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Preface

In carrying ou t this study and critique o f  the Viennese socialists’ attem pt to 
create  a working-class culture, I have confron ted  the symbolic and mythic 
aspects o f  the subject, which have d istorted  it. These stem in part from  the 
public representations o f  socialist leaders at the time. They also have been 
revived in recent decades by Austrian historians o f  the working class in shap
ing a heroic past to  serve as a tradition usable by the postwar Socialist party 
(SPO). In  the process o f  demythologizing the cultural experim ent, its Aus- 
trom arxist leadership has unavoidably lost its heroic sheen. However lim
ited the success o f  these leaders o r  contradictory their perception o f  both 
workers and culture, the ir  com m itm ent to socialist ideals and dedication to 
the class in whose nam e they claimed to speak cannot be challenged. 
Although their daring  vision overshadowed and distorted  the actual accom
plishments o f  the ir  experim ent, “ red  V ienna” remains a model o f  cultural 
experim enta tion  in the socialist movement. In that guise it provides us with 
fresh insights in to  the practices o f  all such experim ents d irected  from 
above, and  the resistance o f  structures, customs, and actors they are bound 
to encounter.

All books are collective efforts in the sense that au thors depend  on a group  
o f  advisors and critics who constitu te a m iniature audience. I have been very 
fo rtuna te  in receiving the supportive and challenging reading o f  versions 
and  sections o f  the developing manuscript. I am especially indebted to 
Anson Rabinbach, Geoffrey Field, and  Adelheid von Saldern, who pointed  
ou t exuberances and excesses that needed  rethinking and modification and 
who encouraged  my attem pt to view the Vienna experim ent in a larger, 
in ternational context. Several d raft chapters also had the benefit o f  crtitical 
readings by Istvan Deak, Jo an  Scott, and Felix F. Strauss, fo r which I would 
like to  express my gratitude.

My percep tion  o f  the book’s orientation, sense o f  the myriad details, and 
access to  invaluable oral history collections were enhanced  by contacts and 
conversations over several years with the following younger historians o f  the 
Austrian working class: R einhard  Sieder, Joseph  Ehmer, Alfred Pfoser, 
T heo  Venus, G ottfried  P irhofer, Siegfried Mattl, Friedrich Stadler, G er
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hard  Meisl, G erhard  Steger, Karl Fallend, Hans Safrian, and  Joseph  Wei- 
denholzer. Although they may no t agree with my critical perspective, they 
nevertheless helped to shape it.

The friendly reception  and  personal assistance I received at various 
Viennese archives and university institutes— which gave me unlimited 
access to all o f  their m aterial and allowed me to read  theses and dissertations 
befo re  being catalogued, and whose directors offered helpful hints— were 
indispensable to my work. My thanks for this high degree o f  scholarly coop 
eration  go to the following: Institu te  fü r Wirtschafts- u n d  Sozialgeschichte, 
Institu t fü r  Zeitgeschichte, and Institu t fü r  Volkskunde— all o f  the Univer
sity o f  Vienna; Kammer fü r A rbeiter und  Angestellte, Dr. Eckhart F rüh  and 
Dr. Karl Stubenvoll; Dokumentationsarchiv des Ö sterreichischen W ider
standes, Dr. H e rb e r t  S teiner and Dr. W olfgang N eugebauer; Ö sterreich 
isches Circus- u n d  Clownmuseum, Mr. Berthold Lang; Bezirksmuseum 
Rudolfsheim -Fünfhaus, Dr. Jo seph  Ehmer; Institut fü r Geschichte der  
Medizin am Josefineum , Dr. Karl Sablik; Allgemeines Verwaltungsarchiv 
des Ö sterreichischen Staatsarchiv, Dr. Isabelle Ackerl; Archiv der  Stadt und  
Land Wien; Archiv des Österreichischen Gewerkschaftsbundes; Film 
Laden, Dr. Franz Grafl; Archiv d e r  Volksstimme; Institu t fü r  Wissenschaft 
un d  Kunst.

The cen te r  o f  my research in Vienna for five summers was the Verein 
fü r  Geschichte d e r  Arbeiterbewegung. Its director, Dr. W olfgang Mader- 
thaner, a colleague in every sense o f  the term , provided an atm osphere o f  
scholarly conviviality, served as a source o f  inform ation and contacts to p e r 
sons and places vital to my work, and supplied most o f  the photographs for 
the book. I am most grateful fo r his generosity.

Discussions following the public p resentation  o f  portions o f  the work in 
progress were bo th  stimulating and useful. These included: the 17th In te r 
national C onference o f  L abour H istorians at Linz in 1981; the Harvard 
University C en ter fo r E uropean  Studies at Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 
1984; the Second UNESCO In ternational Forum  on the History o f  the 
W orking Class at Paris in 1985; and the University Sem inar in the History 
o f  the W orking Class at Columbia University in New York City in 1986. At 
O xfo rd  University Press, Nancy Lane and  David Roll’s enthusiasm  for my 
book from  the very beginning was translated into a caring guidance o f  the 
m anuscrip t in its various transform ations.

The origins o f  this book are difficult to trace. No d oub t the vivid memory 
o f  eighteen m onths spent as a boy in Vienna in 1938-39  before I was forced 
to  em igrate— with the possibility, in those troubled  times, o f  exploring the 
city from  end  to end  in the com pany o f  friends and without adult supervi
sion— was one o f  the impulses. I am certain  that my wife, Françoise Jouven, 
will apprecia te  that I have resisted bowing to the convention o f  reciting plat
itudes o f  gratitude on  her behalf.

Paris
A u g u s t  ! W ( )

IL G
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

O bituary for Austrian Socia lism

Between the twelfth and seventeenth o f  February 1934 the international 
press gave front-page coverage to the uprising o f  Austrian workers against 
the repressive, corporatist governm ent o f  Engelbert Dollfuss. These early, 
confused dispatches p ic tured  a civil war between arm ed workers o f  Vienna 
and  industrial cities in the provinces de term ined  to defend  democracy, on 
one side, and governm ent troops and elements o f  the H eim w ehr1 bent on 
destroying the republican essence o f  the Austrian state, on  the o ther. Social
ism, in this small central E uropean  country, appeared  to  be fighting for its 
life.

T he foreign labor and socialist press g ree ted  the first reports  with mes
sages o f  solidarity. L éon  Blum, head o f  the French  Socialist party (SFIO), 
paid hom age to  the Austrian workers fo r their defense o f  liberty and 
pledged solidarity with their cause.2 Andrew Conley, chairm an o f  the British 
T rade U nion Congress (TUC), declared  tha t “ fo r many m onths the people 
o f  Vienna have been  living u n d e r  a d ictatorship with the constitution sus
pen d ed  and political liberties a m ockery” ; they therefo re  had the right to 
defend  the “ institutions o f  free citizenship.”3

As the actual situation in Vienna became clearer in the next few days—  
only a few thousand  workers had  risen to engage the full force o f  the stale’s 
repression, and the call fo r a general strike had failed— the earlier optimism 
gave way to heroic epitaphs. Blum now com pared  the Austrian workers to 
the C om m unards before  the mur des fédérés and  ended  his pero ra tion  by 
declaring, “T he revolutionary com m une o f  Vienna has been crushed’ long 
live the com m une!”4 Similar sentim ents were expressed by the L abour party 
intellectual H aro ld  Laski, u n d e r  the headline “ Salute to the Viennese Mar
tyrs,” in com paring  the Vienna uprising to ihe Paris C om m une and the Rus
sian Revolution o f  1905.5 Assessments in the communist movement con 
sisted mainly o f  recriminations. L ’Humanité accused the Austrian socialist 
leaders o f  having brought on the debacle by putting  “ their faith in b o u r 
geois dem ocracy and bourgeois governm ents" instead <>l "accepting a
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united  fron t with the com m unists.”11 In  the Com m unist In te rna tiona l’s own 
vitriolic condem nation, the “Austrian workers had been b rough t u n d e r  the 
yoke o f  fascism” by their leaders.7

As might be expected, the foreign conservative press in te rp re ted  the 
ongoing events differently. Le Temps accused the socialists o f  having “obsti
nately refused to su pport the governm ent in its heroic struggle against 
external forces th rea ten ing  the independence o f  Austria. By not having 
com prom ised with reaction, they have s treng thened  the h and  o f  national 
socialism.”8 Le Figaro suggested that “with courage bu t also with foolish 
carelessness, socialism has played its last card  [to rally its constituents] and 
has lost, thereby playing into the hands o f  H itle r’s followers.”9 T he L ondon 
Times was m ore concerned  with the foreign political implications than with 
the fate o f  the Austrian socialists. It concluded that C hancellor Dollfuss had 
been fighting on  two fronts and had s treng thened  his foreign political posi- 
tion by eliminating the left at hom e .10 Interestingly, the New York Times 
offered the most detailed and balanced coverage: daily dispatches, analysis, 
and large pho to  essays. Though various fea tu re  articles expressed great 
sympathy for casualties am ong women and children and even com m ended 
(he female workers fo r fighting “ like the old p ioneer w omen o f  the Ameri
can prairies,” the underlying concern  was with the foreign political 
im plications."

Such were the obituaries for Austrian socialism and the republic which 
d isappeared with the storm ing o f  the w orker enclaves in Vienna. T here  had 
been no civil w ar.12 A tiny minority o f  workers had risen spontaneously by 
disregarding the cautious wait-and-see policy o f  their leaders, who clung 
desperately to  constitutional safeguards which had ceased to exist when 
C hancellor Dollfuss suspended parliam ent in M arch 1933. For m ore than 
a year the leaders o f  the A ustrian Socialist party  (SDAP) had suffered the 
same paralysis o f  will which had immobilized the G erm an left as H itler rose 
to power. They repeatedly postponed  the use o f  force to  prevent the over
throw o f  the republic, although.force had been a m easure o f  self-defense in 
the SDAP program  since 1926. This strategy o f  passivity in the face o f  the 
gradual dem olition o f  republican safeguards was in effect a capitulation to 
t he co rpo ra te  state publicly pro jec ted  by Dollfuss and  the Christian Social 
party (Christian Socials). Ultimately the insurrection o f  the few was only a 
despera te  act in the face o f  a defeat that was already apparen t; it was also 
d irec ted  against those socialist leaders who had cautioned and counseled 
against self-defense by the  workers, and  who were absent during  the crucial 
hours  from February 12 to 14.15

The subjugation o f  the Austrian working class was viewed in virtually all 
the press accounts as increasing the danger o f  fascist expansion in Europe: 
conservatives feared that Austria would fall prey to Italian o r  G erm an 
aggression; socialists saw in the suppression o f  the SDAP by clerical fascism 
an om inous repetition o f  the destruction  o f  G erm an socialism a year ea r 
lier tlu* loss o f  two pillars o f  the L abor and Socialist In ternational, which 
weakened the working-class movement. Despite the fact that passing horn-
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age was paid to the accomplishments o f  Viennese municipal socialism in 
bo th  the labor and middle-class press,14 strategic geopolitical o r  institutional 
concerns were param ount.

Understandably, that perspective— the destruction  o f  a republic and 
the liquidation o f  a party  o f  660 ,000— was p u t before all o th e r  consider
ations in the  crisis a tm osphere o f  that time. It is unfo rtuna te , however, that 
until very recently the most significant casualty in February 1934, namely, 
the experim ent to create a working-class cu lture  in the socialist enclave o f 
Vienna, has no t received the a tten tion  it deserves. That a ttem pt to develop 
a com prehensive pro letarian  countercu lture , going beyond piecemeal cul
tural reform  efforts o f  socialist parties in o th e r  countries and  serving as an 
alte rnate  model to  the Bolshevik’s experim ent in Russia, is the subject o f 
this book. In  the Bolshevik example popu lar enlightenm ent ideals, cultural 
liberalism, and u top ian  visions had been at risk virtually from  the beginning 
in the struggle fo r o rd e r  and control. The Bolshevik party’s “vanguard” 
position determ ined  the controlled  Soviet culture for the masses em erging 
at the en d  o f  the 1920s.15 The Austromarxists, and particularly O tto  Bauer, 
distanced themselves from  what they considered the dictatorship o f  a caste 
over the masses.16 T heir cultural experim ent was to be predicated  on 
dem ocracy in a dual sense: relying on the political guarantees o f  a republi
can governm ent and on the SDAP’s relation to the rank and file o f  the 
party .17 W hat follows is ne ither an  obituary n o r  a testimonial fo r this unique 
cultural landm ark but an endeavor to study it within its context and to assess 
its wider significance.18

A M odel o f  Proletarian Culture

The Socialist party’s a ttem pt to create a com prehensive proletarian coun 
tercu ltu re  was no t an experim ent in a formal, m ethodological sense o f  pos
iting a hypothesis, extending and  testing it in practice, and evaluating its 
results. Its experim ental quality lay in the daring  a ttem pt to explore the 
unknow n— the blending o f  cu lture  and politics th rough  a complicated n e t
work o f  organizations aimed at transform ing the working class. Even 
though  the cultural p ro ject did no t follow a b lueprin t bu t ra the r  evolved on 
the basis o f  experience in daily practice, it flowed from  a central belief in 
Austrom arxist theory that cu ltu re  could play a significant role in the class 
struggle. If, as I argue, a main strength  o f  this theory was its flexibility, allow
ing socialist leaders o f  the republic to regard  themselves as always acting 
within its compass, at the popu lar level available to SDAP m em bers and unaf
filiated workers it also had an emblematic and confidence-inspiring quality.

Unlike o th e r  versions o f  Marxism, it prom ised a foretaste o f  the socialist 
u topia  o f  the fu tu re  in the present by locating the beginning o f  the great 
transform ation  leading to a new socialist hum anity within capitalist society 
itself, before  the ultim ate revolution. For the younger generation  o f  Aus- 
tromarxists, engaged in realizing the socialist project in Vienna, a boundless
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optimism abou t a ttaining their goal in the here  and now assumed the char
ac ter o f  an illusion. Marie Jahoda , one o f  the au thors o f  the internationally 
famous sociological study o f  unem ploym ent, Die Arbeitslosen von Marien- 
thal, 19 recalled: “ In Vienna we lived with the great illusion that we would be 
the generation  o f  fulfillment, that o u r  generation would establish dem o
cratic socialism in Austria. O u r  whole lives were based on this fundam ental 
idea. Today the re  is no  d oub t that this was an illusion, but it is also doubtless 
that this illusion was constructive and enriching to life.”20

D uring  the  early years o f  the cultural p ro ject it was infused with the 
g rand  idealism, as party leader O tto  B auer pu t it, o f  “creating a revolution 
o f  souls.” Translated into practical m easures, this m eant educating workers, 
improving their  environm ent, shaping their  behavior, and turn ing  them 
into conscious and self-confident actors.

The cornerstone  o f  the SDAP’s experim ent was the m unicipal socialism 
the party was able to implant in Vienna. Historical circumstances made that 
city receptive to innovations that would enhance the lives o f  its working 
class. O nce  the  sparkling cultural capital o f  central E urope, outshining 
Budapest and  P rague as well as Berlin in the brilliance o f  its intellectual and 
artistic innovations and practices, V ienna saw its luster vanish with the onset 
o f  war and the consequent collapse o f  the monarchy. During the 1920s tal
en t m igrated  from  Vienna to Berlin, which became the new cen te r  o f  intel
lectual and artistic ferm ent.21 The stage was set fo r the working class, largely 
invisible d u ring  the heyday o f  bourgeois culture, to leave its im print on the 
city. Universal suffrage in 1919 gave the socialists absolute control o f  the 
municipal governm ent, and V ienna’s unique power to raise substantial 
taxes allowed the city fathers to carry ou t extensive social reforms. An ambi
tious housing program , coupled with the extension o f  public health and 
social welfare services and the radical reform  o f  education, was a ttem pted  
with a view toward improving the environm ent o f  the working population.

H ad  the SDAP’s cultural p ro ject rested  with the municipal socialist p ro 
gram  in Vienna, it would have been a unique accomplishment in and o f  
itself. A lthough similar social reform s were carried ou t u n d er  socialist ini
tiative in Berlin, Frankfurt, H annover, Brussels, Paris, Lyons, London, 
Stockholm, and  o th e r  m ajor cities, now here else did the socialists aspire to 
as com prehensive a goal o f  transform ing the municipal environm ent o r  suc
ceed in making so many starts tow ard its realization as in Vienna. But the 
Austrian socialists were even m ore daring. Success in municipal reform  
encouraged  them  to  undertake  the far m ore com prehensive cultural trans
form ation o f  the  w orkers’ lives implicit in their Austromarxist perspective. 
A “ revolution in the soul o f  m an,” afte r  all, con jured  up  a delving into the 
innerm ost reaches o f  life in the private sphere— an expansion o f  the notion 
o f  cu ltu re  to  encom pass the w orkers’ total life, from  the political arena and 
workplace to  the most personal and intim ate settings.

These in terventions included prescriptions for an orderly family life and 
a new definition o f  a w om an’s role in society; lectures, a vast array o f  pub- 
lit at ions, and libraries to stimulate and  elevate the mind; associations for the



Introduction 7

enrichm ent o f  artistic taste; encouragem ents fo r abstinence from tobacco 
and alcohol, and  adm onitions about sexuality; organizations to instill social
ist ethics and  com m unity spirit in children and young adults; a virtual sports 
em pire  to create healthy p ro letarian  bodies, to steel them  for coming strug
gles, and to pro ject a new symbol o f  power; and mass festivals to dem on
strate solidarity, discipline, and collective strength.

The point o f  d ep a rtu re  as well as the destination o f  this m onum ental task 
was the party, opera ting  th rough  a dense network o f  special, often overlap
ping, institutions. Its leaders were to provide the conten t and form  o f  this 
civilizing mission to alter the w orkers’ total environm ent. I f  their main 
m ethod  was to educate  by providing knowledge, their desire to transform  
the workers into higher beings requ ired  the shaping and altering o f  behav
ior above all. The need  to intervene in o rd e r  to in tegrate the workers into 
party life, taking “ the place o f  everything else,” was fraught with num erous 
contradictions.

Repeatedly Austrian socialist leaders, and  O tto  Bauer in particular, p ro 
claimed the ir  re jection o f  Bolshevik vanguard elitism and avowed their dem 
ocratic socialism.22 T heir party, they claimed, was a mass party o f  m embers 
which was no t simply d irected  from  the top  but equally anim ated by its rank 
and file. This view may have expressed the hopes o f  Bauer and o ther  SDAP 
leaders, bu t it was no t reflected in the life o f  the party, where a stable oli
garchy dom inated  the pyramidal organizational s tructure  and w arded off 
factions o r  grass-roots initiatives which challenged its supremacy. This fail
ing was no t particular to the SDAP but prevailed in all the parties o f  the 
L abor and Socialist In ternational, which found  it impossible to cope with 
masses o f  workers seeking m em bership o r  direction. The much-vaunted 
“ dem ocracy” by which they distinguished themselves from  bourgeois par
ties as well as communists, contrad icted  practices within the Socialist parties 
themselves.23

Glaring differences in perception, needs, and priorities between social- 
ist-leadership oligarchies and the masses o f  workers within and outside their 
parties were a m ajor problem  in interw ar Europe. It was doubly so in the 
SDAP, which was com m itted to blending cu lture  with politics on a hitherto  
unknown scale. The principal directors o f  the SDAP were not “ organic lead
e rs” fo rm ed  by an existing working-class culture, bu t largely autonom ous 
middle-class intellectuals drawn to the workers as the “historically progres
sive class.” Despite the undo u b ted  strength  o f  their conviction in making 
this choice, they had  experienced a socialization and imbibed a cultural 
value system far rem oved from  that o f  ordinary  workers. Consequently 
these leaders cast their lot with the working class, to  which they dedicated 
their intellectual abilities, bu t also retained the psychological imprints o f  
the ir  p rio r  developm ent. This inner duality was reflected in their outw ard 
relations with the workers: they could be for them but not o f  them; even 
superficial aspects o f  behavior— speech, dress, com portm ent— m arked the 
boundaries o f  understand ing  and em pathy.2''

liul even those m em bers o f  the SDAP elite who had risen from working-
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class origins to prom inence in the party imbibed the values o f  their  b o u r 
geois/socialist confreres and exhibited the same features o f  social and cul
tural distance from  the rank and file. O rganic leaders such as the doyen Karl 
R enner o r  the rising young socialist Jo seph  Buttinger acquired tastes and 
values in the service o f  the party that distanced them  from  their origins.25 It 
would seem that the very act o f  leadership conferred  a differentiating char
acter on those assuming such positions. O ne problem  faced neither then 
n o r  now was the tendency for the b ond  between leaders and followers to be 
one  o f  dom ination/subm ission ra th e r  than dem ocracy/consensus: both  
intellectual and organic leaders responded  to  psychologically distancing 
mechanisms em bedded  in their roles.

This dichotomy between leaders and  followers was no t resolved by the 
Austrian socialist leaders during  the course o f  the ir  cultural experim ent. By 
a strange historical coincidence, while the SDAP leaders were pu tting  their 
cultural innovations into practice, the Italian com m unist leader A ntonio 
Gramsci was grappling with the theoretical problem  o f  proletarian  cultural 
pow er and  the role o f  leaders, while incarcerated  in a fascist prison cell. 
Gramsci a rgued  that, in o rd e r  to free the working class from  the intricate 
netw ork (consensual, bu t backed by the power to coerce) by which the b o u r 
geoisie exercised a cultural and ideological hegem ony over society, it was 
absolutely necessary for the workers to establish a counterhegem ony over 
civil society before a ttem pting  to cap tu re  state power. Gramsci too could 
no t resolve the problem atic position o f  the intellectual/leader in the p ro 
cess: even if such individuals cast the ir  lot with the working class because 
they viewed it as “ historically progressive,” he argued, they rem ained au to n 
om ous and the ir  loyalty was uncerta in .26

In the Vienna experim ent the problem  was no t the loyalty o f  leaders bu t 
the cultural distance that separated  them  from  the rank and file. This dis
tance reinforced  the paternalism  o f  leaders toward the workers they hoped  
to transform  and liberate. The tendency to infantilize is explicit and implicit 
in the preconceptions abou t the workers which underlay the diverse party 
organizations and program s. Param ount am ong these was the total deni
gration o f  the w orkers’ existing subcultures. O n  the one hand, the workers 
were viewed as aping the worst aspects o f  petty bourgeois cultural forms and 
aspirations. O n  the o ther, they were regarded  as uncivilized: disorderly, 
undisciplined, and even brutish  in the ir  daily lives. To call this a very dis
to rted  image is no t to argue that w orker subcultures were no t weighed down 
by a variety o f  social and psychological deficits (alcoholism, poo r hygiene, 
male chauvinism, intrafamily violence). But these were ju d g ed  by the work
ers themselves to be outside the pale o f  respectability within their com
m unities.27

The Viennese working-class subcultures were complex. No d oub t they 
included features o f  the dom inant value system as well as aspects o f  social 
dissonance; but they were also enriched by community standards and norms 
o f  behavior crea ted  du ring  m ore than two generations o f  urban  life. Far 
from  existing in a stale o f  nature , as the  socialists tended to imply, the work
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ers were disciplined and  observed social codes, engaged in hard  work and 
experienced an all too  frequen t delayed gratification o f  basic needs made 
necessary by a low standard  o f  living. All these forms o f  self-management 
im parted  a sense o f  dignity that he lped  them  cope with the difficult circum
stances o f  everyday life. The SDAP leaders’ inability o r  unwillingness to 
appreciate  existing subcultural forms and  networks partly stem m ed from 
their  unfamiliarity with life at the bottom . Such social blindness also served 
the ir  need to  view the w orker as m alform ed, o r  at least unform ed, and there 
fore in need  o f  and  ready fo r the transform ational program  offered by the 
party. For the socialist leaders to have given some credence to the positive 
values o f  indigenous w orker cultures would have implied a willingness to 
negotiate, to adapt the cultural p ro ject to them , and to replace paternalism 
with m ore flexible forms o f  organization and  action.

The com m and s truc tu re  o f  socialist party cu lture  was o f  little use in deal
ing with fundam ental questions arising from  the cultural work itself. Was all 
o f  bourgeois elite cu ltu re  to  be rejected, o r  were the workers to be given 
their  share o f  what was considered a national heritage? In the latter case, 
how were elite forms to  be given a socialist in terp re ta tion  in o rd e r  to make 
them  approp ria te  fo r working-class appreciation? And what was the heri
tage o f  elite cu lture  to  which the workers were entitled: the classics, o r  the 
m odern  and  avant-garde as well? W hose canon o f  taste would be used to 
make selections, o r  was a consensus o f  taste am ong leaders presum ed? And 
how could they square the circle o f  denouncing  the worldview o f  the bou r
geoisie while at the same time educating  workers to  appreciate  the historical 
treasures o f  that milieu?

How to deal with commercial and  mass cu lture  was even m ore p roblem 
atic. From  the Gasthaus to the Varieté, from  radio and cinema to spectator 
sports, these forms o f  am usem ent com peted  fo r the w orkers’ leisure time. 
They could no t simply be called trash o r  kitsch and condem ned  out o f  exis
tence, though such denunciations were certainly made. A ttem pts to com 
pete  with mass cu lture  on  its own term s failed for want o f  finances and 
determ ination . The SDAP cultural establishm ent’s final effort took the form  
o f  an attem pt to ennoble  mass cultural projects. Unfortunately, such 
“u pgrad ing” o f  value mainly consisted o f  in troducing  elements o f  the clas
sic bourgeois cu lture  to  the new media. Virtually no one in the u p p e r  ech
elons o f  the SDAP unders tood  these media o r  considered them  as anything 
but degradations o f  previous art form s and  conveyors o f  a debased culture 
in general. This inability to  see radio and film as new art forms, o r  at least 
as unique forms o f  en terta inm ent, was widespread am ong intellectuals o u t
side the socialist cam p at the time.28 But fo r the socialists in particular, en te r 
ta inm ent fo r its own sake and as a form  o f  relaxation for the workers was 
rejected puritanically as incompatible with the program  o f  cultural uplift to 
which the ir  transform ational experim ent was committed.

The Viennese cultural experim ent unfo lded  in a complicated political and 
economic climate. T he SDAP had the advantage1 o f  not having to com pete



willi a significant ( '.ommunist party, as did the socialists in Weimar Germany 
and in France d u ring  the P opu lar Front. T he party was also firmly in control 
o f  the municipal and provincial governm ent as a result o f  its significant 
majorities, allowing it to  initiate p rogram s which could no t be controverted  
locally. The SDAP and trade unions together com m anded an extremely 
large and  loyal m em bership. But this numerical, electoral, and govern
m ental s trength  in Vienna was deceptive, fo r the national governm ent 
rem ained  firmly in the hands o f  their political opponents, the Christian 
Social party and its allies. From  the beginning the country  was divided into 
two cam ps—-Vienna and  scattered  industrial enclaves against the largely 
agrarian and  Catholic provinces— whose hostility was not simply political. 
It expressed itself in hate m ongering by the Catholic church, the far-from- 
silent p a r tn e r  o f  political reaction, fo r whom socialism was the A ntichrist.29

T he state was no t the neutral, republican foundation  the socialists imag
ined it to be, bu t an  instrum ent o f  the ir increasingly antirepublican op p o 
nents. T he socialists’ belief was shaken when politically frustra ted  masses in 
V ienna storm ed the Palace o f  Justice on  July 15, 1927, and set it ablaze; the 
police fired point-blank into the crowds, leaving eight-five workers dead. 
These events rep resen ted  a tu rn ing  poin t in the fate o f  the republic. They 
also signaled a shift in the SDAP’s cultural program : earlier it had been an 
instrum ent in the class struggle; now it increasingly became a surrogate  for 
politics, the a rena  o f  which shifted from  electoral contests to force and vio
lence in the streets.30

Economic conditions in postwar Austria were far from  encouraging for 
social and  cultural program s.31 The fragm ented  economy o f  the small state 
crea ted  a sense o f  continual instability. U nem ploym ent was extremely high 
even in the period  o f  recovery (1925-30) and soared during  the depression, 
affecting one th ird  o f  the labor force by 1933.32 It would no t be an exag
geration  to say that during  most o f  the  republic’s fifteen years a significant 
section o f  the w orking class lived on the edge o f  poverty. N either the SDAP 
n o r  the trade  unions found  the means to alter that harsh economic reality. 
Both were largely reactive to capitalist pressures to intensify production  and 
keep wages from  increasing in real terms. The staggering decline o f  over 40 
p ercen t in trade union m em bership  was indicative o f  the weakness o f  the 
party  and the trade unions in this contested  terra in .33 Small w onder that the 
workplace, so central to the everyday life o f  workers, was largely left ou t o f 
the  socialist’s cultural programs.

T he Austrian socialists’ cultural experim ent offers an excellent dem onstra 
tion o f  the re lationship between the m uch-sought-after proletarian culture, 
and the elite and subcultural forms it a ttem pted  to eradicate from  the lives 
o f  workers. It exposes all the limitations o f  such a quest, arising from  a 
paternalistic leadership tied to inherited  values, the complexity and  resist
ance to  change o f  w orker life-styles, and  the  seductive com petition o f  com
mercial and mass-culture leisure activities. T hough fragm ented and falling 
short o f  perm eating  the w orkers’ public and private sphere, the experi-



m em 's  real accom plishm ents acted as a powerful symbolic force far g reater 
than the sum o f  its achievements. It signaled strength  and  accorded dignity, 
.1 sense o f  worth, and  confidence to the workers, because “ re d ” Vienna was 
som ehow theirs. As I shall dem onstrate , this symbolic strength  was also 
deceptive, in that the cultural p rogram  attem pted  to com pensate for the 
w orkers’ econom ic deprivation and  the increasing political powerlessness o f 
the SDAP after 1927. Thus the Viennese experim ent presents itself as a 
model for studying the dynamics o f  com prehensive projects involving cul
tural transform ation. As such it offers a striking image o f  idealist intentions, 
p resen ts some significant accomplishments, reflects the inevitable con tra 
dictions resulting from  actual practice, and carries som ber warnings about 
the danger o f  substituting the symbolic for the real.

What follows is clearly an in terp re ta tion  ra th e r  than a comprehensive 
history o f  the subject. This study seeks to examine the m ajor com ponents 
o f  the SDAP’s cultural p roject in Vienna, from  the reform s o f  municipal 
socialism to the ambitious goals o f  party culture, touching on the la tte r’s 
relationship to elite, commercial, and mass cu lture  as well as to the w orkers’ 
dom estic world. A secondary goal o f  this study is to utilize the experiences 
in the Viennese “ labora to ry” to raise m ore  general questions about efforts 
to fashion and im plem ent com prehensive cultures from  above. Failed 
attem pts in various countries during  the past forty-five years make it all the 
m ore intriguing to  lay bare  and assess the Viennese model, developed with 
the best motives and the highest ideals.

\



CHAPTER 2

Vienna as Socialist Laboratory

Since the publication o f  Carl Schorske’s Fin-de-siecle Vienna in 1980, Vienna 
has con ju red  u p  images o f  m odernism  in a setting o f  decadence.1 The book 
has stim ulated great interest in the high culture  and politics o f  the multi
national capital. Its powerful evocation o f  the intellectual and artistic cli
mate, in which F reud, Schnitzler and Flofmannsthal, Lueger and Herzl, 
Klimt and  Kokoschka, and W agner and  Schônberg  reflected and challenged 
a very special bourgeois culture, unfortunately  also has become an obstacle 
to seeing Vienna as a thriving m etropolis in which social, political, and cul
tural experim ents o f  g reat scope and originality were a ttem pted  in the 
period  following the belle époque. The Vienna o f  Schorske’s making is like 
a Chirico pain ting— symbolic and  frozen in time and  space. The golden age 
o f  high cu ltu re  he re-creates so artfully does no t appear to have roots or 
resonance in the com plex experience o f  two million Viennese and therefore  
seems to  be a dead  end. Indeed, B ildung  and  cu lture  as a substitute for pol
itics am ong the bourgeoisie come to an end  in the republican Vienna em erg
ing afte r  1918.

