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Introduction

After 1945, Austria was in an intermediate position in several respects, a posi-
tion that resulted not only from the country’s geographical location but also
from its status in the conºict between East and West. Austria had not been
“defeated” during World War II because it had ceased to exist as a state from
1938 to 1945. The Moscow Declaration of 1943 referred to it as a “liberated”
country that was to be extricated from the German Reichsverband and re-
established with its own statehood. In the view of the Allies, Austria was nei-
ther a classic enemy (only Great Britain remained in a state of war with it un-
til 1947) nor an ally, let alone a victorious power. When Austria came up as a
matter for negotiation in the late 1940s and early 1950s, it usually was over-
shadowed by the German issue. Even the former enemy countries of the
Allied Powers–Hitler’s allies and satellites (Italy, Finland, Romania, Bulgaria,
and Hungary)–received more attention. At the Paris Conference of 1946, the
Austrian question was not even on the agenda. The state treaty negotiations
did not even begin until 1947, when the peace treaties were about to be
signed. What Austrian political representatives had demanded in vain after
the end of the First World War—namely, a state treaty and not a peace
treaty—was not initially granted after World War II. The phrasing used in the
internal papers of the Western powers, oscillating between “Austrian State
Treaty” and “Peace Treaty,” did nothing to provide a sense of security.1

1. Günter Bischof, “Between Responsibility and Rehabilitation: Austria in International Politics,
1940–1950,” Ph.D. diss., Harvard University, 1989.
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From the late 1940s until 1953, Austria received aid from the Marshall
Plan as a single country, including the Soviet occupation zone.2 The European
Recovery Program (ERP) allowed for a Western orientation of the economy,
but Austrian leaders avoided integration into the West as long as their country
was under the control of the Occupying Powers. The Austrian government
did not pursue separate negotiations with the Western powers and kept its
distance from military alliances and political organizations. Formal member-
ship in the Brussels Pact (“Western European Union,” or WEU), the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the Council of Europe, and the Euro-
pean Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) was infeasible before the with-
drawal of the Occupying Powers, even though the government occasionally
toyed with the idea.3 Austria from 1945 was thus a state with no alliances—a
state that adhered unofªcially to a policy of non-alignment until it made that
status ofªcial with its declaration of neutrality on 26 October 1955.4 Given
the presence of the Occupying Powers and their desire to avoid the integra-
tion of either part of the country with the rival bloc, Austria was basically
“neutralized” during the ªrst ten years after the war.

This article focuses on the role of Austria during the ªrst East-West
détente from 1953 to 1958, a period in which the country was still formally
under occupation, although it dared for the ªrst time to see whether an alli-
ance-free status for itself could convince the Soviet Union to withdraw its
troops from Austrian territory. The article looks at the conclusion of the Aus-
trian State Treaty and the declaration of neutrality in 1955 as well as Austria’s
position during crises in the German Democratic Republic (GDR) in June
1953, Hungary in October–November 1956, and Lebanon in July–October
1958, all against the backdrop of the neutrality question.

Austria’s path to the State Treaty has been recounted in detail by Gerald
Stourzh, and its role in the ªrst Cold War has been cogently interpreted by
Günter Bischof.5 However, the interplay between two dimensions of the
problem—the genesis of neutrality during the initial phase of the Cold War
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(which ended after Josif Stalin’s death in 1953), and the development of neu-
trality during international crises—has not yet been thoroughly considered,
let alone studied in a systematic manner. This article therefore investigates
four major issues: the necessary conditions for Austrian neutrality; key factors
within Austria and abroad; the international impact and foreign perception of
Austrian neutrality; and the early molding of Austrian neutrality that resulted
in its ªnal proªle.

To set the stage, I will begin by outlining the main contours of this for-
mative phase of Austria’s foreign policy. According to Austrian Foreign Minis-
ter Karl Gruber, neutrality in 1946 was still a hollow term, “technically deval-
ued” as a result of the development of the Austrian air force and “as good as
senseless” because of the invention of nuclear weapons.6 As long as the forma-
tion of blocs was a question that was still open or not deªnitively concluded,
Gruber believed it was advisable to be reserved about neutrality. With the
founding of NATO in April 1949, a fait accompli was achieved in security
policy that required Austria to take a clearer position. As the blocs coalesced,
Gruber began to change his stance in 1949 and declared that only an unrea-
sonable person could prefer “one-sided partisanship” to neutrality.7 Neutral-
ity, as he saw it, would have to be armed.8 He even advocated a neutral but
armed Europe that would provide military protection. He rejected any solu-
tion that leaned toward a Communist dictatorship or deviated from a demo-
cratic constitution. Thus, although it is true, as Stourzh argues, that Austria
was caught between East and West, Gruber believed that this situation must
not be allowed to affect Austria’s domestic political complexion.

Austrian leaders realized, however, that they must take account of the
views of third parties. Austria’s own conception of neutrality was shaped in
deference to the Occupying Powers, and this did not change until Bruno
Kreisky came on the scene in the 1970s. Gruber believed that a certain rap-
prochement between the world powers was necessary for neutrality to be
achieved. Austria could not by itself resolve the conºicts of a world that was
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divided. He therefore conceived of neutrality as the “passive” result of the pol-
icies of the great powers, rather than an “active” policy of a small state. But
eventually, when faced with the West’s tendency to reject neutrality outright
(much less to provide guarantees of it), he concluded that he was mistaken.

Austria’s foreign policy did not develop toward neutrality in a linear fash-
ion. The year 1950, with the outbreak of military conºict in the Far East,
brought enormous difªculties for Austria. The Korean War represented not
only a turning point in the Cold War but also a change in Austria’s policy: a
signal to mobilize “all the defense forces of democracy” and an end to the illu-
sion that a democratic state could live “without discipline and sacriªce.”
Gruber welcomed the U.S. military response to the North Korean attack and
the United Nations (UN) Security Council resolution authorizing the U.S.
response, which he believed would repulse Communist inºuence.9 Only as
the end of the Korean War drew near in the spring and summer of 1953 did
new prospects for the acceptance of neutrality emerge in Europe. But the in-
volvement of the United States in the Korean War on behalf of the UN also
necessitated caution about the neutrality policy. Austrian Chancellor Leopold
Figl was intent on gaining UN membership and had already applied to join.10

Austria Free from Alliances, 1953–1954

Under Chancellor Julius Raab, a new policy was adopted in April 1953 calling
for increased contacts with the Soviet Union. This led to overtures about “an
alliance-free status,” which was not greatly different from the neutrality that
was eventually achieved. Within this context, it is noteworthy that Gruber
openly criticized the Finnish example–even though at this point Finland was
not yet ofªcially “neutral”–and thus anticipated the pejorative label of
“Finlandization.”11 He also referred to Switzerland without making any com-
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mitment to embrace its type of neutrality. The major thing he stressed is that
neutrality would mean non-participation in military alliances.12

The Austrian government’s conception of the neutrality option changed
relatively little over time. Gruber made clear that he would support neutrality
only if it were maintained by sovereign Austrian institutions and would not be
subject to binding agreements with other parties. That was why he had
doubts about the Finnish example and also believed that the Swiss variation
went too far. Austria’s neutrality, he argued, ought to be understood only as
non-membership in military alliances. Unlike Bruno Kreisky’s later views,
Gruber regarded neutrality not as something that forms national identity but
as an obstacle to further Western orientation and to closer relations with the
soon-to-be European Economic Community (EEC). In retrospect, he stated
that he had never been wholly convinced of neutrality but had recognized its
political value as “a legitimate excuse for a small state.”13

Austria’s embrace of neutrality and non-membership in alliances did not
prevent the country from adopting security measures that made it a “secret
ally.”14 The “secret” rearmament of Austria in the 1950s, particularly with the
help of the Americans in the Western Zone, was kept at a gradual pace by the
Austrians to avoid precipitating a break with the Soviet Union. The Austrian
government used the step-by-step rearmament of the Western Zone (6,500
men were armed by the end of 1955, including 215 ofªcers) to induce the
Occupying Powers to reduce their troop strength and their occupation costs.
The partial Western orientation of the country’s security policy thus contrib-
uted to a gradual emancipation from the occupiers and to the reestablishment
of Austrian sovereignty. The well-calculated, “secret” rearmament also was
used as a gentle point of pressure on the Soviet Union to move ahead with the
state treaty and bring it to a conclusion.

