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“Occupation is not a science but a deep art that can only be learned through 
experience.”1 

 

This essay briefly assesses the historiography on the post-World War II 
quadripartite occupation of Austria. I first speculate why in recent analyses of historical 
case studies of the United States as an occupation power, as well as in U.S. “nation 
building” efforts, the case study of the highly successful American occupation regime in 
postwar Austria is blithely ignored. Secondly, I run through the cycles of  preoccupation 
in contemporary history research with the Austrian occupation and note that the highpoint 
of occupation studies came with a cohort of Austrian “baby boomers” mining the newly 
opened Western archival holdings in the 1980s. Occupation studies—as has much of the 
scholarly engagement with political and diplomatic history--have largely fallen by the 
wayside as a priority in recent gender- and cultural studies driven Austrian contemporary 
history research. Finally, some tentative suggestions are made about what we can learn 
from the occupation of postwar Austria for the current occupation challenges in Iraq after 
the transition from war to peace in the building of a stable political and economic nation. 

The Neglect of the Postwar Austrian Occupation as a Historical Case Study in 

Comparative Occupation Research 

 
When preparing for post-conflict operations in Iraq, the U.S. Army was 

scrambling for viable historical models of successful operations of U.S. military 
government in occupied territories. James Jay Carafano asserts that the U.S. Army has a 
long “tradition of forgetting” when it comes “to dealing with battlefields after battle.” In 
the “fog of peace” the U.S. military have always been reluctant occupiers and averse to 
thinking “deeply about the place of peace operations in military affairs,” just as Carl von 
Clausewitz worried about the “fog of war,” but failed to mention peace operations in his 
classic On War.2  

                                                 
1 The first two section of this essay are based on my previously published paper “The Allied Occupation of 
Austria in Recent International and Austrian Historiography,” in: Günter Bischof /Anton Pelinka/Michael 
Gehler, eds., Austrian Foreign Policy in Historical Context (Contemporary Austrian Studies, vol. XIV) 
(New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 2006), 305-318; some ideas in the final section also appear in 
Günter Bischof/Hans-Jürgen Schröder,“’Nation Building’ in vergleichender Perspektive:  
Die USA als Besatzungsmacht in Österreich und Westdeutschland 1945-1955,“ in: Ingrid Böhler/Michael 
Gehler, eds., Verschiedene europäische Wege im Vergleich: Österreich und die Bundesrepublik 
Deutschland 1945/49-2005. Festschrift für Rolf Steininger zum 65. Geburtstag  [Innsbruck: StudienVerlag 
forthcoming 2007]. 



But once the occupation of Iraq began to deteriorate into another quagmire like 
Vietnam, the comparative study of American occupations throughout history experienced 
a sudden renaissance. In the recent think tank and academic literature of comparative 
postwar American occupations and nation-building efforts, a strange thing has happened: 
the four-power post-World War II occupation of Austria has dropped out of sight. In the 
major Rand study by James Dobbins and associates, America’s Role in Nation-Building, 
seven historical case studies are analyzed (Germany, Japan, and more recently Somalia, 
Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, and Afghanistan) from which to draw lessons from for Iraq. The 
Austrian occupation is ignored because its “lessons” were assumed to “parallel those of 
Germany and Japan.”3 

Similarly, in Minxin Pei’s and Sara Kasper’s Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace study, Lessons from the Past, fifteen case studies are analyzed 
(Afghanistan, Haiti, Panama, Grenada, Cambodia, South Vietnam, Dominican Republic 
(1916-24, 1965-66), Japan, West Germany, Haiti, Nicaragua, Cuba (1906-09, 1917-22), 
and Panama). The postwar occupation(s) of Austria (along with Korea and Italy) are 
conspicuously absent.4  

Niall Ferguson’s ambitious Colossus features an appendix with a list of nineteen 
“Major American Occupations of Foreign Territory, 1893-2003”: Hawaii, Puerto Rico, 
Guam, The Philippines, American Samoa, Panama (Canal Zone), Virgin Islands, 
Dominican Republic, Haiti, West Germany, Japan, Northern Mariana Islands, Palau 
Micronesia, Marshall Islands, South Korea, South Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq. In this 
odd list of American “major occupations,” the postwar occupations of Japan, Korea, and 
West Germany are listed, but Austria is off Ferguson’s radar. Presumably, the thirty-nine 
year American presence in Micronesia and the Marshall Islands (1957-1986) was 
“major” in terms of understanding U.S. occupation and state-building behavior, while the 
ten-year Austrian postwar occupation can safely be ignored.5 

Moreover, in the extensive electronic debates by specialists in various Internet 
fora such as H-Diplo and History News Network (HNN), as well as high-brow journals 
such as Foreign Affairs and Boston Review, historical comparisons of American 
occupations experienced a renaissance.6 Every possible analogy to the current American 
occupation of Iraq has been mined and analyzed, yet there’s a curious absence of the 
Austrian occupation as a successful American state-building effort. 

