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Austrorealism: Political  
Necessity vs. Electoral Reality  
 
Nathalie Vogel 
 
Canada and Austria have more in common than it 
may seem. Both countries have repeatedly reiterated 
their political commitments to multilateralism; they 
both are members of the Human Security Network1 
and are both actively involved in the ban of landmines. 
More significantly: They are equally present and loud 
on the international scene as soon as the defense of 
Human Rights is on the agenda. 
But they also share a common fate: Apart from the 
tough winters, they suffer from a similar identity issue. 
While abroad, their citizens always feel the need to 
make certain that people clearly understand that they 
are neither Americans nor Germans. When it comes 
to defending their identity, Austrians, like Canadians, 
have a large range of clichés at their disposal, but 
since they have no bears and are quite a small nation, 
they use a different tack: from their dialect, fiercely 
defending idiomatic difference, to their political 
neutrality, claiming the right to be politically completely 
independent. Austrians are certainly good at one 
thing: cultivating their difference. 
The issue of neutrality in its legal and political dimen-
sion has been greatly analyzed by experts throughout 
the last decades. Apart from the fact that it is an out-
dated concept everybody agrees that it is first of all 
and mainly a dull subject. 
So, instead of discussing the dull issue of neutrality, it 
might be more relevant to explain what the majority of 
Austrian perception of “Austrian neutrality” is, and 
then,  what Austrian policy makers actually make out 
of it. 
Most of my readers, being involved in the security 
community, will know that there is a difference be-
tween self perception and perception from the outside, 
be it in terms of threat or just transformation. Some-
times you see things moving in your country while the 
outside world does not realize what you are going 
through. Take as an example the US military psychol-
ogy in terms of threat perception and systematic reac-
tion to it since Sept 11th.  Sometimes you think things 
aren’t moving and they actually are but only the out-
side world sees it, such as Russia’s transformations 
under Putin. 
This gap also applies to Austria. There is a difference 
between:   

                                                 
1 www.humansecuritynetwork.org 
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a) The basic concept of permanent neutrality as it is 
formulated in the Neutrality-law  of October 26th 1955 
which was elaborated on after the memorandum of 
Moscow in April 15th 1955, 
b) What the Austrian electorate thinks it still means in 
2004, and  
c) What the Austrian political class knows it means for 
the future and yet would like its electorate to go on 
believing it does not mean, and 
d) What the outside word clearly sees it implies.  
Are my readers following? No? Well rule number one 
of Austrian political analysis has just been understood: 
What you see is not what you get, and what you get is 
extremely complicated.  
Austria was not neutral by nature as many neutrality-
experts, mostly Scandinavian political scientists, quite 
rightly underline, but chose to become so in order to 
regain sovereignty. It was granted neutrality- without 
explicitly mentioning it in the State Treaty, which Dul-
les, Molotow, MacMillan and Pinay co-signed on May 
15th of 1955. In 1957 already 61 States had recog-
nized Austria as a neutral state: 
From a German point of view,  an extremely interest-
ing case because for some, it showed in terms of the 
best case scenario what could have happened had 
Konrad Adenauer accepted the so called „Stalin-Note“ 
of March 1952 (in the improbable hypothetical case 
the western allies would have accepted a neutral 
Germany as well). The worst case scenario, of 
course, being western Europeans becoming Soviet 
citizens.  
One could also regard the memorandum of Moscow 
of April 15th 1955 as the first post-war performance of 
Austrian diplomacy: Indeed Chancellor Figl managed 
to reach a deal permitting Austria to be viewed as a 
„victim of the second world war“(having some respon-
sibility though- a formulation that is quite often forgot-
ten, even if the fact that Austria paid reparations for an 
amount of 150 Mio $ to the Soviet Union proves it 
quite clearly). In exchange the Soviet Union cut the 
NATO- diagonal line Germany /Italy and enabled a 
permanent neutral status of Austria on the Swiss 
model. In pragmatic terms: this was a good deal in the 
best form of Real-Politik avant l’heure.   
 
The secret: Austrian Diplomacy 
 
Neutrality has been associated in Austria with effi-
ciency, intelligent diplomacy and security. Being neu-
tral for Austria was synonymous with   
1.„being secure“,  
2. „being sovereign“,  
3. not depending on anyone else’s help to sustain a 
high level of stability.  
Stability is a key-word of Austrian politics. Political 
decisions are made for the sole purpose of stability 
i.e. stability gaining or maximizing measures. Proporz, 
great coalitions, social partnership... you name it, all 
this on the basis of consensus. We know since Arend 
Lijphart that this ensured 1) a high reliability of the 
system, and  2) made it crisis-resistant. But it also 
caused great damage to the political decision making 

