 
had t aken a sim il ar  direction. N o r w a y  fol lo we d  the D a n is h  and 
Swedish pattern through the compromise in the 1930s whereas the two 
central organisations in Finland by then had been able to resolve 
most of their disputes.

It is important to remember that organisational development is 
only one dimension of the sports movement. In other words it is not 
enough to p resent a r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  of the networks' g rowth or 
political connections if the aim is to explain the reception of the 
modern sport in a full social and cultural context. One way to solve 
this problem is to interpretate modern sport within the framework of 
N o r be rt  Eli as 's  ideas of the c iv il iz in g  process, or by f o l lo wi ng 
Henning E i c h b e r g ’s example and develop a dialectical critique of the 
Elias's evolutionary approach through a use of the concept of body 

culture. For the historian, another, more familiar strategy is to 
investigate the reception comprehensively as a phenomenon specific 
in space and time. This will be done in the following chapters, when
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among oth er  things we ana ly se  how the a d a p t a t i o n  of sports for 
educational and supplementary purposes happened in the Nordic secon
dary school.

But let us keep one thing in mind; it would be misleading to 
think that the expanding sports movement was the most important ex
ternal f actor in the e v o l u t i o n  of p h y si ca l  e du c a t i o n  in N o r di c  
secondary schools between 1880 and 1940. Physical education already 
had an established position in the secondary education curriculum in 
the 1880s, when the d i f f u s i o n  of the sports mov em en t  began on a 
large scale. By then it had its own gymnastics oriented didactics 
and a group of professionals, who often were rather suspicious of 
the educational value of the new games and competitions. Medical and 
educational demands for reform often had a more direct influence on 
the legal and p ra ct i c a l  e vo l u t i o n  of the subject than the sports 
movement. Yet it can not be denied that the sports culture, its or
ganisations and the leisure activities their leaders advocated, in 
the long run, had a strong impact on educational practice. Public 
arguments for an increasing emphasis on outdoor exercises might have 
been physiological or moral but the underlying and, in fact, often 
more stronger motive for them was the simple wish to let the pupils 
do what they wanted; sport. The point is that it would have been in
a p p r o p r i a t e  for the Nor di c  e d u c a t i o n a l i s t s  to advocate such a 
popular activity for its own sake. Public opinion and politicians 
required more respectable motives for sport, which, despite its in
creasing popularity, maintained at least some of its reputation as a 
childish activity until the postwar period.



Chapter 6 95

1. For a more detailed analysis of GutsMuths pedagogical theory see 
for e x a mp le  C.W. Hac ke ns mi th ,  History of Physical Education, New 
York, Harper & Row 1966, pp. 116-118; or Eichberg 1978 pp. 54-56.
2. About the usage of GutsMuths' ideas in Germany and the Nordic 
region see Jan Lindroth, Idrottens vag till folkrdrelse. Studier i 
svensk idrottsrorelse fram till 1915, Studia historica Upsialensia 
60, Uppsala 1974 pp. 23-25; and Trangbak 1987 pp. 26-27, *34-36.
3. Bowen 1981 pp. 186-190
4. Eichberg 1978 pp. 54-59.
5. Apart from Eichberg, who maybe has outlined this transformation 
most s k i l f u l l y  when it comes to sport h i s t o r y  (Eichberg 1978) , 
another work can be mentioned that offers a refreshing analysis of 
the history of the bourgeois individualism; Johan Asplund, Tid, rum, 
individ och kollektiv, LiberForlag 1983.
6 . In this connection it is naturally necessary to refer to Norbert 
Elias c la s s i c a l  study "The Genesis of Sport as a S o c i o lo gi ca l  
Problem", which has been reprinted in Elias's and Eric Dunning's es
say collection Quest for Excitement, Sport and Leisure in the Civi
lizing Process, Basic Blackwell 1986.
7. Lindroth 1974 pp. 24-30; Eichberg 1978 pp.131-147.
8 . Ibid. pp. 157-164.
9. See for example Oswald Holmberg, Den svenska gymnastikens his- 
toria. Pehr Henrik Ling och hans verk, Stockholm 1939.
10. Reinhard K. Spengler, Die Jahnrezeption in Deutschland 1871- 
1933. Nationale Identitat und Moderniserung, Schorndorf: Hoffmann, 
1985 pp. 190-209, 226-227.
11. Ove Korsgaard,"Mellem natur og kultur" Idrmtshistorisk Arbog 
1987, 3. Arg., pp. 16-18.
12. Finn Olstad, Norsk idretts historie. Band I. Forsvar, sport, 
klassekamp 1861-1939, Aschehoug 1987 pp. 36-44.
13. Leena Laine,"Idrott for alia - men pA olika villkor? Idrott, 
sah al le  och social kontroll i F inland 1856-1917", Svenska idrot- 
tshistoriska fdreningens Arsskrift 1988 pp. 55-57.
14. Seppo HentilA, "Urheilu, kansakunta ja luokat", in Risto Alapuro 
et a l . (eds.), Kansa liikkeessa, Kirjayhtyma: Hel si nk i  1987, pp. 
216-217.
15. Ibid. pp. 62-63.
16. Korsgaard 1982 pp. 103-106.



Chapter 6 96

17. For a profound analysis of this struggle see Lindroth 1974 pp. 
198-230, 254-259.
18. J a n  L i n d r o t h , " V i k t o r  B a l c k  o c h  s p o r t e n .  D e n  S v e n s k a  
idrottsrOrelsens engelska forbindelser 1880-1900", Personhistorisk 
Tidskrift 1980 pp. 131-133.
19. For example, Balck was a founding member of the philanthropic 
society Sallskapet for beframjandet av skolungdomens fria lekar, es
t ab l i s h e d  in 1883, which don at ed  sport e qu ipment to s ec o n d a r y  
schools in S t o c k h o l m  and f in anced the u p h o l d  of a c ouple of 
toboggan-runs and ice-grounds in the capital. Typically enough, the 
society was dissolved in 1926, one year before' Balck died . See 
the records in Sal ls ka pe t  for b e f r a m j a n d e t  av s k o l u n g d o m e n s  fria 
lekar, Sveriges C e n t r a l f o r e n i n g  for Idrottens b e f r a m j a n d e  arkiv, 
JIb:l; Riksarkivet, Stockholm.
20. Sandblad, 1985 pp. 159-172.
21. Ibid. pp. 216-225, 241-243.
22. The d i s s o l u t i o n  of the S w e d i s h - N o r w e g i a n  union had h o w e v e r  a 
cooling impact on the collaboration; for a more detailed description 
o f  B a l c k ' s  r e a c t i o n s  t o  t h e  d i s s o l u t i o n  s e e  J a n  
L i n d r o t h ," U n i o n s u p p l o s n i n g e n  1905 och i d r o t t e n .  Den  s v e n s k a  
i d r o t t s r o r e l s e n  i en u t r i k e s p o l i t i s k  k r i s s i t u a t i o n " , Sveriges 
centralforening for idrottens beframjande, Arsbok 1977.

23. V.G. Balcks arkiv (Sveriges C e n t r a l f o r e n i n g  for Idrottens 
beframjande), Riksarkivet, Stockholm.
24. Victor Hansen, Illustreret Idraetsbog. Udarbejdet paa Grundlag 
af Victor Balcks illustrerad Idrottsbok, Kj0benhavn, I del 1890, II 
del 1893; L au re nt iu s  Urdahl (red.), Norsk Idraet. Skildringer fra 
norsk sportsliv. Illustrerat af A. Bloch, C hr i s t i a n i a  1 89 1 ; I v a r  
Wilskman, Idrotten i Finland, I-IV, Helsingfors 1904-1906.
25. Richardson 1963 pp. 433-437.
26. See for example Sandblad 1985 pp. 334-343, 386-391.
27. Korsgaard 1982 pp.135-137.
28. The history of Sor0 Akademi is delineated by Paludan (1885, pp. 
20-21, 43, 104, 120-121), whereas the dev el op me nt  of one of the 
other famous Danish b oa rd in g  schools, Herlufsholm Skole, is 
described in A.K.Hasselager, Herlufsholm 1865-1915. Fortsxttelse af
H.B.Melchiors og Albert Leths Historiske Efterretninger om Herluf- 
sholms Stiftelse, Naestved 1915, pp. 41, 20-99. A typical example of 
how the British public school culture inspired the teachers at these 
schools is an article by O.F.Bache,"Fra et Bes0g i engelske Public 
Schools", Herlufsholms Lvrde skoles Program 1900-1901, pp. 5-31.
29. Gunnar Nordahl & Odd Tyrihjell, Norsk idrett gjennom hundre Ar 
1861-1961, Oslo 1961 pp. 16-30.



Chapter 6 97

30. Olstad 1987 pp. 14-19.
31. Ibid. pp. 34-39.
32. Jan Lindroth, Idrott mellan krigen. Organisationer, ledare och 
id&er i den svenska idrottsrorelsen 1919-1939, HLS Forlag Stockholm 
1987 pp. 129-133.
33. Laine 1988 pp. 52-61.
34. H e n r i k  Stenius, F o r e n i n g s v a s e n d e t s  u t v e c k l i n g  i F i n la nd  fram 
til l  1 9 0 0 - t a l e t s  b o r j a n  med s p e c i e l l  h a n s y n  till m a s s o r -  
ganisationsprincipens genombrott, Skrifter utgivna av SLS nr 545, 
Helsingfors 1987, pp. 231-234.
35. Leena Laine, Vapaaehtoisten jarjestojen kehitys ruumiin- 
kulttuurin alueella Suomessa v.1856-1917, L i i k u n t a t i e t e e l l i s e n  
Seuran julkaisu no 93, Lappeenranta 1984 pp. 115-128, 158-166.
36. S0ren Cops0 , Den danske skolegymnastiks udvikling 1884-1913, 
S p e ci al e  p£ H i s t o r i s k  Institut, Aarhus Uni ve rs it et ,  1983 pp. 22, 
53-54; Trangbaek 1987 pp. 159.
37. Korsgaard 1982 pp. 297-303.
38. Lindroth 1974 pp. 91-99, 121-123.
39. Lindroth 1987 pp. 64-67, 111-112.
40. See Rolf PSlbrant's dissertation on Swedish w o r k e r s 1 sport move
ment, Arbetarrorelsen och idrotten 1919-1939, Studia historica Up- 
saliensia 91, Uppsala 1977.
41. The Danish parallel is described by for example in Korsgaard
1982 pp. 304-316.
42. Laine 1984 pp. 345-359, 419-440.
43. Seppo Hentila, Suomen tyolaisurheilun historia I. Tyovaen
Urheiluliitto 1919-1944, Hameenlinna 1982.
44. Olstad 1987 pp. 123-126, 201-202.
45. Ibid. pp. 205-224, 245-246.



Chapters 7 to 11 98

PART THREE: A BOURGEOIS CULTIVATION OF THE BODY

In the first two parts of this work we have outlined the theoretical 
starting points and historical background for the analyse of dif
ferent dimensions of the cultivation of the body, which will be u n 
dertaken in the following five chapters. However, before we move on 
and try to explain the way promotion of health and character build
ing in physical education for boys was a form of preparation for a 
bourgeois manhood, it is important to have a detailed picture of the 
s u b j e c t ’s actual circumstances and conditions during the period in 
question. We will start, therefore, with an o utline of the legal 
systematisation of physical education in chapter seven and then, in 
chapters eight, nine and ten examine how the predominant educational 
ideologies in teacher training, were put in practice in the secon
dary schools. In the e le v e n t h  and final c hapter we take a closer  
look at the ideological motives and arguments associated with the 
p u b li c  deb at e  about the fun ct io n  of p h y si ca l  e d u ca ti on  in N o r di c  
secondary schools.
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Laws and regulations

I.

Phy s i c a l  e d u c a t i o n  was by no m eans a new p h e n o m e n o n  in N o r d i c  
countries in the end of last century. As on the Continent, it had 
been an important part of aristocratic upbringing throughout the New 
Age. Sons of Nordic noblemen, like their peers in Central Europe, 
were taught to fence, ride and dance in order to master their future 
o b l i g a t i o n s  in court and s o c i e t y . 1 Dur in g  the second half of 
eighteen century progressive educationalists began to use some of 
these aristocratic exersises in their own schools, which mainly at
tra ct ed  c hi l d r e n  from the e nl i g h t e d  m i d d l e - c l a s s e s . I ns pired by 
Rousseau, Basedow and, from the beginning of nineteenth century on
wards, by GutsMuths, these educationalists combined upper-class prac
tices with act iv it ie s  which above all s tr e n g t h e n e d  the body and 
developed its flexibility.

Such e xp e r i m e n t s  were made ini ti al ly  in C op e n h a g e n ' s  first 
private school, Efterslxgtskabets skole, which was established in 
1787. The pupils, apart from being taught "useful" skills like 
modern languages and natural sciences, were encouraged to practice 
physical exercises like running, jumping and climbing, which, not 
surprisingly, were seen as more natural than some of the traditional 
activities of the noblemen. Around 1800 these ideas had spread not 
only to a number of schools in Copenhagen2 , but also to Christiania, 
which as the a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  centre of Nor wa y  had close links to
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Copenhagen. However the originally enlighted motives for physical 
education by then had become more militaristic. Napoleon's victories 
on the C on tinent were by and large u n d e r s t o o d  as results of the 
mobilisation of the civil masses through national service. This view 
was shared by the headmaster of Katedralskolen in Christiania, Niels 
Treschow, who in an a rticle in the school's y e a r b o o k  1800, e m 
phasised how important it was that small nations like Denmark-Norway 
were prepared to defend their territories; "How little is achieved 
w h e n  a s u d d e n l y  f l a m i n g  c o u r a g e  l a c k s  b o t h  e x p e r i e n c e  and 
exercise?". Treschow did not explicitly advocate national service, 
but was nevertheless an eager supporter of physical exercises that 
hardened and disciplined youth as a preparation for war.3

His attitude to physical education underlines the fact that 
the N a p o l e o n i c  wars had awa ke ne d  the N ordic a u t ho ri ti es  to the
realisation that the mobilisation of a civil army could begin in the
school. In 1804 the Danish Crown established a military gymnastics 
institute in Copenhagen and employed as its director V.V.F. Nach- 
tegall (1777-1847), who five years earlier, in 1799, had started a 
gymnastics institute for children at the same time as he became gym
nastics teacher in two of Copenhagen's practical oriented schools. 
Being a teacher Nachtegall was also suitable to be director of the
civil gymnastic institute, which was founded by the Crown in 1808 in
order to educate school teachers.

The civil gymnastics institute had however to close its doors 
in 1816, when the Danish administration was forced to reduce its ex
p e n d i t u r e  after the damage to the m er chant fleet in the Bri ti sh  
bombardment of Copenhagen in 1807 and further catastrophes in the 
form of state bankruptcy in 1813 and the loss of Norway to Sweden in
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1814. This meant that the military gymnastics institute between 1816 
and 1898 was the cou nt ry 's  only h i g h e r  i n s t i t u t i o n  for teacher 
training in physical education.4 By and large this was the situation 
in Sweden, where P.H.Ling, as m e n t i o n e d  earlier, in 1813 became 
director of the state funded Central Institute of Gymnastics (GCD 

in Stockholm, which until the last decade of nineteenth century was 
an institution mainly for officers.

II.

The militaristic motive remained predominant as physical education 
was gradually made a compulsory subject in Nordic secondary schools 
for boys d u r in g  the first three qua rt er s  of n i n e t e e n t h  century. 
Health promotion and character building were by no means unknown mo
tives in this reform, but had nevertheless a minor role until the 
last quarter of the century.

The nature of reform can be examined most thoroughly by look
ing at the legal regulations that eventually transformed physical 
education in the Nordic region into a distinct subject with its own 
methods and didactic procedures. The first attempts to introduce the 
subject in the Nordic secondary school curriculum had already oc- 
cured d u r in g  the first d ecade of n in e t e e n t h  century. The Swedish 
Education Act of 1807, which was valid in both Sweden and Finland 
until the 1840s, recommended that every school should build on its 
yard g y m na st ic  apparatuses, where e xe rcises such as cli mb in g  and 
jumping could be practiced between the lessons.3 In 1820 this recom
mendation was extended to the remaining part of the Swedish kingdom.
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Every healthy youth had to take part in gymnastics, if such exerci
ses could be arranged by the schools. However in reality the regula
tions of the act had little imm ed ia te  impact; a report from 1824 
stated that gymnastics was practiced properly in only one school, 
Linkopings laroverk, and eight years later, in 1832, came the report 
that only five schools had put the legal requirements into practice. 
All the same the innovation was constructive and in 1843 the educa
tion authorities noticed that 17 competent gymnastics teachers had 
been a p p o i n t e d  and that many more schools were eager to find 
teachers educated at the GCI.6

The p r o f e s s i o n a l  r eq u i r e m e n t s  for g y m n a s t i c s  teachers were 
based on a 6CT-regulation of 1814, which declared that no one should 
be employed as a public teacher without having a certificate from 
the institute. In 1864 these requirements were changed in conjunc
tion with the r e - o r g a n i s a t i o n  of the GCI. A c c or di ng  to the 
institute's new statutes full professional competence was achieved 
only by completing a two-year course in the GCI's military or educa
tion department.7 In 1878 these requirements were confirmed in the 
extensive secondary school reform, which was one of the most impor
tant legal actions in the s y s t e m a t i s a t i o n  of Swedish sec on da ry  
e du cation.8

By the 1870s p hy sical edu ca ti on  had a lready obt ai ne d  a 
regular place in the curriculum. In the Education Act of 1856 the 
subject was classified for the first time as compulsory for every 
male pupil. Headmasters were nevertheless given the discretion to 
decide how physical education should be organized, which tended to 
weaken the impact of the law.* In 1863 a royal circular proclaimed
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that gymnastics and military exercises had to he practiced in the 
state ruled secondary schools 3 hours per week in the four lowest 
classes and 4 hours per week in the next four classes.

The d e c i s i o n  was an e xp licit result of a request from the 
Swedish parliament., the Estates, to the king in 1860, in which it 
was suggested that military training in physical education, already 
practiced in many of Sweden's secondary schools, should be inves
tigated in order to find out if it could be made compulsory. It is 
not surprising therefore that the circular of 1863 devoted much at
tention to the military aspects of education; apart from so called 
pedagogical gymnastics, which involved a lot of drilling exercises, 
it was demanded that the older pupils should be trained in infantry 
movements, rifle exercises and bayonet fencing. Pupils in the two 
highest classes got also shooting in their programme.10

Three years later, in 1866, the a u t ho ri ti es  sent out a 
d e t a i l e d  plan of how  these d ir ec ti ve s  should be carried out. The 
m i l i t a r y  e x e rc is es  should be p r a c t i c e d  both at the b e g i n n i n g  of 
autumn term and the end of spring term. The schools were also recom
mended to arrange joint manoeuvres and marches, presumably in order 
to raise the exercises' status and the schools' esprit de corps. The 
plan reinforced also the GCI's position, as Sweden's leading profes
s i o n a l  a u t h o r i t y  on p h y s i c a l  e d u c a t i o n ,  by s a n c t i o n i n g  the 
i ns t i t u t e ' s  p e d a g og ic al  g ym na s t i c s  as the o f f i c i a l l y  rec om me nd ed  
method.11

The plan of 1866, together with GCI's statutes of 1864, estab
lished the legal basis for the systematisation of physical education 
in Sweden. The subject had now been made c om pu ls or y  in sec on da ry  
schools and was practiced according to a clearly stated method. In
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a d d i t i o n  to that the GCI had, in c o n j u n c t i o n  w i t h  its r e 
o r g a n i s a t i o n  in 1864, o bt a i n e d  the right to inspect and correct 
school physical education at a national level. The fact that these 
improvements could be made rather swiftly proves that, especially in 
the 1860s, there existed a strong political will to enforce the sub
ject's position in the curriculum.

T h e  c l a i m  that the m o t i v e s  b e h i n d  t h e s e  r e f o r m s  w e r e  
predominately militaristic is strengthened by an official circular 
of 1870, which provided further directives regarding the implementa
tion of m i l i t a r y  training. In a dd i t i o n  to the fact that the two 
h i g h e s t  c lasses got more exe rc is es  it was stated that p hy sical 
education, eight to ten weeks per school year, should be reserved 
for this purpose. Another, maybe even more decisive directive was 
that practical supervision on school yards and rifle ranges had to 
be directed by an officer. Finally other teachers were encouraged to 
use military examples and references in their tuition.12

It is easy to see why pol it ic al  opinion in Sweden was 
f av ou ra bl e  to such reforms. The Estates' request in 1860 was an 
early sign of the increasing interest in defence, which during the 
next two d ecades in Sweden, as in many other E ur o p e a n  countries, 
lead to the e s t a b l i s h m e n t  of a large n e t w o r k  of p a r a m i l i t a r y  o r 
g a n i s a t i o n s  at the same time as national service was modernised. 
D u r in g  the 1860s the mot iv es  for the m o b i l i s a t i o n  of the civil 
masses were strengthened also by reports from the wars in Central 
Europe, which clearly showed the efficiency of German national s t ^ -  
ice. In 1864 Denmark was thoroughly beaten by the German-Austrian 
troops and two years later, in 1866, the Austrians themselves were 
forced to their knees by the Prussian Wehrmacht. It was probably not
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an acc id en t  t h e re fo re  that the S wedish school d i r e c t i v e s  of 1870 
were sent out on the 29th of July, ten days after the French govern
ment, with disastrous consequences, had declared war on Prussia.

A fter the F r a n c o - G e r m a n  War of 1870-71 the E u r o p e a n  power 
struggle was stabilised and canalised to the colonies. These changes 
also had an impact on educational policy in the Nordic region; it 
was a q u a r t e r  of a c entury b efore the Swedish a ut ho r i t i e s  were 
forced to send out a more detailed directive about physical educa
tion in s e c o n d a r y  schools. The c i r cu la r  of 1895 i nc luded both a 
syllabus and the minimum requirements of the number of hours for the 
different exercises. Every class was to have at least half an hour a 
day or, alternatively, three hours per week of physical education. 
Military training became more shooting oriented at the same time as 
it was limited to the two highest classes. Outdoor games were men
tioned, for the first time, as an a lt e r n a t i v e  to p e d ag og ic al 
gymnastics1 3 , which, as we will see in next chapter, had achieved by 
then a very strong position as a didactic system in Swedish schools.

Ten years later by means of the Education Act of 1905 head
masters were for the first time recommended to encourage male pupils 
to practice games and sports by reserving enough space for these ex
ercises near the school. The physiological motive became now more 
and more dominant; physical education was, according to the law, un
d e r st oo d  chi ef ly  as a means of p ro m o t i n g  h ealth and r ed ucing 
academic pressure. Schools were to be built in sound and spacious 
locations and had to have a gymnasium in their immediate neighbour
hood. Showers were also recommended for gymnasiums.14 Nevertheless 
these directives had only a slight impact. In 1915 a committee, set 
up by the Crown Prince to investigate the state of physical educa
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tion, was forced to point out a number of inadequacies. It was ap
parent that schools seldom had the means or the educational will to 
c arry out the reforms without strong financial support from the 
public authorities.15

The 1920s were a turning point for Swedish physical education; 
military training had been totally abolished in February 191816 and 
it is obv io us  that the schools., to an i n c r e a s i n g  degree, had to 
react to the pressures from the expanding sports movement. In 1928 
the S w e di sh  M i n i s t r y  of E d u c a t i o n  c o m pl et ed  the e d u ca ti on  act of 
1927 with a detailed curriculum, which contained many new directives 
about physical education. Games and sports were for the first time 

openly classified as equal to pedagogical gymnastics. In addition 
every class was required to have a range of physical exercises for 
four hours per week and the schools were required to reserve at 
least fifteen outdoor days annually for supervised activities.17 The 
lat te r  arrangement, however, was not g en er a l l y  wel co me d  by the 
teaching staffs, who were supposed to function as instructors, and 
had to be m od i f i e d  in 1933. From then on the schools had more 
freedom to organise the outdoor days, which had been reduced to ten 
days per year.18

The legal r ef o r m a t i o n  of Swedish s e c on da ry  school p hy sical 
education before 1940 must be viewed in the context of the contem
porary systematisation of the national school structures in Europe. 
The laws and reg ul at io ns  were in both cases carried out most 
strongly in situations when public opinion focused on education as a 
means to secure or transform the existing society. The first active 
stage was the Napoleonic era, which gave new and more convincing mo 
tives to nationally centralised school systems and a well organised
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physical education. The next active period began by and large in the 
1860s, when many of the e a r li er  ref or m  plans rec ei ve d  str on ge r  
public support and were realised. The third phase began at the turn 
of the century after national school systems were constituted and 
"new" subjects like physical education were recognised, although it 
was not yet especially high in the curriculum hierachy. This phase 
was, to a large extent, a process of completing the existing educa
tion patterns and was therefore more slower. In fact it continued in 
most E u r o p e a n  c o u nt ri es  u ntil the Second Wor ld  War. It was 
r e a s o n a b l y  easy to r e f or m  c ertain c ur r i c u l a  and rewrite dated 
textbooks, but much harder to reconstruct established education pat
terns .

IV.

How does this Swedish model fit the legal cre at io n  of phy si ca l  
education in the other Nordic countries' secondary schools? Let us 
compare the reform process in the three countries with the Swedish 
developments outlined above.

If we look at the situation in Denmark at the beginning of 
nineteenth century it becomes apparent that the country by then had 
established a tradition in physical education, which was actually 
stronger than in Sweden. In other words it was no accident that the 
f ou nder of the Swedish g ym na st ic s  system, P.H. Ling, studied at 
Nachtegall's institute in Copenhagen before he established in 1813 
the GCI in Stockholm. The legal basis for physical e d u ca ti on  in 
Danish secondary schools was in principle the education act of 1809,
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which, as mentioned in chapter six, although it contained enlighted 
ideas, was an early symbol of the conservative school policy that 
took shape in D e n m a r k  at the end of the N a p o l e o n i c  era. The act 
declared that gymnastics should be practiced in the Latin schools, 
as in some contemporary bourgeois schools in Copenhagen, as often as 
possible between lessons.19 These requirements had no concrete im
pact on educational practice. On the contrary physical exercises be
came more u n c o m m o n  during the 1810s and 1820s, when most of the 
progessive schools were closed down. This trend was not ended either 
by two regulations in 1814, which stated that gymnastics should be 
practiced three hours per week in every urban primary school in Den
mark which had a competent teacher.20

In 1828 gymnastics was made a compulsory subject in primary 
and municipal schools and two years later, in 1830, a royal resolu
tion e x t e n d e d  the law to include also the state f in anced Latin 
school, which was the main institution for secondary education.21 
According to one estimate by the end of the 1830s physical education 
was practiced in some form in every secondary school in Denmark. The 
same source adds, nevertheless, that the subject was until the 1860s 
normally practiced only during the warmer seasons, when the tempera
ture was not too low in the unheated gymnasiums.22

Until 1898 teacher training, as stated above, was available 
only at the military gymnastics institute in Copenhagen. This ar
rangement had naturally far reaching consequences; until the 1920s 
the teachers were predominately officers, for whom a school job was 
an extra source of income. However, it would be wrong to claim that 
the subject's militaristic approach was caused merely by its teacher 
staff. In 1862 a regulation required the state financed secondary
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schools to o rg a n i s e  rifle s h o ot in g  for the two h ighest classes 
during the summer season. Every pupil should fire at least 75 shots 
a n n u a l l y  and the results had to be p u b l i s h e d  in the school 
r e p o r t s . 23 These e x e rc is es  were car ri ed  out, alt ho ug h  fairly i r 
regularly, until the 1910s when they were finally discontinued.24

In connection with the secondary education act of 1871, which 
among other things shortened the school week by four hours, the Min
istry of E d u c a t i o n  sent out a circular, in which it r e m in de d  the 
schools to try to use the newly available time to develop physical 
education.28 This directive failed to have the required effect and 
in 1873 the secondary schools received a further circular in which 
it was sta te d  that every class from then on should have at least 
four hou rs  a w e e k  p h y si ca l  e x e rc is e  and that the largest group 
should be 30 pupils.26

The circular of 1873 was a decisive step towards a centrally 
controlled physical education, and in importance it can be compared 
with the Swedish syllabus plan of 1866, which, as already mentioned, 
confirmed and specified the subject's position in the curriculum. 
Headmasters, in both state financed and private secondary schools, 
were now, to an i n c r e a s i n g  extent, forced to keep in mind the 
c l e ar ly  d ec l a r e d  m i n i m u m  r eq ui re me nt s  and had, together with the 
gymnastics teacher, to be prepared for regular inspections, which 
were intensified in the 1870s. Nevertheless, the Danish reforms had 
not the same strength as the Swedish statutes. Both countries intro
duced military training for the older secondary school pupils in the 
early 1860s, but it was only in Sweden that this was methodically 
put into practice.



