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Introduction
Much has lately been said in Israeli public discourse on the socio-political role of the intellectual. As it seems, the gloomier reality, the greater the expectations towards intellectuals to speak their minds, or, quite on the contrary, to at last keep their tongues. In structural terms, intellectuals are the object of similar expectations as politicians, a concept that makes some of them feel uncomfortable, while other relish it. Be as it may, a word of authority and the authority of the word produce a similarly cathartic effect on their respective confused audiences. Such potential fetishization of intellectuals and their utterances impose critical self-reflection on those of them coming forth with public statements. That such self-reflection does not always occur, is primarily due to the fact that there is no uniform concept of the intellectual, and that there is a lack of consensus among intellectuals as regards their own self-perception. 

In the 1960s, the sociologist Ralf Dahrendorf categorized the concept of the intellectual in his famous book “Society and Democracy in Germany”. In attempting to explain how Germany’s history could take the catastrophic course culminating in the Third Reich, he argues that its main problem from the 19th century onwards had been the persistent failure of liberalism - more specifically, of a liberal civil and political culture, to take root in Germany. In his argument, he also examines among others the socio-political function that German intellectuals played in such enduring failure. To this effect, Dahrendorf defines three ideal types of attitude taken by intellectuals: the classical attitude, the romantic attitude, and the tragic attitude.

The intellectual displaying a classical attitude is characterized by the fact that “he has made his peace with the ruling forces and social conditions of his epoch”. True, he keeps a certain distance, and his relationship with the ruling class is not devoid of tensions, but it is invariably founded on the “explicit affirmation, in principle, of  the prevailing social and political conditions”. As one example typifying the classical attitude of the intellectual, Dahrendorf mentions a Weimar Republic minister?. The intellectual exhibiting this kind of attitude becomes part of the ruling class – “he becomes an acting force, however, without totally ceasing to voice his opinion”. What counts is the affirmative element in his action: “By means of the word as his essential instrument, he makes reality appear not only as inevitable, but also as right.” Despite any misgivings or criticism he may voice, “the attempt to prove that the real is rational” remains the core of his ideological fantasies. The names invoked by Dahrendorf to illustrate this type of intellectual, include, among others, Heinrich von Treitschke’s enthusiam for the Prussian idea, the “hurrah patriotism” manifested by German university professors at the outbreak of World War One and during the first years of the Third Reich, as well as Baldur von Schirach’s euphoric fuehrer-mania. The sociologist Helmut Schelsky and the ideological aspects of the theory of a “levelled-out middle-class society” serve as an additional example.

The romantic attitude is characterized by the intellectual’s withdrawal from politics: “by definition, his role is opposed to that of the intellectual taking an active part in political life, thus protecting him against any influence from the dirty sphere of political action”. Nevertheless, Dahrendorf criticizes the concept of “inner emigration”, which he considers to be a euphemism for a deeply apolitical attitude. He points out that as the German nation was formed in the 19th century, the romantic attitude found its primary expression in cultural pessimism. Dichotomous concepts,  such as “culture and civilization”, “community and society”, “nature and culture”, so he argues, had always posed the “ ‘essential’ in juxtaposition with/ the ‘unessential’ “.  According to this concept, the unessential proves to be real, resulting, mutatis mutandis, in a devaluation of the real.

The withdrawal from reality in hard times, e.g. under a totalitarian regime, is the counterpart of a vague expression of opinions under more liberal circumstances. Dahrendorf regards this romantic attitude as a typically German interpretation of the intellectual’s role.

While the classical attitude is a politically affirmative stance (directly and positively accepting prevailing conditions), that of the romantic attitude is unpolitically affirmative (that is, indirectly accepting prevailing conditions by turning one’s back on them). On the other hand, the intellectual displaying a tragical attitude is characterized by emigration being enforced upon him. While such emigration is not directly affirmative, its impact, due to physical absence, can be from a distance only. In this context, Dahrendorf cites those “to whom the thought of their country’s fate causes sleepless nights, until they must finally leave it for the sake of their own self-preservation.” – thus, intellectuals in exile. He quotes numerous names, of which Heinrich Heine and Karl Marx, Thomas Mann and Albert Einstein are but the most prominent. He concedes that one may distinguish between those who had to go and those who wished to go, but such distinction, in Dahrendorf’s opinion, is misleading. Not all of those who had to leave Germany wished to do so, and, as regards their role as intellectuals, rather belonged to the classical type.  The core of  Dahrendorf’s argument, however, is  “that throughout the past 100 years of its history, German society, quite apart from its political constitution, has obviously been unable to suffer  the presence of those taking their verbal distance from it, without looking for ways of immediately eliminating such distance.”

