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Alain Corbin’s Approach: Reconstructing the Life of 
‘Wilhelm Sonderegger, Teacher’

Swantje Scharenberg 

Institut für sport und sportwissenschaft, Karlsruher Institut für Technologie (KIT), Karlsruhe, Germany

ABSTRACT
In Eveline Hasler’s novel on Henry Dunant, the founder of the Red 
Cross, she mentions ‘Wilhelm Sonderegger, teacher’ from Heiden/
Appenzell, Switzerland. Sonderegger lived in the second half of the 
nineteenth century and taught gymnastics (Turnen) at school to 
increase the pupils’ physical activity. He also gave an inspiring 
speech at an assembly of Swiss gymnastics teachers in 1904, but 
passed away shortly thereafter at only 42 years of age. The 
methodology of Alain Corbin (The Life of an Unknown) is used to 
reconstruct the life of Wilhelm Sonderegger – starting with his 
death – and to discover how Sonderegger contributed to improv-
ing physical education in the Swiss school system in a rural area 
where it was commonly believed that children got enough physi-
cal activity by making hay or mucking out the barn. The approach 
chosen here of a detailed description helps to highlight the special 
features of the region and the living conditions found there. The 
topic of physical education, which this paper addresses, and the 
health of male adolescents and their preparation for the military 
through regular physical exercise, were topics that were also dis-
cussed across national borders in the second half of the nineteenth 
century as a result of the impact of industrialization and the mili-
tary conflicts throughout Europe. The Appenzeller Zeitung contains 
articles by people from Munich who took a stand on this issue. 
These were not critically commented on by the Appenzeller Zeitung, 
the only publishing body in the region, as they were in line with 
its own arguments. The paper examines the influence of the ped-
agogical approaches of Swiss educator, Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi, 
Johannes Niggeler, the father of Swiss gymnastics, and the effects 
on the pupils in the Appenzell region. An analysis of Sonderegger’s 
articles in the Appenzeller Anzeiger provides us with additional 
microhistory. The aim of this paper is to highlight the uniqueness 
of the situation in Appenzell, and to explore it from an ethnologi-
cal perspective.

In her novel on Henry Dunant, founder of the Red Cross, Eveline Hasler mentions 
‘Wilhelm Sonderegger, teacher’ from Heiden/Appenzell, Switzerland.1 Sonderegger 
lived in the second half of the nineteenth century and, according to Hasler, wrote 
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articles for the Appenzeller Zeitung on topics such as gymnastics (Turnen) at school.2 
He also submitted a pedagogical study at the World’s Fair in Paris3 and gave an 
inspiring speech at an assembly of Swiss gymnastics teachers in 1904 in Herisau, 
Switzerland. Shortly thereafter, he passed away at only 42 years of age.4

Was the Sonderegger in the novel invented by Hasler to act as a fictive conversa-
tional partner for Dunant5 in order to illustrate in a more socially critical way his 
final years in Heiden? Or did Sonderegger really exist? To reconstruct the life of 
Wilhelm Sonderegger, the methodology presented by Alain Corbin in The Life of an 
Unknown is used to uncover the microhistory of physical education in the Swiss 
school system in the nineteenth century as well as gymnastics in Switzerland.6 Which 
game-changing ideas did Sonderegger bring to education in a rural area where it was 
widely held that children would receive enough physical activity by making hay or 
mucking out the barn?7

Initial Meeting

Sonderegger is a typical Swiss surname and Wilhelm, as a first name, is also not out 
of the ordinary. An initial search query produced an image of Wilhelm Sonderegger 
entitled ‘senior civil servant’ (not teacher or journalist), however the dates do corre-
spond to the person in question. In The Life of an Unknown, Alain Corbin searched 
for traces and interpreted these very carefully on the basis of research. He reconstructs 
the life of a person he has chosen at random from a church register for which little 
concrete information can be found. He bases this on vital statistics, the presumed liv-
ing conditions, and the documented mortality rates at the time. The name of the 
unknown to be researched is the central theme in the everyday story that is processed. 
The contextualizations are sometimes dense and descriptive down to the smallest detail 
with the intention of giving contour to the passage of time and the life of the unknown.