process. It made it slow, not easily transformable and 
somewhat resistant to new impulses. It created a vi-
cious circle which encouraged the break-out of 
movements such as Jörg Haider’s FPÖ.   
If Austrian foreign policy successfully managed to 
impose a certain „Austrian way” in diplomacy, it is 
because it always managed to deliver an accurate 
analysis of the interests of the allies.  To the outside 
world, Austrian neutrality was labeled anything from 
“A Welcome Initiative” (by the French,  who feared  a 
renaissance of  the pangermanic threat, and the Aus-
trians already knew this in 1919 from the Treaty of 
Saint-Germain),  to “Completely Irrelevant” (by Ameri-
can strategic analysis that did not really make an is-
sue out of the case for it had the guarantee of Aus-
trian western orientation) to a still reminiscent suspi-
cion from the Soviets who, even if they could overlook 
the strategic situation,  were never quite sure they 
would be able to safeguard the status quo.  
But some criticism also occurred: The issue of not 
wanting to take responsibility and at the same time 
remaining actively neutral was often translated into 
being strategically completely irresponsible in some 
cases. To use a Brzezinskian metaphor:  Austria un-
der Kreisky for instance followed active neutrality in 
the Middle East. She was viewed by her critics as a 
disturbing pawn on the chess board while her sup-
porters regarded her as a useful broker and Om-
budsman in international relations... Where the realist 
School of international relations would view military as 
the major tool determining power, and it certainly is 
true in terms of balance of power, especially  when it 
comes  to guarantee a pat situation and therefore 
equilibrium favoring a stable bipolarity, the case of 
Austria showed  another variation  of the game — to 
stick with the chess-allegory. In the context of the 
East-West conflict, a genuinely professional diplo-
macy could use a continental geostrategic position in 
such a way that it offered interesting gambits. Such 
opportunities have been used in many occasions dur-
ing mediations, but also in official talks with terrorist 
organizations such as the PLO.   
Nevertheless, insiders of the Austrian political scene 
are quite clear about Kreisky’s actual motivation:  his 
pronounced activities in the Arab world were less re-
sulting from a true interest of Austria in this region, 
than from the personal and gravely disturbed relation 
her chancellor had to his own rejected jewishness, 
literally obsessing about Israel and acting accordingly. 
Kreisky was even quoted questioning that Jews were 
actually a people and adding „ if that is the case, they 
are a really miserable one“  
 
The Austrian Asterix-Complex 
 
If overlooking the situation on the chessboard and 
taking advantage of the gambits was an Austrian spe-
cialty for forty years, Austria showed herself less tal-
ented in reacting to the „new game order“, the so-
called Blitz-version of the game.  The 90’s were 
marked by the disappearance of the second block, so 
no opportunity to operate as „go-between“ and the 
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new millennium is certainly marked by the fact that 
one does not negotiate with terrorists anymore.  
Every chess player knows that one can easily move, 
remove and sacrifice a pawn, even exchange it 
against a queen but that the higher game of chess 
indeed consists in mastering the pawn’s end game as 
the game evolves towards the decisive conclusion of 
the confrontation... 
In 2004 one should ask that simple question: If it is 
clear that a stable pat situation during the East-West 
conflict was in Austria’s interest, what does Austria 
gain from her neutrality nowadays? Some suggest 
that Austria as a EU-member should follow the role of 
Norway in the Middle East for instance and switch 
from a „permanent“ to a „flexible neutrality“.  Taking 
the actual ESDP Framework one could wonder how 
Austria could remain „flexibly neutral“. Knowing that 
there is hardly room for neutrality, let alone for a half-
neutrality concept. 
The unpleasant fact some Austrians don’t want to 
hear about the world in 2004 is that it has 
changed...and neutrality, be it active, flexible or not, is 
strategically as useful as a bicycle to a fish. Most 
scholars know this and as a matter of fact Austrian 
politicians do know this as well. The truth of the matter 
is that they have not told their electorate because that 
would mean losing votes. Or better said, the best 
among them continue to tell them: Yes, the world has 
changed, but we Austrians do not need to! This is 
some kind of „Austrian Asterix-complex“... you will 
remember that the Romans were everywhere... Eve-
rywhere? Except for one little village that resisted. 
Well, Austrian political culture is all about that kind of 
singularity. The effort put into being different is an „all 
Austrian brand“.   And there we come to another key-
word of Austrian policy analysis: one could call that 
„Reverse-Austrorealism“: The clash of political neces-
sity and electoral reality. An electoral reality is that you 
need to stick to neutrality to win an election, the politi-
cal necessity is that after the crisis of the Balkans you 
engage your state in Partnership for Peace, very well 
knowing that neutrality will stand in your way, at least 
once you have agreed on the NATO-SOFA treaty 
being applied during PfP operations and understood 
what is contained in its Art.15 in combination with 
Art.5 of the Treaty of Washington.  A Political neces-
sity is that you are part of Concordia in Macedonia, a 
EU-Mission inherited from NATO and an electoral 
reality is that you will not discuss this issue in depth 
because that might raise questions... at least when 
the first Austrian soldier returns in a body bag, be sure 
that many people are going to realize that they are no 
longer neutral and are going to wonder what their 
fellow Austrians were doing in Macedonia and on 
whose behalf. We certainly do hope that this will never 
happen. Instead of matching the discourse of neutral-
ity to the actual use of neutrality, political decision 
making follows the typical rules of pragmatism of the 
2nd Republic in Austria: As a  politician  you will  make 
a remarkable  issue out of standing to your principles 
that can be clearly linked to Austrian-identity:  in your 
refusal of the sole  idea of  „Beistandspflicht“ for in-