But the ability o f  the city to h a rb o r  experim ents o f  in ternational im por
tance continued . T he organized working class, incubating during  the belle 
époque, em erged  as a powerful force which u n d e r  the leadership o f the 
Socialist party (SDAP) a ttem pted  to transfo rm  Austrian society. The social
ists’ experim en t concen tra ted  on  Vienna, where it encoun tered  and con
fron ted  all aspects o f  postwar tu rbulence  in seeking new ways to survive. 
T here  are few connections betw een the  hermetically sealed world o f  b o u r 
geois high cu ltu re  Schorske has depicted  and the “ red  V ienna” the socialists 
sought to c rea te— between elite and  p opu la r  experiences and expectations 
o f  the good life. T here  is one in teresting  parallel which needs to be m en
tioned now and  explored  later: cu ltu re  fo r the fin-de-siècle bourgeoisie was 
a surrogate  fo r the politics from  which it was excluded; the creation o f  a 
p ro le tarian  coun te rcu ltu re  became param oun t for ihe socialists, because 
they were unable  to shift the balance in the national political a rena in their 
favor.
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My concern  in this chap te r is with Vienna as city: one o f  the fo u r p rin 
cipal m etropolises o f  E u rope ,2 experiencing a critical transform ation at the 
en d  o f  a lost war and  collapsed old regime. In  Die freudlose Gasse, G. W. 
Pabst’s brilliant film o f  1925, postwar Vienna is portrayed  with an unvar
nished realism as a city in crisis: inflation is ram pant; tough profiteers lord 
it over a declassed bourgeoisie; the poo r hunger to satisfy their most basic 
wants; and a m oral decay hangs heavily over all.3 This is bu t one o f the many 
realities o f  postwar Vienna. My aim is to throw a brief, sharp  light on the 
many others: revolutionary ferm ent and republican reform ; Germans, Jews, 
Czechs, and others; domiciles, workplaces, and infrastructures; the new 
sta te ’s uncerta in  viability; political camps and trade union loyalties; titles, 
parades, uniform s, hatreds, and o th e r  residues o f  the old regime; the Cath 
olic church, anti-Semitism, and Germanic Christianity; the identity o f  the 
Viennese; and  psychological shocks to the m etropolitan  ego caused by the 
city’s newly diminished status as a capital o f  alpine yokels. Like a film cam era 
pann ing  across an u rban  landscape, I hope to illuminate a great num ber o f 
the ingredients which constitu ted  V ienna in ferm ent from  1919 to 1921 —  
the period  du ring  which the stage was set fo r the perform ance o f  the social
ists’ cultural experim en t.4

Hopefully, such a kaleidoscopic presentation o f  Viennese realities will 
no t obscure the serious problem s experienced by V ienna’s citizens. It will 
be instructive to list these, so as to appreciate the actual challenges facing 
the socialists as practical politicians. From  their com m anding position in the 
municipality, the socialists dedicated themselves to solving these with 
reform s which becam e the foundation  o f  their effort to create a proletarian 
coun tercu ltu re . In bo th  their municipal reform s and their larger cultural 
aspirations the socialists claimed to be guided by Austromarxism. In  review
ing the main tenets o f  this theory  it will be interesting to see w hether it was 
a ttuned  both  to the situation o f  Vienna during  this painful postwar transi
tion, and to the com prehensive cultural project on which the socialists were 
em barking.

Vienna, 1919-1921: A M ontage

T he republic o f  Austria, with V ienna rem aining as capital, was finally p ro 
claimed on  N ovem ber 12, 1918.5 T here  was little enthusiasm  for the new 
republic. The Christian Social and Pan-G erm an parties had only shortly 
before declared themselves com m itted to monarchy; the SDAP hesitated. 
All th ree  conceived o f  the new state as being “ G erm an A ustria.” The 
Entente  powers p reparing  fo r a “ Carthaginian peace” in Paris had insisted 
on the contours o f  the republic u n d er  the simple nam e “ Austria.” N one o f  
the political forces represen ted  by the Provisional Assembly m eeting in 
Vienna were satisfied with the minuscule state, pasted together from  the 
leavings of a d ism em bered monarchy: the Christian Socials favored a central 
European em pire  u n d e r  H absburg  leadership; the left socialists as well as
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the Pan-Germ ans dem anded  Anschluss with Germany (though for opposite 
reasons); and  the socialist leader Karl R enner d ream ed o f  a Danubian 
confedera tion .6

But the E n ten te  powers had  o th e r  plans for the reconstruction o f  cen 
tral E urope and  these did not include either a Germany enlarged by Aus
trian annexation  o r  the re-creation o f  a multinational ope re tta  monarchy. 
No doub t the Provisional Assembly, aware o f  this reality and faced with 
E m peror Karl’s app aren t abdication on Novem ber 11, was forced to p ro 
claim the republic, fo r which none o f  the political players was very eager.7 
With tens o f  thousands o f  soldiers re tu rn ing  o r  at least crisscrossing Vienna 
and  the provinces, many o f  whom had experienced the Russian Revolution 
at first hand, a republic based on a constitution was a far lesser evil for the 
politicos g a thered  in V ienna than the anarchy o r  revolution conjured  up  by 
angry, frustra ted , and dem anding  soldiers opera ting  in a pow er vacuum.8

W hat abou t Vienna in these m onths following the end  o f  the war, during  
which political formalism g round  ou t a republican solution? The much-cel- 
ebra ted , joyous musical capital o f  2.1 million, setting the tone in an em pire 
o f  52 million people  o f  assorted nationalities, was no more. Vienna em erged 
from  wartime with only 1.8 million inhabitants in a newly crafted  state o f 
6.4 million. In  the im m ediate postwar m onths the city still harbo red  many 
dem obilized soldiers o f  the new succession states in transit to their homes 
and  still re ta ined  some o f  its prew ar flavor o f  ethnic diversity. These tran 
sients were replaced by civil servants o f  the old regim e— displaced persons 
re tu rn ing  from  all the corners o f  the old empire. They had no great impact 
on the character o f  the Viennese population. Only two significant minorities 
rem ained  in V ienna by 1921: about 120,000 to 150,000 Czechs (about 6— 
8% o f  the population) and  a little over 200,000 Jews (about 10.8% o f  the 
population).9

Physically V ienna’s u rban  landscape rem ained m uch the same as it had 
been before  the war. Between 1890 and  1904 most o f  the suburbs had been 
incorpora ted  into the city, with a gradual extension o f  the in frastruc ture  to 
all twenty-one districts.10 But whereas it had been situated in the cen te r  o f  
l he fo rm er monarchy, it now virtually m arked the boundary  with Czecho
slovakia to the northeast and with H ungary  to the southeast. The western 
reaches o f  Vienna, including the Vienna Woods, extensive vineyards, and 
countless small garden plots, hum anized the city and somewhat disguised its 
commercial, financial, and industrial character. A lthough Vienna had 
becom e a m odern  industrial m etropolis before  the war, with the exception 
o f  the electrical industry, light forms o f  m anufacturing  (clothing, paper, 
comestibles, and graphics) p redom inated. Nonetheless, by 1913 some six
teen industrial plants em ployed m ore than one thousand  workers each .11 By 
(he end o f  1919, however, a decline in trade with the succession states, the 
en d  o f  war p roduction , and a grave shortage o f  coal closed half o f  these 
large p lan ts .12

The political uncerta in ty  created  by the collapse o f  the monarchy and 
the less-than-enthusiastic proclam ation o f  the Republic was exacerbated  by
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the displacem ent o f  women from  the labor force ,13 re tu rn ing  soldiers, the 
growing n u m b er  o f  homeless caused by the critical housing shortage, and 
the appearance  o f  refugees from  the fou r corners o f  the fo rm er monarchy, 
who jo in e d  the already existing hordes o f  panhandlers and beggars, indi
gent and  unem ployed. Most visible am ong these— in long black coats 
(kapottes) and broad-brim m ed black hats— were Jews who had fled from 
Galicia du rin g  the war. Although the total num ber o f  these Jewish refugees 
did no t exceed 25,000 by 1919, the ir  presence in Vienna was exaggerated 
in the upsurge  o f  an already well-established anti-Semitism.14

To these sources o f  social tension m ust be added  the hardships o f the 
Viennese population, wearied by fou r years o f  wartime privations, in finding 
the food and fuel necessary fo r daily existence.15 The sense o f  insecurity and 
crisis am ong the Viennese was increased during  the first peacetime winter 
by an epidemic o f  the “ Spanish g rippe” which killed thousands. O ther, less 
sensational illnesses abounded  am ong the Viennese. Prostitution and con
com itant venereal disease had increased markedly during  the war and con
tinued  at a high level d u ring  the first peacetime years. Most th reatening 
because most constant was tuberculosis, called the “Viennese disease,” 
which accounted  fo r one-quarte r  o f  all deaths in the city, and nearly half in 
working-class ne ighborhoods.16

Despite the  proclam ation o f  the republic on Novem ber 12, 1918, fol
lowed by elections and the creation o f  a coalition governm ent by the SDAP 
and  Christian Socials in February  1919, a political vacuum continued to 
th rea ten  the new republic until the end  o f  that year. Austria was not 
involved in a parliam entary o r  constitutional revolution, as has frequently 
been suggested .17 It faced a real revolution at the hands o f  soldiers’ and 
workers’ councils, influenced by the revolutionary soviet models in Bavaria 
and H ungary. T he socialists clearly did no t want that kind o f  revolution, so 
heavily influenced by the Bolshevik example, and very adroitly outm aneu- 
vered the  revolutionary elem ent am ong the workers in the councils them 
selves.18 A lthough the socialists m astered the th rea t from  the left in the 
spring and  sum m er o f  1919, they ne ither  fully exploited this th reat to 
streng then  their  own political position in relation to the Christian Socials, 
n o r  used it to  carry ou t far-reaching reform s to secularize and securely 
establish the republican form  o f  the state. Thus the socialists’ retrospective 
reference  to the events o f  1 9 1 8 -1 9  as a revolution was a dangerous delusion 
about the power relations in Austria. These had no t been altered  sufficiently 
to make the republic secure.

To what ex ten t was V ienna a w orkers’ city observable in real and sym
bolic form s in its workaday, public, and private life? Already, by 1914, 70 
percen t o f  all wage earners were workers o f  whom four-fifths toiled in work
shops and one-fifth in industry p roper. By 1919, the num ber and p ro p o r 
tion o f  middle-sized industrial plants had increased, at the expense o f  small 
workshops rendered  obsolete d u rin g  w artim e.19 I f  the oldest historical parts 
o f  the inner city were identified with the nobility, and the elegant Ring- 
stras.se boulevard with the affluent bourgeoisie, an ou te r  belt o f  linked
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avenues, the Gürtel, and its num erous side streets ha rb o red  the tenem ents 
(Zinskasemen) housing Viennese workers. In  the early period o f  industriali
zation, workers arriving in Vienna from  Bohemia o r Galicia frequently had 
settled in existing ethnic enclaves: Czechs, for instance, in the 10th, 16th, 
and  20th  districts, and Jews in the 2nd .20

The location o f  larger factories in the outlying new er districts and near 
railway stations and yards, as well as the absence o f  an adequate  transpor
tation system, led to the growth o f  w orker settlements in proximity to the 
new plants. No m atte r  w hether closer (Leopoldstadt) o r  fa rther (Florids
dorf) from  the city center, w orker ne ighborhoods were easily recognizable 
by the dreariness and dirtiness o f  the streets, the decaying façades of the 
tenem ents with bed linens airing on the windowsills, the children at play in 
the streets o r  in empty lots, the shoddy display in local shops, and the pres
ence o f  pawnshops and smoke-filled, crudely furnished Gasthäuser,21

T h roughou t 1919 and into 1920, Viennese workers engaged in street 
actions protesting  food and housing shortages and high prices, which fre 
quently  led to violence. No doubt some o f  these incidents stem m ed from 
initiatives o f  soldiers’ and w orkers’ councils and their  leaders.22 But a good 
n u m b er  were spontaneous acts o f  frustra tion  on the part o f  a working p o p 
ulation which had borne  the hardships o f  war (on bo th  the battlefield and 
the hom e front) and continued  to experience privation, food and fuel short
ages, speculation, overcrowding, and the m ounting  pressure o f  an inflation 
that reached  astronom ic and incom prehensible dim ensions.23 Such frustra 
tion over real grievances— food prices o r  housing needs— also led to the 
wrecking and looting o f  shops and  cafés in the inner city, where the archi
tectural m onum ents o f  traditional pow er— the goal o f  direct actions— were 
located. It should surprise no one that the Viennese middle class and its

Demobilized soldiers in 1919, a source o f both the soldiers’ councils and the 
Volkswehr (Verein für Geschichte der Arbeiterbewegung [VGA])
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Organized workers’ demonstration. The banner proclaims: “Long Live the 
International World Revolution.” (VGA)

political spokesmen viewed these violent ou tbursts  as the end  o f  civilization 
and the pre lude to  A rm ageddon. They had not yet assimilated the collapse 
o f  the old regime; they could no t com prehend  o r  accept the fact that the 
lower o rders  had shaken off the previous invisible bonds o f  authority  suffi
ciently to rise up  in anger and desperation. The massive strike waves in Jan
uary 1918 and  following the mutiny o f  Austrian sailors at C attaro  that Ju n e  
were political as well as economic and signaled a new militancy and 
confidence.24

It is rem arkable that the socialists also should have viewed with suspicion 
the w orkers’ newly discovered ability to act in their own interest en masse. 
No d oub t the socialists feared that the workers would be swayed by com
munists in the w orkers’ and soldiers’ councils to undertake  reckless actions, 
o r  that the revolutionary élan o f  the Bavarian o r  H ungarian  Soviet Repub
lics would spill over into Austria, leading the workers in a dangerous radical 
d irection .25 To forestall such eventualities, the SDAP assumed a tight rein 
over the councils and  at the same time used the Volkswehr, the newly estab
lished volunteer army u n d e r  decisive socialist influence if not outright con 
trol, to keep street politics in check with calibrated m easures o f  force.21’

It is a sign o f  the uncerta in ty  o f  those postwar years that the socialists 
overreacted  to spontaneous expressions o f  worker militancy. T he impact o f  
the Bolshevik Revolution on Austrian workers was considerable, especially 
in Vienna, where firsthand accounts enjoyed currency in the w orkers’ and 
soldiers' councils. It is also clear that no person ol prom inence in the SDAl’
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wanted to follow in the Russian Bolsheviks’ footsteps.27 Friedrich Alder, 
who enjoyed the greatest popularity am ong Viennese workers at the time, 
succeeded in neutralizing the newly form ed Com m unist party (November 
1918) by persuading  it to jo in  the national organization o f  w orkers’ coun 
cils. In  this “ parliam ent o f  the working class” the communists were o u tnum 
bered and outvoted, and their plans for a soviet republic foiled.28 Leaders 
o f  the SDAP from  R enner to Bauer tended  to view pressure from  below, no 
m atter how immediately and  practically re la ted  to the tu rbulence  o f  the 
m om ent, as endangering  plans made and  initiatives taken at the top  o f  the 
party.

A crisis in the relationship betw een leaders and masses arose from  the 
fact that the leaders had been completely overwhelmed by the imperial col
lapse. T here  had been no  prepara tion  fo r such an eventuality: no discussion 
o f  republican versus o th e r  political forms; no consideration o f  popular p a r 
ticipation; no  agenda o f  practical m easures fo r the transform ation toward 
socialism. T he socialist leaders’ decisions in those crucial years were im pro
vised w ithout real discussion o r  debate  a t the grass roots. Only later did 
party theoreticians like Bauer provide theoretical respectability to acts o f  
crisis m anagem ent.29 N one o f  the p rom inen t socialists at the time seemed to 
be troubled  by their oligarchical party’s increasing unresponsiveness to the 
rank and file, even though  they made a point o f  distinguishing the ir  inner- 
party dem ocracy from  the Bolsheviks’ dictatorship. The m ore the SDAP’s 
program  s teered away from  the Bolshevik revolutionary example, the m ore 
the party resem bled its leadership s truc tu re  and its belief in the necessity o f 
totally shaping and  controlling  the rank  and  file.30

The socialist leaders did n o t appreciate  the high level o f  organization 
and discipline o f  the Viennese and Austrian workers. The danger to work- 
ing-class interests did no t lie in their  rare  anarchic outbursts bu t in their 
excessive regim entation, adherence  to form al structures, and  conformism 
to routines and empty rituals. By 1920, 458,635 Viennese workers were 
dues-paying m em bers o f  the (socialist) Free T rade Unions, representing 
roughly 50 percent o f  the  total Austrian m em bership.31 A lthough the size 
o f  Viennese m em bership  in the  SDAP was less spectacular, having reached 
188,379 o r  abou t 38 percen t o f  national m em bership by 1921, it grew rap 
idly to 418,000 o r  about 58 percen t o f  national m em bership by 1929.32 The 
social com position o f  the Viennese SDAP was unusual in two respects: in 
1921 women m em bers accounted  for 26 percen t o f  the total, rising to 36 
percent by 1929; the n um ber o f  younger m embers, from  twenty to forty 
years o f  age, were overrepresen ted  in the party in com parison to the age 
distribution o f  the popula tion .33 That the SDAP trium phed  in the municipal 
elections o f  1919 with 54 percen t o f  the vote, thereby producing  the first 
socialist mayor o f  a m etropolis (Jakob Reum ann) and creating the political 
foundations fo r red  Vienna, should be a ttribu ted  not only to the large trade 
union and significant socialist party m em bership, but also to the positive 
resonance o f  the socialists’ appeal for renovation and reform  in the lower 
middle class and am ong professionals.34
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Although the municipal council election o f  May 1919 had dem onstrated  
the socialists’ immediate and even long-range power in Vienna, the election 
fo r the C onstituen t Assembly in February o f  that year did no t perm it such 
an optimistic read ing  o f  the results. To be sure, the SDAP had polled 40.76 
percen t o f  the national vote and obtained 43.4 percent o f  the seats in the 
Assembly.35 But the Christian Social and Pan-G erm an parties had polled 
35.93 and  18.36 percen t o f  the vote respectively and  together cap tured  
54.7 percen t o f  the Assembly seats. Lacking a majority, the socialists were 
forced  to  go into coalition with the Christian Socials. The SDAP held the 
key positions o f  chancellor (Renner), foreign minister (Bauer), and war min
ister (Deutsch) partly because they were the dom inant party in the legisla
tu re  and  partly because threats  o f  revolution from  below during  the spring 
and  sum m er o f  1919 p u t the conservative parties on  the defensive. But their 
timidity was short-lived. The fall o f  Bela K un’s H ungarian  Soviet Republic 
on August 1, following the failure o f  a com m unist-inspired putsch in Vienna 
on  Ju n e  15, m arked the beginning o f  a tougher stance on the part o f  Chris
tian Socials and Pan-Germans. In  the parliam entary elections o f  1920 and 
1921 the socialists lost bo th  votes and m andates, leveling off at about 40 
p ercen t for bo th .36 T he socialists refused to read  these results with anything 
b u t rose-colored glasses and  con tinued  to n u r tu re  the hope that a parlia
m entary  majority could be attained.

In the m onths o f  greatest political uncertainty, when the Viennese 
Bürger was most anxious about a possible Bolshevik Austria, the SDAP 
improvised and pushed  th rough  a series o f  reform s in tended  to anchor the 
republic and to lay the groundw ork fo r a socialist transform ation. Funda
mental to the creation and functioning o f  the republic was the electoral law 
o f  1918, which enfranchised adult m en and  women without conditions.37 
Economic legislation passed by the first coalition governm ent included 
unem ploym ent and sickness insurance, restrictions on female and  child 
labor, and  the eigh t-hour day.38 The la tter was offset by the increase o f  work 
tem po in troduced  by productivity-minded scientific m anagem ent in the 
larger plants.39 Two fu r th e r  laws were m ore daring. The first provided for 
paid vacations fo r  workers and employees: one week for those who had 
w orked continuously for a year, and  two weeks for those with five years o f 
continuous labor. The second established the C ham ber o f W orkers and 
Employees, with the function o f  overseeing collective contracts between 
trade  unions and employers, supervising the execution o f  labor laws, and 
advising the national legislature on labor legislation.40

By far the m ost radical and innovative piece o f  labor legislation estab
lished so-called factory councils, which on  the face o f  it resem bled instru 
ments o f  codeterm ination  o r  industrial dem ocracy at the workplace. A less 
positive view o f  the factory councils might regard  them  as instrum ents o f 
w orker pacification devised by the SDAP and socialist trade  unions to 
replace the politically highly charged and unpredictable  w orkers’ councils. 
However one  might in te rp re t the in tended  function o f  these councils, they 
were an intrinsic part o f  the p ro ject to socialize the Austrian econom y.41
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Putting  the productive processes in the hands o f  the p roducers themselves 
had long been a co rnerstone  o f  Marxist socialism. But as so often  happens 
with pillars o f  theory, the idea rem ained undeveloped in the prew ar worker 
parties fo r whom  the issue was a d istant one at best.

W hen the SDAP was suddenly confron ted  with the possibility o f  some 
form  o f  socialization early in 1919, there  was no concrete  plan to fall back 
on. Even Bauer, who by then  had em erged  as the p arty’s spokesman on the 
ory, sketched a p rogram  lacking in practical details. H e foresaw a long tran 
sition from  private to public ownership, beginning with the primary eco
nomic sector and  ending  with the socialization o f  the banks. Expropriation 
was to be accomplished with full com pensation; socialized enterprises were 
to  be m anaged by a triad o f  trade  unions, consum ers, and the state. In p ro 
jec tin g  the fu tu re  m anagem ent o f  the economy, Bauer assigned the task o f 
p reparing  the  workers fo r their responsibility to the factory councils. His 
ideas proved too grandiose and schematic to have any impact on the Social
ization Commission over which he presided in the spring and  sum m er o f 
1919.42 W hen the th rea t o f  revolutionary contagion from  Bavaria and H u n 
gary ended , the Commission faded away without having made the smallest 
changes.43

N o doub t the piecemeal reform s o f  1919 helped improve the quality o f 
the  w orkers’ lives; at the same time they failed to establish the basis fo r a 
m ore ex tended  socialist experim ent. The d o o r  to the latter was opened  by 
the fundam ental recasting o f  the  legal political standing o f  Vienna itself. 
Even before  the war the socialists in the city had  expressed a desire to sep
arate  it politically from  the province o f  Lower Austria in o rd e r  to provide a 
ju s t  rep resen ta tion  fo r Viennese workers.44 By 1920 this socialist goal was 
virtually accomplished, with Vienna achieving the status o f  capital o f  the 
republic and  separate  province.45 H encefo rth  the socialist majority in both  
the municipal and  provincial Viennese governm ent was in a position to com 
m and the pow er o f  local taxation and  use it in developing a program  of 
m unicipal socialism.46 By shifting the form  o f  taxes from  indirect to direct, 
from  necessities to luxuries, and  by in troducing  a g raduated  scale that 
favored wage earners, the socialists c reated  a source o f  revenue for public 
projects truly un ique  at the time.47

Less a pparen t than the special powers o f  taxation fo r the socialists’ p ro 
je c t  o f  municipal re fo rm  was the conjunction o f  a prew ar municipal rent- 
contro l law with the postwar runaway inflation. Until 1918 Viennese work
ers, and  to a lesser ex ten t petty bourgeois, had been  at the mercy o f 
landlords, who were perm itted  by the to lerant Christian Social municipal 
adm inistration  to  raise rents arbitrarily, to  refuse to make even basic 
repairs, and to evict at will.48 We will look m ore closely at the condition o f  
w orker tenem ents in the next chapter. Suffice it to  say here  that horrible 
overcrowding, brought on  by the financial reliance on subtenants and bed 
renters, as well as a kind o f  nom adism — an annual o r  even semiannual 
forced change o f  domicile— characterized life in working-class neighbor
hoods. In 10 18, as the war was winding down, an em ergency law seeking to
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forestall social un res t  set limits on  ren t increases and eviction notices for 
bo th  apartm ents and  commercial establishments. T he first coalition govern
m ent o f  1919 confirm ed the law.

In the context o f  1918 this law had been far from  radical. It had done 
no  m ore than  p ro tec t tenants from  the worst excesses by landlords (rapa
cious increases and  arbitrary  evictions). It had failed to lower rents o r  alter 
the ir  p roportion  o f  w orker o r  employee wages (between one-quarter and 
one-third). But the postwar inflation virtually wiped out the rents stabilized 
by the control law, which had m ade provision fo r only minimal increases for 
m aintenance o f  properties. This aberran t legislation created  a windfall for 
V ienna’s workers, whose ren t declined to 3 from  7 percent o f  their wages.4” 
W orker families could look forw ard to m ore stable living arrangem ents and 
no longer needed  subtenants and bed ren ters  to help meet the monthly pay
ments. The subtenants and b ed  renters, however, found  themselves tu rned  
adrift to face a grim  housing shortage fo r which no  immediate relief was at 
hand. The rent-contro l law becam e a bastion for the SDAP as well as a p rin 
cipal subject o f  struggle with the Christian Social camp. It also created one 
o f  those rare  instances in which lower-middle-class ren ters  and businessmen 
found  themselves allied with the SDAP and the workers it represented.

From  N ovem ber 1918 until the sum m er o f  1920 the atm osphere in 
Vienna was one o f  turm oil and change. Socialist brooms, it appeared, were 
sweeping ou t the old o rd e r  and taking m easures to safeguard the new 
republic against desires fo r restoration  on  the right and Bolshevizing pres
sures on the left. O tto  B auer was no t alone in calling the transition from 
m onarchy to republic a revolution.50 I f  one accepts his characterization for 
the sake o f  argum ent, one would have to  append  the reservation that rev
olutions leave large aspects o f  society, life, and values untouched.

In looking at Vienna with that caveat in mind, one finds the republican 
m ood fo r change tem pered  by atavistic remains o f  the old regime in the 
form  o f  hierarchy, paternalism, and authoritarianism . Aristocractic titles—  
not only the prefix “ von” but also Baron, Graf, Fiirst, H erzog— were abol
ished with the founding  o f  the republic. At the same time a long list o f  hon 
orific designations establishing social rank and distance were allowed to 
stand and proliferate. T he new republic lent itself to a title mania in which 
“ D oktor” was the least one might expect o f  anyone who coun ted  for any
thing. Beyond that m inim um  lay higher ranks dem anding g rea ter social def
erence: Dozent, Professor, H ofrat, Diplomingineur, Sanitatsrat, Schulrat, 
Diplomkaufmann, Rechtsrat, Chirurg, Mjdizinalrat, Studienrat, Kammer- 
sanger, Kommerzialrat, D irektor, G eneraldirektor. Wives o f  those so enti
tled expected  to be addressed by the appropria te  honorific. In the imme
diate postwar m onths Vienna swarmed with officials o f  the form er imperial 
bureaucracy, now redundan t with only their titles to  cling to. Most bizarre 
was the com m on use o f  the title “ D oktor” am ong the socialists, leading 
to such am biguous appellations as “d oc to r  colleague” o r  “ professor 
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festivals— took on a sharpened  political m eaning as instrum ents in the 
struggle between the socialist and reactionary camps. And so did the accou
term ents o f mass display and action: the crosses and red  flags carried; the 
uniform s of athletes, youth groups, and paramilitary groups; peasant cos
tumes and “ progressive” clothing; and above all, decorations in red  o r  
black.52

Uniforms in particular con tinued  to play a remarkably large role in both 
the political and the daily life o f  the Viennese: they identified the various 
official authorities in working-class neighborhoods for children playing in 
the s tree t53; they set apart the worker in municipal transport o r the railroads 
as one o f  the lucky ones with steady em ploym ent and prestige; and, as the 
trappings of large groups, uniform s served to distinguish mem bers from 
nonm em bers. Even in the earliest postwar years uniform s in parades and 
dem onstrations suggested m ore than  festivity o r  identity o f  the participants. 
In  that context the uniform  becam e a pseudomilitary emblem, suggesting 
com bat without the need to negotiate o r  com prom ise— a forceful contrast 
o f  action to the endless discussions and maneuvers o f  parliam ent.54 It was 
no t ju s t  military-style uniform s that enjoyed a great popularity on bo th  sides 
o f  the political divide; military terms also had wide currency, from  the social
ist Rote Falken (Red Falcons) to the Catholic youth, and from  SDAP party 
platform s to bishops’ pastoral letters. The list o f  such atavistic rem nants 
could easily be expanded. They con tribu ted  to the uncertainty su rrounding  
the republic and the new Austrian state in the early years.

Could  Vienna live u p  to its glorious past in the context o f  a minuscule 
state, am puta ted  industry and markets, and  reactionary Catholic provin
cialism? Was Austria viable (lebensfähig) as an independen t state?55 The 
answer was “ n o ” (lebensunfähig) across the political spectrum  in the first 
postwar years. Not only did the Christian Socials yearn fo r a re tu rn  o f  crown 
and  cross, and the Pan-Germ ans call fo r a un ion  o f  all racial Germ ans in a 
“ grea te r  G erm an” state, bu t the socialists too dem anded  that the Allies’ 
artificial Austria be incorpora ted  into a unified G erm an socialist state. No 
d oub t the First Austrian Republic had serious economic problems, includ
ing a shortage o f  investment capital, scarce fuel resources, a weak capital 
goods sector, and uncerta in  markets. But these conditions also prevailed in 
o th e r  small countries and  particularly am ong the succession states. Austria 
also had decided assets, which various politicians were loath to pu t into the 
balance: its lack o f  war damage; the quick re tu rn  from  the fron t o f  its soldier 
work force; the productivity o f  nearly 90 percent o f  its arable land; the fact 
that its population  was m ore hom ogeneous than that o f  most countries; and 
V ienna’s continued  role as a commercial hub  between east and west.56

The question o f  national viability lingered beyond the critical early years 
o f  restructuring , to be dusted  off and posed yet again in the ongoing strug
gle o f  the two camps. In 1922, for instance, when inflation had gotten  com- 
pletely out o f  hand , Bauer proposed  a customs union with G erm any (as a 
prelude l<> Anschluss), and Seipel, as foreign minister, while negotiating the 
stabilization o f  Austria's currency by tlu- League Powers, talked o f  an
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annexation  with Germany, Czechoslovakia, o r  Italy.57 F o r the socialists, 
especially, the subject was like a ghost refusing to be laid to rest until Hitler 
assum ed power in Germany. No m atter how o ne  wants to in terpre t the sig
nificance o f  the force and persistence o f  the idea o f  Lebensunfahigkeit—  
w hether as clever diplomatic ploy to wrest concessions from  the Allied pow
ers o r  as an idee fixe— its psychological impact was to weaken public con
fidence in the state, in the republic, and in a republican Vienna. By making 
the presen t seem to be only tem porary and undeserving o f  loyalty, it added 
to the pow er o f  cen tripetal forces: the provinces against the capital; G er
m ans against “ aliens” ; and the political camps against each other.

