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Abstract: For over nine years, Heinrich Drimmel served as minister for edu-
cation, becoming one of the most influential conservative politicians of the 
early Second Republic during his tenure. While the minister was responsible 
for many policy fields, higher education was particularly close to Drimmel’s 
heart. Yet today his reign is mostly interpreted as a period of continued pro-
vincialization and missed opportunities. That does not imply that Drimmel 
was a hapless politician – quite the contrary. This article investigates Drim-
mel’s biography, his political agenda, and his ideological background of po-
litical Catholicism, all of which are rooted in the authoritarian regime of the 
Ständestaat. The analysis establishes that Drimmel’s aim was to preserve con-
servative hegemony at Austrian universities, and he had the means to real-
ize it through a strategy of containing modernity of thought. Drimmel’s “suc-
cess” had long-lasting effects on the tertiary sector and scientific research in 
Austria.
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1. Introduction1

In early 1962, philosopher Béla Juhos intervened in a rather boring exchange between 
peers concerning the structural defaults of the Austrian higher education system. He 
turned on Heinrich Drimmel, then minister of education and responsible for uni-
versities and science policy. In his remarks, Juhos took up a widely regarded speech 
Drimmel had given several months before in which the minister had proclaimed “a 
deranged and destroyed science” due to the influence of positivism.2 For Juhos, who 
was teaching at the University of Vienna as the last representative of the Vienna Cir-
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cle in Austria, this statement must have been an insult. He now accused Drimmel of 
“the destruction of science.”3

At the time, Drimmel had been Minister of Education for more than seven years, 
was at the height of his political career and still highly regarded by most academ-
ics in Austria. Denouncing the powerful minister of so grave a disservice was sim-
ply outside the norm, and most of his peers probably perceived Juhos’ rebuttal as 
futile. Yet a few years later, his assessment was increasingly agreed with. Soon after 
Drimmel’s political demise in the mid-1960s, he would become the personification 
of a period in Austria’s higher education spanning from the late 1940s to the mid 
1960s characterized, varyingly, as “isolation”, the “self-marginalization of research 
and development,” or “authochthonous provincialization”.4

Those characterizations seem to imply that the entire higher education sector 
was afflicted by an inherent and quasi-automatic dynamic that, once triggered, led 
to a downward spiral – an inescapable trap.5 There is some truth to this. After World 
War II, Austria took a very specific route in terms of higher education. Most nota-
bly, the country never saw the same kind of reeducation policy as Western Germany 
did. Instead, the government reinstated a professoriate that was, in spirit, conserva-
tive, with quite a few reactionary and fascist pockets. Also, because the allied forces 
mostly left it to the Austrian government, higher education did not rank high in the 
list of priorities.

This set the stage for the further decline of Austrian academia over the next two 
decades, fueled by two quintessential factors. Politically, the Austrian government 
turned out to be a stable (though increasingly unhappy) marriage of the two large 
parties, and since the various ministerial departments (and their respective spheres 
of influence) were neatly divided into political camps, education (including higher 
education and science) fell firmly to the conservative party. Similarly, within aca-
demia, the members of the group of reinstated professors, guaranteed much of the 
actual decision-making responsibility,6 were mostly damaged both in terms of their 
professional attitude and intellectual honesty, since they had muddled through the 
authoritarian regimes of the past.

But where does that leave Drimmel? Since Drimmel was a pivotal figure in the 
higher education policy of the day, it is obvious to hold him responsible (at least par-
tially) for the backwardness and persistent conservatism of Austrian higher edu-
cation. Yet while few studies covering this period provide some important details 
and nuances about the relationship between policy and academia and about Drim-
mel’s involvement,7 a systematic assessment has so far been lacking. Certainly, Paul 
Lazarsfeld was correct in 1958 when he estimated that Drimmel was not the person 
one could expect to turn around the situation for the universities.8 But, contrary to 
the prominent émigré’s assessment, it was not due to inertia, or lack of force. Drim-
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mel actively pursued a political goal, and because he did so, he also developed a 
strategy of containment, taking advantage of the self-inflicting dynamic of provin-
cialization and thereby accepting – willingly or unwillingly – its results.9

This statement immediately requires two caveats. To my best knowledge, Drim-
mel himself never used the notion of Eindämmung or Einhegung to explain his 
policy.10 Much of this article aims to convince readers that this is still an appro-
priate notion for grasping Drimmel’s strategy towards higher education. It does so 
by revealing particular aspects of his political biography, that is, the special role of 
higher education (in chapters 2 and 3), his political ideology and his self-concept of 
political activism (chapter 4). As such, the story unfolding here can be read as a top-
down (yet increasingly lonely) struggle against modernization – a perspective which 
Drimmel himself would have wholeheartedly agreed with.