As we dedicate this evening to Thomas Bernhard, we should keep in mind the three categories of the intellectual cited by Dahrendorf. I will later revert to this. Initially, let me quote some brief facts of Thomas Bernhard’s life:

Thomas Bernhard was born on February 9, 1931 in the Dutch town of Heerlen as the son of Austria parents. His father died in 1943 in Frankfurt on Oder. Bernard was raised by his maternal grandparents, in Vienna and in Seekirchen on the shores of the Wallersee. His mother remarried, and her husband found employment in Traunstein, Upper Bavaria. From autumn 1943 to autumn 1944, Bernhard lived in a boarding school in Salzburg, from the autumn of 1944 to April 1945, he worked in a tree nursery in Traunstein and attended the Johanneum High School in Salzburg from the summer of 1945. In end-1946, the whole family moved to Salzburg. In 1947, Bernhard dropped out from high school to start an apprenticeship with a grocer. 1948 he came down with pleurisy, and was afflicted by a severe lung disease in the spring of 1949. In February 1949, his grandfather passed away, followed by his mother in 1950. Until 1951, Bernhard was hospitalized in the Grafenhof sanatorium for pulmonary diseases. This is where he made his first poetic attempts. From 1952 to 1957, he studied music and acting at the Salzburg Mozarteum. In this context, it is often alleged that he wrote a graduation paper on Artaud and Brecht, but indeed such paper never existed. On the other hand, Bernhard wrote numerous articles for the Socialist Salzburg paper “Demokratisches Volksblatt”. From 1957 he was a freelance writer. During those years, he often lived abroad over long periods of time. From 1965, Bernhard lived in a farm house in Ohlsdorf, Upper Austria, during the 1980s, also in Vienna. He died on February 12, 1989 in Gmunden, Upper Austria.

I do not wish to explore the psychological aspects stemming from the fact that Bernhard was orphaned at a young age, and affecting his later oeuvre. What I would like to highlight in the context that we propose to cover here is the experience of National Socialism that marked his childhood and early youth. For representatives of Bernhard’s generation, unless they were themselves drawn into, and had become an integral part of the Nazi system, this was an experience they had to grapple with throughout their lives. As we know, in Germany, after some initial period of suppression and “normalization” speeded up by the economic miracle, the lengthy process of coming to terms with the Nazi past was initiated in a more or less pronounced way, at times even vehemently, in the 1960s. By contrast, Austria remained immune for many decades to any such self-examination. Austrian society not only succeeded in almost entirely evading a serious confrontation with its own Nazi past. Even more, it managed to perceive itself as the “first victim of National Socialism” – a nearly unbearable situation for a critical mind such as Bernhard’s, apalled by the conditions surrounding him. What options, though, did he have to cope with it? I trust that the answer to this question will be illustrated at least in part by this evening’s presentations. In an attempt to find one part of the answer, it may be helpful to invoke the categories of the intellectual as defined by Dahrendorf: no doubt, Thomas Bernhard was not an intellectual of the classical type; not only did he not positively affirm the Austrian society and state; on the contrary, he criticized and vehemently attacked them. Nor was he the intellectual of the romantic type; he did not escape into some “inner emigration”, but made his voice clearly heard, for which he was both hated and admired until the end of his life. Was he therefore an intellectual of the tragical type? Not so, I believe, in the sense defined by Dahrendorf, since he remained in Austria. But if there exists a tragical attitude of the intellectual, in the sense of an exile within one’s own country, an emigration without actual departure, refusing, however, to embrace the ideology of the apolitical, then Bernhard was its most eminent representative. That he was a great writer, too,  will also find its expression tonight.