In  prew ar Vienna one o f  the less endearing  qualities o f  daily life had 
been  a ram pan t chauvinism o f  G erm an Austrians against the ethnic m inor
ities.58 In the Viennese vernacular each one received a derogatory  designa
tion: “ Krowot” fo r Croat, “ B ehm ” fo r Czechoslovakian, “ Katzelmacher” 
fo r Italian, “ Sau jud” fo r  Jew, to m ention bu t a few. W ith the end  o f  the war 
the Viennese population suddenly becam e m ore hom ogenous as tens o f  
thousands moved in and  ou t o f  the city. “The Czech, Polish, and Magyar 
troops re tu rn ing  from  the front, the Italian and Russian prisoners o f  war, 
were only in a hurry  to get away. . . . The foreign element dra ined  away 
quickly from  the desperate  city.”59 As m entioned earlier, Czechs and Jews 
were the two sizable minorities remaining. The fo rm er consisted o f  both  
Austrian citizens and citizens o f  Czechoslovakia, o f  those included in o r 
excluded from  the political life o f  the republic.“  Two-thirds o f  the Czechs 
were workers in close relation with the SDAP and the Viennese trade 
unions. They enjoyed an active but separate cultural life, a form  o f  ethnic 
self-segregation which also kept anti-Czech chauvinism alive. But the extent 
o f  overt chauvinism o r  covert hostility was somewhat less than before the 
war, fo r  the simple reason that Czechs had standing as nationals o r  potential 
nationals o f  a ne ighboring state and had access to Czechoslovakian diplo
mats in Vienna to air grievances and make complaints.61

With the Czechs enjoying the status o f  a pro tec ted  minority, that left 
only the Jews, ne ither  a nation n o r a people, no t simply a religion but 
“ surely a race,” to serve as leading scapegoat fo r the discharge o f  popular 
resentm ent. Anti-Semitism was deeply roo ted  in Austrian public policy and 
culture, in bo th  a religious and a racist fo rm .62 It had been  the cornerstone 
o f  the Christian Social party, particularly u n d er  the leadership o f  Mayor 
Karl L ueger before the war.63 It was whipped up  immediately after the war 
by the all-too-visible presence o f  some 25,000 Jews who had fled from 
pogrom s in Galicia to  the asylum o f  Vienna. No one had any use for this 
army o f  im poverished peddlers. “ For the Christian Socials they are ‘Jew s’; 
for the G erm an nationalists they are ‘Semites’; and for the socialists they are 
‘unproductive e lem ents.’”64 In 1920 Leopold Kunschak, head o f  the C ath 
olic W orkers’ Association and a close associate o f  Seipel in the Christian 
Social party, p roposed  that these Jewish refugees be given the choice o f  
leaving Vienna voluntarily o r  o f  being pu t into concentration  camps to seg
regate them from  the population."5
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Clearly this handful o f  East E uropean  Jewish refugees were only the sur
rogate fo r the m uch larger, generally assimilated, Jewish population o f 
Vienna. It is the Viennese Jews prom inen t in the professions and arts, in 
journalism  and the rising mass media, in industry and high finance, but 
especially in the SDAP, who were the target in the hate campaigns which 
were a perm anen t fixture o f  the First Republic.66 Jews in the first tier o f 
leaders am ong the socialists included O tto  Bauer, Max Adler, Friedrich 
Austerlitz, Friedrich Adler, Julius Deutsch, Julius Braunthal, Wilhelm 
Ellenbogen, R obert Danneberg, Ju lius Tandler, Therese Schlesinger (Eck
stein), Emmy Freundlich, Helene Bauer (Gumplowicz), and H ugo 
Breitner.67

It was to them  in particular that the Christian Social party manifesto o f 
Christmas 1918 was addressed: “T he corrup tion  and power mania o f  Jewish 
circles, evident in the new state, forces the Christian Social party to call on 
the Germ an-Austrian people for a most unrelen ting  defensive struggle 
against the Jewish peril.”68 The Pan-G erm an party program  was equally 
d irect and  vehement: “The party . . .  is in favour o f  a campaign o f  enlight
enm ent about the corrup ting  influence o f  the Jewish spirit and the racial 
anti-Semitism necessitated thereby. It will combat Jewish influence in all 
areas o f  public and private life.”69 Such public declarations m ore often than 
no t included o th e r  code words to make the political intention o f  the anti- 
Semitic slurs clear. T hus the Jewish danger became the Jewish Bolshevik 
danger which, as all right-thinking “ Germ an-Austrians” knew, represen ted  
the Viennese socialist danger.70

N o one was clearer o r  sharper in describing the present and long-range 
danger o f  Jews to a Christian Austria than  Ignaz Seipel, who became head 
o f  the Christian Social party and chancellor in 1922. In  a public analysis o f 
the “Jewish p rob lem ” in 1919 he concluded that the Jews were not E uro 
peans, bu t aliens with a m erchant ethos pervading all their activities, and 
that the only basis on which they could exist in Austrian society was as a fully 
segregated minority. For a short time in the same year Seipel flirted with a 
Jewish exceptional law being p repared  by Kunschak which would segregate 
Jews, annul past and p revent fu tu re  assimilitation, and reduce their activity 
to co rrespond  with their  numerical p roportion  o f  the national population .71 
In the following years Seipel’s anti-Semitism served as a flexible instrum ent 
o f  his politics and was used by him  with skill in dealing with his socialist 
opponen ts  on innum erable occasions.72

The socialist leaders’ response to the virulent anti-Semitism directed 
against them  and  their party was either passive o r  perverse. All the Jewish 
leaders o f  the SDAP were fully assimilated and took pains to avoid any iden
tification o f  the party with Jewry.73 To be sure, the party formally opposed 
anti-Semitism, bu t such a passive approach  simply allowed their opponents 
to make the wildest charges and associations— “Jewish-Bolshevik conspir
acy” — without being confron ted  as hate mongers. When the SDAP sought 
to answer slanderous attacks, it played in to  the hands o f  the anti-Semites by 
charging that they too  were u n d er  the influence o f  o r  were pawns of Jewish
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bankers o r  Jewish capital. T he perversity o f  Jewish self-hatred am ong Jewish 
socialist leaders was expressed in the a ttem pt to fight anti-Semitism with 
anti-Semitism in socialist pam phlets and broadsides.74 But at no  time did the 
SDAP publish a full-scale rebutta l o f  anti-Semitism o r  expose the close ties 
between its Pan-G erm an and  Christian Social exponents and the Catholic 
church  and racist organizations.75

That the SDAP allowed such g u tte r  politics to go essentially unchal
lenged from  the beginning o f  the republic to its end, with the prom inent 
Jews in its leadership keeping a low profile, weakened the party and u n d e r 
cut the republic as well. O tto  B auer and  o th e r  p rom inen t Jewish socialists 
lacked the political courage to answer the anti-Semitic slanderers fearlessly 
and  powerfully in public debate. By contrast, when Léon Blum was sub
jected to an anti-Semitic slur in the C ham ber o f  Deputies in 1923, he 
replied: “ I am a Jew  indeed. . . . O ne does no t in any way insult me by recall
ing the race in which I was born , a race which 1 have never denied and 
towards which I re ta in  only feelings o f  gratitude and p ride .” Answering a 
similar s lander in 1936, Blum said that he belonged to “ a race which owed 
to  the French  Revolution hum an liberty and equality, som ething that could 
never be fo rgo tten .” 76

It is difficult to explain the very different response to anti-Semitism o f  
French and Austrian Jewish socialists. Perhaps the French enjoyed the 
advantage o f  the revolutionary heritage o f  a nation which had also painfully 
experienced  and risen above the Dreyfus Affair, whereas the Austrians con
fron ted  a tradition  tha t had prided  itself in resisting change.77 Pu t m ore 
boldly, one might say that the difference o f  response lay in the difference 
between the two republics: the French was secular and the Austrian clerical.

Defeat on the battlefield swept away the old m onarchy, bu t the Catholic 
church  rem ained undim inished in its power. The Austrian episcopate lost 
no time in declaring itself to be the m oral guardian  o f  a “ Christian and  G er
man na tion .” 78 At the  same time the reigning cardinal and bishops 
im pressed u p o n  their flocks the need  to vote fo r those parties representing 
Christian principles in the upcom ing national and municipal elections. 
While the politicians were debating articles o f  the constitution and the rel
ative powers o f  the provinces and national governm ent o f  the federated  
republic, the Catholic church  quietly laid claims to its enduring  place in the 
new Austria. It re ta ined  control over secular functions exercised u n d er  the 
monarchy, such as com pulsory religious education in the schools and reli
gious m arriage.79

The Catholic church  was be tte r  p repared  than  anyone else to argue for 
I he continuity betw een the old and the new, and  thereby to effectively fo re 
stall a serious consideration o f  the separation o f  church  and state. Thus 
( Catholic priests were paid salaries by the state, a privilege not accorded to 
the officials o f  o th e r  religions. And most im portant, priests were perm itted  
to hold public office, a situation made blatant in the person o f  the Jesuit 
lgnaz Seipel, who as leader o f  the Christian Social party became head o f  
governm ent. F urtherm ore , the num erous thinly disguised Catholic lay
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action groups to be activated at will on  behalf o f  political campaigns by 
Chancellor Seipel o r  his party lent a particularly w arped character to the 
Austrian republic.80

It should be poin ted  out that the Austrian church was one o f  the least 
flexible, most reactionary, and ultram ontanist in E urope.81 The policy o f  the 
Austrian church, w hether regard ing  the  working class o r  anti-Semitism or 
the role o f  the family, it was po in ted  o u t by the confessor to the Papal Nun- 
zio, was m ade by the Pope and  not in Austria. That revelation was made to 
O tto  Bauer, leader o f  the Religious (Catholic) Socialists, in two separate 
interviews with Father G eorg  Bichlmaier. The la tter told Bauer (known as 
“ d e r  kleine B auer” ) that the reigning Cardinal Piffl “has noth ing  to say. . . . 
H e is a zero. . . . C hurch  policy is made in R om e.”82

It seems that the Catholic church  was m uch m ore than simply ano ther 
institution in the Austrian republic, and  that its influence in the political 
struggle between the two camps was far g reater than is generally assumed. 
How influential was the church  on  the  Viennese workers themselves? In  
working-class ne ighborhoods one could still see little girls dressed all in 
white fo r the ir  confirm ation o r  the celebration o f  Corpus Christi. The old 
sacramental practices su rround ing  birth, marriage, and death  continued  to 
be observed.83 But it would ap p ear that these were “ rites de passage” in 
which the cerem ony ra th e r  than  the  spiritual conten t con tinued  to  be attrac
tive, and that such religiosity was nom inal for the overwhelming majority o f 
Viennese workers, who were two o r  th ree  generations rem oved from  rural 
life.84 W hereas atavistic religious practices continued  am ong Viennese 
workers, anticlericalism was also on the increase am ong them. Between 
1919 and  1921 some 7,000 to 8 ,000 workers formally left the Catholic 
church each year, and  beginning with the late 1920s annual defections were 
in the tens o f  thousands.85 This becom es all the m ore significant in view o f  
the fact that these were formal resignations involving a legal and official p ro 
cedure. It suggests an even larger n u m b er  who took no official steps but 
simply d isregarded the church  o r  viewed it as a hostile institution.

W hat about the commonly held assum ption that women were the per- 
pe tuato rs  o f  religious tradition and practice? O ne  study suggests that Vien
nese working-class wom en were anticlerical on  political grounds, because 
the  church  ten d ed  to  make the ir  lives m ore  difficult with proscriptions. 
T here seems to have been  little churchgoing am ong them. They were pan
theist ra th e r  than atheist; spontaneous prayers at hom e to a suprem e being 
were adap ted  to the ir  family’s needs and  trials. Both m em bership in the cre 
mation society Die Flamme and resignations from  the church  were com 
mon. At the same time an adherence to some atavistic rituals appears also 
to have been fairly com m on.86

The m ere nominal Catholicism o f  the overwhelming majority o f  the 
Viennese working class was hardly a closely kept secret. In view o f  that fact, 
it is difficult to explain why, du ring  the m onths o f  the socialists’ greatest 
power in 1919, the SD A Pdid  not force through  a clear separation o f  church 
and state in o rd e r  to constitutionally secure a secular republic and curtail 
the power o f  the ( Christian Social party.87 It is equally difficult to explain why
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the SDAP was no t then o r  at any later time p repared  to fight against the 
pernicious reactionary influence o f  the church  by asking workers o r  at least 
party m em bers to leave it en  masse. In the virtual Kullurkam pf waged by the 
Catholic church  against the SDAP on every single aspect o f  the socialists’ 
political and cultural program , the SDAP refused to use its most powerful 
weapon, which would have m ade the struggle unmistakably an open  one.88 
Despite the scathing criticism o f  the Free Thinkers, who asked the socialists 
to jo in  them  in battle with the church, the SDAP stood by its position that 
“ religion is a private m a tte r .”

T he socialists shrank from  taking u p  the o pen  struggle with the Catholic 
church  over a secular republic, ju s t  as they shrank from  challenging Aus
trian  capitalists on socialization. In  bo th  instances they argued  that prov
inces would secede and  W estern financial credits would be cut off. O ne can
no t prove them  wrong, bu t a t the same time one is p rom pted  to doubt that 
the Allies, who had crea ted  the new Austria, would have allowed it to be 
a ltered  by territorial defections. The socialists seemed to have basked in tak
ing the  morally high g ro u n d  by allowing the class-conscious w orker to shed 
all vestiges o f  religion on  his own; bu t by avoiding the struggle with the 
church  when they had the advantage, they underm ined  their own projects. 
Later, when the clerical republic was already en trenched , Bauer offered 
brilliant argum ents fo r  the separation o f  church  and state.89

Hopefully, the preceding  remarks on conditions in Vienna between 
1919 and  1921 have highlighted the turm oil o f  those first years o f  the new 
republic. T here  may no t have been a revolution, in the sense that p roperty  
and class relations to  pow er were no t changed fundamentally, bu t daily life 
was shot th rough  with the sense o f  uncertainty and the unexpected, with the 
improvisation and  im perm anence so characteristic o f  revolutionary expe
rience. In  the national political a rena  the socialists went into a traditional 
social dem ocratic  opposition. The two political camps, the SDAP on the one 
hand  and a coalition o f  Christian Socials and  Pan-Germans on the o ther, 
divided power between them. But it was no t an  equal division, with the fo r
m er in control o f  the capital and province o f  Vienna and the latter in com 
m and o f  the nation. Yet the SDAP rem ained hopeful on the national front 
(it was fixated on w inning 51% o f  the vote), and  at the same time had a large 
m etropolitan  laboratory in which to a ttem pt to implement its socialist p ro 
gram. The party faced this challenge with a special theoretical arm ory—  
Austromarxism. In what follows we will look at the main tenets o f  this the 
oretical fram ework with an  eye to assessing the ex ten t to which it was appli
cable to the practical municipal socialist reform s the socialists pu t on the 
agenda fo r Vienna.

Austrom arxism : A T heory for Practice?

What was Austromarxism? O r, be tte r  put, was there  an  Austromarxism and, 
if so, what role did it play in the life o f  the First Republic and in the socialist 
cultural experim ent conducted  in Vienna? So ((‘illative and questioning an



in troduction  should alert the reader to  the difficulty in answering these 
questions, arising from  the subject’s elusiveness. Virtually every book deal
ing with Marxist theory in the decade before  W orld W ar I o r  with any aspect 
o f  the First Republic has had to stumble th rough  the thorny field o f  defi
n ition.90 In this re a d e r’s view, all the “Austrom arxism s” which have 
appeared  in what am ounts to a considerable literature, have begged the 
question and  failed to offer some clear shared body o f  theory o r  firm com
m on theoretical orien tation  that would justify the use o f  the term 
“ school.”91 Even Charles Gulick in his magisterial political history o f  nearly 
two thousand  pages consigned the subject to the last q u a rte r  o f  his work 
with the com m ent (forty years ago) that the term  had been overused.92

It is surely significant that O tto  Bauer himself tu rns to explaining Aus- 
trom arxism  only in 1927 in an  unsigned lead article in Die Arbeiter-Zeitung, 
and does so in a m anner that could no t have been terribly illuminating to 
readers o f  the party new spaper at that time.93 Bauer calls it a school o f  p re 
war Marxism which took its d ep artu re  from  Kant and  Mach and disap
peared  with war and  revolution. Since then, he adds, it has been a pejorative 
term  used by the opponen ts  o f  Austrian social democracy, bu t it has also 
been taken up  in a positive sense as summarizing the cu rren t principles o f 
the SDAP as outlined in the Linz Program: the place o f  unity above all o ther 
values and  the synthesis o f  real-political and  revolutionary tendencies. The 
problem  suggested above is especially vexing, because the term  “Austro- 
marxism ” has also been attached to  the socialist cultural experim ent in 
Vienna. In  what follows, I hope to clear the air sufficiently to  proceed  with 
my subject.

In  answering the question “was there  an Austromarxism?” I would like 
to suggest that there  were two. The first o f  these consisted o f  a small group  
o f  Marxist theoreticians and intellectuals active in the decade before  W orld 
W ar I: Karl R enner, R udolf Hilferding, Max Adler, O tto  Bauer, and Fried
rich Adler. The second com prised the SDAP oligarchy o f  doers and reform 
ers d u ring  the First Republic, including the leading figures in the Viennese 
municipal and  provincial governm ent, party leaders, and  those responsible 
fo r the party ’s educational, cultural, and  publication activities. Not only 
were these two distinctive groups com posed o f  almost completely different 
individuals, bu t they were linked by neither a clear body o f  theory n o r by 
the ties o f  active party o r  political work. The second g roup  o f  party officials, 
who created  the Viennese cultural experim ent, believed themselves the 
heirs o f  the Marxist theoretical contributions made by the first. The term  
“A ustrom arxism ” was thus used to  cover a m ultitude o f  vague assumptions 
abou t a school o f  though t that d epended  m ore on inference (to lend a sense 
o f  prestige o r  continuity to a rgum ents o r  activities) than on shared ideas. It 
will be necessary to take a close look at the putative “ founders” o f  Austro- 
marxism to  determ ine the legacy they were presum ed to have left to the 
socialist actors o f  the republic.

It is far from  simple to sketch an intellectual collective portra it o f  this 
small g ro u p  o f  Austrian Marxists who were part o f  what George I.iclitheim
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calls “ the revisionist generation o f  1905,”94 engaged in explicating Marx on 
the basis o f  cu rren t experience. W hat did they have in com m on?95 O f  the 
five, all but R enner were Jews or, in the case o f  Friedrich Adler, the son o f  
a Jew  who had converted  to Christianity. In the com m on anti-Semitic par
lance o f  Karl L ueger’s V ienna and m uch later, “ once a Jew, always a Jew ,” 
by which was meant: if a Jew  converted  to the Christian religion he was a 
dissembler boring  from  within; if  he chose the legal status o f  being “without 
confession,” it was simply to disguise Jewish plotting. Austrian Marxists’ 
Jewishness is m entioned  here  to indicate that, in the popu lar Viennese anti- 
Semitic p rejudice o f  the time, they were considered troublesom e foreigners 
co rru p tin g  G erm an cu ltu re  and th rea ten ing  the social order.

All five had doctorates and enjoyed the elevated cultural position o f 
being considered and addressed as “ H e rr  D oktor” in Viennese society and 
within the Socialist party as well. F our o f  the five, R enner excluded, came 
from  middle-class families and milieus; all bu t R enner were bo rn  in Vienna. 
They were occupied either in the liberal professions o r  as intellectuals in the 
SDAP. R enner had  a post in the library o f  parliam ent until he was elected a 
deputy  in 1906; Max A dler became a lawyer in 1902 and shortly thereafter 
was appo in ted  to an associate professorship o f  sociology and social philos
ophy at the University o f  Vienna; H ilferding was a physician; Bauer became 
secretary o f  the SDAP parliam entary delegation; and  Friedrich Alder was 
one  o f  the Socialist party  secretaries after 1911. None o f  them  had practical 
party work experience o r  m ore than peripheral contact with workers. O ne 
might say that the stereotype o f  the com fortable Viennese professional who 
had made politics on  an  intellectual level his real com m itm ent fit the g roup  
very well. T heir position as professionals and intellectuals, their marginality 
as Jews, and their unfamiliarity with the daily life o f  ordinary  Viennese cre
a ted  a natural rem oteness from  practical questions. W hat was an intellectual 
self-exclusion for these m en became a bureaucratic  exclusion for the activ
ists who com m anded  the  SDAP afte r 1918.96

It is equally difficult to find a com m on intellectual denom inato r in the 
brilliant Marxist studies published by these young m en when they were still 
in their twenties. To be sure, B auer and H ilferding shared an interest in 
imperialism as expressed in their respective works o f  1907 and 1910.97 Sim
ilarly, R enner and  B auer shared an interest in the state in relation to nation 
alism.98 A nd Max Adler and  Friedrich Adler bo th  sought to re tu rn  the sub
jective ingredient into the calculation o f  the course and progress o f  hum an 
events.99 But in none o f  these cases can one really find a sense o f  shared 
intellectual endeavor o r  borrow ing o f  ideas and terms. Nor, aside from  
Marx, do  they ap p ear to have shared the same intellectual influences: for 
R enner it was Jo h n  S tuart Mill; for Hilferding, Karl Kautsky; for Max Adler, 
Kant; and fo r Bauer and Friedrich Adler, Ernst Mach. Though evidence for 
a school o f  Marxism is lacking, there  are illusive com m on assumptions, 
experiences, and tendencies o f  though t which associated these men and 
gave their ideas a sense o f  cohesiveness and orientation  actually difficult to 
pin down in the text o f  their writing, but still compelling enough to be iden



32 Red Vienna

tified as “A ustrom arxism ” by those who adop ted  that designation during 
the First Republic.

Perhaps, this elusive cohesion can best be found  not in their ideas bu t 
in the locale o f  their activity— in Vienna itself.100 The “ imperial residence 
and capital” o f  the Dual Monarchy was a showcase fo r what on the surface 
appeared  to be a colorful array o f  nationalities, bu t which to the m ore care
ful observer rep resen ted  the gravediggers o f  a crum bling em pire .101 Vienna 
was also a bustling metropolis, moving fully into the age o f  industry, in 
which an economically established but politically im m ature bourgeoisie 
increasingly took confrontational cognizance o f  a rapidly organizing work
ing class. A fu r th e r  example o f  the contradictions inheren t in the very struc
tu re  o f  the city is the dom inating baroque  quality o f  the noble quarters  and 
palaces, conjuring  u p  the C ounterrefo rm ation  and  reaction, poised against 
the bourgeois elegance o f  the Ringstrasse, contrasted  in tu rn  with new rail
way yards, factories, and worker tenem ents. V ienna was proudly re ferred  to 
as “ the Paris o f  central E u rope ,” bu t it was also the capital o f  a disintegrat
ing empire. This dualism o f  artistic/intellectual innovation and decay, o f 
“ sexuality and  d ea th ” in the view o f  Bettelheim, made it the natural b irth 
place o f  psychoanalysis.102

It is easy to understand  why the Austromarxists were radicalized by their 
surroundings, in which the absence o f  an Enlightenm ent tradition, exem 
plified by rationalism and “ liberty, equality, and fratern ity” as disseminated 
by the French Revolution, was still painfully apparen t after the tu rn  o f  the 
cen tu ry .103 T he great Anglo-French enlightenm ent tradition was lacking in 
Central E urope  as a whole. In  its absence the A ustromarxists clung to G er
man culture as the repository o f  hum anism .104

N ot only the contradictions and stresses in Viennese society in general 
bu t also the specific formative intellectual experience o f  the Austromarxists 
in the city im parted  a certain com m on direction to their differing ideas. The 
Austrom arxists first appeared  as a g roup  in 1895 as founders o f  the Inde 
p enden t Association o f  Socialist S tudents and Academicians, consisting o f 
socialist university students and  instructors. At the University o f  Vienna the 
Austrom arxists came u n d e r  the influence o f  ideas im portant to their work. 
F rom  the socialist p rofessor o f  political economy Carl G runberg  they 
learned to  view Marxism as a social science to be developed by historical and 
sociological investigations.106 They also became active m em bers o f  the Asso
ciation fo r Social Science Education organized by G runberg  and  the Marx
ist p rofessor o f  history L udo H artm ann.

T he university environm ent fu r th e r  exposed them  to a variety o f  stim
ulating non-M arxist influences: the ideas o f  Mach, who was professor o f  
physics and the philosophy o f  science106; neo-Kantian ideas, which enjoyed 
a great popularity; and Carl M enger and Eugen Bohm-Bawerk o f  the Aus
trian o r  marginal utility school o f  political economy, whose fierce critique 
o f  Marx stim ulated responses from  the group. They engaged in two collec
tive publication enterprises: in 1904 they began publication o f  a yearbook 
« ailed Marx-Studien, edited by Max Adler and Hilferding, and in 1907 they
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started  publishing the monthly theoretical jo u rn a l  D erK am pf u n d er  the edi
torship  o f  Bauer, Renner, and later Friedrich Adler. All mem bers o f  the 
g roup  con tribu ted  to bo th  publications, which then and later were widely 
considered to em body Austromarxism.

Even m ore im portan t than the university as a gathering place for the 
Austrom arxists was their  habitual resort, the Cafe Central, located in the 
fashionable H errengasse and frequen ted  by local and  foreign intellectu
als.107 It is here, in the special ambience o f  the Viennese Kaffeehaus, that the 
Austrom arxists are alleged to have developed their rem arkable ability to 
harm onize and reconcile inconsistencies: to be well in tegrated  in society and 
zealously to repudia te  it in word and p r in t .108

The o u tb reak  o f  war ended  the cohesion Vienna had given to the g roup  
o f  five. O f  these founders o f  Austromarxism, only Bauer was to make a tran 
sition into the postw ar world as theoretician and man o f  destiny. As putative 
head  and  theoretical spokesman o f  the SDAP, he carried the heritage o f  the 
prew ar progenitors forward. Indeed, as we shall see, O tto  Bauer and Aus
trom arxism  became synonymous. Two m em bers o f  the group, H ilferding 
and  Friedrich Adler, left Vienna and the Austrian terra in  o f  Marxist 
though t and  activity. A fter serving as a physician in the imperial army, Hil
ferd ing  went to Germany, where he had already been a frequen t visitor since 
1906. T here  he jo in e d  the Socialist party and became m inister o f  finance in 
two W eim ar administrations. Friedrich A dler em erged as a heroic figure at 
the end  o f  the war because o f  his assassination o f  the imperial chancellor 
C oun t von Stiirkh. But he refused the offer to becom e head  o f  bo th  the Aus
trian  Com m unist party and the Com m unist In ternational and conten ted  
him self with leading the Council Movement into nonrevolutionary waters. 
H e  helped found  the V ienna Union, popularly called the Two-and-a-half 
In ternational, o f  parties seeking a midway course between Russian Bolshe
vism and social-patriotic social democracy. W hen the a ttem pt to unify the 
th ree  in ternationals failed in 1923, A dler became secretary o f  the L abor 
and Socialist In ternational (successor o f  the prew ar Second International) 
and  resided at its headquarte rs  in L ondon  and later in Zurich and 
Brussels.109

A lthough R enner and Max Adler rem ained on  the scene in Vienna, bo th  
were vastly overshadowed by Bauer, who on occasion acted as arbiter 
betw een them without his own position being placed in jeopardy. R enner 
served as chancellor du ring  the b rie f  coalition governm ents o f  the new 
republic (1 9 1 9 -2 0 ) .110 Afterw ard he was relegated by Bauer to  the margins 
o f  the party d irec to ra te  and con ten ted  himself with acting as president o f  
parliament. At crucial times, as we shall see, he reem erged  and challenged 
the whole new conception o f  Austrom arxism  in its Bauerian configuration.

Max A dler resum ed his quiet academic and intellectual life after a b rief 
period  o f  activity in 191 8 -1 9  in support o f  the w orkers’ councils (though 
he opposed  all soviet experim ents) and o f  the factory councils, which he 
hoped  would becom e workplace revolutionizing agencies. H e spent much 
time in Germany, where he associated with the left within the SPD and—



toge ther willi iix leaders, Km I Rosenfcld, Max Seidewil/., 1 le im ich  Strobel, 
and I’aul Levi— edited  tlu* periodical Der Klasscnkampf-—Marxistische Matter 
i'rotn 1927 to 1931.1" H e also edited a series on socialist education  u n d er  
the rubric “ neue  M enschen” for an independent left publisher from  1924 
to 1928. H e was well received by the circles o f  the SPD left, where he was 
generally viewed as the spokesman fo r Austromarxism. In the SDAP, as we 
shall see, he m ade im portan t contributions to Marxist theory, underp inn ing  
and justifying the SDAP’s cultural experim ent, and thereby seconded 
B auer’s position on  the relationship between cu lture  and power on  the road 
to socialism.

W hat was the actual legacy passed on  to the Austromarxists o f  the 
republic by this g ro u p  o f  prew ar theoreticians? R ather than a coheren t body 
o f  ideas, they seem to have passed on a n um ber o f  orientations: a neo-Kant- 
ian emphasis on  subjectivity and  hum an volition in the historical process; a 
new view o f  the state; the dissemination o f  enlightenm ent th rough  Bildung, 
b u t with a w arped G erm an slant; and Marxism seen as the social science. This 
distillation o f  the Austrom arxist inheritance— though no t necessarily my 
explications which follow— should pass m uster before  most historians 
familiar with the subject. I would like to add one m ore aspect o f  the A ustro 
m arxists’ legacy, which is m ore controversial: making history m ore hum an 
and purposive assum ed an individual malleability in the process o f  social
ization and  raised the specter o f  workers as objects, and at the same time 
em bodied the  conflict between leaders and masses, authoritarianism  and 
passivity.

I shall try to expand up o n  the orientations which have been pu t down 
in sho rthand  form  above, bu t hopefully without the painfully confusing j a r 
gon and  neologisms (such as “ethicality” ) com m on to such discourse, and 
with a rem inder to the reader that we are looking only for the legacy o f  early 
A ustrom arxist ideas drawn u p o n  by the A ustrom arxist activists in the post
war pe r io d .112 Max Adler was certainly captivated by the neo-Kantian model 
building and  Machian attacks on  the tyranny o f  materialism that swept the 
Viennese intellectual world. Adler a ttem pted  to find a Marxist expression 
fo r K ant’s ethics and  categorical imperative, or, as one o f  the astutest 
experts on A dler has pu t it, to adapt Kant fo r use by social dem ocracy.113

Dispersed th ro u g h o u t Max A dler’s work is his central a ttem pt to inte
grate Kantian and Machian ideas with Marxism, in the hope o f  making the 
la tte r b o th  m ore precise (as the equivalent o f  the social sciences) and  m ore 
flexible, so as to allow fo r the role o f  hum an  consciousness.114 H e sought to 
free  Marxism from  vulgar materialistic determ inism  without abandoning  
dialectical econom ic lawfulness in historical developm ent, while at the same 
time giving an opportun ity  to the working class collectively— as the agent o f  
the inevitable socialism— to make its subjective volition p art o f  the objective 
historical process. The individual— the worker, if you will— attains a higher 
expressiveness and  individual consciousness while being socialized— that is, 
educa ted— to the  functions o f  his class in the historical process.

W hat we have here  is Friedrich Engels’s sturdy and inflexible “ scientific



socialist” suit being “ knocked o ff” in a very elastic fabric, one which served 
well l he pragmatic orien ta tion  o f  the Austrom arxist republican activists, 
who set ou t to  create an original proletarian culture. 1'hey were particularly 
receptive to A dler’s suggestion that the developm ent o f  the workers’ g reater 
self-consciousness, the ir intervention in the building o f  socialism, need not 
be postponed  until the tocsin had sounded  the onset o f  revolution. The 
workers could act now; they could be p rep ared  to act now; they could be 
educated  to act in the ir  best interest; they could be transform ed from  being 
less than hum an  to being “ neue  M enschen.” O ne  can easily see the inspiring 
quality o f  such ideals. The problem  with— or m ore precisely, the danger 
o f— this vision lay in the m ethod  o f  its im plem entation, which is one o f  the 
main them es o f  this book. T he danger lay in superim posing the narrow 
au thoritarian  s truc tu re  o f  the party and its paternalistic and  dirigiste m eth 
ods on to  a cultural en terprise  whose substance and purpose  were m eant to 
be liberating.

An im portan t u n d e rto n e  in A dler’s m arriage o f  Kant to Marx is the 
socialization o f  K ant’s ethical universalism expressed th rough  the agency o f  
the “ categorical im perative.” In  A dler’s transform ation o f  the latter, the 
Kantian postulate that man shall never use man as a means emerges as a 
collective m oral com m itm ent to struggle against the reification and alien
ation o f  man. T here  is a lack o f  clarity in A dler’s formulation: if  m an can 
becom e a self-conscious actor in the collective historical process and if, at 
the same time, dialectical econom ic lawfulness continues as the m o to r force 
o f  history, then  how do linkages between these two processes occur? Is the 
w orkers’ education  only prepara to ry  for the eventual revolutionary event, 
w ithout any direct m eans o f  influencing it— speeding it up, fo r example?115

The A ustrom arxists’ view o f  the state, stemming largely from  Hilfer- 
d ing’s Finanzkapital, only fu r th e r  confounds the p rob lem .116 The dialectical 
struggle is seen as having moved to  a h igher level in the economic realm, in 
which finance capital contro ls p roduction  at a distance. The state, accord 
ingly, stands above and apart from  the struggle b u t attains the ability to  gain 
control over the econom y w ithout expropriation  o r  a revolutionary seizure 
o f  power. W ithout getting  fu r th e r  into the pyramidal contradictions, it must 
be said that the state theory did no t resolve A dler’s dilemma; it did pass on 
to the prac titioner socialists the notion  that somehow the state could be a 
neu tra l force (resting on  constitutional assurances, etc.). Looking at the 
Austrom arxist heritage from  a considerable distance, it seems apparen t that 
M arx’s (or particularly Engel’s) dialectical materialism had been left by the 
wayside.117

O ne  o f  the most powerful orientations inherited  by socialists o f  the 
republic from  their  Austrom arxist forebears was the com m itm ent to Bil- 
dung. T he postwar SDAP decisively engaged in the enlightenm ent o f  the 
workers to develop the ir  self-consciousness as a socialized class experience. 
But the “en ligh tenm ent” handed  down to the socialist re fo rm er was curi
ously divorced in virtually every way from  the great Anglo-French Enlight
enm ent. Particularly absent was the natural law doctrine, guaranteeing
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defined rights as well as tangible freedom s, and  the anticlericalism implicit 
in theory and  widespread in practice in W estern Europe. T he conten t o f  the 
Bildung  being offered to the workers, therefore , was largely limited to the 
venerable ideas o f  G erm an cu ltu re .118 The reliance on  these to the exclusion 
o f  the Enlightenm ent can be explained as stemming from  the complicated 
differing historical developm ent o f  Central E urope, leading to a certain iso
lation and provincialism. But there  is m ore to it. The Austrom arxist foun 
ders had quite clearly concluded that the only culture worthy o f  the name 
in Central E urope was Germ an. The earliest writings o f  Bauer and Renner, 
which differentiate betw een “ nations” and  the state and  argue fo r the main
tenance o f  the em pire over culturally entitled nationalities, conclude that 
the only cu lture  o f  s ta ture  is the G erm an o n e .119

The Austromarxist heritage o f  Bildung  was translated  by the reform ers 
into what Rabinbach calls the “ politics o f  pedagogy.” 120 The characteriza
tion is apt in that a general civilizing mission is implied. But pedagogy sug
gests the primacy o f  the book very m uch as the Austromarxist elders had 
viewed it,121 whereas the Bildung  o f  the cultural experim ent in Vienna 
sought in a com prehensive and  even total way no t only to give workers 
knowledge bu t to directly alter their behavior. Thus the re fo rm er assumed 
no t only the traditional role o f  pedagogue bu t that o f  social engineer as well.

The danger o f  the neo-K antian-M achian-M arxist m atrix pointed  to 
earlier became clear when the opportun ity  arose in Vienna to pu t these o ri
entations into practice. By casting workers as bo th  less than hum an (because 
their lives knew only misery) and  at the same time malleable, the directors 
o f  V ienna’s cultural experim ent could d isregard the existence o f  worker 
subcultures and  presum e a kind o f  cultural tabula rasa on which they could 
im prin t all that a new proletarian  cu lture  would require. The cultural 
reform s based on  the perspective that the workers lived like primitives lack
ing in standards and norm s o f  com m on decency could become, in a sense, 
acts o f  creation in which the w orker as hum an  em erged from  the raw clay 
o f  exploited and brutish  beings.