What might be the reasons for such benign neglect of the Austrian occupation by 
scholars and American think-tank experts in general and in recent literature on “nation-
building” in particular? After all, was the quadripartite occupation of Austria—next to the 
postwar occupations of (West) Germany and Japan—not one of the few highly successful 
American nation-building efforts in the modern era? Austria’s quadripartite occupation 
evidenced a complex interaction of four occupation powers within the larger East-West 
divide, but so did Germany’s. The Austrian occupation has always been overshadowed 
by the German one, where more was at stake and for which scholars were more likely to 
receive generous research grants. The complexity of making sense of the ten-year four-
power occupation of Austria cannot be the reason for ignoring it, but being second rank 
to Germany is. Considering Ferguson’s list, was the American nation-building effort in 
Austria not more successful in reintegrating Austria into the stable democratic family of 
Western nations than those in the notoriously unstable Haiti and Panama (where the U.S. 
had to re-invade not to long ago to stabilize the polity), or in South Vietnam, where the 



Communists have ruled for thirty years? Has the American contribution to Austria’s 
economic reconstruction through the Marshall Plan not shown more impressive results 
than similar efforts in Samoa and the Dominican Republic, especially when taking in to 
account that Austria, considered economically non-viable after World War I and a basket 
case after World War II, has been listed as the fifth wealthiest nation in the world in per 
capita income in a recent survey of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development? What, then, might be the reasons for the scholarly shunning of the 
Austrian occupation? 

First, after the signing of the Austrian State Treaty in 1955, Austria ceased to be a 
“Sorgenkind” of the international community in the East-West conflict. The Austrian 
Treaty and the withdrawal of the occupation forces by the four powers (actually few 
Western troops were left by 1955), Austria took off as a politically “stabilized” (that is, 
democratized) and economically reconstructed society.7 The ÖVP/SPÖ “grand coalition,” 
so carefully monitored and nurtured by the Western occupation powers – this nurturing of 
the grand coalition as a tool to overcome the tensions and violence between the political 
camps may well be one of signal political achievements of the Allied occupation of 
Austria -- survived for another decade after the end of the occupation. The Austrian 
economy injected with an overabundance of European Recovery Program funds, 
produced “miracle” growth figures that matched and at times surpassed the German 
ones.8 Maybe for the Rand and Carnegie Endowment “think tankers” Austria is too small, 
unimportant, and quaint to provide lessons for Iraq. When it comes to small country 
occupations, maybe the recent short-lived occupation in Grenada and the disastrous one 
in Somalia provide better lessons for Iraq than the successful Austrian one. 

Second, Austrian neutrality was considered a paragon of probity during the Cold 
War and increasingly morphed into an oddity in the post-Cold War era. While most of 
Austria’s neighbors are now safely ensconced in that North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) and are part of the Western defense community, Austria has maintained its 
neutral status in a dramatically changing European and global security environment. 
While the conservative parties would like to move the country into NATO, the Socialists 
and Greens (regularly backed by up to 70 percent of the public) stubbornly resist Austrian 
NATO membership.9 Yet in spite of this stubborn embrace of “permanent neutrality,” 
membership in the European Union has further “thinned out” (Ausdünnung) Austria’s 
neutrality.10 Securing the survival of neutrality in the post-Cold War world may have 
been one of the reasons behind the election of Socialist Heinz Fischer to the Austrian 
presidency in late April 2004. Fischer has long been one of the strongest advocates of 
preserving Austrian neutrality, even though he softened his stance during the campaign.11 
“Being neutral” has become part of Austria’s post-World War II identity.  

I venture to guess that Americans and most of Austria’s neighbors consider 
Austrian neutrality as political “fence-sitting” and security “free-riding” and as a lack of 
international commitment to participating in the maintenance of world order (Austrian 
diplomatic activism in the Balkans and United Nations (UN) “peace-keeping” 
contingents notwithstanding). In Donald Rumsfeld’s polemical and divisive rhetoric, 
Austria would be a member of “old Europe.”12 In this view, then, one of the legacies of 
the Austrian occupation and the 1955 “neutral solution” was the shutting down of 
Austrian air space after the Lebanon crisis of 1958 for NATO aircraft; this continued in 
the post-Cold War world during NATO’s air campaign against Yugoslavia in the Kosovo 



conflict. Moreover, Austria prohibited the shipment of military hardware from American 
bases in Germany to the Near East through its borders during the current Iraq conflict. 
From the perspective of the current residents of the Pentagon and the White House, 
Austrian neutrality, then, might seem as “quaint” as the Geneva Convention. The 
utilitarian great power interest in neutral Austria as a principal site of diplomatic 
mediation, namely Austria as a respected venue in East-West conflict resolution and 
Vienna as a premier site for great power summitry and nuclear arms limitation/reduction 
negotiations, experienced a precipitous demise when the Cold War ended in 1989/90.  

Could it be that the current American neglect of the lessons of the Austrian 
postwar occupation reflects the Bush administration’s disrespect for Austrian neutrality 
and the perceived lack of Austrian solidarity in the nation-building efforts in Iraq?  In an 
age of East-West bloc consolidation, the Eisenhower administration was never very 
pleased with the “neutralization” of Austria in 1955. But Austrian neutrality was the price 
to pay to get the Soviets out of Austria, to bring the interminable occupation of a 
“liberated” country to an end, and to reestablish an independent Austria. “Fence-sitting” 
neutral regimes were never much respected in Cold War Washington and seem to be even 
more out of favor in the post-Cold War international arena.13 In the age of fighting 
terrorism, neutrals and neutralism may again be considered “free riders” in Washington. 

