
CULTURE, SOCIETY AND POLITICS IN THE GERMAN-

SPEAKING COUNTRIES

Fall 2021 Session 9: Austrian Politics + Political History 

Maya Higgins, PhD

IREb2014



 Facts and Figures

 Economy

 Culture

 Austrian Politics

 The Federal Government 

 Political Leaders

 Political Scandals

 Main Parties

 Austrian Political History

 Keeping up with the Habsburgs

Introduction to Austria
2



Neutrality, Army, Foreign Affairs =>

 Neutrality as part of Austria’s cultural

identity

 State treaty (1955)

 A buffer between east and west Europe

Facts and Figures

 Memberships

 UN + OSCE

 NATO’s Partnership for Peace 

 EU (1995) 

 Mandatory draft (conscription) for men



 Rejection of nuclear power by Austrian voters (1978)

 Austria renounced the use of nuclear energy => Non-nuclear country

Environmental Protection =>

 European leader in environmental 

policy

 Stringent standards (waste

management, air pollution)

 Ecological criteria in agriculture

(strict regulations for use of pesticides 

+ fertilizers)

 High quality Water of Austria’s lakes 

Facts and Figures



 Welfare State

 Medical Insurance

 Public welfare benefits

Facts and Figures

 High standard of living

Economy =>

 Free market economy + social

partnership

 Highly developed industrialized country

 Skilled labor force, high productivity, 

competitiveness



Facts and Figures
Economy =>

 Top economic sectors: Services, industry, 

agriculture

 Main industries: Food + luxury commodities, 

mechanical engineering + steel construction, 

chemicals, vehicle manufacturing, tourism

 Has natural resource, but is also importing due 

to its growing industrial sector

 Very attractive to (foreign) investors!



Facts and Figures
Climate & Nature => 

 Typical central European 

transitional climate

 One of Europe's most heavily 

wooded countries

 Highly mountainous (the Alps)

 Water-wealthy

 A European leader of hydroelectric power
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 Austria's economy is 

export-oriented

 Export rate of 

55.7% (2019) 

compared to an 

average of 43.4% 

in the EU

 Austria’s economy is 

closely tied to other 

EU economies

Facts and Figures



Facts and Figures
Key Dates in Austria’s Modern History

1918 End of the Austro Hungarian (Hapsburg)empire

1920 New constitution created the Republic of Austria

1938 The Anschluss (union): Austria incorporated into Nazi Germany 

1945 Soviet troops liberate Vienna, Austria occupied by Soviets, British, US + French

1955 Treaty signed by Britain, France, US + Soviet Union, establishes an 

independent, neutral Austria. Austria joins the United Nations.

1995 Austria joins the European Union



Austrian Culture =>

 Traditional dishes (Vienna):

 Wiener Schnitzel 

 Tafelspitz

 Apfelstrudel

 Palatschinkeen

 Sachertorte

 Opera Ball (Vienna)

 Krampus

 Lederhosen

 Dirndl

Facts and Figures



Austrian Politics



The Constitution
The Constitutional Framework => 

 The constitution formed in 1920, amended in 1929: 

Austria as a democratic, federal republic

 1934: The constitution was replaced by an authoritarian

regime under Chancellors Dollfuss + Schuschnigg

 1938: Eliminated by Hitler after Nazi Germany 

annexed Austria (Anschluss)

 1945: Austria liberated, the constitution of 1929-

revived (aka the “Second Republic”)



The Federal Government
 The Austrian Parliament (legislative) consists of two chambers: 

 National Council: 183 members

 Federal Council: 61 members

 Together: The Federal Assembly

 The National council => 

 House of representatives- primary legislative power

 Elected by popular vote, single party

 Distribution of seats based on proportional

representation

 4% threshold



The Federal Government
 Federal Council/Chamber of Provinces 

(Bundesrat): 61 members

 Major responsibility: To represent the Federal

Provinces’ interests in the legislative process at 

the federal level

 Members are delegated by the Provincial 

Diets/assemblies of the 9 Austrian federal states 

 No definitive legislative period in its own right

 Seats are assigned based on the population of 

each state (max 12, min 3)