Another caveat concerns the underlying assumption that Drimmel actually had 
the means to achieve his objective. This will be discussed in more detail in chap-
ter 5, where the methodology of containment will be unraveled. For the moment, it 
will suffice to state that the Austrian higher education system at that time had a low 
degree of complexity (in terms of number of relevant actors and institutional rules) 
and hence allowed someone like Drimmel to gain a high degree of influence – par-
ticularly if this person was so ingrained in it and so keen on governing it.

As with every strategic undertaking, containment was not a goal in itself. What 
needed to be contained at Austrian universities, in Drimmel’s perspective, was 
modernity of thought in all its varieties, in order to retain and replenish the pool of 
conservatively minded professors who would have a crucial and long-term effect on 
shaping the Second Republic, through their role as intellectuals and through their 
teaching of future generations of Austrian bureaucrats and leaders. Since many aca-
demic disciplines had already come under the influence of modern thinking – posi-
tivism, liberalism, socialism, you name it – Drimmel probably perceived his activi-
ties as defensive means, but he was willing to employ those means quite aggressively.

The aim of this article is twofold: analyzing the Austrian higher education sys-
tem of the 1950s through the prism of Heinrich Drimmel can help us to understand 
more about the historical specificity of that specific social field, while, at the same 
time, it examines the influence of the minister, as well as his limits.11 The article thus 
contributes to the (still nascent) literature on the history of science policy and higher 
education in the early Second Republic, and provides empirical evidence to the 
assumptions made in previous studies. And it also hopes to provide a comprehen-
sive explanation of the distinctive Austrian development of higher education and 
science policy, particulary to scholars working comparatively across nation-states.

Ultimately, of course, this article sheds new light on the broader picture of Drim-
mel the politician. To achieve a fuller picture of his actions, this article builds upon 
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and brings together different sources. First, it draws on archival documents on 
Drimmel’s role as Minister of Education. Second, it also takes account of publica-
tions of the time, not only Drimmel’s own interventions (speeches, commentaries) 
but also debates in the wider academic public. Finally, it draws on secondary litera-
ture, a growing number of publications in the field of the history of scientific affairs 
and science policy in Austria.

2. Heinrich Drimmel’s Political Career

Heinrich Drimmel was born on 16 January 1912 in Vienna. After studying law at the 
university and political engagement, he entered the ministry of education in 1937. 
He was drafted in 1940 and was a prisoner of war in Italy from 1944 to 1945; in 1946, 
he returned to Austria and continued his career as a civil servant. In 1954, he was 
appointed minister of education, a position he retained for almost ten years, ser-
ving five governments (Raab I–IV and Gorbach) and four legislative periods (VII–
X). Drimmel retired from politics after a hapless period as deputy mayor of Vienna, 
and a failed election campaign in 1969. Throughout the next two decades, he would 
publish a series of books on the history of Austria with a distinct conservative, if not 
reactionary, undertone.12 He died on 2 November 1991, in Vienna.

Drimmel became an object of interest to historians shortly after his death. His 
role in the conservative party has been critically re-appraised, and so has his legacy 
as a minister and as an author.13 Interestingly, however, this interest stopped short of 
his role in shaping Austria’s higher education sector. It is true that, back in the 1950s, 
the minister of education was responsible for many “policy fields” (primary and sec-
ondary education, sports, arts, and culture). Yet higher education was of particular 
concern for Drimmel. Almost his entire career took place in this field, and it played 
an eminent role in his political agenda. His self-posturing as a specific brand of pol-
itician was only possible (and plausible) through the stimulation he received from 
the intellectual world. Also, his political strategy relied to a large part on the polit-
ical advice of a network of conservative professors at Austrian universities whom  
Drimmel, in turn, was happy to nurture and protect. 

The authoritarian regime in Austria in the 1930s was a formative period for 
Drimmel, and higher education was his field of action. Immediately after returning 
from the suppression of the socialist uprising in 1934, Drimmel gained a prominent 
political function at the universities, first as Sachwalter of Viennese and later all Aus-
trian students.14 His involvement in the (at times bloody) conflicts between right-
wing and conservative student groups, as well as the policy of debarring left-wing 
scholars and their thought from the universities seemed to have a major influence 
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on his higher education agenda after the war. Most importantly, Drimmel estab-
lished his personal network, which included the Catholic students’ Cartellverband 
(CV) (again, he rose quickly to prominent positions), and key players among the 
conservative professoriate like Richard Meister,15 as well as aspiring and reckless 
scholars like Leo Gabriel.16 The bureaucrat Otto Skrbensky, who after the war would 
head the higher education department at the ministry, took him under his wing.17

Continuing as a civil servant at the ministry of education after the war, Drim-
mel made a breathtakingly rapid advance and became a Ministerialrat (the second 
highest rank in the Austrian state employee hierarchy) by July 1953.18 His close con-
nections to leading figures in the People’s Party (ÖVP) advanced between 1948 and 
1952, when he worked as assistant to the ministers of education (Felix Hurdes and 
Ernst Kolb). Via the CV, Drimmel remained in excellent relations with many of 
those who were politically engaged on the right, particularly in the higher education 
sector. When Skrbensky passed away unexpectedly in 1952, Drimmel was appointed 
acting head of the Sektion Hochschulen. His accelerating career as a high-ranking 
state employee was interrupted in 1954 by his appointment as minister of education.