This basic approach—of seeking an alliance-free status combined with
“secret” ties with the West—was ªrmly in place two years before the conclu-
sion of the state treaty. When Gruber met Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal
Nehru at the Bürgenstock near Lucerne on 20 June 1953, he asked the Indian
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leader to sound out Moscow about the neutrality option. Soviet ofªcials re-
acted by dragging their feet. Gruber then decided to follow up on Churchill’s
initiative of 11 May—of arranging a “Three-Power Summit” between the
United States, Great Britain, and the USSR and, if necessary, to make a
“lonely pilgrimage” to Moscow for it—and suggested Vienna as the location
for a conference.15

Vienna would have been a suitable venue for an international conference
in the early 1950s, but the suppression of the uprising in the GDR on 17 June
1953 had brought the shadow of the German question back over Austria at
the very moment that the Soviet occupation authority had begun encouraging
liberalization in its Austrian zone.16 The Austrian Foreign Ministry closely ex-
amined the events of 17 June to see whether they would spur a change of
Moscow’s attitude toward Austria. To forestall any backsliding, the Austrian
foreign minister argued that Austria’s position was advantageous for the great
powers as well: “They can liquidate their position without danger of an explo-
sion and without having to deal with a loss of their prestige.”17 Austria’s policy
was one of restraint and “not mixing in.” Gruber and others emphasized that
West Germany’s alliance ties were “exclusively the affair of the Bonn govern-
ment and had no inºuence on Austria’s foreign policy.”18

Raab and West German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer held opposing
views of foreign policy,19 and each consistently stuck to his own position, leav-
ing little maneuvering room for either. By October 1953, Gruber had con-
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cluded that if anything could be changed regarding the German question, it
would take place in Austria, which was serving as a display window.20

A temporary ray of hope came at the beginning of 1954, when Austria
was admitted to the foreign ministers’ conference in Berlin with equal rights
as a negotiating partner.21 The new foreign minister, Leopold Figl, and
Undersecretary of Foreign Affairs Bruno Kreisky began distancing Austria
from its seemingly inescapable dependence on the German question, which
itself was gradually being solved through the division into separate German
states.22 But Austria’s effort to keep its distance from the Federal Republic of
Germany (FRG) also had its limits. Raab and Figl realized that the FRG’s
strictly pro-Western course was beneªcial for Austria, and they therefore
sought to prevent sharp conºicts with West Germany. At the Berlin Confer-
ence in January–February 1954, ofªcials from the two countries agreed to
take no action that would be detrimental to the other country.

In February 1954, as public pressure mounted, the Austrian government
renewed its push for a rapid conclusion of the state treaty, but progress proved
infeasible when Moscow once again argued that Soviet troops must stay in the
east of Austria until a peace treaty with Germany was concluded. Vienna re-
jected this linkage because it would signal less-than-complete sovereignty and
because the danger of Soviet inªltration would still exist.23 Austrian neutrality
according to the Swiss model, as U.S. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles
proposed to Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov in Berlin, would
have entailed full sovereignty, but the proposal met a cool reception in Mos-
cow.24 Austria’s insistence on full sovereignty never wavered, and that position
was shared by the West Germans. Kreisky was familiar with Bonn’s concerns,
and in August 1954 he sought to reassure the FRG that “Austria still does not
intend that its autonomous declaration proposing an alliance-free policy
would be bound by treaty.”25 A few months later, events did in fact develop in
this way.
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An “Austrian Model” for the West or a
“Trojan Horse” for Eastern Europe?

Molotov’s speech on 8 February 1955 signaled that an opportunity to resolve
the Austrian question might ªnally be in sight. Among other things, he de-
manded that a four-power conference be convened immediately to discuss
both Austria and Germany. According to Hans Wassmund, Soviet leaders
were still hopeful of preventing West Germany from entering the WEU and
NATO, and they therefore concentrated their efforts on warning about the
negative effects of the Treaties of Paris, which would permit German rearma-
ment and entry into the alliances. Ratiªcation of these treaties, Soviet ofªcials
argued, would deepen the separation of the German states and keep Germany
divided indeªnitely.26

On the Austrian question, however, the leeway for progress seemed
greater. A note from the Direction Générale politique d’Europe from the Quai
d’Orsay of 12 April suggested that the USSR was now interested in the “neu-
tralization” of Austria:

A neutralized Austria would pose a constant temptation for West Germany and,
as a result, perceptibly weaken Adenauer’s position. Austria would ªnd itself in
the same position as Switzerland and therefore become a highly important
strategic obstacle to the NATO powers by eliminating every possibility to build
a “fortress in the Alps,” thus severing all supply lines between Italy and West
Germany.27

From the Soviet point of view, “easing political tensions” could also mean the
“prevention” or at least “delay” of German rearmament and entry into
NATO. From Moscow’s perspective, the “neutralization” of Germany and the
“easing political tensions” in Europe were complementary.28

In the spring of 1955, the Western media began to discuss the idea of a
belt of neutral states in Europe, which the Soviet Union seemed to have in
mind. Without the integration of a united Germany into such a zone, it
would remain only a patchwork. The British ambassador in Vienna reported
on Moscow’s apparent aims:
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The basic Soviet objective appears to be the creation of a belt of neutral states
consisting of Sweden, Germany, Austria and Yugoslavia. In view of the apparent
situation in which Germany would be the only missing link, this chain must
have a great attraction for the Soviets. We therefore consider it possible that the
Soviets are prepared to conclude the Austrian treaty if the neutralization, or
something closely approaching neutralization, of Austria can be achieved. Pre-
vention of German rearmament is probably still the primary aim and they may
consider that the neutralization of Austria would contribute to it.29

The traditional Soviet objective of “neutralizing” Germany (i.e., turning
it into a neutral state) and the new effort to ease political tensions in Europe
thus seemed compatible. But regardless of Soviet views of the German ques-
tion, what was decisive for Austria in its bid for neutrality was its willingness
to achieve a bilateral agreement with the Soviet Union and to issue a unilateral
declaration in this regard. In April 1955 an Austrian delegation went to Mos-
cow and agreed on a future policy of neutrality.

This agreement, from Moscow’s perspective, may have been directed at
least as much at Germany as at Austria. Austrian ofªcials who accompanied
Chancellor Raab to Moscow conªdentially informed the French ambassador
in Vienna, François Seydoux, about statements by Soviet ofªcials that if West
Germany remained outside NATO, the Soviet Union would be prepared to
make generous proposals in favor of reuniªcation.30 Adenauer believed that
these plans existed and that they could be presented to him during his stay in
Moscow, but he was wary of “the danger that lay in this proposal” and was un-
willing to agree to such considerations.31 Austrian Foreign Minister Figl had
gotten the impression from his talks with Vladimir Semyonov of the Soviet
Foreign Ministry

that the whole Russian change of tactics [vis-à-vis Austria] was aimed at
creating a precedent and example for Germany; that the Russians already had
proposals on Germany ready; and that these proposals (which might include an
invitation to Adenauer and Ollenhauer to make a joint visit to Moscow) would
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probably be made even if there were a hitch over the conclusion of the Austrian
Treaty.32

The Belgian foreign minister, Paul-Henri Spaak, was one of the most im-
portant exponents of NATO. He still regarded the German question “as the
central European problem” and believed “that the neutralization of Austria
would not trigger a sudden change of direction in Germany’s policy, especially
because Federal Chancellor Adenauer, who seemed to control the situation,
ªrmly rejected reuniªcation of Germany at the price of neutralization.” Nev-
ertheless, Spaak feared

that the “Austrian example” could have a magnetic inºuence on almost all classes
of the German population over time, if it really turned out that the West was not
able to carry out a non-violent reuniªcation of Germany . . . within the frame-
work and under continuation of the current European policy of integration.33

Thus, as Spaak saw it, the best thing was for the West to reject any attempt by
Moscow to lure Germany away via concessions on Austria.

