“In other words, one can understand a trajectory (that is, the social aging which is independent of the biological aging although it inevitably accompanies it) only on condition of having previously constructed the successive states of the field through which the trajectory has progressed. Thus the collection of objective relations link the agent considered – at least in a certain number of pertinent states – to the collection of other agents engaged in the same field and facing the same realm of possibilities.“

Bourdieu, Pierre: The Biographical Illusion

In: Identity. A Reader, edited by Paul Du Gay, Jessica Evans, Peter Redman, Sage London, Reprint 2011, p. 302
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    Translation: Aileen Derieg
The Agents in Käthe Leichter’s Space of Agency for Women’s Politics

Marianne Katharina Pick, born on 20 August 1895 in a bourgeois flat in Vienna, Rudolfsplatz 1, social scientist, socialist, politician for women’s issues, unionist. She was secretary of the Socialization Commission under the chairman Otto Bauer (1881-1938) and head of the first Office for Women’s Affairs in the Chamber of Labour in Vienna beginning in 1925. In February 1942, in the Psychiatric Clinic Bernburg an der Saale or during transport there from the NS concentration camp Ravensbrück along with 1500 other Jewish victims, Käthe Leichter was murdered in the course of the euthanasia program 14f13. 

Käthe Leichter’s life was marked by the tensions between bourgeois upbringing, youthful rebellion, a striving for emancipatory eduction, and the turn to socialism and the workers’ movement. Käthe Leichter was a political person and did not regard social conditions and circumstances as immutable, but was instead convinced that people must work together to change society. It was from this understanding that Käthe Leichter’s network emerged, taking a stance together in solidarity for a just cause. This understanding bound all of the agents in Käthe Leichter’s network of women together. 

The reconstruction of Käthe Leichter’s network of women, which has been repeatedly called legendary, ranges from her childhood and youth in Vienna, her studies in Vienna and Heidelberg, her work in the Socialization Commission and later in the Vienna Chamber of Labour, the period of illegality beginning in 1934 and the period of National Socialism, all the way to her murder. Käthe Leichter’s network of women included women who carried out a certain function in a business, in the party, in the union, in politics and in other sections of society, belonged to a certain social network, and were important to achieving her political goals, but also in improving the working conditions of women. However, her politically active friends, study colleagues and even domestic workers also belonged to this network of women. 

The selection and inclusion of an agent in the index of Käthe Leichter’s network of women was carried out together with Cornelia Mittendorfer based on the currently available primary and secondary literature by and about Käthe Leichter: 165 women were defined. The measure used was a certain intensity in their – in the broadest sense – political development and engagement in their relationship with the other agents. Käthe Leichter characteristically made use of all of her activities and functions to establish and cultivate her contacts with women who were workers, members of works committees, unionists, experts, but also city and state politicians. This allowed her to take recourse to these contacts and relevant information in her editorial and political work, but also for training courses, in order to repeatedly provide authentic accounts about the social, economic and legal situation of women workers and employees. In the preface to the “Handbook of Women’s Labour in Austria”, published in 1930, she wrote: “… it is particularly the cooperation among women who are practically and academically active, women workers who draw their experiences directly from working life, with women who acquire their knowledge in administrative work or academic work, which give the Handbook its characteristic note. At the same time, it also shows the often unimagined abundance of mental powers inherent to the Austrian Women Workers’ Movement.” 

The agents of the network of women were largely personally acquainted, had met at union congresses, social-democratic women’s conferences or at international conferences. Other contacts resulted from institutional connections or were introduced by other women from the network. Due to Käthe Leichter’s personality, many of the contacts were also friendships.

Along with Käthe Leichter, the two most important agents in this space of agency for women’s politics were Anna Boschek, chairwoman of the Women’s Section in the League of Free Unions, and the secretary of the Women’s Section Wilhemine Moik. The relationships can be explained through the functions within the social, political and union “system”, in a few cases through other factors (family, studies, domestic workers). At the same time, it was less a matter of friendship(s) per se, but rather of very concrete concerns and demands; it was a matter of the equality of women in working life and in society. It is evident specifically in these demands that Käthe Leichter’s aspirations have lost none of their topicality. A number of the demands, such as that for “equal pay for equal work”, have still not been fulfilled.

Käthe Leichter’s network of women was not an end in itself, but rather served the realization of her political vision. It is only in this way that her untiring work, her engagement for social and social-political improvements and her fight for the expansion of democracy, for social rights, for the equality of women and co-determination in businesses can be understood. She sought to call attention to and denounce social ills, to formulate demands, but also to point out dangers, such as encroaching National Socialism and its impacts on women.

Käthe Leichter’s space of agency for women’s politics also included international relationships and contacts. The ruptures and upheavals of the 20th century resulted in shifts and ultimately in the termination of this network. Some of the agents survived National Socialism and continued their political work. Others were murdered like Käthe Leichter.

As the result of an investigation, the index of Käthe Leichter’s network of women represents an attempt to reconstruct the entirety of her space of agency for women’s politics as far as possible. In addition to known agents, this index also includes women, for whom hardly any biographical information can be found.

A typification and evaluation of the relationships remains the task of an in-depth academic treatment.
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