Despite criticism from within his own party, choosing Drimmel was a clever 
move by Julius Raab, head of the government and chair of the ÖVP. The CV’s 
monthly was jubilant about Drimmel’s advancement: “We have all known Cartell-
bruder Dr. Drimmel for a long time […]. Dr. Drimmel is one of ours, and he is 
one of our best.”19 It was probably an act of courtesy and appreciation when, in the 
early 1960s, Drimmel’s subordinates in the ministry initiated their minister’s promo-
tion to Sektionschef, the highest rank in the civil service (by the time of his political 
appointment, Drimmel had only made it to the second-highest rank. The promotion 
would have required some bureaucratic gambling with the rules, but, judging by the 
documents, the procedure itself must have been a formality.20

When the minister learnt about it, however, Drimmel instructed his former col-
leagues that “any potentially elaborated appointment document regarding the pro-
motion of Dr. Drimmel to Sektionschef must not be put forward to the chancel-
lor.”21 The episode indicates not only how well Drimmel knew he was regarded by 
his (former) colleagues, and how gifted he was in understanding bureaucratic regu-
lations. The minister also did not miss the opportunity to picture himself as speci-
men of the incorruptible official (“Beamter”) who was devoted to serving his state. 
Drimmel’s objection may also have been because he sensed the potential threat to 
his political ambitions: if made public during a political campaign, the promotion 
could have been used to compromise his personal integrity at a time when his stakes 
were increasing significantly.

Just a few months before, Drimmel’s political career had taken another impor-
tant step. In April 1961, Alfons Gorbach had been appointed new chancellor. Drim-
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mel remained member of the cabinet, and he retained his role as minister of educa-
tion – but now he was also the People’s Party’s most senior member of the coalition 
government.22 And, with his mentor Julius Raab gone, Drimmel almost instantly 
rose to Gorbach’s right hand and to the party’s programmatic heavy weight.23 He 
chaired a committee to revise the People’s Party program, and would also give the 
keynote speech at the party congress in Klagenfurt 1963.24

3. An Ambitious Agenda, Stalling

In Drimmel’s early years as minister, he was regarded as a junior member of the 
various cabinets under Julius Raab. Public records during this period show him as 
a Fachminister, diligent, moderate, and restricted to solving problems in the man-
ner expected from a civil servant who had turned to become a politician.25 Signifi-
cantly, this life as politician took off with resounding success: for the previous thirty-
five years it had proven difficult to find parliamentary majorities in the thorny area 
of education policy.26 Now, in the summer of 1955, just over half a year into his term, 
the Austrian parliament passed the Hochschul-Organisationsgesetz (HOG), conso-
lidating and unifying the structures of the universities and other higher education 
institutions.27 Also, this was one of the first major legislative acts of a state that had 
only recently gained its full independence.

While it seemed as if those involved were less interested in the content of the 
new law than in the political fact that the deal was sealed,28 the HOG could be taken 
as a positive signal for the young Second Republic, suggesting that the conciliatory 
attitude of the two governing coalition parties would indeed be a substantial differ-
ence to the political bickering of a previous period. In part, Drimmel’s initial focus 
on the HOG must have simply been a pragmatic decision. After all, he had headed 
the higher education section of the ministry before becoming minister; this was the 
area that Drimmel was probably best informed about, and where he also knew about 
potential resistance.

However, it would be wrong to assume that there were no guiding principles. 
Drimmel’s role in a great coalition under a conservative chancellor was to follow 
two (contradictory) imperatives: to ensure the dominance of the ÖVP in the realm 
of cultural matters, and to apply strict fiscal policy.29 To achieve this, Drimmel had 
relied on the expertise of two distinct persons: Ludwig Adamovich and Richard 
Meister.30 Both had been involved in higher education policies before as well as after 
the war.31 Their expertise provided the legal reasoning for the HOG, and assured the 
balance of interests between state bureaucracy and university professors. On the one 
hand, it determined that Drimmel’s ministry kept its influence through direct budg-
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eting, overall responsibility, and the final right to appoint professors. On the other 
hand, while the realm of autonomous decision-making remained rather restricted,32 
the dominance of the Professorenkollegien, the board of professors at each faculty, 
was firmly ratified. Even modest suggestions for reform, such as public announce-
ment of open professorships were rejected.33

When chancellor Raab asked Drimmel in early 1956 for upcoming legislative 
initiatives in the realm of cultural policy (Kulturpolitik), the most prioritized issue 
by the then junior minister was about introducing “comprehensive school laws.”34 
Still, the higher education sector stood in the center of Drimmel’s concerns dur-
ing his entire reign as minister, as is indicated by the number of initiatives35 but also 
the fact that its financial framework was significantly increased over the years. The 
dedicated budget for higher education issues rose from less than 12 percent in 1954 
to almost 18 percent in 1964, while the overall share of Drimmel’s department in 
the federal budget did not increase (see figure 1). Yet despite his efforts, Drimmel 
could not catch up with the development at large: student enrollment increased sig-
nificantly from the mid-1950s onwards (see figure 2), and the labor market became 
more and more dependent on engineers and scientifically trained experts.36