Chapter 7 110

This Danish development can not be explained as a reflection 
of public opinion; after the humiliating defeat in the war against 
the German forces in 1864 the Danes were more than eager to enlarge 
the network of civil corps and rifle associations/ which, as in many 
other European countries, had been established after the Crimean War 
between 1854 and 1856. It seems as if military enthusiasm was more 
decentralised in Denmark and therefore to a higher degree canalised 
t hrough v o l u n t a r y  o r g a n i s a t i o n s 27 than through state c o n t r o l l e d  
institutions such as the secondary school. Another, maybe even more 
p l a u s i b l e  e x p l a n a t i o n  of the gre at er  e f f i c i e n c y  of the Swedish 
reforms can be found in the fact that the systematisation of secon
dary education was faster, and also more centralised than in Den
mark, during the second half of nineteenth century. In short, the 
Swedish state had the organisation to put in practice reforms, which 
in Denmark often had to be left uncompleted.

However, it is no doubt that the Danish school authorities 
from the 1880s onwards, increasingly, tried to improve conditions in 
phy si ca l  education. In 1882 in a cir cu la r  sec on da ry  schools were 
reminded of the minimum requirements of 1873, and at the same time 
it was recommended that headmasters should try to organise daily 
exercises for all classes.28 Eight years later, in 1890, a minis
terial directive stated that inspection should be expanded to in
clude the private schools.29 The decision was presumably a direct 
consequence of the re-organisation in 1889, which made the Ministry 
of Education responsible for inspection.30 The new arrangement was 
important for two reasons; it weakened the position of the military 
gymnastics institute, which until then had been in charge of inspec
tions, while it strengthened ministerial control. These reforms were
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followed by a circular in 1891, which declared that every teacher 
in physical education from then on should make detailed notes about 
their instruction in a diary, especially printed for this purpose.31

In many ways the 1890s was a crucial period for the reform of 
Danish physical education. It was not only the decade in which the 
authorities, for the first time, recommended the use of games and 
sports, but also a decisive time for the didactic systematisation of 
educational practice. In 1889 the Ministry of Education appointed a 
commission to prepare a textbook on physical education, which could 
be used in both in primary and secondary schools. As we will see in 
the next chapter, where the t ex tbook's h i s t o r y  is exa mi ne d  more 
thoroughly, the production of this document was a slow process. The 
commission had high ambitions; the aim was nothing less than an es
tablishment of a "rational" syllabus, but only few of the commission 
members could directly agree on which exercises and systems should 
be chosen. When the textbook, with the Danish title Haandhog i Gym- 
nastik, was finally published in 1899 it was sent direct to schools 
for immediate use.32

Although the teachers soon discovered that the instructions 
were too detailed and in practice hard to follow, it is clear that 
the Haandbog i Gymnastik played an important role in the attempts to 
bui ld  up a n a t i o n a l l y  u n i f o r m  system, which was o rg a n i s e d  and 
directed from Copenhagen. The Ministry now began to organise school 
inspection with a firm hand33 and in 1901 sent out a circular, in 
whi ch  the sec on da ry  schools were told to equip themselves with a 
specially designed diary for physical education.34 Another important 
improvement was the decision in 1898 to start a gymnastics course at 
the Teacher College in Copenhagen. This was a first step towards a



Chapter 7 112

demilitarisation of the physical education staff, which until the 
1920s was dominated by non-commissioned officers. It might be added 
that a civil gymnastics institute for teacher training was estab
l is he d  in the capital in 1911, s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  as stu de nt s  at 
Copenhagen university's faculty of philosophy got the right to study 
at the institute and thereby adding physical education as a minor 
subject to their main studies for a s ec o n d a r y  school tea ch er  
qualification.39

In short, the legal systematisation of Danish physical educa
tion, by the turn of the century, had reached a "complementation” 
stage. The school authorities could, after the establishment of an 
integrated control system, concentrate their forces more on impro
vements in teacher education and the schools' gymnasiums and sport 
facilities. The changes were followed up through the m i n i s t e r i a l  
circulars and directives, which became more regular and detailed. 
Apart from a large number of reforms in the 1910s and 1920s, which 
enlarged and specified the university students rights to complete 
their degrees with a physical education qualification at the gymnas
tics intitute, the s ec o n d a r y  schools received, for example, the 
following directives; in 1907 headmasters were instructed as to how 
the higher classes' shooting training should be synchronised with 
the new education act of 1903, in 1916 the Ministry stated that the 
schools should limit ball games to the summer season (15.4-10.10) in 
order to get enough time for the less p o p ul ar  gymnastics, and 
finally, in 1935 a new secondary education curriculum plan was sent 
out accompanied by a substantial physical education syllabus, which 
could be d e s cr ib ed  as r ep re s e n t i n g  the formal a c c ep ta nc e  of a 
programme dominated by games and sports.36
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In other words it seems as if Danish secondary sch oo ls ’ physi
cal education was reformed more progressively than physical educa
tion in Sweden dur in g  the first half of t w e n t i e t h  century. How 
should the changed roles be explained? One reason is obviously the 
1911 founded civil gymnastics institute (Statens Gymnastikinstitut) 

and its collaboration with Copenhagen university. This had an posi
tive impact both on teacher training and on the modest research and 
dev e l o p m e n t  done at the institute. In the long run it was also a 
guarantee that new ideas were tested and carried out more swiftly in 
Denmark than in Sweden, where the GCI in Stockholm, especially in 
the 1920s and 1930s, was isolated both from the academic world and 
the expanding sports movement. Put slightly differently, it could be 
claimed that the Swedes had difficulties finding a way out of the 
ideological strait jacket of the "Ling tradition", which by the end 
of nineteenth century had become a rigidly interpretated didactic 
system. Another possible explanation of the differences between the 
legal i mp r o v e m e n t s  in D e n ma rk  and Sweden d uring the p eriod 1880- 
1940, is that the Danish school sector was more pluralistic than the 
Swedish and therefore required tighter laws and regulations to be
come a centrally directed education system.

V.

Let us carry on with a comparative approach and analyse to what de
gree the legal d e v e l o p m e n t s  in N o r wa y  f ol lowed the S wedish and 
D an is h  pattern. The N o r w e g i a n  evolution, until 1940, was by and
large a consequence of the judicial tradition of Danish rule and the
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reforms completed during the Swedish-Norwegian union. The dissolu
tion of the union in 1905 forced the Norwegian school authorities to 
undertake certain administrative changes, but in reality this had 
only a minor impact on educational policy practiced before Second 
World War.

The first Norwegian statute that mentioned physical education 
was, of course, the s ec o n d a r y  edu ca ti on  act of 1809, which had 
v a l i d i t y  in all parts of the Dan is h  kingdom. The r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  
that exercises should be practiced as often as possible between the 
lessons seems not to have been followed in any other town than in 
Christiania, which as the administrative centre for the Norwegian 
part of the monarchy was strongly influenced by Copenhagen. Accord
ing to P a l ud an  g y m n a s t i c s  was m en t i o n e d  as a school subject in 
Christiania as early as in 1810.37 This is by no means impossible if 
we keep in mind that Niels Treschow. headmaster of the town's only 
Latin school, Christiania Katedralskole, as early as 1800 promoted 
p h y si ca l  exe rc is e  as an e ff icious way to pre pa re  the y outh for 
military activities. It is arguable therefore that the Katedralskole 
was the first school in Norway to carry out the mentioned recommen
dations of 1809.

Nevertheless, it took more than half a century before physical 
education was made compulsory in Norwegian secondary schools. One 
reason for this was o b v i o u s l y  the lack of a dom es ti c  gym na st ic s 
teacher training institution. Apart from a handful of officers who 
went through Nachtegall's institute between 1804 and 1814 all of the 
country's gymnastics teachers until the 1860s were trained by vis
iting specialists from Sweden or at the GCI in Stockholm. Further
more the schools had no s uitable indoor space. When the school
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authorities in Christiania in 1837 stated that gymnastics should be 
practiced in the town's secondary schools two hours per week this 
d e c i s i o n  was f o l lo we d  only dur in g  the w a r me r  seasons and in open 
air.

The first gymnasium in Christiania stood ready in 1843, when 
the Katedralskole opened its Voltigeerhus in the back yard of the 
s c h o o l . 38 Not s u r p r i s i n g l y  this had a s t i m u l a t i n g  impact on the 
physical education; the same year as the gymnasium stood ready, the 
school's yearbook contained a curriculum, which, apart from certain 
other progressive changes included the requirement that every class 
should have gymnastics three hours per week.39 The 1840s seems to 
have been an innovatory decade for Norwegian physical education in 
other respects; in 1847 a group of students suggested that Christia
nia University should erect a gymnasium (this actually happened b e 
tween 1854 and 1856)40 and one year later, in 1848, an education act 
stipulated that male pupils in urban school should be taught gymnas
tics as a preparation for national service. In 1860 this statute was 
extended to include male pupils in the rural schools. However, in 
practice these regulations could not be followed properly before the 
country got its own teacher training institution, Den Gymnastiske 

Centralskole in 1870.41 Nevertheless, by then physical education had 
acquired a more stable position in the secondary schools. From 1861 
onwards the schools were required to organise military training for 
the higher classes and six years later, in 1867, if once again we 
trust Paludan's report, the subject was practiced in every secondary 
school in Norway.42
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Although the extent of implementation is unclear one thing is 
obvious; the Norwegian educationalists were prepared to give physi
cal education a permanent position in the curriculum. The secondary 
education act of 1869 stated that gymnastics and military training 
should be practiced at least 30 hours per school year.43 The law was 
clearly designed to suit the average conditions in the provincial 
towns and therefore was easily obeyed by the secondary schools in 
Christiania, which by the 1860s had their own gymnasiums as well as 
com pe te nt  teachers. Sources s ug gests that most school c la sses in 
C h r i s t i a n i a  p r a c t i c e d  the subject for about three hours per w e e k  
throughout the schoolyear,44

All the same it would not be correct to compare the directives 
in the Norwegian education act of 1869 with the contemporary regula
tions in Sweden and Denmark, which established the legal basis for 
p hy s i c a l  e du c a t i o n  as a c o m p u l s o r y  subject for boys in s e c o n d a r y  
schools. In contrast to the Swedish circular of 1863 and the Danish 
education act of 1871 the Norwegian statutes were not followed up by 
any detailed syllabus plan. The legal svstematisation of physical 
education was in other words a slower process in Norway. For many 
apparent reasons, such as the fact that the c ountry was more 
decentralised both from a geographical and administrative point of 
view, it is obvious that the teacher r e q u i re me nt s  were s h a rp en ed  
only progressively after 1870 when the newly established gymnastics 
ins t i t u t i o n  in C h r i s t i a n i a  had began to train teachers for the 
schools.4S

Ano th er  reason for the slower d ev el o p m e n t s  in N o r wa y  was 
probably the political strategy of the Norwegian paramilitary or 
ganisations, which, from their establishment in the early 1860s up
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to the year independence was gained (1905), were the most concrete 
bastions of the c o u n t r y ’s enlarging nationalistic movement. It seems 
as if the l eaders and s po k e s m e n  of n a t i o n a l i s t i c  o p i ni on  in the 
1860s and 1870s preferred to improve the Norwegian defence through 
voluntary organisations rather than through an improvement of physi
cal education in the secondary schools, which were directly linked 
to the loyal administration of the Swedish-Norwegian union.

By the end of the 1880s n e v e r t h e l e s s  N o r w e g i a n  p hysical  
education had developed to the status of a school subject with its 
own didactics and organization. Inspections became more frequent and 
were o ften fol lo we d  by d ir e c t i v e s  in which the h e a d m a s t e r s  and 
t eachers were both c ri ti ci se d  and adviced. In 1885 the s ec o n d a r y  
sch oo ls  received, for example, a m in i s t e r i a l  circular, that gave 
thorough instructions on how exercises should be carried out. They 
were reminded that the main function of marches and rifle drilling 
was to teach the male pupils to handle a weapon. The military mo
tives for physical education were revealed also in the second part 
of the circular, which included the recommendation that larger gym
nastics units should follow as far as possible the pattern estab
lished in military training.46

In the same directive the teachers were encouraged to comple
ment gymnastics practiced outdoors with games and athletics. This 
fact is another indication of the way that the systematisation of 
Norwegian physical education differed from the Swedish and Danish 
patterns at the end of ninteenth century. The first stage - the es
tablishment of a national tradition - was by and large reached in 
the 1870s, when the gymnastics institution in Christiania had began 
to function and most of the sec on da ry  schools had the subject on
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their curriculum. The second and constitutional stage began later 
than in the n e i g h b o u r  c ou n t r i e s  and was p e r ha ps  therefore, to a 
larger degree, a process of combining different exercise categories 
with each other than an attempt to found a d i s t i n c t i v e  n a t io na l  
didactic "system". In other words it was no accident that the N o r 
wegian school authorities in the circular of 1885, mentioned above, 
advocated three exercise categories (military training, gymnastics, 
sports) at the same time.

In August 1889 the gymnastics inspector sent to the schools an 
evaluation of his visits the previous spring, which clearly showed 
that the N o r w e g i a n  s pe c i a l i s t s  on p hy s i c a l  education, just like 
their Nordic and Continental colleagues, had began to give more and 
m o r e  e m p h a s i s  to p h y s i o l o g i c a l  m o t i v e s  for the s u b j e c t ' s  
imp ro ve me nt .  Apart from some g eneral c om ments on the s tandard of 
education the schools were reminded of the healthy impact of exer
cises in the open air.47 Seven years later, in 1896, the n e w  secon
dary education act stated that every school should fulfil certain 
hygienic requirements and be provided with a playground. The health 
aspect was pronounced even in the preface of the act. In contrast to 
the former law of 1869, which contained minimum stipulations about 
the number of lessons for gymnastics and military training, it was 
a n n o u n c e d  that the main mot iv e  for p hy sical e du c a t i o n  was the i m 
provement of health and a harmonious strengthening of the body. The 
law stated also that the schools should reserve six hours per week 
for practical subjects, which by and large meant that from then on 
p hy si ca l  e d u ca ti on  was taught to every class two to three hours 
weekly.48
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The e v o l u t i o n  of N o r w e g i a n  p hy si ca l  e d u c a t i o n  differed, as 
mentioned earlier, in some ways from the Swedish and Danish develop
ment, but n ev er th el es s,  at least until the d i s s o l u t i o n  of the 
Swedish-Norwegian union, was strongly influenced by the educational 
outlook of teachers at the GCI in Stockholm. The Norwegian school 
a u t h o r i t i e s  p u b l i s h e d  d u r i n g  the last t h r e e  d e c a d e s  of the 
nineteenth century textbooks in pedagogic gymnastics which were al
most copies of contemporary Swedish instructions, while at the same 
time the gymnastics institution in Christiania trained its teacher 
candidates according to the Ling system. It is not surprising there
fore that a Norwegian authority as late as 1938 claimed that every 
school child in his cou nt ry  was bro ug ht  up in the spirit of 
P.H.Ling.49 The statement was a simplification, but it shows all the 
same, how strong the Swedish impact had been during the first two 
stages of the s y s t e m a t i s a t i o n  of N o r w e g i a n  phy si ca l  education, 
which, roughly speaking, occured before the First World War.

The political changes in connection with the fulfilment of the 
Norwegian independence, gained through the dissolution of the monar
chy union in 1905, in other words had only a peripheral impact on 
the legal f r a me wo rk  of phy si ca l  education. One exc ep ti on  can be 
noticed; in February 1908 a ministerial circular was sent out to the 
secondary schools, which ordered rifle shooting to be continued for 
male p upils on the h i g h e r  classes every school year for 12 to 15 
hours.30 The regulation was clearly an attempt to ensure the defence 
of the y oung nation, but was, at least a c c or di ng  to ava il ab le  
sources, not carried out properly.31 Instead the school authorities 
showed an increasing interest in the practical arrangement of out
door activities. In 1906 headmasters received both a detailed cir
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cular about how  the phy si ca l  e du c a t i o n  s hould be o r g a n i s e d  and a 
recommendation to use a textbook on games and sports which had been 
p u b l i s h e d  the same year. The cir cu la r  inc lu de d  not only a t r a d i 
t i o n a l  S w e d i s h - o r i e n t e d  g y m n a s t i c s  p r o g r a m m e  and the m i n i m u m  
requirement of lessons for three to four hour per week, but also a 
list of outdoor exercises that should be practiced. Apart from the 
most popular sports, such as games and athletics, which by then were 
a l r ea dy  p r a c t i c e d  in most s e c o n d a r y  schools, the teachers were 
e n c o u r a g e d  to arr an ge  s k a ti ng  and s kiing dur in g  the win te rs  and 
swimming during the summers.32

The next step was taken in 1911, when a royal r e s ol ut io n  
declared that secondary schools should use six of their fifteen ex
tra free days for organised outdoor activities. The programme was 
ambitious; a range of activities were recommended and it was stated 
that four of the six available days should be held during the warmer 
seasons. The tea ch er  staff was o bliged to give a ss is ta nc e  to the 
physical training master and every school was to publish a descrip
tion of the arrangements in their annual reports.33 Practice showed 
soon that the blueprint was unrealistic. It was not only that the 
teachers, as well as the pupils, would rather spend their free days 
privately. The teachers were not trained to lead such operations and 
had a quite unenthusiastic attitude towards outdoor life. As a con
s eq ue nc e  of this the six sport days were, three years later - in 
1914, red uc ed  to t h r e e . 34 In many respects the s it uation was the 
same as in Sweden, where the authorities since 1905 had tried to en
courage the schools to arrange physical education as much possible 
outdoors. The reforms could not be carried out properly before the 
schools had both the will and capacity for such changes.
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The Norwegian transformation developed more slowly during the 
1920s and 1930s. In contrast to both to the S wedish and Dan is h  
developments, which were clearly smoothed by the correct relation
ship between the educationalists and the strongly integrated sports 
m ovement, e v o l u t i o n  in N o r w a y  was d i s r u p t e d  by the c o m p e t i t i v e  
s i t u a t i o n  that o c c ur ed  dur in g  the 1920s both b e t w e e n  the school 
authorities and sports associations as well as inside the politi
cally split sports movement. The educationalists were not keen to 
let external sport promoters and clubs direct the voluntary school 
sporting and did consequently little to develop a cooperation with 
the sports movement, which again was w ea k e n e d  by the ide ol og ic al  
qua rr el  b e t w e e n  the b o u r g e o i s  Landsforbundet for Idrett and the 
workers' sport federation. This explains, at least in part, why the 
physical education in Norwegian secondary schools from a legal point 
of view was mostly unchanged during the interw.ar period. Apart from 
two circulars in the first half of the 1920s, which both dealt with 
the schools' h y g i e n i c  c o n d i t i o n s 5 5 , none of the changes in the 
e d u c a t i o n a l  p r a c t i c e  were the result of legislation. Games and 
sports gained step by step in the physical education syllabus, but 
this, as we shall see in the f o l lo wi ng  chapters, above all was a 
result of private initiatives and voluntary actions.

VI.

In which way did the legal systematisation of physical education in 
Finnish secondary schools differ from the corresponding developments 
in the Nordic neighbour countries? A suitable way to begin to answer



Chapter 7

this question is to once again remind the reader that the s-outhern 
part of Finland was one of heartlands of the Swedish kingdom until 
1809, when the country, as a result of an eastern invasion in 1808, 
was made a Grand Duc hy  und er  Rus si an  rule. The change was more 
political than cultural. Finland was not only allowed to maintain 
many of its most crucial laws from the Swe di sh  epoch, but was in 
fact able to p r o fi le  its high culture, and c o n s e q u e n t l y  also
strengthen its awakening national identity, through financial sup
port from the new ruler, the Russian tsar.

In this process special attention was paid to higher educ
ation, which during the Swedish epoch had been given at Abo Akademi, 
a u n i v e r s i t y  s ituated in an a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  town on the F i n ni sh  
southwest coast. In 1812 it was decided that the Finnish administra
tion should be moved eastwards to Helsingfors, which until then had 
been known only as a small harbour next to the largest naval fort
complex in the Baltic, the Sveaborg. The process was, by and large,
completed in 1829, when the university moved over to the new capi
tal, which had been thoroughly rebuilt in the neoclassical style. At 
the back of the new and fashionable university building, which was 
p laced by the Senate square in the city centre, was a o n e - s t o r e y  
gymnasium erected for the students, which soon became the heart of 
the rising interest in physical education in Finland.

F i n ni sh  s ec o n d a r y  education, as it has been poi nt ed  out
earlier, until the 1840s was arranged a c c or di ng  to the Swedish 
education act of 1807, which, apart from a vague recommendation to 
build gymnastics apparatuses in the playgrounds of the schools, con
tained nothing that would have forced the headmasters to organise 
physical exercises for the pupils. Attempts were made to improve the
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situation in the 1820s, but it was only after the university gym
nasium in 1834 had began to arrange exercises for its students that 
public opinion began to see physical education as a useful subject 
for adolescents. In 1835 a school commission proposed an education 
bill that paid larger attention to the question3 6 , and eight years 
later, in 1843, a secondary education law was passed that gave con
siderable space in the curriculum to physical education. The subject 
was made compulsory for each and every male pupil in the eight year 
school system, although nothing was specified about what amount the 
two highest classes should be taught. According to the law the four 
lowest classes should be taught five hours per week and the two next 
classes four hours per week.37

The law could not have been f ol lowed fully; not a single 
school in the whole country in the 1840s had a gymnasium and only a 
few had access to a playground suitable for organised exercises.30 
Another, m ay b e  even more crucial d i s a d v a n t a g e  was the lac k  of a 
domestic teacher training institution. As a consequense of this most 
of the teachers, employed before the 1870s, were unqualified or edu
cated abroad, above all at the GCI in Stockholm.39 Circumstances in 
other words had not changed markedly when the secondary schools in 
1856 were r e o r g a n i s e d  a cc o r d i n g  to an e du cation act that, among 
other things, reduced the weekly lessons for physical education at 
all levels.60 The reform was strictly speaking a set-back for the 
subject, but was nevertheless a sign that the authorities tried to 
introduce laws that were possible to follow. It included also one 
slight improvement; physical training masters should from then on be 
equipped with a certificate which confirmed their competence.
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During the 1860s Finnish educationalists in general began to 
show more c oncern over the s ub ject's poor condition. The lack of 
able teachers caused much d i s c u s s i o n 61 and led finally, in the 
e d u c a t i o n  act of 1872, to a new arrangement, w hi c h  i mp r o v e d  the 
situation. Teacher candidates should now go through a theoretical 
and practical exam at the university gymnasium, which gave evidence 
of their professional ability.62 The following year this declaration 
was f ol l o w e d  with a d et a i l e d  directive, which stated that every 
class in the eight year secondary school should have two hours per 
week supervision in physical exercises. According to the directive 
the movements should above all give the body strength and supple
ness. It was nevertheless not specified in which way these inten
tions should be achieved.63

In the 1870s F i n la nd  was u n d o u b t e d l y  far beh in d  its Nor di c  
neighbour countries in the matter of the establishment of a national 
system for physical education in secondary schools. One reason for 
this was obviously the difficulty in advocating the subject as use
ful from a m i l i t a r y  point of view. The R u s si an  a u t h o ri ti es  were 
q uite s u s pi co us  of any at tempts to o rg an is e  p a r a m i l i t a r y  a s s 
ociations in the Grand Duchy before the 1870s, but, after national 
service was implemented in 1878, took a more positive attitude to 
the matter. This change had direct consequences also for the svste- 
matisation of Finnish physical education; four years after national 
service had been put into practice the teacher training apparatus 
was thoroughly reconstructed. Reform was a result of an extensive 
campaign, in which the subject was explicitly advocated as a means 
of i mp r o v i n g  youths' p r e p a r a t i o n  for m i l i t a r y  s e r v i c e . 64 Tea ch er
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competence was from then on obtained only through finishing a one 
year course at the University gymnasium, which was transformed into 
an educational institution.65

In many respects the 1880s was an important decade for the im
provement of the subject's educational circumstances. New secondary 
school buildings were now, almost without exception, equipped with a 
g y m n a s i u m  and quite a few of them obt ai ne d  at the same time a 
p l a y g r o u n d  in the n e i g h b o u r h o o d . 68 P ol itical o pinion was also 
favourable; in 1885 was it proposed by the Finnish Estates that the 
weekly amount of physical education in the secondary schools should 
be increased to three hours per class.67 The suggestion was realised 
nine y ears later, in 1894, the same year as the teacher t ra i n i n g  
programme was expanded into a two years course.68

In other words the situation in Finnish secondary schools was 
c l e ar ly  i m p ro ve d  by the turn of the century. Most of the state 
schools had by then competent teachers and facilities both for in
door and o u t do or  exercises. A nother sign that the nat io na l  sys- 
t e m a t i s a t i o n  had reached a " c o m p l e m e n t a t i o n "  stage was the legal 
reforms of the subject, which now were carried out mostly through 
minor regulations and circulars. Nevertheless, the Finnish develop
ment was backward in one thing; a physical education inspector was 
not employed by the school authorities to carry out annual and na
tion wide visitations before 1914.69

The inspection reports from the 1910s showed clearly that the 
e d u c a t i o n a l  p r a ct ic e  d i f fe re d  quite c o n s i d e r a b l y  from the p r i n 
ciples, which had been dictated by the school authorities. Games and
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sports had gained a striking popularity among the male pupils and 
threatened the legally sanctioned balance between the different ex
ercise categories.70 Little could nevertheless be done to correct 
the situation during the First World War. Finland was dragged into 
the conflict in January 1918, when the revolutionary atmosphere in 
Russia spread westward and the Finnish civil war broke out.