Third, Austria was never militarized during the Cold War like the other “occupied 
enemies,” Germany and Korea (and to a lesser degree Japan with the massive U.S. 
military bases in Okinawa and elsewhere). Divided Germany and Korea, of course, 
became principal allies of the two respective superpowers and were inundated with 
American military bases. The global American base system has correctly been identified 
as constituting one of the principal assets in the postwar “American empire.”14 Initially, 
bases guaranteed the presence of often overwhelming American forces in these countries 
along with the growing ties of friendship and intimacy and “foreign relations” between 
GI’s and German, Japanese, and Korean civilians.15 The continued presence of these 
troops also fortified bilateral relations on the state level and led to regular military 
cooperation.16 While West Germany kept supplying “GI brides” to American soldiers for 
more than forty years during the Cold War, Austrians stayed at home in their neutral 
haven and remained absent from such intensifying security cooperation with Washington. 
Austrians, it stands to reason, were not “Americanized” and “Atlanticized” to the degree 
the West Germans were.  

During the recent debates about the Iraq conflict, Americans were aggrieved and 
hurt by the opposition of their most reliable ally in continental Europe. Germany refused 
to join the “coalition of the willing.” Few people in the American public seem to even 
have noticed that Austria also was safely ensconced in the “coalition of the unwilling.” 
The Austrians experienced none of the depth in personnel (for example, through military 
exchange programs) and mutual emotional infatuation that developed between West 
Germans and Americans during the Cold War.17 Americans, of course, see this close and 
often intimate relationship with the West Germans as the result of the highly successfully 
political democratization and economic stabilization of West Germany during the 
American occupation (as the late Stephen Ambrose doggedly repeated, “America’s 
young men had gone to Europe not to conquer, not to enslave, not to destroy, but to 
liberate,”18 or as George W. Bush has said, “[W]e did not leave behind occupying armies, 
we left constitutions and parliaments”). So while the German (and South Korean and 



Japanese) occupations are seen as great success stories from the perspective of “nation-
building” and strong post-occupation alliance partnerships, the success of the Austrian 
occupation can be safely ignored by today’s American “defense intellectuals” since it 
never led to such intimate bilateral ties and strategic partnerships. 

Fourth, Austria, particularly as part of the American occupation presence, was 
culturally and mentally Americanized (or in Reinhold Wagnleitner’s words “coca-
colonized”) like the rest of Western Europe and the world.19 Niall Ferguson sees this 
cultural Americanization as part of informal, American postwar empire-building, positing 
“that foreigners will Americanize themselves without the need for formal rule”20 (what 
Geir Lundestad has called “empire by invitation” and Victoria de Grazia as the 
“irresistible” American “market empire”21). This is juxtaposed to traditional European 
formal empire-building by territorial expansion overseas.22 While the American 
occupations after World War II pushed and accelerated Americanization trends launched 
before the war, the process continued into the post-occupation period. The Austrian 
occupation is no exception here and can be safely ignored by scholars such as Ferguson 
as a possible model of American nation-building via consumerism and mass culture 
infusion since it is not unique in any way. Ferguson, by training a historian of British and 
European economic history, is less conversant with the fine points of American history 
and American Studies literature; he ignores Wagnleitner’s trend-setting study as one of 
the early, path-breaking scholarly contributions to the Americanization discourse. In 
other words, Anglo-American scholars such as Ferguson are not familiar with the 
Austrian occupation because they are conversant with the larger literature on “empire,” 
but less so with the specificity of Cold War scholarship, of which the Austrian occupation 
is a part. With their inclination to generalize, scholars such as Ferguson and Dobbins 
simply turn a blind eye to the specificity of case studies such as Austria. The mirror 
image of this would be narrow-minded Austrian scholars who ignore the larger trends of 
Cold War scholarship and/or comparative occupation studies. 

The Austrian Occupation and the Cycles of its Historiography 

 
Scholarly contemporary history research is driven by archival access. Western 

archives usually begin opening most archival records twenty-five to thirty years after the 
event. These archival access practices directed scholarly attention in the 1970s and 1980s 
increasingly to the Austrian occupation period. As British and American archives began 
opening their post-World War II records on the Austrian occupation regime and their 
Cold War policies in Central Europe in the 1970s, scholarship on the Austrian occupation 
began to pick up and prosper. Apart from “lone wolf” efforts such as Manfried 
Rauchensteiner,23 the most valuable work came largely out of the dissertations 
originating from the seminars of Gerald Stourzh in Vienna24 and Fritz Fellner in 
Salzburg,25 complemented by Rolf Steininger’s new Contemporary History Institute 
established at the University of Innsbruck in 1982.26 Siegfried Beer, Oliver Rathkolb, and 
Reinhold Wagnleitner’s seminars in Graz, Vienna, and Salzburg in the 1990s continued 
this tradition in Austrian occupation studies.27 Only some of these valuable dissertations 
on the Austrian occupation have appeared in book form. Probably the most useful 
summaries of—for want of a better term—this “baby boomer” generation of Austrian 
occupation scholarship is conveniently provided in their respective articles in the 
scholarly collections Die Bevormundete Nation (1988), Österreich unter allierter 