Drimmel elaborated an ambitious agenda for reforming the universities. The 
HOG, dealing with the structure of the higher education sector and its governance, 
covered the least controversial aspect of this agenda;37 politically and ideologically 
much more contentious were the reorganization of the curricula, and the inception 
of new employment legislation for university lecturers (Hochschullehrer).38 How-
ever, repeating the legislative success of the HOG turned out to be difficult. Partly 
to blame was the decline of the coalition government during the late 1950s, due to 
emerging mutual distrust of each party.39 Specifically, the Socialist Party may have 
recognized that the HOG had been counterproductive to its own purpose (getting 
a foot into the universities), and started to make bolder claims. Drimmel, too, was 
stiffening his position.

Thus, the next step of Drimmel’s agenda – redesigning the higher education cur-
ricula – ran into difficulties. Two main conflicts could not be settled. One was the 
fact that the balancing of interests was now more complicated with three main inter-
est groups involved: the professoriate asked for more autonomy in the composition 
of the curricula, while the coalition partner (the Socialist Party) wanted to delegate 
responsibility to the parliament; Drimmel, however, was not willing to give in to 
either of them, insisting that the ministry must have the final say.40 The other, related, 
but still separate conflict was about the content of the curricula, where the Socialists 
asked for “Weltanschauungsprofessuren.” Again, Drimmel played deaf.41

As member of a coalition government, Drimmel had to accept the legislative 
framework and political reality of the Second Republic. Yet while he remained will-
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Upper line: enrollment of students at universities; lower line: enrollment of students at technical 
colleges and other institutions of higher education. Figure based on Hochschulbericht 1969, 15 
(table 1005).

Figure 1: Development of higher education budget within the ministry of education’s overall 
departmental budget, 1954–1964. 

The left y-axis shows (as a percentage) the share of higher education expenses in the ministry’s 
overall departmental budget (line with rectangles), and the share of the departmental budget 
in the annual state budget (line with triangles). The right y-axis displays (in absolute Austrian 
Schillings) the annual state budget (dark upper line), and the annual budget of the ministry (line 
at the bottom). Figure based on annual forecasts in the Bundesfinanzgesetz, chapters 11–13.

Figure 2: Development of student enrolment at Austrian tertiary institutions, in thousands.



188 ÖZG 29 | 2018 | 1

ing to compromise in other areas,42 his attitude was different when it came to higher 
education issues, even though he continued busily negotiating on different mat-
ters, whether it was curricular reform,43 establishing a research-funding agency,44 or 
other institutional innovations.45 To understand why Drimmel readily accepted that 
his legislative agenda was coming to a grinding halt, it is necessary to next examine 
his political ideology and the role Wissenschaft played in it.

4. Fundamental Evils

In the summer of 1961, at the annual Internationale Hochschulwochen Alpbach mee-
ting, Heinrich Drimmel delivered the speech that would become the target of Juhos’ 
scorn. Initially organized by a group of open-minded young intellectuals immedia-
tely after the end of WWII, Alpbach quickly turned into a renowned meeting place 
for scientists, intellectuals and artists, clergymen and politicians of national and 
international standing.46 Its international flair, unseen elsewhere in Austria, made 
it one of the few occasions in the republic’s intellectual annual calendar when émig-
rés and resident Austrians would gather. It was also an important place for Austrian 
policy makers to mingle with their European and American colleagues. Drimmel’s 
ministry sponsored the gathering, and Drimmel himself was a regular participant.47

It was hardly a coincidence that Drimmel chose this occasion to deliver his pro-
grammatic speech, nor was the point in time. With his political stakes rising, Drim-
mel used this setting to reframe his public appearance, as can be seen from from the 
title of the speech: “Nobody lives by bread alone …”48 Drimmel castigated materi-
alism, that is, an increase in wealth, gross national product, and consumption, and 
complained about politics in the “so-called free, but in reality almost completely 
state-owned society in the ‘free West’.”49 He lamented the fact that the West was not 
focused on accomplishing problems in regard to the ongoing scientific revolution 
philosophically, but that it dealt with them only “in statistical calculations compar-
ing the effectivity of industrial research between East and West, and in aiming to 
produce more engineers.”50

While the palpable urgency may have had its reasons in the imminent Cold War 
context, the underlying narrative followed a common theme set by political theorists 
such as Leo Strauss and Eric Voegelin. These scholars were highly averse to moder-
nity; “recovering a proper politics was a matter of recovering the right questions, 
and, ultimately, the right knowledge” was their main aim.51 Here is not the place to 
refine to what kind of conservatism Drimmel exactly belonged,52 but it is clear that 
his thinking followed the sober definition of O’Sullivan, according to which con-
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servatism’s many branches are “unified by a common object of hostility: namely, the 
progressive view of human kind and society.”53