stance, you, as an Austrian politician, will not drag 
your fellow Austrians into a conflict that is not yours 
and could endanger the stability of the country. And 
you will sell this as: Austria will be and almost is an 
active member within the ESDP or NATO-association 
framework when it chooses to. And guess what, your 
electorate will buy it, because it thinks „ it always 
worked like that in Austria and it is good for stability! 
So why not leave it like that? “ 
Some voices among the Austrian Left for instance, 
even drag out the old non-alignment anachronism 
from their repertoire:  Not only should Austria remain 
neutral, but it should even be completely non-aligned. 
It „could“work they say: well no!  One of the reasons it 
might not work is that in 2004 Bin Laden for instance 
does not care whether a country is neutral or not, or 
another was non-aligned in the past or not, involved or 
not. He thinks in other categories. And Europeans 
have a true interest in this issue: protect our European 
citizens!  
Another reason is that after bipolarity ended, the non 
alignment segment lost its ‘raison d’etre’. Put in eco-
nomic terms: move away, there is no political market 
there! Now if being 2004 „non-aligned“ (which sounds 
just absurd) was a way of subtracting yourself from 
the so called American hegemony- another obsession 
of the Austrian left- one would need to redefine “non-
alignment”.  But I suggest pretty quickly, and make 
that definition available to Al Qaeda.  
Some political statements really show how much the 
Austrian political class needs to be doing its home-
work. The Green party for instance advertised its 
campaign for the next European June elections with a 
caricature of the current conservative Chancellor 
Schüssel (ÖVP) and the following slogan: „NATO or 
European Peace-Policy“. As if it stood in opposition. 
The ignorance regarding the historical background 
and the achievements of the Alliance is such, that 
NATO is perceived by a majority of the Austrian left as 
a threat. Were it not that sad, one could put it sarcas-
tically: „be careful, this subversive organization might 
want to save Europe from her next ethnic con-
flicts...and we surely do not want that to happen! “. 
When it does not encourage its electorate to hide 
behind pseudo-neutrality the Austrian Left, especially 
the Greens, fantasize about a new European Security 
Framework, based on soft powers, civilian forces and 
NGOs as peacekeepers. This indeed has not much to 
do with a rapid deployment force or even a common 
armament policy. But one is ready to accept this di-
mension as well if it allows escaping the all Austrian 
nightmare of the Social Democrats and the Greens, 
the true axis of evil: NATO-USA.      
 
That’s the economic democracy theory, stupid! 
 
The reasons for the true dichotomy of political deci-
sion making in Austria can be rooted back to the post-
war situation: The Republic of Austria was always 
economically and politically speaking a western ori-
ented parliamentary democracy, respecting and en-
couraging the rules of free trade and free market. The 
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last Communist governmental participation ended in 
1947.  
In terms of political and economic philosophy, one 
should not underestimate the long tradition of com-
merce and free-trade of the country. It is no coinci-
dence that the Austrian School played a determining 
role in modern economics.  Not surprisingly, free mar-
ket and free trade motivated Austria to apply for EU 
Membership. Admittedly, at that time, a common EU 
security and foreign policy was not on the agenda. 
This certainly helped to favor the idea of EU-
membership. Nevertheless, in 2004 we can say:  Aus-
trian necessity (the market) won over electoral reality.  
Now, meanwhile a little tiny political consideration 
stands in the way of political integration within ESDP: 
that same neutrality. And not only this: but what they 
call the tricky clause of „Beistandspflicht“ ruling collec-
tive security. Of course this is an issue, but this is an 
electoral issue. Let us not look at what Austrian politi-
cians tell us, especially not during an election cam-
paign. Let us look at the decisions they make and 
where Austrian Armed forces are involved. 
 