Besatzung 1945-1955 (1998), and most recently Die Gunst des Augenblicks.28 
Even though valuable dissertations like Thomas Angerer’s study of the French 

occupation policies continued to be written in the 1990s, it seems to me that there was no 
longer a cohort of young scholars pushing Austrian occupation studies forward and 
inspiring and reinforcing each other’s work through a community of scholars as had the 
1970s/1980s “baby boomers.” Maybe the retirement of Professors Stourzh and Fellner in 
the late 1990s took the momentum out of occupation studies. I suspect that the demise of 
political and international history in Austrian Zeitgeschichte scholarship is also related to 
the “cultural studies” and “gender studies” booms at Austrian institutions of higher 
learning and in the Federal Ministry of Science itself. In the 1990s/2000s, the third and 
fourth postwar generations engaged World War II, Holocaust, and memory studies. 
Political, diplomatic, and military studies on the occupation or other periods of 
contemporary history, simply put, are no longer fashionable or de rigeur in the trendy 
historical profession. Political and diplomatic history are no longer at the forefront of 
historical studies in Austria (neither are they in the United States, event though they had a 
comeback in the guise of “international” and “transnational” history), particularly in the 
field of contemporary history.29 

Whereas research into the German occupation—especially the Soviet zone—
continued unabated due to the opening of formerly East German, Eastern bloc, and 
Russian archives, a similar delayed interest in the Soviet zone of occupation in Austria is 
only produced scholarly results now with substantial historical editing projects recently 
completed in Vienna and Graz.30 A younger generation of scholars such Wolfgang 
Müller, Barbara Stelzl-Marx and Peter Ruggenthaler are redefining the field of studying 
the Soviet occupation of Austria.31 Stefan Karner’s Boltzmann Institut für 
Kriegsfolgenforschung in Graz got into the business of vigorously investigating the 
newly opened Russian sources on the Soviet zone of occupation, culminating in a 
ponderous volume of essays published on the occasion of the busy 2005 “memory year” 
in Austria.32 There is nothing comparable yet to the stream of publications from the 
Institut für Zetigeschichte in Potsdam and German universities,33 let alone a magnum 
opus such as Norman Naimark’s path-breaking The Russians in Germany.34 Similarly, no 
major study of the Austrian occupation as a whole has been written of the caliber of John 
Dower’s magisterial analysis of the Japanese occupation, Embracing Defeat.35 Of course, 
Gerald Stourzh’s latest version of his “Staatsvertragsgeschichte” is magisterial, but it is 
not on the occupation regimes per se, but on how to get rid of them by way of an 
Austrian state treaty, which, in fact, was the Allied “peace treaty” with postwar Austria.36 
One reason may be lack of funding sources in Austria, another the usual nasty infighting 
and envious bickering within the Austrian scholarly community and 
“Neidgenossenschaft” when it comes to pooling resources for a large project that would 
redefine the field. 
 A peculiar Austrian malady is the scarcity of large historical sources editing 
projects in contemporary history.37 Austrians still have to rely largely on Foreign 
Relations of the United States, Documents of British Policy Overseas, and Documents 
Diplomatiques Francais along with many published German, Italian, and Swiss sources 
for the reconstruction of the international politics of the occupation period. The 
publication of the minutes and discussions of the Austrian Council of Ministers (cabinet 
records) is the only significant document publication project of Austrian sources for the 



occupation period but it crawls along at a snail’s pace. The project is still in 1945, only at 
the end of Renner’s provisional government, with one volume published in 1995 and two 
more last year. 38 At this pace, we will not see any volumes on Julius Raab’s government 
in our lifetime. Anybody who has perused these volumes knows how valuable a primary 
source is in reconstructing the Austrian perspective in dealing with the Allied occupation 
and the occupation governments. Given that access to these cabinet records has been 
handled very restrictively in the past by the Austrian State Archives in Vienna, a more 
rapid pace in this editing project would be highly desirable. 

Contributions by foreign scholars to the scholarship of the Austrian occupation 
have been steady and significant ever since the studies by the two “Bills” in the 1960s 
ever since William “Bill” Lloyd Stearman and William “Bill” B. Bader occupation 
studies written in the framework of Cold War traditionalism.39 Robert Knight’s valuable 
1986 LSE dissertation, “British Policy towards Occupied Austria, 1945-1950,” was never 
published.40 I was a “lone wolf” writing on the Austrian occupation while living in the 
United States in the 1980s, yet was spirited on by—and a member of—the “baby 
boomer” generation in the 1980s.41 Ralph Brown was working alone on Austria at the 
University of Tennessee, just like James Carafano at Georgetown.42 Yet both Brown 
writing in the 1990s and Carafano in the 2000s, no longer could rely on a well-defined 
generational community of Austrian colleagues as I did in the 1980s.43 It seems to me 
Carafano’s Waltzing into the Cold War on American military policies during the Austrian 
occupation is the only significant monograph on the Austrian occupation published in the 
past five years (apart from Stourzh regularly updating his history of the Austrian State 
Treaty).44 This would indicate that the scholarly study of the Austrian occupation is no 
longer as thriving a scholarly field as it was in the 1980s. In the end, that may well be the 
principal reason why scholars investigating historical case studies of previous American 
occupations and nation-building efforts in a larger comparative context may ignore the 
complex quadripartite Austrian occupation these days. 