The Federal President
 Alexander Van der Bellen

 Inaugurated on January 26, 2017

 Member of the Green Party

 A professor of Economics at the University of Vienna

 Official Head of State

 Directly elected by the Austrian people for a term of 6 

years

 Powers rooted in the constitution

 Main tasks: Integration of minorities into the political 

process + protection of the democracy



The Federal Chancellor 
 Alexander Schallenberg, Bundeskanzler

 52 years old

 Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP)

 Lawyer + EU expert

 Career in the Foreign office

 Austria’s foreign minister since 2019

 Appointed chancellor on October 11, 

2021amid Kurz’s resignation

 Head of government, nominate members of 

cabinet 



Political Scandals
 Post-war, ‘grand 

coalition’ governments

 May 2019: Coalition 

collapsed following the 

‘Ibiza scandal’

involving Strach, leader 

of the Freedom Party

 October 2021: Kurz 

resigns after pressure 

triggered by a 

corruption scandal https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nbbdsohTQyg
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Main Political Parties 
Logo Name Abbr. Ideology Leader NC FC

Austrian People's Party

Österreichische Volkspartei

- “Progressive centre party”

- Represents a combination 

of conservative forces + social & 

economic groups – divergent interests

ÖVP Libera 

conservatism

Christian 

democracy

Schallen

berg

71/183 25/61

The Greens – The Green Alternative

Die Grünen – Die Grüne Alternative

- Two Vice Chairmen

- Second smallest part in the NC

GRÜNE Green politics

Social 

liberalism

Kogler, 

Felipe

26/183 5/61
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Main Political Parties 
Logo Name Abbr. Ideology Leader NC FC

Social Democratic Party of Austria

Sozialdemokratische Partei Österreichs

- Moved from a democratic Marxist doctrine 

to a more pragmatic approach

- Correction of social problems, socially 

oriented economy, full employment, 

increase in the standard of living

- Middle Class

SPÖ Social 

Democracy

Rendi-

Wagner

40/183 19/61

NEOS – The New Austria and Liberal Forum

NEOS – Das Neue Österreich und Liberales

Forum

- Smallest part in the national council

NEOS Liberalism

Eurocentralism

Economic 

liberalism

Hofer 15/183 1/61
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Main Political Parties 
Logo Name Abbr. Ideology Leader NC FC

Freedom Party of Austria

Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs

- Populist/Liberal Party

- Initially supported by 

former National Socialists

- Moderate by the 1980s, trend 

reversed with Haider’s electoral 

success (Euroskeptic, anti-immigrant 

and anti-Muslim sentiment).

- Significant, though controversial force 

in national politics

FPÖ Right-wing 

populism

National 

conservatism

Meinl-

Reisinger

30/183 11/61



’Keeping up with the Habsburgs’

Austrian Political History



House of Habsburg
 ‘House of Austria’

 Principal sovereign dynasties of 

Europe (15th-20th century)

 Best known for being the origin of 

all Holy Roman Emperors (1438-

1740) + all rulers of the Austrian 

Empire, Spanish Empire + several 

other countries 

 The House takes its name from the 

Habsburg Castle, built around 

1020–1030 in present day 

Switzerland





 A powerful family, they often 

made land alliances through 

marriage

 Vast expansion of its 

domains (Burgundy, Spain, 

Bohemia, Hungary etc.)

 In-breeding: Family 

members typically shared 

unique facial features (the 

Habsburg Jaw)

House of Habsburg



 The House of Habsburg gathered dynastic momentum 

in the 11th-13th centuries

 1273 => Rudolph of Habsburg (Rudolf I) becomes 

King of Germany/Holy Roman Emperor  

 1276 => Rudolf I moved the family's power base 

from Habsburg Castle to the Archduchy of Austria

 1282=> Rudolph II became sovereign ruler of 

Austria

 Austria will be ruled by the Habsburgs for the 

next 600 years

Moving to Austria



To be continued …
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Thank You For Your Attention!

Questions???