Ofªcials in the West were initially divided in their views of Austrian neu-
trality. In a speech in Iowa that became famous for its ªrm stance against neu-
tralism, John Foster Dulles deemed such a status reprehensible and “im-
moral.”34 Although Dulles and Eisenhower would have welcomed neutrality
for Eastern Europe, they were wary of applying it to countries not already
within the Soviet bloc.

Elsewhere in the West, however, the view was less hostile. According to
Seydoux, French ofªcials hoped that if Austria gained Moscow’s formal accep-
tance of its independence and sovereignty, this would strengthen Austria’s po-
sition toward Eastern Europe. Austria’s neutrality could even serve as a Trojan
horse for establishing a foothold in the East-bloc countries. A Danube Con-
federation would offer Austria the possibility to play a more important part.
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Seydoux concluded that if Austria remained loyal to the Western powers, its
neutrality would prove beneªcial.35

The FRG’s Disinclination to Follow the
Austrian “Example”

The Austrians wanted not only an end to the foreign occupation but a barrier
against a future Anschluss. Neutrality would be a self-imposed guarantee of in-
dependence from Germany. Austrian ofªcials did not want to see Germany it-
self become neutral because they feared that this would leave open the possi-
bility of an Anschluss of two neutral states. Raab reportedly told the British
ambassador to Vienna, Geoffrey Wallinger, that Austrian neutrality would
provide a deªnitive answer to the Anschluss question. A neutral Germany, he
stressed, was no longer plausible, and thus a new Anschluss was impossible.
Like the Swiss, Raab regarded neutrality as conducive to the strengthening of
Austrian national sentiment.36 But domestic and foreign opponents of Aus-
trian neutrality, including Adenauer, were wont to equate neutrality with neu-
tralism or neutralization, a second-class status that would be unlikely to foster
a stronger national identity.

Austria’s decision to accept the Soviet invitation was surprising and came
too fast for many Western leaders, who were suspicious of Raab’s “neutral-
ism.” The Austrian delegation knew that Western governments would agree
to neutrality only if it did not become a “model” or precedent for Germany.
This was the view of Kreisky and Vice Chancellor Adolf Schärf (both of
whom were Social Democrats) more so than of Raab and Figl (both of whom
belonged to the People’s Party). Ofªcial announcements by Vienna that ex-
cluded the possibility of creating an “example” for Germany must be seen in
this context.37

The West German government, for its part, categorically rejected any
comparison with Austria.38 But the Four-Power arrangement that lasted in
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Austria until 1955 remained a thorn in Adenauer’s side. He did not distin-
guish “neutrality” from “neutralization,” which he equated with “Sovietiza-
tion.” It is therefore not surprising that Austrian ofªcials informed him belat-
edly about the development of bilateral Austrian-Soviet contacts in the spring
of 1955, and that he misjudged their prospects of success.39 His misjudgment
stemmed from his fears of possible repercussions in the FRG.40

Adenauer’s assumption that “neutralization of Germany would be one of
the most dangerous threats and imply Sovietization” was purely speculative.
The two separate and heavily-armed German states of different ideological
orientations were presumably no less a threat to peace than a neutral and
united Germany would have been. With the world’s highest density of nu-
clear weapons, the two states ensured the continuation of the Cold War.

Raab’s policy reinforced Adenauer’s deep aversion to “neutralism.”41 De-
spite Austria’s success, the West German chancellor dismissed neutrality as a
possible solution for the German question. His negative view of it accounted
for the displeasure he expressed about the treatment of German assets in the
state treaty (the new article 22), which was unexpectedly unfavorable for
Bonn. The issue was merely a pretext but not the real reason for his concern
and anger.42 Austria’s impending neutrality heightened Adenauer’s “neutraliza-
tion trauma” and strengthened the FRG’s willingness to accept partial state
freedom and national division.

Adenauer’s desire for integration into the West was a further reason that
the Western powers were disinclined to reconsider their German policy, let
alone seek an Austrian-style solution for Germany that looked dangerous and
unpredictable. As early as March 1955, they had, to the disappointment of
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Moscow, rejected Soviet Prime Minister Nikolai Bulganin’s proposal to hold a
Foreign Ministers’ Conference in Vienna, mainly because they wanted to
avoid any discussion of the German question.43 Adenauer himself urged the
Western powers to maintain and continue a “policy of strength,” and he
sought to dispel any notion of reuniªcation through neutrality.44 When he
learned that Eisenhower, at a press conference on 18 May, had not excluded
this possibility and had even emphasized the advantages of creating a zone of
neutralized states, the West German chancellor and his aides were reportedly
“ºooded by a wave of pessimism.” Adenauer warned Eisenhower that he must
“avoid falling into their [the Soviet Union’s] trap.”45

Adenauer believed the main problem was not the reactions of the Ger-
man public but the irresolute stance of Western governments, “which he
thought were too eager for appeasement.” On 24 May, Adenauer conferred
with the West German ambassadors in Washington, London, and Paris and
told them he was against all forms of “neutralism.” The “paradoxical thing”
was that after the FRG had joined NATO, Adenauer was no longer concerned
about the Social Democratic opposition, which had rejected ideas of “neutral-
ization.” Instead, he feared that ofªcials in the West would waver and make
unwise concessions.46

His calculations in this regard were borne out. In the Bundestag, the Aus-
trian “example” did not cause any substantial opposition to the government’s
aim of seeking closer cooperation with the West. Although the West German
public did increasingly believe that Adenauer should see what was on offer
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from the USSR—a factor that contributed to his decision to travel to Mos-
cow—this pressure was easily contained.47

How, then, is the Austrian State Treaty of 1955 to be interpreted? In
Adenauer’s view, it was a victory for the Soviet Union, and to a large extent
this is correct: Austrian neutrality marked a success for Soviet policy insofar as
it led to the withdrawal of NATO foces from western Austria. The wider ap-
plication of the Austrian “model” would have brought into question all West
European steps toward integration and would have endangered any further
progress. But, as it turned out, Austria remained Western-oriented in its eco-
nomic relations, and Soviet attempts to promote the neutralization of Ger-
many failed. Viewed from this longer-term perspective, the state treaty was a
compromise solution.48

If Soviet leaders had moved a year or two earlier on Austria, they might
have been able to gain greater credibility for their policy toward Germany.
Austria might then have served as a genuine “example” for what could be
done with a united Germany.49 In that sense, Austria was as important as
Adenauer in complicating Soviet Deutschlandpolitik.

Austria and the 1956 Hungarian Crisis

Neutrality is not necessarily an export item, but something reserved for a few
states. The Germans were not the only ones who had to learn this lesson in
the Cold War; the Hungarians learned it as well. The signing of the Austrian
State Treaty, the withdrawal of foreign troops, and the declaration of perma-
nent neutrality led to a surge of “Austria euphoria” in Hungary that had not
been seen since 1945. The original inter-Allied agreements, which had been
reached in the context of the peace treaties of 1947, provided that once Soviet
troops withdrew from Austria, a withdrawal from Hungary would also take
place.50 But the signing of the Warsaw Pact on 14 May 1955 created a new re-
ality, enabling the Soviet Union to keep its troops in Hungary indeªnitely—
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all the more reason for Austria’s achievement to be admired by many Hun-
garians.51

Austria’s initial embrace of the option of non-membership in alliances
was accompanied by the ªrst signs of a reduction of tensions in its relations
with Hungary, well before progress on the state treaty began. As early as 1953,
talks on compensation for seized Austrian assets were initiated between Vi-
enna and Budapest, although the discussions had to be interrupted later that
year.52 Bilateral trade, which had plummeted in the period from 1937 to 1946
(when the percentage of Austria’s total exports going to Hungary dropped
from 15 percent to 2.7 percent, and its imports from Hungary decreased from
16 percent to 3.2 percent), also picked up sharply. Beginning in 1947, and es-
pecially in 1948 when an initial trade agreement was signed, trade between
the two countries by 1955 rose from 70.7 million Austrian schillings to 894.4
million. By 1956 the volume of trade exceeded one billion schillings.53 The
precipitous increase in bilateral trade helped to diminish political tensions
long before neutrality was achieved. Neutrality alone would not have engen-
dered these improvements.