 
Some Lessons from Building the Austrian Postwar Nation 

for the American Iraq Occupation 

 
 It goes without saying that comparing the occupation of a small seven-million 
country with a homogeneous population with a 20 million-plus country with an ethnically 
and religiously divided population in two very different moments in history and 
geopolitical contexts is a tall order. Yet tentative lessons from the Austrian quadripartite 
occupation for American “nation-building” in Iraq may be ventured. It appears that 
American occupation planners for Iraq have not scoured the historical record of the rich 
archives of American occupations to learn lessons from previous occupations and civil 
affairs administrations, or done so only belatedly in the think tanks.45 What, then, might 
be some of the lessons from the Austrian occupation? 
 
 Lesson # 1: Pick the most knowledgeable and experienced experts to plan and 

launch an occupation regime and consult with the local elites and people’s 

representatives as soon as possible to built an acceptable governance structure; 

don’t rush the job (careful planning). The U.S. and the British went through elaborate 
planning exercises during World War II (on the political and military side) and consulted 



extensively and coordinated their plans for the zonal division of Austria and control 
agreement in the “European Advisory Commission” in 1944/45. When the occupation -- 
after the initial chaotic weeks after the liberation of Austria -- was launched it was 
orderly. Starting in early September 1945, the four occupation powers – what Dobbins et 
al. call “multilateral nation building”46 --  regularly met on a weekly basis in spite of the 
Cold War ideological divide the Allied Council and its various subcommittees. Not like 
in Germany in April 1948, this control machinery never broke down until and worked 
relatively efficiently until the end of the Austrian occupation in October 1955. Once the 
Austrians elected their own government in November 1945, which gave them a crucial 
edge in the early transfer of authority (“Vorsprung and Staatlichkeit”) when compared to 
Germany, their ministers regularly consulted with the four powers and the Allied 
Council. This orderly “five-power” political process invested the Austrian early on in the 
success of the occupation and transferred more and more powers to them early on 
(especially after the “Second Control Agreement” of June 1946). The Austrians, too, 
soon wanted to be “liberated from the liberators” (the “four elephants in the rowboat”) 
but as the severity of occupation controls diminished (military presence, occupation 
costs, Soviet kidnappings, food rationing, denazification), the Austrians patiently awaited 
changes in the international arena that allowed for a breakthrough in Austrian treaty 
negotiations and an Austrian “peace treaty” in 1955. 
 U.S. planning for the occupation of Iraq was haphazard.47 State Department plans 
were apparently rapidly discarded by the Pentagon. Top military commanders are usually 
not interested in making a name for themselves in civil affairs and in occupations, so the 
second tier gets those jobs (in the initial phase the retired general Jay Garner). The State 
Department did not have huge area expertise on Iraq; so Paul Bremer, the (Coalition 
Provisional Authority (CPA), and many of his top advisers were chosen from retired 
State Department ambassadorial staff, or worse, from the class of young neoconservative 
politicos from “inside the Washington beltway.” “Some were quite competent and 
effective. Others were inexperienced, or ideologically driven, or employed because of 
whom they knew in Washington,” notes Ali A. Allawi, and concludes about their 
devastating ignorance about local conditions in Iraq: “The naïve, ideological or self-
serving analysis of Iraq, conducted from the vantage points of Washington or London, 
bore little relationships to the facts on the ground.”48 We do not know the details yet, but 
circumstantial evidence suggests that there also seems to have been little regular rapport 
with the “allies” in the “coalition of the willing.” Rory Stewart, the British of deputy 
governor of Amara and then Nasiriyah provinces in the South, suggests minimal  
guidance and lack of on-the-spot presence from the CPA in Baghdad as well as 
disinterest by Bremer on the few occasions he came for briefings to the “green zone.”49 
The “multilateral” effort of nation building in Iraq remains the great unknown. American 
relations with the other “nation builders” in the coalition seems to have been rocky 
because of the Pentagon’s unilateral setting of policies. By comparison, trilateral 
Western coordination was very close in the Austrian occupation as a means to counter 
Soviet policies. 
 
 Lesson # 2: Carefully nurture indigenous governing coalitions that stick 

together and closely work with the occupation elements (=base for political 
stabilization). The Anglo-American planners had carefully studied the inter-party feuding 