In recounting  the legacy o f  the Austrom arxist founders, it remains to 
assess their m ethodology— their view o f  Marxism as social science. The 
complicated theoretical process by which the Austromarxists, and Max 
Adler in particular, a ttem pted  to tame science to the task o f  em ancipating 
the working class did no t affect the practitioners o f  the republic and need 
n o t concern  us h e re .122 The m ethodological legacy reflected bo th  Kantian 
and Machian influences in trying to reconcile causality and teleology, de te r 
minism and  hum an  freedom . From  an intellectual point o f  view, the Aus
trom arxists’ effort did  no t succeed. O n  the one hand, they posited socialized 
humanity as a Kantian given, a category o f  knowledge stem m ing from  rea 
son ra th e r  than experience. O n  the o ther, they treated  Marxism as an 
empirical science o f  society com patible with (and derived from) M ach’s the 
ory o f  cognition (sensate positivism).m  The fact that the dichotomy between 
deductive givens and inductive epistemology was left unresolved did not 
seem to bo ther the Viennese socialist reformers. Indeed, theoretical i111pit*-
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cision in this as well as o th e r  aspects o f  the Austrom arxist inheritance 
seem ed to suit the ir  pragmatic inclinations. The could, with some pride o f  
continuity with g rand  Austrom arxist theory, view their own efforts in cre
a ting  a working-class cu ltu re  as an  application o f  Marxist social science with
o u t having to su rren d e r  subjective beliefs.

W hat the Austrom arxists actually passed on to the socialist activists was 
a distillation o f  the various orientations exam ined above. G rand  theory had 
been  created  in a world far rem oved from  practical politics. L ater it was 
m ade functional and pragm atic by the socialists, who com m anded the SDAP 
and  governed Vienna, by inform ing and justifying reform s in progress and 
program s yet to be initiated. For the socialist doers, in o ther words, prewar 
A ustrom arxist theory was a hallowed inheritance m ore h onored  than actu 
ally unders to o d  o r  m ade use o f  save in a talismanic way. It would have been 
unthinkable fo r a socialist functionary in republican Austria no t to consider 
o r  declare him self to be an Austromarxist, for that tradition was a necessary 
part o f  his identity. But the actual Austromarxism practiced by the same 
functionary  was a highly political set o f  strategies and tactics resting up o n  a 
defined conceptual framework. The latter, the Austrom arxism  o f  practice, 
was form ulated  virtually single-handedly by O tto  Bauer.

Before we tu rn  to  an exam ination o f  this “ operan t theory ,” it would be 
useful to have a b e tte r  idea o f  who the socialist doers actually were. They 
included the municipal “ city fa thers” : Mayor Jakob  R eum ann (and from  
1923 on, Karl Seitz); Councillor for Finance H ugo Breitner; Councillor for 
H ealth  and  Social W elfare Julius Tandler; Councillor for Schools and Edu
cation O tto  Glockel; and  Councillor for H ousing A nton W eber. Most sig
nificant on the provincial level was R obert D anneberg  as president o f  p a r 
liament. P rom inen t within the SDAP d irectorate  were 'Seitz as president, 
D anneberg  as secretary, and Julius Deutsch as head o f  the Schutzbund 
(paramilitary defense unit). Party educational efforts were directed by 
Glockel and  A nton  Tesarek, fo u n d er o f  the Rote Falken. Party culture was 
en tru s ted  to Joseph  Luitpold Stern, David Joseph  Bach, and O tto  Felix 
Kanitz. SDAP publications were guided by Friedrich Austerlitz, Max W in
ter, and Julius Braunthal. Seemingly in the background, because he held no 
official position in the party structure , was O tto  Bauer. But, as writer o f  Die 
Arbeiter-Zeitung’s daily leaders and as chairm an o f  the SDAP national parlia
m entary  delegation, B auer was the und ispu ted  head  o f  the party, with no 
one to e ither the left o r  the right able to challenge his intellectual and moral 
force. Bauer had  the distinction o f  embodying bo th  the venerable A ustro 
marxist tradition and the Austrom arxism  o f  practical reforms.

It would be only a slight exaggeration to say that Austrom arxism  in the 
First Republic was synonymous with B auer’s form ulations, particularly with 
his theory o f  “ the balance o f  class forces.” 124 The la tter constellation o f 
ideas sought to explain the past, present, and fu tu re  course o f  the republic 
in a way that bridged the most glaring contradiction o f  the o lder A ustro 
marxist tradition: to reconcile the subjective volition o f  the working class, 
expressed in a heigh tened  self-consciousness, wilh the lawful, historical
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O tto Bauer addressing a worker rally in the early 1920s (VGA)

materialist process. The balance o f  class forces, formally stated only in 
192 3 -2 4  but traceable in p art to B auer’s prewar writings,125 was at the same 
time a justification fo r the “ revolution o f  the soul” by which the workers 
would be culturally p rep a red  to  undertake  the ir  historical mission o f  estab
lishing socialism.

T rue  to  the tradition  o f  the grand  theoretical sweep, which he had 
helped  to establish, B auer pu t his analysis o f  socialism’s tasks and prospects 
in a world perspective. Its object was to discover a “ th ird  way,” a rou te  o ther 
than that taken by the Bolsheviks o r  the passive reform ism  o f  traditional 
social democracy. From  the vantage point o f  the early 1920s, he claimed, a 
situation had arisen in E urope  where neither the bourgeoisie n o r  the p ro 
letariat was able to dom inate  the state, and they were forced  to share power. 
This condition  was the balance o f  class forces wherein n either class was able 
to exercise a hegem ony without the tacit participation o f  its opposite. In 
Italy and Russia this situation had been resolved no t by the dictatorship o f  
e ither  the bourgeoisie o r  proletariat, bu t by independen t state power in the 
first and by d ictatorship o f  a caste in the second; in both, the resolution had 
taken place above the classes.

I n  A u s t r i a ,  B a u e r  i n s i s t e d ,  e v e n  t h o u g h  t h e  b o u r g e o i s i e  h a d  r e e s t a b 

l i s h e d  i t s  p o l i t i c a l  h e g e m o n y  b y  1 9 2 2 ,  t h e  r e p u b l i c  c o n t i n u e d  t o  d e p e n d  o n  

a  d e g r e e  o f  s h a r e d  p o w e r .  A s  e v i d e n c e  B a u e r  p u t  t h e  S D A P ’s  c o n t r o l  o f  

V i e n n a  a n d  a  f e w  r u r a l  i n d u s t r i a l  c e n t e r s  o n  t h e  s c a l e  a g a i n s t  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  

c o u n t r y  a n d  s u g g e s t e d  t h a t ,  a l t h o u g h  l l i e  p o l i t i c a l  p o w e r s  w e r e  n o t  b a l 
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anced, only a civil war could break the stalemate. The latter, which in addi
tion to causing m uch bloodshed and suffering would wipe out all the gains 
and  power o f  the working class, had to be avoided at virtually any price.

It was a daring  conception which placed an enorm ous burden  on the 
SDAP in Vienna to create  an institutional network th rough  which the work
ers could be made culturally m ature  fo r socialism. It p resum ed that neither 
side would risk a contest for power, and that the workers would not be inte
gra ted  in to  the politics o f  the bourgeoisie o r dom inated  by its cult ure. Thus 
B auer separated  the cultural from  the political revolution, with the implicit 
danger (soon to become actual) that the fo rm er would be substituted for the 
latter, that the Viennese cultural experim ent would attem pt to compensate 
fo r socialist powerlessness in the national a ren a .126 The dualism o f  Bauer's 
conception was no m ore resolved than the contradictions in prewar Austro- 
marxism had  been. T he prepara to ry  cultural strategy, which legitimated the 
whole Viennese experim ent, had no  real links to the process o f  coming to 
pow er in the fu ture . N or was the relationship made clear between cultural 
hegem ony th rough  Bildung  and the laws o f  capitalist development. In that 
world o f  real power, objective and immutable laws o f  historical materialism 
were presum ed to be grinding on to that happy fu tu re  when the socialists 
would “ inherit” pow er.127

By some cruel irony B auer was recapitulating prew ar A ustrom arxism ’s 
evasion o f  the contradiction between subjective and objective power. On 
the basis o f  B auer’s analysis, which took little account o f  the tough-mind- 
edness o f  the C hristian Social party o r  the Catholic church, Bildung  became 
the real politics o f  the SDAP. The foundation, on which the Viennese cul
tural experim ent was based, seems to have been fragile, and B auer’s opti
mistic prognostication fo r the com ing o f  socialism appears to have been 
based on  a very naive conception o f  struggle. Rabinbach has explained 
the mystery o f  such evasions o f  reality tersely as B auer’s “will to 
powerlessness.” 128

T he course charte red  by Bauer fo r the SDAP exemplified what Dieter 
G roh  has called “ negative in tegra tion .” 129 It consisted o f  an emphasis on 
party growth and unity, on electoral success and parliam entary activity, and 
most o f  all on  Bildung  to p repare  the working class for its historical role and 
to neutralize w orker aggression, diverting it from  political action. Bauer's 
justification o f  the party’s cultural experim ent was seconded by Max Adlet 
in a long essay whose title, Neue Menschen, was probably m ore influential 
than its substance.130 In this work, dealing with the education o f  the workei s, 
Adler denounced  existing socialist pedagogy as being unscientific and 
avoided all practical questions. H e assumed that the workers were not 
m ature  enough  for revolution and proposed  an educational transform ation 
that would create the new consciousness within the existing state. In that 
sense, education would act as a vehicle o f  cultural com m unication and as an 
im portant instrum ent o f  the class struggle. The last tu rn  o f  phrase was p ro b 
ably the essay’s main con tribu tion  to B auer’s conceptual cdilicc.

B auer’s form ulation o f  the balance o f  class forces received critical h ie
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almost immediately after its main exposition, from  both  outside and inside 
the party. H ans Kelsen, the liberal legal theoretician and architect o f Aus
tr ia ’s constitution, argued  that there  had not been a balance o f  class power 
e ither d u ring  the b rie f  coalition period o r  thereafter, because the capitalist 
exploitative system and related social o rd e r  had rem ained in con tro l.131 The 
belief that the equilibrium  between classes could be expected to last for 
some time and provide the necessary basis for the SDAP’s cultural strategy 
was challenged by O tto  Leichter, one o f  the editors o f  Die Arbeiter-Zeitung. 
The disarray am ong reactionary forces after the war, he argued, had been 
p roduced  by the council movement, which had since faded away. In  Austria 
the balance had ceased to function when the Christian Social party regained 
its pow er in 1922. Such an ep iphenom enon, he concluded, did no t m erit a 
whole new conception o f  the class struggle and the s ta te .132

These com m entaries neither altered  B auer’s position n o r  deflected 
municipal officials and SDAP functionaries from  continuing to p u t the cul
tural p rogram  into practice— som ething they had been doing for some time 
befo re  the form al discussion o f  the legitimizing balance-of-forces theory. 
To end  the long saga o f  Austromarxist theory here, in 1923-24 , would offer 
too  idyllic a p icture o f  the fate o f  B auer’s conceptual s truc ture  in its contact 
with political reality. Strangely enough, the SDAP did experience a few 
nearly halcyon years in which the party grew and its program s flourished.

The party congress o f  1926 took place at the high point o f  socialist self- 
confidence and sense o f  practical accomplishment. This was expressed in 
the so-called Linz Program , which confirm ed the socialists’ com m itm ent to 
social change and  cultural im provem ent.133 M uch o f  the d raft p rogram — as 
usual, the work o f  B auer— was devoted to explicating the party ’s devotion 
to political dem ocracy and its institutions. In  the process it no t only char
acterized Bolshevism as a failed attem pt to elevate socialism to a higher 
plane and w arned abou t m ethods o f  change based on  force, bu t also directly 
reconsidered  the no tion  o f  balance o f  class forces. The latter review was 
u ndertaken  in response to  the growth o f  the H eim w ehr134 and o ther anti
republican forces which th rea tened  to overthrow democracy. It projected  
a fu tu re  in which the balance would be upset in favor o f  the socialists, who 
would come to pow er by being elected by a clear m ajority o f  A ustrians.135 If  
the socialists then  used their  democratically gained right to expropria te  cap
italism, supporte rs  o f  the la tter were expected  to defend  their p roperty  and 
position o f  pow er by resisting. If, the argum ent continued, the bourgeoisie 
should initiate a counterrevolu tion  with the object o f  restoring the m on
archy o r  creating a fascist state, the SDAP would be obliged to  use defensive 
force (civil war) and a defensive dictatorship.

This position on defensive force and defensive dictatorship to safeguard 
dem ocracy was a com prom ise ham m ered  ou t at the congress between Bauer 
and Max Adler, in opposition to R en n er .156 T he latter had a rgued  that the 
socialists' entry into a new coalition with its opponen ts  would safeguard the 
balance o f  forces. Adler had insisted that only the fear of worker self- 
defense kept the bourgeoisie at bay and the ( lass forces in balance. The linal



program  implied that the SDAP would protect its cultural experim ent with 
force o f  arms if necessary. Although Die Reichspost and o th e r  right-wing 
newspapers characterized the defensive force position as a call for bloody 
revolution, B auer’s terse slogan— “ Democratic as long as we can be; dicta
torship  only if we are fo rced  to it, and insofar as we are fo rced”— suggested 
that perhaps the SDAP’s firm stand was only rhetorical a fter all.137 A test o f  
how far the party was p rep a red  to go to defend  the balance o f  forces came 
sooner than  the socialists expected .138

O n July 15, 1927, a spontaneous and massive worker revolt in Vienna 
directly challenged the SDAP’s central doctrine and put the survival o f  the 
republic in question .139 By the end  o f  the day the Palace o f  Justice as well as 
the Reichspost building had been burned , 89 persons had been killed, and 
500 to 1,000 wounded. O n  the previous day a ju ry  trial in Vienna had found 
th ree  right-wing activists, accused o f  m urdering  a socialist man and boy, 
innocent o f  “ all w rongdoing .” A fiery editorial in Die Arbeiter-Zeitung on the 
m orning  o f  July 15 denounced  the acquittal as an ou trageous example o f 
class justice. Spontaneously workers left the ir factories, shops, and homes 
and  made their way along the fashionable Ringstrasse to the square facing 
the Palace o f  Justice.

In the beginning stages o f  this developing confrontation  between the 
Viennese working class and the real and symbolic agents o f  law and order, 
the  socialist leadership avoided taking a stand. O tto  Bauer actually hid from  
a delegation o f  electrical workers who came to party headquarters  to 
dem and  o rders  to  shut down power p lan ts .140 The many thousands who had 
gathered  in fro n t o f  the Palace o f  Justice by noon  were left to act as a spon
taneous mass; no  one could blame the SDAP for having o rdered  o r planned 
anything. The police was completely u n p rep a red  and therefore  u n d e r 
m anned  because the ir  chief, Johannes  Schober, had been told by SDAP 
leaders that no  official dem onstration  was planned.

M ounted  police seeking to clear the key streets set off the violence, d u r 
ing the course o f  which the police were instructed  by their superiors to fire 
hurriedly issued army rifles point-blank into the crowds, while various build
ings were set ablaze. In  the heat o f  the struggle there  was a widespread 
d em and  by workers and  m em bers o f  the Schutzbund (created by the SDAP 
in 1923 precisely to p ro tec t the workers in situations such as this) for the 
d istribution o f  arms. Socialist and trade  un ion  leaders refused to approve a 
course which no d oub t would have led to civil war. D isorder and violence 
con tinued  in the working-class districts th roughou t the 16th. A national 
strike o f  transporta tion  and inform ation services, called the same day fo r an 
indefinite period, was m ade ineffective outside Vienna, even in industrial 
towns, by heavily arm ed H eim w ehr units acting as auxiliary police.

In  the afterm ath  ihe SDAP sought by tough language to  force Chancel
lor Ignaz Seipel to  make concessions such as calling new elections, granting 
a general amnesty, o r  initiating a parliam entary investigation. But Seipel 
s tood  his g round  and refused any real com prom ise .1'" It was apparent that 
municipal socialism and the socialist party culture  in Vienna had made no
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difference in the confronta tion  o f  July 15. Seipel becam e inclined to depend  
m ore on the Heimwehr, which had proved so effective in breaking the gen
eral strike in the provinces, and took steps to assure the political conserva
tism o f  the municipal police and the national army.

The fortunes o f  the SDAP seemed to have changed overnight. In both 
the Viennese and  the national elections o f  April 1927 the party seemed to 
be well on the way to attaining B auer’s aspired-to, magical 51 percent. In 
Vienna, in fact, the party  gained 123,000 votes and scored 60.3 pe rcen t.142 
Nationally, the SDAP reached 42.3 percen t o f  the vote, com pared  to 39.6 
percen t in 1923; Seipel’s “unity list” o f  Christian Socials and Pan-Germans 
received 48.2 percent, down from  57.8 percen t in 1923. But Seipel was able 
to govern with a clear parliam entary majority o f  94 to 71 by including the 
Agrarian League in his cabinet. F urtherm ore , July 15 called B auer’s opti
mistic reading o f  the balance o f  class forces into question: the state had not 
been  neutral; the opposition had  m ade use o f  extraparliam entary force; the 
m uch-vaunted socialist defense o f  last reso rt— the Schutzbund— had 
revealed itself to be a hollow threat.

A postm ortem  o f  the setback at the O ctober party congress tu rned  into 
a confron ta tion  betw een R enner and Max A dler.143 The fo rm er charged 
that the July 15 rising was a d irect consequence o f  the dangerous educa
tional and cultural policy the party had pursued  u n d er  B auer’s leadership, 
and  that unrealistic talk o f  revolution had led the workers into an adventure 
which risked civil war. H e also rejected  the idea that the workers requ ired  a 
special education to  p repare  them  fo r socialism, insisting that economic 
conditions alone would be sufficient to create w orker consciousness. Lastly, 
R enner cut the g round  from  u n d e r  bo th  the balance-of-forces theory and 
the Viennese cultural experim ent by dem anding that the party en te r  into a 
coalition governm ent, a move which would have requ ired  a decisive re trea t 
from  the SDAP’s programs.

Adler responded  with an im passioned defense o f  the V iennese workers, 
who were generally being maligned in the party as undisciplined.144 Ren
n e r ’s re trea t from  a revolutionary educational and cultural policy, he 
charged, risked the in tegration o f  the workers into capitalist society and 
the ir  transform ation  into petty bourgeois. “ Class struggle,” he rem inded 
the party, “ is cultural d ev e lo p m en t. . . [and is] by its very natu re  som ething 
thoroughly  intellectual . . . the re fo rm  o f  consciousness.” 145 In rejecting 
R en n e r’s call fo r a new coalition, Adler was jo in ed  by Bauer in pointing out 
that the cost o f  sacrificing the whole municipal socialist p rogram  as well as 
general advances in creating a pro le tarian  cu lture  in Vienna made such a 
step unthinkable. The heated  controversy shed no  new light and was ter
m inated in B auer’s usual fashion by a synthesis o f  opposites, calling both 
R enner’s and A dler’s orientation necessary to Marxism and the party.

Some have called July 15, 1927, the  “ tu rn ing  po in t” in the history o f  the 
First R epublic.148 Clearly many weaknesses in the socialists’ position as a 
parly and political force had been exposed, and hoili the balance o f  classes 
and the th reat to use “defensive l o n e "  were pm in question. H enceforth
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the relationship between cultural and political activity shifted markedly 
tow ard the form er, and  red  Vienna becam e m ore o f  a beleaguered enclave. 
Even O tto  Bauer, the m aster o f  theoretical optimism and  tactical com pro 
mise, had been  challenged and forced to rely on party discipline to safe
g uard  the hallowed unity, the chief catechism in the party’s litany.147

T he n a tu re  o f  such long views tends to reduce poignant choices and 
com plex beliefs in the interest o f  categorical analysis. I f  one examined the 
significance o f  July 15 from  the point o f  view o f  a third-level SDAP official, 
a low-ranking m em ber o f  the Viennese health o r  housing service, o r  a fac
tory w orker organized in bo th  his trade un ion  and the party, with all o f  them 
looking at Austria from  the perspective o f  Vienna, one might no t find the 
sense o f  catastrophic descent that later students o f  the events found  to be 
so inescapable. These participants, with d irect experience in the transfor
m ation o f  V ienna since 1919, might well have enum era ted  a great variety o f  
gains the working class experienced in that short time: the massive growth 
in size o f  bo th  the trade unions and  the SDAP; the m aintenance o f ren t con
trol and increasing public housing; the extension o f  social welfare; the 
expanded  possibilities fo r education; and the various socialist associations 
which a ttem pted  to  educate  and  integrate  the working population within 
the party. Even those workers— surely the great majority— who experi
enced  none o r  very few o f  these gains directly, perceived a sea change in the 
daily social climate o f  Vienna, where the mayor and most officials who 
co un ted  were socialists, lending an entirely new dignity to the status o f  
workers.

In  view o f  this new sense o f  collective im portance in the city, it is difficult 
to imagine that the m ood in working-class neighborhoods was simply pes
simistic over the events o f  July 15. I f  one were to speculate about that pop 
u lar mentality, one  might conclude that a feeling o f  confidence was mixed 
with a sense o f  f ru s tra tion .148 T here  was anger, particularly in the Schutz- 
b u n d  and am ong o th e r  activists, d irected  in p art at the socialist leaders for 
failing to react to the generally perceived provocation. But in the main it 
was leveled at the p opu la r  Viennese w orkers’ stereotype o f  the opposition—  
the “ D orftro ttln  u n d  W asserschadln” (village idiots and hydrocephalics) 
dressed in leather pants o r dirndl and  decked out with a big cross to mark 
the ir  true  allegiance. T here  was (mistakenly) no th ing  in the m akeup o f  the 
Viennese w orkers’ u rb an  mentality to  make them  afraid o f  this comically 
perceived th reat from  the provinces. These differing perspectives from 
within working-class com m unities kept pessimism at bay in 1927 and 
allowed the “ building o f  socialism,” as then  perceived, to continue in m uch 
the same spirit as the great leap forw ard toward m unicipal socialism u n d e r 
taken in 1919.

Having gone to some pains to  assess the natu re  and relationship o f  Aus- 
trom arx ism ’s theory and  practice, I regret having to caution the reader 
against expecting an orderly causal relationship between the two. The 
socialists took over the adm inistration o f  Vienna in 1919 in the midst o f  
postwar uncertainty. They were forced to govern, to  face the enorm ous
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social problem s before them, w ithout being able to wait fo r party doyens 
and  theorists to ham m er o u t enabling theory. As I have a ttem pted  to dem 
onstrate , they were pragmatists in the spirit o f  Austromarxism; the theore t
ical justification for the ir  decisions often  limped behind  the events. As we 
tu rn  to the unique Viennese experim entation with municipal socialism, it 
will becom e clear that during  its early years practical improvisation was 
based on the choices left open  by the vagueness o f  the Austromarxist heri
tage. Being un fe tte red  by an  inflexible theoretical framework was an advan
tage in dealing with unpredictable  and  changing realities in daily practice. 
But as we shall see, that freedom  gave immense power to  a small g roup  o f 
leaders to fashion municipal reform s using themselves, their personalities 
and  norm s o f  socialization, as the  yardstick. The danger loomed large that, 
instead o f  the Austrom arxist aim o f  liberating the workers to act with a 
h igher consciousness, a paternalist pragmatism would a ttem pt to impose 
program s and  reform s on workers without including them in the process.



CHAPTER 3

Municipal Socialism

The problem s facing the Viennese municipal governm ent during  the first 
postwar years were truly daunting. It took endless m onths to regulate and 
reduce  the inward and outw ard flow o f  populations, to assure the provi
sioning o f  the city with victuals from  the provinces, and to re tu rn  transpor
tation and  the vital municipal utilities to the requirem ents o f  peacetime. The 
solution o f  these transitory problem s proved m ore difficult in Vienna than 
in o th e r  capitals because o f  the newness o f  the republic and V ienna’s place 
within it, making fo r the absence o f  time-worn procedures to be used as 
models. The socialists, who headed  every im portan t departm en t in the 
municipal council, pu t the lie to the com m on shibboleth about socialists 
being good at thinking and  talking bu t incom petent when it came to prac
tical matters, by com petently  restoring  the norm al course o f  municipal life. 
But very difficult and  seemingly intractable problem s rem ained to  challenge 
the ir  com m itm ent to improving the quality o f  life fo r all V ienna’s citizens:1 
the condition  o f  public health, underm ined  by wartime experience and 
long-term  diseases such as tuberculosis; the need o f  public welfare for the 
indigent, homeless, and helpless; and the d eterioration  o f  the public school 
system, which had never viewed equality o f  opportun ity  as part o f  its 
mission.

Overshadowing all these problem s and  contribu ting  to  the ir  gravity was 
the severe housing shortage. Although wartime dislocations had reduced 
the popula tion  o f  V ienna by some 165,000, the num ber o f  householders 
increased by from  40,000 to  60,000 at a time when the nu m b er o f  vacant 
domiciles was never m uch above zero.2 This anomaly had several causes. 
Im m igrants to Vienna from  the succession states appeared  as families, 
whereas em igrants to the  succession states were single persons who sought 
the ir  fo rtune  there  and  usually left families behind. A 5 0 -9 0  percent 
increase in marriages immediately after the war fu r th e r  increased the 
dem and for housing. Most im portant, the drastic reduction in rents due to 
the com bined effect o f  ren t contro l and inflation let many householders rid 
themselves o f  subtenants and bed ren ters  in a climate o f  rising expecta
t ions . ' The problem  was fueled on the supply side by the virtual standstill in
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housing construction  from  1915 to  1924. In  the decade befo re  the war a 
yearly average o f  9 ,300 domiciles had been built for the private housing 
m arket.4

It is to  the socialists’ credit that they recognized the determ in ing  role 
housing would have to play in their  a ttem pt to make Vienna the showcase 
fo r municipal socialism. Their plans and expectations went further. Decent 
housing becam e the corners tone  o f  the SDAP’s project to create the 
“ ordentliche Arbeiterfam ilie,” a phrase connoting  no t only orderliness but 
also decency and respectability.5 In o th e r  words, the socialists aimed beyond 
municipal reform s toward an all-encompassing proletarian  culture in which 
the physical contex t o f  a certain  type o f  habitation would play a central orga
nizing role. Environmentalism was an im portan t aspect o f  Austromarxist 
subjectivism and  was the unw ritten  basis o f  municipal reform . Theoretically 
it had  a g rea te r  affinity to neo-Lamarkianism than to Darwin, whose theory 
m ade no  allowance for hum an in tervention in evolution and precluded  the 
socialists’ belief that they could be the midwives in the creation o f  “ neue 
M enschen.” As we shall see in chap ter  6, on the question o f  b irth  control 
the city fathers, led by Julius Tandler, the councilor for health and social 
welfare, adop ted  a eugenic view akin to social Darwinism.6

The idea o f  creating a total cultural environm ent grew gradually and 
haphazardly ou t o f  the socialist city fa thers’ a ttem pts to b ring  some relief to 
the housing crisis. W hereas there  might have been a theoretical affinity 
between these two aims, in practice they were frequently at odds, as the chal
lenge to  make available the largest n u m b er o f  livable domiciles (with at least 
some o f  the basic amenities o f  the prom ised decent life) conflicted with a 
growing socialist com m itm ent to  creating a special kind o f  living environ
m ent fo r the controlled  socialization o f  the working-class family. W ithout a 
d oub t the na tu re  o f  public housing in Vienna, no t only because o f  its obvi
ous visibility bu t also because o f  the underlying reasons fo r its particular 
characteristics, becam e the touchstone o f  the a ttem pt to create a socialist 
party culture.

P ublic  H ousing: E nvironm ent for “ neue M enschen”

Between 1919 and 1934 the municipality built 63,924 new domiciles in 
Vienna, 58 ,667 o f  which were in apartm en t dwellings and  5 ,257 in one-fam- 
ily houses.7 In practical term s this m eant that every ten th  dwelling was a new 
creation o f  the public authorities and that almost 200,000 Viennese were 
fo rtuna te  enough  to reside in them .8 O ne  cannot bu t be im pressed by the 
genuine accom plishm ent em bodied in these statistics. The socialists’ hous
ing program  was truly rem arkable, bu t it hardly made Vienna the “ Mekka 
to  which socialists the world over were draw n,” as a leading socialist publi
cist claimed.9 Almost from  the beginning, the genuine attainm ents in hous
ing and o th e r  municipal endeavors were em bedded  in a mythology that 
exaggerated their im portance and refused to countenance  e ither  criticism
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o r  a confron ta tion  with the significant social problem s which the well-inten
tioned municipal reform s had  been unable to alter. To marvel at the num 
ber o f  Viennese workers accom odated by the new housing, for instance, 
w ithout taking note  o f  the fact that the num ber o f  homeless accom m odated 
in shelters had  trip led  betw een 1924 and 1934 to  77,419 p e r  m onth, o r  that 
only 18 percen t o f  w orker households had gas, electricity, and running 
water, while an equal nu m b er had none o f  these, was a com m on character- 
tistic o f  all socialist publications.10 Such obfuscation has continued down to 
the  presen t day in the work o f  otherwise responsible historians who tend to 
make heroic precisely what they have set ou t to analyze and evaluate.11

The socialist municipal governm ent was largely reactive to the housing 
crisis until 1923. In  addition  to  the reasons already given fo r the rapid 
increase in housing seekers, the rent-control law made it possible for 
crow ded worker families to dispense with the subtenants and bed renters 
they had  form erly needed  to  pay the rent. These persons were throw n onto 
a housing m arket in which the rents o f  subtenancies in larger apartm ents 
were no t controlled. The dire housing needs were fu r th e r  aggravated by 
completely substandard  accom odations such as cellar flats, barracks, huts, 
and  wagons, which toge ther housed  nearly 10,000 Viennese families.12 
M oreover, domiciles in the heavily popula ted  working-class districts con
sisted overwhelmingly o f  two room s (living room /k itchen  and bedroom  o r  
half bedroom ) o r  less.13 With tenants p ro tec ted  from  eviction and thereby 
liberated from  the previous virtual gypsy life, rising expectations created  a

Courtyard in one o f  the poorest tenements (VGA)
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hitherto  unknown house-proudness and a desire for privacy and for m ore 
space.14 The cumulative effect o f  nearly 100 percent occupancy, old and 
new dem ands fo r  housing, and  p opu lar  expectations fo r a m ore settled life 
was a constant increase in domicile seekers from  42,642 in 1922 to 68,175 
in 1924.15 The ready means o f  dealing with this situation available to the 
municipal authorities allowed them  only to respond to the gravest cases.

In an  a ttem pt to literally p u t a ro o f  over their heads immediately after 
the war, thousands o f  workers became squatters on  public land on the 
periphery  o f  the city and p roceeded  to  erect rude  shelters o f  various kinds. 
Some o f  these settlem ents took on perm anence with the assistance o f  loans 
from  cooperative societies and trade unions in the spirit o f  the garden-city 
movem ent em erging in o th e r  E uropean  cities.16 The SDAP greeted  the set
tlers’ m ovem ent with a certain am ount o f  suspicion as a degeneration into 
petty bourgeois aspirations. At stake no d oub t was the party’s role as plan
n e r  and  mover, which spontaneous innovation outside the party structure  
seem ed to threaten . A fter 1924 the municipality took over the building o f  
one-family housing communities, bu t soon abandoned  such efforts on the 
g rounds that they were too costly in com parison to superblock apartm ent 
buildings. That the la tte r were cheaper and therefore  served larger num bers 
cannot be controverted . But one senses that the reasons were m ore com
plicated and that the self-management prevailing in the garden-city enclaves 
was a con tribu ting  cause: it was seen almost as a kind o f  anarchism disrupt
ing the custom ary channels o f  party activity. From  1919 onw ard the munic
ipality a ttem pted  to undertake  some building with the aid o f  mortgages, but 
discovered that the available funds were very limited and the carrying costs 
m uch too  high to allow for low ren ts .17

T he most im portan t means o f  dealing with the housing crisis available to 
the city governm ent was a series o f  em ergency decrees o f  1 918-19  allowing 
the  municipality to in terject itself betw een landlords and tenants. Based on 
the assumed right to requisition empty o r  unused  habitations, a housing 
requisitioning law (Wohnungsanforderungsgesetz) was passed in 1921 at the 
national level, giving municipalities pow er over the housing market. But 
even before  that, the Viennese housing bureau  had assumed control over 
all housing relations, including the registration and assignment o f  all vacant 
dwellings.18 T he socialist adm inistration was able to use this law to great 
advantage in making apartm ents available on the basis o f  a point system. By 
the en d  o f  1923 some 30,000 domiciles had been  assigned to tenants; by the 
en d  o f  the program  in 1925, the n um ber had risen to 44,838. T hrough  the 
ingenious use o f  this requisitioning law, the Viennese housing office was 
able to alleviate some o f  the pressure. But many o f  the domiciles assigned 
to the needy were already inhabited by them  as subtenants, and little addi
tional housing was created  by this means. The Christian Social party, how
ever, trea ted  it as a brutal law o f  expropriation  and exacerbated  its attacks 
on rent control to  the point o f  forcing the socialists to give way in parliament 
in 1925 on the renewal o f  the requisitioning law.19

D e s p i t e  t h e s e  v a l i a n t  e f f o r t s  t o  r e d u c e  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  t h o s e  s e e k i n g  d o m -
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idles, it was already clear at the end  o f  1922 (with over 42,000 registered) 
that drastic steps w ould have to be taken by the municipality to  create new 
dwellings and  to im prove substandard  ones. Two concu rren t developments 
m ade the times p ropitious fo r  initiating a housing program : Vienna had 
atta ined the status o f  capital and province with the power to raise certain 
taxes, and  Austrian currency  was stabilized th rough  foreign loans, reducing 
the financial instability o f  the inflationary period. In the au tum n o f  1923 
the city council passed a un ique  m ethod o f  taxation to support the building 
o f  25,000 domiciles over a five-year period; actual building com m enced in 
the following spring.20

T he creative financial plan o f  City Councillor H ugo  Breitner rejected 
the traditional m ethod  o f  m ortgage financing, with its burdensom e carrying 
charges, and relied on  an annual housing tax borne  by all householders. 
A lthough this tax was steeply progressive, so that the wealthiest few paid an 
am oun t equivalent to all working-class contributions, it raised only about 20 
percen t o f  a ren t tax collected from  landlords and passed on to tenants 
before  the war.21 T he resulting building fund  was supplem ented by luxury 
taxes levied against all objects and means o f  en terta inm ent associated with 
middle-class conspicuous consum ption .22 Despite the ingeniousness o f  
B reitner’s scheme, which earm arked  the en tire  income o f  these two taxes 
for the building fund, almost half o f  it had to be furnished from  the munic
ipal budget.23 In  the ir  enthusiasm  over providing basic needs fo r workers at 
the expense o f  the bourgeoisie, the socialists overlooked the fact that the 
building program  was at least in part d ependen t on the tax apportionm ent 
com ing to Vienna as province from  the federal governm ent. T heir jub ila 
tion about this V iennese coup  and its constant refrain  in the socialist press 
increased pressures by the ir  opponen ts  on  the national level fo r the aboli
tion o f  ren t control and  its associated benefits.24

The municipal housing p rogram  came into being in 1924 because the 
housing m arket had collapsed and makeshift solutions had run  their course, 
and not because a long-standing socialist strategy had been moved to the 
top  o f  the SDAP agenda.25 In  fact, the party was largely u n p rep a red  fo r the 
role which the municipal governm ent had to play. Before the war the Aus- 
trom arxists had paid little a tten tion  to piecemeal reform s in the expectation 
that housing and o th e r  social needs would be satisfied by a general social 
t ransfo rm ation .26

Between 1870 and  the  tu rn  o f  the century, the housing question had 
been widely discussed by liberal reform ers, who had p u t forw ard various 
schemes for improving the living conditions o f  the lower classes. O ne p ro 
posal o f  1874 called fo r  the construction o f  “w orker barracks” including 
com m unal facilities such as laundries, bathhouses, clinics, central heating, 
and  com m on dining room s.27 The S tiftungshof and Lobmeyerhof, two 
housing complexes fo r the lower classes created  by a  private foundation in 
1896, were even m ore exemplary fo r the socialists as they devised their 
housing plans in 1923. These two projects occupied only 45 percent o f  their 
allotted land (instead o f  the usual 85 percent), and the rem ainder was used
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as an in terior courtyard  with greenery and gardens. In this typical Viennese 
in terio r courtyard  various com m on facilities were grouped , including com
munal kitchens, central baths, a medical dispensary, a library, a lecture hall, 
free-enterprise  shops, and  a male and female old-age hom e.28 Two-thirds o f 
the 383 apartm ents consisted o f  a living room /k itchen  and bedroom . Rents 
were about 10 percent below the m arket price, and subtenants were p ro 
hibited.