The easing of political tensions between the two countries was evident
when Hungary endorsed Austria’s neutrality in an “extremely rapid and espe-
cially festive form.” On 24 November 1955, Hungary and nine other coun-
tries were the ªrst to take this step, and Hungary was the ªrst Communist
state to do so. The ofªcial declaration about this matter was published in
Hungary’s national law gazette.54 One wonders whether some in Budapest al-
ready saw Austria as a model for Hungary.

After the failure of the Geneva summit and the Geneva Conference of
Foreign Ministers in the summer and fall of 1955,55 many Hungarians were
disappointed by the lack of further progress in reducing tensions in central
Europe. A deep hopelessness set in because the “roll-back” policy of the Eisen-
hower-Dulles administration turned out to be substanceless propaganda.56
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The relationship between the Austrian solution of 1955 and the revolu-
tionary events in Hungary in 1956 seemingly bore out the Trojan horse thesis
of neutrality. But it is worth noting that Austria itself was disinclined to serve
as an “example” for other countries and wanted to decide itself about the ap-
plicability of its status, rather than leave it to be judged by others. Austrian
leaders earlier had declined to portray neutrality as a solution for Germany,
and they found themselves in an even more difªcult situation when the revo-
lution erupted in Hungary barely a year after Austria had become neutral. By
this point, the Austrians had not yet determined what leeway their neutral
status gave them. The Hungarian crisis forced Austria to speed up its effort to
ªgure out what neutrality meant and how it was to be handled in practice.

After the revolution began and Soviet troops intervened on 23–24 Octo-
ber, Raab, after an extraordinary session of the government on 28 October,
felt compelled to issue an unequivocal appeal to the USSR:

The Austrian government . . . requests the government of the USSR to cooper-
ate in halting military clashes and putting an end to the bloodshed. . . . The Aus-
trian government favors a normalization of conditions in Hungary with the goal
that through the reestablishment of liberty in accordance with human rights,
European peace will be strengthened and ensured.57

In a series of cables, the Austrian government informed its envoys in
Paris, London, and Washington about the extremely difªcult situation in
which Austria found itself:

It is likely that larger units of Hungarian freedom troops will make it to Austria.
As far as possible, all provisions have been made on the Austrian side for the
prompt admission of groups that lay down their arms and for the granting of
asylum. Please bring this to the attention of the government of the country in
which you are stationed and propose that they take whatever action is necessary
to move these groups to other Western countries without delay.58

Austrian leaders generally acted in conformity with international legal
conceptions of neutrality, which permitted humanitarian aid, military self-
defense, and political negotiation. They also upheld the country’s pro-
Western orientation, with a democratic state under the rule of law. The fed-
eral government ordered seven measures immediately and referred to them
later on when the Soviet Union accused Austria of an alleged violation of neu-
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trality: (1) the establishment of a prohibited zone, to which entry was forbid-
den; (2) inspection of the prohibited zone by the Austrian defense minister
and by military attachés of the great powers; (3) the requirement that Ferenc
Nagy (an exiled Hungarian leader) leave Austria; (4) a moratorium on the is-
suance of visas to foreign passport holders (émigrés); (5) increased control of
the country’s western border; (6) the prohibition of political activity among
refugees and exiles; and (7) the disarming and internment of those who were
armed.59

On 28 October, Figl expressed great concern to the Soviet ambassador,
Sergei Lapin, that the ªghting would persist and that Hungarian units would
ºee to Austrian territory. Figl said that if Soviet units were to come across the
border, they must ªrst lay down their weapons. The Soviet government would
have to order its troops to respect neutral ground. Lapin reponded that the
USSR “has no intention of jeopardizing Austrian neutrality,” but he added
that Soviet troops had “taken steps in Hungary” in accordance with the War-
saw Pact and at the request of the legal Hungarian government.60

Throughout the crisis, Austrian ofªcials were careful not to give any pre-
text to Moscow to violate Austria’s neutrality. Plans to debate Hungary in the
parliament were put on hold, although Raab did repeat his call for an end to
the ªghting. The Suez crisis, which had escalated with the outbreak of
ªghting on 29 October, complicated the international situation even fur-
ther.61 Austrian leaders were determined to ensure their country’s security
through strict observance of neutrality. On 30 October, the political depart-
ment of the foreign ministry recommended:

Our protection lies in our neutrality. The political department takes the liberty
once again to warn against declarations by Parliament that could create the im-
pression in Moscow that our neutrality has been swept away by the uprising in
Hungary. . . . Our task now will be to continue our assistance, but quietly.62
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These actions, in time of crisis, were simultaneously the birth and christening
of Austrian neutrality.

Despite voting for the UN resolution of 4 November calling on the So-
viet Union to withdraw its troops from Hungary, the Austrian government re-
mained extremely cautious in its response to the crisis.63 Soviet Deputy For-
eign Minister Valerian Zorin reminded the Austrians that in these times, “it is
of the utmost importance that Austria maintain its neutrality as scrupulously
as possible. The smallest deviation, the slightest inattention, would be
‘exploited not by us, but by others who would see it as the abandonment of
neutrality.’”64

These Soviet warnings provoked responses from the West. Although U.S.
ofªcials had refrained from providing any guarantee of Austria’s neutrality to
avoid creating a precedent that would antagonize the West Germans, they
were quick to counter Soviet allegations that the United States had assisted
the Hungarian rebels from Austrian territory. In a formal statement, the Ei-
senhower administration declared “that the violation of the territorial integ-
rity and internal sovereignty of Austria would of course signify a serious threat
to peace.” Austrian newspapers construed this as a declaration by the U.S.
president that a violation of Austria’s integrity was a casus belli, an interpreta-
tion that went well beyond the text of the declaration (and the administra-
tion’s intent), as was accurately noted by the Austrian foreign ministry.65

Austria: Officially Neutral, but “Not Neutral
at Heart”

The outbreak of unrest in Hungary and the Soviet crackdown took Austria’s
political and military leaders by surprise. Austria was not prepared to resist an
attack against its territory. The Austrian armed forces had not been set up un-
til early 1956, and the ªrst conscripts (Präsenzdiener) had not begun serving
until October. Military ofªcials lacked the experience and knowledge to deal
with problems caused by an uprising in a neighboring country. During the
ªrst stage of the crisis, Austrian troops even lacked ammunition. The com-
mand structure was unclear, and units received conºicting orders. The Aus-
trian defense minister, Ferdinand Graf, at times acted on his own and at other
times asked the government what to do. No liaison existed between the chan-
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cellor’s ofªce and the head of the military. After the Soviet invasion on 4 No-
vember, the Austrian defense ministry gave orders to ªre if Soviet troops
crossed into Austria, but the reality was that Austria’s military was too weak to
protect the borders or to maintain control of the country’s airspace. Fortu-
nately, no real danger arose, and Soviet troops kept their distance from Aus-
trian territory. Only a few minor border violations took place. In April 1957,
the so-called Sicherungseinsatz (security deployment) came to an end.66

On one hand, the shortage of military equipment and the dearth of secu-
rity precautions necessitated an even more precise adherence to the legal rules
of neutrality. On the other hand, the events in Hungary suggested that neu-
trality was a credible option and offered a certain guarantee of protection. Ex-
cessive conclusions were subsequently derived from this latter point. Under
Bruno Kreisky in the 1970s, the Austrian government regarded a policy of
neutrality as the best security policy. The army continued to eke out a shadow
existence. The only thing it could really do was offer “good services”—provid-
ing aid to refugees and carrying out humanitarian measures.