The 1920s was a decisive decade for the legal reform of physi
cal education in the Finnish secondary schools. Most of the leading 
curriculum specialists were ready to promote sports and other out
door activities, as long as these exercises could be justified from 
an e du c a t i o n a l  point of view. In 1922 the aut ho ri ti es  sent out a 
circular, which included some general recommendations to introduce 
new sports and stated that every secondary school should fill in a 
questionnaire, by means of which the educational facilities were in
v es ti gated. How large was the gymnasium, did the school have  
d r e s s i n g - r o o m s  and showers, were there facilities for out do or  
sports?71 The questions showed clearly that the policy was to give 
more space for ach ie ve me nt  and c om p e t i t i o n  o ri en te d  activities, 
while at the same time traditional gymnastics were to be conserved 
and continued.

During the following years this strategy was carried out quite 
thoroughly. N a t io na l  sports a s s oc ia ti on s  were allowed to spread 
their information through official channels7? At the same time the 
a ut h o r i t i e s  made f urther i nv es ti g a t i o n s  into the standard of the 
facilities used in physical education.73 In 1931 secondary school 
headmasters were informed that marks could be given also in sports 
and the next year this circular was followed up by a comprehensive 
directive, which gave a good picture of how ambitious, or at least
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enthusiastic, some of the leading educationalists were about school 
sports. The teachers were not only encouraged to arrange games and 
competitions in athletics and winter sports, but were able to obtain 
information about new didactic methods and necessary equipment.74

Two years later, in 1934, it was fin al ly  d ecided that all 
state schools should have a one week long winter sport holiday in 
February or March. The idea was obviously taken from Sweden, where a 
similar project had been carried out a few years earlier. Finnish 
school authorities seem also to have learnt something from the mis 
takes of their Swedish colleagues; apart from a recommendation to 
arr an ge  o r g a n i s e d  e x c u r s i o n s  to the c o u n t ry si de  n o t h i n g  was said 
about how  the days should be s p e n t . 73 Not s u r p r i s i n g l y  this i n 
creased the popularity of the sports days among both teachers and 
p u p i l s .

It is no exaggeration to say that physical education in Fin
nish secondary schools by the 1930s had gone through a legal sys- 
tematisation, which in most respects was just as thorough as in its 
Nordic neighbour countries. The transformation had began later than 
in Sweden or Denmark, but was, once the change had started, much 
faster in certain areas. This ^ $ also its effects. As we will find 
out sho rt ly  it is o bvious thac the i mb alance b e t we en  e du ca t i o n a l  
ideals and actual school conditions was often greatest in Finland.

VII.

To sum up, it can be claimed that the legal developments associated 
with the evolution of physical education in the four Nordic states 
by and large followed the same pattern, although the developments
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were slightly different in each country. Apart from the contemporary 
systematisation of the national school networks, which naturally had 
an essential impact on the pace of the reform of certain school sub
jects, the pro ce ss  was in each case cle ar ly  dep en de nt  on when 
p ol i t i c a l  opi ni on  bec am e  i nt er es te d  in s u p p o r t i n g  reform. The 
militaristic motive had, as we discovered in the national analyses, 
a predominant role in the early stages of the systematisation, but 
was by the turn of the century partly replaced by more subtle incen
tives, which seldom received as strong parliamentary support. As a 
consequence of this the legal reformation of physical education in 
Nordic secondary schools between 1900 and 1940 was carried out in a 
more piecemeal manner and predominantly in conjunction with other 
educational improvements.
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Teacher training and textbooks

I.

Legal developments, of course, reflect only the most formal dimen
sion of the e s t a b l i s h m e n t  of nat io na l  e d u ca ti on  systems. Put 
slightly differently, laws and regulations have the intended impact 
on the educational circumstances only as far as they are supported, 
or at least accepted, by teachers. T h e r e f o r e ’it is necessary to ex
a mine this gro up  of p r o f e s s i o n a l s  more clo se ly  and d e t e r m i n e  by 
which methods they were taught and what kind of training they had as 
students. H o p e f u l l y  in this way we can get a bet te r  idea of the 
principles that directed educational practice in the gymnasiums and 
pla yg ro un ds .

It might be useful to start with a glance bac k  to the time 
when the Nordic teacher training institutions were established. The 
oldest, of course, was the m i l i t a r y  g ym na st ic s  i ns t i t u t e  in 
Copenhagen, which was founded in 1804. Nine years later, in 1813, 
the Swedes got their own institute, GCI in Stockholm, which until 
1839 was directed by P.H. Ling. The Norwegians and Finns got their 
own institutions much later; the gymnastics school in Christiania 
opened its doors in 1870, whereas the university gymnasium in Hel
singfors was transformed into an educational institution as late as 
1882. These facts show why Nordic physical education was, to a con
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siderable degree, influenced by the methods used at the institutions 
in C o p e n h a g e n  and S t o c k h o l m  right up until the last qua rt er  of 
nineteenth century.

In which ways did these two centres differ from each other? It 
is of interest to recall that P.H. Ling studied at Nachtegall's in
s t i tu te  dur in g  the first years of n i n e t e e n t h  century, bef or e  he 
returned home to establish his own institute and tradition. Danish 
scholars therefore, especially in the 1940s, have pointed out that 
P.H. Ling's method, the so called Swedish system of gymnastics, was 
built in fact on the educational tradition established by Nachte- 
gall. Not surprisingly the Swedes had another interpretation. A c 
cording to them P.H. Ling's educational outlook was an independent 
creation, which integrated the best parts of P estalozzi's , GutsMuts' 
and Nachtegall's programmes into a coherent system.

As Jan Lindroth has observed, this dispute, to a great extent, 
was based on reconstructions of the conditions at the beginning of 
the last c e n t u r y . 1 In fact little is known about how P.H. Ling 
developed his educational ideas in practice. Most of his writings on 
physical education were coloured by the romantic genre. He was, as 
mentioned earlier, also a poet and his writings should be understood 
more as fashionable rather than practical pamphlets.2 However, in 
1834 Ling p ub l i s h e d  a p ra ctical t e x t b o o k . 3 It clearly showed the 
Continental influence; the requirement that every b o d i l y  movement 
should be recognised, classified and thereafter co-ordinated with 
other m o v em en ts  a c c or di ng  to a d e s ig ne d  pat te rn  was much like 
GutsMuths' method to divide the body in functional parts in order to 
build up a differentiated training schedule.4 The idea of progres-
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s i o n  w a s  n o t  L i n g ' s  o w n  e i t h e r ,  b u t  i n h e r i t e d  f r o m  t h e  
educationalists of the Enlightement era. It is probable that Ling in 
this question was influenced not only by Rousseau3 but also by Pes- 
talozzi, who, like many of his contemporaries in Germany, was eager 
to make the point that learning should proceed progressively.6

N a c h t e g a l l ' s  o r i g i n a l i t y  is even more d ifficult to d i s 
tinguish. He was, as Henrik Sandblad has rightly pointed out, not a 
man of letters like P.H. Ling, but a practical instructor, who above 
all u t i l i s e d  GutsMuths' met ho ds  in his g y m na st ic s  tea ch in g  of the 
D a n i s h  o f f i c e r s . 7 In 1828 N a c h t e g a l l  p u b l i s h e d  a textbook, s a n c 
tioned by the government, which leant heavily on GutsMuths' Gymnas

tik fur die Jugend.8 Six years later, in 1834, he produced an ex
tended version that was meant for Danish secondary schools. It con
tained certain exercises, which Nachtegall must have borrowed from 
Pestalozzi or P.H. Ling. In contrast to GutsMuts' method, which em
p h a s i s e d  the s trength and speed of the movements, N a c ht eg al l  
introduced a number of exercises to be practiced by free standing 
groups. The aim was, at least according to P.H.Ling, to improve the 
body's f l e x i b i l i t y  and car ri ag e  through s tr e t c h i n g  and bending 
m o v e m e n t s .9

Although Nachtegall and his Danish followers seldom utilised . 
these L i n g - i n s p i r e d  types of exercises one thing seems apparent; 
n e i t h e r  Ling nor N ac ht eg al l  invented a nything revolutionary. It 
would be more appropriate to understand both of them more as skilful 
interpretators of Continental trends than personally responsible for 
establishing new "systems". Does this then mean that, the widely ac
cepted not io n  of a Ling s ystem of gym na st ic s  is i naccurate? The
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answer depends on how narrowly the concept of a gymnastics system is 

defined. If it is understood as a clearly constructed ideology with 

detailed instructions and explicit aims, it is apparent that the 

gymnastics taught at GCI in 

Stockholm reached this level 

only during the decades after 

P.H.Ling's death in 1839. In 

short, the point is that the 

Ling system was to a con

siderable extent a creation of 

his disciples, who took over the 

responsibility for the teacher 

training at GCI. It was a need 

for uniformity and clarity, not 

P.H.Ling's romantic visions, 

that stimulated the full 

development of "his" system.

Fig. 4: Pehr Henrik Ling 

(1776-1839)

II.

This systematisation began during the period L.G. Branting was 

director of the GCI between 1839 and 1862. The change was partly 

caused by the increasing number of teacher candidates. Between the 

years 1813 and 1826 43 students, mainly officers, graduated from the 

institute, whereas the numbers who qualified annually during the
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Branting epoch rose to between 15 and 20.10 According to one source 
about 300 teacher passed through the half year long course at the 
GCI between 1835 and 1863.11 Systematisation was also the outcome of 
Branting's interest in medical gymnastics. He paid special attent
ion to anatomical aspects of the movements. This lead to a gymnas
tics schedule in which particular postures and carriage were more 
emphasized than movement or activity.12

Military components such as fencing and marching were prac
tised to some extent at the GCI during the Branting epoch, but not 
as e x t e n s i v e l y  as at the m i l i t a r y  g y m n a s t i c s  i n s t i t u t e  in 
Copenhagen, which until the 1840s was directed by Nachtegall, who, 
as m e n t i o n e d  above, followed, to a great extent, the g y m n a s t i c s
practiced in Germany. The exercises at the institute in Copenhagen 
and in the Danish schools in general required therefore more initia
tive and skills. In add it io n  to drill, whi ch  was c o m mo nl y  at the 
beginning of the lesson, Danish teacher candidates, who with few ex
ceptions were all officers, were trained in skills requiring move
m ents on var io us  pieces of g y m na st ic s  a p p a r a t u s . 13 The same
p r o g r a m m e  was a pplied also in the schools. In this regard Danish
physical education differed markedly from Swedish. The contrast was 
sharpened in the 1850s, when Nachtegall's successor after 1847, N.G. 
la Cour, p u b li sh ed  a textbook, which inc lu de d  many i n s t r uc ti on s 
about military training.14

The Danes also followed educational practices, which had been 
established in most parts of Germany by the end of 1840s. Discipline 
and o b e d i e n c e  was e mp ha si se d  through a set of exe rc is es  that, at 
least partly, seems to have been borrowed from Adolf Spiess's German 
textbook of 1840.15 In Spiess's case it is not an exaggeration to
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claim that he established a complete system of physical education. 
His method was based on GutsMuts' and Jahn's teachings, but it took 
much more notice of exercises suited to conditions in the schools; 
appropriate movements were chosen not only according to the p u p i l s ’ 
age and sex, but also according to the size of the exercise groups, 
w hi c h  often s welled to over 100. Spiess, therefore, i n t r o d u c e d  a 
system, which, like applied Herbartianism, gave detailed directives 
on how every lesson should be carried out.16

It is not difficult to see that the systematisation of German 
p hy si ca l  e d u c a t i o n  h a p p e n e d  in c on j u n c t i o n  with a l arger s i m u l 
taneous transformation, the constitution of a national school sys
tem. Fur th er mo re ,  it is not too extreme to c laim that p h y si ca l 
e d u c a t i o n  was given a clear f un ction in this t r a ns fo rm at io n,  the 
reinforcement of bodily discipline.17 How far does this explanation 
fit developments in the Nordic region? By and large quite well. As 
we hav e  seen p hysical edu ca ti on  was more or less i n t ro du ce d  as a 
s e c o n d a r y  school subject for male pupils in each of the four 
countries by the end of the 1840s. In addition the teacher training 
institutions in Copenhagen and Stockholm had by then began to re
organise their methods in order to make the subject more manageable 
from an educational point of view. But this was only the beginning 
of the s y s t e m a t i s a t i o n  that was carried out during the last four 
decades of nineteenth century in each of the countries in question, 
and which clearly happened in interaction with the integration of 
the national school structures.

The interaction was seldom direct and by no means explicit, 
but can nevertheless be traced through an analysis of the changes in 
the Nordic teacher training systems. If we begin with a look on the
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sit u a t i o n  in Sweden it is apparent that the 1860s was not only a 
decade of progress in the integration of secondary education, but 
also a time for an extensive reformation of Swedish physical educa
tion in general. A l t h o u g h  the ins ti tu te  in S t o c k h o l m  had bec om e  
famous abroad during the 1840s and 1850s for its health promoting 
methods,18 it was in an urgent need of changes in the early 1860s. 
The teacher training programme had been developed in part by Brant
ing, the director until 1862 when Oustaf Nyblaeus (1816-1902) took 
over, but had two w ea kn esses; n e i t h e r  the e d u c a t i o n a l  nor the 
militaristic aspect was sufficiently recognised. In 1864 the GCI was 
thoroughly reorganised. The course was extended from six months to 
two years and three training p r o gr am me s  were introduced; one for 
school teachers, one for army instructors and one for medical gym
nasts. In c o n n e c t i o n  with these changes the i ns titute building, 
which since 1815 had been situated near the city centre at the cor
ner of Beridarebangatan and Hamngatan, was enlarged in order to in
clude another gymnasium.19

The reform was not only a sign that the authorities wanted to 
strengthen the military component both in teacher training and in 
the schools. The ir  i nt ention was also to improve the t e a c h e r s ’ 
educational skills. The strongest proof of this was the appointment 
of P.H. Ling's son, Hjalmar Ling ( -1886), as principal in charge of 
the p e d a g o g i c a l  course. Hja lm ar  was by then alr ea dy  a r ec og ni se d  
interpretator of his father's gymnastics method and had published 
two t e x t b o o k s , 20 w hich in a short time became c or ne r s t o n e s  in 
Swedish as well as Norwegian physical education. The son was not a 
poet but a system builder. He continued the classification of the
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movements, started by his predecessors, and introduced a detailed 
lesson schedule, which to a considerable degree followed the educa
tional thinking of the German a u t h o r i t y  Adolf Spiess.

This means that it is misleading to understand the so called 
Swedish gymnastics as a homogeneous system built entirely on P.H. 
Ling's ideas. It should rather be seen as a didactic method applied 
at the GCI and developed in interaction with other, especially Ger
man, gymnastics methods. The confusion has partly been caused by a 
group of Hjalmar Ling's most dogmatic disciples, who were eager'to 
present their method as something that totally differed from Central 
Europeans ones.21 Another, even more basic explanation is the ten
dency to confuse the two Lings, which has been fatally common not 
only among laymen but also among Nordic historians.

III.

By the time of Hjalmar Ling's retirement in 1882 his method was used 
in every Swedish secondary school. This was a result of the reor
ganisation of the GCI, which had made teacher training more effi
cient, but even more it was a consequence of the fact that physical 
education, as in Germany, had won a more established position in the 
curriculum when secondary education was integrated. This was true 
too of the other Nordic countries. Only when the subject was taught 
on a r egular basis and by teachers who had been e qu ipped with a 
method designed for educational conditions, could a centralised sys
tem be established. In Denmark the process was delayed by many fac
tors. Nachtegall's followers at the military gymnastics institute in
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Copenhagen had apparently not the same ambitions as their Swedish 
c ol le ag ue s  to d i s t i n g u i s h  their met ho ds  from Ger ma n  p ra c t i c e  and 
bef or e  the 1880s failed to get e nough support from the school 
authorities to improve the subject's educational standards.22

As a consequence of this physical education in Danish secon
dary schools was still in the 1890s to a considerable degree based 
on methods, which were more suited for military purposes. As late as 
1883 the authorities published a textbook, which by and large fol
lowed the educational philosophy of earlier decades.23 Nevertheless 
attitudes had began to change; in 1882 a commission appointed to in
vestigate the hygienic conditions in the schools, two years later 
produced a report that supported most of the demands that Dr Hertel, 
as we remember from chapter five, had put forward in 1881. Besides 
medical recommendations the school authorities were requested to im
prove both methods in schools and in teacher training, which lacked 
any theoretical content other than a short course in anatomy. The 
reformers got their inspiration obviously above all from the GCI in 
Stockholm.24

In 1887 a new report was drawn up by a commission, appointed 
one year earlier, which p ro p o s e d  that Danish p hy sical e d u ca ti on  
should be reformed according to a plan that, like the Swedish sys
tem, paid . attention to both the educational and the physiological 
dimensions of the subject. It was not enough that the exercise im
proved the health, it should also suit the school conditions. The 
c o m m i s s i o n  was not eager on every point to import the Swedish 
method, which was characterised as too boring and puritanical, al
though it was convinced that the Danes had to follow the Swedes by 
establishing a complete system that coordinated the different levels



Chapter 8 143

of teaching. This could happen only by creating a civil organisation 
for tea ch er  training, which would have s u f fi ci en t  e d u ca ti on al  
knowhow and capacity to carry through the reformation. Therefore it 
was r e c o m m e n d e d  that p l a n n i n g  work should be c o n t i n u e d  by an e x 
tended expert group, which, apart from tackling the issues mentioned 
above, had to prepare a textbook for the new system.25

This new c o m m i s s i o n  was a pp o i n t e d  in 1889. Its tasks were 
clearly defined and would propably have been completed in a couple 
of years if the w or k  had p r o c e e d e d  as planned. Pro bl em s  soon oc- 
cured; only a few of the commission members were educationalists and 
even fewer knew how the different exercise categories should be o r 
ganised and carried out in order to construct the desired "sy st em " . 
Some of the members, such as the energetic Kristian Kroman, the ear
lier mentioned Spencerian, were eager to combine Swedish gymnastics, 
with its p h y s i o l o g i c a l  rationale, with games and other o u t d o o r  
sports, which were supposed to strengthen the character.26 Others, 
like r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  of the m i l i t a r y  g ym na st ic s  ins ti tu te  in 
Copenhagen, were worried about their own position and viewed with 
s u s p i c i o n  the " sc ie n t i f i c "  m ot ives for i n t r o du ci ng  the Swedish 
method. They wanted instead the established, so called Dan is h  
method, practiced at the institute and in the schools, to be imple
mented together with a limited number of sports and movements picked 
from the Swedish method.27

In short, the preparation of the textbook was linked at sec- 
veral levels to the q u e st io n  of how teacher t raining should be 
reformed. It was, therefore, an ideological as well as a corporate 
struggle between those who wanted to maintain an organisation tied 
to the army, by continuing the training of teachers for civil pur 
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poses at the military gymnastics institute, and those who wanted to 
transform physical education into a subject that not only improved 
the d i s c i p l i n e  of the body, but also s t r e n g t h e n e d  c h a r a c t e r  and 
maintained health. Thus the Danes began from the other end to their 
Swedish colleagues, who had had a reformed teacher training institu
tion and a t ho rough d id a c t i c  met ho d  when they beg an  to e st a b l i s h  
their national system for physical education. The Swedes also had 
another advantage; their school structure was more homogeneous and 
by the 1880s had clearly reached a higher level of systernatisation. 
In essence the Danes had neither a sufficiently centralised school 
system nor the required educational expertise to compose a practical 
textbook, which would have reformed teaching in the schools.

The textbook, fin al ly  p u b li sh ed  in 1899, was quite u n 
suitable. It was too large, almost 500 p a g e s , 28 and a c o m p r o m i s e  
that included detailed descriptions both of gymnastics movements, 
which, to a c o n s i d e r a b l e  extent, had been o r g an is ed  a c c o r d i n g  to 
H j a l m a r  Ling's schedules, and a large num be r  of games and other  
sports. It was more understood as a symbolic step towards systemat- 
isation than an instruction book to be followed from day to day. The 
theoretical parts, mainly written by Kristian Kroman, were master
pieces in educational thinking, but by and large incomprehensible to 
the m a j o r i t y  of phy si ca l  training masters, who were low r anking 
officers. In add it io n  many of the new g ym na st ic s  m o v em en ts  were 
either too time-consuming or difficult to become popular among the 
staff and pupils.29

Fundamental changes therefore could only come about in con
junction with reform of teacher training. According to S*ren Cops# 
at the most only fourteen company officers yearly passed out from
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the military gymnastics institute between 1815 and 1898. In 1886 the 
ana to my  course was ext en de d  and one year l ater the teacher c a n 
didates were taught educational theory for the first time. These im
provements nevertheless had only a minor impact; the two year course 
was planned by the army authorities and did not provide the teachers 
with sufficient educational skills.30 Physical training masters had 
thus a very low social status in Danish secondary schools. They were 
in consequence not treated as equals by their academic colleagues 
and had often to face the same d i s m i s s i v e  a tt itudes from their 
pupils.31 The same situation prevailed in the other Nordic countries 
by the turn of the century, but seems n e v e r t h e l e s s  to hav e  been 
worst in Denmark, where the teachers, both from a social and profes
sional point of view, were most isolated.

The problem was fully recognised and was an often discussed 
issue among the mem be rs  of the various C o m mi ss io ns  as well as in 
administrative circles, but was not adequately confronted before the 
turn of the century. The two rival forces, the educationalists with 
Kroman as their leading spokesman on one side and the military rep
resentatives on the other, had failed to solve the problem and were 
therefore forced to see the initiative taken from a third direction. 
In 1898 a one year training course in physical education was started 
at the Teacher College in Copenhagen, which soon became one of the 
most extensive courses at the college. The move was not appreciated 
by those who had argued for improvements earlier. In their opinion 
the course was nothing but a temporary solution that only undermined 
the h opes of e s t a b l i s h i n g  an independent training i n s ti tu te  for 
c iv ilians.32
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N e v er th el es s,  it was an i ni ti at iv e  that, t og ether with the 
secondary education act of 1903, gradually set reform in motion. The 
school authorities made sincere attempts to follow up the use of the 
textbook published in 1899, and appointed in 1904 a full-time in
spector to carry out nation wide school visits. Three years later, 
in 1907, the Senate of Copenhagen University received a letter from 
the national Education Society, in which it was suggested that the 
students should be able to study physical education at the Teacher 
College in Copenhagen. The idea was to train secondary school tea
chers, who, as well as teaching an academic subject, also would be 
able to function as physical training masters.33 It seems to have 
b ee n  a w e l l - f o u n d e d  s uggestion; in 1909 the F a c u l t y  of Science 
decided to begin collaboration with the Teacher College and intro
duce physical education as a supplementary subject and three years 
later, in 1913, both the science and arts faculties formally clas
sified it as a minor subject.34

It was one of the crucial steps towards the establishment of 
the most modern teacher training system for physical education in 
the Nordic region prior to the Second World War. In 1911 the physi
cal education course at the Teacher College was transformed into a 
new gymnastics institute, which was closely linked to the univer
sity. The teacher candidates got their practical training at the in
stitute, which was situated in the northern part of the city, and 
were taught theoretical subjects at the university, which was in the 
heart of the med ie va l  city c e n t r e . 35 In 1973 the new i nstitute 
building stood ready at N^rre Alle 51, one of the main thoroughfares 
in Copenhagen. It was equipped with a range of facilities including 
large playfields and spacious gymnasiums,36 which the teacher train
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ing institutions in the three other Nordic capitals got only after 
the war. In short, the conditions for training a new generation of 
physical education teachers for Danish secondary schools were now 
established.

Change was, however, slow. Many students began their training 
at the institute, but only few of them reached the final examina
tions and got the required qualifications. By 1970 only eight stu
dents had pas se d  the c o u r s e . 37 As a c o n s e q u e n c e  most s e c o n d a r y  
school teachers in physical education in the early 1920s were still 
retired army officers. Nevertheless, by the end of the 1930s things 
had changed; most * teachers were civilians and in addition to this 
many of them were also teachers in other subjects.38 In short, the 
teachers' status and the s ta nding of p hy si ca l  e d u ca ti on  now i m 
proved.

The Danish developments up to 1940 are a good example of the 
extent to which much the reform of the teacher training system could 
influence and set the modernisation pace of the educational prac
tice. Nevertheless, a look at the circumstances in the other Nordic 
countries during the same period only partly confirms this asser
tion. The Swedish teacher training institution, the GCI in Stock
holm, after the reform in 1864 was not thoroughly reorganised until 
1934 and already showed in the 1900s clear signs of becoming an es
tab li sh me nt  that was o b s t r u c t i v e  to any fundame nt al  changes in 
teacher training or to the educational methods in the schools.

During the period 1910 to 1929 was no less than five reform 
proposals put forward in vain. None of these suggestions got enough 
support from the authorities. The first of these, a com mi tt ee  
proposal of 1910, which among other things included the suggestions
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that GCI should be linked to Stockholm University, was voted down 
both by r e p r e s e n t i v e s  of h i g h e r  e du c a t i o n  and of the GCI. The 
academics were not interested in any professional collaboration with 
the GCI's teachers, who were predominantly officers, and vice-versa. 
The oth er  four p ro p o s a l s  b e t w e e n  1915 and 1929 were rej ec te d  for 
similar reasons.39

Therefore it is not surprising that GCT by the early 1920s had 
lost its r ep ut at io n  as the N o r di c  centre for phy si ca l  education, 
w hi ch  it had for me rl y  e s p e c i a l l y  dur in g  the last two d e c a d e s ' o f  
nineteenth century. The didactic methods by and large were unchan
ged; apart from Hjalmar Ling's gymnastics system, carefully preser
ved by his disciples, a considerable part of the male teacher train
ing was occupied by drill exercises. The schedule might have suited 
the teacher candidates, who, until the reform in 1934, were almost 
all (90%) officers, but was c er t a i n l y  not a t t ra ct iv e  for sport- 
minded school youth. The institute was thus forced to give more at
tention to games and sports and by the end of the 1920s had reserved 
a substantial part of its timetable for theoretical and practical 
training in those activities.40

The reform of 1934 strengthened, therefore, role of sport in 
teacher training and had also a positive impact on the educational 
situation in the schools. The teacher candidates, from now on were 
not only better prepared to function as sport instructors, but to 
greater extent were also taught to see gymnastics as only one among 
o ther e x e rc is e  categories. In essence, it seems as if the r e o r 
ganisation of the teacher training in Sweden between 1920 and 1940
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happened as a consequence of changes in the practice in the schools, 
rather than as a deliberate attempt to modernise the whole system of 
physical education, as in the case of Denmark after 1910.

IV.

What was the situation in Finland? By way of introduction it is use
ful to review the training of Finnish teachers of physical education 
before the university gymnasium in Helsingfors in 1882 was trans
formed into an institute for this purpose. In 1843 physical educa
tion became a compulsory subject for male pupils in Finnish secon
dary schools. This requirement was implemented only sporadically; 
the Grand Duchy had, in contrast to its western neighbours Sweden 
and Denmark, n e i th er  a d o m es ti c  i ns ti t u t i o n  that to train the 
teachers nor sufficient space in schools for supervised exercises.