It seems clear that the municipal housing erected  by the socialist m unic
ipal adm inistration between the wars was no t particularly original. I t rested 
on liberal reform  ideas and experim ents at the tu rn  o f  the century and, as 
we shall see, even from  the point o f  view o f  layout and design continued  the 
courtyard  tradition o f  Viennese domestic and  public arch itecture .29 To 
point to such traditionalism is no t to diminish the contribu tion  o f  hum ani
tarian concerns to the socialists’ conception  o f  decent housing for the work
ing class.

As in so m uch else, O tto  Bauer set the tone in his projection o f  the road 
to socialism published as the SDAP came to power in Vienna.30 H e proposed 
the means by which the municipality might obtain land, avoid m ortgage 
costs by raising new taxes, and  thus assure that the rents fo r workers would 
be based on opera ting  costs alone— techniques which the socialist city 
fathers were to use so effectively to make a substantial building program  
possible. Claiming decent housing to be a fundam ental right o f  all citizens, 
Bauer dem anded  the building o f  m unicipal housing projects which would 
include (in every building block) “ central kitchens and laundries, central 
heating, play and classrooms fo r  children, com m on dining rooms, reading 
and  game room s fo r adults, and the  cooks, laundresses, and child-care spe
cialists requ ired  for the functioning o f  these com m unal facilities.” The 
actual opera tion  as well as the institution, supervision, and control o f  com
munal facilities and  activities was to  be carried  ou t by the tenants them 
selves, organized in committees constituting a decentralized form  o f  adm in
istration. B auer saw im mediate benefits arising from  what he called “ partial 
socialization” : working women would no longer be victims o f  the double 
bu rd en  o f  jo b  and household; children would be be tte r  provided for; and 
at long last men would be able to enjoy a com fortable home.

O nce the first g round  was broken in 1924, the speed o f  erecting the 
housing projects exceeded the estim ated annual 5,000 apartm ents. Before 
long the  first inaugurations o f  new superblocks began to appear in the 
socialist press, with pho tographs o f  jub ilan t lucky tenants su rrounded  by 
masses o f  the less fo rtuna te  bu t p roud , all being addressed by Mayor Seitz 
o r  some o th e r  municipal socialist leader in an atm osphere o f  popu lar  cele
b ra tion .31 Indeed, a substantial n um ber o f  form er residents o f  municipal 
housing, on  record  in extensive oral history interviews, attest to the trem en 
dous im pact o f  the growth o f  what am ounted  to new w orker enclaves dis
persed th ro u g h o u t Vienna.32 W hereas various strands o f  evidence now 
inform  us about public reaction to the building program , we know very little
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Inauguration ceremony o f  Reumannhof (VGA)

abou t the  p lanning within the SDAP and  the municipal council which must 
have p receded  such a large and costly public enterprise.

A host o f  questions arise, once one looks at the photographs and  plans 
o f  the housing developm ents revealing the architectural styles, size, and 
facilities o f  the apartm ents. How were decisions arrived at? Was there  open 
discussion in the SDAP, and at what levels? Was the subject aired in the 
press? W ere there  lengthy debates o r  controversies in the municipal coun 
cil? Was any attem pt made to survey the potential worker population o f  
these new housing projects to determ ine the ir  needs and preferences? In 
short, did  the decision-making process reflect some special socialist o rien 
tation, o r  was it left to the good in tentions o f  an oligarchical structure?

S trange as it may seem, these questions have no t been addressed in the 
existing literature. The reason is no t h a rd  to find: there  is a dearth  o f  
sources fo r a detailed analysis o f  the decision-making process. O ne looks in 
vain th rough  the calendar o f  discussions o f  the municipal council for evi
dence o f  extensive trea tm en t bo th  o f  the building program  and its objec
tives, and o f  the details o f  its contents .33 The actual discussions which took 
place seem to have been desultory, because the socialists knew they had the 
necessary votes, o r  because they were in te rrup ted  by the Christian Social 
opposition with outrageous objections raised ou t o f  sheer frustra tion .34 A 
case in point is the proposal before  the municipal council in 1923 and again 
in 1925 to help finance a cooperative building with a centralized kitchen and 
o th e r  com m unal facilities— the famous Einkuchenhaus Heimhof.35 The orig
inal s truc tu re  conta ined  thirty-five one- and two-room apartm ents with a
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central kitchen and dining room , light cooking facilities in each apartm ent, 
a central laundry, and a staff o f  housekeepers and  cooks who professionally 
perfo rm ed  the norm al housework o f  each tenant.

In  o th e r  words, the H eim hof conform ed  remarkably to the partial 
socialization B auer had p roposed  fo u r  years earlier. But the socialist rap 
p o r te u r  o f  the dem and fo r credits to the cooperative never considered the 
advantages o f  this model o r  the feasibility o f  ex tending  the experim ent. H e 
merely responded  to an earlier objection by the Christian Social council- 
woman, Gabriele W alter, that the building’s collective arrangem ents u n d e r 
m ined the housewifely function o f  women, by arguing that only a small n um 
ber o f  people were involved in the venture  and that the population at large 
would no t be aifected by it one way o r  the o the r.38 H eim hof was again on 
the council agenda in 1925, when municipal financing for the extension o f 
the cooperative to 246 apartm ents was proposed. Again, there  was no  real 
debate  about the m erit o f  this type o f  housing, only obstructionist argu 
m ents from  the minority and  a dem and fo r the acceptance o f  an atypical 
housing venture  by the socialist majority.37

T he apartm ents in H eim hof tu rn ed  ou t to be too expensive for worker 
budgets, because the construction  techniques and m aintenance o f  a single 
small complex were too  costly. But the high quality o f  life for its fo rtunate  
tenants was never in doubt. The expansion o f  1925 included a ro o f  terrace 
with showers, and betw een mealtimes converted  the attractive d ining room  
into a cafe amply supplied with cu rren t reading m aterial.38 The idea o f  p ro 
fessionalization o f  housework in the new building projects o f  the munici
pality d ied  with this experim ent. But the SDAP had never really presen ted  
the  positive aspects o f  this housing m odel to  the workers. O ne  searches in 
vain th rough  the pages o f  Die Arbeiter-Zeitung, fo r instance, fo r a discussion 
abou t adapting  the H eim hof partial socialization for mass housing. What 
one  finds is the negative assessment o f  such possibilities by the socialist lumi
nary O tto  N eura th .39 T he workers, he  claimed, did not want such centraliza
tion o f  personal needs on  a com m unal basis; such innovations could only be 
realized in the fu ture. But how did N eura th  o r  any socialist party function
ary o r  municipal councillor know “what the workers w anted” ?

W hether working-class wom en unders tood  the possible advantages o f 
professionalized housework (especially com m unal kitchens) remains d o u b t
ful. L eich ter’s study o f  industrial workers reveals a great deal o f  confusion 
abou t what such socialization would involve.40 Some women expressed the 
fear that it would rob them  o f  the individuality and feeling o f  contro l expe
r ienced at hom e, replacing it with the m onotony and complusion they expe
r ienced in the workplace; o thers though t the cost would be too high. 
Younger, single women were m ore favorably disposed to  the idea. But none 
seem ed to be well inform ed, to have read about the possibility o f  combining 
family individuality and collective facilities, o r  to  know about the existence 
of Heim hof.

T h r o u g h o u t  t h e  t w o  b u i l d i n g  p e r i o d s  f r o m  1 9 2 4  t o  1 9 3 3 ,  w h e n  t h e  3 7 7  

h o u s i n g  p r o j e c t s  w e r e  p l a n n e d  a n d  b u i l t ,  t h e  S D A I ’ f a i l e d  t o  c o n d u c t  a  s i n 



gle survey either at workplaces o r  in working-class neighborhoods about 
w orker expectations and  needs concerning the housing being created p rin 
cipally for them. It was no t the lack o f  tra ined  social scientists in sympathy 
with the SDAP which prevented  such investigations, fo r they were carried 
o u t on  o th e r  subjects at the direct o r  indirect request o f  the party leader
s h i p / 1 It s tem m ed from  the transform ational heritage o f  Austromarxism 
according to  which the workers had to be educated  by the party to reach a 
h igher state o f  being than their presen t precivilized o r  at best unform ed 
state (see ch ap te r  2).

That explained why the workers did no t need to be consulted about the 
domiciles being p rep ared  on the ir  behalf, about o th e r  aspects o f  the m unic
ipal reform  program , o r  about the institutional party network fashioned to 
bring  workers into a pro letarian  cu lture  that would bo th  transform  and 
incorpora te  them  as “ neue  M enschen” and “ordentliche Familien.” It 
remains one o f  the tragic ironies o f  this period o f  g reat expectations that, 
despite the genuine com m itm ent to dem ocracy by Bauer and o ther  princi
pal leaders o f  the SDAP, they failed to translate this belief into  action by 
allowing the workers to  behave as subjects in what was, after all, a com m on 
enterprise . Like virtually all in terw ar socialist parties, where the olgiarchy 
“ knew best” and always “ acted in the com m on in terest” o f  party and rank 
and file, the SDAP opera ted  as a parternalist m achine.42

Lest this ju d g m en t be considered excessively harsh, let us take a quick 
look at the organization and decision-making bodies o f  the SDAP. The party 
s truc tu re  rem ained remarkably stable from  its creation by Victor Adler 
before  the war until the fall o f  the republic. It followed a com m on form  in 
which a powerful executive m ade all decisions, opera ted  th rough  a secre
tariat fo r the ir  im plem entation, and  based its authority  on annual party con 
gresses.41’ The power o f  the executive was transm itted  down the hierarchical 
ladder o f  the party to  the smallest organizational units: the  district, street, 
and house. Lower levels had  no direct access to party policy; their only con
nection lay in the delegates elected to party congresses from  their sectors. 
But only slightly m ore than half o f  such delegates were actually elected; the 
rem ainder were assigned along oligarchical principles to mem bers o f  the 
executive and  secretariat, the parliam entary and  provincial socialist dele
gations, heads o f  the trade  unions, and others from  within the party 
machine deem ed to be “ essential.”

That the career socialists clearly ran these party congresses between 
19 19 and 1933 can be seen from  the following telling examples44: no t a sin
gle candidate  for the executive was ever pu t forward who had not been p ro 
posed by the nom inating committee; no t a single candidate on the official 
list was ever no t elected; n o r  was a m em ber o f  the executive ever recalled 
from office. The SDAP executive was an exceptionally stable oligarchy. O f 
some twenty m em bers and alternates active between 1919 and  1934, four 
re tired  because o f  old age and five died in office at an advanced age.45

In the early 1930s the SDAP had close to 1,500 paid functionaries com 
m anding the party’s political, publication, and cultural infrastructure. To
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these must be added  some 21,500 unsalaried cadres (Vertrauensmänner) in 
Vienna alone, without whose dedicated perform ance o f  daily routines the 
far-flung activities o f  the party would have been unthinkable. T hrough its 
control o f  the municipal governm ent the party leadership disposed o f an 
unknow n but certainly sizable n u m b er  o f  civil service jobs in the adminis
tra tion  o f  the various city bureaus, the most im portant and  lucrative o f  
which were assigned to m ajor party functionaries.46 In addition to such old- 
fashioned patronage, the party leaders also designated candidates for 
national, provincial, and municipal elective office. The sociopsychological 
effect o f  this economic s tructure  o f  the party— well-paid functionaries, 
unpaid  volunteers, and the working-class rank and  file— was to increase the 
distance between the decision makers and those for whom they spoke and 
acted. T hat the salaries o f  paid party functionaries were two and a half to 
fou r times the wages o f  skilled metalworkers at a time (1932) when virtually 
every th ird  party m em ber was unem ployed, helps to explain the sub jec t/ 
object attitudes am ong party leaders.47

The reasons fo r this b rie f  d e to u r  into the structure  o f  the SDAP will 
soon becom e apparent. In  initiating a high-quality municipal socialism as 
well as the much m ore ambitious experim ent in working-class culture em a
nating  from  it, the socialists were faced with difficult choices. Those con
trolling the city governm ent had to develop their housing and o ther reform  
program s with the slender tax resources o f  an impoverished country  where 
wages were about 35 percent below those in Germany.

Little could be done by the municipal council to alter this harsh eco
nomic reality. Yet at the same time the socialists had trem endous power in 
V ienna to use these resources on  projects o f  their choice and in ways they 
found  suitable. We have established tha t the SDAP’s subjective choices were 
made by a small oligarchy. Unfortunately, we can go no fu r th e r  in desig
nating the real wielders o f  power, except to rem ark that O tto  Bauer was 
certainly central to all im portan t decisions. A fu rth e r  refinem ent is made 
impossible by the d earth  o f  sources abou t such im portan t leaders as Bauer, 
D anneberg, and Seitz.48 A bout the hopes and desires o f  the mass o f  Vien
nese workers o u r  knowledge depends on oral histories o f  aged survivors. 
T he SDAP simply made no  provision for com m unication am ong the party 
base th rough  local newspapers, forums, o r  initiatives from  within the new 
housing projects. The weekly m eeting to approve the program s o f  the party 
leadership d iscouraged the asking o f  questions o r  grass-roots initiatives.49

By 1923 it had becom e clear that som ething substantial had to be done 
by the  municipality to deal with the housing crisis. But this problem , which 
dem anded  a creative and  rapid  solution, was far from  simple. A host o f  
im portan t questions had to  be confron ted  and answered: Should the worst 
slums be c leared and replaced? Should some o f  the decaying private housing 
stock be acquired  by the city and renovated? O n the same basis o f  acquisi
tion, should basic utilities such as electricity, gas, and runn ing  water be 
in troduced  in a substantial nu m b er of apartm ents that lacked some o r  all o f  
these? Wh.ii p roportion  ol the newly created  building fund, based in large
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part on the creative new taxes, should be devoted to the building o f  new 
houses and  the o th e r  options outlined? Unfortunately, we have no way o f  
knowing what discussions took place at the highest party levels, since only 
the  final decisions have com e down to us.

T he socialists in city hall decided to  build 25,000 new apartm ents in five 
years (1924-28) and thereby to oppose a n u m b er  o f  “ peoples’ palaces” to 
the Zinskasemen (tenements) which were the characteristic dwellings o f  the 
Viennese working class.50 To justify this course o f  action, the socialists exag
gera ted  the deficiencies o f  worker housing so as to make it all seem like an 
undifferentia ted  slum.51 W hereas there  were a few real slums in Vienna, 
such as the infam ous “ K reta” in the 10th district,52 as well as cellar flats and 
barracks in o th e r  working-class neighborhoods, the large majority o f  tene
m ents were quite durab le  structures (surviving down to the present) in quite 
well-kept if no t very attractive streets, and with many a green lawn o r garden 
in the vicinity. T he main problem  with living in most bu t no t all o f  these 
tenem ents was the overcrowding o f  flats and the absence o f  the aforem en
tioned basic utilities.53

In  the deprecations o f  all tenem ents as unfit habitations, one finds no 
reference to  the fact that a large part o f  the Viennese petty bourgeoisie 
(skilled artisans, small shopkeepers, lesser white-collar employees) lived in 
the very same places as many o f  the workers, and together with them  con
stitu ted  neighborhood  communities (with all the usual complexity o f  fric
tion and  mutuality). T he socialists’ choice to  build only new structures, 
therefore , was based on  painting the existing housing conditions so black 
I hat only enclaves o f  new projects scattered th roughou t the city could p ro 
vide both  healthy housing and spiritual uplift.541* would no t be an exagger
ation to say that renovations were never on  their agenda,55 simply because 
housing fo r the socialists rep resen ted  the fram ework o f  a far larger under- 
l aking: the organization and  m olding o f  the working class into a new cultural 
f orm , opposed  and superio r to the dom inant bourgeois one. I f  Vienna was 
I o be a larger cultural laboratory, the municipal housing p ro ject was to serve 
as the crucible fo r the experim ent. In  making this choice, the socialists were 
forced to abandon o th e r  possiblities so far as housing was concerned.

The m atte r  o f  making choices did not end  with having decided to  build 
25,000 new domiciles in project-like complexes. The process o f  construc- 
lion itself becam e an issue, because the private building industry had col
lapsed and the municipality was in a position to do virtually what it liked—  
a truly unique circumstance. Since 1919 the municipality had been buying 
land in the city at ridiculously low prices, because inflation com bined with 
rent control made it seem unlikely that any money could be made in real 
estate. By the beginning o f  1924, therefore , the municipality was already the 
largest landow ner in the city, guaranteeing a basic very low land cost for its 
building p rogram  and  allowing it to  choose housing sites within the city 
close to the existing in frastructu re .Ml

As the only builder in the city between 19 19 and 1938, the municipality 
was in a position to take over the entire industry and restructure  it away



56 Red Vienna

from  a m arket to a com m unalized form. In  the absence o f  any serious eco
nomic com petitor, such a “ municipal socialization” did no t face any m ore 
serious obstacles than  o th e r  parts o f  the  socialists’ reform  program . As sole 
custom er, the municipality succeeded in influencing the pricing policy o f 
some firms supplying building materials.57 But it made no attem pt to replace 
the host o f  small construction companies by encouraging the form ation o f  
p roduction  cooperatives, o r  to consolidate and control them. By failing to 
do  so, it kept these less-than-efficient private enterprises alive. It seems clear 
that the SDAP’s housing policy was expedien t and tem porary, forced on the 
municipality by ren t control which b rough t private building to a standstill. 
T he SDAP appears n o t to  have considered the possibility o f  a long-range 
strategy to partially alter the econom y o f  the city th rough  the quiet social
ization o f  an industry.58 Given the small size and large num ber o f  companies, 
this would no t have been easy. Even so, the feasibility was not considered.

Perhaps this failure to capitalize on  socialist possibilities created  by the 
city’s housing program  can be explained by the an tim odern  architecture 
chosen, as well as by the building materials and construction  m ethods used. 
Functionalist a rchitecture, which m ade its appearance at this time in a con
siderable n um ber o f  E uropean  cities in radical forms o r  m odera ted  adap
tations, was no t chosen by the socialist city fathers as app rop ria te  to sym
bolizing the w orker dwellings they were constructing.59 A “Viennese 
m élange” o f  art nouveau, a rt deco, and  pseudom odernism  with feudal 
stateliness and baroque decorations, all adding up  to a rem arkable monu- 
mentalism fo r the public housing o f  a ra the r poo r city, seems to have been 
p re fe rred  by the city fa thers.60 The socialists’ taste in architecture  as well as 
o ther aspects o f  high cu lture  is som ething we will tu rn  to later in this chapter 
as well as in a digression o f  chap ter  4.

This m ixture o f  architectural forms, devotion to ou tm oded  decorations, 
and p reference  fo r the m onum ental reflected a taste for traditional Vien
nese styles on  the part o f  m em bers o f  the municipal housing bureau  and 
leading socialists. In  all likelihood this taste was shared (or aspired to) by the 
workers, fo r whom functionalist styles probably would have seemed stark 
and  strange. Two fu r th e r  considerations m erit attention. First, the leaders 
m ade their choice w ithout consulting the workers, who were far less con
cerned  with the outw ard appearance  o f  buildings than with the size and 
quality o f  apartm ents and their amenities. Second, by and large the func
tionalist architects showed little concern  for the users o f  their structures, 
which were ends in themselves; they also viewed tenants as objects.61

The socialists’ decision to realize the ir  housing program  largely th rough  
the existing building industry, and their rejection o f  radical departures 
from  existing architectural styles, in large measure determ ined  the con
struction materials and m ethods to be used. The city fathers op ted  for brick 
and m orta r  on the grounds that this labor-intensive technique would p ro 
vide employment to  an additional I 1,500 workers a year.62 Such an employ
ment bonus lo the housing program  tended  lo cut off'discussion, bu t it 
should noi have.
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Monumental central structure, Reumannhof (VGA)

T here  is no  evidence that the municipal council investigated the expe
rience o f  F rankfurt o r  Berlin, no t to m ention H am burg , Lyons, Am ster
dam, o r  London, in using new er building m aterials such as pressed o r p re 
form ed re inforced concrete  ceilings, floors, and  o th e r  structural as well as 
secondary building parts.63 In Frankfurt, where all the public housing was 
m odern /functionalist, all these were in use as well as standardized windows, 
doors, ovens, bathtubs, kitchens, and lighting fixtures. The newly p refabri
cated  structural parts were assembled at the building sites by specially 
designed cranes on a year-round basis.64 Brick construction  in Vienna was 
limited to eight m onths o f  seasonal tem pera tu re  and was extremely slow.65 
It was apparently  also m ore costly per  square m eter and  unit than was the 
case in H am burg  and o th e r  G erm an cities.66 The fact that the Frankfurt 
building trade unions, usually very suspicious o f  new techniques as being 
“ labor-saving,” supported  the new construction  materials and m ethods sug
gests that em ploym ent was probably also increased by them .67 With these 
com parative situations in view, one begins to d oub t the socialist city fa thers’ 
argum ents that their noninnovative housing program  was cheaper and 
faster, and  that it c rea ted  m ore jobs.

W h a t e v e r  r e s e r v a t i o n s  o n e  m i g h t  h a v e  a b o u t  h o w  t h e  m u n i c i p a l  h o u s i n g
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Interior courtyard, Sandleitenhof with 1,587 apartments (VGA)

was conceived o r  carried  out, the most significant o f  the 370 structures con
tinue to  make the ir  imposing presence felt. At the time these were called 
“ peop les’ palaces,” reflecting b o th  their  m onum ental appearance  and their 
p opu la r  use.68 Despite a great variety o f  architectural styles, the basic cou rt
yard orientation was used, giving buildings and complexes an inward- 
tu rned , bo th  protective and  excluding aspect.69 O ne could quite easily and 
w ithout exaggeration view them , as the  city fathers did, as proletarian  oases 
in which sun and light, space and  color set the tone o f  a new form  o f  decent 
and  dignified living.

But whereas there  was a striving fo r m onum entalism  in the ex terior of 
the projects, the in terio r o f  the apartm ents suffered from  minimalism. In 
the first p rog ram  o f  25,000 units, 75 percen t had 38 square meters (410 
square  feet) o f  space, and  25 percen t had  48 square m eters (518 square 
feet), typically with a living ro o m /k itchen  and additional bedroom  or half 
bedroom . In the second program , after 1928, the majority o f  apartm ents 
had 40 square m eters (432 square feet), while a smaller n um ber had 49 or 
57 square m eters (529 o r  615 square feet). The typical layout in this later 
g ro u p  reduced  the kitchen to a functional small room  separated  from  a liv
ing room . S tandard  in all apartm en ts  were electricity, runn ing  cold water, 
gas for cooking, a toilet with a foyer separating it from the o th e r  rooms, tiled 
kitchen and  toilet floors, and hardw ood parquet flooring in the rooms.

N o d o u h l  t h e s e  m u n i c i p a l  a p a r t m e n t s  r e p r e s e n t e d  a  c o n s i d e r a b l e  p h y s 

i c a l  i m p r o v e m e n t  o v e r  t h e  t y p i c a l  t e n e m e n t  h a b i t a t i o n .  B i l l  t h e y  a l s o  fe l l
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short in im portan t ways o f  being the revolutionary departu re  in worker liv
ing space extolled by SDAP spokesmen at the time.70 T he quality o f  munic
ipal apartm ents was greatly diminished by the absence o f  private bathroom s, 
ho t water, and central heating, which greatly increased the housework o f  
women, who were obliged to haul coke and  ashes to and from  the basement 
(as they had done in the tenem ents), and to keep vats o f  ho t water on the 
boil for long hours to  m eet the needs o f  various forms o f  washing (dishes, 
clothes, floors, and so on) and bathing.71 Private bathroom s were no t fea
sible, given the small size o f  apartm ents and probable high unit cost. But the 
failure to provide central heating  and  hot w ater could no t be explained away 
as being too  expensive. Could the price o f  installing these facilities have sig
nificantly a lte red  the ren t structure? W ould the tenants have been p repared  
for a small surcharge for such conveniences? O ne  wonders, considering the 
installation o f  expensive pa rque t flooring, w hether the rationalizations 
offered did no t simply cover u p  the faulty u nderstanding  o f  domestic facil
ities and  tenan t needs by some (male) planners.

The fact rem ains that in Frankfurt, Berlin, and H am burg, to m ention 
bu t a few contrasting  examples, the municipal flats built were larger (fifty to 
sixty square meters) and included hot water, bathroom s, and central heat
ing.72 The shortcom ings o f  the Viennese apartm ents, which the socialist 
reform ers a ttem pted  to explain away, most probably stem m ed from  the 
construction  m ethods used, as well as from  what appears to be resistance to 
technical innovation. The so-called F rankfurte r  Kiiche, a m odular built-in 
kitchen, was designed by the Viennese architect M argarete Schiitte-Li- 
hotzky bu t m anufac tu red  in G erm any fo r 238 Marks and widely used in G er
man public housing.73 No doub t this “ kitchen as rational factory” went 
coun te r  to  the large living room /k itchen  to which Viennese tenem ent dwell
ers were accustom ed. But the municipal building program  o f  1928 created 
apartm en ts  with a tiny kitchen space (lacking the advantages o f  the Frank
fu r te r  Kiiche) and provided the worker tenants with an unaccustom ed living 
room , ne ither  o f  which they had desired.

In part, o f  course, the shortcom ings in individual domiciles were com
pensated  fo r  by a wide array o f  com m unal living facilities. These included 
mechanized laundries, bathhouses, kindergartens, playgrounds and wading 
pools, m eeting rooms, medical and dental clinics, libraries and lecture halls, 
shops o f  the consum er society, and  youth and  m others’ consultation clin
ics.74 A full array o f  such amenities was available only in the largest projects. 
Small and m edium-sized ones shared a limited num ber o f  collective facilities 
between them . Central laundries and bathhouses tended  to  be overtaxed 
with use.75 Many municipal housing tenants were forced to seek showers in 
o th e r  projects at quite some distance from  their homes, o r  to rely on  the old 
municipal bathhouses (Tropferlbcider) which continued  to serve tenem ent 
dwellers.

It must be b o rne  in m ind iliat where these com m unal facilities existed, 
they required  the payment o f  small fees (laundry, bathhouse, kindergarten, 
and clinic) and strict adherence to rules established by tlx- central housing
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Model living room in Karl-Marx-Hof. Few workers could afford to buy this 
functional furniture. (VGA)

office.76 T he city fathers made no attem pt to experim ent with providing 
even partial professional domestic help in any o f  the projects. That the idea 
o f  a central kitchen and  dining facility (or similar “ partial socializations”) 
did no t appeal to the leading socialists can be seen from  their personal 
choices in habitation. In  a building on  the Albertgasse, constructed  for 
senior socialist party and  municipal employees, the typical apartm ent con
sisted o f  fou r room s plus a kitchen, bathroom , toilet, and m aid’s room .77 
The SDAP elders were no t inclined to experim ent e ither in architectural 
styles o r  in new living arrangem ents. T heir preferences, values, and tastes 
were far closer to an inherited  “ bürgerliche T rad ition” than their Austro- 
marxist am our p ro p re  would allow them  to admit.

W ho was actually lucky enough  to become the p ro u d  tenant o f  a new 
municipal apartm ent?  The consenus seems to  be that younger working-class 
couples with one o r  two children made up  the majority.78 Since the initiation 
o f  the housing-requisition law in 1920, the municipality made use o f  a point 
system to  determ ine  the allocation o f  domiciles on  the basis o f  need. The 
same point system was used in selecting tenants for the new municipal p ro j
ects, and the socialists were em phatic in insisting that the selection was fair 
and untinged  by political considerations. O pponen ts  claimed the opposite, 
charging that the housing office, which m ade the final choice am ong appli
cants, opera ted  in secret and by its bureaucratic  dem ands discouraged those 
who did not have the correct political connections.7'1
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Communal laundry, Sandleitenhof (VGA)

A closer look at the actual schedule o f  points seems to suggest that the 
socialists faced a dilemma. T heir hopes fo r creating a working-class culture 
based on municipal institutions rested  on  young worker families less encum 
bered  by the past and m ore receptive to the multifaceted education being 
p repared  for them. But the old point schema (in which ten points pu t an 
applicant in the highest category) allotted five points to those living in u n in 
habitable quarters  and five points to invalids as well.80 I f  the scheme had 
been strictly enforced, it would have populated  the municipal projects with 
many o f  the poorest, least skilled, socially most unsettled and needy, and 
physically most frail m em bers o f  the Viennese working class.81 Such a strict 
adherence to the rules also would have completely discounted the im por
tan t voluntary work d one  by cadres o f  the party. It would seem that a certain 
am ount o f  political pa tronage and, above all, selection o f  the “ m ore p rom 
ising” worker families was the actual and quite reasonable practice fol
lowed.