During the Hungarian revolution, the Austrian government organized
comprehensive shipments of aid and the transport of medical supplies. When
the Austrian representative in Budapest, Walter Peinsipp, reestablished tele-
phone contact with Vienna on 30 October, he stated that the distribution of
aid by the embassy meant “real propaganda for Austria.”67

The extent to which Austria’s understanding of neutrality was still unde-
veloped in the autumn of 1956—a year after the ofªcial declaration—became
apparent when the country applied for membership in the ECSC, a suprana-
tional organization that required a partial relinquishing of national sover-
eignty. The ECSC founding states were all NATO members on the verge of
developing an economic community with a common trade policy. Swiss neu-
trality ruled out belonging to a customs union or other coalition, whereas
Austria, despite its neutrality—according to the Moscow Memorandum, fol-
lowing the Swiss pattern—wanted to become a full member of the ECSC.
The Hungarian crisis put an end to these efforts, forcing the Austrian govern-
ment to withdraw its application for membership, which had already been
announced by Raab and Figl in October.68 Soviet ofªcials later admonished
Vienna to uphold its neutrality and warned against participation in the Com-

122

Gehler

66. Norbert Sinn, Schutz der Grenzen: Der Sicherungseinsatz des Österreichischen Bundesheeres an der
Staatsgrenze zu Ungarn im Oktober und November 1956 (Graz, Austria: Austria Medien Service, 1996),
pp. 37–40, 65–69; and Klaus Eisterer, “Die Schweiz und die österreichische Neutralität 1955/56,” in
Thomas Albrich et al., eds., Österreich in den Fünfzigern (Innsbruck: Studienverlag, 1995), pp. 299–
332, 317–319.

67. Amtsvermerk, 30 October 1956, in ÖStA, AdR, BKA/AA, II-pol, Ungarn 3, Zl. 519.722-pol/56
(GZl. 511.190-pol/56).

68. See Thomas Angerer, “Integrität vor Integration: Österreich und ‘Europa’ aus französischer Sicht



munity.69 Until November 1956, the Austrian government had not deter-
mined the bounds of its maneuvering room and was using the ECSC applica-
tion to push to the furthest limit.70 Although Figl acknowledged the impact of
Moscow’s reservations, he also emphasized the high prices for steel in the
ECSC—20 to 30 percent above the highly subsidized domestic prices, which
favored the ªnished-goods industry—as having allegedly contributed to the
decision to back off. Presumably, though, he had been well aware of these
prices before submitting the membership application. Hence, any misgivings
about this matter most likely were less important than the Soviet objections.71

Austrian leaders had found that their maneuvering room was very limited
in the face of Moscow’s stern accusations about an alleged violation of neu-
trality vis-à-vis the Hungarian revolution. Furthermore, any attempt by Vi-
enna to push its ECSC application request would have been grist for the mill
for domestic critics of Austrian neutrality, something that had to be avoided
at all costs. The fundamental decision to relinquish ambitions of ECSC mem-
bership not only meant non-participation in the EEC (a status that lasted un-
til 1995) but facilitated a shift toward “permanent” neutrality. The renuncia-
tion of integration was compelled by external and internal circumstances, but
only over time was the renunciation of supranational integration fully inter-
nalized.

Despite assurances by the Austrian government, the Hungarian leaders
who were installed by Soviet troops accused Austria of having smuggled arms,
ammunition, and “Horthy fascists” under the cover of the Red Cross.72 They
also alleged that Austrian radio broadcasts and press reports and the activities
of its political parties had violated the country’s neutral status. Ambassador
Peinsipp reported to the Austrian Foreign Ministry that “the broadcasts of Ra-
dio Vienna have been anything but helpful during these times,” although he
preferred to speak about this orally.73

International neutrality may have meant the renunciation of suprana-
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tional integration, but it did not mean appeasement of the new Soviet-backed
regime in Hungary. After Soviet trooops crushed the Hungarian uprising and
dislodged Imre Nagy—on 1 November he had even proclaimed full democ-
racy, withdrawal from the Warsaw Pact, and neutrality analogous to the Aus-
trian “example”—Peinsipp “urgently” warned the Austrian government “not
to display a friendly attitude” toward the regime of János Kádár because it
would “in no way be understood” by the population. The envoy called for a
“vigorous protest to be lodged as forcefully as possible against the accusations
put forth against Austria.”74

Austria’s neutrality was closely connected with the UN—in contrast to
that of Switzerland—and the Austrian government suggested that the aid ef-
fort be overseen by a UN coordination committee. Austrian leaders wanted to
be represented on the committee, lest they give credence to the allegations
that Austria was smuggling arms to Hungary under the cover of the Red
Cross. The Austrian foreign ministry declared that countries that did not be-
long to any military alliances, such as Sweden, Austria, Burma, and Yugosla-
via, should “help Hungary out of the chaos that today represents a certain
threat for all neighboring nations.”75 Austria’s readiness for peacekeeping with
neutral and non-aligned countries had its roots here.

The process of reducing tensions between Austria and Hungary, which
had begun in 1953, was interrupted by the revolution, the Soviet interven-
tions, and the installation of Kádár’s regime. Neutrality proved to have a
destabilizing effect on Communist rule. Austria’s neutrality was still too
new to be evaluated reliably, let alone to be recommended to others. Austria
was in fact not an “example,” as the Hungarians had learned.76 The non-
exportability of Austrian neutrality was closely linked to the consolidation of
the Iron Curtain and, with it, political defeat for Central Europe in 1956.

The Effects of the Hungarian Crisis and
Mikoyan’s Visit

Thomas Schlesinger and Manfried Rauchensteiner are right in arguing that
the events in Hungary in 1956 were the real test of Austrian neutrality on the
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ªrst anniversary of the end of the occupation.77 From the time the Hungarian
revolution began, the Austrian government took pains not to overstep the
bounds of neutrality in any way that could be interpreted as an attempt to
inºuence or stimulate the unrest. Vienna was in a difªcult position and under
enormous pressure to prevent a violation of its neutrality and a Soviet inter-
vention. Because of the existing tensions stemming from Austria’s application
for ECSC membership, Vienna did not want to provoke additional troubles
with the USSR.78

Austria as a new member of the UN and a neutral state in Europe tried
what it could to meliorate the Hungarian crisis. The UN General Assembly
adopted an Austrian resolution to provide humanitarian aid to Hungary and
to enjoin all parties involved to cooperate with UN efforts to promote peace
and ease suffering there. With regard to the waves of refugees—the total
ªgure as of September 1957 was 170,000–180,000—Austria emulated the
Swiss practice of giving humanitarian, social, medical, and moral support.
Massive shipments of medicine, food, and clothing were organized via the
Austrian embassy in Budapest.79

The fact that the position of the neutrals was to have the most varied ef-
fects was shown by the apparent conªrmation of the Trojan-horse thesis in
Central and Eastern Europe: The concept of neutralizing Europe, which had
been recommended by Soviet foreign ministry ofªcials in 1955, produced
negative effects for Moscow’s foreign policy. When Imre Nagy, under the pres-
sure of the revolution, actually pursued neutrality for Hungary in 1956, the
concept was seen in Moscow as a dire threat. The Austrian government had
sensed the impact of its neutrality on Central and Eastern Europe and had
been wary of “exporting” it. As in the case of the German question in 1955,
Austrian leaders carefully avoided recommending the “Austrian solution” for
Hungary in the autumn of 1956. Austria’s neutrality was too young and too
little rooted in the political culture to serve as a well-developed export good.