The situation had not changed significantly by the end of the 
1860s, although according to the education act of 1856 it was re
q uired that physical tra in in g  m asters should be equipped with a 
certificate. Most of the teachers got this from the university gym
nasium, but a few went over to Stockholm and got their education at 
the GCI. According to Irja Koivusalo, ten of the employed teachers 
had been trained at the ins ti tu te  in S to c k h o l m  by the end of the 
1860s, whereas 18 had an academic degree, which automatically gave 
them a teacher certificate, and as many as 63 lacked a formal 
teacher qualification.41
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The Swe di sh  i n f lu en ce  was sig ni fi ca nt  in other respects as
well. The teachers followed the methods taught at the GCI as well as
they could and as their only textbook P.H. Ling's had instructions
from 1836, which, as suggested earlier, paid little attention to
educational questions. In 1868 the teachers were finally offered a 
Finnish textbook, when Karl Goos published a collection of instruc
tions, which in a d d it io n  to the m o v em en ts  a dopted from Hja lm ar  
Ling's methods, included a couple of directives that were clearly 
influenced by German didactics.42 Gods had by then already distin
guished himself as a man of new ideas. He had studied in both Scan
dinavia and Germany in the early 1860s and published a pamphlet in 
1864, in w hi c h  he s u g g e s t e d  that teachers in physical e d u ca ti on  
should be t rained at H e l s i n g f o r s  U n i v e r s i t y  in order to obt ai n  a 
qualification that improved both their standard of teaching and so
cial status.43

It is hardly a coincidence that the proposal was made in 1864, 
less than an year after the GCI was thoroughly reorganised. Goos had 
certainly been in touch with the institute in Stockholm even after 
he had ret ur ne d  to Finland, and was therefore, p r o b a b l y ,  well- 
informed about its reform. It is apparent, however, that regarding 
more extensive reforms the situation in the Grand Duchy was prema
ture. Apart from the lack of any teacher training system and 
coherent teaching m ethods the political c ir cu m s t a n c e s  were u n 
favourable. In contrast to the Swedish government the Russian rulers 
were not particulary interested in promoting the conditions for a 
school subject that, especially during these decades, was understood 
as a means of preparing youth for war; the Polish revolt in 1863 was 
still a fresh memory. In addition the Finnish government and school
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authorities at this time had their hands full with another project, 
the construction of a centralised and integrated system of secondary 
education.

All the same the 1860s was the decade when influential sec
tions of the public in Finland was allowed to speak out more freely 
and among other things began to discuss the needs for the svsternati- 
sation of physical education. The question was debated not only at 
national education conferences44 but also in the press. One conse- 
quense of these discussions was the opening of a private gymnastics 
i ns t i t u t e  for female student teacher in H el si n g f o r s  in 1 8 6 9 . 43 
Another was the new competence requirements in the secondary educa
tion act of 1872, which stated that teachers in physical education 
had to pass both a theoretical and practical examination to obtain a 
permanent a pp ointment.

These improvements, however, were not sufficient enough to es
tablish a system for the control and direction of the subject. And a 
notable critic was the young Viktor Heikel (1842-1927), who after 
some years as theology student at Helsingfors University had become 
interested in physical education and decided to travel, abroad to get 
a d e t a i l e d  p icture of how the subject was taught in the more a d 
vanced European countries. The first journey during 1867 and 1868. 
included the GCI in Stockholm, as well as different parts of Ger
many. The second journey in 1871 was even more ambitious; apart from 
a further visit to Germany he visited England and Scotland. Heikel 
was the re fo re  not only w e l l - i n f o r m e d  about the methods of the 
systematic Swedes and Germans, but had also a quite accurate impres
sion of British public school athleticism.46
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After the return to Helsingfors in the autumn 1871 Heikel con
tinued the campaign for a thorough reform of Finnish physical educa
tion, whi ch  he had s tarted before his sec on d  j o u r n e y . 4 ?  His 
newspaper articles were noticed by educationalists both in the home 
country as well as in Sweden48 and were an efficient Introduction to 
his career as the founder of a system for physical education, which, 
was created through the adaptation of earlier traditions. In 1874 
Heikel published his first textbook on physical education for boys. 
It was by and large a syn th es is  of what he had learnt d u r in g  his 
s tu dies abroad. It c om bi ne d  the Swedish hea lt h  emphasis with the 
German emphasis on good discipline and in addition included physical 
activities, which, at least partly, must have been b or r o w e d  from 
Great Britain. Nevertheless, it is apparent that Heikel built his 
m e t ho d  m a i n l y  on the d id a c t i c  tradition, which Adolf Spiess had 
established and his German followers had developed further.

This meant that above all he paid a tt ention to the e d u c a 
tional suitability of the movements and exercises. The lessons had 
to be planned in detail and match the specific circumstances in the 
schools; the pupils' age and sex, the teacher's ability, .the 
facilities as well as the season were all to be taken into account. 
Following the German and Danish teaching pattern Heikel divided the 
lesson into two parts. The first part was reserved for collective 
exercises, whereas the second part was meant for g y m na st ic s  on a 
range of equipment, similar to those used in Germany. The achieve
ment oriented gymnastics movements, in suitable circumstanses, could 
alternated with games in order to make the lessons more enjoyable 
for the pupils.49
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Heikel took careful not ic e  to the h e a lt h  aspect, but was, 
however, highly critical of H j . Ling's teaching methods, which he 
had been taught during his session at the GCI in Stockholm. It is no 
exaggeration to claim that his whole life's work was a reaction to 
what he had experienced as student at the Swedish institute. He was 
Swedish-speaking by birth and education, but seems not to have ap
preciated the atmosphere at the institute, which, at least according 
to him, was poisoned by the rivalry between the civilian and officer 
t e a c h e r s . 90 Heikel also made friends with one of H j a l m a r  Ling's 
sharpest critics, A.B. Santesson, who was the man who encouraged him 
to continue his studies in Germany.91 Heikel failed in the practical 
instruction examination92 which propably was held by Hjalmar Ling 
himself. It is not s u r p r i s i n g  the re fo re  that his tex tb oo k  got a 
harsh handling, when it was reviewed in 1877 in a professional jour
nal in Sweden] Heikel was labelled as a theoretican without a prac
tical bent for physical education.93

V.

These events explain, at least in part, why the Finnish system of 
p hy sical e d u ca ti on  d e v el op ed  in a d if ferent d i r e c t i o n  to the
Swedish d uring the last q u a rt er  of n i n e t e e n t h  century. In 1875
Heikel was appointed as director of the university gymnasium, which, 
as a result of the education act of 1872, had become the official
agent for the examination of teacher candidates. Heikel and his col
leagues now started an energetic campaign to institutionalise this 
function and transform the gymnasium into an institution for regular
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teacher training courses. It was a successful campaign that got even 
more wind in its sails when it was advocated as a reform that would 
improve both teacher competence and preparation for national serv
ice, which was carried out from 1878 onwards. In autumn 1882 the 
Senate of H e l s i n g f o r s  U n i v e r s i t y  gave its approval to a pro po se d  
curriculum for the new institution, which stated that the one year 
training course for secondary school teachers, apart from practical 
teaching in the gymnasium, should also include a range of theoreti
cal subjects like didactic methods and physiology as well as volun
tary lectures on medical gymnastics.54

This reform strengthened Heikel's position as the leading man 
in Finnish physical education. He continued as head of the instit
ution until 1911 and was consequently in a good position to ensure 
that the s tu dents were taught a c c or di ng  to his own ideals. This 
meant that the his method, out li ne d  for the first time in the 
textbook of 1874, was still used in most Finnish secondary schools 
for boys as late as 1910.55 Heikel also had the machinery to spread 
his negative opinions about the educational ideas of Hjalmar Ling 
and his disciples at the GCI in Stockholm. Therefore it is not hard 
to understand that the professional dialogue between the two teacher 
institutions was not especially warm before the First World War. The 
only exception were the Finnish female teachers, who in opposition 
to their male colleagues, had the determination and independence to 
develope their didactic methods according to the principles taught 
at the GCI.5 6

The gap between the teacher training institutions in Stockholm 
and Helsingfors was caused not only by Viktor Heikel's traumatic ex
periences as Hjalmar Ling's pupil in the late 1860s. The teachers at



Chapter 8 155

the GCI were, with few exceptions, officers, whe re as  their c o l 
leagues at the Finnish institution were civilians, who in many cases 
had begun their studies at other d e p a r t m e n t s  of the u n i v e r s i t y  
before they had chosen physical education as their speciality. In 
other words the Finnish institution was in more direct contact with 
educationalists and was not, like the GCI, an unit that trained its 
teacher candidates completely separate from the other branches of 
higher education. In addition, Heikel and his disciples did not have 
a strongly established tradition to protect and were therefore more 
ready to admit that their methods were, by and large, combinations 
of other systems.

Nevertheless, the reform of Finnish teacher training up to the 
S econd W o r l d  War f ol lowed the Swedish p a t te rn  rather than the 
Danish. The institution in Helsingfors was reorganised and enlarged 
as a result of, and in c on j u n c t i o n  with ’the s v s t e m a t i s a t i o n  of 
s e c o n d a r y  education, as in Sweden, rather than as an out co me  of 
progressive thinking among the professionals, as in Denmark. In 1894 
the t eacher training p r o gr am me  was extended by means of a second 
year at the same time as the gymnasium building was rebuilt and en
larged. The institution also started a training programme for female 
student teachers, which, despite H e i k e l 's outspoken criticism, was 
o r g a n i s e d  like the teaching at the GCI. The r eform was, s tr ictly 
speaking, a c on s e q u e n c e  of a thorough preparation, w hich had 
mobilised both the school authorities and the professionals5 7 , but 
was most certainly also inspired by the reorganisation of the GCI in 
1887.58 Some of the planners, for example, had hoped to follow the 
Swedish example by ext en di ng  the p ro gramme to three years and by 
i nt ro d u c i n g  a distinct d iv ision between the teaching in physical
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e d u c a t i o n  and med ic al  gymnastics. Others, like the influen ti al  
Heikel, were h o w e v e r  not eager to give special a tt e n t i o n  to the 
medical aspect, which was understood as too "Swedish".59

All the same the development was more favourable for those 
who worked for reforms along the line of the Swedish model. In 1908 
a third year was added to the training programme simultaneously as 
medical gymnastics got more space on the curriculum. The reform was 
gr e e t e d  not only by those physicians, who followed C on t i n e n t a l  
trends by being worried about overpressure and hygiene in schools, 
but also by female teachers in physical education, who, by and 
large, had been t rained since 1894 a c c or di ng  to GCI's m e t h o d s . 60 
Less h a p py  was a group of male teachers, who beg an  an e ne r g e t i c  
press c a m p a i g n  against the new programme, which in their o p i n i o n  
paid no a t t en ti on  to the fact that the p o p u l a r i t y  of games and 
other outdoor sports had increased rapidly among school youth during 
the previous three decades.61

Alt ho ug h  some of their demands for a more s p o r t - o r i e n t e d  
teacher training were noted in 1913, when the institution employed a 
part-time teacher to hold regular instruction in sport, little was 
done in p r a ct ic e  to improve the sit ua ti on  before the 1930s. C o m 
mittees were appointed in the 1910s and 1920s as in Sweden, but did 
not have the cap ac it y  to fully implement the demands. It was, 
however, not only the a n t a g o n i s m  between the p hy si ci an s  and the 
teachers' r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  w hich h in d e r e d  a m o d e r n i s a t i o n  of the 
c u r r i c u l u m . 62 The reforms in 1894 and 1908 had both been put in 
practice during a period of continuous prosperity, whereas the later 
attempts to carry out modernisation were made during and after the 
First World War, which were financially more difficult times.
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Changes of any significance had to wait therefore until the 
1930s. In 1931 the school authorities recieved a letter from a group 
of physical education teachers. It demanded more sports instruction 
in t eacher training. This time the i n i t i a t i v e  led to action; the 
Ministry of Education now declared that half of all the lessons in 
physical education in the secondary schools should be reserved for 
sports at the same as time the school authorities intensified its 
campaign in favour of these activities. These improvements had an 
impact on school conditions, but increased all the same the need for 
a thorough reorganisation of the teacher training programme. In 1934 
the Senate of Helsingfors University received a proposal from the 
teacher training staff, which recommended that sport lessons should 
be increased by abandoning the course in medical gymnastics. This 
suggestion got a positive response from the university authorities 
and was carried out step by step during the 1930s.63

The impact of this reform was weakened unfortunately by the 
poor conditions in the teacher training institution. The gymnasium 
b u i l d i n g  in the city centre was u n s u i t a b l e  for the t ra ining 
programme that was introduced in the 1930s. It was undersized and 
unh yg ie ni c.  And a dd ition the p laying fields and other o utdoor 
f ac il it ie s  were a long way away. The s i t ua ti on  was even worse by 
1934, when the institution moved to another, even smaller building 
in the inner city.64

The situation at the Finnish teacher training institution was 
in some respects the same as it was in Sweden, although the GCI had 
undergone a thorough reorganisation in 1934 and was promised more 
spacious facilities before the outbreak of the Second World War. The 
teacher training p r o gr am me  in both countries was reformed e s s e n 
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tially in response to the changes in the s c h oo ls ’ educational prac
tice r ather than as a p r o g r e s s i v e  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  to give t ea cher 
training a new direction. This development was p a r t l y  a consequence 
of the institutional traditions of the both countries. By the turn 
of the century Sweden and Finland had established national systems 
for physical education that were based on a well organised teacher 
training institutions as well as on a didactic methods, which were 
taught on every education level. Problems occured, however, when at
tempts were made to r e f or m  e d u ca ti on al  s t r uc tu re  through a r e o r 
ganisation of teacher training, which in many ways was at the heart 
of the system. The established practices had their strong supporters 
among the older generation and were as sanctioned in a good defence 
position. In other words, the teacher training units in the two 
countries had become institutionalised in such extent that they were 
unable to renew themselves without strong demands from the schools 
and the public opinion.

V»Te have already pointed out above that the Danish development 
was rather different and that this first of all was caused by the 
energetic reconstruction of the didactic methods and teacher trai
ning system at the turn of the century, which opened the gates for 
new ideas and practices on all levels. The final task of this chap
ter will t h e re fo re  be to e xamine the e vo lu t i o n  of the N o r w e g i a n  
teacher training system.
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yi*

The Norwegian teacher training institution was established in 1870 
and in circumstances which have many similarities with the contem
porary situation in Finland. Both countries until the early 1860s 
had almost all their competent teachers trained at the GCI in Stock
holm. Furthermore, both countries had school authorities which by 
the end of the 1860s had made sure that physical education had be
come a c o m p u l s o r y  subject for every s e c on da ry  school boy. And 
finally, both countries had by then a number of educationalists who 
b eg a n  to see the need for a per ma ne nt  i n s t i t u t i o n  for dom es ti c  
teacher training. The Norwegians had, however, no reformers of Vik
tor Heikel's calibre to count on and were, as subjects in the monar
chic union with Sweden, more directly influenced by the principles 
and methods taught at the GCI. It is necessary therefore to describe 
the Norwegian development first of all in conjunction with the con
current changes in Sweden.

The first attempt to e st a b l i s h  a p er manent i n s t i t u t i o n  for 
physical education in Christiania was made in 1826, when the army 
authorities appointed a teacher from the GCI to train Norwegian of 
ficers in gymnastics. In 1829 this work was continued by a native, 
l i e ut en an t  M un c h  Petersen, who one year later, in 1830, tried in 
vain to give the course more status. As a consequence of this N o r 
we g i a n  off ic er s  t hroughout the next three decades were forced to 
travel to Stockholm in order to get a professional training in gym
nastics .
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However, the need for competent instructors grew steadily in 
the s e c o n d a r y  schools and led in 1859 to the e st ab l i s h m e n t  of a 
seven month course in Christiania for company officers. The course 
was arr an ge d  by the N o r w e g i a n  army, w hich at that time was still 
commanded by officers loyal to their Swedish monarch and his union 
b u r ea uc ra cy .  It was not a pp re c i a t e d  t he refore by the N o r w e g i a n  
nationalists, who made their own efforts to start: teacher training 
that, apart from being more independent, would also pay more atten
tion to e du c a t i o n a l  questions. Their ideal was e ve nt ua ll y  p ut*in 
practice; a four months course, meant both for males and females, 
was s t a rt ed  in d i f fe re nt  parts of N o r w a y  and by the end of the 
1860s had been attended by about 400 student t e a ch er.65

The number might well be an exaggeration, but it shows all the 
same that there was a need for a more per ma ne nt  solution. The 
political authorities had also become more aware of the situation 
d ur in g  the 1860s. The N or w e g i a n  parliament, Stortinget, in 1862 
reserved funds for the development of teacher training and decided 
seven years later, in 1869, to integrate existing courses by found
ing a national teacher training institution in Christiania. This es
t ab li sh me nt  was created through a royal r e s ol ut io n  the f ol lowing 
y e a r .66 The twelve months training course was held during two winter 
seasons and was meant both for o f f ic er  and civilian teacher c a n 
didates. In fact the course was more suitable for officers. The in
stitute was subordinated to the Norwegian Ministry of Defence and 
was as a consequence of this directed by officers until 1943, when 
it was reorganised by the German occupying power. It is therefore
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not surprising that the Norwegian male teachers in physical educa
tion were recruited in most cases from the army before the Second 
World W a r .67

How were the teacher can di da te s  trained? One way to answer 
this question would be to say that the institute in Christiania in 
many respects was a miniature of the GCI in Stockholm until the turn 
of the century. A n o th er  would be to point out that the first two 
directors, Ivar Bjssrnstad and Olaf Petersen, had been trained at the 
Swedish institute. The Norwegian teacher candidates were thus, to a 
high degree, taught to organise their lessons according to the prin
ciple of H j . Ling and his disciple L.M. Torngren (1839-1912), who 
was d ir e c t o r  of the GCI b e t w e e n  1887 and 1 9 0 7 . 68 The Swedish i n 
fluence was vis ib le  at many o ther levels; the lac k  of N o r w e g i a n  
textbooks forced the schools to provide themselves with instructions 
composed at the GCF9 and in addition, the first domestic textbook, 
published by Bj0rnstad in 1877, was nothing but a good translation 
of Hjalmar Ling's work of 1859.70

Nevertheless, it would be a wrong to claim that the Swedish 
method won popularity among the Norwegians. It was accepted in the 
army and the sec on da ry  schools as a form of exercise in the d i s 
cipline of the body, but was not used in its original form by the 
growing number of voluntary gymnastics and sport clubs, which, by 
and large, were in the hands of the n a t i o n a l i s t i c  forces. The 
nationalists preferred instead the German form of gymnastics, the 
Tnrnen, which, as has been emphasised earlier on, was more achieve
ment ori en te d  and t he refore also more s t i m u la ti ng  for the p a r 
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ticipants. Swedish gymnastics was, in t h e i r . opinion, not only too 
boring and formal, but also a dangerous form of ’’Swedish" obedience 
t ra ining.71 It was therefore inevitable that the dispute between the 
proponents of the two gymnastics traditions was strongly coloured by 
the growing dissatisfaction with the monarchic union.

All the same the dis pu te  had a c o n s t r u c t i v e  impact on the 
teacher training as well as on educational practice in the secondary 
schools. It o pened the e du ca ti on al is ts '  eyes and e n c o u r a g e d  them 
towards a synthesis of the Swedish and German gymnastics, which from 
the 1890s onwards was known as the "Norwegian system".72 It was in 
fact a combination of the two traditions that had many similarities 
to the didactic solutions Viktor Heikel had introduced in Finland in 
the 1870s. Every lesson started with collective movements that had 
to be done to commands and a c c or di ng  to a d et a i l e d  choreography, 
w h i ch  took into account the e x e r c i s e s ’ p h y s i o l o g i c a l  function. 
Without question this had its origin in the Swedish method. Then ex
ercises followed on a range of gymnastics equipment, such as bars 
and rings, which were typical of German Turnen g ymnastics.73

However, it is important to keep in mind that N o r we gi an  
educationalists had a different notion of the Swedish method than 
Heikel and his Finnish disciples. The Swedish method might have been 
monotonous in their eyes and therefore needed be enlivened with Tur
nen gymnastics, but it was still understood as the fundamental basis 
of phy si ca l  education. This attitude can be d i s co ve re d  in Louis 
Bentzen's textbook of 1892, which was used both in teacher training 
and in s e c on da ry  schools until the 1 9 2 0 s . 74 Bentzen was, for e x 
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ample, eager to point out in the foreword that he followed the Hjal
mar Ling's method, although his instructions included many movements 
that were opposed to the principles in the Swedish m e t h o d .75

Bentzen was an influential man also in other respects. He was 
not only director of the teacher training institute between 1904 and 
1931, but also responsible for school inspections; which he carried 
out with great energy and thoroughness.76 In addition he took part 
in the p l a n n i n g  and i m p l e m e n t a t i o n  of the r e o r g a n i s a t i o n  of the 
teacher institute, which was carried out in 1915.77 The most crucial 
change was the introduction of three separate courses; one for army 
p er sonnel, one for male t ea cher c an di da te s  and one for women 
colleagues. The idea was clearly borrowed from the GCI, which had 
had this arrangement since 1864, but it was obviously put in prac
tice for more domestic reasons. The main motive was without question 
the wish to improve the subject's pedagogical standing in the secon
dary schools by enticing civilians with academic qualifications to 
get a deg re e  from the i n s ti tu te  and b ecome p hy sical e du c a t i o n  
t ea ch er s.78

According to Fridtjov Stene, who is the only one who has taken 
a detailed look at the history of the Norwegian teacher training in
stitute, these efforts were not especially successful. During the 
interwar period most of the male teachers were officers, who had got 
their training from either of the two courses open for t h e m.79 In 
other words the Norwegian authorities had the same problem as their 
Swedish colleagues, who had to appoint many commissions and put for
ward a n u m b e r  of pro po sa ls  b efore teacher training at the GCI, 
through r eform in 1934, was made more a tt ra c t i v e  for civilians. 
However, nothing essential was achieved by the Norwegian authorities
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before the end of the 1910s. The most decisive improvement was prob
ably gained in 1937 through the incorporation of the military course 
into the course meant for s e c o n d a r y  school t ea cher candidates. 
Another, although in practice less important improvement, happened 
in 1939 when students at Oslo University were allowed to count the 
teacher training at the gymnastics institute as a minor subject in 
their academic d e g r e e.80

It is not difficult to recognise that the Norwegian teacher 
training system was in even bigger need of renovation in the 1930s 
than the systems in Sweden and Finland. The problems of recruiting 
civilians, of course, was p a r tl y  c au se d ' b v  the low status of the 
profession, which could rise only by strengthening the links to the 
academic world, but had also to do with the backward methods at the 
institute. In contrast to the Swedish and F i n ni sh  institutions, 
whi ch  at least made sincere efforts to m o d e r n i s e  their cur ri cu la  
during the 1920s and 1930s, the Norwegian teacher training institu
tion seems to have been rather indifferent to demands to improve the 
teachers' i n s t r uc ti on al  c om pe te nc e  in ’games and other o utdoor 
sports, which got more and more attention in the secondary schools. 
As late as 1938 games and sports was the only group of activities 
that was taught mer el y  as a p r a ct ic al  subject at the N o r w e g i a n  
insti tute.8 1 .

It is clear that the Nordic teacher training systems faced new 
problems after they had been institutionalised during the last three 
decades of nineteenth century. Once a tradition was established it 
had the tendency to enforce itself by c o n t r o l l i n g  the d idactic 
methods that were used in teacher training and in the schools. This 
development was a consequence of educational systematisation, which
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r e q ui re d  more u n i f o r m e d  d i r e c t i v e s  and m e t ho ds  in every area of 
education, but seems to have been especially strong in the training 
of physical education teachers.

V I T .

The c om p a r i s o n s  of the d e v e l o p m e n t s  in the four c ou ntries 
revealed a number of reasons why Sweden and Denmark were in advance 
of Finland and Norway in many areas of teacher training during the 
p e r io d  in question. It was not only that the Swedish and D anish 
teacher training institutes were established during the Napoleonic 
Age, w h e r e a s  the N o r w e g i a n  and F i n n i s h  c o u n t e r p a r t s  were created 
during the last three decades of the nineteenth century, but also 
that at the end of the last century the Swedes had the advantage of 
having a more uniform didactic system and a more centralised school 
system, through which the method was effectively spread and control
led. For their part, the Danes gained from an early and thorough 
modernisation of teacher training, which was carried out at the turn 
of the century. N ev ertheless, nat io na l  d if fe r e n c e s  were reduced 
during the 1920s and 1930s and this was caused largely bv the in-' 
creasingly sport-oriented curriculum, which step by step weakened 
local traditions and began to establish new and more international 
practices, a lt hough the e v o lu ti on  of N o r w e g i a n  tea ch er  t ra ining 
showed how slowly the change could be.
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Architecture and equipment 

I.

We shall now look beyond the legal framework and didactic methods 
taught to the t e a ch er  c an di da te s  and try to r ec on s t r u c t  p h y si ca l  
education in Nordic secondary schools for boys between 1880 and 1940 
through an analysis of the conditions in the twelve sample schools, 
introduced in the first part of this work. Reconstruction in this 
chapter will be approached from two different angles. Firstly, in 
what way did architectural design and geographical location of the 
school buildings have a concrete impact on the pupils' education, 
and secondly, what can be d i s c o v e r e d  about the tea ch in g  thr ou gh  
analysing the equipment in the schools?

II.

From an educational point of view the second half of nineteenth cen
tury was not only the epoch when European school structures were 
systematised, but also the time when national and local authorities 
as well as private initiators began to create a new type of school 
buildings specially designed for secondary education. These build
ings had to m atch the new r e q u i re me nt s  of a d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  c u r 
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riculum and were therefore constructed in quite other way than the 
e a r li er  school buildings, w hich in man y  cases had been ere ct ed  
originally as dwelling-houses.

The differences can be illustrated through a comparison be
tween two secondary schools in Copenhagen, Metropolitanskolen and 
Frederiksbergs Latin- og Realskole. Both are outstanding examples of 
the school architecture of their own time. Metropolitanskolen had 
been situated next to the Medieval church of Virgin Mary in the city 
centre ever since it was established in the thirteenth century. The 
school was totally destroyed in the British fleet's bombardment of 
C o p e n h a g e n  in 1807 and was t he refore rebuilt. The new building, 
finished in 1815, was a two-storey construction with a clean Roman 
exterior, which perfectly suited the neo-humanistic education ideals 
of the post-Napoleonic era.

However, the interior showed most clearly that it was erected 
in a time when the architects were not required to pay any attention 
to educational and hygienic matters. It was not only that all of the 
class-room windows opened to the east, which gave sunlight only in 
the mornings.