In most of the lectures during his later years as minister, Drimmel displayed a 
remarkable distaste for the political system of representative democracy, the state-
run welfare programs, and the emergence of technocrats, in other words – the mod-
ern state.54 Drimmel summarized the leitmotif of his political acting concisely in 
the following proclamation: “In my opinion, we have to overcome three fundamen-
tal evils of our time: the disintegration of the family, the pure school of knowledge 
[reine Wissenschule], the lack of ideals (Ideallosigkeit).”55

To counter those evils, Drimmel’s political thinking relied on the teleological 
promise that the current state of society was not the end of history, but only a “Tran-
sitorium” – that the unholy period of liberalism that had started in the 1750s would 
soon come to an end, that the widespread neglect of God would be reversed, and the 
ending of the doomed epoch of modernity was near.56

In another of his speeches, Drimmel developed the idea of two types of plural-
ism to distinguish what he thought was wrong with state and society, and what, in 
his view, had to be done to achieve societal integration. “Sick pluralism”, according 
to Drimmel, was visible in the numerous pressure groups extending their influence 
on the state – both the legislative and the executive branches – as well as on the polit-
ical parties. The “hidden dictatorship of the interest groups”57 needed to be coun-
tered by what he called “healthy pluralism”: autonomous areas of decision-making 
instead of the parliament, and family values instead of welfare programs.58 The state-
ment was at odds with what Drimmel’s own policies set out to do: defend the sharp 
grip of his ministry over the universities, extend the reach of state-funded schools, 
and to introduce a nation-wide stipend program for students.

Programmatic rhetoric and pragmatic politics didn’t match easily, and con-
temporary political commentators quickly took note of the contradiction between 
Drimmel’s thinking and practice.59 But Drimmel wasn’t simply torn between grand 
theory, bureaucratic day-to-day business, and political maneuvering. While he had 
learnt the mechanics of power in a state bureaucracy, Drimmel cannot be reduced 
to an artful bureaucrat; nor, while there are many traces of Drimmel’s political tal-
ent, was he just a skilled and vain politician. And certainly, Drimmel was not a polit-
ical theorist. More than anything, Drimmel was a political Catholic, and his activi-
ties revolved around the question of how to re-conciliate Christianity with society.60

Christianity as “social enforcement”61 was the paramount idea in Drimmel’s ear-
lier and later public accounts, just as it was the center point of both his thinking and 
acting.62 Hence, in Drimmel’s self-perception, there was never a real change in his 
career: student leader, bureaucrat, and politician, these were all different outfits for 
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the same pursuit.63 Conservative societal theory for him was but a grand narrative 
to be used rhetorically. Similarly, he was determined to use bureaucracy’s distinctive 
mechanics of power. And his willingness for political compromise was a necessary 
evil. However, unlike many other political Catholics of his time, Drimmel was not 
so much interested in social policies, but rather in shaping society according to the 
Catholic vision in the long run.64 That is why he ended up in the ministry of educa-
tion. It is also why higher education was of particular concern, and interest, to him.

Drimmel was certainly not alone in his conviction that the societal ills of mod-
ern society were manifold. Yet Wissenschaft – in the German understanding – posed 
a particular challenge. “One of the finest purposes of statecraft,” as he once put it,65 it 
promised truth and to explain the world. But understood wrongly, it had the poten-
tial inevitably to destroy not only itself, but also the divine foundations of societal 
order. For Drimmel, staunchly relying on the Catholic theory of natural law,66 posi-
tivism posed a particular danger. This was not only an ideological stance. Drimmel 
was convinced that the best and safest way to secure conservatives’ hegemony in the 
entire realm of educational and cultural affairs was through dominating the higher 
education sector: after all, this was where teachers were trained, where the future 
leaders of a country where educated, where the self-image of the nation was drawn.

Consequently, Wissenschaft needed to be controlled, and its metaphysical foun-
dations preserved. Occasionally, Drimmel referred to a lecture of the Nobel Laureate 
Otto Loewi who, according to the minister, had admitted that scientific research was 
not in a position to ask questions of last resort and who referred to “divine know-
ledge”.67 Containing the evil parts of science in order to bring its precious ones to 
blossom was an essential part of Drimmel’s overall political aim. To make his point, 
he did not shy away from slandering others. In Alpbach, for example, he accused the 
legal theoretician Hans Kelsen of defending Bolshevism.68

 Indeed, Kelsen had repeatedly emphasized that, in order to analytically under-
stand the functioning of a legal system, any value-based assumptions had to be left 
aside. That did not mean that values had to be disrespected, quite the contrary  – 
Kelsen was one of the most pronounced liberal thinkers of his time.69 With his rebut-
tal of positivism, Drimmel thrust aside Kelsen’s epistemological precaution. Claim-
ing that it was in close proximity both to Marxism (as an ideology) and totalitarian-
ism/communism (as a political phenomenon),70 he denounced positivism’s osten sible  
scientificity and the liberal idea of a science that has no other purpose than itself.