The only exception came in January 1957 when Raab said in a radio ad-
dress that

Hungary borders directly on Austria, and any form of neutrality would surely be
gladly accepted by the Hungarian people. However, the creation of a neutral

125

From Non-alignment to Neutrality

77. Thomas O. Schlesinger, Austrian Neutrality in Postwar Europe: The Domestic Roots of a Foreign Pol-
icy (Vienna: Braumüller, 1972), pp. 34–52; and Manfried Rauchensteiner, Spätherbst 1956: Die
Neutralität auf dem Prüfstand, Eine Veröffentlichung des Heeresgeschichtlichen Museums (Vienna:
Bundesverlag, 1981).

78. Compare Angerer, “Integrität vor Integration,” pp. 193–194; and Angerer, “Exklusivität und
Selbstausschließung,” pp. 41–46.

79. Eduard Stanek, Verfolgt, Verjagt, Vertrieben: Flüchtlinge in Österreich (Vienna: Europaverlag, 1985),
pp. 60–78.



state on both sides of the ideological line of demarcation, which was referred to
in Churchill’s speech at the time as an “Iron Curtain,” would certainly contrib-
ute considerably to a general calming in Central Europe, all the more so because
such an arrangement would mean that no one would feel his security was threat-
ened.80

When Soviet Deputy Prime Minister Anastas Mikoyan visited Austria in
April 1957, he referred to Raab’s radio speech. 81 Mikoyan stated that Austria’s
neutrality was a “special case” and “under current circumstances is not
replicable.”82 Soviet leaders clearly had learned their lesson from the Hungar-
ian events.

What other effects did the Hungarian crisis have on Austria and, in par-
ticular, on its neutrality?83 Opposition to strengthening the Austrian army was
weakened—the need for an active defense force was conªrmed. Yet, ironically,
the size and strength of the Austrian armed forces remained modest. Armed
neutrality never really took hold the way it did in Switzerland, where the army
was much stronger and more capable of repelling a potential aggressor.

The Hungarian crisis did bring a reduction of tensions in the coalition
government. The two main parties, the Social Democrats and the People’s
Party, agreed on the essentials of neutrality, a situation that persisted until the
country joined the European Union (EU) in 1995. By contrast, the Austrian
Communist party found its position undermined by the events in Hungary.
In 1959 the Communists failed to win a single seat in the parliament. Al-
though the Communists were the most vehement and convinced advocates of
neutrality (and remain so even today), their political marginalization had little
or no effect on the country’s neutral status.

Austria’s spiritual, cultural, and economic orientation was toward the
West, but the Hungarian crisis established limits by reinforcing Austria’s neu-
trality both domestically and internationally. The crisis made clear that Aus-
tria’s status had to be taken seriously by other countries. Consequently, for the
ªrst time, Austrian ofªcials gave higher priority to neutrality than to integra-
tion, establishing a course that would last for four decades. Until the EU
membership debate in the early 1990s, supranational integration was seen as
incompatible with permanent neutrality.

The only exception was that neutrality did not prevent Austria from seek-
ing greater engagement with the UN. No contradiction was seen between
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permanent neutrality and supranational UN membership, in part because the
Soviet Union also belonged to the UN. After 1956, Austria emphasized a
global foreign policy over a regional one. The world was more important for
Austria than Europe was. The Cold War in Europe set strict limits on the ac-
tions of a neutral state, whereas the global scene permitted greater leeway.
Moreover, the policies required for the UN were inherently less demanding
than those of European regional integration. Austria could therefore play an
active role at the UN from the start.

Neutrality is not just an abstract and sterile term; it inevitably became
bound up with Austrians’ national identity. National self-conªdence and
pride were enhanced by Austria’s management of the Hungarian crisis. The
year 1956 was second only to 1955 as a milestone in Austria’s postwar nation-
building process.

The Prospect of a Broad Free Trade Area

In subsequent years, Austria continued to pursue a mixed policy regarding the
problem of European integration. In January 1957 the coalition government
welcomed Britain’s proposal for a broad Free Trade Area (FTA) that would in-
clude all former ERP states.84 The inclusivity of the membership had the ad-
vantage of preventing any objections Moscow might have on account of Aus-
trian neutrality. On 29 January 1957 the Austrian Council of Ministers
approved Vienna’s participation in the proposed FTA. The short path to neu-
trality that was offered in 1953–1955 thus continued along a much more
roundabout path to EU membership in 1955–1995. Having achieved neu-
trality and the end of foreign occupation, Austria voluntarily renounced inte-
gration for the time being and set itself on the “long path toward Europe.”85

The Austrian ambassador to London, Johannes von Schwarzenberg, ap-
proached the British Foreign Ofªce about Selwyn Lloyd’s proposal for a
“Grand Design” vis-à-vis Europe and gave the impression that, within the
constraints of neutrality, Austria would be prepared “to go a long way into Eu-
rope.” The Austrians, he said, would be particularly interested in the FTA.
Schwarzenberg seemed to hanker after a European organization that could ac-
commodate a reuniªed Germany outside NATO. He argued that neutralist
forces were bound to increase in Germany and that it might be wise “to antici-
pate their victory.” Schwarzenberg’s idea was to fortify the Grand Design and
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scale back NATO to the point where they coincided and could be consoli-
dated.86 Neutrality in this “negative” sense was a means toward reducing the
potential for confrontation, that is, in limiting NATO’s inºuence on the con-
tinent. On the other hand, free trade and neutrality in the “positive” sense
would be binding elements and concrete contributions to the uniªcation of
Germany and Europe.

Austria’s neutrality is inseparably linked with one political ªgure: Bruno
Kreisky. He took international law as his tenet and argued that the obligations
of a neutral state precluded any commitments that might be binding in war-
time. This led to the complicated question of how much sovereignty Austria
ought to surrender in the interests of European integration. According to
Kreisky, the advent of the Common Market had given a certain urgency to in-
tegration. No neutral country, he stressed, could join the Common Market
without careful examination. (The need to give the “military alliance” of six
member-states a sound economic basis was one of the considerations that led
to the formation of the Common Market.) For Kreisky, it was clear that for
the time being the FTA represented the furthest appropriate degree of integra-
tion for Austria. The extent to which the seventeen potential members of this
organization were required to surrender sovereignty was fully compatible with
neutrality.87

The reality of the continuing East-West conºict remained decisive in
shaping Austria’s neutrality. Kreisky emphasized that neutrality was often mis-
understood and sometimes despised because it was equated with cowardice
and selªshness. In Austria’s case, however, it was no more than facing geo-
graphic realities. Neutrality would remain as decisive in the future as it had
been in the past, setting limits on Austria’s choices. In particular, neutrality
was a means for the USSR to restrict Austria’s efforts at integration. The So-
viet embassy lost no opportunity to lobby the Austrians against joining the
Common Market.

The 1958 Lebanon Crisis

The Lebanon crisis underscored the ambivalent and problematic nature of
Austria’s neutrality and highlighted the country’s inability to defend its terri-
tory and airspace. On 16–18 July 1958, roughly 100 U.S. C-119 military
transport and cargo planes ºew over Tyrol en route from Fürstenfeldbruck in
Bavaria to Turkey. The problem of unauthorized ºights over Austrian terri-
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tory was not a new one. In accordance with an Austrian Council of Ministers
resolution, permission for hundreds of U.S. overºights from 1955 on had
been routinely granted in advance by a lower-level ofªcial in the Austrian De-
partment of Civil Aviation. Austria merely wanted to know the number of air-
craft and the approximate time they would ºy over the Innsbruck corridor.
But in early 1956 the Soviet press sharply attacked the United States for
overºights that infringed on Austrian neutrality. U.S. Ambassador Llewellyn
Thompson contacted Figl, who emphasized that Austria wanted to avoid any
formal agreement on the matter. After a lengthy discussion, Figl said that Aus-
tria would temporarily maintain the existing U.S.-Austrian arrangement,
which functioned to the satisfaction of both sides: The U.S. air attaché in Vi-
enna would receive overºight requests from the U.S. Air Forces in Europe
(USAFE) command by telephone or telex and would ask permission, which
as a rule would be granted immediately.