Fig. 5: Metropolitanskolen

10
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The corridors were too narrow and functioned inadequately as 
l i n k s  b e t w e e n  the d i f f e r e n t  r o o m s  (Fig 5).1 T h e  s t r u c t u r a l  
weaknesses of Metropolitanskolen becomes even more apparent if we 
take a look at the school b ui l d i n g  of Frederiksbergs Latin- og 

Realskole, which was built in 1891 in one of the most respectable 
suburbs of Copenhagen. The Frederiksberg school building was un
doubtedly a product of close collaboration between the architect and 
the school representatives. It had spacious corridors on all three 
floors, which led directly into the well lit class-rooms, as w e l l ’as 
into an impressive central hall on the ground floor. In addition it 
had a large g y m n a s i u m  in the basement, which was e qu i p p e d  wit h  a 
changing r o o m .2

The Frederiksberg school building can be understood as an ar- 
chitectual reflection of the transformation that Nordic secondary 
education had went through during the second half of nineteenth cen
tury. It was designed to suit a differentiated curriculum, which, in 
contrast to the curriculum of the first half of the century, gave 
much more space to "modern" subjects like science, modern languages 
and, of course, physical education. The Frederiksberg school was in 
fact exceptionally well provided to meet the increasing requirements 
of a physical education that was more varied than the traditional 
d r i l l - o r i e n t e d  gymnastics. In add it io n  to the g y m n a s i u m  it was 
equ i p p e d  with a large out do or  space, which was div id ed  into two 
playgrounds and a playing field (Fig 6). It differed in this regard 
quite markedly from Metropolitanskolen which apart from its rather 
na r r o w  gymnasium, e rected next to the main b ui ld in g  in 1832, had



Chapter 9 174

nothing to offer the pupils but a small b ac k y a r d.3 It would be quite 
misleading, therefore, to think that the schools' geographical site 
and architectural construction had only a minor influence on the ac-
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Frederiksbergs 

Latin- og Realskol

tual c o n d i t i o n s  for a subject like p hysical education. Once the 
buildings were erected little could be done to change their impact 
on the e du ca t i o n a l  process, which, n ee dless to say, began at the 
same moment as the pupil took his first step into the school. This 
is something that is important to remember in any consideration of 
several of the other ten sample schools. As an matter of fact nine 
of these ten schools by the turn of the century were in buildings 
that were constructed during the second half of nineteenth century. 
They were built to meet the educational requirements of that epoch 
and had c on s e q u e n t l y  become somewhat o l d - f a s h i o n e d  by the early
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1920s, whi ch  in many respects, was a time when the e s t a b l i s h e d  
didactic procedures of physical education were more seriously ques
tioned than ever before in the four Nordic countries.

This development can be followed up in more detail by examin
ing how many of the facilities for physical education, installed in 
the 1880s and 1890s, had b ecome i ns uf f i c i e n t  by the end of the 
1920s. For example it is obvious that most of the gymnasiums con
structed during the last two decades of nineteenth century were un
derstood as out of date after the First World War, when the demands 
of more hygienic school conditions were enforced. The gymnasiums had 
been built in the first place to strengthen and discipline the body 
and were to a lesser degree designed with an eye to hygiene. Some of 
the schools were even forced to arrange their phy si ca l  e d u c a t i o n  
lessons in public halls, which were often unsuitable places. This 
was the case with one of the S to c k h o l m  schools, Reallaroverket, 
which functioned in a town house until 1890. Lessons were arranged 
in a poorly ventilated dance hall, which often had empty bottles in 
the corners and litter on the dirty f l o or.4

The situation, however, became much better when Reallaroverket 
got its own b u i ld in g  in 1890 in the n or t h e r n  part of Stockholm. 
Apart from the impressive school building of red brick a separate 
gymnasium was built in the spacious backyard, which, according to an 
annual report by the h ea d m a s t e r  Sixten von Friesen, was a more 
h y g i e n i c  sol ut io n  than pla ci ng  it, as was customary, inside the 
school beneath the assembly h a l l .3 The arrangement was partly von 
Friesen's, who had travelled around Germany inspecting the country's 
newest school architecture.6 Yet, it is apparent that the strongest
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reason for this solution was the criticism of the construction of 
the most famous school building in Stockholm, Norra Latinlaroverket, 
which was erected ten years earlier, in 1880.

(Fig. 7a) Fig. 7: Norra Reallaroverket 
Fig. 7a: The school buildings 
Fig. 7b: The gymnasium

(Fig. 7b)

The most energetic critic was the physician Axel Key, who, in 
his inquiry into the hygiene in Swedish secondary schools in 1885, 
had pointed out that the ventilation of the building was p o o r .7 The 
gymnasium was placed in the basement with the latrines behind the 
wall and in addition to that the assembly hall placed directly above 
i t .8 The gymnasium of Reallaroverket seems, therefore, to have been 
constructed as an reaction to these shortcomings; it not only had a 
much better position, v e n ti la ti on  and lighting, but was also 
e qu ip pe d  with spacious c h a n g i n g - r o o m s , a shower and an arsenal.
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A n o t h e r  i mp ortant i m p ro ve me nt  was the i s o l a t i o n  of the latrine, 
which especially during the warmer seasons, must have been rather 
smelly '(Fig 7a) . 9

However, by the end of the 1920s most of these solutions had 
proved merely impractical. Practice had shown that the shower was 
unsufficient to meet the needs of large classes and was hardly used. 
The changing-rooms had also become too small for the increased num
ber of lessons in physical education; classes had to wait outside 
until the earlier ones had left and in addition were often forced'to 
queue before all the pupils had changed clothes. It is therefore not 
surprising t h a t ' the teaching staff of Reallaroverket in 1927 decided 
to apply for public funds to rebuild the g y m n a s i u m .10 Mat te rs  
proceeded swiftly and two years later, in October 1929, the new gym
n a s i u m  was ready. Except for the g y m n a s i u m  floor e v e r y t h i n g  was 
rec on st ru ct ed ;  a gal le ry  was installed, the c h a n g i n g - r o o m s  were 
moved to the northern short side and were equipped with wardrobes 
and sufficient showers. The rebuilding enlarged the playground at 
the same tim e,11 which, as a result of the increasingly sport-orien
ted syllabus, must have been used almost as much as the gymnasium.

The architectural transformation of this gymnasium reveals at 
least two things; firstly how much a subject like physical education 
was dependent on the available facilities, and secondly that health 
p r o m o t i o n  became step by step a more important motive than the 
production of a collective discipline. Most of the Nordic secondary 
schools in the late n in e t e e n t h  century were e qu ipped with a g y m 
nasium, which, with its closed space and gymnastic equipment, was 
like a factory for bodily str en gt h  and discipline. However, only 
some of the urban schools had installed showers and even fewer ac-
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tually used them. The pupils exercised in their everyday clothes at 
the turn of the century and took no shower after the lessons. The 
demands for better changing-room hygiene began to grow, neverthe
less, especially during the 1920s when an enlarged proportion of the 
lessons became sport-oriented and were practiced outdoors. The new 
a ct iv i t i e s  were more e ne rg y- co ns um in g,  more sweat p r o d u c i n g  and 
above all dirtier than the pedagogic gymnastics, which were seldom 
practiced outdoors.

The hygienic improvements of the gymnasiums, as well as the . 
s chool b ui l d i n g s  in general, can be e xp l a i n e d  in c o n n e c t i o n  wit h  
another, more wider transformation; the establishment of national 
h e a l t h  care systems, which, as in the case of the i n c r e a s i n g l y  
hygiene conscious physical education, could be understood as an ac
tion of isolating bodies from each other. It was now recognised that 
i nd iv id ua l  b odies should be p ro t e c t e d  from dis ea se  by m i n i m i s i n g  
their direct contact and by k eeping them c l e a n .12 The g y m n a s i u m  
showers at least in principle had this purpose; they were meant to 
clean the b odies that had been i n t e n s i v e l y  exp os ed  to each other 
during t h e .exercises in the gymnasiums and playgrounds.

It is obvious that the efforts to improve the gymnasiums' ven
tilation were undertaken for the same reasons. But only a few of t h e - 
secondary schools in the Nordic capitals had space or money to build 
separate gymnasiums in their backyards like Reallaroverket in Stock
holm. The majority had their gymnasiums placed beneath the assembly 
hall and some even had the two combined, like for example the two 
private schools Anderssens Latin- og Realskole in Christiania and 
Nya svenska laroverket in Helsingfors, which both were built in the 
1880s. Both of these schools were erected at the corner of a city
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c en tr e  b l o ck  and it was quite u n d e r s t a n d a b l e  t he r e f o r e  that the 
owners saw the combination as a way to create space for the class
rooms .

Fig. 8 : Anderssens Latin- og Realskole

■Hr i

The Norwegian school, Anderssens Latin- og Realskole, had its 
combined assembly and gymnasium hall on the ground floor. It was a 
well illuminated hall with a ventilation system, which at the time 
was highly praised. Practice, however, showed that air ducts were 
quite i ns uf fi ci en t  and that the windows were w rongly pla ce d  to 
create cross-draughts (Fig 8) .13 The lack of fresh air was probably 
most urgent in the w i n te r  afternoons, when the w indows had been 
closed most of the day and the school gathered in the hall for the 
prayer.
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Nya svenska laroverket in H e l s i n g f o r s  had the same kind of 
problems with its combined assembly and gymnasium hall, although it 
was e q u i p p e d  with o pp o s i t e  w in dows that i mp r o v e d  the much nee de d  
cross-draught. Its air ducts, which seems to have been inadequate 
from the beginning, were blocked by the time of First World War and 
could never be repaired properly (Fig 9 ).14 In addition to all these 
s h o r t c o m i n g s  it s h o ul d  be e mp ha si se d  that n e i t h e r  of these two 
schools installed any changing-rooms or showers before the postwar 
period.

Fig. 9: Nya svenska laroverket
(D = The gymnasium)

It is obvious that the ventilation of the gymnasiums was worst 
in the smaller private schools. The schools were e s t a b l i s h e d  by 
progressive educationalists, who wanted to offer an alternative to 
the traditional education in the state schools, but who, in reality,
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to an increasing degree, were forced to follow the regulations of 
the authorities. This led not only to financial difficulties, but 
also to unsatisfactory conditions for physical education, which, as 
we must always keep in mind, was a lowly ranked subject and, there
fore, often one of the last to receive proper attention in times of 
financial shortage.

Lack of space could occur in other ways. One example of this 
is the case of Suomalainen Normaalilyseo, the Finnish normal school 
in Helsingfors, which in the beginning of its existence functioned 
in very cramped circumstances. Between 1887 and 1905 the school had 
no other assembly hall than the gymnasium in the basement, which was 
badly illuminated and furnished with horizontal bars and bucks that 
drew the pupils attention away from the prayers. It is not surpris
ing, therefore, that by the turn of the century the teaching staff 
had had enough not only of the crowded classrooms but also of the 
c om b i n e d  ass em bl y  and g y m n a s i u m  hall, which, apart from all its 
hygienic disadvantages, destroyed the atmosphere of the daily and 
annual school gatherings.15 The complaints of the staff were noted 
and five years later, in 1905, the school moved into a new building, 
whi ch  was both spacious and functional. The new g y m n a s i u m  was 
without doubt one of the best of its kind; it was large and light, 
it had efficient ventilation, changing-rooms and s h o we rs.15

However the school still lacked a separate assembly hall. It 
was a shortcoming that might seem insubstantial, because the gym
nasium in every way filled the double function sufficiently, but in 
fact it was a serious matter. The academic staff had difficulties 
accepting the idea that the body and soul could be cultivated in the 
same space. The p ro blem was not now the smell or dirt, which had
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been minimised through the hygienic improvements, but the symbolic 
confusion of the architectural language. How could the headmaster 
give his spe ec he s  the required d i g ni ty  if the a ss e m b l y  hall c o n 
tained neither portraits nor any other historical symbols that em
phasised his authority, and how was the religion teacher supposed to 
hold meaningful morning prayers when the only things that pointed to 
heaven were the gymnastic ropes? The staff continued therefore its 
campaign for segregation until 1926, when the school was enlarged 
and a separate assembly hall was constructed.17

The reconstructions of the Finnish normal school reveals, in 
other words, that the motives behind the architectural improvements 
of the gymnasiums and school buildings in general often had to do 
with m o r al s  and ideals as much as with h y g ie ne  and physiology. 
Physical education above all was understood as way to improve the 
s tr e n g t h  and h ealth of the bodies, a l t ho ug h  many e d u c a t i o n a l i s t s  
were ready to accept it also as a subject that prepared for the cul
tivation of pupils' minds and characters. In order to make the aims 
of the education as explictly visible as possible it was therefore 
important to have an architectural interior and order that enforced 
the impression of a divided and hierarchical curriculum. It is thus 
m a y be  not an accident that the g y m n a s i u m s  n o r m a l l y  were p laced  
beneath the assembly halls; it was as if the architecture symbolised 
the lower status of the subject.
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III.

But let us not pay over much attention to the ideological dimensions 
of the architectural arrangements of the gymnasiums. Apart from some 
of the technical arrangements, such as the ventilation and lightn
ing, the educational process in the gymnasiums and playgrounds was 
more dependent on the space and the available equipment than on the 
seemingly symbolic position of these facilities. If we take a look 
at the size of the gymnasiums in the four countries it becomes ap
parent that they were largest in Sweden at least until the First 
World War. This was not due to the fact that the Swedish secondary 
education, was to a larger extent, state financed than other Nordic 
neigbour countries, although it of course might have had some in
fluence, but above all it was a consequence of the Swedish practice 
of arranging lessons for two or three age groups together.

A c c o r d i n g  to the F in nish e du ca ti o n a l i s t  Ivar Wilskman, who 
published a comparative article about the conditions for physical 
e d u c a t i o n  in the four c ou ntries in 1909, the exe rc is e  groups in 
Sweden rose to over 200 pupils in some of b igger urb an  s e c on da ry  
schools w hile in the N ordic n e i g h b o u r  schools they s e l do m  rose 
b e y on d  the size of an o r d in ar y  class, which was about 30 pupils. 
Wilskman's investigation shows that the average size of the Swedish 
school gymnasiums at that time was 26,4 x 12,8 x 7 metre whereas in 
the other three countries they had the average size of around 18 x 9 
x 6 m e t r e .18 These statistics alone show that educational practice 
in the Swedish urban schools must have differed quite markedly from 
the pra ct ic e  in the c o r r e s p o n d i n g  schools in Denmark, Norway and
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Finland. The Swedish teachers were, to much higher degree, forced to 
fill their lessons with group exercises and could only occasionally 
let the pupils exercise on the gymnastic equipment or play games.

A look at the educational circumstances in the three Stockholm 
s c h o o l s  Nya Elementarskolan, Norra Latinlaroverket a n d  
Reallaroverket between 1880 and 1940 confirms this impression. At 
the end of the school year 1885-1886 none of these schools had a 
reg ul ar  group in p hy sical e du ca t i o n  that wou ld  have been smaller 
than 48 pupils. Most groups were, in fact, around one hundred pupils 
and the largest, in Norra Latinlaroverket, was 180 p u p i l s .19 Fifty 
years later, in spring 1936, the group sizes were v i r tu al ly  u n 
changed; almost all of the physical education classes in the three 
schools were over 50 p u p i l s.20 The situation might have been bet
ter in most of the other Swedish schools, although it is unlikely, 
but nevertheless it gives an idea of how physical education was or
ganised in some of the country's most prestigious schools in the 
late 1930s.

The large "classes" seems also to have been one of the reasons 
that forced the school authorities in Stockholm to build more exten
sive p l a y g r o u n d s  than their col le ag ue s  in the three other Nordic 
capitals. In 1914 was the average size of the p l a y g r o u n d s  in the 
Swedish secondary schools almost 10.000 square m e t re s,21 which meant 
that they could be for example 120 metre long and 80 metre wide. 
Some of the S to c k h o l m  schools, as for exa mp le  Reallaroverket or 
Norra Latinlaroverket with its 13.700 square metres playground in 
its b a c k y a r d ,22 were even more spoiled by the space provided. 
However it would be wrong to believe that all the Stockholm schools 
were blessed with the same kind of facilities; Nya Element.arskolan
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in the heart of the m o d e r n  S t o c k h o l m  had n e i t h e r  a s ui table g y m 
nasium nor a playground large enough for football games and until 
the 1940s was forced to arrange all its physical education in the 
GCI, which was situated in the same d i s tr ic t.23

If we take a look at the school playgrounds in other Nordic 
capitals it becomes apparent that the conditions often varied just 
as much. The case of C o p e n h a g e n  has a lready been discussed; the 
backyard of Metropolitanskolen in the crowded city centre was ap
proximately only a tenth of the combined space of the playground and 
p l a y i n g  f i e l d  of Frederiksbergs Latin- og Realskole, w h i c h  
o r i g i n a l l y  in the 1890s had had an even more spa ci ou s  site. The 
s o u r c e s  tell l i t t l e  a b o u t  the s p a t i a l  c o n d i t i o n s  for the 
Christiania/Oslo schools, but it is nevertheless possible find out, 
for example, that none of the three sample schools (Katedralskolen, 
Anderssens latin- og realskole, Aars's og Voss's Skole) had a back
yard or p l a y g r o u n d  that could have been larger than about 4.000 
square m e t r e s.24

The m e a s u r e m e n t s  of the p la y g r o u n d s  of the three sample 
schools chosen from Helsingfors are even more difficult to sort out 
through a v a il ab le  documents; n either the school teachers nor the 
a u t h o r i t i e s  seems to have bother t hemselves with such details. 
However, almost twenty years observation of Helsingfors city and the 
s chools in q u e st io n  allows the author of this thesis to e stimate 
tha t  the y a r d s  of Suomalainen Normaalilyseo and Suomalainen 

Realilyseo were, and are, bet we en  3.000 and 4.000 square metres 
large. In addition a drawing from 1887 reveals that the yard of Nya 
svenska laroverket must have had an extension of about 800 square 
m e t r e s.23
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What do these figures tell us? At least three things; firstly 
they give us an idea of the spatial site and nature of the schools 
and their immediate environment, secondly they can suggest how the 
l essons in p h y si ca l  e du c a t i o n  could be o r g a n i s e d  outdoors, and 
thirdly they are an indication of how aware the Nordic architects 
and educationalists of the late nineteenth century were of the grow
ing demands for more fresh air, games and sports for tthe pupils.

Nevertheless, it would be dangerous to draw any direct conclu
sions from these figures. As mentioned before, the Swedish schools 
in general and the Stockholm secondary schools in particular, might 
have had more extensive playgrounds than most of the other Nordic 
schools, but they had also distinctively larger units in physical 
e d u c a t i o n  to o perate with. In addition, it is obvious that the 
schools in Christiania/Oslo and Helsingfors had, during the time in 
question, the advantages of cities with a population between 100.000 

and 200.000. The urban infrastructure was established and provided 
the inhabitants with a range of services26 and yet the countryside 
was reasonably near.

If we look at the env ir on me nt  of two of the H el s i n g f o r s  
schools these benefits become apparent; Suomalainen Normaalilyseo in 
the southern inner city had a sufficient playing field and from 1928 
onwards a municipal swimming pool in its own district, whereas Nya 

svenska laroverket was situated next to one of the largest parks of 
Hel si ng fo rs ,  Kaj sa ni em i  Gardens, which c on ta i n e d  one of the most 
used playing fields in the city. Furthermore the countryside could 
be reached until the 1930s from both of the schools in a quarter of 
an hour. The point is that the Helsingfors schools' urban environ
ment was rather suitable for outdoor activities. The lack of a games
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and sports oriented curriculum was therefore above all a consequence 
of a certain educational thinking and practice. This was not in the 
first place the case with the secondary schools in the inner cities 
of C o p e n h a g e n  and S t o c k h o l m ,  w h i c h ,  e x c e p t  for t h e i r  own  
playgrounds, often were surrounded by extensive building areas. The 
lack of outdoor lessons was, to a greater extent, caused by spatial 
conditions. These examples are be enough to show that a quantitative 
comparison of the conditions for physical education for secondary 
school boys in the four capitals seldom can be done without careful 
qualification. Local circumstances are always particular and should 
be understood as such.

This reservation is worth keeping in mind while we continue 
the comparison and take a brief look at equipment that, according to 
the f r a g m e n t a r y  s o u r c e s ,  w e r e  u se d  in the g y m n a s i u m s  and 
playgrounds. A survey of the sample schools' on this point show that 
most of them were alr ea dy  by the 1890s f u r ni sh ed  with a range of 
gymnastic apparatus. The standard equipment generally speaking in
cluded the following; wall bars, horisontal bars, ladders, ropes, 
horses, boxes, and spring-boards. The Swedish and Norwegian school 
g y m n a s i u m s  seems to have had equipment that were easy to use by 
larger education groups and which could be moved aside swiftly,27 
whereas the Danish and Finnish schools had equipment that required 
more space, i ndividual i n s t r uc ti on  and gre at er  skill from the 
pupils.28

By and large this is in line with what we have noticed earlier 
regarding the educational methods in the four countries. The Swedish 
and Norwegian indoor lessons were structured until the 1930s accord
ing to Hjalmar Ling's system, which payed little attention to in
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dividual skills and achievements, while physical education in the 
Danish and Finnish secondary schools built, to a larger extent, on 
the German Turnen gymnastics tradition, which in practice included 
more of such movements. Typical Ger ma n  e qu ip me nt s  like p arallel  
bars, trapezes, rings or h o r i z o n t a l  banisters, which can not be 
found in the inventories of the Swedish and Norwegian sample schools 
for the years 1880 to 1940, seems, at least in light of the avail
able sources, to have been common in the Finnish and Danish secon
dary schools during the same period.29

An example of a well-equipped Finnish school is the gymnasium 
of Nya svenska laroverket, which, as has been mentioned above, in 
other respects was rather inadvequate. It was of about 18 x 10 x 6 
metres in size,30 which was near the Nordic average, but had an im
pressive amount of gymnastics equipment that filled one fifth of the 
floor space.31 Among other things 
it had 40 iron staffs in 1893,32 

which were used as complementary 
weights in the free standing col
l e c t i v e  m o v e m e n t s .  The  s t a f f s  
w e r e  i n t r o d u c e d  o r i g i n a l l y  by 
Viktor Heikel, who saw them used 
in G e r ma n  schools in the late 
1 8 6 0 s ,  a n d  by  t h e  e n d  of 
n i n e t e e n t h  century they had b e 
come quite important in physical

Fig. 10: A Finnish staff gymnast
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education for Finnish secondary schoolboys.33 W h a t  m a k e s  t h e m  

especially interesting, however, is the fact that they were almost 
unknown, and c e r t a i n l y  not used in the o ther Nor di c  s ec on d a r y  
schools. The only plausible explanation for this is that the iron 
staff movements functioned in Finland as substitutes for military 
t ra i n i n g  with rifles, w hich had been p r a c t i c e d  r eg u l a r l y  in its 
n e i g h b o u r i n g  w e s t e r n  c o u n t r i e s  s i n c e  the 186 0s .  The  R u s s i a n  
a u t h o r i t i e s  in Fin la nd  after some h e s i t a t i o n  had i nt ro du ce d  a 
l i m i t e d  form of n a t i o n a l  service in the G rand Duchy in the late 
1870s, but can not have been too keen of the idea that weapons were 
a v a i l a b l e  for every n a t i o n a l i s t i c  "hothead" in the cou nt ry  and 
therefore did nothing to encourage the Finns to introduce military 
tra in in g  in the sec on da ry  schools. The iron staff m ov em e n t s  were 
thus an ideal compromise; they were harmless as such but could, as 
Heikel pointed out in one his textbooks, be outstanding exercises 
for future shots who needed a steady and strong arm.34

This fact serves to remind us of that all the sec on da ry  
schools in Sweden, Norway as well as in Denmark had from the 1860s 
onwards until the 1910s arsenals of their own or at least regular 
access to the local army depots. The weapons, ammunitions and tar
gets were fin an ce d  with public funds and seems t he refore to have 
been looked after with care.33 Another reason for the careful treat
ment of the rifles was also the status of the military training; the 
drilling in playgrounds and marches out to the shooting ranges were 
inspected by army officials and attracted, not surprisingly, more 
public attention than the more modest exercises in the gymnasiums.36



Chapter 9 190

Nevertheless, in the end the military training and the iron 
staff exercises played a smaller role in physical education than the 
gymnastics movements described earlier. The Nordic teachers might 
have valued the drill with weapons and staffs as an useful exercise 
in discipline, but saw, at least until the First World War, gymnas
tics as the essence in their teaching. Another indication that gym
nastics dominated the syllabus of Nordic physical education is the 
insignificant amount of sport equipment in the schools before the 
1920s. Some of the schools, as for example Frederi kshergs Latin-' og 
Realskole in Copenhagen and Norra Latinlaroverket in Stockholm,37 
had sets of footballs and bats already in the 1890s, but in most of 
the other sample schools such articles were not found in the inven
tories b e f or e  the turn of the century. A th l e t i c s  equ ip me nt  seems 
also to have been rare and can be found only in the Finnish sample 
s chools b efore 1920s. Real change h ap p e n e d  as late as the second 
half of the 1920s and the 1930s. For example; in 1931 the 
Katedralskole in Oslo - since 1925 the new name of Christiania - did 
not possess any sport equipment recorded in its inventory, but seven 
years later, in 1938, a whole range of games and athletics articles 
were registered.38

VI.

In summary, it is important to emphasise that the descriptions above 
should be und er st oo d  as examples of spatial and technical c i r 
cumstances under which physical education was practiced in a sample 
of secondary schools in the Nordic capitals. The descriptions can
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not be used as e v i de nc e  of the s i t u a t i o n  on the n ational levels. 
Yet, it is quite accurate to claim that educational conditions in 
the four capitals and in the sample schools in question often had a 
strong influence on school conditions in the other parts of the Nor 
dic countries. Provincial schools were normally designed according 
to the architectural trends in the capitals, where their teaching 
staffs, with few exceptions, had got their professional training. In 
short, the descriptions above are examples of normative and not of 
typical circumstances.
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In the gymnasiums and playgrounds...

I.

The question to be discussed in this chapter is to what extent we 
can say anything about the educational process as such through com
b i n in g  the r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  in c hapter nine with o ther a v a i l a b l e  
sources. School a r c h i t e c t u r e  r ef l e c t e d  only p o s s i b i l i t i e s  and 
limitations and not the actual content of education. The same thing 
can also be said about the ava il ab le  equipment; the fact that a 
school had a trapeze or a football gives us an idea of what could be 
done during the lessons, but is not evidence of wiiai the pupils ac
tually did. It is obvious therefore that an a na lysis of the a c 
tivities in the gymnasiums and playgrounds in the first place have 
to take into count i nf o r m a t i o n  about the lessons and sport clubs 
that can be found in the annual school reports and in other litera
ture.

II.

The reports represented the view of the teachers and for that 
r e a s o n  w e r e  a l r e a d y  c o l o u r e d  by c e r t a i n  e x p e c t a t i o n s  and 
rationalisations, but they are the only sources that can give us a 
regular p icture of e d u ca ti on al  process. Most of the s ec ondary 
schools in the Nordic countries had begun to publish their annual



Chapter 10 195

reports by the end of the 1870s. They were published in May or June, 
by the end of the school year, and included, in addition to informa
tion about teachers a p p o i nt me nt s  and the internal policy of the 
school, reports of teaching in every subject. The descriptions were 
o r g a n i s e d  h ie r a r c h i c a l l y ;  first came rel ig io n  and c la ssical l a n 
guages and last came physical education and handicraft.