and high political tensions that lead to a low-intensity civil war in interwar Austria and 
eventually to the collapse of democracy and home-grown “Austro-fascism” 
(“Ständestaat’). After the liberation of Austria from five years of home grown fascism 
and seven years of National Socialism, the Western occupation elements carefully 
nurtured their relations with the principal political camps (conservatives=ÖVP and 
socialists=SPÖ). They pushed the Austrians towards overcoming their party differences 
and form a quasi-national unity ticket (which during the first two years also included the 
Austrian communists=KPÖ). The parties (especially the Socialists vis-à-vis their prewar 
Jewish leaders who had emigrated) did not invite Austrian émigrés back to help 
reconstruct the country. This Anglo-American pressure did produce the ÖVP-SPÖ “grand 
coalition” government led by the conservative Chancellor Leopold Figl and then 
Chancellor Julius Raab for the rest of the occupation period (lasting until 1966 led by 
ÖVP chancellors). The coalition partners agreed on little else but their shared “distaste of 
communism.” Their was constant bickering between the coalition partners in public and 
the highly partisan leadership of both sides regularly demeaned and blackened the 
motives of the other party in confidential meetings with the occupation powers (the 
Anglo-American record is full of this). The representatives of the occupation powers 
gently kept the pressure on both parties to overcome their partisan discord and transcend 
their ideological differences and work together and cooperate with the Western 
occupation powers in their effort to build a democratically stable and economically 
prosperous Austria in the face of the Communist threat (the “coalition” between the 
Austrian Communists and the Soviet occupation element). The Western powers 
considered the “grand coalition” their biggest asset in the reconstruction of a stable 
democratic Austria.50 
 The political reconstruction of Iraq after the “liberation” after 24 years of Saddam 
Hussein’s and the Ba’ath Party’s dictatorial rule had left the country’s political culture 
divisive and timorous. After “De-Ba’athification” the new political class emerged from 
proliferating indigenous religious and ethno-political factions (Shiite, Sunni and Kurdish 
factions) and politicos returning from their Western exiles, trusted by George W. Bush 
and Tony Blair but with little popular support in the Iraqi population (exiled elites, long 
absent and unawares of the finer shifts in political culture, rarely cut a good figure in 
“nation building” efforts after their return). The timetable imposed by the CPA to form a 
provisional government (following the Interim Iraqi Authority launched after the invasion 
and rapid collapse of the Saddam regime), form a constitutional convention and write a 
constitution, and hold elections and a government, was brisk. Clearly on orders from the 
Pentagon, Paul Bremer pushed the entire process ahead recklessly. There seems to have 
been little nurturing and more brow-beating of the entire spectrum of political parties and 
tribal and sectarian leaders by the unilaterally acting CPA. As a consequence growing 
dissension developed between the CPA and the parties and among the Iraqi factions. The 
coalitions emerging were brittle, “broad participation” and “common visions among the 
participants” were hard to come by. After the dissolution of the Army and the beginning 
of “De-Ba’athification” in the summer of 2003 under CPA Orders # 1 and 2, a huge 
group of disaffected Sunnis went underground and launched the insurgency and an 
incipient civil war that has not allowed yet the country to settle down and fully engage in 
the business of reconstruction.51 
 



Lesson # 3: Build on democratic traditions and nurture national 

consciousness; go slow on constitutional change; launch a pragmatic purge of the 

governing elites of the previous regime that you depose (=civil affairs). Austria did 
not have a long and deep democratic tradition. Even though the Habsburg territories in 
the Alps and along the Danube that became “Austria” in late 1918 had experienced a 
slow expansion  of the ballot among a growing number of males before World War I, 
universal suffrage introduced in 1919 did not produce a democratic mentality in the 
populace. Like in most countries in Europe democratic governance was perceived as 
chaotic. The low intensity warfare between the ideologically deeply divided camps never 
allowed for democratic governance to mature. In 1933 the ruling Dollfuss government 
got rid of democracy altogether and Austrians experienced twelve years of dictatorship 
and police state. After the liberation of the country in April 1945, Karl Renner formed a 
provisional national unity government in Vienna under Soviet aegis and with Communist 
representatives. After considerable haggling it decided to reinstate the Constitution of 
1920 (revised in 1929). The occupation powers initially took complete control of their 
zones and initially tried to fashion them each in their image. Once the quadripartite Allied 
Council was formed in September 1945 they began the transfer of authority (and limited 
sovereignty) to the Austrian government, which was elected in late November 1945. (The 
American “grass roots” political approach in defeated Germany was much slower in the 
process of transfering authority/sovereignty; after local and regional elections, a 
constitutional convention was held in the consolidated western zones of the “Federal 
Republic” in 1948 and a government elected in the fall of 1949; in 1952 much 
sovereignty was returned to the FRG).  

Washington considered a thorough political purging of the Nazis as a precondition 
for political stabilization and a democratic government. The four occupation powers all 
began their own political purges in their zones after arrival – the initial American purge 
being the most radical. In the spring of 1946 they handed the tricky business of 
“denazifying” almost 550,000 Nazi party members to the Austrian government. The 
Austrian government procrastinated and in 1948 “amnestied” the bulk of the small fry 
(“Minderbelastete”) of the former Nazi Party. The active persecution of the hard-core 
Nazis in the “people’s courts” was also slowed down after 1948. The bulk of the former 
Austrian Nazis refashioned themselves as the “victims of denazification” and became 
part of the Austrian “victim’s collective” which the government constructed after 1945 as 
a means not to be blamed for Nazi war crimes and not to have to pay restitution to the 
true victims of the Nazi genocidal project.52 Many Austrians in the professions had joined 
the Nazi Party to hang on to their jobs. After the war it quickly occurred to the 
denazifyers that these professionals, in spite of their Nazi pedigree, were needed for the 
political and economic reconstruction of Austria. The Anglo-Americans pragmatically 
allowed the Austrian government to let denazification peter out after only three years. 
They aimed at reducing the political discord over denazification policies and stabilizing 
Austrian democracy by integrating the former Nazis into the body politic. A more stable 
Austria had a better chance confronting the Communist threat in the proliferating Cold 
War tensions after 1948. The hunt for Nazi voters was on by both partners in the grand 
coalition in the election of 1949. Embracing the “Ehemalige” in the daily political arena, 
indeed, largely ended the political tensions that this issue had sparked between 1945 and 
1948. Austrian denazification was more thorough than the German effort.53 What 