Afterward, however, Thompson advised Secretary of State Dulles not to
push any further in seeking changes to the procedures and to keep the
overºights to a minimum. Thompson emphasized that the Austrians were
anxious to maintain their neutrality and that if overºights were necessary,
they should occur at a high altitude and under weather conditions that would
keep them from being detected from the ground.88 In March 1956, Thomp-
son informed Figl about an increase in the number of overºights. Figl did not
protest but said he hoped there would not be so many, at least not until after
the election. This modus vivendi lasted for another two years.89

By July 1958, however, the neutrality that had legally come into force for
Austria in October 1955 had gradually altered the situation. On 14 July the
Austrian Foreign Ministry, responding to a request by the U.S. ambassador,
gave oral permission for overºights by thirty-two C-119 aircraft. That same
day, the United States decided to intervene militarily in Lebanon and to evac-
uate U.S. citizens. On 16 July the USAFE command in Wiesbaden, which
mistakenly assumed that the U.S. State Department had already gained per-
mission from Vienna for C-119 overºights, gave the takeoff orders. But the
Austrian government did not actually grant written permission until 17 July
for the evacuation measures to proceed over Austrian territory with thirty-two
roundtrip ºights. Innsbruck air trafªc control erroneously reported on 16 July
that 150 to 200 transport planes were ºying over Austria at an altitude of
23,000 to 30,000 feet, and the Innsbruck ofªce of the Austrian Communist
Party immediately disclosed this information to the press, which published it
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on 17 July. Figl had already complained to the U.S. embassy on the 16th that
far more than the agreed-upon thirty-two transport planes were taking part in
the operation and that U.S. ªghter aircraft in military formation had been
ºying over Innsbruck in both directions.

Many Austrians could see the ºights from the ground, and a political up-
roar ensued after the press published the errant number of overºights. The
Austrian government felt it had no choice but to issue a press statement.90

Once again, however, Austrian leaders sought to walk a tightrope. On one
hand they were obliged to stick to neutrality. On the other hand they did not
want a falling out with the Americans. What made the situation even more
delicate was Raab’s impending visit to Moscow, where he hoped to achieve an
easing of economic conditions (petroleum imports).91

Neutrality in this instance provided a cover for safeguarding broader in-
terests. Essentially, the Austrian government played a double game during the
crisis. To assuage Soviet concerns, the government felt obliged to lodge an
ofªcial protest with the United States. At the same time, Figl unofªcially re-
assured the Americans and asked for their understanding, emphasizing that
the statement was in fact not a protest. But this attempt to play both ends
against the middle did not prove particularly successful. Although Moscow
sought to exploit the matter for its own ends and to compel the Austrians to
tighten their neutrality, the Soviet reaction had been expected all along. What
was not expected was the negative reaction of U.S. ofªcials, who cast suspi-
cion on Austria’s efforts to improve Austro-Soviet relations. The United States
itself was not above playing both ends against the middle, but it seemed un-
willing to permit a small state caught in a dilemma to do the same.

The acuity of Austria’s dilemma became evident when the Austrian am-
bassador in Washington, Wilfried Platzer, was instructed to lodge a protest re-
garding the overºights and, at the same time, to ask for U.S. assistance in
evacuating Austrians from the threatened part of the Middle East. Not sur-
prisingly, the protests were unsuccessful. Further overºights took place on
17 July. After Austrian and foreign journalists raised the issue, Defense Minis-
ter Graf ordered the transfer of Austrian aircraft and anti-aircraft batteries to
the provinces of Tyrol and Vorarlberg. In the end, however, the transfer did
not take place. Austrian ofªcials assured the U.S. ambassador, Henry Freeman
Matthews, that the announced actions were meant to be only “pro actis.”
Matthews, for his part, informed the State Department that the Austrians
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were not in a position to grant permission. At the same time, he stressed that,
thanks to his help, the overºights could continue on 17 and 18 July (without
permission). Despite this concession from Vienna, Matthews depicted Raab
as a consistent champion of rapprochement with the USSR and the most ar-
dent defender of neutrality.92

On 19 July the U.S. State Department issued a press statement requested
by Ambassador Platzer declaring that the U.S. Air Force in the future would
respect Austrian air sovereignty. But U.S. ofªcials declined to issue a formal
statement of regret over the violations. On 21 July, the day that Raab began
his visit to the Soviet Union, Moscow sent a diplomatic note to Washington
protesting the “premeditated, intentional violations of Austria’s neutrality.”
Austrian ofªcials accompanying Raab were relieved that the Soviet govern-
ment did not accuse Austria of tolerating the overºights or of succumbing to a
one-sided Western orientation. Raab and Figl attempted to extract advantages
from the situation. They disregarded the suggestion by Defense Undersecre-
tary Karl Stephani that Austria purchase missiles to defend its airspace, and
they rebuffed Moscow’s attempts to use the Lebanon crisis to bring the Austri-
ans closer to the USSR. Soviet leaders had praised Raab as a great statesman
and defender of neutrality, and they said the Soviet air force could help Aus-
tria in the event of further overºights. Raab promptly declined, arguing that
such actions would contravene the military clauses in the state treaty. Raab
emphasized that Austria alone had the right to determine how far its neutral-
ity ranged, and he rejected Soviet efforts to insert a passage in the ªnal com-
muniqué declaring that the Soviet Union was prepared to defend Austrian
neutrality.93

The Austrian government’s response during these initial days was in line
with its effort to strike a balance between the two superpowers. What re-
mained was the inability of Austria’s air force to protect its airspace, particu-
larly after Vienna indicated that it would take a ªrmer line on overºights. As a
result of the Lebanon crisis, the Austrians considered buying Swedish-made
“Draken” aircraft (though no such purchase took place until thirty years later,
in 1987).94 On 7 October 1958, Austria issued overºight permission within
the context of the withdrawal from Lebanon that had been unanimously au-
thorized by the UN General Assembly on 21 August.95 Afterward, the Aus-
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trian government warned the United States that, in the future, Vienna would
be obliged to react to violations of its airspace.

Austria’s conduct during the Lebanon crisis showed several things: Neu-
trality enabled the country to appear more self-conªdent and sovereign to-
ward the former occupying powers. Austria even attempted to play the super-
powers off against each other and to gain advantages from the situation for
itself. The crisis reinforced the UN orientation of Austria’s neutrality, which
shifted closer to the Swiss model via the adoption of a stronger position on
U.S. overºights. This stance gave Austria’s policy greater credibility, but the
crisis also exposed a degree of military weakness that cast doubt on the viabil-
ity of Austrian neutrality.

Adherence to the Danube Convention and
the Failure of the FTA

When Raab visited the USSR in July 1958, he announced that Austria would
adhere to the Belgrade Danube Convention of 1948. Upon returning to Vi-
enna, Raab declared that the Austrian delegation had taken this action “on its
own initiative” and that the government had been considering the step “for
some time.” U.S. ofªcials responded unfavorably, arguing that Raab took this
step without consulting with the United States, Britain, and France, “whose
ambassadors in Vienna had been assured by Foreign Minister Figl some
months earlier that the Austrian government did not intend to adhere to the
Convention.”96 With this action, Raab moved closer to a policy of equidis-
tance, and his and Kreisky’s attitude came under ever-greater suspicion in
Washington. For the most part, these suspicions were unfounded. Raab was
not a neutralist, and neither was Kreisky. Although Raab sometimes had res-
ervations about the Americans and did not really trust them—although there
was no doubt about his anti-Communist and pro-Western outlook—Kreisky
was an Atlanticist. But both of them regarded the decision to join the Danube
Convention as a sovereign act and an opportunity to demonstrate Austria’s
independence.