The second piece of evidence was taken from Hasler’s novel. She mentions that 
Sonderegger wrote articles for the Appenzeller Zeitung. According to the author, he had 
promised in July 1887 or 1888 to write an article on physical strengthening at school. 
The source is consistent with the existence of a paper with such content. Founded in 
1828, the Appenzeller Zeitung was regarded as the boldest paper in all of Switzerland, 

Figure 1. The Appenzeller Anzeiger on 10 october 1904.
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so this is plausible. However, in 1877 the Appenzeller Anzeiger was launched directly in 
Heiden. Therefore, it is more likely that Sonderegger used the editorial office in his 
hometown, particularly as the Appenzeller Zeitung had changed its area of distribution 
and was regarded at that time as a product of Herisau (like Heiden, a municipality in 
Switzerland). At the time, the Appenzeller Anzeiger was issued on a bi-weekly basis (on 
Wednesdays and Saturdays). It provided brief reports on international and regional 
news in accordance with its mission of being an ‘obligatory publication organ of the 
districts of Heiden, Wolfhalden, Reute, Walzenhausen, Grub and Wald’ (Figure 1).

After his sudden death following a stroke, an epitaph for Sonderegger was pub-
lished in the Appenzeller Anzeiger on 10 October 1904:8

Senior Civil Servant W. Sonderegger of Heiden was born on 16 May 1862 in Berneck/
CH. He died on 4 October 1904 in Heiden. He was married and a father of eight chil-
dren. In 1878 he successfully completed his teacher’s training in Kreuzlingen; his first 
appointments as a teacher were in Schwändi-Glarus and Buchs. From 1887–1898 he 
worked as a teacher in a primary school in Heiden. Since 1898 Sonderegger was an 
elected member of the local council and section chief in charge of the civil status office. 
In 1900 he was appointed senior civil servant.

Wilhelm Sonderegger was not only a teacher and journalist, but also the senior civil 
servant in the picture.

Method

An analysis of Sonderegger’s articles in the Appenzeller Anzeiger, in conjunction with 
the recollections of Susanna Sonderegger-Rhyner,9 provides enough microhistory to 
become cognisant of the uniqueness of the situation in Appenzell and to explore it 
ethnologically, focusing on health enhancing physical activity at the end of the nine-
teenth century in Switzerland. All issues of the Appenzeller Anzeiger, starting from 
October 1904 (the death of Sonderegger) back to 1887, were examined for articles 
written by Wilhelm Sonderegger and other sources which described life and the chal-
lenges relating to education, health enhancing physical activities, gymnastics and ped-
agogical discussions. The aim was to create a picture of the life of a teacher in 
Appenzell and to gather basic information about physical education in the nineteenth 
century in a rural part of Switzerland.

Instead of working chronologically, special topics act as jigsaw pieces: the World’s 
Fair, the influence of the pedagogy of Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi, Johannes Niggeler, 
the father of Swiss gymnastics, and the pupils and people living in the Appenzell 
region.10 Nearly all of the articles in the paper were published anonymously, with the 
authors not even being identified by their initials. Some articles could be spotted 
because Sonderegger was mentioned, others because of their feuilleton style, unusual 
for this paper, but typical for Sonderegger’s writings. It is obvious that his activities 
as a journalist were formative for his life and his career.

He delighted the readers with much chit-chat, flavoured with golden humour and 
charming images. At the same time he offered instruction and clarification in his polit-
ical articles, written with a fine vision and sharp logic. Sonderegger had an extraordi-
nary journalistic streak and if he would have concentrated on this area exclusively, he 
most definitely would have made a significant contribution.11
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Instead, he worked as a teacher and a journalist, first shaping opinion unintendedly, 
then later on as a local politician. Concentrating on Sonderegger as a journalist, and 
not only as a teacher, helps to broaden the limits of micro-historical knowledge.