The very small size o f  apartm ents and the prohibition o f  subtenancies 
revolutionized the family struc tu re  in the new municipal projects. The open 
family o f  the tenem ents had consisted o f  diverse relatives, subtenants, and 
bed renters, in cheek-by-jowl proximity. They had form ed an intricate n e t
work o f  social relationships characterized by both  friction and mutual aid. 
O ral histories o f  life in the tenem ents abound  with recollections o f  social
izing with neighbors on the landings and in the stairwells, on  the sidewalk 
in front o f  the building and on nearby lots and lawns.82 These reminiscences
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go beyond the daily contact points at the hallway water faucet and coal cellar 
to the exchange o f  services such as baby sitting, and to  large festivities 
involving collective dining, singing, and dancing am ong relatives, friends, 
and  neighbors.83

The nuclear family o f  the municipal houses— parents and one o r two 
ch ildren— experienced  an unaccustom ed privacy which alternated  with 
necessary participation in highly controlled  public facilities.84 Municipal 
housing thus created  two forms o f  the worker family: one was isolated as a 
small family within its fou r walls and  basic utilities, and shut off from  spon
taneous peer contact th rough  landings with only two to four apartm ents 
and narrow  stairwells; the o th e r  was part o f  the large building family o f  
shared facilities rep resen ting  the community, their class, and their  party.“  
Some aspects o f  daily family life rem ained impervious to the new su rro u n d 
ings: paren ts  and  children con tinued  to share the same bedroom ; the living 
ro o m /k itchen  in the smaller apartm ents rem ained the cen te r  o f  family life; 
and the large pieces o f  fu rn itu re  from  tenem ent days dwarfed the rooms 
and could no t be replaced with the costly m odern, m odular units praised 
and  recom m ended  in the  party publications.86

It would surely be an e r ro r  to  view the municipal housing program  o f  
the  SDAP merely as a m eans o f  improving the life-styles o f  the workers— o f 
providing additional conveniences, space, air, light, and so on. Judged  in 
this respect alone o r  primarily, this part o f  municipal socialism is open  to 
serious criticism on the basis o f  what alternatives were possible in Vienna 
and  accomplished in o th e r  cities. The “ peoples’ palaces” were from  the first 
in tended  to be m ore than  be tte r  housing. They were to provide the all- 
im portan t environm ent in which the worker family would be socialized so 
as to becom e ordentlich and  be educated  by an em erging party culture  in the 
direction o f  “ neue M enschen.” 87

Life outside the cell-like apartm ents was strictly regim ented by the hous
ing m anagem ent. The paternal managerial s tructure , which drew its a u th o r 
ity directly from  the housing bu reau  o f  the municipal council, included a 
concierge charged  with prescribing and enforcing  building rules (the time 
and place to beat rugs and  deposit refuse; how and  where children should 
play in the courtyard; the appearance  o f  hallways, cellars, and balconies; 
etc.).88 T here  was also a laundry supervisor who scheduled the monthly wash 
days o f  each family, kept all bu t the women o u t o f  the washing facility (on 
the prudish  g rounds o f  p ro tec ting  female modesty), and supervised the use 
o f  machinery; an ap artm en t inspector who made monthly visits to all dom 
iciles to ascertain the ir  state o f  m aintenance and to receive reports  o f  infrac- 
tions o f  the rules from  the concierge (children playing on the grass in the 
courtyard  were duly m arked down in a book o f  infractions); and an array o f  
“experts” in the clinics, consultation centers, kindergartens, and libraries 
whose function was above all tutelary.“

The tenants o f  the new municipal housing were confron ted  with struc
tures, spaces, rooms, facilities, and rules o f  operation  devised fo r them, all 
in place and impervious to influences o r  dem ands from below. It was not so
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m uch that private initiatives by tenants to  regulate and contro l the ir  collec
tive living spaces were discouraged, bu t that no mechanism for their expres
sion had even been conceived.90 To be sure, tenan ts’ committees were 
elected in each o f  the housing projects, bu t their function was vaguely advi
sory. T he will o f  the housing office was transm itted  to  the housing project 
level by stalwart party cadres. T here  was no  mechanism fo r the grumbling 
am ong tenants to be made public, save the tenan ts’ meetings, which were 
choreog raphed  by the SDAP.9' A considerable num ber o f  com m unist news
letters, hastily conceived and hectographed , made the lack o f  dem ocracy in 
the m anagem ent o f  the municipal houses their leitmotiv.92 But it is very 
doubtfu l w hether their exaggerated broadside attack on the SDAP had 
m uch effect on  the conditions com plained about.

The socialist-dominated municipality’s ra the r  simplistic approach to 
complex social structures and problems, and its reliance on so-called 
“ experts” to bring about a “ b e tte r” working-class family, were based on a 
d isregard fo r the subjects’ own framework o f  experience.93 Small wonder, 
then, that municipal socialism was often viewed as regim entation from  the 
top  by its beneficiaries themselves, a condition to which workers were 
already subjected  in full m easure at the workplace. T he socialists’ p ro p en 
sity to act in loco parentis re inforced the paternalistic /au thoritarian  ten 
dencies presen t in the socialization o f  working-class families in the p re re 
publican era  and  in the contem porary  dom inant culture. Ironically, here  in 
the cradle o f  the “ neue M enschen,” initiatives o f  the smallest variety, such 
as p lanning an d  carrying ou t a dem onstra tion  to m ark the historic opening 
o f  the Karl-Marx-Hof, were th ro ttled  by the party in the nam e o f  discipline 
and contro l.94

To say that the socialists were im m odest abou t the ir  housing accomplish
m ents would be an understa tem ent, fo r they crowed the ir  uniqueness from  
the rooftops at hom e and abroad .95 In the ir  Olympian stance they failed to 
recognize o r  credit socialist housing program s in o th e r  places. They did not 
take no te  that H am burg  also used a building tax to partly finance a larger 
n u m b er o f  worker flats; that the brilliant socialist architect and planner 
Ernst May developed a general housing plan for Frankfurt based on the har 
mony o f  form  and function in a new design o f  worker u rban  living; that the 
socialist city governm ent o f  Villeurbanne-Lyons had created  spectacular 
w orker skyscrapers, and the suburban  Parisian “ red  belt” o f  worker hous
ing had been  constructed  against g reat odds; o r  that w orker housing in 
England was increased by one-th ird  between 1919 and 1939, with massive 
slum clearing in L ondon .96

Such a com parison might have found  the Viennese socialists’ municipal 
housing p rogram  lacking in various ways and certainly less exceptional. It 
would not, however, have detrac ted  from  its accomplishment o f  providing 
the environm ent fo r a potentially un ique political culture. Education o f  the 
workers was to  he carried  out not only am ong Ihe limited n um ber fortunate  
enough to  have won a place in the “ peoples’ palaces,” but am ong all o f  Vien
na's workers, who would he drawn lo (hem as symbols o f  a working-class



presence and strength . This s trength  was exemplified by such architectural 
fortresses as the Karl-M arx-Hof and Karl-Seitz-Hof, in which massive walls 
and  huge archways p ro tec ted  the inhabited in terior from  the outside 
world.97 T he visual force o f  these enclaves th roughou t the city contribu ted  
to a sense o f  political power am ong the workers, encouraged  by the socialist 
leaders, that was m ore apparen t than real.98 It is this vastness o f  vision, p re 
tension even, to fashion a new proletarian  culture in its context that made 
the Viennese municipal housing a far m ore impressive totality than the sum 
o f  its parts .99
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P ublic  H ealth  and Social Welfare:
S haping the “ O rderly” W orker Family

The same environm entalism  which underlay the socialists’ housing p ro 
g ram — the concept o f  creating an enclosed and p ro tec ted  living framework 
in which the w orker family could be assisted to a h igher standard  o f  civili
zation and a new hum anity— was the guiding though t behind the socialist 
city fa thers’ approach  to health and welfare. T heir mission became not only 
to re fo rm  these by ex tending  the very limited p rogram s initiated during  the 
monarchy, b u t to change the ir  focus and  u ltimate purpose.

W hen the socialists assumed control over the city adm inistration in the 
sum m er o f  1919, the ravages o f  war were everywhere apparent: the virtual 
breakdow n o f  public sanitation; a population weakened by four years o f  
m alnutrition; the d anger o f  epidemics; a sharp  increase in the traditional 
killer disease, tuberculosis, and  in venereal diseases; overcrowding o f  less 
than adequate  hospital facilities; a sharp  growth in the num ber o f  indigent 
and homeless; and  a general shortage o f  fuel and foodstuffs needed  for a 
re tu rn  to  norm al public health. The socialist municipal governm ent moved 
quickly to arrest and  reverse these adverse conditions mainly by investing 
m ore  public resources in the expansion o f  clinics, family assistance p ro 
grams, and  aid to  children. Closely associated with m easures to arrest the 
de te rio ra tion  o f  public health and  welfare was a drive fo r  cleanliness and 
hygiene in public places, m ade possible by the in troduction o f  sprinkler 
trucks and a new m ethod  o f  mechanized garbage collection.100

Socialist approaches to these problem s rem ained piecemeal and lacked 
a focus until the sum m er o f  1920, when Dr. Julius T andler became city 
councillor fo r welfare. H e came to his office with the experience gained in 
public service as undersecre tary  fo r public health  in the short-lived coalition 
national governm ents. T andler was a distinguished anatomist, one o f  the 
few Jewish chaired professors on  the medical faculty o f  the university, and 
a man with s trong  socialist and  scientific beliefs.101 With an enlarged budget 
at his disposal, m ade possible by the new B reitner taxes, T andler proceeded 
to alter the perspective and practice o f  public health and social welfare.102 
In place o f  the notion  that health and welfare were m atters for Christian
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caritas o r  o th e r  private charitable organizations, the socialists in the munic
ipal council adop ted  T and ler’s view that health and welfare were the right 
o f  every citizen.103

Although this view seems in many ways exemplary and hum anitarian  at 
first sight, its explication as bo th  theory and practice aroused considerable 
resistance no t simply from  the church  o r  the Christian Social party, where 
one might expect it, bu t also from  the workers in whose interest it was devel
oped. In  subsequent publications T andler went to great lengths to explain 
and justify his approach, in o rd e r  to allay what he believed (quite correctly) 
was suspicion am ong the workers.104 W hat em erged from  these explications 
were a nu m b er o f  advertised principles underlying the Viennese welfare sys
tem: that society is com m itted to assist all those in need; that individual wel
fare assistance can be adm inistered rationally only within the context o f  
family welfare; that constructive welfare aid is preventive welfare care; and 
that the organization o f  welfare must remain a closed system.105

W hat were the practical accomplishments to which the municipal coun 
cil po in ted  with great pride as being remarkable? The decline o f  the death  
rate by 25 percent and o f  infant mortality by 50 percent from  prew ar levels 
stood high on  the list.10t> The incidence o f  tuberculosis, which had been ram 
pant particularly in the working class, was only somewhat reduced  and con
tinued  to be the m ajor th reat to health am ong schoolchildren.107 A com pre 
hensive system o f  aid to  children was put in force .108 It included school 
lunches, school medical and dental examinations, provisions fo r publicly 
sponsored  vacations and  sum m er camps, and newly created  after-school 
centers. T he n um ber o f  k indergartens increased significantly from  20 in
1913 to 113, with almost 10,000 children, in 1931.109 Municipal bathing 
facilities including swimming pools, with some 9 million patrons in 1927, 
were also high on the list o f  attainm ents in public hygiene. Prophylactic 
medical examinations fo r adults and  children in municipal clinics reached
123,000 in 1932, and welfare workers carried  ou t 91,000 hom e visits in the 
same year. No doub t this was a com m endable record  o f  accomplishment for 
the municipal adm inistration, bu t it was by no means as unique as the social
ists claimed. I f  we com pare it to a n u m b er  o f  contem porary  G erm an cities, 
D üsseldorf fo r instance, we find an almost identical roster o f  health  and wel
fare m easures and  achievem ents.110

Like o th e r  aspects o f  Viennese municipal socialism, it was the instru 
m ental role o f  the health  and welfare program s in the lives o f  the workers 
that gave them  a special character. U nder the forceful d irection o f  Tandler, 
the welfare departm en t pursued  an overall policy o f  population politics. It 
assum ed responsibility fo r im proving the quantity and quality o f  the po p u 
lation at large. This mission was p red icated  on the duty and power o f  the 
public authority  to intervene in the life o f  the family. Population politics, 
particularly concern  about the steady decline in population and I he need to 
add not only to the n u m b er  o f  workers but also to improve them  biologi
cally, was a m ajor concern  am ong leading socialists in the party and  m unic
ipal g overnm en t.111
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T and ler’s own version com bined elem ents o f  neo-Lamarkian and social 
Darwinist ideas, proposing  that changes in the hum an  environm ent could 
be transm itted  th rough  the germ  plasm and that a “ natural selection” car
ried ou t by responsible officials would enhance and improve the genetic 
pool o f  fu tu re  genera tions.112 At times T and ler slipped into eugenic fanta
sies o f  sterilization and o th e r  m eans o f  reproductive denial by society, quite 
frightening in their implications.113 Finding no  contradiction betw een these 
ideas and  his com m itm ent to  socialism, he set ou t to fashion a powerful 
organization o f  social intervention to pu t population politics into practice.

U nder the auspices o f  the Public W elfare Office, a num ber o f  institu
tions were created  to assist the  family— considered the germ  cell o f  a healthy 
popu la tion— in its task o f  rea ring  the next generation. W here the family 
failed to provide optimal conditions, the Public W elfare Office was to p ro 
vide tem porary  o r  alternative care. The municipality thus em pow ered itself 
to  remove children from  their parents, if it ju d g ed  them  deficient in their 
n u rtu r in g  capability and  responsibility.114 T andler was attacked repeatedly 
in the municipal council by Christian Social mem bers who accused him o f  
a lienating children from  their paren ts  in o rd e r  to indocrinate them  with 
socialist ideas. His stock reply was that he considered the family sacred, but 
only if it was capable o f  perfo rm ing  its vital function .115 U nder T and ler’s 
direction the Public W elfare Office p u t the population u n d er  surveillance 
with the argum ent that preventive welfare, aimed at raising the m oral cli
mate o f  families, necessitated that it act in a supervisory capacity.116 The 
m ethods em ployed com bined persuasion with compulsion, voluntary coop 
eration  with jurid ical force.

The realm o f  municipal family supervision was organized in lockstep vir
tually from  conception to adulthood, when the cycle continued  as the fo r
m er child becam e a parent. The m ost original and controversial agency was 
a marriage consultation clinic crea ted  in 1922. Its function was to advise 
couples in ten t on marriage about their sexual health, genetic deficits, 
hereditary  weaknesses, and prospects for producing  norm al and healthy 
ch ildren .117 T he clinic offered to issue certificates to prospective conjugal 
sexual partners  that they were free o f  disabilities such as syphilis and tuber
culosis and hoped  thereby to  improve the quality o f  the population. But very 
few individuals were p rep a red  fo r  such intrusions into their private lives, 
and a fte r ten  years the venture  was adm itted  to be a failure. T h roughou t its 
existence the clinic met with violent opposition  from  the church  and the 
Christian Social party (“ the Jews are touching the holy state o f  Christian 
m atrim ony”).118 T and le r’s true  intention in founding  the clinic— that o f  
using m arriage consultation for weeding ou t those “ eugenically unfit for 
rep ro d u c tio n ”— and the possible legal misuse o f  the case records no  doubt 
did no t escape the general public .119 T he clinic made a point o f  refusing to 
have anything to  do  with sex counseling o r  b irth  control advice, subjects 
which might have made it attractive and useful. The SDAP approach to 
these sensitive subjects is taken up  in chap ter  (>.

T h e  m a r r i a g e  c o n s u l t a t i o n  c l i n i c  w a s  t h e  o n l y  f a i l u r e ;  a l l  o t h e r  a g e n c i e s
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o f  the  Public W elfare Office concerned  with the life cycle o f  the Viennese 
family were successful in prom oting  its aims. At the beginning o f  family con
trol were the municipal hospitals, in which 83 percent o f  all births took 
p lace.120 Social workers in the m aternity wards registered the newborn 
infants, a rranged  fo r a subsequent hom e visit, and recom m ended that 
m o ther and child regularly a ttend  a m others’ consultation clinic fo r fu rther 
assistance in infant care. By 1927 there  were thirty-four o f  these clinics, con
cerned  with infant and  child care to the age o f  six, d istributed  th roughout 
the  city.121 Doctors advised m others on breast feeding and  infant and child 
care and hygiene, and resident social workers followed up  these instructions 
with hom e visits to see that consulting m others had carried  them o u t.122 This 
was but one way in which the Public Welfare Office found  entry into the 
hom e in o rd e r  to  observe and ju d g e  the adequacy o r  insufficiency o f  family 
n u r tu re  fo r the  children. T he right to regular inspections o f  families receiv
ing any kind o f  municipal assistance was statutory and, as we shall see, gave 
the welfare m achinery trem endous pow er not only in dealing with individ
ual cases bu t in setting the norm s o f  family health and behavior.

In  1927 T and ler p roposed  to the Municipal Council that the Public Wel
fare  Office be g ran ted  the right to distribute, regardless o f  need, infant lay
ettes to all new borns as a “ birthday p resen t” from  the municipality. After 
an ex tended  and heated  debate  in which the socialists were accused once 
m ore o f  using city hall to make political propaganda, the measure was 
forced  th rough  by the socialist m ajority .12:1 These gifts were packed in a ttrac 
tive red  cartons with a reproduction  o f  a famous m other-and-child image by 
the sculptor A nton  H anak  on  the cover and a listing o f  the thirty-four m oth 
e rs ’ consultation clinics with addresses on the inside. Before long, some
13,000 o f  these parcels were being d istributed  annually.124 W ithout dimin
ishing the virture o f  such “ need-blind” distributions, it is necessary also to 
consider the “T ro jan  h o rse” aspects o f  these gifts. Their distribution by 
social workers made it possible for the Public W elfare Office to look into 
hom es which were otherwise outside its purview.125

By and large, however, the welfare authorities did no t depend  on invi
tations to pass ju d g m en t on family life. The city council as early as 1921 
claimed guardianship over children bo rn  ou t o f  wedlock, foster children, 
and  those in institutional care .126 A fter this group, subject to the most 
intense form  o f  contro l, came all those who received public assistance in any 
form. Such families were subject to regular visits by social workers who kept 
close watch on the standard  o f  housekeeping, especially cleanliness, the con
dition o f  beds and  clothing, food prepara tion , and  family relations. Adoles
cents with problem s were re fe rred  to o r  expected  to seek assistance at youth 
consultation clinics th roughou t the city. Families were also subject to home 
visits because the school doc to r  had repo rted  some health problem  o f  their 
children, o r  because co u rt proceedings— for eviction, for instance— drew 
a tten tion  to  the family as being “ troub led .” 127 K indergartens and after
school youth centers worked hand in hand  wilh welfare efforts to produce 
the orderly family. Special attention was paid to the professional training o f
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social w orkers.128 They were exclusively women, because T and ler and most 
leading socialists believed that a special “ female em pathy” was necessary for 
the often em otional dem ands on  welfare w orkers.12”

Finally, we com e lo the question implicit in all the welfare activities: what 
happened  when the social worker making a hom e visit concluded that the
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family did no t meet the municipalities’ norm s o f  the orderly family? A 
rep o r t  was m ade to the childrens’ diagnostic service (Kinderiibernahmestelle), 
a m odern  observation cen te r  u n d e r  the direction o f  the child psychologist 
C harlo tte  Biihler, charged with deciding the fate o f  children from  problem 
atic environm ents. A court o rd e r  was issued requiring  the parents to sur
ren d e r  the child to the diagnostic service, which in the course o f  some four 
weeks would make a recom m endation  that had the force o f  law.130 The child 
might be pu t in the care o f  foster parents, be sent to a ch ildren’s hom e or 
correctional institution, be adm itted  to a hospital, o r  be re tu rn ed  to the p a r 
ents. O f  the various reasons given for rem anding the child to the diagnostic 
center, relatives adm itted  to a hospital, poverty, and homelessness ranked 
highest, and  neglect and delinquency were frequent, whereas endangered 
morals and parental conflict were rarely m en tioned .131

How working-class com m unities reacted to the municipality’s attem pts 
to transform  them  into the orderly families o f  its definition is not easy to 
discern. C on tem porary  means o f  grass-roots com m unication am ong work
ers were virtually nonexistent. O nce again we have only a scattering o f  local 
com m unist newsletters which, despite their expected political line, throw 
some light on  how the welfare system worked and was perceived from  below. 
In  these, complaints were all cen tered  on the behavior o f  social workers and 
o th e r  municipal officials: their trea tm ent o f  the needy, their arrogance in 
dealing with sick workers needing medical and pharm aceutical referrals, 
the ir  tendency to  trea t workers like children, and  the p o o r  functioning o f  
k indergartens.132 T here  were also claims that welfare payments to families 
were being cut on spurious grounds, as for instance a family’s having 
“ gained p ro p erty ” in the form  o f  a bag o f  apples, so that it needed  less sup 
port. M ore directly aimed a t the subjective judgm en ts  o f  the welfare dep art 
m ent was the charge that a social worker took a child to  the police ra ther 
than dealing with the m other, who was estranged from  her husband .133

Oral histories o f  working-class families and social workers o f  the First 
Republic depict public welfare as a coercive system. The jud g m en t o f  what 
was respectable, orderly, and decent on  the part o f  social workers was arbi
trary .134 Very often the fact o f  being p o o r— a condition ever m ore wide
spread after the impact o f  the depression and m ounting  unem ploym ent—  
was sufficient cause to pu t a family on notice fo r fu r th e r  investigation, o r  to 
th rea ten  to  send children to the diagnostic cen te r  if a m other did not 
im prove the general appearance  o f  h e r  domicile, the condition o f  the beds 
and childrens’ clothes, o r  the family meals.135 But, given their increasing 
poverty, Viennese workers had to pawn household  objects and bedding, cut 
corners on food by serving children bread  spread with lard (Schmalzbrot),136 
and  repa ir all clothing items to the point w here they were ragged.

The tendency o f  the welfare system to look upon  the poor, the unem 
ployed, those evicted, o r  those who consum ed a glass too many, as deviants 
o r  at best as marginal families needing the full m easure o f  social control to 
b ring  them  u p  to norm al standards, made welfare workers appear as hostile 
governm ent agents in working-class communities. Indeed, the removal o f
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children to  the diagnostic center, as described by one social worker, resem 
bled a police raid, with social worker and  bailiff arriving unexpectedly to 
reduce the am ount o f  parental resistance to what the parents considered a 
violation o f  their r ights .137

The socialists had pu t the ir  health and welfare program  into effect 
against the vociferous objections and condem nation  o f  the Christian Social 
party in the municipal council. It is interesting to observe that the whole 
K ulturkam pf being waged did no t arise from  differences about the right o r 
necessity o f  h igher authorities to intervene in the life o f  the family. It was 
the na tu re  o f  the in tervener which lay at the heart o f  the struggle: w hether 
it should be the state acting th rough  the  agency o f  a socialist municipal gov
ernm ent, o r the church  acting th rough  its apostolic spokesmen. Neither 
side paid m uch atten tion  to the similarity o f  positions; only the differences 
were fought over. Invariably, as in most conflicts between the two political 
camps, anti-Semitism was a w eapon o f  choice fo r the Christian Socials. The 
position o f  the SDAP in view o f  these attacks was to a ttem pt to deflect them 
without m eeting them head-on.

It is to T and ler’s credit that he provided a rare  example o f  unabashed 
resistance to anti-Semitic slander used by the clerical forces. The incident 
involved the construction o f  a municipal crem atorium  in 1923, at the 
request o f  various citizens’ groups including the workers’ c rem atorium  soci
ety, Die Flam m e.138 T he archbishop’s pastoral letter responded  to T and le r’s 
proposal by th reaten ing  excom m unication to Catholics who took a hand  in 
such an un-Christian enterprise. T he fierce debates in the municipal council 
included a large m easure o f  anti-Semitism d irected  against T andler and the 
SDAP leadership. A fter the first crem ation had taken place, the Seipel gov
e rnm en t d irected  Mayor Seitz to close the crem atorium . H e  refused on 
grounds that he was b o u n d  by the decisions o f  bo th  the municipal council 
and Viennese provincial senate. The dispute, having tu rned  constitutional, 
was handed  over to the highest court, which ruled in favor o f  the province 
o f  V ienna.139 The conflict dem onstra ted  that the church was no t invincible 
and  that a determ ined  stand against anti-Semitic attacks could prevail (at 
least in 1923). But this rem ained an isolated case, as did T and ler’s courage 
in no t giving way to hate mongering. The SDAP rem ained leery o f  challeng
ing the church  o r  o f  fighting anti-Semitism with a raised visor.140

The socialists’ population politics was an explicit aspect o f  the Viennese 
system o f  welfare. Environm ent and  biology were to  be com bined to p ro 
duce “ neue M enschen” and orderly worker families.141 The municipality’s 
system o f  social control included welfare and health care, the police and 
judiciary, as well as such pedagogical institutions as kindergartens and after
school centers. T he most intense application o f  the com bined force o f  these 
institutions took place in the largest municipal housing projects, where 
branches o f  many o f  these agencies (m others’ and youth consultation clin
ics, k indergartens and health clinics, etc.) were part o f  the com m unal facil
ities. In short, the socialists’ conception o f  welfare as well as o f  public hous
ing was predicated  on (he creation of a superio r environm ent (domicile o r
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family) th rough  in tervention by leaders and experts in the daily lives o f  
workers. The no tion  that workers were malleable objects ready fo r trans
form ation  from  above harked  back to a presum ption  o f  Austromarxism that 
workers suffered from  a cultural amnesia, perm itting  the im printing o f 
ideas and practices o f  a h igher socialist o rder. In  using a powerful municipal 
welfare policy to  fu r th e r  their goal o f  creating “ neue M enschen,” the SDAP 
sought to open  the way fo r a fundam ental change in the behavior o f  work
ers. Municipal socialism p rep ared  the working-class communities for the 
in troduction  and diffusion o f  a socialist party cu lture  that would complete 
the m aking o f  a new pro le tarian  form  o f  existence.

P ublic  Education: Equality for W orkers 
and R is in g  E xpectations

I f  the reform  o f  housing, health, and welfare form ed a unity in the SDAP’s 
quest to  implant municipal socialism, its educational goals were both  part 
o f  that fram ework and went beyond it. The socialists’ view o f  the complex 
institution o f  education  harked  back to one o f  the fundam ental tenets o f 
Austrom arxism , that Bildung  for the workers was the foundation  upon 
which a transform ational s truc tu re  fo r the creation o f  “ neue M enschen” 
would have to be built. But Bildung  was m uch m ore than educational fo r
malism based in public institutions. In  included a wide range o f  party orga
nizations and activities to “ educa te” workers and  workers alone. In  educa
tion m ore  than any o th e r  socialist municipal reform  effort, that distinction 
between the central and  select public o f  workers and the public at large was 
decisive. For that reason, perhaps, the socialist effort to make fundam ental 
changes in public education  appears to have been less than a complete com
m itm ent. As we shall see in chap ter 4, party Bildung  served no t only as a 
supplem ent to public education; it also assumed the role o f  an alternative.

In a ttem pting  to reform  public education along egalitarian lines o f  
access to h igher learning— so as to give working-class children an o p p o r 
tunity to go beyond existing class-based limits— the SDAP challenged both  
class and religious interests in the Christian Social party. By holding out the 
prom ise o f  equality o f  opportun ity , the SDAP a ttem pted  to create a climate 
o f  rising expectations, laying the g round  fo r the party’s transform ational 
cultural p rogram . But equality o f  access to h igher education based on m erit 
was an am biguous quest. I f  successful, it would p roduce  a substantial num 
ber o f  professionals from  am ong the workers (welfare officers, school and 
k indergarten  teachers, physicians, lawyers, engineers, etc.). I f  they could 
no t all be absorbed  in to  the municipal service— which was highly unlikely 
then o r  in the near fu tu re— these sons and daughters o f  workers, advan
taged by ability, would be in danger o f  abandoning  their class for the posi
tions and  em olum ents only the bourgeois world could offer.

The th ree cardinal goals o f  education u n d e r  the m onarchy— to create 
submissive subjects, to accept the hierarchical u p p e r  and lower orders, and
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to support the military and the church— were quite typical fo r conservative 
s tates.142 “The s ta te ,” Stefan Zweig recalls, “exploited the school as an 
instrum ent o f  its authority. Above all we were to be educated  to respect that 
which existed everywhere as perfect: the opinion o f  the teachers as u n e rr 
ing; the words o f  o n e ’s fa ther as incontrovertible; and the organization o f  
the state as absolute and eternally valid.” 143 Liberal legislation in 1867-69  
had established the im portant principle o f  separation o f  school and church, 
whereby the ending  o f  religious practices in and by the schools was 
implicit.144 By the time o f  the founding  o f  the republic, however, the m ean
ing o r  spirit o f  this law had been blurred ; religious observances such as com
m union, mass, and assembling fo r processions were carried  ou t in and by 
the schools by priests stationed there  to give religious instruction. The o ther 
significant liberal reform  of the 1860s was the institution o f  m andatory pub 
lic elem entary education which was to  last fo r five years and  be carried  ou t 
in public schools open  to all.

A round  the tu rn  o f  the century liberals, Freemasons, and socialists in 
separate  as well as com m on organizations attacked the m onopoly o f  edu 
cation by the p ropertied  classes and  dem anded  the creation o f  a merit-ori- 
en ted  system o f  higher education that would provide an equal opportun ity  
fo r everyone. A reform  group  called Die Jungen , consisting o f  socialist ele
m entary  schoolteachers, was founded  in Vienna in 1898 and jo in ed  forces 
with liberals and  Freemasons to create the  reform  organization Freie Schule 
in 1905 .145 In  bo th  these organizations two teachers, Karl Seitz, later mayor 
o f  Vienna, and  O tto  Glockel, la ter municipal councillor for education, 
played a central role in preparing  a program  for reform . It included com
plete separation o f  school and church; replacem ent o f  religious education 
by instruction in morality and  law; free books and materials to all, as well as 
financial support for needy students; the creation o f  kindergartens and 
after-school centers; a maximum class size o f  thirty, and freedom  o f  teach
ing methods; and above all, equality o f  opportun ity  in h igher educa tion .146 
Many o f  these proposals had been anticipated in the SDAP congress p ro 
gram  in 1900.147 Shortly before and du ring  the war, interest in and support 
fo r educational reform  became m ore widespread, and reprin ts  o f  the 1905 
p rogram  appeared  in the socialist pam phlet literature. But only war, defeat, 
the collapse o f  the monarchy, and the creation o f  the republic pu t education 
on  the agenda fo r action.148

The appo in tm ent o f  O tto  Glockel as u ndersecretary  fo r education d u r 
ing the socialist-led coalition governm ent (1919-20) put the right man in 
the right place at the right time. H e moved quickly to restore  Austrian ed u 
cation to the principles laid down by the law o f  1869 by issuing a directive 
term inating  the obligation o f  s tudents to participate in religious practices 
in the schools (mass, confession, processions, etc.). H e left intact, however, 
m andatory  religious instruction in all public schools anti, as we shall see, 
allowed the church  to remain a significant presence in public education .149 
In the short time available to him— he left with the fall o f  the coalition in 
O ctober 1920 lie | >i 11 in d ra f t  form the essential features ol the reforms
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which had been developed b a t  d o rm an t before  the war. Central to smaller 
practical m easures was a plan to res truc tu re  com pulsory education from six 
to fou rteen  years o f  age in such a way as to provide the highest level o f  ed u 
cation fo r everyone in com m on elem entary and high schools, thus postpon 
ing work and career tracking to  the terminal date  o f  compulsory school
ing .150 In the federal governm ent Glockel was replaced by Christian Social 
ministers who did the ir  best to shelve his proposals for improving the 
national educational system. They were unable, however, to revoke his decree 
barring  religious practices in the schools, since it was upheld by a constitu 
tional law tha t could be a lte red  only by a two-thirds majority in parliament.

Like o th e r  socialist reform ers, Glockel found  his arena o f  activity 
reduced  to Vienna, where he becam e chairm an o f  the city’s educational 
council in 1922. T here, school reform  becam e an integral part o f  the m un 
icipality’s social policy, especially its concern  fo r child welfare.151 Thus 
health care automatically becam e part o f  the school program , with 50 phy
sicians, 210 social workers, and 11 dental clinics participating directly.152 
Practical im provem ents initiated by the municipal council’s education 
departm en t included free schoolbooks and educational materials for all 
pupils, regardless o f  n e e d 153; abolition o f  physical punishm ent; creation o f 
school libraries fo r pupils and a pedagogical central library for teachers; 
admission o f  women to  the study o f  law, engineering, and agronomy; abo
lition o f  political criteria  in the selection o f  teachers; ending  the required  
celibacy o f  female teachers; and the creation o f  pa ren ts’ associations in each 
local school distric t.154

W hereas these reform s exemplified sound municipal governm ent, they 
were hardly earth-shaking. Far m ore ambitious was Glockel’s attem pt to 
re s truc tu re  com pulsory education  so as to provide equality o f  access to 
h igher education for working-class children, who u p  to then had been vir
tually excluded from  such opportunities. H e proposed  that middle schools 
be created  fo r all children between the ages o f  ten  and  fourteen , with a cu r
riculum  that provided com m on, enriched core subjects (mathematics and 
G erm an) fo r all, yet at the same time was flexible enough to allow the study 
o f  foreign languages and  o th e r  specialized subjects requ ired  by the Gym
nasium and the Realschule, stepping stones to university education and the 
higher professions.155 T he novelty o f  this project lay in the postponem ent 
o f  tracking until the end  o f  compulsory education at age fourteen. That goal 
was to  be guaran teed  by the core curriculum . But beyond that, student-ini- 
tiated stream ing would lead to various postsecondary choices: the h igher 
education  already m entioned; vocational workday tra in ing along with 
apprenticeship; and  technical studies in special institutes fo r  subprofes
sional positions.