In general, the Austrian government had used neutrality after 1955 to
gain a certain degree of independence in deciding how far to proceed with in-
tegration into the West. But it was clear that, as Ambassador Matthews re-
ported to the State Department in March 1958, Austria had no intention of
joining the ECSC, the Common Market, the European Atomic Energy Com-
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munity (EURATOM), or any other organization associated with security
questions. The Austrian foreign ministry explained this position by claiming
that the necessary partial delegation of sovereignty to a central organization
would be incompatible with Austria’s neutrality. A more probable explanation
for Matthews, however, was that membership in such groupings would al-
most inevitably align Austria too closely with the Western alliance. Hence
Austria, he argued, would cooperate “only in the looser and more general Eu-
ropean organizations” such as the Organization for European Economic Co-
operation and the Council of Europe, as well as the proposed FTA. According
to Matthews, Austria’s attitude toward European integration was not solely
dictated by political considerations. Economic factors played a large part too.
But in his view “the vehicle of neutrality was a convenient one for Austria to
use in explaining its actions in such affairs, and the Austrian Foreign Ministry
in particular has shown no hesitation in using the policy of neutrality to hide
behind when its purposes are thereby served.”97

During the negotiations on the FTA, Austria’s interest in integration par-
alleled British interests to a large degree. An intergovernmental committee
that had been set up in 1957 to negotiate the FTA (the “Maudling Commit-
tee”) ended in failure in November 1958. Antagonism between France and
Britain as well as Adenauer’s reservations prevented a breakthrough. Britain’s
request that agriculture be excluded from the FTA was rejected by France, It-
aly, and the Netherlands, all of which depended on agricultural exports. Lon-
don’s biggest opponent was France, but the main British goals were a special
relationship with the United States and the attainment of a nuclear power
status with America’s assistance.98

In late 1958, the British, Danish, Norwegian, Austrian, Swedish, and
Swiss governments announced the start of a series of conferences that led to
the founding of the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) in January
1960.99 The Austrian government preferred EFTA membership in the 1960s
for ideological as well as political reasons.100 Socialists like Kreisky and Bruno
Pittermann regarded Western integration as incompatible with Austria’s neu-
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trality.101 Kreisky viewed EFTA membership as the only way to maintain neu-
trality and sovereign treaty-making power. But in fact EFTA was designed to
help remove trade barriers between “the Six” and the “non-Six.” Many of
those involved, especially key ªgures in the Austrian People’s Party, hoped for
an eventual linkage between EFTA and the EEC.102 Austria’s membership in
EFTA and non-membership in the EEC—through sovereign acts of the gov-
ernment—gave a clearer sense of the limits of Austria’s integration policy.

When Nikita Khrushchev visited Austria on 8 July 1960, he stated that
the USSR would not stand idly by if Austria’s neutrality were violated. The
Soviet Union, he declared, would assess the circumstances and take appropri-
ate action.103 Austrian leaders reacted immediately and even more unambigu-
ously than during the Lebanon crisis. They formally rejected Khrushchev’s
concept of neutrality, which, they said, ran counter to Austria’s policy of keep-
ing out of all military alliances and preserving its neutrality through its own
means. The government afªrmed that Austria had the “unlimited and sover-
eign right” to decide for itself whether its neutrality was threatened and what
countermeasure to take.104

Conclusion

From 1953 to 1958, Austria did not embrace a neutralist position. Instead, it
shifted gradually from the minimum option of non-membership in alliances
(in 1953–1954) to the slightly more ambitious idea of “permanent neutrality”
(1955). From 1955 to 1958, Austria searched for a form of neutrality that was
practicable both domestically and internationally. Austria’s neutrality was less
a product of the Stalinist phase of the Cold War (1947–1953) than a result of
the “thaw” after Stalin’s death (1953–1955), and it took shape against the
backdrop of the increasing division of Germany, the growing integration
among West European countries, and the crises in the GDR in 1953, Hun-
gary in 1956, and Lebanon in 1958.
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Initially, Austria’s neutrality was conceived in purely military terms as an
alliance-free status that nevertheless was Western oriented. This neutrality was
voluntary and was circumscribed only by the persistent demands of the
USSR, which did not prevent Austria from joining the UN in December
1955 and the Council of Europe in April 1956. In October 1956 Austria even
announced its interest in joining the ECSC.

But the situation changed as a result of the Hungarian crisis in October–
November 1956, which was a turning point in Austria’s conception of neu-
trality. From that point forward, Austria’s Western orientation was increas-
ingly limited to the domestic sphere, and its participation in the ECSC was
no longer broached. When Raab brieºy made overtures to the EEC in the
spring of 1958, Vice Chancellor Pittermann reminded him of Vienna’s adher-
ence to the Swiss model of neutrality. Austria, like Switzerland, had joined the
project to form an FTA, but it subsequently kept its distance from both the
EEC and EURATOM.

During the Lebanon crisis, Austria modiªed its liberal policy regarding
U.S. overºights and thus shifted partway toward a Swiss model of neutrality.
Nonetheless, some important differences between the Swiss and Austrian
models remained. In particular, Austria’s status was determined mainly by its
location on the dividing line of the East-West conºict and by its recent adop-
tion of neutrality. When the EFTA was formed in 1960, Austria proceeded
further along the Swiss path.

During the initial phase of the Cold War (1947–1953), neutrality for
Central and West European countries was neither attractive nor especially
credible either to a country’s own people or to foreign powers. Austria, Fin-
land, and Sweden were hesitant to adopt such initiatives. But when Moscow
expressed greater interest in establishing neutrality for states that separated the
superpowers’ spheres of inºuence, the countries in question were willing to
take a more forthright stance.

A neutral status for Austria proved easier to achieve during the easing of
tensions in 1953–1958 than it would have been at the height of the Cold
War. Austria took advantage of a one-time opportunity to regain freedom of
action through Swiss-style neutrality (and as a result of this, Switzerland’s own
neutrality received indirect acknowledgment from the USSR). The domestic
complexion of both countries was distinctly Western oriented. From 1955 to
1958, the Soviet Union succeeded in keeping Austria on its path of neutrality,
but the further application of “permanent” neutrality remained a matter of
political judgment.

Throughout this period, Austria’s policy oscillated between two
conºicting elements: a Western external orientation that could have led to
Western integration; and stalling tactics and obstacles both within the coun-
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try and abroad (on the part of the USSR). Despite open sympathies for the
West, Austria stuck to its line and treated its status as exclusive, rather than a
model for Germany or other countries. Only Raab spoke in favor of the possi-
ble extension of the Austrian “model”—in 1957 with respect to Hungary and
in 1958 with respect to the German question.105 In both cases, political reali-
ties worked against the application of the “Austria solution” to either Hungary
or Germany.

During the ªrst few years after the signing of the Austrian State Treaty,
Austrian leaders were neither wholehearted nor completely convinced about
their neutrality. This lack of conviction led to inconsistencies, disloyalties,
double games, and a dubious political morality, all of which affected the
country’s precarious position between East and West. But in this phase of
emergence from foreign occupation, Austria began to understand the value of
neutrality in not having to comply with every foreign demand and in making
its own decisions about foreign policy. Neutrality paved the way for Austria’s
national self-assertion and a remarkably successful project of nation building.

136

Gehler

105. Matthias Pape, “Die Deutschlandinitiative des österreichischen Bundeskanzlers Julius Raab im
Frühjahr 1958,” Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte, Vol. 48, No. 2 (April 2000), pp. 281–318. For a re-
cent depiction of Austria as a forerunner for the FRG’s Ostpolitik, see André Biever, “L’Autriche et les
origines de l’Ostpolitik de la République fédérale d’Allemagne, 1958–1969,” Relations Internationales,
No. 114 (Summer 2003), pp. 213–230.