Dobbins et al. conclude for the German case by and large is true for Austria too: “In the 
long run, this more practical policy [allowing Germans to run sector-level tribunals under 
Allied supervision]] helped lead to a more-thorough repudiation of Nazi policies by the 
German populace an eliminated remaining support for the return of such an autocratic 
regime.”54 

Austrian national consciousness in 1945 was weak and undeveloped and was a 
constant worry among Anglo-American nation builders. “German Austria” “left over” 
from the breakup of the Habsburg Monarchy had wanted to join Germany after World 
War I. The peacemakers of Paris did not want to augment the German territory and 
prohibited Anschluss, which eventually came by force in 1938. Economically, Austria 
was considered a basket case and nonviable during the interwar years. An indigenous 
Austrian identity harkening back to the great power status of the Habsburgs and cultural 
achievements of fin-de-siecle Vienna emerged slowly in the 1930s to be arrested after the 
Anschluss of 1938. During the war the Austrians learned they did not want to be 
Germans. Postwar Austrian society built its identity on that insight, blamed Germans for 
Nazi war crimes and claimed to be “victims” of Hitler rather than Nazi perpetrators. Peter 
Utgaard summarizes this aspect of emerging postwar Austrian national consciousness: 
“the identity and legitimacy of the Second Austrian Republic have largely been based on 
the Austria-as-victim myth since its founding.”55 Nations, like individuals, need time 
before confronting the skeletons in their closet and in constructing a “usable past.”With 
the achievement of independence in 1955, pride in neutrality and bridge-building became 
part of Austrian identity, along with pride in its great historical past and cultural 
achievements. By the 1960s Austrians claimed a strong national identity, which in turn 
further stabilized the political culture of a firmly implanted democracy.56 

Iraqi national consciousness was notoriously weak, rapid de-Ba’athification was 
pushed down the throat of liberated Iraqis, and they were forced to write a constitution in 
rapid fashion. The CPA Order #1 promulgated immediate “de-Ba’athification” in May 
2003, two months after liberation; thousands of Ba’ath Party members were fired, many 
of the from the mid- to high level government and administrative positions and badly 
needed for the reconstruction of post-Saddam Iraq. Given that these professionals as were 
sorely needed in the reconstruction of Iraq as the former Nazis in postwar Austria, a 
smaller purge of a few hundred “Saddamists” might have gotten rid of the principal guilty 
clique without hurting rebuilding, suggests Allawi.57 On top of “de-Ba’athification”, the 
CPA’s Order # 2, decreed that the Iraq entire army be dismissed, which added to the huge 
reservoir of Sunni discontent. Again Allawi’s conclusion: “The twin Orders of de-
Ba’athification and the dissolution of the army were later seen as the vital ingredients that 
launched the insurgency. Bremer was held directly responsible for this apparent strategic 
blunder.”58 While Dobbins et al. meekly conclude in their German case study that 
“defeated populations can sometimes be more malleable than anticipated” and “enforced 
accountability for past injustices, through such forums as war crimes tribunals, can 
facilitate transformation” [emphasis added], they draw a further lesson from Germany 
seemingly not heeded by the CPA: “dismembered and divided countries can be difficult 
to put back together.”59  

Like Austria, Iraq was under “total control” by the occupiers after liberation. 
Unlike Austria, the transfer of authority and sovereignty to the Iraqis was much slower 
than they had initially led to believe. Most Austrians accepted the early years of the 



occupation; most Iraqis resented it and their Arab neighbors even more. The CPA slowed 
down the process of transferring political power to the Interim Governing Council 
(which in the summer of 2003 grew out of a group of 7 Iraqi leaders, representative of 
Iraqi sectarian and religious body politic). The transfer of full sovereignty (which after 
World War II took ten years in Austria, seven years in Japan, and 7 to 45 years in 
Germany) may take many years (unless the current U.S. Congress forces a faster pace on 
President Bush and his successor as a means to “bring home” American troops more 
quickly). While the writing of a constitution in 2005 produced an election in 2006 and a 
government, a civil war unfolded as a product of the growing insurgency against the 
American occupation, led by the Saddamists and Sunnis excluded from the Iraqi body 
politic as a result of Order # 1. Saddam and his worst henchmen were quickly put on trial 
to exact judicial retribution for the crimes they committed vis-à-vis their own Kurdish 
and Shia population. A growing religious schism and warfare between the Sunni 
insurgency and the Shiite militias as well as waxing Kurdish autonomous rule in the 
North of the country seem to tear the country apart rather then move it towards growing  
together. Allawi writes: “The cracks inside Iraqi society began to appear shortly after the 
fall of Baghdad. Iraq had never had a grand national compact, such as an overarching 
constitution to which all subscribed, or even an ‘understanding’ between its component 
groups. The ‘idea’ of Iraq took root unevenly throughout the country” [emphasis 
added].60  A strong national consciousness as a stabilizing factor in Iraqi political culture 
is unlikely anytime soon. 