■ >0

Fig. 11: A gymnastics performance by Danish schoolboys in 1888.

Until First World War the Swedish reports included the most 
information about physical education. This seems to be a result of 
the Swedish systematisation of the subject's methodology and train
ing, which, as it has been pointed out earlier, had proceeded fur
ther than in the other Nordic countries by the end of last century, 
and which therefore offered the teachers a clearer pattern to follow 
in their reports. This is also the reason for the special attention 
that will be paid here to the Swedish development. In contrast to
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their Nordic colleagues, who seldom offered quantitative facts about 
their lessons, the Swedish teachers e x c e l l e d  in giv in g  reports 
filled with exact numbers and structured with great care.

A good example of this preoccupation is an annual report about 
the physical education in Norra Latinlaroverket written in 1886 by 
Viktor Balck, the famous sports enthusiast and administrator, who in 
addition to his other duties and activities, worked in the 1870s and 
1880s as a secondary school teacher. Following the established pat
tern Balck put forward a considerable number of "hard" facts. The 
total number of participating pupils during the autumn term of 1885 
had been 593 and during the following spring term 563; the pupils 
were organised in five groups; the length of the lessons was half an 
hour and the their f re quency was four to six times per week. The 
report included also detailed descriptions of the military training 
and, what is even more interesting, i n f o r m a t i o n  about games that 
Balck had began to play with the pupils.1

A brief look at the practical arrangements of the teaching is 
enough to assure us that B a l c k 's determination to give more emphasis 
to outdoor sports in the regular education seemed premature. It was 
not only that the classes were far too large and lessons so short. 
Games and and other sports failed to obtain a significant role in 
the phy si ca l  e d u ca ti on  before the e d u ca ti on al  a tt itudes towards 
these exercises changed. Apart from Balck and some of his kindred 
spirits in Sweden, who were true advocates of British athleticism,1 
few secondary school teachers were convinced that the rough games 
and exciting c om pe t i t i o n  could form the pupils' cha ra ct er s  in a 
right direction. It was widely understood that it was the drill in
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discipline and obedience, in other words collective gymnastics move
m ents and m i l i t a r y  training, which, from an e d u c a t i o n a l  point of 
view, gave the best results.3

Nevertheless, Balck's avant-garde initiatives in the 1880s in 
favour of sports were w el c o m e d  by the s e c o n d a r y  school p upils in 
Stockholm, who were among the Qiost important social groups in the 
emerging sports movement in Sweden.4 The pupils were among the first 
to join the voluntary gymnastic and sports clubs that were estab
lished in the capital in the 1880s, and in the 1890s began to estab
lish their own associations. In 1895 a group of these clubs decided 
to e s t a b l i s h  a n a t i o n a l  o r g a n i s a t i o n .  T h i s  o r g a n i s a t i o n ,  
IFK-fdrbundet,5 within a short time grew into an influential force 
in the Swedish sports movement. It endorsed athletic competition in 
all forms and was one of most e n t h u s i a s t i c  founders of Sveriges 

Riksidrottsfdrbund, the national central body for sports established 
in 1903. In addition it played an important role in voluntary school
sports up until 1916, when its position was finally overtaken by the
S w e d i s h  S c h o o l  S p o r t s  A s s o c i a t i o n ,  w h i c h  was e s t a b l i s h e d  by 
educationalists who wanted to bind sport closer to the school sec
tor. By then the IFK-fdrbundet had fulfilled its original function 
a n d  w o u l d  d e v e l o p  i n t o  a m o r e  o r d i n a r y ,  p o s t - s c h o o l  sports- 
organisation.6

The e s t a b l i sh me nt  of the IFK-fdrbundet pro vi de d  concrete 
e v i de nc e  of the lack of interest that Swedish sec on da ry  school 
teachers showed in sports up until about 1910. It was n either  
teachers nor parents who took the initiative but senior and former
pupils. It is by no means an exaggeration therefore to claim that
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voluntary sport in the schools up to First World War comprised al
ternative youth culture that existed despite the teachers' indif
ference and sometimes even hostility.

Educational practice in the Swedish secondary schools clearly 
reflected this indifference to pupil inspired athletic activities. 
According to the annual school reports, and any of the other avail
able sources, e xa m i n e d  earlier, the phy si ca l  e d u c a t i o n  lessons 
seemed to have been structured in the following way. Two to six or
dinary classes gathered in the gymnasium after they had left their 
outdoor clothes in the changing room. The changing room was in most 
cases n o t h i n g  but a c o r ri do r  with racks, b enches and s m e l l i n g  of 
sweat and other bodily odours. Some of the more hygiene conscious 
schools, as for example Reallaroverket, in Stockholm, required by the 
1890s that the pupils should wear indoors light gymnastics shoes7 
and by the outbreak of the Great War this had become the custom in 
every Swedish secondary school.8

The lesson started with the teacher organising the group into 
one unit and thereafter commanding it to divide into files of five 
to ten pupils. Every file had a leading gymnast, who was chosen from 
among the pupils and especially trained to follow the commands and 
do the m ov e m e n t s  a c c or di ng  to the cho re og ra ph y  out li ne d  in the 
textbooks. The commands were militaristic; short, standarised and 
shouted in a logical order. The junior groups were taught to stand 
at a t t e n t i o n  or to c om plete simple movements, while the senior 
groups p er f o r m e d  more c o m pl ex  motions, which linked together the 
ear li er  learnt e xe rcises into a longer and rather c om p l i c a t e d  
choreography. The gymnastics apparatus was normally used during the 
second half of the lesson. Some equipment, as for example bucks and
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horisontal bars, were then used by the files, which moved from one 
piece of apparatus to another. At the end of the lesson the files 
were again g at he re d  together to hear the f i n is hi ng  c om mands that 
sent out them to the changing room and the school yard. The proce
dure was the same when the gymnastics lessons were outdoors, with 
the e x c e p t i o n  of the exe rc is es  on apparatus, which were replaced  
with free sta nd in g  movements. Only very o c c a s i o n a l l y  were games 
played.

M i l i t a r y  training should not be overlooked. Until 1918 the
four highest classes in the Swedish secondary school were occupied
with an intensive drill programme at the beginning and end of every
school year, during which time these classes were released from the
o rd i n a r y  teaching in phy si ca l  education. A brief look at the 
military training in Reallaroverket in Stockholm during the calendar 
year 1885 gives us an idea of how they were carried out. The spring 
session began the 2nd of May and continued with daily weapon drill 
with the 99 pupils in the school yard and along the streets of 
Stockholm for three weeks. The shooting was limited to two occasions 
during the spring term because of the rainy weather, but got much 
more attention during the autumn session, which lasted from 9th of 
September to 2nd of October. In addition to the extensive shooting 
training, which was completed with a competition between the local 
schools, the autumn session included also a c o m p r e h e n s i v e  weapon 
drill programme, which mobilised 136 pupils. According to the school 
report as much as 125 hours in all was spent on the military train
ing during the two sessions.9
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Instructions and commands used in these military training ses
sions did not differ markedly from those used during gymnastics les
sons. The idea of p r o g r e s s i o n  had, tog et he r  with the dem an d  of a 
rigid discipline, a central role in the teaching. The units were 
divided into files while some of the more complicated movements were 
taught, but were otherwise directed in one group.10 It is obvious 
therefore that the combination of collective gymnastics and regular 
military training established a didactic pattern in Swedish physical 
education for boys which was difficult to blend with games and other 
sports. The problem was still apparent in the 1920s and 1930s, al
though military training by then had been abandoned and the Swedish 
school a ut h o r i t i e s  made n o t i c e a b l e  e fforts to give more space to 
sport in the curriculum.

III.

As late as 1936 it was acknowledged in the annual school report of 
Nya Elementarskolan in Stockholm that games and sport were included 
during the lessons only once a fortnight.11 However this was an ex
treme case; most of the Swedish secondary schools had by then intro
d uc ed  a syllabus for physical education, which, a lt h o u g h  it was 
still predominantly based on collective gymnastics, paid more and 
more attention to sport. The lessons for instance had been extended 
to three quarters of an hour and were more often held at the begin
ning or the end of the school day, w hich made the timetable more 
flexible and consequently also more suitable for some of the time- 
consuming sports.
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In the early 1920s the school a u t h o r i t i e s  in c o l l a b o r a t i o n  
with the sport organisations introduced a national sport raark system 
in order to encourage the teachers as well as the pupils to use more 
education time for achievement-oriented exercises. The pupils got 
points for each measurable performance and could in that way earn a 
mark of gold, silver or bronze. According to the requirement of the 
Swedish School Sports Association, which initiated the project, the 
distribution of the marks could occur only through its associated 
school clubs. The arrangement was presumably one of the reasons for 
the considerable growth of secondary school sport clubs, which oc- 
cured in the 1920s and 1930s.12

However, the main reason for the growth of this sector was ob
viously the inspiration and example that the pupils got from the ex
p a n di ng  sports m o v em en t  and its stars, the c ha mpions and Oly mp ic  
athletes, who year by year got more publicity in the media. Adoles
cents' natural longing for action, excitment and personal achieve
ments combined with the admiration of these sport stars led not only 
to nation wide projects like the earlier mentioned IFK-fdrbundet, 

but also to a whole range of more informal and local school clubs 
that existed, but also faded away, depending on the interest of the 
the members. It was this cat eg or y  of informal school clubs that 
together with IFK-fdrbundet at the turn of the century began to or 
ganise football cups in Stockholm.13

In short, the interwar period demonstrated that the idea of 
earning a sport mark never could became as exciting as the wish to 
represent the class or even the school in matches and competitions 
against other school teams. And in consequence of this it was often 
the school clubs, that concentrated their energy on organising tou r 
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n aments and contests, which b ecame a more imp or ta nt  part of the 
schools' programme of physical activities than the regular super
vised lessons.

This seems to have been especially the case in schools like 
Nya Elementarskolan, which for one or another reason were unable to 
m o d e r n i s e  their s yl labus and to pay s u f f i c i e n t  a t t e n t i o n  to the 
pupils' desire for sports. The sports club of Nya Elementarskolan, 

e s t a b l i s h e d  in 1908, p layed an i mportant role in the school, a l 
though the teaching staff viewed voluntary sport with suspicion.14 
A n o t h e r  s t r ik in g  example of the same d ev e l o p m e n t  o c c ur ed  in the 
neighbour school, Norra Latinlaroverket, which in the 1930s still 
had a rather traditional programme of physical education; the educa
tion groups were over fifty pupils and the exercises in most cases 
strictly "Swedish". However it had an amazingly active sport club. 
It must have been by far the most active club in the school and, at 
least according to the annual report of 1936, took part in almost 
every a va i l a b l e  tournament or sport c o m p e t i t i o n  a rr a n g e d  for the 
pupils in Sweden.15

It would be wrong to assume that a more sport-oriented physi
cal education should have weakened the pupils interest in voluntary 
organised school sport. On the contrary the sources indicate that' 
the more the teaching included games and sports the more the pupils 
tended to c on tinue with these act iv it ie s  e s t ab li sh in g  their own 
sport clubs in their spare time.16 In other words the sport clubs 
were in other words joined not only by the school's leading athletes 
and most fanatic sport fans, but also by those who simply had become 
interested in some sport during the lessons.
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One of the most o u t s t a n d i n g  exa mp le s  of this c at e g o r y  of 
school was Reallaroverket in Stockholm, which especially during the 
time Dr Carl Svedelius (1861-1951) was its headmaster became famous 
for being "the sports school" of the city. When Sve de li us  bec am e  
h e a d m a s t e r  in 1906 the school had a p hy sical e d u c a t i o n  p r o g r a m m e  
that in no way d if f e r e d  from the p r a ct ic e  in the other schools. 
Nevertheless, ten years later much had changed; games and other out 
door sports were practiced during the lessons whenever the weather 
was suitable and the sport club functioned both very actively and 
with exceptional success.17 By the time of his retirement in 1926 
the main focus in the school's physical education had turned from 
gymnastics to sports.18

Svedelius played a crucial part in this transformation. He of 
ten assisted the physical education teacher in organising the les
sons outdoors and followed with enthusiasm the achievements of the 
sport club, which he tried to integrate into the compulsory sector 
of school life. The club got substantial financial support from the 
school and was allowed to p u b li sh  its results in the annual 
reports.19 Svedelius was in fact, in the 1910s and 1920s, one of the 
most e ne r g e t i c  a dv ocates of school sports in the whole N ordic 
region. We mentioned earlier that he was a founding member and first- 
chairman of the Swedish School Sports Association and that he was 
the initiator of the Nordic physical education conferences, which 
were arranged from 1921 onwards. To these facts can be added that he 
was maybe the most articulate advocate for school sports supervised 
and consequently controlled by educationalists. Svedelius was eager
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to point out that sport was an e n o rm ou s  s ource of energy and i n 
spiration in school life if it only could be a part of the educa
tional process and not an alternative to it.20

Official regulations, didactic methods taught at the teacher 
training institutions and applied in education, and spatial short
comings in the schools were not always the main reasons for slow or 
fast change in educational practice. The case of Reallaroverket and 
its headmaster Svedelius shows clearly how much the development in 
physical education in the particular schools in the Nordic countries 
before 1940 could be dependent on the harmonious interaction between 
teachers and pupils. Self-evidently, teachers' attitudes and educa
tional solutions to youths' inborn desires to release and test their 
growing body energies could play a crucial role in this transforma
tion.

Yet, the fact remains that most of the N ordic s ec ondary 
schools between 1880 and 1940 were ruled more by tradition and in
s ti t u t i o n a l  p at terns than by men dyn am ic  in action or with minds 
open to new educational ideas. The systematisation of Nordic secon
dary education therefore was not either a process that encouraged 
the teachers to test and introduce new educational practices. On the 
contrary, it was an integration and stabilization process in which 
those who kept to the rules were better understood than those who 
took controversial initiatives.
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IV.

In which way did the lessons in physical education in the secondary 
schools in three other Nordic capitals differ from the schools in 
Stockholm? At least two significant differences can be noticed in 
Helsingfors between 1880 and 1940. Firstly, the classes were clearly 
smaller. The schools in Helsingfors, as well as in F i n la nd  in 
general, organised their lessons in physical education for each age 
g roup separately. This was par tl y  due to the fact that Viktor 
Heikel, the leading man in Finnish physical education, was strongly 
against the Swedish system with its large units, but seems also to 
have been a consequence of the r u m e n - o r i e n t e d  methods, which he and 
his disciples applied in training of teachers and established in the 
schools. Secondly, Finnish physical education for boys did not in
clude military training before the end of the 1930a. The lack of a 
directly militaristic element in the teaching, apart from the oc
casional fencing, gave the subject a connotation that differed quite 
markedly from what it had in Sweden or in the other Nordic countries 
before the First World War. It should not be forgotten either that 
the F i n n i s h  teachers in p hysical education, in contrast to their 
Nordic colleagues, were civilians, who, to a greater extent, were 
accepted as equals by the other school staff. This fact also had an 
impact on edu ca ti on al  practice; in short, physical e d u ca ti on  
teachers were more like their colleagues in the other subjects and 
the discipline during the lessons was not as rigid as in Sweden.

However it is apparent that the d if fe r e n c e s  b et ween the 
schools of Stockholm and Helsingfors, as well as between the schools 
in the two countries in general, were distinctly reduced during the



Chapter 10 206

1920s and 1930s. This was not only an outcome of the fact that the 
Swe di sh  schools gave up m il i t a r y  training and slowly beg an  to 
decrease the sizes of their education groups, but was also a result 
of that games and sports step by step gai ne d  more space in both 
countries' s e c on da ry  school curriculum. As in Sweden, it was an 
educational development that at least partly was influenced by the 
activities in the schools' voluntary sport clubs, which at the turn 
of the century had began to organise internal matches as well as lo
cal cups in football and bandy. And as in Sweden, the Finnish school 
clubs had by then establish their own coordination networks.

In 1897 Swedish-speaking pupils in Helsingfors and UleAborg, a 
h a r b o u r  town on the n or thwest coast, j oined the S we dish IFK- 

fdrbundet by establishing their own ZFA-clubs. The cooperation with 
the school youth in Sweden faded soon away but seems nevertheless to 
have encouraged the Finns to further actions. The Swedish-speaking 
y o u t h  c o n t i n u e d  to e s t a b l i s h  i n d e p e n d e n t  J/'A'-clubs, w h e r e a s  
Finnish-speaking secondary school pupils in response in 1899 started 
their own national organisation, Suonien Lyseoiden Urhellijat, which 
in a decade became just as active as the contemporary IFK-fdrbundet 
in Sweden.21

An analysis of the a tt itudes to sport in the three sample- 
schools in Helsingfors reveals however that organisational integra
tion or the dynamic local activity of the school clubs by no means 
directly led to innovations and rearrangements in physical educa
tion. Voluntary sporting was encouraged and sometimes even led by 
enthusiastic teachers, and yet its impact on the educational prac
tice was little before the 1920s. Some of the reasons for this 
delay, such as the nature of the systematisation of Nordic secondary
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education and the old-fashioned teacher training methods, have al
ready been discussed. In addition to these reasons the delay seems 
paradoxically enough to have been caused also by the popularity of 
the sports clubs, which weakened desire for a more sport-oriented 
curriculum. The successful activity of the sport clubs was often u n 
derstood as a proof that the division between pedagogic gymnastics 
and voluntary sport was both natural and functional.

This was the case with Nya svenska laroverket, which ever 
since its establishment in 1882 had had a teaching staff eager to 
arrange outdoor activities during spare time and vacations. In 1899 
the school got its own sport club, which in a short time took over 
the initiative from the teachers and began to establish itself as 
one of the town's most successful school clubs.22 However, the in
teraction between the educational and voluntary sectors developed 
much slower. The lessons were distinctively gymnastics-oriented up 
until the late 1910s and the physical education teachers seem not to 
have been active in the sport club.23

The 1920s was a turning point. The change of attitudes was in 
the broadest sense a sign of the growing impact of the sports move
ment, but was in the case of F inland certainly also a p o s it iv e  
r ea ct io n  to the country's e xt ra o r d i n a r y  success in the Olympic- 
arena. The teachers became more involved in the sports movement and 
school clubs simultaneously as the school authorities took actions 
to encourage sport during the lessons. A look at developments in one 
of the other Helsingfors schools, Suomalainen Reaaiii}seo, confirms 
this impression. Sports had had an e ssential role in voluntary 
school life since the turn of the c e n t u r y , 2 *4 but until the early 
1920s it was p racticed only o c c a s i o n a l l y  during the lessons. The
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teachers began now to complete their programmes with ball games and 
athletics and by the end of the interwar period this had changed the 
whole character of the school's physical education.25 The transfor
mation decreased the division between the educational and voluntary 
sectors and led often to a symbiotic collaboration between them.25

One of the concrete results of inter-Nordic cooperation was 
the s im u l t a n e o u s  i n t r o d u c t i o n  in the four cou nc ri es  of the sport 
mark system in the early 1920s. As in Sweden and the other Nordic 
c ou n t r i e s  the F i n n i s h  sport mar k  was d i s t r i b u t e d  by the c entral 
sports organisation. Finnish school authorities followed Swedish ex
ample in other matters as well; the winter sport holiday, introduced 
for the first time in 1934, was, as mentioned earlier, undoubtedly 
an idea taken from her western neighbour.

V.

Educational practice in the secondary schools of Christiania/Oslo 
and in the other parts of N orway in contrast to the s it u a t i o n  in 
Sweden is more difficult to determine. The Norwegian teachers fol
lowed, as we remember, in principle the same didactic lines as their 
S wedish c ol leagues and b ecause of the c ommou l eg is l a t i o n  policy 
d uring the union m o n ar ch y  (1814-1905) were already forced to o r 
ganise e du c a t i o n  in harmony with the Swedish system. During that 
time military training was put in practice with almost the same ef
ficiency as in Sweden, although the facilities were, clearly poorer 
in Norway.
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Norwegian gymnastics lessons differed from Swedish, however, 
on some points. At least in Christiania the classes were already in 
the 1880s and 1890s seldom larger than two age groups27 and by the 
1910s their sizes had in most cases been reduced to one age group.28 
The teachers were officers like in Sweden, and as such were in es
sence advocates of a rigid discipline, but all the same often paid 
more attention to individual performances and skills. This was, of 
course, made p os si bl e  partly by the more m a n a g e a b l e  size of the 
classes, but should also be understood as a consequence of influence 
of the voluntary gymnastics associations in Norway, which utilised a 
lot of the German Turnen equipment and movements.

. Nevertheless, these differences were of minor importance in 
comparison with those which existed between the practices in Sweden 
and Finland before the First World War. And in addition it should be 
stated that it is rather difficult to get a comprehensive picture of 
the educational practice in the schools of Christiania/Oslo, or in 
any other Norwegian school, between 1905 and 1945. After independ
ence was gained the Norwegian state was short of money and therefore 
all ow ed  the schools to decide how oft en  they p u b l i s h e d  their 
reports. This led to the schools n e g l e c t i n g  their duties in this 
m a t te r  altogether. Another, even more grave d e v el op me nt  was t h e - 
careless attitude towards school documents, which, with few excep
tions, never reached the archives.

All the same the few available sources indicate that the les
sons in physical education in Norwegian secondary schools followed 
the trend in the other Nordic c ountries and became more sport- 
o r i en te d  in the 1920s and 1 9 3 0s . 29 The change was slower than in 
Sweden and Finland and this was at least partly a consequence of a
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dispute between Norwegian educationalists and representatives of the 
c o u nt ry 's  central sports org an is at io n,  Landsforbundet, which, as 
stated earlier, was established in 1919.

The dispute was rooted in a state commission report of 1918, 
which quite rightly had pointed out that the schools did little to 
e n c o u r a g e  their pupils to take up sport. The N o r w e g i a n  Tea ch er s  
Society was inspired by the report, which among other things i n 
cluded recommendations to reserve state funds for the establishment 
of a Norwegian parallel to the Swedish School Sports Association, 
and applied in 1919 for financial support for this purpose. The ap
plication was composed by a group of educationalists who were con
v i n ce d  that a school a ss oc i a t i o n  had to be d ir e c t e d  by competent 
teachers and not by sports organizers, who were amateurs in educa
tional matters. The dispute became aggravated the same year when the 
M i n i s t r y  of E d u c a t i o n  got the Landsforbundet's response to the 
teachers' intiative. The sports organisation was prepared to col
laborate with the educationalists, but for obvious reasons wanted to 
be represented in the new organisation; a considerable part of its 
m e m b e r s h i p  was r ec ruited from the s c h o o l s . 30 The t ug-of-war c o n 
tinued until the end of 1921, when the educationalists became eager 
to find a solution in order to have a national body through which' 
state funds for the participation in the Nordic physical education 
conferences could be distributed. In 1922 the disputing parties ar
rived at a compromise, which resulted in the establishment of the 
National Council for School Sports, Laudsnevndeii for skoleidrett. 

The educationalists got a dominant position in the council, although 
they were forced to give one post to Landsforbundet. Time showed 
how ev er  that the council had not the o rg an i s a t i o n a l  strength to
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fun ct io n  e f f i c i e n t l y  at the nat io na l  level. Its l e a d e r s h i p  m a i n 
tained its s us pi ci ou s  a tt itude to the sports o r g a n i s a t i o n s  and 
remained therefore isolated. Another sign of its failure was the low 
state funding during the whole interwar period.31

Not surprisingly these shortcomings had a negative impact on 
v o l un ta ry  sport in the schools. The a bsence of a dyn am ic  school 
sports association made interaction between the schools difficult 
and stimulated the pupils to join the open sport clubs earlier. This 
development had consequences for educational practice; the teachers 
were less pressured to modernise their methods and were little in
v olved in pupils' v o l un ta ry  sport. It seems therefore as if the 
change towards a more sport-oriented physical education programme in 
N o r w e g i a n  s e c on da ry  schools was a t ra n s f o r m a t i o n  that h ap p e n e d  
despite teachers' attitudes to the sports movement.

VI.

Let us finally briefly juxtapose educational practice in the secon
dary schools in Copenhagen with schools in the other Nordic capi
tals. The first point that has to be made is once again connected 
with the q u e st io n  of size of classes. D e v e l o p m e n t s  in C op en h a g e n  
were very much same as in Christiania/Oslo; in the 1880s and 1890s32 
the classes were the size of two three age groups, but by the 1910s 
they had in most cases been reduced to one age g r o u p , 33 an a p 
proximate reduction from 80-60 pupils to 40-30 pupils.
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But this was not the most significant difference between 

educational practice in Sweden and Denmark; the most crucial con

trast was to be found in the methods. The Danish teachers, were un

til the interwar period, like their Swedish and Norwegian col

leagues, almost entirely officers, but were not advocates of a rigid 

collective discipline during the lessons. Collective obedience was 

by no means disregarded, but it was exercised in more concentrated 

forms during the military training, which, as stated earlier, as in 

Sweden, was put in practice in Danish secondary schools between the 

1860s and 1910s. German Turnen gymnastics movements and equipments 

were used to a considerable degree, which is a strong indications of 

the fact that the pupils got more opportunities to assert 

themselves.3 4

mm.

Fig. 12: A gymnastics lesson at Metorpolitanskolen in 1916.
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The emp ha si s  on ind iv id ua l  p e r f o r m a n c e  c o n t i n u e d  to play a 
major role during lessons even after the school authorities in 1899 
had published a textbook, which, as also mentioned earlier, was an 
a tt empt to s y s t e m a t i s e  Danish p h y si ca l  e d u c a t i o n  along the same 
lines as the Swedish system. One reason for this was presumably the 
a n t i p a t h y  to the m e c h a n i c a l  nat ur e  of the S wedish system, but 
another, perhaps even more important reason was not surprisingly the 
growing interest in games and sports, which was especially strong in 
urban centres like Copenhagen.

The school youth of C o p e n h a g e n  had b ecome fam il ia r  with 
cricket and football during the 1880s35 and by the end of the cen
tury the sec on da ry  schools in the capital had beg an  to o r g an is e 
their own school cups and competitions. The first national games for 
secondary school pupils were arranged in 1898. The initiative was 
w e l c o m e d  by the D anish central o r g a n i s a t i o n  for sports, Dansk 

Idrxtsforbund, which soon took over the arrangement,36 but was also 
criticized, above all by educationalists who saw many moral dangers 
in brutal matches and limitless competitions.37 A public debate as 
well as an organisational dispute occured before both parties could 
agree on how games should be developed.38 From 1904 onwards collec
tive gymnastics performances were given more importance and in 1911 
the organizers decided to lessen the competition between the schools 
by w it h d r a w i n g  the rewards and d i s a l l o w i n g  p u b l i c a t i o n  of the 
scoring .3 9

This arrangement resulted in smooth collaboration between the 
organizers, Dansk Idrxtsforbund, and the school authorities, the 
Ministry of Education, but it was not a solution to stimulate volun
tary school sport or to press tlie teachers to take more notice of
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pupils' wishes. The pupils hungered for real excitment and were not 
keen on an anonymous and predominantly collective participation in 
games lead by idealistic educationalists.

