Remembering Käthe Leichter

By Geraldine Forbes

Käthe Leichter’s desk and chair and the tapestry of her colleagues’ names are a memorial to a great woman, an artistic contribution to women’s history and a deliberate effort to change collective memory. Women like Leichter, who worked to create awareness about and to improve women’s lives, are too often left out of history. The difficulties we face in retrieving their histories are immense but lack of documentation is the most crucial one. 

Käthe Leichter is a particularly difficult subject. She did not survive to old age so historians cannot turn to an autobiography, interviews where she reflected on her life and the choices she made, or trunks full of letters and memorabilia. We have evidence of her early life and scholarship, her work to develop and head the first Department of Women's Affairs in the Vienna Chamber of Labour, and of her tragic death. Mittendorfer focuses her attention on Leichter’s productive years in the Chamber of Labour and her efforts to improve the lives of working women.  

Although focused on Käthe Leichter’s life, this exhibition raises larger questions about history and memory and about the creation of collective memory. History, the written record of what happened rather than an accurate record of events, has always been selective. Wars and politics dominated historical narratives until the nineteenth century, and it was only in the twentieth century that historians focused their full attention on those once deemed unworthy to be part of a nation’s story. In the second half of the twentieth century, workers, peasants, women, and even children attracted the attention of historians who argued that a history without their stories was a half-truth. Including those traditionally left out of history has changed the narrative, unmasking pretensions of undivided power and claims of benevolent paternalism. Attention to issues of agency, the choices people made and how they acted, has changed history. 

For women, knowing they have a history of thinking, creating and doing has been empowering. It is this history that informs the world that women have achieved great things. The new questions generated by this awareness are, however, often met with stony silence from archives that have disdained women’s achievements. In the end, the reader of these retrieved histories becomes aware that gender matters. Biological and religious ideologies legitimise social roles and different treatment for men and women as well as create a disdain for women’s work as unworthy of the attention of historians.

Even with an abundance of documents and records, writing women’s history presents difficult questions. How and why are women remembered? Do biographies and histories judge these achievements in male terms, or should these women be celebrated because they acted differently from the majority of women? How can history consider the full range of women’s activities – as nurturers and homemakers – along with their achievements in public life? What can we learn of women’s friends and supporters if they too have been lost to history?

These are questions one wants to ask about Käthe Leichter, but, in Leichter’s case, they are pushed into the background by her violent and horrific death. No one can write about this remarkable woman without remembering that her work and life were cut short, not by disease or accident, but by the deliberate calculations of a fascist government. However, when Leichter was researching the lives of women, writing about them, and pushing for better legislation, neither she nor her comrades could foresee the future. The actual project of Mittendorfer focuses on the most productive time of Leichter’s life, when she worked with other women to create a better world. 

Gerda Lerner, the Viennese-born grandmother of women’s history, who lives in the USA and who was awarded the Käthe Leichter State Prize in 1995, wrote that Leichter attacked two forms of discrimination: discrimination against the working class and discrimination against women. It should be added that she also fought a day-to-day battle against gender-blind colleagues. Leichter’s surveys informed her and anyone else who paid attention that many of the Social Democrats’ interventions did not address the needs of women, especially the large numbers of women who were their families’ breadwinners.  By writing about women who worked in factories and on farms, sewed in their homes, and laboured as domestics, Leichter was striking a blow for women’s history. These women existed; they worked, thought, and made choices. 

Significantly, Leichter did not work alone. Friends, colleagues, acquaintances, other Social Democrats, and even domestics formed a network, although the extent of that network and the relationships between the women remains partially obscured. The systematic marginalisation of women, especially that of lower class working women, means that we know very little about the women Leichter met at conferences, spoke with after meetings, and who contributed to her books. The tapestry which indexes and lists the names of Leichter's network is the first step towards reclaiming them for history. That so many women came together to work for women’s rights is a powerful reminder that the story of Käthe Leichter needs to be added to the collective memory of the nation. 