 
Lesson # 4: Economic reconstruction after war (and natural catastrophes) takes a 

long time and requires an infrastructure that has overcome the initial post-

catastrophic “bottleneck economy.” The success of the Marshall Plan in postwar 

Europe has produced many invocations and analogies as a model huge foreign aid 

program but it is not easily transferable. As had been the case in the interwar years, 
Austria remained an economic basket case after World War II and the massive physical 
destruction and dislocations it left behind, especially in the cities. The first four years of 
Austria’s economic reconstruction (roughly where Iraq is now after its liberation) 
concentrated on removing the “bottlenecks” in the infrastructure (transport=railroads, 
roads, and bridges, fuel=coal and electricity, labor, food, trade deficit). American aid 
(Army, UNRRA, private) allowed for the sheer survival of the population. Interim 
Congressional aid and then massive Marshall Plan funding helped overcome the “dollar 
gap” in the trade deficit by financing the imports and stabilized the economy. The 
investments into the oversized nationalized industries as well as agriculture and tourism 
sparked by the ERP-generated “counterpart funds” put the country back on a healthy 
economic track towards prosperity by the mid-fifties. After Iceland ($ 228) and Norway 
($ 136), Austria received the most per-capita aid through Marshall Plan funding ($ 132) 
and arguably benefited from it the most among the 16 European ERP- beneficiaries. 
Austria’s economic postwar prosperity stemmed from three principal sources: 1) Hitler’s 
investments in the heavy industrial wartime economy of the Ostmark; 2) Austrians’ hard 
work of rebuilding the country after the war; 3) American aid programs, particularly the 
European Recovery Program (while the memory of #1 is weak, and #2 is strong, it is 
dwindling with regard to #3). Total American assistance to postwar Austria was ca. 1,5 
billion dollars (almost 1 billion of it ERP-funds); Austria paid almost as much in 



reparations to the Soviet Union and is still making restitution payments to Nazi victims.61 
Victoria de Grazia is on the mark when she observed: “It’s great boast with respect to all 
other empires of the modern period was that it never failed to supply its own people with 
with guns and butter. And when it did impose itself militarily elsewhere, it promised to 
follow up with substantial aid to rebuild the ruins in its own image.“62 

Iraq experience massive injections of aid after its liberation. Next to its overseas 
assets and the oil revenue that the CPA liberally drew from (and apparently also often 
wasted), massive American (and some international) aid flowed into the country for 
reconstruction of infrastructure (electricity grid, sewerage system, oil industry), financing 
imports (especially of food), and reconstructing a viable administration. From 2003 to 
2006 Iraq received 28.9 billion in aid from the United States and counting (as much as 
Germany received from 1945 to 1949, namely 4,3 billion=29.6 billion in 2005 dollars, 
and more than Japan received from 1946 to 1952 – 2.2 billion=15.2 billion in 2005 
dollars).63 Allawi calculates that Marshall Plan aid amounted to ca. $ 350 per capita to 
participating European countries (adjusted to 2003 dollars). The comparative per capita 
level for assistance to Iraq in its first year after liberation was a whopping $ 900.64 Allawi 
leaves no doubt in the minds of its reader what went wrong with such massive American 
economic assistance: “The effects of these massive transfers, as well as the CPA’s own 
access to Iraqi funds, would be whittled away by an unbelievable combination of amateur 
programming, poor execution, incompetence, corruption and waste.” The growing 
insurgency made matters worse: “The problems were compounded by a rapidly 
deteriorating security situation and the targeted attacks on Iraq’s infrastructure and on 
reconstruction projects and teams.” His devastating summary on the CPA’s economic 
reconstruction program: “But the primary failure was policy planning and management.” 
Like most observers studying the transferability of the Marshall Plan to different (Third 
World) reconstruction scenarios, Alawi believes it has more rhetoric than reality: “The 
breathless comparisons with the Marshall Plan [by the Bush administration] were hugely 
overblown.”65 He seems to have a point. The New York Times recently reported that 
federal inspectors of the “Office of the Special Inspector General for Iraq 
Reconstruction” found in the case of eight American financed and completed project—
that cost 150 Million dollars and declared a success -- that seven of them were no longer 
operating because of poor designs and improper maintenance. The Times concludes: 
“Curiously, most of the problems seemed unrelated to sabotage stemming from Iraq’s 
parlous security situation, but instead were the product of poor initial construction, petty 
looting, a lack of maintenance and simple neglect.”66 No such egregious mismanagement 
ever came to light during the European Recovery Program.  Invocations of a “Marshall 
Plan for Iraq and/or the Near East” are as inappropriate as they are frequent, conclude 
two political scientists: “As is often the case with the use of historical analogies in policy 
debates, the Marshall Plan has taken on a kind of mythology, that of an all-powerful 
nation helping others in need to defeat mortal enemies.”67  

The Marshall Plan was negotiated with its beneficiaries and gave them a voice in 
decision making; it also regularly got the 16 participating countries together and fostered 
the spirit that would lead to a more integrated Europe. In Iraq, a few officials in the 
Pentagon, Vice President Dick Cheney’s office and the CPA unilaterally determined 
economic reconstruction policies in the first phase of the occupation; the Iraqi leadership 
were mere bystanders and initially not invested in major budgetary decisions.  



 
The Americans have only to blame themselves for failing in the political and 

economic reconstruction in the initial occupation phase. They did not allow themselves to 
be governed by lessons drawn from the study of previous American occupations, the 
“deep art” of occupation experience (see prescript), to learn to cope with the usual 
postwar chaos of the “fog of peace.”68 The American occupation of postwar Germany 
and Japan had lessons to teach for modern post-conflict “nation building”, but so does 
Austria. The recent American record of “its way of war” – namely the “turning [of] 
military victory into strategic success” beyond the winning of battles and campaigns 
seems modest indeed.69 
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