The "sportification" of the secondary schools' physical ac
tivities happened, exactly as in the other Nordic countries, to a 
considerable degree through the interaction between the educational 
and voluntary school sectors. The school authorities tried to mai n 
tain the gymnastics as a fundamental part of physical education, but 
were at the same time convinced of the need to balance the programme 
with games and s p o r t s . 40 One sign of this was the r e f or m  of the 
teacher training in the 1910s, which resulted in the teacher can
didates being much better prepared to function as sport instructors, 
and a nother was ene rg et ic  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in i n s t i t u t i o n a l  inter- 
Nor di c  c ollaboration, which, as m e n t i o n e d  earlier, among other 
things led to the i nt ro d u c t i o n  of a sport m ar k  s y s te m  for school 
youth in each of the four countries.41

Interestingly enough, the Danish educationalists' initiatives 
to control the inevitable transformation towards a sport-dominant 
physical education programme lessened pupil determination to estab
lish their own sport clubs during the first two decades of this cen
tury. Secondary school pupils in Copenhagen continued to join open- 
sport clubs and arrange their own football matches and sports but 
did little up until the 1920s to establish more permanent organisa
tional forms of voluntary school sports. However, the sit ua ti on  
began to change during the interwar period when the educationalists' 
antipathy towards the Social Darwinian dimensions of modern sport 
faded away. This was at least partly due to the organisational con
solidation of the Danish sports movement, which improved its status
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and standardized sport regulation at all levels, but it was also an 
outcome of the fact that a growing proportion of physical education 
teachers were civilians, who had a more positive attitude to pupil 
sport. The teachers became more convinced of the respectability of 
the new body culture and were ready to support and even take part in 
the establishment of voluntary school clubs that promoted competi
tiveness between individual pupils and between s c h oo ls.42 This had 
also its consequences; by the end of the 1920s most of the secondary 
schools in Copenhagen had their own sport clubs, which functioned 
with the full support of physical education teachers and established 
institutional forms for the local matches and competitions.43

The closer interaction between the teachers and pupils also 
had an impact on the m o d e r n i s a t i o n  of e du c a t i o n a l  practice. The 
school authorities' d ir ec t i v e s  lost much of their i m p or ta nc e  and 
were overtaken by the individual initiatives taken in the schools. A 
look at the interwar evolution of physical education in the secon
dary schools in Copenhagen shows that the teachers to a considerable 
extent chose their own solutions and ignored the directives put for
ward by the M in i s t r y  of Education. For example, the school 
authorities' bureaucratic efforts to preserve the position of gym
nastics exercises became less and less successful and from the early 
1930s onwards seems to have been i gn ored a lt og et he r  during the 
w armer seasons, when the playing fields and the other o ut door 
f ac il it ie s  were available. The outcome of this d e v el op me nt  was a 
change over to a sport-oriented physical education that was often 
more independent of the school authorities than in the other Nordic 
countries.
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E d u c a t i o n a l  p r a ct ic e  in Copenhagen, and p r e s u m a b l y  also in 
other Danish cities, differed in other ways from that in the other 
Nordic capitals. The Danish teachers also had climatic advantages. 
The snow seldom stayed more than a couple of months in Copenhagen, 
whereas in normal circumstances it covered the other Nordic capitals 
for between four and five months. And it was not the snow as such 
that made outdoor lessons difficult but above all the sudden weather 
fluctua ti on s,  which in a day could make it i m p o s s i b l e  to use the 
ice-covered playing fields or the ski-tracks. It should not be for
g ot te n  e ither that the D anish school h o l i d a y  was more than one 
m o n th  s h o rt er  than the equ iv al en t  h o l id ay s  in the other N o r di c  
countries. In other words, the potential time for outdoor lessons 
was clearly longer in the Danish schools.

VII.

The comparisons made in this chapter have repeatedly shown that the 
closer we analyse the circumstances in the particular schools, the 
more apparent it becomes that the ministerial education policies in 
the four countries by no means always had a decisive impact on the- 
transformation of a single school subject like physical education. 
The changes and improvements cou]d be directed as well as financed 
by the state, but their popularity and efficiency were nevertheless 
often dependent on the teachers' and pupils' e n t h u s i a s m  and a p 
proval. The best example of this is undoubtedly the process through 
which games and other sports gained a stronger foothold in Nordic 
boys' compulsory education during the period in question. The trans-
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formation was determined to a considerable extent by the point at 
w hich and how  e n e r g e t i c a l l y  teachers b e c am e  inv ol ve d  in pupils' 
v o l u n t a r y  sport on the one hand, and by the actual impact of the 
pupils' initiatives and opinion about the physical education on the 
other. The earlier the interaction began, the stronger the chances 
seem to have been that these teachers, i n d ep en de nt  of the school 
authorities, began to organise matches and other competitive sports 
within the framework of regular education.
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Towards a bourgeois manhood 

I.

In the previous four chapters now and then we have touched upon some 
of the i de o l o g i c a l  mot iv es  and forces that had an impact on the 
evolution of educational practice in Nordic secondary schools. The 
task of this final cha pt er  will be to c on t i n u e  this i de o l o g i c a l  
analyse in a more concentrated form and ask in which way physical 
education in the Nordic secondary school between 1880 and 1940 was 
understood as an important part of the preparation for bourgeois 
manhood.

Fig. 13: Danish military training at the turn of the century.
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II.

It has been pointed out many times in this thesis that the Nordic 
secondary education between 1880 and 1940, like its counterparts in 
Central Europe and Great Britain, was essentially an institution for 
the u pp e r  and m i d d l e  classes. The p upils bot h  in a b s o l u t e  and 
proportional terms were predominantly recruited from these str at a,1 
whi l e  those who had a d if f e r e n t  class b a c k g r o u n d  were taught to 
adopt a bourgeois life-style during their years as secondary school 
pupils. It seems obvious therefore that these schools had an impor
tant role in the reproduction of bourgeois culture.

In which ways? The question is by no means irrelevant; neither 
the c oncept of bourgeoisie nor culture are e a s il y  d e f i n e d  or 
described. But if we follow the habits of most historians and social 
scientist and understand the bourgeoisie as the middle and ruling 
classes of the capitalist society, and the culture "...as a collec
tive noun for the symbolic and learned, non-biological aspects of
human l i f e  "2 it is possible to explain the cultural reproduction
in question, as an education that included training in a range of 
skills that were ess en ti al  for those who w a n t e d  to m a i n t a i n  or 
achieve a life-style that corresponded with the dominant culture in 
the Nordic countries.

R e p r o d u c t i o n  was a c o n ti nu ou s  pro ce ss  and h a p p e n e d  on m a n y  
levels simultaneously. One dimension of it was the used and taught 
language; the pupils were t rained to use a " co rrect l a n gu ag e"  in 
speech and in writing in order to master the codes of the dominant 
communication system. Another dimension was the teaching in subjects 
like history or sciences, which, apart from establishing a useful
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knowledge base, functioned as an implicit indoctrination into the 
values and world-view of the bourgeois culture. It is not difficult 
to see w hy  the h i s t o r y  lessons had this d o u b l e - f u n c t i o n ;  the 
r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  of the past is in itself an i n t e l l e c t u a l  exe rc is e  
that in c o n s e r v a t i v e  i n s t i tu ti on s  tends to s t r e n g t h e n  exi st in g  
v a l ue s  and beliefs, and this was for c e r ta in  the case in the 
E u r o p e a n  s e c o n d a r y  education, w hich as a s u c c e s s o r  of the Latin 
school payed much attention to the classical heritage. But more of
ten it is f o r g o t t e n  that s cience tea ch in g  also had an imp or ta nt  
function as an instrument of ideological reproduction; it taught the 
pupils the basics of scientific reductionism, and, above all, the 
principles of the logical tradition in western philosophy, which was 
another cornerstone of the bourgeois culture.

In this context, however, it is of special interest to take a 
closer look at a third dimension of the Nordic process of cultural 
reproduction, which could be characterized as the discipline of the 
body. In contrast to the other dimensions of schooling this was a 
p r o c e s s  that went on con ti nu ou sl y.  But it w o u ld  be a m i s t a k e  to 
t h i n k  that the d i s c i p l i n e  of the body was a m a t t e r  that req ui re d  
nothing but mechanistic drill in physical education lessons. On the 
contrary it must be stated that the development of an appropriate 
pupil physical demeanour went hand in hand with the other education. 
Pupils were supposed to behave physically in a way that suited the 
education they were receiving. In this sense it was truly a question 
of a b ou rg e o i s  c u l t i v a t i o n  of the body. This poi nt  has also been 
made by Roberta J. Park, who has looked at the same phenomenon in 
North America:
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The well-ordered body also served as an icon for the or
dered society at a time when many middle-class Americans 
were anxious about social changes they saw all around 
t h e m .3

It should not either be forgotten that this cultural reproduc
tion was at the same time a process that formed the pupils' gender- 
identity. In a d d i t i o n  to their p s y c h o l o g i c a l  as well as p hy s i c a l  
socialisation for a bourgeois adulthood they were also trained to 
t h i n k  in terms of a set of ideals r e g a r d i n g  t heir own sexuality,  
which prepared them for a manhood that was thought to be different 
from the one the w o r k i n g  class or pea sa nt  boys of their same age 
were aiming at. It is not a coincidence for example that the Nordic 
physicians showed special concern about the sexual hygiene of the 
secondary school youth. Their energetic campaign against masturba
tion was not caused only by the fear of impotence and a dull mind, 
which many nineteenth century physician actually thought were the 
res ul ts  of onanism, but was very m uc h  also a q u e s t i o n  of a m or a l  
preparation of bourgeois youth for a "clean" manhood, which should 
pre ve nt  them from b eing e n t ic ed  into any kind of pre- or e x t r a 
marital intercourse.4

This is not to say that the propagation of extra-marital con
tinence was merely a question of a moral crusade; the second half of 
nineteenth century and first decades of twentieth century were times 
when the spread of venereal diseases reached its peak also in the 
N o r d i c  countries. The point is t h e re fo re  that the c am p a i g n  was a 
form of functional moralizing predominantly designed to enlighten a 
bourgeois opinion and create and maintain a strong ruling class. It
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is not easy to say to what extent Nordic secondary school boys were 
explicitly advised to restrain their sexual desires, but it seems 
p l a u s i b l e  to thi nk  that the m e s s a g e  was b rought out in d if fe r e n t  
disguised forms during schooling. The "secret vice" and the "fallen 
woman" were notions that figured heavily in Nordic manuals dealing 
with manliness and m o r a l i t y.5

The advocated stereotype of bourgeois masculinity was that of 
a man who mastered his own sexuality with the same ease and preci
sion that he was supposed to handle a gun. The ideal manhood of the
European middle and upper classes of the second half of nineteenth 
century was a state in which the individual had total control over 
his body and mind. Furthermore, it was state in which he was able to 
release and transform his potential in order to fulfil all his so
cial and cultural o bligations.6 The philosophical basis for these 
demands can be found in Christian thinking, which, a fact often for
gotten, was strongly influenced by classical S t o ic is m.7 Yet, it is 
clear that the ideal manhood of the late nineteenth century European 
bourgeois had developed a nature of its own; it was not a contradic
tion of the ideal Christian but implied a new life-strategy. It was 
a capitalistic life-strategy. This meant above all that the obliga
tions in an increasing degree had to be met by new sets of ideals 
and action rather than by merely maintaining a traditional order.

It was not only a more individualistic ideal of manhood than 
p r e v i o u s l y  but was also an i deology that paid mor e  a t t e n t i o n  to
gender differentiation. Boys and girls had for ages been brought up
differently but were now told that their segregation was a crucial 
part of the cultivation of their gender; it was as if the parents 
and educationalists had become conscious of the growing demands of
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i nd iv id ua l  f r e e d o m  and t h e r e f o r e  i n s te ad  tried to i nt r o d u c e  mor e 
polarised gender-identities. This is of course a simplification, but 
it gives us all the same some idea of one of the most i mp ortant 
ideological forces that directed the education in institutions like 
the Nordic secondary school between 1880 and 1940.

III.

Let us continue the discussion by investigating the role physical 
education had in the process of preparing Nordic youth for a bour
geois manhood. As has been made clear in the p r e v i o u s  cha pt er s  
physical education was a subject that step by step during nineteenth 
century gained a position in the Nordic secondary school curriculum. 
The motive behind its introduction was predominantly militaristic; 
some N o r di c  adv oc at es  of p hy s i c a l  e d u c a t i o n  wer e  oft en  eager to 
point out that it was a form of character building and health promo
tion, but only few of them were successful in their campaigns before 
the authorities and political opinion began to understand that exer
cise could function as a substitute or preparation for the national 
service. It is the re fo re  not s u r p r i s i n g  that many of these 
e d u c a t i o n a l i s t s  in the 1860s and 1870s for tac ti ca l  reasons, if 
nothing else, began to strongly endorse this function.

For example, in 1874 T . J . H ar te li us ,  d i r e c t o r  of the GCI in 
Stockholm, declared that the military victories of the German forces 
during the last ten years, to a considerable degree, had been a con
sequence of the disciplinary preparation which the the pupils had 
got in the schools. He pointed out that German physical education in
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this sense was a part of the country's national service. Hartelius 
t ried thus to c on v i n c e  his readers that g y m n a s t i c s  and m i l i t a r y  
drill should continue to have a central role also in Swedish physi
cal education. Games should by no means be neglectable in the teach
ing, but they could never compensate for the more traditional forms 
of the cultivation of the body. Hartelius had also a clear idea of 
the function of military training; "It strengthens discipline and 
carriage, it improves the flexibility and vigour of the m ov e m e n t s."8

Hartelius' remarks are interesting for many reasons. They show 
how explicitly the discussion of the needs for reforms in physical 
education was linked to demands for a stronger military prepared
ness. Both e d u c a t i o n a l i s t s  and p ublic o p i n i o n  were a ware of the 
health promoting effects of regular exercises but seems nevertheless 
to have payed most attention their disciplinary purposes. Collective 
social survival in other words was more important than the physical 
condition of individual. This approach was of course in no sense ex
traordinary in Nordic secondary education of nineteenth century; it 
was, as it has been stated earlier, based on the educational ideals 
of formal n e o - h u m a n i s m  and f o l lo we d  to a c o n s i d e r a b l e  extent the 
didactic practices of Herbartianism, which above all was a method to 
master and control the collective. But the tradition of discipline 
and lac k  of space for i n d i v i d u a l i t y  was all the same e s p e c i a l l y  
visible in a subject like physical education, which, in addition to 
the pedagogical frameworks mentioned above, was also directly in
fluenced by the instructional methods of the military.

It would be simplistic to think that Hartelius and his Nordic 
c ol le ag ue s  wou ld  have u n d e r s t o o d  phy si ca l  e d u c a t i o n  m e r e l y  as a 
preparation for national service. On the contrary it is obvious that
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many of them had more ambitious motives in their minds when they 
advocated a sound discipline during the lessons. For instance, in 
1875 Hartelius wrote that it was necessary that people remembered 
that physical education was not only a groundwork for war but above 
all a subject that prepared the pupils to fulfil their civic duties 
during times of p e a c e .9 The same idea by the way was put forward by 
Viktor Heikel in 1870, who, in connection with a comparison of the 
p h y s i c a l  e d u c a t i o n  p r a c t i c e d  in G e r m a n y  and France, which, most 
p r o b a b l y  as a result of the news from the b at tl e f i e l d s ,  end ed  in 
fav ou r  of the Ger ma n  system, was keen to add that the e xe rc i s e s  
developed skills that were patriotic virtues in all con di ti on s.10

It is not an accident that men like Hartelius and Heikel un 
derstood the virtues of courage, discipline and stamina as qualities 
most u s e fu l  to c u l t i v a t e  also in the b o u r g e o i s  youth. As true 
nationalists and energetic promoters of the state-building in their 
own countries they were both inspired by the wide spread belief that 
it was these virtues that had directed the German development in the 
1860s and 1870s, which, in short, was an impressive mobilisation of 
the masses as well as an efficient integration of the elites. They 
saw physical education as a means to prepare the youth of the ruling 
classes to become obedient, honest and hardworking servants of the 
state.

N e v er th el es s,  it wou ld  be wro ng  to c la i m  that the N o r d i c  
educationalists should have had their eyes fixed only on Germany in 
these days. Many of those who praised the disciplinary virtues of 
the German secondary education system were at the same time ready to 
point out that the most developed form of physical education was to 
be found in Great Britain, which, as a c o n s e q u e n c e  of i nc re as in g
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trade and better communications during the second half of nineteenth 
century, became recognised also in the Nordic region as the most ad
vanced society in the world. The British system, however, was not
admired for its discipline or order but above all as an excellent 
way to form and strengthen characters.

The con ce pt  of c h a r a c t e r  was, of course, u se d  among N o r d i c  
e d u c a t i o n a l i s t s  b e f or e  they came in close touch wit h  the B r i t i s h  
school culture and its ideological advocates. It was known from the
c l a s s i c a l  l it er ature, e s p e c i a l l y  the Stoic, w h i ch  e m p h a s i s e d  the
need of a strong c ha racter,11 and played also an important role in 
the Renaissance literature, but it was not especially relevant as 
long as the moral e d u c a t i o n  in the schools had a c o l l e c t i v e  end 
rather than the refinement of individuals. The concept had many con
notations, but stood in the first place as a measure of the efforts 
to master and develop the self for the benefit of the group. And in 
addition, it was a self-control that was supposed to be practiced in 
public and in favour of the dominant culture.

As Warren I. Susman has pointed out the notion of character in 
the Anglo-American culture of nineteenth century was frequently re
lated to a number of terms which could be called key words in the 
b o u r g e o i s  v o c a b u l a r y .12 Some of the most use d  c o m b i n a t i o n  words, 
like for example citizenship, duty, work and golden deeds, reflected 
the idea that character building was a part of the state building, 
w h e r e a s  others, such as o u t d o o r  life, conquest, r ep u t a t i o n  and 
manhood clearly showed that the character should be formed through 
individual initiatives as well as through actions and therefore was 
a process that had personal aims.



Chapter 11 230

T h e s e  two  p e r s p e c t i v e s  w e r e  r e c o g n i s e d  by the N o r d i c  
educationalists who began advocate physical education as a form of 
c h a r a c t e r  b uilding. For example, the Finn V i k t o r  H eikel wro te  in 
several occasions during the 1870s and 1880s that he was convinced 
of that the expansion of the British empire, in large measure, was a 
consequence of the educational policy in the public schools. Through 
the h ar s h  o u t d o o r  games the boys got c h a ra ct er s  full of self- 
confidence and ready for action, which made them fit for the public 
service of the enlarging empire.

Heikel's images of the British athleticism was of course not 
s e l f - in ve nt ed ;  he had, as m e n t i o n e d  earlier, v i s i t e d  E n g l i s h  and 
Scottish public schools in 1871 and was ever since then assured of 
that the games and c o m p e t i t i o n s  were the most eff ic ie nt  means of 
character formation. In 1891 he defended the roughness of the games, 
although they caused "... many arm and leg fractures, sometimes even 
the loss of life ...", by emphasising that the British education was 
established on the principle that the individual had to be prepared 
to give his life or sacrifice a limb in order to increase the physi
cal and moral strength of the nation. Furthermore Heikel reminded 
the reader of that this attitude was gained above all through sport, 
without which the youth became weak and i mm oral.13

This was by no means an i na cc ur at e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of the 
ideological message of British athleticism. In fact it is obvious 
that Heikel was one of the few N o r di c  e d u c a t i o n a l i s t s  dur in g  the 
second half of nineteenth century who had a more thorough idea of 
what the B r i ti sh  meant by their m us c u l a r  C h r i s t i a n i t y  and games 
ethic. Heikel was a rel ig io us  man. He was born into a clerical 
family and began his academic studies as a theology student before
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he became interested in physical education. During his studies at 
the GCI in Stockholm in the late 1860s he converted from the puritan 
Lutheranism to the more liberal Baptism. These choices gave a clear 
direction to his whole life; from then on Heikel seldom failed to 
point out that the cultivation of the body was an important element 
of c ul t u r a l  r e p r o d u c t i o n  and that the u l t i m a t e  goal of p h y si ca l  
education was the refinement of the soul. The muscular Christianity 
of the public schools was in his eyes a proof of that religion and 
action went hand in hand in the British culture and that this was 
the secret behind its imperial s tr ength.14

H eikel was on this point as s i n ce re  as man y  of the most 
zealous muscular Christians in Great Britain like for example Edward 
Thring or H.H. A l m o n d.15 It can even be claimed that he, as an ac
tive Baptist, tended to overestimate the religious component of the 
educational policy of the public schools. His visit to the British 
Isles in 1871 was first of all a religious pilgrimage; he was lodged 
with local Baptists and spend the most of his time socialising with 
them and telling about the religious conditions in Finland. It is 
therefore understandable that his first and long lasting impression 
of the ethos of the B r i t i s h  p ublic s chools was a c o n f i r m a t i o n  of 
what he had picked up earlier on from the educational and religious 
literat ur e.  He saw in that sense what he w a n t e d  to s e e .16 He was 
carried away with a myth, which J.A. Mangan has caught skilfully in 
the following remarks:

Consideration of public school life in Victorian and Ed 
wardian England, reveals that the public image seldom
mirrored the private morality. Too frequently, there was
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an ideology for public consumption and an ideology for 
personal practice; in a phrase muscular Christianity for 
the consumer, Social Darwinism for the c onstrained.17

It was this honest, not to say naive, admiration of the moral 
facade of muscular Christianity that by the turn of the century had 
mad e  H eikel a sharp c ritic of the u n l i m i t e d  hunt for records and 
personal fame, which more and more had began to dominate the modern 
sports movement. Heikel was still an advocate of outdoor sports, but 
required that the moral and aesthetical aspects of the cultivation 
of the body should be more important than the mechanical counting of 
scores and the exact measurements of bodily p er formances.18 This at
titude was of course partly a result of the fact that Heikel as the 
leading man in Finnish physical education was eager to maintain a 
balance between the teacher centred gymnastics and the sport, which 
from a psychological point of view was more emancipating, but was 
certainly also a consequence of his opposition to the Social Dar
winian tendencies in the sports movement.

Heikel belonged clearly to those educationalists who saw the 
formation of character first of all as a part of state building. He 
was critical of both the established tradition in physical educa
tion, which paid little attention to individual needs and which in 
practice emphasised only the need for collective discipline, as well 
as of the s h a m e l e s s  a t t i t u d e s  t o w a r d s  w i n n i n g  a m o n g  t h o s e  
educationalists, who wanted to strengthen character through competi
tion not only in order to achieve a better society but also as an 
attempt to increase the mental capacity and happiness of individuals 
for their own sake.
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IV.

This q u a l i f i e d  o u t l o o k  on sport as such was not u n c o m m o n  among 
H ei k e l ' s  N o r d i c  c olleagues. Most of them were by the turn of the 
century ready to admit that educational practice was too monotonous 
and collective, and a lot of them were also c o n v i n c e d  that sport 
could be an excellent way of forming characters if it was only prac
ticed in the right way  and und er  the right con di ti on s.  However, 
opinion diverged markedly when the question was discussed on a prac
tical level.

Some of them, such as the Swede L.M.Torngren, Hartelius' suc
cessor as director for the GCI in Stockholm, were highly impressed 
by what they had seen of physical activities in the British public 
schools, but were nevertheless eager to point out that the British 
model unchanged was not appropriate for the Nordic secondary school 
system, whi ch  had more sub je ct s  and much less time and space for 
outdoor activities.19 Torngren and his followers were prepared to 
supplement Swedish physical education with suitable activities but 
had no intension of reducing the dominant position of their gymnas
tics system. They admitted that games and other outdoor sports was a 
most efficient type of character training in physical education as 
long as competition was not overemphasised and all kind of egotism 
was excluded. Yet they were equally convinced that the established 
gymnastics-oriented programme also could have a strengthening impact 
on the character, if it only was practiced p r o p e r l y.20 According to 
T 6 rngren the a u t ho ri ty  and i n i ti at iv e  of the t e a ch er  was in fact 
more essential in character building than the choice of exercises.
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This vie w  was n a t u r a l l y  r ooted in the str on g  belief in the e f 
ficiency of the teacher training at the GCI and in the potential of 
the Swe di sh  g y m n a s t i c s  system, but was also a c o n s e q u e n c e  of the 
fact that Torngren, even more sharply than, for example, Heikel, saw 
the c h a ra ct er  s t r e n g t h e n i n g  d i m e n s i o n  of p h y si ca l  e du c a t i o n  as a 
preparation for a respectable citizenship and participation in the 
state building. The teacher, not surprisingly, was given a central 
role in this notion of the character building. It was his authority 
and instructions which guaranteed that the pupils were conditioned 
to obey orders, fulfil their duties, and, above all, were taught to 
know their hierachical position in the social o r d e r.21

Others, such as for example, V i k t o r  B a l c k  and his kin dr ed  
spirits in Denmark, William Hovgaard, however, were convinced that 
character education was a process which required an active and inde
pendent involvement of the pupils and were therefore eager promoters 
of a more sport-oriented physical education. Balck and Hovgaard had 
both visited Britain for the first time in the 1880s. And both of 
them had been fascinated during these visits by the splendid condi
tions for phy si ca l  a ct iv i t i e s  in the p ublic schools; they were 
ama ze d  by the " enormous" sizes of the p l a y i n g  fields at Eto n  and 
H a r ro w  and could not stop p ra i s i n g  the p h y si ca l  w e l l - b e i n g  and 
dynamic character of the British school youth.

These reactions were of course by no means unique among Nordic 
e d u c a t i o n a l i s t s  who, dur in g  the last three d e c ad es  of n i n e t e e n t h  
century, had had the possibility to visit some of the famous "Great 
P ublic Schools" or some of the other w e a l t h y  b o a r d i n g  schools in 
England and Scotland. As mentioned earlier, Heikel and Torngren had 
both returned from their British pilgrimages with similar impres
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s ions and by the end of last cen tu ry  this d i s t i n c t  form of a t h 
leticism had become a well-known and widely admired phenomena among 
Nordic educationalists with British connections. The words "It was 
at the playing fields of Eton that the battle of Waterloo was won", 
falsily ascribed to W el lington,22 were repeated in almost every pos
sible occasion and so were many of other claims of that the supe
r i o ri ty  of the B r i t i s h  empire was due to the mor al  and p hy s i c a l  
t raining, w h i c h  the i mp erial con qu er or s  and a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  had 
received in the public schools.

Nevertheless, Balck and Hovgaard were more sincere than most 
of their contemporaries in northern Europe in this admiration of the 
public school athleticism. It was not only that without hesitation 
they were in favour of this kind of physical education and therefore 
were ready to replace a considerable part of the established gymnas
tics exercises with games and other sports. Both of them were ab
sorbed by the idea that it was the competitive moment and the open, 
o ft e n  a g g r e s s i v e  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  b e t we en  the pup il s  w h i ch  was the 
secret behind the character forming function of sport. Furthermore, 
neither of them were seriously interested in the religious dimen
sions of British athleticism, the muscular Christianity, which, as 
we remember, had such a strong impact on more contemplative men like 
the Finn Heikel. And this was most probably a consequence of that 
Balck and Hovgaard were men of action who were strongly attracted by 
the Social Darwinian motives, which could be found beneath the thin 
layers of Stoic and Christian ideals in the British athleticism.