EUFOR - CONCORDIA- Skopje 
(European Force Operation Concordia)  
KFOR - Pristina 
(Kosovo International Security Force ) 
UNDOF Camp Faouar 
(United Nations Disengagement Observer Force) 
UNFICYP- Nicosia 
(United Nations Peace-keeping Force in Cyprus) 
SFOR- Sarajevo 
(Stabilization Force) 
UNMEE- Asmara 
(United Nations Mission in Ethiopia and Eritrea) 
MINURSO-Layoune 
(Mision de las Naciones Unidas para el Referendum en el Sahara 
Occidental) 
UNOMIG- Sukhumi 
(United Nations Observer Mission in Georgia) 
UNTSO(United Nations Truce Supervision Organisation) Jerusalem- 
Gvt House 
EUMM-Jerusalem- Sarajevo(European Union Monitoring Mission)  
OSCE Bosnia- Sarajevo 
(OSCE Mission to Bosnia and Herzegovina) 
RACVIAC-Bestovje/ Kroatien 
(Regional arms control, verification and implementation assistance 
center) 
MINUCI- Abidjan 
(United Nations Mission in Cote d´Ivoire)  
Souce: Ministry of Defense- Vienna2 
 
Until recently neutrality was not a real issue. But all of 
sudden, it got back on the agenda, because a new 
election was on the agenda. Neutrality got „rediscov-
ered“. Both candidates, the candidate of the SPÖ 
(Social-democratic Party of Austria) , Heinz Fischer, 
but also his conservative opponent from the ÖVP 
(Austrian People’s Party), the Foreign Minister, Mrs. 
Benita Ferrero-Waldner, a most talented and brilliant 
diplomat in the good old Austrian tradition are con-
vincing defenders of basic and essential principles of 
neutrality. Many of those who are involved in the At-
lantic Treaty community will remember how so con-
vincing Ferrero-Waldner was when she used to stand 

                                                 
2 http://www.bmlv.gv.at/ausle/index.shtml 

on the other side and watch the world from a more 
Atlanticist perspective. Now, where is the explanation 
one could wonder? My very Schumpeterian guess: 
that’s the economic democracy theory, stupid!  1/ 
don’t blame it on Ferrero-Waldner, blame it on An-
thony Downs! 2/ the world is changing, you knew it, I 
knew it, Frau Waldner also did... but she already knew 
one thing before running: the majority of her voters 
didn’t want to know about the implications! And she 
also knew another thing: she wanted to become 
President. So that is where her party, the conservative 
ÖVP came up with an interesting suggestion during 
her campaign: „solidarity within the European Union 
and neutrality outside“. You do not need to be a great 
strategist to realize that the practicability of such a 
concept is- to put it mildly- extremely reduced. Lead-
ing political scientists joked that Austria as EU-
Member and PfP associate could be completely neu-
tral indeed, maybe in the case of Kirabiti attacking 
Tuvalu. Austrian journalists questioned the ÖVP’s 
concept so harshly that it made it look as a farce. But 
that is certainly not where Ferrero-Waldner lost most 
of her votes. She was actually badly attacked by the 
Social- Democrats and the Greens for having advo-
cated some years ago that Austria should join NATO. 
This idea would never have crossed the mind of Heinz 
Fischer, who stuck to (or got stuck with?) permanent 
neutrality all his life long. As Austria’s number one 
political scientist Anton Pelinka repeatedly underlined 
when asked whether one should give up neutrality: 
„how can you give up on something that never really 
existed?“. In some ways, the candidate of the SPÖ is 
another of these Austrian magicians...he actually 
managed to win the presidential election by sticking to 
something which de facto did not exist.  All this in 
order to protect the holy „identity“.  
It is probably what most Austrians had in mind when 
70.76 % of them participated in the election on April 
26th.  Unlike their German neighbors, they can directly 
elect their Head of State.  Heinz Fischer was elected 
with 52.41 % of the votes, against 47.59 % to his op-
ponent Mrs. Ferrero-Waldner. 
 
Quo vadis, tu felix Austria? 
 
While Austria is underway to a total and complete 
participation in the ESDP, at the moment it is reduced 
to a certain „band-wagoning“.  
Austria joined the EU mainly motivated by economic 
reasons, but it cannot afford to stand out of the Euro-
pean scheme, even if the spirit of Art.5 Western Euro-
pean Union Treaty  frames the philosophy of a collec-
tive European Security, call it solidarity or anything 
else you like. It is de facto collective defense.  Austria 
will have to accept this dimension as well.  
Austria cannot afford to be in a security vacuum.   
Austria refuses to join NATO because of Art.5 of the 
Treaty of Washington but is part of PfP and as such 
has certain obligations towards her PfP partners, and 
her lead nation during PfP operations or operations „in 
the spirit“ of PfP. 
 