Teacher Training, Reading Societies and the Parlour

Wilhelm Sonderegger, son of a farming family, was educated at a teacher’s seminar 
in Kreuzlingen for three years. When he entered the seminar in 1875, a new demo-
cratic social order had already brought about a step change in education: Liberal civic 
society worked towards increasing national education by reforming rural schools, 
which were no longer run by the Church, but by the state. The aim was to secure a 
new order of citizens who could read rules and fill in election ballots. The constitu-
tion of Thurgau, ratified on 26 April 1831, states ‘It is the duty of the state to ensure 
the improvement of public education.’ All children, boys and girls equally, should 
receive a secularized primary education at school. In line with this postulation, new 
and better-educated teachers were in high demand. The education act from 1833 
issued the following directive for the new role and function of a teacher: ‘Art. 56. A 
school teacher is regarded as a servant of the state. Therefore, it is his role and duty 
to promote, to the best of his knowledge, an understanding of the conditions of gen-
eral welfare, religiousness and morality, and to impart a love of nation and the father-
land.’ Following this decree, the newly elected education council initiated the founding 
of a teacher’s seminar. This opened on 12 November 1833 and initially had 27 male 
boarders.

When Sonderegger began practicing his profession in the 1880s, it was common 
to teach in one school room, with children divided by age into classes. He taught 
using special methodically orientated books and worked from a compulsory syllabus, 
imparting knowledge that society deemed to be important. Despite an awareness of 
the pedagogy of Pestalozzi,12 teaching was mostly done ex cathedra. Subjects at pri-
mary schools were religion, reading, writing and singing. Mathematics and physical 
activity were not mentioned, despite the philanthropists Jean-Jacques Rousseau and 
Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi promoting the idea of bringing physical education into 
schools. Both emphasized that physical education should be fostered so that individ-
uals could acquire useful skills and be of greater benefit to the community. These 
notions were already being propagated at the turn of the nineteenth century.13

Sonderegger was highly regarded as a teacher and educator of youth, as the 
Appenzeller Jahrbücher describe in retrospect.14 The teacher seemed to be highly 
motivated, had a positive attitude, and knew how to create attractive lessons for his 
pupils. The children trusted him and shared their observations and adventures with 
the beloved educator.15 He even did experiments with his pupils and presented the 
results at the World’s Fair in Paris.

The 1889 World’s Fair in Paris

In his dual role as a journalist and a contributor, Sonderegger was given the chance 
to go to Paris and visit the World’s Fair.16 The World’s Fair, also called Exposition 
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Universelle Internationale or Exposition Mondiale (Expo), was an international 
exhibition, established during the industrial age as a competitive technical and arts 
& crafts exhibition. Taking place one hundred years after the French Revolution, the 
1889 World’s Fair was special.

The Exposition Universelle de 1889 raised the bar in nearly every respect. Despite a few 
teething problems, because of a rampant fear of revolution, 61,722 exhibitors from 54 
nations and 17 French colonies took part and more than 32 million visitors came.17 The 
extraordinary success can be attributed to a good balance between education and enter-
tainment. … The magnificent spectacle was an elegant and bright incantation of liberal-
ism and its economic pendant, capitalism.’18

Sonderegger received a gold medal at the 1889 World’s Fair in Paris for his pedagogical 
work an expertise on the mental capabilities of pupils using illustrative examples. On 
its way back from Paris, this work went missing.19

As a teacher, Sonderegger was paid by the canton– no longer by parents –, was 
employed full time, and worked the whole year.20 By 1870, compulsory schooling was 
generally accepted and the process of education in society was further advanced.21 By 
then, a modern and holistic educational system was more or less successfully estab-
lished in most of the cantons in Switzerland.22 The Federal Factory Act, passed in 
1877, prohibited children under the age of 14 from working in factories, and sup-
ported schooling.23 However, creating a law does not necessarily mean that attitudes 
change. In 1904, two generations after the law was introduced, an article was pub-
lished on children working in home industry while mandatorily attending school, and 
other sorts of occupation in the canton of Appenzell.

Based on 125 reports from 128 schools and an additional 200 essays on the topic ‘What 
did I do yesterday’, he could report on 8,510 children. All in all, 63.9% of boys and 
72.8% of girls worked on a daily basis in home industry and other sorts of occupations. 
31.6% of these children worked more than six hours a day. If you add together compul-
sory schooling and working hours, this amounts to up to 81 hours per week!24

In response to these findings, a law protecting children was passed. However, this 
worked against the traditional, commonly held opinion in this rural area that chil-
dren acquired enough physical activity through farm work. By 1887, though probably 
earlier than that, but not published in the paper,25 Sonderegger had tried to make the 
case for integrating more physical activity and physical education into the Swiss 
school system.