In his powerful position at the Minoritenplatz, Drimmel observed carefully what 
was going on in the many domains of his department. Yet he regarded Wissenschaft 
with the utmost priority and also with suspicion, to protect the universities from 
anything that he personally deemed to be a bad influence. Ironically, his political 
activism must have made him realize that every month of delay bought him valuable 
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time to exert power by virtue of his office in the most sensitive and influential mat-
ter of university affairs: human affairs.

5. Means of Involvement

Like Heinrich Drimmel, Béla Juhos had lived in Vienna continuously since before 
WWI. But that might have been the only thing the two had in common. While 
becoming a distinguished philosopher and a member of the Vienna Circle, Juhos 
also endured the regime changes taking place in central Europe and the devastating 
repercussions on the once thriving academic life of the region. Juhos himself made 
it through those tumultuous years not only because of his economic independence, 
but also because he was less publicly exposed than other philosophers of his gene-
ration; among other things, he had acquired a demonstratively apolitical attitude – 
that is, until he stumbled upon Drimmel’s Alpbach speech.

The debate in which Juhos intervened had started innocuously with one of the 
occasional rants that are typical of academic debates: A scholar complained that 
Austrian universities did not have enough disposable money to prevent scholars 
who received attractive calls from neighboring countries from leaving.71 Béla Juhos 
gave the debate a profoundly different direction. In his first intervention – before 
he attacked Drimmel  – he argued that philosophy of science (“erkenntnislogische 
Grundlagenforschung”) was deliberately kept outside of Austrian universities: “In 
Austria, whoever is concerned with philosophy of science remains a docent for the 
rest of his life and receives the title of extraordinary professor at best; otherwise he 
has no other chance but to leave the country.”72

Juhos’ accusation73 was based on two claims: One was epistemological, saying 
that logical empiricism was not bound to a certain ideological direction (“Weltan-
schauung”), and that it was apolitical as a matter of fact. The second claim was polit-
ical: Juhos accused the majority of professors at Austrian faculties of following a 
clandestine policy of turning down anyone who was a philosopher in the positiv-
ist tradition. Seen from a historical perspective, the first claim – that Juhos’ brand of 
philo sophy was non-ideological – remains problematic;74 it seems that the self-pro-
claimed apolitical posture itself carried a subtle political message.75

The responses to Juhos’ first article unanimously focused on rejecting his episte-
mological claim: Erich Heintel questioned whether Juhos’ attempt of narrowing the 
purview of philosophy (“Grundlagenforschung”) on science (“Naturwissenschaften”) 
was plausible.76 Walter Böhm rejected the assumption that something like non-ideo-
logical (“wertneutral”) research could even exist.77 However, neither of them com-
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mented on Juhos’ second claim and its political implication, as Juhos himself did not 
fail to point out sardonically in his last contribution to this controversy.78

5.1 Manipulation

Juhos was picky on this issue because he had developed the strong suspicion that 
the appointment of professors (and other positions at universities) was not based on 
the scientific merits of candidates, but rather their ideological proximity to the con-
servative power base. Specifically, when Heinrich Drimmel made his public com-
ment in Alpbach against positivism, it must have been the relevation of Juhos’ dar-
kest presumptions.79 Did it not prove the existence of a hidden agenda which denied 
scholars in the field of philosophy of science any chance of receiving a professorship? 
Did it not confirm that the conspiracy reached the highest echelons of the higher 
education system? When Juhos accused Drimmel of destroying science, he was not 
simply paying back the compliment. Here is Juhos’ judgment in full:

“Like his predecessors, Minister Drimmel has been forcing specialists in the 
philosophy of science to leave the country by keeping them away from uni-
versity chairs and professorships for many years now. He thereby facilitates 
exactly what he wrongly accuses positivistic critics of fundamental principles 
(“Grundlagenkritik”) of: the destruction of science.”80

Were nomination and appointment procedures for open academic positions at 
Austrian universities really manipulated? As a clandestine practice, manipulation 
spread during the radicalizing environment at universities in the 1920s, as is now 
well documented.81 The climate at post-war universities was different, but given 
Drimmel’s ideological convictions and his rooting in the 1930s, it certainly was 
plausible that continuing this practice was not against his interests. Also, the for-
mal appointment procedure’s peculiarities had remained in place, and Drimmel had 
spent the better part of his adult life dealing with them: according to traditional law, 
and ratified by Drimmel’s HOG, the faculty board (consisting of all full professors) 
chose three short-listed candidates for an open position.82 This shortlist (the Terna-
vorschlag) went to the minister, who picked the most appropriate person after nego-
tiating the terms of employment. Finally, the Federal President formally appointed 
the new professor. The lower ranks of the university positions involved less procedu-
ral steps, but the final decision always involved the faculty board and the ministry.83

Politically savvy members of the respective faculty could forge an internal agree-
ment on whom to pick, and – perhaps even more importantly – whom to reject. In 
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one way or another, the candidates’ names could then be informally slipped to the 
central authority, in order to find agreement here, too.