Such radical s tructural changes also requ ired  the developm ent o f  new 
curricula and teaching methods. As Glockel later put it, the “ drill school” 
o f  the g ran d p aren ts’ generation  had served to instill the authority  o f  church  
and  crown plus a little o f  the  th ree  Rs; the “ learning school” until 1919 had 
p repared  the general population for work and a select lew for skilled tech
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nical jo b s  and the professions; the “ work school” being created  would base 
its curriculum  on the life experience o f  students, replace ro te  learning with 
independen t study and self-discovery, supplem ent intellectual with manual 
learning, and  make the city as well as the classroom the school environ
m e n t.1’1’ The work schools were to becom e the incubators o f  democracy 
growing out o f  the cooperation  o f  teachers, students, and p aren ts .157

Experim ental restruc tu ring  was carried  out first in three, later in twelve 
m iddle schools in Vienna, which by 1926 contained about 9 percen t o f  all 
secondary s tuden ts .l58To p repare  teachers for the desired new motivational 
m ethods, a pedagogical institute was created  by the municipality. Its lectur
ers included Alfred Adler, the developm ental psychologists Karl and C har
lotte Bühler, and Anna Freud. How influential was this institute? The ten 
dency has been, then and now, to  suggest that the influence o f  m odern 
psychology and  pedagogy available to a very small elite o f  teachers in train 
ing was somehow generalized th roughou t the Viennese school system, 
where it becam e instrum ental in reducing  the au thoritarian  features o f  
instruction .159 As im portan t as the methodological innovations offered at 
the pedagogical institute may have been, it is very doubtfu l that they had 
any effect on what went on in most classrooms, where teachers tra ined at 
o th e r  times and with o th e r  orientations prevailed. It is also very unlikely that 
m ore than a few o f  the new “ progressive” teachers could have been placed, 
considering the  radical decline o f  students by nearly 45 percent between 
1915 and 1923, which p roduced  a surplus o f  teachers until 1929.160 By then 
the experim ent in restruc tu ring  had collapsed.

The new middle-school concept was first tried o u t in six form er military 
academies in and outside Vienna, which Glockel converted  into federal edu 
cational institutes (Bundeserziehungsanstalten) with the directive to select the 
most gifted am ong working-class children and to im plem ent the full range 
o f  curricula and m ethodological innovations being devised.IM T here  is little 
evidence, except fo r the s trong  opinions o f  form er “ old boys” o r  latter-day 
enthusiasts, to de term ine  w hether the teachers in these institutes were suf
ficiently d ifferent from  the norm al ru n  to make the expected  dem ocratiza
tion o f  the whole school experience possible. O ne  alum nus recalls that the 
guiding principles were “ dem ocratization o f  the school, anim ation o f 
instruction, and  socialization o f  education .” 162 A graduate  o f  the new 
Glockel institute fo r girls in Vienna reports  that the teachers were simply 
taken over from  the institute fo r the education o f  the daughters o f  army 
officers it had  replaced, a situation which p roduced  pedagogical tensions.163 
A nother alum nus recounts in grea te r  detail that all reform  efforts were sab
otaged by the teachers— either the fo rm er instructors o f  cadets, who as cler
icalists and monarchists detested  the republic, o r  relocated instructors from 
G erm an schools in Czechoslovakian cities who rem ained loyal to  their Pan- 
Germanism down to supporting  the Austrian Nazis in the early 1930s. This 
eyewitness found little evidence o f  democracy: workers were denounced  as 
riffraff in tin1 classroom, and Marxists were designated tra ito rs .11’4 W hatever
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character their p rogram  in practice might have had, these institutes were 
experim ents that could not be replicated o r generalized.

T h roughou t the period  the socialists, and especially Glockel himself, lost 
no  opportun ity  to proclaim the excellence, inventiveness, and incom para
bleness o f  the ir educational reform  program . It is small wonder, said 
Glockel, in view o f  the organization and attainm ents o f  its working class, 
“ that today A ustria  stands in the fron t rank o f  civilized countries in educa
tional innovation and that Vienna has become the destination o f  pedagog
ical experts the world over. Justly, Vienna can claim the p ro u d  title o f  ‘city 
o f  school re fo rm .’” 165 Recent Austrian histories o f  the working class have 
m ade the ir  con tribu tion  to  repeating  what, in the face o f  only a cursory 
glance at reform s a ttem pted  and accomplished elsewhere, is a patent 
exaggera tion .166

A quick survey o f  educational reform  efforts in the W eimar Republic 
(Berlin, Frankfurt, H am burg) reveals im portant parallels with the Viennese 
experim ents, bo th  in postponing  tracking to increase working-class access 
to h igher schooling, and in a ttem pts to enrich curricula and teaching m eth 
od s .167 T he British L abour party’s very s trong  educational reform  program  
o f  1923 dem anded  access to secondary school at age eleven o r  over for all 
children, and  the  H adow  Commission established by L abour succeeded in 
im plem enting com pulsory school a ttendance th rough  age fifteen as o f
1926. This meant that by the early 1930s a majority o f  English and Welsh 
children, who began at age five, had ten years o f  schooling. As for experi
m entation  with new m ethods u n d e r  the influence o f  psychology, both A. S. 
Neill’s Summerhill, founded  in 1924, and B ertrand Russell’s Frensham 
Heights, founded  in 1926, in conception and scope p u t the Viennese 
attem pts in the shade .168 The most obvious challenge to the Viennese social
ists’ claims to leadership in educational reform  comes from  the United 
States. A long list o f  its egalitarian structures and m odern  m ethods might 
be devised. Suffice it to say that university education was available and 
sought by a substantial n um ber o f  working-class youth (who had finished the 
com pulsory com m on secondary school) in state and municipal colleges and 
universities where tuition was free .169

With a certain  confidence that belied political realities, the SDAP made 
the Viennese school re fo rm  a key element o f  its national program  at the 
Linz party congress in 1926.170 It was a time o f  relative calm between the 
two political camps, which also m arked a standoff between d o c k e t 's  o p e r 
ation in Vienna and the ever hostile Ministry o f  Education. The appo in t
m ent o f  R ichard Schmitz, a militant Catholic and  close associate o f  Seipel, 
as m inister quickly b rough t the conflict between the federal governm ent 
and  the Viennese municipality to a head .171 Schmitz presen ted  a list o f 
guidelines to  be used in drafting  a national education law to  propose to p a r 
liament. Its salient fea tu re  was an unqualified rejection o f  Glockel’s a ttem pt 
to  reduce  the class m onopoly o f  h igher education  by postponing tracking 
until the end  o f  a com m on secondary school.
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Negotiations by the SDAP and Christian Social party abou t the guide
lines were in terrup ted  first by the election o f  1927, in which the socialists 
scored a m arked increase to 42.3 percent, and by the violent events o f  July 
15. What occurred in the negotiations thereafter, when the socialists were 
no doubt still s tunned by the implications o f  an apparent bu t unadm itted  
setback, remains unknown. W e learn about an alleged com prom ise from  the 
socialists in late autum n o f  1927, when a national education act was passed 
with the m andatory two-thirds majority, indicating that the SDAP had 
approved the m easure .172 It was a case o f  the socialists claiming victory in 
the face o f  defeat when they labeled a “ com prom ise” what was a paten t rev
ocation o f  the Viennese municipality’s reform  effort. In  place o f  the com
mon, obligatory, enriched middle school allowing for tracking at age four
teen, dual tracks at age ten  were adop ted  with the proviso that a select 
num ber o f  the best students in the H auptschule  would be perm itted  to take 
examinations to  en te r  college p repara to ry  schools. This federal law ended  
the Viennese school reform ; no fu r th e r  a ttem pts were made to deepen  o r 
extend the experiment.

The socialists’ virtual capitulation remains a mystery. The collapse o f  the 
Viennese school reform  has been universally in te rp re ted  as a consequence 
o f  the machinations o f  the Christian Socials at the national level (though 
without elucidating why the socialists capitulated).1731 would like to offer an 
alternative o r  at least supplem entary explanation for the socialists’ failure 
in dem ocratizing the access to  formal education  and thereby to make avail
able to the working class this traditional path  to Bildung. The Glockel exper
iment failed fo r a nu m b er o f  reasons: the re fo rm ers’ reluctance to deal with 
the powerful opposition in the schools exercised by the church; their failure 
to reach the corps o f  teachers, who were u n p rep a red  for radical changes in 
their status and professional activity; the ir  assumption that education could 
be value-free; and their blindness to the educational expectations and 
related economic limits o f  working-class families, children, and youth.

From  Glockel’s first efforts to the socialists’ capitulation in 1927, the 
most powerful o pponen t o f  any secular reform  o f  the schools was the 
church. In April 1919 Glockel had struck an im portant blow for secular 
education by decreeing the re tu rn  to the principles o f  the 1869 reform  law 
in abolishing religious practices in all schools.174 This merely reduced, but 
did no t eliminate, the influence o f  the church on education. Priests 
rem ained in the schools by virture o f  the continuation o f  compulsory reli
gious instruction and served as a “ fifth co lum n” engaged in guerrilla war
fare against the reform s in Vienna. Religious instruction rem ained strictly 
enforced, consisting o f  one a fte rnoon  a week when the Catholic priest 
would come to the classroom, dispatching children o f  minority religions to 
their lessons elsewhere. A ttendance at religious instruction was m andated 
by law; without a grade in the subject, one could not be p rom oted  to the 
next class. Only those could be exem pted  whose parents had formally 
renounced  their confession before  their children had reached their seventh
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birthday. Thus, considering the large num ber o f  resignations from the 
Catholic church  after 1927, many paren ts  who had become freethinkers 
were forced to  send the ir  offspring fo r instruction, until the age o f  fourteen, 
in one o f  the religions recognized by the state.

Since the church  laid claim to controlling education in place o f  the 
municipality and s ta te ,175 its continued  presence as a hostile force u n d er 
m ined the socialists’ reform  efforts from  the beginning. Could the socialists 
have banished the church  from  the schools? T here  was at least one im por
tant historical p receden t fo r such action in a Catholic country. In France 
the famous Jules Ferry Laws o f  the 1880s, in prohibiting all religious 
instruction by teachers in state schools, created  a public school system that 
was free, lay, and com pulsory at the elem entary level.I7tt The corps o f  secular 
teachers created  at that time becam e the stanchest defenders o f  republican 
France and acted to diminish the influence o f  the Catholic church  in public 
life in general.

I am inclined to answer the question abou t the feasibility o f  banishing 
the church  from  the schools in the affirmative, but only at one crucial point 
in time. In  April 1919, when Glöckel issued his decree, Soviet republics held 
sway in ne ighboring Bavaria and Hungary, Bolshevik ideas had currency 
am ong dem obilized soldiers and in the radicalized w orkers’ councils, and 
the old power s truc tu re  was discredited by military defeat. Fear that this 
contagion o f  revolution might infect A ustria as well was w idespread am ong 
the Christian Social leadership and in the Vatican. The newly created  repub 
lic was then u n d e r  a coalition governm ent dom inated by the socialists, who 
by playing on the fears o f  the opposition could have forced th rough  a two- 
thirds vote abolishing the presence o f  religion in the schools. Such an 
opportun ity  did no t presen t itself again; what am ounted  to a “ clerical 
repub lic” was accepted  by the socialists in place o f  the dem ocratic one to 
which they asp ired .177

Although Glöckel and  o th e r  socialist educational reform ers realized the 
im portance o f  converting the corps o f  public schoolteachers to their views, 
they found  it nearly impossible to change ingrained conceptions o f  profes
sional prerogative am ong them  o r  to bring  in a significant n um ber o f  young 
teachers converted  to the new objectives and trained in the new methods. 
It is to Glöckel’s credit that he kept on all the teachers who normally would 
have been ren d ered  superfluous by the decline in students o f  some 45 p e r 
cent in the im m ediate postwar years. This hum anitarian  decision left the 
teaching staffs heavily balanced against dem ocratization and o th e r  reforms. 
By 1930, am ong teachers organized in associations, the Pan-G erm an Ö ster
reichische L eh rerbund  had 10,000 to 11,000 m embers, the Christian Social 
Katholischer L eh re rb u n d  fü r Ö sterreich  had  10,000, and  the SDAP’s own 
Sozialistischer L ehrerverband  had 5 ,000 .178 Glöckel’s a ttem pt to  neutralize 
a potentially hostile political climate am ong teachers, by dem anding  that all 
politics be kept from  the schools, was totally unrealistic in a municipal and 
national environm ent supersa tu ra ted  with confrontational politics.,7!l
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M oreover, it exposed him to quite justified  attacks within his own ranks for 
having adop ted  the non-Marxist view that pedagogy was somehow a neutral 
science.180

That the socialist city fathers suffered from  a lack o f  realism was espe
cially app aren t in their  belief that the educational reform  program  they 
struggled to p u t in place was desired by the Viennese working class o r  was 
high on its agenda o f  needs. Given the low wages and the need  for young 
people residing with their parents to contribu te  to the m eager household 
budget, h igher education, even if the fees were paid by som eone else, still 
m eant that the family had  to undertake  the impossible task o f  supporting 
one  o f  its m em bers fo r years to com e.181 As a consequence o f  this blocked 
path, working-class families had little use fo r talk o f  the professions for their 
offspring. Vocational training leading to be tte r  skills, a m ore qualified job , 
and higher pay was ano the r m atter. But that lay within existing working- 
class norm s o f  expectation. T here  were m ore incentives during  the period 
for skills c reated  by the increase in white-collar jobs , and the one-child fam
ily was in a be tte r  position to make sacrifices fo r the economic advancement 
o f  the ir  offspring. Judg ing  from  some absenteeism records in a typical work
ing-class district, schooling fo r its own sake, including enrichm ents, was no t 
highly reg a rd ed .182

W ho am ong the workers in the socialist cam p were able to benefit from 
educational reforms? The traditional answer would be the single children o f  
better-off skilled workers able to shoulder the financial burden  o f  maintain
ing a noncon tribu ting  youth past the age o f  fourteen. But such families also 
suffered from  insecurity caused by continuous high levels o f  unem ploym ent 
(among skilled workers in metal trades, for instance). More likely, it was the 
children o f  paid party functionaries and socialist municipal employees with 
secure and  better-paid  positions who could take advantage o f  enrichm ent 
and  m ore equal access to h igher educa tion .183 This brings us to a central 
question regard ing  municipal socialism and ultimately the Socialist party 
cu lture  as well: which workers were the actual audience, who and how many 
partic ipated  o r  were influenced indirectly? These questions appear no t to 
have troubled  socialist leaders at the time. I f  their  municipal reform  
attem pts fell short o f  setting the stage fo r creating “ neue M enschen,” the 
party ’s own p rog ram  o f  Bildung  was being devised and  ex tended  daily to do 
ju s t  that and  in a context that was securely socialist.



CHAPTER 4

Socialist Party Culture

By 1931-32  the SDAP’s loose network o f  m ore than forty cultural organi
zations registered an aggregate o f  some 400,000 mem bers in V ienna.1 Even 
if one  adjusts this figure because o f  the duplicate listing o f  subordinate 
organizations and the ir  p aren t bodies and the typically multiple m em ber
ships o f  individual workers, an impressive n um ber o f  participants in the p a r 
ty’s cultural activities rem ains.2 The size o f  cultural undertakings is not su r
prising when one considers that SDAP m em bership in Vienna was 425,000, 
that o f  the trade  unions 375,000, and  that o f  the tenan ts’ organizations
150,000.3 Such a high level o f  organization alone made the Viennese cul
tural experim ent un ique  am ong socialist parties outside the Soviet Union in 
the interw ar years. A lthough there  were similar cultural efforts by the G er
man Socialist and  Com m unist parties, now here else did the attem pt to cre 
ate a pro letarian  coun te rcu ltu re  rest on a socialist-controlled metropolis 
that had c reated  a solid foundation  o f  municipal socialism as the basis for a 
party culture. Despite all the shortcom ings o f  the SDAP’s experim ent 
(which will becom e ap p aren t in the course o f  this chapter), the collective 
effect o f  m em berships and municipal power s truc tu re  on the mentality o f  
the Viennese working class, though by no means m easurable, should be kept 
in mind.

Despite the SDAP’s com m itm ent to creating  a specific worker culture, 
it at no  time exercised com plete contro l over o r  was able to coordinate  the 
far-flung collection o f  organizations that laid claim to  fu rthering  socialist 
culture. Indeed, the relationship between a good n um ber o f  these and the 
political aims o f  the party, o r  even a vague socialism, was neither apparen t 
n o r  real. Some o f  them  da ted  from  the formative years o f  the party o r  even 
p receded  its form ation (singing, cycling, nature); o thers were created by 
small groups o f  workers sharing com m on interests (chess, Esperanto, ani
mals). Many o f  these served the interest o f  party cadres, who gained satis
faction and recognition from  making the organization work and its p ro 
grams ru n .4 T oo  often  such organizations shielded themselves from 
criticism within the party in their single-minded devotion to the numerical 
growth o f  their enterprises and proliferation o f  time-serving meetings,
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which sapped the ir  m em bers’ energies without providing m uch cultural 
content. The sheer n um ber and diversity o f  organizations led to a flitting 
from  place to  place and, because they all dem anded modest m em bership 
fees, constitu ted  a financial b u rd en  on  in terested  w orkers.5

Com plaints about the dissipation o f  cultural efforts in useless duplica
tion and com petition am ong organizations, and dem ands for a rationaliza
tion o f  cultural work, fell on deaf ears.6 Middle functionaries and  party lead
ers engaged in the bureaucratic  apparatus were too far rem oved from  the 
daily life o f  num erous esoteric organizations to establish real contacts and 
make their criticism felt. And, as we shall see, criticism o f  the cultural p ro 
gram  as a whole was fairly freely expressed in party publications without 
having the slightest impact on  the conten t o r  direction o f  the work being 
carried  on.

Not all the SDAP’s cultural efforts were as dispersed and nondirectional 
as the interests o f  socialist teetotalers, folklorists, o r  freethinkers might sug
gest. Two organizations, c reated  no t at the grass roots bu t by the party’s 
executive com m ittee itself, a ttem pted  to give a focus to the theoretical and 
strategic place o f  a d irected  and carefully guided cultural p rogram  in the 
SDAP’s attem pt to  create “ neue  M enschen.” The Sozialistische Bildungs- 
zentrale (socialist cultural center), rud im ents o f  which existed as early as 
1908, coord ina ted  and  controlled  a variety o f  activities: press and publica
tion, the lecture departm en t, w orker libraries, schools fo r party function
aries, festival culture, and excursions and vacations. I t opera ted  on  a 
national level, although most o f  its efforts were pursued  in V ienna.7 The 
Sozialdemokratische Kunststelle (socialist a rt center) was charged by the 
Viennese municipal council in 1919 with bringing music, theater, and the 
arts to workers, employees, and  students. It too had roots in earlier w orker 
music and  thea te r  organizations (Arbeitersym phoniekonzerte and Freie 
Volksbühne) and eventually included radio and the film am ong the artistic 
offerings u n d e r  its d irection .8 From  time to time these dom inant bodies 
reached out to adm onish o r  reo rien t one o f  the myriad primary organiza
tions such as the Radio Club o r  the Association for Sports and Body 
Culture.

T hroughou t the First Republic the Socialist party’s cultural program  
was guided, however indirectly, by several im portan t perspectives which 
conta ined  insurm ountable  contradictions: (1) to appropria te  fo r the work
ers the best o f  e lite /bourgeois culture, and at the same time to create a 
closed proletarian  co un tercu ltu re  com m itted to the class struggle for a 
socialist society; (2) to provide fo r collective ra th e r  than individual cultural 
developm ent o f  workers; and  (3) to  safeguard and  work within the dem o
cratic institutions o f  the republican state and to combat the class state at the 
same time. A lthough the intention o f  the SDAP leaders was to  b lend culture 
and politics in their transform ation  o f  the working class, increasingly after
1927, as the political opposition became m ore combative and B auer’s the 
ory o f  the balance o f  class forces became m ore illusory, the cultural exper
iment became a com pensation for political powerlessness.'1 In what follows
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I shall exam ine Socialist party cu lture  from  several perspectives: elite cul
tu re  and cu lture  theory; the power o f  the written and spoken work; and the 
a ttem pts to  enrich  and ennoble  the w orkers’ artistic taste. The impact o f  
these was restric ted  to  a minority o f  the rank and file. Sports and worker 
festivals, my last subject for discussion, were the most im portant cultural 
form s a ttem pting  to engage the mass o f  workers in activities that were both 
actual and symbolic.

Elite Culture R ejected  and D esired

From  the earliest days o f  prew ar social dem ocracy to the end o f  the First 
Republic, socialist leaders wrestled with the role o f  culture  in the party’s 
efforts and aims. A subtext o f  almost all p ronouncem ents  on the subject was 
the difficulty o f  striking a balance between the w orkers’ right to the cultural 
inheritance which had been denied them  and the need to fashion a culture 
expressive o f  their own class. Reflections on  the subject by the doyens o f  the 
SDAP reveal a continuous contradiction in the relationship between a 
desired socialist cu ltu re  and the existing bourgeois one. Victor Adler, father 
o f  the party, saw socialist cu ltu re  arising in a struggle against lifeless and 
superficial bourgeois forms, as a transform ation  o f  these in the process o f  
creating a socialist society in which a “ t ru e ” cu lture  could be developed.10 
Engelbert P ernersto rfer, an o th e r  fo under o f  the party, declared that the 
goal o f  social dem ocracy was to bring  the w orker to high culture and espe
cially to the classical (German) inheritance .11 The ambiguity o f  these early 
socialist positions reflects the deep  roots o f  the party in the liberal bourgeois 
Austrian trad ition .12 It was a central elem ent in the form ation and socializa
tion no t only o f  the o lder generation bu t also o f  the cultural party spokes
men during  the republic. The old liberal slogan “ knowledge is power, ed u 
cation makes you free” was taken over by the socialists and given a dual 
meaning: workers had a com pensatory right to the cultural p roducts o f  soci
ety; workers must raise the ir  consciousness in o rd e r  to wage the class 
struggle .13

Despite an obvious and steadily increasing com m itm ent to creating a 
party cu lture  on the p art o f  leading socialists, no  clear theoretical fo rm u
lation em erged  that m ight have been translated into an overall party pol
icy.14 T he enshrined  writings o f  A ustrom arxism ’s founders were too am or
phous to serve as a guide. In  1924 Max A dler a ttem pted  to clarify the role 
o f  party cultural work in the shaping o f  “ neue  M enschen.” 15 This treatise 
had the strange fo rtune  o f  being cited by virtually every socialist cultural 
d irec to r  as a basis for the work being carried on, bu t without being u n d e r 
stood by any o f  them, and fo r good reason. The cultural developm ent and 
education  o f  the workers, A dler postulated, cannot be neutral bu t must be 
a part o f  the pro le tarian  class struggle. As such, working-class culture must 
make a de te rm ined  break with the old bourgeois world. It must be achieved 
through  special organizations o f  the proletariat and serve as instrum ent of
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the class struggle aimed not at the preservation o f  p resen t conditions bu t at 
the destruction  o f  class society. The goal o f  such a revolutionary culture  and 
education was “ neue M enschen”— “ the fu tu re-o rien ted  p repara tion  o f  a 
new society in the soul o f  m an .”

Although the horta tory  tone was clear, A dler said next to no th ing  about 
translating these vague aphorisms into practical cultural work, save that the 
p roletariat could not learn from  its own experience and had to forswear 
material and professional concerns in striving fo r the socialist goal. T he su r
est guide to that, he concluded, could be found  in the books o f  the great 
socialist teachers as well as the classics o f  G erm an philosophy, together with 
natural science, history, and the economic laws o f  societal processes 
(Marxism).16

I have dwelt on this work at some length in o rd e r  to dem onstrate  two 
im portan t points: that one can clearly detect the im portan t contradiction 
betw een rejecting bourgeois cu lture  and uphold ing  its classics as a necessary 
part o f  the socialist cultural diet; that such verbosity left the means by which 
the SDAP’s cultural p rogram  was to be carried  ou t u p  to those directing the 
various activities. Elsewhere A dler gave vent to a bombastic self-congratu- 
lation o f  the SDAP (an all-too-common weakness, as we shall see) fo r d irect
ing the greatest mass movement and cultural movement in history.17 The 
most p rom inen t review o f  A dler’s tract, by O tto  N eurath , subtly exposed 
the em pty phrase m ongering o f  the w ork.18 His central com plaint was that 
Adler had failed to characterize the proletarian/socialist essence and that 
he had  said too little about the “ neue  M enschen” which was the subject o f  
his work.

O tto  N eura th  completely re jected  A dler’s view that only socialist man 
can create the new society by positing the opposite: that only socialist society 
can create socialist man. N eura th  was the fo u n d er o f  V ienna’s Social and 
Economic M useum, in which his own creation, visual statistics (pictograms), 
was fea tu red .19 As a m em ber o f  the famous Vienna Circle (Moritz Schlick, 
O tto  H ahn, and R udolf Carnap), he was a rationalist; as an Epicurean he 
re jected  G erm an philosophy as being too theological. For him, societal 
developm ent was based on  the quality o f  life, and from  that perspective he 
believed that the socioeconomic developm ent o f  capitalism was preparing  
the g round  for socialism.20 A lthough he dem anded that the outw ard forms 
o f  pro le tarian  culture, a rch itecture  for instance, should no t cling to b o u r 
geois forms bu t use m odern  ones that suggested fu tu re  proletarian  power,21 
he rejected  contem porary  SDAP attem pts to foster special life-styles am ong 
the young (antialcohol and antitobacco), including bobbed  hair and short 
dresses, as superficial enthusiasms unre la ted  to the class struggle and life 
experience o f  the working class as a whole.22 In  o rd e r  to  change proletarian 
life-style, the en tire  existing power relationship and social o rd e r  had to be 
changed. Only after victory, he concluded, could the proletariat com m and 
art and  science, which were currently  in the hands o f  the bourgeoisie.23

N eu ra th ’s often trenchant critique o f  (he SDAP’s cultural efforts and o f  
Adler, S tern, and o th e r  cu lture  experts failed lo have any impact. It was part



Socialist Party Culture 85

o f  the s trange fate o f  criticism in the party that it appeared  quite frequently 
in its publications bu t in no way disturbed  o r  altered the cultural machine 
at work. Not only on  cultural questions bu t also on political strategy and 
tactics, the SDAP was quite open  to criticism, so long as it did no t threaten  
the com m and s truc tu re  o f  the party o r  create m ore than tem porary divi
sions.24 N eu ra th ’s critique was special because it came from  outside the par
ty’s cultural establishment. W hat m ade it even m ore unacceptable to the 
party ’s cultural practitioners was the fact that it really left no room  for the 
SDAP’s heavy com m itm ent to a proletarian coun tercu ltu re  and justification 
fo r  the work in progress.

The SDAP’s cultural d irectors—Joseph  Luitpold Stern, David Joseph  
Bach, and  Richard W agner— refused to en te r  the thickets o f  high theory. 
They were satisfied to  opera te  with the liberal heritage that knowledge 
equals power, which led them  to give full expression to an ambiguity about 
elite o r  bourgeois culture. W agner, the leading figure in developing cultural 
work in the trade  unions,25 insisted that the countless tem ptations o f  b o u r 
geois cu ltu re  were to  be com bated by working-class organizations.28 What 
should a w orker cu lture  do beyond strengthening  democracy? he asked. In 
the  long run , he responded , it should build class consciousness and the 
pow er o f  socialist construction; in the short run  it should gain a share o f the 
cultural goods o f  the capitalist world.27 T hough Stern  and others gave lip 
service to the class struggle, politics and ideology virtually disappeared in 
the central place they accorded  to cu lture  and pedagogy in p reparing  for a 
socialist fu tu re .28 They saw their mission in elevating the worker from  his 
p resen t immaturity, with its preference  for cultural products o f  low quality 
(Schund and Kitsch), that he m ight consum e his rightful share o f  society’s 
best cultural p roducts .29

The question was: which products? The answers, by David Joseph  Bach 
and others, tried to s teer a course between bourgeois values to be con
dem ned  and the best p roducts o f  that culture, which in their artistic excel
lence contained progressive elem ents and even revolutionary overtones that 
a p ro p e r  class analysis would make a p paren t.80 Elite cu ltu re  was both  a right 
and necessary part o f  w orkers’ political education, Stern insisted, bu t only 
after social in terp re ta tion  had filtered ou t its specific bourgeois o rien ta 
t io n .11 O n closer examination, what constitu ted  excellence was generally 
m ore narrowly defined. T he o lder generation o f  SDAP leaders, who set the 
tone  o f  the party’s cultural work, were com m itted to passing on to the work
ers the bourgeois-hum anistic classical heritage in which they had been 
socialized.32 In effect that m eant a narrowly defined Germanism. It is in ter
esting to  no te  the total absence o f  reflection about the subjective natu re  o f 
cultural values, about the force o f  inherited  traditions which had shaped the 
leaders themselves, and about the dialectical process by which m ature  cul
tural judgm en ts  were personally arrived at. Youthful predilections fo r  trash 
and kitsch seemed to be forgotten; the “classics” sweated th rough  in die 
Gymnasium were elevated into universal standards o f  excellence.

S t e r n ’s b a c k g r o u n d  a n d  a t t i t u d e s  o n  d i a l  s u b j e c t  . i r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  r e v e a l 
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ing. His intellectually formative years had been spent in Dresden, where he 
worked on  the Kunstwart in close association with Ferd inand  Avenarius, a 
passionate follower o f  the G erm an nationalist ideology o f  Julius Lang- 
b eh n .33 S tern  appears to  have b rough t this orien tation  with him when he 
assum ed direction o f  the Bildungszentrale in 1918. F rom  then  on in the 
SDAP’s program , uplifting the w orker to a h igher level o f  cu ltu re  was 
equated  with initiating him into G erm an national culture. But Stern was no 
exception in this narrow  definition o f  cultural excellence. Max Adler, as we 
have seen, as well as Bauer, Renner, Deutsch, Danneberg, and the whole 
team  o f  SDAP leaders, subscribed to that view with varying degrees o f  in ten 
sity. It ten d ed  to  make the party’s cultural o rientation  backward-looking. 
Bach’s jub ila tion  abou t having made a new production  o f  Faust available to 
working-class audiences, for instance, was embarrassingly so.34 He justified 
his enthusiasm  by claiming that socialism always selects that art which points 
to the fu ture , even if it comes from  the distant past during  the time o f  its 
appreciation.

The SDAP’s heavy tilt toward elite culture, despite disclaimers about 
resisting bourgeois values, did  n o t go unchallenged. The party ’s cultural 
efforts were attacked, with a veiled reference to Bach and the work o f  the 
Kunststelle, as providing a photographic  replication o f  bourgeois culture 
and often o f  the past genera tion .35 T he principal task in developing a p ro 
letarian culture, the party was rem inded, was to liberate it from  elite culture 
so as to make the celebration o f  March 1848 m ore im portant than the read 
ing o f  G o e th e ’s poetry, and the “ Lied d e r  A rbeit” m ore im portan t than a 
M ozart sonata. In what became a constant critical refrain, Richard W agner 
bem oaned  the absence o f  a cultural theory  and policy com parable to the 
party ’s political one .36 In worker festivals, in the overevaluation o f  b o u r 
geois theater, in w orker song societies, and in worker sports, he charged, 
class orien ta tion  had been neglected in favor o f  aesthetics.

I f  considerable vagueness persisted in the SDAP’s theoretical o rien ta 
tion regard ing  pro letarian  cu ltu re— especially the relationship to the dom 
inant bourgeois culture, and  the connection  o f  the party’s cultural effort to 
the ongoing class struggle— it did no t mean that the party was uncertain  
abou t enveloping the workers in a total culture o f  its own creation. Indeed, 
with the onset o f  a m ore om inous and confrontational politics after 1930 
(seen in the aggressive actions no t only o f  the domestic Heim w ehr bu t also 
o f  local Nazis in the a rena o f  street politics), the socialists becam e m ore ada 
m ant abou t im m uring the workers in a closed world from  the cradle to the 
grave. In  1932 the SDAP executive decreed, fo r instance, that party rank 
and  file were no t to assume any function  in bourgeois sports organizations; 
fu rtherm ore , party functionaries (including cadres) were forbidden to 
becom e m em bers.37 Perhaps it was the lack o f  clarity about its cultural p ro 
gram  and  especially about its natural limits, defined by existing traditions 
and  social s tructures, com bined with the senior leaders’ reluctance to 
accept the possibility o f  defending  the party by fo rce ,,K which p roduced  the
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frenzied belief that a g rea te r  cultural effort could somehow safeguard the 
republic and the party as well. The party’s slogan “against the idea o f  force, 
the force o f  ideas” tu rn ed  out to be a costly illusion.39

M agical Pow ers o f  the Word

In the SDAP’s a ttem pt to raise the workers to  a h igher cultural level, a strat
egy in the creation o f  a proletarian  countercu lture , the word and particu 
larly the p rin ted  word played a central role. For the party’s chief educational 
refo rm er, O tto  Glöckel, “ the book is the strongest weapon in the class strug
gle. . . .  It raises the question  o f  why . . . and  the why is the means to intel
lectual developm ent and knowledge. . . . O nce people have the courage to 
gain knowledge, they must become socialists.”40 Such innocent idealism 
echoes the special im portance accorded to the p rin ted  word by Germ an lib
eralism. A no ther strong  influence on the socialists’ overevaluation o f  the 
pow er o f  the book, it has been suggested, was the book’s high valuation in 
Jewish tradition, given the predom inance o f  Jews am ong original Austro- 
marxists and their p rac titioner epigones in the republic.41 We shall look 
m ore closely at the socialists’ intoxication with the word and their expecta
tions about its magical powers o f  transform ation in the context o f  the party 
press and publications, lectures and party education, and worker libraries.