Sonderegger was first employed in Sevelen (St. Gallen), then in Schwändi (Canton 
Glarus), later returning to Buchs in the Rhine Valley. Early in 1887 he was visited by 
a delegation from the school commission of Heiden and was appointed to teach at 
the primary school (Unterschule) in Heiden. As a boarder in Kreuzlingen, Sonderegger 
was taught and shaped by other teachers. It was also obligatory to join a reading 
society, where people with different views gathered to discuss general subjects as well 
as to exchange ideas on recent political topics. Members also provided important 
impetus for political and cultural life as well as for the common welfare in their 
community. With lectures and a circulating reading folder, they fostered comprehen-
sive education. Reading societies generally kept their distance from political parties 
and regarded themselves as being politically neutral and not following any ideology. 
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They were a forum for discussion, education and socialising. All in all, their function 
was to build public opinion and were very common at that time in Europe. Four 
were located in Heiden, where Sonderegger taught: Dorf, Brunnen, Untern und 
Bissau.26 He might have been a member of one or more.

Sonderegger and his wife also offered something akin to a parlour, where 
well-known people came to visit the family. Conversing in German or French, it 
broadened the participants’ intellectual world and their views on life. Sonderegger-Rhyner 
mentions, for example, General Hans Herzog, Eli Ducomun, Dr. Becker, Dr. Bolmi, 
Mrs. Gertrud Villiger-Keller, Mr. Randegger (founder of the well-known cartographic 
institute) and J. Henry Dunant, ‘the best teacher’ of Sonderegger.27 Dunant chose 
Sonderegger to translate his book Un souvenir de Solférino into German.

The young patriot Wilhelm Sonderegger,28 tainted with the benefit of impartiality and 
democratic belief, burdened with the disadvantage of problems and constraints growing 
out of the conditions, this Swiss of a strong heavy step and a soft heart, of a harsh 
language and a fluent, capricious mind was just right for the knowing old man, to be a 
megaphone and tool of his will.’29

Dunant wrote in one of his letters to Sonderegger ‘Social aristocrats are needed, and 
you have to be one of them, a true aristocrat of intelligence.’30 Sonderegger was a 
politically active citizen, spreading his opinion in public discussions, through his 
journalistic work and, most likely through the reading societies, which can be seen 
as the forerunners to the dominating liberal movement in Switzerland. ‘The school 
parlour was too narrow for the active mind and therefore the educator of youth 
became – little by little – an educator of the public. Through his whole work there 
was a tendency towards high aims; small-mindedness was strange to him.’31

It was primarily the young, rural elites who fought for the success of the French 
Revolution and who, in 1894, founded the liberal party that Sonderegger was a 
member of.

For the majority of his working life, Sonderegger was active in Heiden.

Where is Heiden?

Heiden is situated in Appenzell/Canton Aargau, 400 metres above Lake Constance 
(810 metres above sea level). The lowest point in Heiden lies at 470 metres, the 
highest at 1,030 metres.

Sonderegger descended from a dynasty in Appenzell, most of whom had been 
farmers who had tilled the same soil since the fourteenth century.32 While working 
as a teacher, he created a relief of the mountains of Säntis, followed – maybe with 
the support of his wife – by a larger relief of Appenzell made out of gypsum and 
paper with isohypses and elevations that were true to scale.33 More than half of the 
area of the municipality of Heiden was used for agriculture (grazing, dairy farming, 
viniculture, cereal crops). The textile industry was the largest employer in town 
(employing 71% of workers). In 1888, Heiden had 3,436 inhabitants; by 1900 the 
number had increased slightly to 3,745.