But why would the professors accept a practice that, in the long run, would 
obviously damage the capacities and reputation of their profession? One impor-
tant aspect here was certainly the convergence of a conservative-minded majority 
in the professoriate with Drimmel’s convictions. The minister could rely on his allies 
within the profession. More generally, and more importantly too, it seems that the 
ethics and habits of many professors were deeply corrupted, and not just because 
they had learnt to adapt to authoritarian regimes over the decades. If they had not 
actively participated themselves, they had at least witnessed, and accepted, the infor-
mal, politically motivated malpractices during the 1920s and 1930s. The primacy of 
ideological (and political) considerations to intrinsically scientific ones was more 
easily accepted.84

Only few seemed to even have felt that this was not sound, and that this was eth-
ically against the norm of what was actually required to enable good science. Béla 
Juhos, obviously, was one of them; and he had one good reason to complain. Juhos 
was one of the victims of this informal manipulation. Ten years before Drimmel 
gave his speech in Alpbach, in the contest for the position of an associate professor 
in philosophy at the University Vienna, Juhos had lost out – to Erich Heintel.85 Being 
more senior and with an impressive publication record, it must have been a huge 
disappointment, if not a personal disaster, for Juhos to see Heintel reach a higher 
position in the university’s hierarchy while remaining a mere docent himself.86

In the meantime, other promising candidates in the field had also been denied a 
position at Austrian universities.87 At least in his field of philosophy it seemed plau-
sible to assume that conservative-minded professors, together with a powerful min-
ister who abhorred anything remotely associated with positivism, used their infor-
mal networks to block talented and merited scholars and scientists who wouldn’t 
fit into the ideological frame that was expected. As records in Drimmel’s Nachlass 
reveal,88 he played a crucial role in this: professors who were ideologically and polit-
ically close to the minister would regularly turn to him directly, making their per-
sonal favorites palatable and discrediting others.

This was the case, for example, in the succession of Richard Meister,89 or the suc-
cession of philosopher Theodor Erismann at Innsbruck University.90 The latter case 
is well documented;91 its similarity to what happened in the appointment proce-
dure between Heintel and Juhos is striking, albeit perhaps not surprising.92 Instead 
of starting with the top-ranked, and better qualified, candidate, the ministry nego-
tiated directly with the candidate who was close to the conservative mainstream of 
the time.
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5.2 Pretense, Monitoring, Denigration

Manipulating an appointment procedure produced a gap between official reasoning 
and the purpose of an appointment. The formal reasoning held that the best candi-
date for a position was identified on the basis of scientific expertise and academic 
needs. The purpose, however, was to make sure that the position would fall to the 
person who had the political sympathy and ideological trust of those deciding, and 
often came from the same network, the Cartellverband. It also meant that any other 
scholar was prevented from obtaining this position if he (or she) was politically not 
trusted, was not in this informal network, or was ideologically opposed to the main-
stream – regardless of the fact that this person was scientifically better suited. Con-
sequently, manipulating meant willingly accepting that the new professor was some-
one with a lower, or even minor scientific profile.

The well-attuned manipulation of academic positions at the universities was an 
efficient means of containment. In order to make it effective, however, it had to be 
accompanied by a range of other practices. One was pretense, which was always 
made use of for legitimizing a manipulated appointment procedure. In one of his 
earliest public appearances as minister in 1955, Drimmel declared that for the 
last ten years, no Austrian minister of education had broken the unwritten rule of 
appointing a new professor from names suggested on the shortlist.93 The argument 
was hypocritical. Because the Ternavorschlag asked the respective professorial board 
for at least three nominations and allowed the minister to pick whom he considered 
“most acceptable to the state,”94 it was ephemeral whether prominent names from 
abroad were on the shortlist, as long as one candidate had been informally agreed 
upon between Drimmel and his professorial conspirators beforehand.

Another intervention used effectively by Drimmel was to closely observe and 
monitor the knowledge production at the universities in his fields of interest. René 
Marcic, journalist and public figure, published his Habilitation in legal theory in 
1957. Drimmel’s political Nachlass holds a review of this publication, obviously 
drafted directly for the minister by his staff.95 The length and carefulness of the 
report indicate the great attention the ministerial bureaucracy paid to knowledge 
production at universities. It also explains how Drimmel was eager to keep track of 
what was going on there. The report on Marcic’s book ended with strong empha-
sis of its scientific achievements (“wissenschaftliche Meriten”). That way, it proba-
bly helped smooth the path for Marcic to a professorship at the then newly founded 
University of Salzburg.96 Similarly, Drimmel seems to have monitored closely the 
sort of potential candidates for future chairs and assessed their scientific output.97

Drimmel’s deliberate public denigration of scholars that he deemed dangerous 
must be seen as another tool in his toolbox. The example of Hans Kelsen is a point in 
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case:98 Calling Kelsen a sympathisant of Bolshevism was not merely a perversion of 
the famous legal theoretician’s personal convictions.99 It also ignored Kelsen’s efforts 
to analytically distinguish between the political systems of capitalist democracy and 
state socialism.100 Drimmel was willing to abandon intellectual integrity if scholars 
threatened to influence the Austrian higher education system. Everything was eval-
uated along the lines of Drimmel’s Weltanschauung; anyone who did not fit the bill 
was accused of pursuing a destructive enterprise.