We have touched upon the life work of Balck in different parts 
of this work. We have d es c r i b e d  how in the 1880s he i nt r o d u c e d  
sports to the school youth in Stockholm, h ow  his w r i t i n g s  were
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spread to the Nordic neighbour countries, and how he by the turn of 
the century had become the leading man in the Nordic sports move
ment. However, in this context it is of special interest to remember 
tha t  B a l c k  w a s  s t r o n g l y  i n f l u e n c e d  by h i s  c o m p a t r i o t ,  the 
physiologist Frithiof Holmgren, who used evolutionary metaphors in 
his e n e r g e t i c  c a m p a i g n  in favour of b o d il y  e x e rc is es  and o u t do or  
games. The point here is that B a l c k  t hrough H o l m g r e n  had b ecome 
familiar with Social Darwinian thinking before he arrived in Britain 
and b e c am e  d i r e c t l y  a c q u a i n t e d  w i t h  sport in the p u b li c  schools. 
Balck was mentally prepared to find ideological motives to the bru
tal sides of the B r i t i s h  sport cul tu re  and was in this s ense a c 
tua ll y  in the same s i t u a t i o n  as Heikel, who, a l t h o u g h  as a true 
Christian he had fixed his eyes above all upon the more the idealis
tic side of the athleticism, had seen what he wanted to s e e .23

The Social D a r w i n i a n  a pp ro ac h  p l a y e d  an i m p or ta nt  role in 
Balck's thinking throughout his life and seems to have been espe
cially strong in his promotion of sport as a character forming exer
cise. He was a true admirer of the Anglo-Saxon culture and like most 
his Nordic sport advocating colleagues was convinced by those who 
claimed that the character strengthening outdoor life in the public 
schools was one of the secrets behind the believed efficiency of the 
British empire. As a consequence of this he seldom missed a chance 
to emphasise the state building function of the Swedish sports move
ment. However, he was even more fascinated by the more individualis
tic motives and desires of the sporting. He defended, on different 
occasions, matches, competitions and other forms of open confronta
tions between teams as well as between individuals and easily found 
reasons for why the prize-winners could be celebrated. According to
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B a l c k  the B r i t i s h  e xa mple was the best e v i d e n c e  that c o m p e t i t i v e  
sport was an excellent preparation for the inevitable struggles of 
life. The defeats and victories on the sports fields were not only 
outstanding lessons in the education of the survival of the fittest; 
they taught youth that there was no c o n t r a d i c t i o n  in p l a y i n g  the 
game and still nourishing egoistic desires for fame and s u c ce ss.24

I n t e r e s t i n g l y  enough, B al c k  was car ri ed  away wit h  the idea 
that individual sports had an even stronger impact on the character 
than team games. The team could be a shelter whereas personal com
p e t i t i o n  forced i nd i v i d u a l s  to take the whole r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  for 
their own a c t io ns.23 This interpretation of the moral dynamics of 
sports was in fact not in line with the British athleticism, which 
e s s e n t i a l l y  was a cult of the games ethos, and was not in line 
either with the principles of most of his Nordic physical education 
colleagues, who, as we remember, were suspicious of the educational 
value of both limitless competition and individual rewards. It seems 
therefore often more accurate to understand B a l c k 1s notion of the 
s p o r t s ’ character forming functions in conjunction with the growing 
pragmatism and individualism, which was characteristic of both the 
E u r o p e a n  and Nor th  A m e r i c a n  sport cultures at the turn of the 
c e n tu ry.26 He frequently used the idealized interpretation of the 
British games ethos in his speeches and articles but showed in prac
tice much more interest in result-oriented enterprises such as the 
Olympic games and the organisational consolidation of the Swedish 
sports movement. Put sli gh tl y  differently, it cou ld  be said that 
B a l c k 1s active involvement in the expanding sports movement was both 
m o t i v a t e d  and i nspired by the Social D a r w i n i a n  com po ne nt  of his
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world-view; he believed in the evolutionary necessity of human self
ishness and saw no rea so n  why this force s h o ul d  be n e g l e c t e d  in 
education.

Balck was for these reasons something of an outsider among his 
Nordic colleagues in the educational field at the turn of the cen
tury, but had many allies among those in North Europe who had ac
cepted the open competitiveness of the growing sports movement and 
saw it as an efficient way to strengthen individual characters. One 
of the most radical representatives of the latter category, which we 
have briefly mentioned earlier, was the Danish submarin constructor 
W i l l i a m  H o v g a a r d  (1857-1950) who after studies in E n g l a n d  at the 
Royal Naval College in Greenwich between 1883 and 1886 returned to 
Copenhagen and began to propagate the British sports as the superior 
form of physical preparation for a bourgeois manhood. Like many of 
his contemporaries, Hovgaard compared the healthy and well-behaved 
British public school youth with the secondary school boys in his 
home town, whom he accused for being both anaemic and weak charac
ters. In other words, Hovgaard conclusions were not on every point 
original. For example, he claimed as many others that the too exten
sive intellectual curriculum and shortcomings in physical education 
in the secondary schools transformed Danish upper- and middle-class 
boys into lame civil servants who never would survive in free com
petition between individuals or as conquerors of colonies "... where 
no government or family could give a helping h an d” .27 Yet it is ap
parent that he was one of the few Nordic promoters of the British 
public school model of physical education who saw sport entirely as 
form of s t r e n g t h e n i n g  i nd iv id ua l  c h a ra ct er s  and not at all as a 
function of state building. Hovgaard was thereby more Social Dar
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w i n i a n  than H e r be rt  Spe nc er  himself, who o f t e n  e m p h a s i s e d  that 
cooperation, persuasion and altruism were essential social skills in 
advanced industrialised societies.

V.

The Social Darwinian interpretation of the social function of sports 
c ould not a p p a r e n t l y  play an e s p e c i a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  role in the 
debates about physical education in the Nordic countries. It was too 
u n s o c i a b l e  and not in line wit h  the d om i n a n t  e d u c a t i o n a l  o u t l o o k  
among Nordic secondary school teachers, who were trained to pay at
tention to the cultivation of the p u p i l s ’ social responsibility and 
obedience to the state apparatus. Sport was advocated as a character 
forming activity by a number of Nordic educationalists, especially 
b e t w e e n  1880 and 1920, but it was only e x c e p t i o n s  like B a l c k  or 
educational laymen like Hovgaard who on the practical level vindi
cated sport in schools as a moral and physical preparation for the 
selfish competition between individuals and the harsh struggle for 
sur vi va l .

Most of those who spoke in favour of more sports in the cur
riculum saw these activities above all as an efficient form of ex
ercise in social interaction and cooperation.28 This was the case 
with influential men like the Swede Carl Svedelius, headmaster and 
school sport promoter, who from 1910 onwards often emphasised that 
sport could improve internal s o l i d a r i t y  w i t h i n  the sch oo ls  and 
d e v e l o p  r es po n s i b l e  c i t i z e n s .29 This was also the case w it h  many 
oth er  Nor di c  e d u c a t i o n a l i s t s  who d uring the 1920s and 1930s e m 
phasised the positive function of sports; Tahko Pihkala, a skilful
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sport organizer famous for his invention of a Finnish variant of 
the A m e r i c a n  baseball, wro te  for e xample in 1927 that games and 
other competitive exercises were superior to gymnastics because of 
t h e i r  s t r o n g e r  i m p a c t  o n  t h e  p u p i l s '  s e n s e  of s o c i a l  
responsibility3 0 , whereas his Norwegian colleague Hans Hegna in 1931 
was eager to point out that juveline delinquency in Christiania/Oslo 
had decline markedly since the town in the 1910s had built a number 
of public p la yg rounds.31

It is a l s o  of i n t e r e s t  to n o t e  tha t  the i d e o l o g i c a l  
vocabulary and arguments used in favour of physical education were 
renewed and got new nuances during the interwar period. For example, 
the idea of sports as a character building activity suitable espe
cially for the bourgeois youth lost lot of its credibility when the 
concept of character began to be over-used within the educational 
debate and gave way to other educational key words like personality, 
which, in contrast to the concept of character, first and last con
tained the idea of a self-knowledge and self-fulfillment.32

The philosophical notion of personality was by no means new. 
It had been used already by the Stoics to signify the innermost n a 
ture of the i nd iv id ua l  h uman and o b t ai ne d  a s t e a d y  m e t a p h y s i c a l  
foundation in the Christian interpretation of the person as a ra
tional substance, indivisible and individual.33 It emerged in educa
tional discourse in a more concentrated form during the Age of E n 
l i g h t en me nt  and had a central p o s i t i o n  in W i l h e l m  von H u m b o l d t ' s  
n e o - h u m a n i s t i c  Bildungsideal, which, as we remember, was the 
dominant ideological foundation of Nordic secondary education up u n 
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til this century. Yet is is apparent that the Humboldtian ideal of 
Bildung as a h a r m o n i o u s  " . . .p ro ce ss  of s e l f - b e c o m i n g  of the 
individual..." and thereby a fully developed personality34 played 
only a minor role in Nordic educational practice before the First 
W o r ld  War. B ou r g e o i s  s c h o o l i n g  in e s s en ce  was a form of c ul tural 
reproduction and as such emphasized only the formal dimension of the 
neo-humanism. As a corollary of this the concept of personality had 
not a very significant function to fill in the Nordic educational 
vocabulary before the 1920s.

However, from the 1920s onwards the increasing use of the con
cept of personality in the Nordic educational literature and debate 
was not only a sign of the weakening impact of the neo-humanistic 
formalism. It was also a sign of a more psychological approach to 
the educational process; most of the Nordic educationalists probably 
did not open a single book by Freud and yet they were all in one or 
another way influenced by his theories of the unconscious and the 
fragile relationship between sexuality and social order.

This trend, the increasing concern among educationalists with 
the different layers of the human psyche, was not surprisingly less 
explicit in a subject like physical education, but it is still p os 
sible to point to a certain element in professional debate, which 
was indicative of such attitude changes. We mentioned the slackening 
impact of the argument of sports as a character forming activity. 
The argument was at first continuously used by educationalists but 
was more and more o v e r s h a d o w e d  by m e d ic al  a rg u m e n t s  in f avour of 
physical exercises.35 It is true that the health aspect always had 
played an important role in the promotion of physical education and 
that it was strenghtened each time the scientists found new evidence
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for a positive correlation between exercise and health. Yet, it is 
also true that medical discoveries played only a minor role in the 
Nordic debate about physical education before the third decade of 
this century. The professionals did not have the required scientific 
knowledge and were, to too large extent occupied with disciplinary 
issues or absorbed by the idea of physical education as a form of 
character training. However, the situation began to change in all 
four countries during the 1920s; the teacher training became more 
s c i e n c e - o r i e n t e d  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  as the p h y s i c i a n s  were o f f e r e d  a 
more central role in the debate.

The growing emphasis on hygienic and physiological questions 
in fact c ould been seen as a r ational c o n s e q u e n c e  of the social 
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  of the w e s t e r n  cultures, which, to f o l lo w  N o r be rt  
Elias, can be analysed as a civilizing process. In other words, the 
systematisation and modernisation of physical education for Nordic 
secondary school boys until 1940 may be interpretated as a move from 
an accentuation of the external discipline of the bourgeois youth, 
in form of military drill and collective gymnastics, towards a more 
refined outlook on the individual cultivation of the body, in which 
d i s c i p l i n i n g  was u n d e r s t o o d  as a p h y s i o l o g i c a l  and also as a 
psychological process.

This is not to say that the fundamental motive for physical 
education for the school boys in question changed markedly between 
1880 and 1940; the aim throughout the period was to discipline the 
body and make it a strong and h e a l t h y  s ervant of the i n d iv id ua l  
soul, which again was trained to be an obedient citizen and hard
working state builder. However, the point is that an increasingly 
s c i e n t i f i c  a pp roach made the Nor di c  e d u c a t i o n a l i s t s  aware of the
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fact that the discipline became more efficient and total if the out
ward control was achieved through self-imposed restraint of the body 
and the emotions. For example, the hygiene campaigns and improve
ments in the schools were not only an att em pt  to better pupils' 
health. The y  wer e  also an i de o l o g i c a l  and moral u nd e r t a k i n g ;  the 
hygienic principle accustomed the pupils to think in terms of bodily 
isolation and individual refinement and was therefore an excellent 
way to develop their self-control and bourgeois personality.

The application of medical innovations and interpretations led 
also to the re-evaluation of established justifications of certain 
e x e rc is es  in phy si ca l  education. The most famous e xample of this 
development is probably the dispute between the Danes K.A.Knudsen 
and Johannes Lindhard, which poisoned the professional dialogue in 
Denmark during the 1910s and 1920s. Knudsen, an energetic physical 
education inspector who had been trained at the GCI in Stockholm, 
was a sworn advocate of the Swedish gymnastics and as such convinced 
of its rationality and "scientific" basis. He was therefore almost 
obliged to stand up and defend Hjalmar Ling's dogmas when they were 
q u e s t i o n e d  as u nt e n a b l e  by Lindhard, p r o f e s s o r  of p h y s i o l o g y  at 
Copenhagen University between 1917 and 1935, who was responsible for 
the theoretical training of the student teachers in physical educa
tion.

The dispute was rooted also in personal antagonism, which in a 
way explains why it ended up in a complicated law-suit, but in this 
context it will be e x a mi ne d  ent ir el y  as an issue of principal. 
Lindhard was strongly opposed to Knudsen's claim that the formalism 
of the Swedish gymnastics could be justified from a physiological 
point of view. He e m p h a s i s e d  in many o c c as io ns  that the "Swedish
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system" was nothing but a collection of postures and saw therefore 
no reason why they should be understood as especially rational or 
health promoting. For example, Lindhard challenged the very heart of 
H j . Ling's method by stressing that a straight back and a good car
riage were only outward gestures which were by no means healthy as 
such or physiologically functional.36 It is not an exaggeration to 
claim that Lindhard's arguments were more convincing than Knudsen's 
d e f e n s i v e  replies. L in d h a r d  could base his claims on e mp i r i c a l  
e vi d e n c e s  - in c ontrast to Knudsen, who had only his S wedish 
authorities to lean back on - and was an active scientist up to date 
with the new and more psychological approaches in the contemporary 
educational thinking. In addition, Lindhard was an eager proponent 
of physical activities such as rythmic gymnastics and outdoor sports 
that were not only less formal and more energy-consuming but also 
intellectually more stimulating than the "Swedish system".37

The dispute was not just a quarrel between two strong minds. 
It was a c o n f r o n t a t i o n  b e t w e e n  two forceful p hy s i c a l  e d u c a t i o n  
ideologies. And as such it highlighted some of the main characteris
tics of the debate that occured in connection with a move from an 
emphasis on the outward discipline and character training towards a 
more genuine physiological, health promoting approach to the cul
tivation of the body. Firstly, it showed how much the image of the 
physical education was dependent on how the notion of bodily dis
cip li ne  and h e a l t h  was defined. Secondly, it i l l u s t r a t e d  how 
s t r o n g l y  the chosen d e f i n i t i o n s  could d i c ta te  and d o m i n a t e  the 
p r o f e s s i o n a l  debate. And thirdly, it r ev e a l e d  how l ittle the
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academic disputes and ideological confrontations were determined by 
the factual p r o b l e m s  and c i r c u m s t a n c e s  in the g y m na si um s  and 
playgrounds.

Knudsen defended not an educational practice but an idealistic 
principle; physical education in Danish secondary schools was not 
yet fully organised according to an outspoken didactic system, al
though Knudsen claimed differently, and was anyhow not in line with 
his "Swedish" model. As we remember, sports and other less formal 
activities continually gained more space in education during the in
terwar period and made thereby the whole quarrel of the rationality 
of the "Swedish system" somewhat irrelevant at a practical level. 
L in d h a r d ' s  arg um en ts  were o ften e q u a l l y  a cademic; he d e m a n d e d  a 
p h y si ca l  e d u c a t i o n  bas ed  on s c i e n t i f i c  k n o w - h o w  but had not the 
patience to test how this should be carried out in practice.

VI.

In essence, it should be emphasized that the arguments used in the 
propagation of physical education for Nordic secondary school boys 
were strongly influenced by the changing values of bourgeois educa
tion and an evolving notion of the ideal of manliness. The early em
phasis on the disciplinary function of collective gymnastics did not 
have m e r el y  a m il i t a r y  basis; thr ou gh ou t  the n i n e t e e n t h  cen tu ry  
drill was b el i e v e d  to mou ld  b o u rg eo is  youth into an o b e di en t  and 
h a r d w o r k i n g  class of s er vants of the state. It is clear that the 
later campaign in favour of school sports as a more efficient way of 
building character was influenced by the more individualistic and
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action-oriented manliness ideal of the late nineteenth century. Fur
thermore, it is apparent that during the twentieth century the move 
t owards a mor e  h e a l t h  and h y g i e n e  c o n sc io us  a d v o c a c y  of p h y si ca l  
e d u c a t i o n  should be seen in the context of the g r o w i n g  a t t e n t i o n  
paid to scientific understanding in the bourgeois world-view.

Put slightly differently, it was not so much the need of dis
cipline, c h a r a c t e r  and h e a lt h  as such that i n s p i r e d  the N o r d i c  
educationalists to promote various forms of physical exercises for 
secondary school pupils, but above all the belief that these exer
cises prepared this exclusive youth for its bourgeois manhood and 
its future obligations as honourable citizens.
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Epilogue

The S econd W o r ld  War g r e a t l y  a ff e c t e d  boys p h y s i c a l  e d u c a t i o n  in 
Nordic secondary schools. The war stopped many promising develop
ments and forced the educationalists to postpone intended reforms 
and limited their activities. In addition Denmark and Norway were 
occupied by German forces, Finnish teachers were mobilised and many 
of them killed, school buildings were bombed and badly damaged. The 
immediate postwar period therefore was not a time of rapid change or 
extensive improvements. It was a time of gradual recovery and res
toration.

Sweden had avoided involvement in the war and consequently was 
in many ways in a bet te r  p o s i t i o n  than its N o r d i c  n e i g h b o u r s  in 
1945. Advantage was visible in the field of physical education; in 
1944 the teacher training institute GCI moved from the crowded city 
centre into a new and spacious building complex next to S to ckholm’s 
O l y m p i c  Stadion. The removal had a s t i m u l a t i n g  impact on t eacher 
training. A range of new sports facilities were now available and so 
were the nearby forests and open fields. This made it possible to 
practise activities such as country-cross skiing and orienteering on 
a regular basis. The relocation even had its ideological dimension; 
it was as if it h e l pe d  the i n s ti tu te  to f i n a l l y  leave b e h i n d  
H j .Ling's and L.M.Torngren's didatic dogmas and open the doors to 
fresh ideological winds.
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Nevertheless, the improved conditions of the Swedish teacher 
training only gradually led to practical changes in schools. Most 
teachers had got their training before the war and therefore tended 
to sti ck  to the old methods, the schools r e n ew ed  their e q u ip me nt  
only slowly and in urban areas had difficulty finding space for both 
expansion and new playgrounds. The pace of change in the secondary 
schools, in fact, was only s li g h t l y  faster in Swe de n  than in the 
other Nordic countries.

In o th e r  res pe ct s  e d u c a t i o n a l  trends in the four c o u nt ri es 
were rather similar; the shift from collective gymnastics towards a 
sport-oriented curriculum continued and was clearly reinforced by 
s tr uc tu ra l  c hanges in oth er  p arts of s o c ie ty  such the i n c r e a s i n g  
leisure time and the sweeping "sportification" of the popular cul
ture. Yet, it should not be forgotten that this transformation had 
began many decades earlier. As we have pointed out in chapters ten 
and eleven; the seeds of a sport-oriented physical education were 
sown during the last two decades of nineteenth century. The postwar 
period, therefore, should not be seen as a new phase in the didactic 
evolution of Nordic physical education. To a large extent it was a 
time when many of the earlier initiatives were completed and many 
older practices modernised rather than replaced.

It is clear, however, that the Second World War in a certain 
respect had a strong influence on the role of physical education in 
society. The war had a d e c is iv e  impact on the N o r di c  s e c o n d a r y  
school as one of the main institutions for reproduction of the bour
geois culture and wor ld -v ie w.  The Second W o r l d  War had not been 
caused simply by Adolf Hitler. It was also an outcome of the chain- 
r ea ct io ns  of the First Wor ld  War, which among man y  oth er  things
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weakened trust in bourgeois culture and by extension in one of its 
m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  s o c i a l i s i n g  m e c h a n i s m ,  the  s e c o n d a r y  s c h o o l .  
Peacetime restored some of the confidence in bourgeois education but 
did not wholly reduce earlier mistrust. Progressive educationalists 
demanded educational democratisation and questioned the ideological 
j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of the e x i s t i n g  s e c o n d a r y  school systems. Such 
criticism, however, could become really influential and lead to ac
tion only as an o u t co me  of the Second W or l d  War, which s h o o k  the 
very foundations of European bourgeois life-style in Western Europe 
and almost c o m p l e t e l y  d e s t r o y e d  the t ra d i t i o n a l  mid dl e  and u p p er  
class cultures in the territories occupied by the Red Army. It was a 
cultural crisis that at least in the Nordic countries resulted in 
attitude changes which forced governments to re-examine their educa
tion policies and which inevitably led to the introduction of the 
comprehensive school system. Put somewhat differently, the Second 
World War was the crucial blow to the Nordic secondary education as 
a distinctive means of the reproduction of middle and upper class 
culture. This transformation, not surprisingly, had functional con
sequences for a single sex secondary school subject like physical 
e du c a t i o n  for boys. Once s e c o n d a r y  e d u c a t i o n  as a whole b e g a n  to 
loose its social exclusiveness the same process began to occur at 
almost every level of schooling.

A comparison of the legal dimension of the renovation of N o r 
dic physical education before and after the Second World War for ex
ample reinforces this judgement. As we have argued in chapter seven, 
legal action in question up until 1940 was to a considerable extent 
linked to and pushed on by two larger p h e n o m e n a  in the N o r di c 
countries; the introduction of national service and the systematisa-
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tion of secondary education. Both of these projects were connected 
with state building and thereby indirectly also with the consolida
tion of the dominant culture. And this meant that the legal evolu
tion of Nordic secondary school boys' physical education was bound 
to reflect the basic aims and values of the bourgeois culture. The 
postwar period changed this constellation; from now on reforms were 
p r i m a r i l y  a d v o c a t e d  and i m p l e m e n t e d  for med ic al  and b u r e a u c r a t i c  
reasons rather than for nationalistic reasons.

Unsurprisingly, the change of attitude is reflected in teacher 
training. As chapter eight revealed, the majority of the teachers as 
well as their students at the Swedish, Norwegian and Danish training 
institutes up to the 1930s were officers, who essentially promoted 
bourgeois ideals of the cultivation of the body. By and large this 
was also the case wit h  the F i n n i s h  teachers, who t hrough their 
t r a in in g  were s o c i a l l y  i n c o r p o r a t e d  into the e du c a t e d  class. 
However, the war cast a shadow of disrepute and ridicule over the 
militaristic customs and hierarchical thinking within traditional 
education and quickened the transformation towards a more neutral 
and the re by  less e x p l i c i t l y  b o u rg eo is  o u t l o o k  on p hy si ca l  d i s 
cipline. The change of attitude is also revealed in the transforma
tion of the m a n l i n e s s  cult in the Nor di c  p h y s i c a l  e d u c a t i o n  for 
boys. Phy si ca l  e xe r c i s e s  c o n t i n u e d  to be the for em os t  way of e x 
pressing masculinity in the postwar Nordic secondary schools, but 
lost many of their chauvinistic and militaristic connotations when 
the teaching was taken over by civilians and when they took place 
under less formal circumstances.
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It is not d if ficult, however, to find e vi d e n c e  of the l o n 
gevity of tradition in this area of the Nordic secondary education. 
We located earlier the element of continuity in much of the educa
tional process. Then there is the matter of school architecture dis
cussed in chapter nine. The school buildings were concrete manifes
tations of the pedagogic thinking of the period and as such they set 
up long-lasting spatial patterns, and limits to education. As men 
t ioned above, the bas ic  d e s ig n  of g y m n a s i u m s  or the e x t e n s i o n  of 
school playgrounds in the old city centres could seldom be improved 
markedly without large investment or removal to the more spacious 
suburbans. This had a stabilising - not to say stiffening - impact 
on the practical day-to-day teaching and with the result that many 
prewar methods lasted into the 1960s and 1970s.

It has been emphasised in many parts of this thesis that the 
notion of a distinctive Nordic culture had much substance during the 
period in question and that at many levels it played an important 
role in the e vo l u t i o n  of the p h y si ca l  e d u c a t i o n  in the four 
countries. The educationalists saw their Nordic colleagues as their 
natural reference group and were strongly influenced by each other 
both in methodological and practical matters. Interestingly enough, 
this has also been the case since the Second World War, although the 
increasingly sport-oriented curriculum weakened the Nordic tradi
tions in physical education and established more international prac
tices in all four countries. One reason for this continuity is ob
viously the existence of a range of inter-Nordic professional or
ganisations and networks, which have been successful in maintaining 
and strengthening the tradition of collaboration. Another, perhaps
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even more important reason is the recognition of the fact that the 
four countries, despite all the consequences of global cultural in
tegration, have a lot in common in the educational field.

N ev er t h e l e s s ,  w h a t e v e r  the i n f lu en ce  of t r a d i t i o n  and the 
r es tr ai nt s  imp os ed  by abs tr ac t  and c o n cr et e  p henomena, the fact 
remains that between 1880 and 1940 boys' physical education in N or 
dic secondary schools was not so much a static system involving the 
c u l t i v a t i o n  of b o u r g e o i s  you th  into m a n l i n e s s  as an evolving, 
dynamic process which led to the thorough systematisation and mod 
ernisation of this subject. In other words, the period was a forma
tive and d e c i s i v e  time for the e s t a b l i s h m e n t  of this b r a n c h  of 
education, a lt h o u g h  the t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  had b eg a n  muc h  earlier, 
during the Napoleonic Age, and, of course, continued on many levels 
after the Second World War.

This thesis has been an attempt to describe and analyse merely 
some of the maj or  aspects of this t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  in one E ur o p e a n  
region. More research is certainly needed before we obtain a com
plete picture of all its different dimensions. And this will require 
not only more archival literature and "ethnographic" surveys, but 
also further refinement of the comparative methodological approach 
used in this thesis. It is my firm conviction that the demand for 
well-structured comparative investigations of educational systems 
will increase rapidly as European integration continues and forces 
nations to look at their own history and society from new angles. 
Borders and minds are opening gradually and it is obvious that we 
need more c om p a r a t i v e  studies c o n c e n t r a t i n g  on c ommon cul tu ra l  
traditions before we can claim that we truly know what we mean when 
we say that we are Europeans.
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