In 1859, before Sonderegger came to Heiden, the average age of women in 
Heiden was only 24; for men it was 25 and there was a high infant mortality rate. 
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Information about health care is hard to find for Heiden in the first half of the 
nineteenth century. However, in the second half of that century there was a greater 
need for better health care and hence this was developed further. When Sonderegger 
began teaching in Heiden in 1887, its rise from a village to a major regional hub, 
which started in the 1860s, was at its height. Heiden had become one of the most 
famous spa towns in Europe. Medical services and, as a consequence, life spans 
increased due to the many external spa guests who were attracted by dairy treat-
ments (whey cure). These included doctors like Albrecht von Graefe, a popular 
Berlin ophthalmologist, and Heinrich Frenkel, a neurologist. In addition, a district 
hospital was built in 1874, which was the first of its kind in the region of 
Ausserrhoden.34 Obviously, this development had an extremely positive influence on 
life spans, or as historian Johannes Huber, who is currently working on a history 
of Heiden Hospital, put it ‘A hospital is something like a church of health in the 
village.’35 The spa and tourism in Heiden – a transport hub since 1875, when the 
Rorschach-Heiden-Bergbahn connected Heiden to the Swiss railway system – con-
tributed (necessarily) to securing primary health care. Heiden’s important status in 
the region was also reflected by the fact that it published its own newspaper, the 
Appenzeller Anzeiger, from 1877 onwards. It was here that Sonderegger contributed 
articles, however – strangely enough – not on the social conditions of his home 
region, but on geographical and seasonal matters.36

Gymnastics in Different Settings – Schools, the Military, Clubs

Johannes Niggeler, Switzerland’s ‘father of gymnastics’, instigated the idea of adding 
gymnastics, taught by specially educated teachers, to the school syllabus. However, 
the problem was that there were not enough trained teachers to do this. Thus, it was 
decreed by the Swiss Federal Council and written directly into the constitution. Even 
though cantons had sovereignty over education, all cantons had to adhere to this 
decree. Catholic and rural parts of Switzerland did not, however, meet these obliga-
tions. Attitudes towards health seemed to remain unchanged from the previous cen-
tury, where instructions in schools included: ‘2. Health regulation. … Take care to do 
the following: get moderate daily exercise through work or other means.’37 The 
German privy councillor von Nußbaum (Munich) commented on gymnastics 
by saying:

that it has been a good idea to implement it as obligatory, however, at the moment the 
dose of this wonderful medicine is to be regarded as homeopathic, probably with little 
effect. I am convinced, that in the future you have to alternate daily physical activity 
with mental work, to keep a child healthy. In addition to that, I am convinced that 
learning would be easier if the body was strengthened more and if mental exertion did 
not take up so many hours as it does at the moment in nearly all educational 
institutions.38

Gymnastics were meant to prepare all males of compulsory school age for military 
service and more. Research had been done on the benefits of gymnastics; regular 
gymnastics training was found to increase chest and upper arm measurements. The 
effects were greater the younger the people were and if they were newcomers to the 
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special physical activity.39 It was reported that compulsory gymnastics at school was 
slowly becoming accepted by the public. Instead of high-risk exercises, boys learned 
to control their whole body, gaining power and strength as well as flexibility. Because 
girls were less active than boys, gymnastics now became compulsory for girls in sec-
ondary school. They demonstrated step combinations as well as elegant arm move-
ments. ‘There is no doubt that such movements, which foster a harmonic development 
of all parts of the body, are of high health value and should be introduced in school 
earlier. We do not have to point out that an alternation between physical and mental 
work is necessary in the developmental years’.40

In 1891 the Swiss military commented on gymnastics for male pupils and con-
cluded that, in all cantons, schools were anxious to introduce compulsory gymnastics 
in order to achieve at least that which was possible.41 Federal funds for schools were 
to be used, first and foremost, for the infrastructure at schools to promote gymnas-
tics, namely gyms, outdoor gymnastic grounds, and new gymnastics equipment.42 
Meanwhile, the war (1870/71) in the second half of the nineteenth century strength-
ened the link between gymnastics and preparation for military service. Major Müller 
spoke about pre-military training on the Swiss Day of Gymnastics Teachers. He 
emphasized that

1. Pre-military training at school – one requirement of Art. 120 of the prelimi-
nary draft of a new army law of the Swiss military – is in keeping with the 
times.