Ultimately, Drimmel’s legislative initiatives were based on uncompromisingly 
retaining the ministerial prerogative to make the final decision in all matters of 
human resources. That is why, during the negotiations for the HOG early in his term 
of office, the minister refused to advertize vacant professorships publicly, and why he 
maintained the final decision for each appointment.101 The HOG prolonged the col-
lective responsibility of the group of professors at each faculty, and it reinforced the 
close link between the minister and the professoriate. Thus, it preserved the given 
power relations, providing professors with almost full control over research and 
teaching. Even more importantly, however, the HOG determined that the appoint-
ment process of new members of the professoriate would remain mostly in the dark, 
as attempts to make this process more transparent were successfully repelled.

Containment in the way Drimmel enacted his higher education policies meant 
protecting metaphysical thinking from rational (positivist) critique, and preserving 
the conservative influence at the universities from demands by the coalition part-
ner. At the same time, it allowed him also to nurture what he perceived as the Aus-
trian tradition of Geistesleben, protecting his favorite Austrian scholars from out-
side influence. The curious result of this system of containment was the return, and 
sometimes even the emergence of scholars with damaged reputations due to their 
political exposure during the Nazi regime (or other right-wing regimes of the 1930s 
and 1940s), like the notorious Taras Borodajkewycz.102 It affected the level of univer-
sity lecturing103 as well as the highest echelon of the academic system, the Akademie 
der Wissenschaften.104

6. Conclusion

When Drimmel stepped down as minister, the conduct of higher education policy 
quickly changed and embraced the technocratic approach that was internationally 
en vogue then and that became a trademark of the 1960s.105 Yet while his perso-
nal reputation crumbled, Drimmel’s legacy in terms of policies is more positive: the 
two remaining issues of his tripartite agenda (reforming the curricula and employ-
ment legislation for university teachers) continued to shape the discussions about 
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reforming the higher education sector for another decade or so.106 Also, Drimmel’s 
policies survived in the structures established in the HOG and similar negotiation 
results that were only altered from 1975 onwards, not to mention many (formal and 
informal) procedures and traditions within the academic culture.

But Drimmel’s legacy cannot be described in terms of style or policies alone. 
Much more important was his influence on prolonguing the intellectual and scien-
tific misery of Austrian universities. Soon after 1945, attentive observers had rec-
ognized the difficult situation the Austrian universities were in, and also the pecu-
liar policies of the bureaucrats in the Ministry of Education.107 In the same year  
Drimmel became minister, the young Paul Feyerabend, then a fervent positiv-
ist, noted in a report on Geisteswissenschaften in Österreich that the tradition of 
“healthy disciplinary positivism” was countered by the “wish to underpin and bind 
every single discipline ideologically.”108

For a while, the miserable situation of Austrian post-war society shielded the 
universities from closer examination of what was going on. Feyerabend, too, put 
the “material situation of Austrian Wissenschaft” at the beginning of his critical 
report,109 as a sort of preliminary excuse. With the Wirtschaftswunder in the late 
1950s, and a new generation of students and young scholars pushing towards the 
front stage, this excuse became less and less accepted. Drimmel’s speech in Alpbach 
in 1961 may have been a preemptive strike, but it was Juhos’ response that marked 
the shift in the public discourse.110

Drimmel’s active role in the human resources of the higher education sector will 
need more empirical analysis than provided here. What should have become clear, 
however, is that, because of his special interest in academia, his close relation to the 
Cartellverband, and his personal network dating back to 1930s, Drimmel under-
stood that human resources had the highest, and longest-living, impact on universi-
ties. Drimmel had the means at hand and a clear political leitmotif to contain moder-
nity of thought, thereby firmly putting his stamp on higher education in Austria. 
The practices that Drimmel tolerated and enforced had been established long before 
Drimmel became minister; yet he legitimated them and ensured that they would be 
carried on smoothly for many years.

For how long? Ultimately, Drimmel’s legacy survived in the very persons that 
were appointed professors under him and his predecessors. To turn again to the 
example of philosophy, Erich Heintel and Leo Gabriel would extend their influence 
for decades to come and well beyond their formal field of expertise. So, a former 
member of the NSDAP and a shady opportunist remained powerful members of 
Austrian academia.111 It was this sort of long-lasting “impairment of Austrian sci-
entific culture”112 that Heinrich Drimmel’s strategy of contaimment had preserved.
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