2. Due to the resistance to compulsory education, a search is underway for a 
way to integrate free organizations that foster military education.

3. Here, the alliance will participate in two different ways: first by supporting 
voluntary gymnastics and shooting and, secondly, by testing physical capabili-
ties, which every young Swiss has the duty to increase.43

Müller refers directly to a new publication, The Increase of Physical Capacities of Swiss 
Youth, where the author, infantry captain Arthur Steinmann (Herisau) concludes:

If civic schools and gymnastics clubs with their pre-military training develop and 
strengthen the young bodies in common work, they will not only achieve far more 
outstanding soldiers than before, but will create an army of healthy, powerful citizens, 
which will show, in an economic fight, such tough powers of resistance needed to guar-
antee the independence of smaller nations.44

Since 1859, Heiden had been a founding member of Appenzell’s Turnverein, one 
of the oldest gymnastic clubs in the canton. Gymnastics were done by young males 
of the majoritarian upper class. In 1876, when Sonderegger came to Heiden, the club 
had 96 active members, only 12 of whom were over the age of 24. Because teachers 
are mentioned as being club members, Sonderegger may have been one of them. 
They did artistic gymnastics outdoors or in private houses on the parallel bars, high 
bars and vault as well as free-standing exercises with a stick.45

The central committee of the federal gymnastics association firmly backed com-
pulsory military service for every Swiss.

Only, if training started in adolescence on the basis of a high level of physical fitness 
could it increase during compulsory military service.
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1. Gymnastics education at school has to be guaranteed and supported.
2. The physical education of adolescents between the end of school and the start 

of military service (from 16 to 20 years of age) has to be obligatory and 
implemented.

3. The examination of recruits has to involve physical fitness tests.

The central committee can already assure the federal authority that the federal 
gymnastics association will do everything in its power with joy and enthusiasm to 
implement the order and to see the eminent patriotic work through to fruition.46

Final Remarks – or Sonderegger’s Inspiring Speech

Returning to Sonderegger, his ‘inspiring speech’ at an assembly of Swiss gymnastics 
teachers in 1904 was published in the Appenzeller Anzeiger. Here he introduced 
himself in three different ways, describing himself as a representative of the school 
commission of the canton of Appenzell; president of a military commission; a gym-
nastics and weapons comrade. As the representative of the school commission, 
Sonderegger stated: ‘A harmonious education of adolescents is only possible if both 
mental and physical education are implemented to this effect. The education of the 
body had to fight long enough against the prejudice of what famous men, whose 
fame enlightened centuries, called an essential demand of a focused pedagogy.’47 
Maybe Plüss is right when he says ‘gymnastic lessons at school were and are a reflec-
tion of the predominant ideals of society and a projection screen of how humankind 
has to be and live’, a reinterpretation of Billie Jean King’s remark that sports are a 
microcosm of society.48 In his role as the president of a military commission, 
Sonderegger remarked on the recent discussion on physical fitness of soldiers and 
summed it up in a very popular way, saying: ‘Each soldier should be a gymnast, each 
soldier also a gymnast and patriot. Let us stick to that!’ His remarks go back to 
Niggeler, co-founder of the Swiss gymnastics teachers association as early as 1858. 
With the slogan Jeder Lehrmann ein Wehrmann (every teacher is a soldier) he fought 
for compulsory military service for teachers.

Sonderegger was a person who did exist. He lived only for 42 years. However, he 
influenced public opinion in many ways in his home region of Appenzell – as a 
teacher, a journalist, and a politician. In his experience, ideas and decrees took ages 
to be put into practice. Finally, it can be concluded that the area or the canton in 
which one lives need not influence one’s actions or political decisions – one can be 
cosmopolitan, as Sonderegger himself was.

Notes

 1. Eveline Hasler, Der Zeitreisende. Die Visionen des Henry Dunant [The Time Traveller: 
The Visions of Henry Dunant] (München: Deutscher Taschenbuchverlag, 2018), 8.

 2. Ibid., 17.
 3. René Sonderegger, Jean Henry Dunant – Revolutionär! [Jean Henry Dunant – 
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