By 1930 the SDAP, trade  unions, and cooperative societies published 
127 newspapers and jou rna ls  with a total print ru n  o f  3 ,161,000 copies. 
This included 7 dailies, 68 specialized periodicals (addressed to tenants, 
consum ers, teetotalers, cadres, m others, women, and those in terested  in 
culture, to m ention bu t a few), and 52 trade un ion  weeklies.42 As Lange- 
wiesche has pointed  out, this avalanche o f  socialist and associated publica
tions betokened not reader interest bu t a lack o f  coord ination .43 A critic o f  
this publication mania hypothesized how many books o f  250 pages each 
would be available to every m em ber o f  a socialist organization based on the 
p rin t ru n  o f  3.16 million ju s t  cited, and concluded that everyone would 
receive forty books a year. To illustrate how workers could no t possibly deal 
with this flood o f  publications, he conjured  u p  a typical periodical diet a 
Viennese party cadre might be exposed to. Besides a subscription to Die 
Arbeiter-Zeitung, he would get two trade union publications, Der Vertrauens
mann, and the V iennese party organ, Der Sozialdemokrat, as well as o ther  
publications o f  the municipal party organization. H e might also receive 
automatically publications such as the tenan ts’ association organ, the 
Schutzbund and crem ation society newsletters, as well as those o f  any o f  the 
forty cultural organizations he belonged to. If  he was m arried, his wife 
received an equal pack o f  m aterial.44

The point is no t to lam poon the SDAP’s publishing efforts bu t to express 
some doubt a bou t the relationship o f  the huge publication figures given and 
the actual nu m b er o f  w orker readers. A closer look at who read what leads
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one to doub t the statistical inform ation on this as well as o ther subjects 
offered in party yearbooks and o ther official periodic reviews about gains 
on the cultural front. Numerical growth o f  party organizations o f  all sizes 
and kinds seems to have been a foregone conclusion used to dem onstrate  
the increasing popularity  and  strength  o f  the party. The circulation and 
readership  in Vienna o f  Die Arbeiter-Zeitung, the party’s principal daily, is 
extremely revealing. If  one assumes that the daily circulation was consum ed 
by SDAP m em bers alone, then in 1906 every second m em ber bought the 
paper, in 1926 every fifth, and in 1931 every eighth.45 A study o f  Viennese 
new spaper readers conducted  in 1933 concluded that only one-th ird  o f  Die 
Arbeiter-Zeitung readers were workers.46 The num ber o f  Viennese party 
m em bers purchasing the main theoretical jou rna l, Der K am pf in the late 
1920s and early 1930s was roughly one in eighty.47

In 1927 the SDAP crea ted  Das kleine Blatt, written in a livelier and m ore 
popu lar style, with m ore “ hum an in terest” conten t and a small tabloid for
mat, in the hope o f  weaning workers away from  the reactionary lllustrierte 
Kronen-Zeitung and  Die kleine Volkszeitung. By 1931 it had attained a circu
lation o f  173,000, which rose to 200,000 by 1934.48 At the same time two 
illustrated weeklies, Der Kuckuck and Bunte Woche, were added to the party’s 
roster o f  publications. All th ree com bined the creative use o f  photographs 
with features that were both  en terta in ing  and  educational. These conces
sions to p opu lar  taste included a heavy dose o f  revelations abou t the demi
m onde in a seductive tone, while pointing ou t that p rostitu tion  was a social 
problem . In the Kuckuck particularly, travelogues about strange and  exotic 
places were amply illustrated with bare-bosom ed women.

The most successful o f  the newer publications was Die Unzufriedene, 
s tarted  in 1926 to  a ttract women to the party. Set in an attractive format, it 
offered a m ixture o f  political subjects from  a socialist perspective; tips on 
health, beauty, clothing, and  cooking; a colum n to let “women speak from 
the h e a r t” ; serialized novels; and a large num ber o f  advertisements offering 
everything from  contraceptive devices to the newest housekeeping imple
m ents and  m odern  furn itu re . By 1931 its circulation was 154,600.49 Most 
o f  the party’s m ajor publications fea tured  serialized fiction as a means o f  
building a loyal readership. A m ong the works published, social novels p re 
dom inated, though a significant nu m b er o f  romantic potboilers, o f  the type 
the SDAP’s cultural establishment considered trash and kitsch, were 
included.50

Several publications addressed to the already com m itted party o r  trade 
union m em bers raise fu r th e r  questions about actual readership. Die Frau 
(Die Arbeiterinnen-Zeitung until 1923), originally a weekly bu t dem oted  to a 
m onthly fo r lack o f  funds, claimed a circulation o f  218,660 by 1931. But in 
a large-scale survey o f  mainly organized female industrial workers, only 2.4 
percen t indicated that they read this m onthly.51 Only 3 percent o f  the same 
sample read the trade union papers, yet the total circulation claimed for 
these was 860,000. The discrepancy between the huge editions o f  many 
party and trade union periodicals and apparent readers is explained by the
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fact that these were d istributed  free o f  charge as a m atte r  o f  course to m em 
bers o f  various organizations. It thus becomes clear that the readership, p ar 
ticularly o f  the big-run publications, was mainly fictitious. That the party was 
investing considerable sums without reaching its in tended  audience must 
have been  recognized at the time. The creation o f  Das kleine lilatt and the 
illustrated weeklies, and  attem pts to give o th e r  publications a m ore popular 
tone, attest to  that. How large the worker readership  o f  particular publi
cations was is n o t easy to determ ine. Even where a clearly targeted  audience 
existed, the relationship between circulation and  readers is confusing. Der 
Vertrauensmann, addressed to the party cadres, is a case in point. In 1931 it 
had  an edition o f  12,600.52 But the cadres in Vienna alone num bered  
20 ,636 .53

C ontem porary  surveys o f  worker reading habits offer some insight into 
the p references and  frequencies o f  readership, as well as into the particular 
features in the periodical literature  p re fe rred  o r  shunned  by workers. O f  
the large sample o f  female factory workers surveyed, 48.2% read Das kleine 
Blatt and  28.8% read  Die Arbeiter-Zeitung am ong the dailies; 21.4% read the 
weekly Die Unzufriedene, and 9.3% read papers o f  o th e r  political persua
sions.54 A no ther survey o f  leatherw orker apprentices aged fourteen  to n ine
teen revealed that 80 percen t read a daily paper. Their specific choices were 
as follows: Das kleine Blatt, 41%; Die Arbeiter-Zeitung, 30.7%; the reactionary 
Kronen-Zeitung and  Volks-Zeitung, 27.5%; and papers o f  o th e r  (non-work- 
ing-class) o rientation, 26.2%.55 A lthough the editors o f  Bildungsarbeit 
app lauded  this effort to gain an “objective” understanding  o f  worker youth 
in shaping the fu tu re  d irection o f  cultural work, no attem pt was made to 
expand  such surveys o r  to  do m ore than give lip service to their importance.

T he 1933 study o f  Viennese new spaper readers found  that the majority 
o f  workers read  the fo u r  p opu la r  tabloids, o f  which only one (Das kleine 
Blatt) was published by the SDAP, and the o thers by its political opponen ts .56 
Lead articles were read  regularly by only 35.5 percen t because the language 
was too difficult and the text too abstract.57 The workers p re fe rred  parlia
m entary  reports, because they were colorful and dramatic; they showed lit
tle in terest in econom ic subjects. Feature  articles, stories, serialized fiction, 
and travel accounts were most popular; theater, film, and art criticism were 
n ear the bo ttom  o f  worker preferences.

T he SDAP publishing house was m odest in its editions o f  accounts o f  
im portan t party events and writings o f  the leaders. Protocols o f  the party 
congresses, which p resen ted  the annual program , had the following print 
runs (sales are not known): 1920— 600; 1921— 500; 1 9 2 5 -3 0 — 1,000; 
1931— 2,000.5H Im p o rtan t political texts also had small printings: Julius 
B raunthal’s Kommunisten und Sozialdemokraten (1919)— 5,000; O tto  
B auer’s Bolschewismus oder Sozialdemokratie? (1920)— 10,000, (1921)—  
5,000; and Austerlitz Spricht (1931)— 2,000.59 The party’s publication o f  
Wiener Dreigroschenbucher p resenting good literature  in an inexpensive edi
tion, and its attem pts to provide such belles lettres th rough  book clubs, also 
reached  out to only a very small audience.'’"



Ii remains to gain some perspective 011 the foregoing numerical 110- 
man's-land. The SDAP sought to bring the working class into its fold with 
the sheer num bers o f  its varied publications— to overwhelm workers with a 
flood o f  p rin ted  material easily available. Only after 1927 did the party con
sider o th e r  means based on the interests o f  their audience. But even with 
the in troduction  o f  m ore popu lar organs such as Das kleine Blatt, its publi
cations with huge editions, such as Die Frau, rem ained virtually unchanged. 
The party leaders evidently assumed that captive audiences were available, 
since as m em bers they received a good num ber o f  publications free o f 
charge. Die Frau was d istributed  to all female party m embers, bu t L eichter’s 
study reveals that it was hardly read. The same may be said about trade 
un ion  papers, the form at and painful dullness o f  which must have pu t oft 
all bu t the most motivated activists and functionaries.1’1 Even am ong the elite 
s tudents o f  the A rbeiterhochschule (workers’ college), surely am ong the 
most com m itted socialists, only 57 percent read the party newspapers and 
periodicals heaped  upon  them .1’2 The proffered pam phlet literature  met the 
same kind o f  reader resistance. A plaintive voice from  the rank and file 
revealed that O tto  B auer’s im portan t work Der K am pf um die Macht was 
hardly read by anyone at his workplace, not even the cadres. Even if bought, 
it was claimed, it was stuck into the toolbox unread .63

The SDAP’s reliance on  the quantity o f  its publications failed to  make 
them  the transm itters o f  the aspired worker culture for several reasons. 
Forem ost was the paternalistic assum ption that the readers’ interest, cu r 
ren t habits, and mentality need  not be taken into consideration. Implicitly, 
the party had its own ideas about how to be tte r  inform  the workers, raise 
the ir  cultural level, and p rom ote  their consciousness. Failure to understand  
the w orker reader was reflected in the difficult style and linguistic usage, as 
well as in the form at, o f  most publications. To the average Viennese worker, 
who spoke a b road  dialect and was accustom ed to the simple formulations 
o f  the boulevard press, the party’s sober publications may have suggested 
h a rd  work (like school) ra th e r  than  recreation.64 Since the masses o f  workers 
could no t cope with the flood o f  party publications, vast num bers o f  those 
publications must have rem ained unread.

W ho then were the loyal readers p repared  to deal with a good part o f 
the p rin ted  m atter m ade available to them  each week? It was probably a cen
tral core  o f  party cadres, paid functionaries, officials o f  the trade unions and 
cooperative societies, socialist civil servants, and others whose secure 
em ploym ent indirectly stem m ed from  the socialist municipality. All in all 
this g ro u p  probably at best com prised about 30,000 to 35,000 people. This 
is no t to argue that a core o f  dedicated party members were the only readers 
o f  SDAP publications (even cadres, as we have seen, at least sometimes sim
u lated  the read ing  o f  the party’s principal writings). No doub t many workers 
consum ed some o f  the available party literature, but they seem to have been 
highly selective and far from  constant in their choices. As im portant instru 
m ents o f  the SDAP’s cultural program , its press and publications appear not 
to  have m ade m uch headway in reaching the party rank and file. The core



gro u p  engaged most successfully represen ted  only some 7 -1 0  percent o f  
party m em bership. It had been significantly larger in the prew ar party. The 
rapid  growth o f  the SDAP after 1923 created  a formal m em bership that in 
reality still had to be won over to  the socialist cultural perspective o f  SDAP 
leaders.

Next to the p rin ted  word, the spoken word in the form  o f  lectures was 
a well-established form  o f  w orker education and cultural enlightenm ent 
dating from  the prew ar period. It was a m ajor accomplishment o f  the Bil- 
dungszentrale to  expand  these into a vast network o f  speakers available to 
worker groups at the local level. In Vienna, single-lecture evenings grew 
from  3,000 in 1924 to 6 ,500 in 1932.“  These were conducted  at neighbor
hood  party branches, at Volksheime (people’s clubhouses) in O ttakring, Leo- 
poldstadt, Landstrasse, and Brigittenau, and in the  m eeting rooms o f  the 
new municipal housing. Topics offered included contem porary  politics, the 
socialist movement, history, religion, w om ens’ subjects, education, culture, 
and sexuality, to m ention bu t a few. A ttem pts to organize series o f  lectures 
on single subjects failed to a ttract a sufficient audience.

Despite the num erical success o f  these lectures, which at least allowed 
the Bildungszentrale to put what the party considered im portant subjects 
before  worker audiences, they suffered from  some fundam ental shortcom 
ings which reduced  their  value as vehicles o f  a socialist party culture. Fre
quently lecturers faced the insurm ountable task o f  having to present com
plicated subjects without sufficient time to offer the necessary detail. This 
m eant that whatever time had been set aside for this cultural event was used 
up  by the speaker, so that the much-desired discussion (one o f  the central 
aims o f  such projects) could no t take place. As one sharp  critic o f  the lecture 
p rogram  com plained, the form at led to a superficial experience about 
which one m ight expect reports  such as: “The speaker had a powerful voice, 
therefore , he was well liked. ”6b A far m ore fundam ental critique o f  the lec
tu re  program  and o th e r  aspects o f  the SDAP’s cultural efforts came from  
Max Adler very late in the day. A vast gu lf had opened  between the masses 
o f  socialist workers and  the party and  trade  un ion  bureaucracy, he charged, 
as was apparen t in cultural endeavors where listeners gave their respectful 
a tten tion  but rem ained unengaged.67

W ithout minimizing the im portance o f  the SDAP’s lecture program  in 
helping to give w orker participants a sense o f  belonging to the socialist 
camp, one m ust express some d o u b t about the degree to which the conten t 
o f  program s could be called educational o r  cultural in the sense the party 
intended. By far the most popu la r  subject on the Viennese circuit were 
readings o f  a light and  en terta in ing  nature . They com prised about 25 p e r 
cent o f  all lecture topics and were clearly popu lar  en te rta inm ent ra th e r  than 
the sober fare considered  to be culturally uplifting by the SDAP’s culture 
establishm ent.68 O ne  o th e r  aspect o f  this activity remains puzzling. G ranted  
that 6 ,500 single lectures in 1932 was an impressive num ber, no one has 
been able to ascertain how large the audience o f  worker listeners actually 
was. I f  one assumes an average group  size o f  twenty-five (averaging small

'II
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local audiences with larger ones), the total yearly n um ber would be about
160,000. Leaving aside the likelihood that a large n um ber o f  these were 
repeaters attending  several events, it is imperative to look at a ttendance fig
ures for popular leisure-time activities. In  the same target year o f  1932 soc
cer matches on a weekly basis drew from  150,000 to 200,000 spectators, and 
cinemas 500,000 weekly viewers (see chap ter  5). No doub t the lecture p ro 
gram played an im portan t p art in integrating a limited n um ber o f  workers 
into an aspect o f  party life, bu t the masses o f workers were not reached by 
it, nor could the high socialist goals o f  the SDAP’s cultural p rogram  be really 
advanced by it.

The SDAP’s com m itm ent to the power o f  the word was also evident in 
the various special schools crea ted  to p repare  its leadership fo r the task o f  
implementing the party’s program s.69 These schools were given the task o f  
transmitting the essentials o f  Austrom arxist thought, o f  s trengthening the 
loyalty o f  lower-level leaders to the h igher echelons, and o f  inculcating a 
revolutionary élan to be transm itted  th rough  the cultural and o ther p ro 
grams o f  the party. They rep resen ted  a specialized and very limited aspect 
of the Bildungszentrale’s cultural activities and were only peripherally 
related to its a ttem pts to reach the masses o f work'-rs. The th ree  types o f 
schools, in ascending o rder, were Arbeiterschulen for party cadres, Partei- 
schulen for functionaries, and an A rbeiterhochschule fo r fu tu re  high-level 
leaders. The curriculum  in all o f  them  stressed socialist theory, party orga
nization, and cu rren t politics, with a progressive increase in theory and dif
ficulty o f  subjects. The cadre schools offered courses runn ing  about ten  eve
nings; the functionaries received evening instruction for a three-m onth  
period; and the w orkers’ college offered six m onths o f  instruction in a res
ident campus setting.

The num bers involved at all th ree levels were small, accounting for 
about 12 percen t o f  bo th  cadres and  functionaries fo r the first two, and a 
total o f  114 persons in the four years the Arbeiterhochschule was in o per
ation. The social d istribution in the party schools says m uch about the com
position o f  the party leadership in general. W orkers were greatly u n d e rre p 
resented am ong the students, while employees and civil servants were 
greatly overrepresen ted .70 These varied attem pts to p repare  the party lead
ership ideologically fo r its varied tasks were certainly com m endable, bu t one 
notices a decided absence in the curriculum  o f  any instruction about the 
workers themselves, the ir  traditions, life-styles, communities, and  general 
sense o f  milieu which would have been  crucial in translating the SDAP’s 
heavy investment in cu lture  into ways that might have found popular 
response and acceptance.

For the socialist cultural leaders, neither periodicals no r  lectures 
em bodied the magical powers o f  the word as well as books. The develop
ment o f  a large network o f  worker libraries became the central aim and 
crowning achievement o f  (he Bildungszentrale. Today, when we have 
be com e somewhat skeptical about the transform ing power o f  books, the 
socialists’ long list o f  expectations seems refreshingly idealistic but also
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naive.71 It was believed that th rough  books the worker could be weaned away 
from  cheap am usem ents such as Gasthäuser, that his basic ignorance about 
the world could be reduced, that he could gradually be guided along an 
increm ental path  o f  literary quality to appreciate the serious works o f  social 
science and Marxism, and that th rough  them  he would be made ready to 
transform  the chaos o f  capitalism into a rational socialist order. The p re 
scribed path  led from  knowledge a ttained th rough  hard  work and diligence 
to the class struggle at a h igher level. It dem anded  m uch— too much, as we 
shall see— from  the w orker who was not the ideal type imagined by the 
SDAP’s experts.

The worker libraries, like many o th e r  socialist cultural institutions, were 
already well developed before  the war. In 1910 various dispersed libraries 
were centralized on a districtwide basis. Two years later Joseph Luitpold 
Stern took over the netw ork u n d e r  the aegis o f  the Bildungszentrale. In
1914 he published a handbook  for librarians which became the bible for the 
organization o f  w orker libraries and the tasks o f  librarians.72 In it he  p ro 
posed a model s truc tu re  fo r all centers and branches, and for centralized 
purchasing; a un iform  system o f  cataloguing; and a m andatory gathering o f 
statistics by each unit on m em bership, titles received, and books published. 
S te rn ’s main concern  in prom oting  the worker libraries was to com bat the 
trash and kitsch to  which he believed the workers, m ore than others, were 
exposed .73

This quest for the ennob lem ent o f  cultural products to  be consum ed by 
the workers becam e a main com ponent o f  the SDAP’s cultural program .74 
I f  books were to  play a central role in reorien ting  the workers, Stern 
insisted, libraries would have to undergo  the same rationalization as that 
being in troduced  in industry.75 The purpose  o f  such centralization, aside 
from  savings to be gained, was control by the Bildungszentrale over the 
books made available as well as over the readers themselves. “The worker- 
lib rarian ,” he m aintained, “ m ust act as the m oral confessor o f  his worker 
com rades.” 76 His central task, accordingly, was to guide readers and to 
encourage them  to  advance from  simple belles lettres to m ore difficult and 
valuable social and analytical texts o f  socialism and science. Above all, 
detailed records were to  be kept, and branches were to be judged on the 
basis o f  “ the m ore vigilance, the m ore success.” 77 S te rn ’s moralizing atti
tude  in his campaign against trash and kitsch and on behalf o f  cultural e n n o 
blem ent set the tone for the SDAP’s ideological approach  to the function 
o f  reading. In place o f  an evaluation o f  the needs o f  readers and their 
choices carried ou t by a Marxist analysis (which one might have expected, 
given the equation  o f  Marxism with social science by the founding  Austro- 
marxists), we find sentim ental preaching.

Despite the prevalence o f  such narrow  views am ong the cultural direc
torate, the worker libraries appeared  to flourish.78 By 1927 m ore than a mil
lion books were loaned out annually. The com bination o f  attractively 
designed and furnished branches (many o f  them  located in the new m unic
ipal housing), 53 well-stocked central libraries, and 1,064 dedicated volun
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teer librarians79 b rough t book borrow ing to 2,395,547 in 1931. The actual 
n um ber o f  w orker library m em bers was far m ore m odest, fo r only by the 
paym ent o f  small fees were these and o th e r  libraries accessible to the public. 
In  Vienna this m em bership am ounted  to 40,000 in 1931, o r  about 10 p e r 
cent o f  SDAP membership. This was significantly higher than the library 
m em bership  o f  the Viennese p e r  se, bu t only after 1930. Before then it was 
no t m uch different from  the record  o f  worker central libraries p rio r  to 
1914.80 As a corrective fo r these bald statistics, one must assume that many 
w orker library m em berships served families ra th e r  than individuals, and 
that the circle o f  readers was substantially g reater than subscribers.

But even if one makes such an adjustm ent, the num ber o f  workers who 
actually drew on  the w orker libraries was markedly smaller. A breakdown by 
percentage o f  the social com position o f  readers fo r 1929 establishes that 
55.8 were workers, 23.3 were employees, 4.1 were in business, 3.4 were 
independen t professionals, and  13.4 were housewives.81 This distribution 
very closely paralleled the  social com position o f  the SDAP, which electorally 
had begun  to resem ble a peoples’ party extending beyond its working-class 
base.82 But it would be a mistake simply to reduce the 40,000 worker-library 
m em bers o f  1931 by some 80 percent who might be considered workers, to 
arrive at a figure o f  32,000 and assume that to be the total o f  workers 
inscribed as library m em bers in V ienna.83 A fact which the extensive public
ity o f  the SDAP fo r its own libraries quite naturally never m entioned  was 
that an alternative library system existed o f  which workers constituted 40

Worker library, Sandleitenhof ( Wohnhausanlage Sandleitenhof Vienna, 1929)
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percen t o f  the borrow ers.84 In  1897 middle-class liberals founded  the Ver- 
ein Zentralbibliothek, closely associated with the University o f  Vienna, to 
provide scientific enlightenm ent free o f  all religious and political influ
ences.85 By 1910 it had  twenty-four b ranches in Vienna and Lower Austria 
which loaned out 3.5 million volumes. In  1918 that num ber exploded to 10 
million. Owing to the decline o f  liberalism after the war and the lower fees 
charged by the w orker libraries, the books borrow ed declined to 3 million 
in 1936.

W hat books were borrow ed from  the worker libraries? Did the librarians 
succeed in carefully guiding workers from  “ light” reading to the sciences 
and  social sciences which were considered  the true  cultural enrichments? 
Belles lettres (novels, short stories, poetry, drama) consistently accounted 
fo r 8 3 -8 7 .3  p ercen t o f  the books borrowed. Works on science, which 
included largely escapist travel literature, constitu ted  5 -9  percent, and 
social science, the most im portan t category from  the point o f  view o f  the 
SDAP, am ounted  to 5 .8 -8 .4  percen t.86 An internal critic charged that the 
statistics abou t social science works were heavily inflated, that librarians 
adm itted  that such works, even when borrow ed, were frequently re tu rned  
unread . H e u rged  that the w orker libraries abandon the fetishistic a ttach
m ent to this category and  pay m ore atten tion  to the realities and fantasies 
in w orkers’ lives.87

The readers o f  the w orker libraries may have failed to live up  to the high 
intellectual standards expected  o f  them  by Stern  and others, bu t they did 
no t fail themselves in providing fo r the ir  own en terta inm ent, relaxation, 
and enlightenm ent. A listing o f  the most popu lar au thors in Viennese 
w orker libraries fo r 1933 included the Germ an-language writers Stefan 
Zweig, Jakob  W assermann, Erich Maria Rem arque, and Klara Viebig; the 
internationally famous Jack  London, U pton  Sinclair, Emile Zola, T heodore 
Dreiser, and B. Traven; as well as the popu lar  bu t (for the Bildungszentrale) 
undesirable writers Ludwig G anghofer and H ugo B ettauer.88 The choice 
revealed a very strong  interest in social novels and  a cosmopolitan taste, 
even though the adventure  fiction o f  Jam es Fenim ore C ooper, Alexander 
Dumas, and  Jules V erne continued  to be popular. The SDAP’s culture 
experts should have been  delighted with their readers’ choices. But they 
seem ed fixated on  converting worker readers into collective-minded and 
fu ture-d irec ted  cham pions readied by their mastery o f  socialist classics to 
take u p  the class struggle at a h igher level. From  their perspective, the ability 
to choose could n o t be left to  the workers.

The party ’s struggle against trash and kitsch was all-consuming and 
reached ridiculous bu t also dangerous heights. An example o f  this m ania is 
the attack on Karl May, the au th o r  o f  num erous American Wild West adven
tures featuring  the white h u n te r  O ld Schatterhand and the noble Indian  
chieftain W innetou, and a series about Arabia as well. As early as 1910 Stern 
attacked these novels as unrealistic and romantic, claiming that they led 
youth into dangerous adventures.89 T he attack was continued  after the war, 
and May’s books were rem oved from  the worker libraries and, as pari ol
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Glockel’s upgrad ing  o f  books, from  the Viennese public-school libraries as 
well. Even those who claimed some understanding  o f  the workers’ need for 
relaxation and enjoyment, and for a change from  a grim everyday reality, 
insisted that worker libraries should no t stock kitsch bu t help the workers 
to appreciate “ good” books.90 A lone voice went full tilt against the party 
and charged that it alienated the cultural establishment from  the individual 
needs and experience o f  the workers and tu rn ed  them  into mere 
consum ers.91

At the SDAP congress in 1932 Stern  claimed that the worker libraries 
had succeeded in bringing about the intellectual transform ation o f  a 
metropolis and had set a standard  for the Socialist In ternational in the use 
o f  cultural m ethods in the class struggle.92 Such bom bast was all too com
m on am ong the party’s cultural directors. It was a self-deception that 
b rough t the magical powers o f  the word no  closer to  the workers it was 
in tended  to transform .

E nrichm ents o f  Taste: M usic, Theater, and the Fine Arts

The task o f  bringing artistic culture to the workers was en trusted  to the 
Sozialdemokratische Kunststelle. U nder the virtually dictatorial direction o f  
David Joseph  Bach, who also was artistic advisor to the Viennese municipal 
council, artistic ed ito r o f  Die Arbeiter-Zeitung, and  ed itor o f  Kunst und Volk, 
it acted as a m em bership organization providing reduced-price tickets to 
thea te r  and music perform ances and initiated and supervised the musical, 
film, radio, artistic, and  festival undertakings o f  the SDAP. Between 1919 
and  1923 it was subsidized by the municipality with 6 -1 0  percent o f  the 
local luxury taxes.93 Its publication Kunst und Volk, begun in 1926, repo rted  
on  the Kunststelle’s activities and from  time to time included critical com
m entaries on the d irection o f  various aspects o f  the SDAP’s cultural 
program .

The Kunststelle’s most dem onstrable success was in transm itting inex
pensive tickets to Viennese theater, concert, opera , and opere tta  p e rfo r
mances. By 1922 it had 40,000 subscribers, which declined to a stable
20,000 by 1926.94 In responding  to a sharp  criticism (see later discussion) 
that the Kunststelle was no th ing  m ore than a ticket bureau, Bach proudly 
cited the m ore than  2 million tickets distributed  by his organization in five 
and  a ha lf  years, including 200,000 fo r concerts, 377,000 fo r opera  and 
operetta , and 1.4 million fo r theater.95 As in o th e r  aspects o f  the SDAP’s 
cultural efforts, num bers were used to obscure the precise reality and to 
silence critics. A closer look at the 193,639 tickets b rokered  in 1929, for 
instance, reveals that only 3 percent were to the state opera  and  6 percent 
to the Burgtheater, the two pillars o f  Viennese cultural life.91’ Bach’s inten- 
tion o f  providing workers with their just share o f  the best in art was clearly 
reflected in the p reponderance  o f  ( ierman ( lassie and naturalist plays per
form ed by the Viennese theaters on which his ticket program  depended.
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Such a heavy exposure to elite culture  was consonant with Bach’s often- 
stated view that “ all true  art is revolutionary and acts in a revolutionary 
way,” and  “ that the conquest o f  true  art [by the workers] is a part o f  the 
cultural ideal o f  socialism.”97

W hat exactly was m eant by “ true  a r t” rem ained an open  question that 
ne ither  Bach n o r  any o th e r  socialist cultural d irec to r answered with any p re 
cision. It included dram as o f  a clearly social, socialist, proletarian, and rev
olutionary con ten t and m odern  form. Claims have been made, then and 
m ore recently, that Bach succeeded in p rom oting  the perform ance o f  m od
e rn  expressionist plays which would otherwise have been avoided by the the 
a ters .98 Karl Mark, the fo rm er party secretary o f  the district o f  Dobling, 
rejects the assertion that the Kunststelle a ttem pted  to  sponsor m ore m od
ern , socialist-oriented plays.99 H e recounts that Bach was p repared  to let the 
p roduction  o f  Brecht and Weill’s Dreigroschenoper close because o f  bad 
reviews, and that its continuation  and  success was forced by the Dobling 
party  section, which had bought o u t half the house. It was only the initiative 
o f  individual districts, he  insisted, which made the production  o f  plays with 
a decided socialist conten t by Ernst Toller, Friedrich Wolff, Karl Crede, and 
o thers possible. Bach, he concluded, was simply no t in terested  in bringing 
thea te r  to working-class neighborhoods distant from  the city center.

W hatever Bach’s inclinations, as long as he purchased blocks o f  tickets 
in existing theaters, he was forced to abide by their scheduled productions 
and  to include a good n um ber o f  trivial plays fo r the few original ones he 
could prom ote. It was clear that, w ithout at least one theater o f  its own, the 
SDAP’s aim o f  providing workers with plays that fit its notion  o f  cultural 
en lightenm ent could go no further. In  1928 the Kunststelle acquired the 
Carltheater, which closed after two productions because o f  financial diffi
culties. The long-standing dissatisfaction with Bach’s m anagem ent both  
within the Kunststelle and outside it was aired in public. The opening  salvo 
had  been fired by Karl Kraus when he attacked the diet o f  trivial plays and 
opere ttas  offered to the workers as being (in a play on words) “ an Stelle der 
K unst.” Kraus also dem anded  to  know why the Kunststelle was content to 
be a ticket bureau  when, in view o f  the large audience it made available to 
the theaters, it should have influenced and determ ined  the program s 
themselves.100

A m ore fundam ental critique o f  the en tire  orientation and program  of 
the Kunststelle came from  O tto  Leichter, one o f  the editors o f  Die Arbeiter- 
Zeitu7ig.10' Despite the fact that the Kunststelle had m ore possibilities than 
any o th e r  organization save those in Soviet Russia to create proletarian cul
tural forms, he charged, in the ten years o f  its existence it had failed to real
ize its potential. This failure could be attribu ted  in part to the unwillingness 
o f  party functionaries to engage in cultural work that was open  to criticism, 
and  in part to the municipality’s inability to provide adequate  financial sup
port, given its heavy investment in public housing. But most o f  all, he 
insisted, cultural dem ands had aimed too high, and too much had been 
expected  o f  the workers in a tutelary m a n n e i . The charge, thinly veiled, was
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direc ted  at Bach, who had  consistently dem anded  that the highest art be 
aspired to because it was also the most revolutionary.102 Cultural p rogram 
ming, Leichter continued, had  paid too  m uch a tten tion  to the taste o f  coffee 
house aesthetes and  no t enough  to the proletarian  in his ne ighborhood Gast- 
haus. That proletarian  had  a right to popular, light, and distracting en te r 
ta inm ent w ithout being m ade to feel guilty if he chose less than the highest 
quality. It was up  to the Kunststelle to wean the workers from  these and  to 
lead them  to a h igher cultural level.

No m atte r  how telling, L eich ter’s critique offered no  suggestions about 
how to  solve the fundam ental problem s that plagued the SDAP’s cultural 
en terprise: W hat were these higher, m ore proletarian, m ore socialist- 
directed, specific cultural forms? How should workers be “ led” from  their 
traditional involvement in commercial culture and growing consum ption o f 
mass cultural offerings to the h igher goals? I f  Leichter was simply rhetorical 
on the subject o f  alternatives, he was disingenuous on ano the r im portant 
point. H e seems to blame the party  fo r n o t giving the cultural program s suf
ficient support, bu t exonerates it by citing the municipality’s heavy financial 
com m itm ent to housing. But it surely was no  secret that the municipality 
also gave substantial subsidies to  the m ajor institutions o f  Viennese elite cul
tu re— the state op era  and B urgtheater, for instance. Was it unthinkable for 
the socialist-dominated municipal council to reapportion  its cultural subsi
dies to include a m ore substantial support fo r proletarian  cultural activities? 
O r  were these pillars o f  elite cu lture  too  m uch o f  a “ holy cow” — too 
adm ired  by the SDAP leaders themselves as symbols o f  V ienna’s cultural 
excellence— to be tam pered  with?

Bach’s response was to reject all criticism and to insist that the Kunsts- 
telle’s cultural p rogram  was a great success.103 H e did this in the by-now- 
custom ary way o f  listing the large n u m b er  o f  tickets sold. At the same time 
he rejected  the charge that the Kunststelle was no th ing  m ore than a ticket 
bureau . It had a cultural-educational function  and therefo re  sought to p ro 
vide the best artistic quality. The workers, he suggested, were free to seek 
“ m ere en te rta in m en t” in the majority o f  theaters, which offered such fare 
in large measure. H e neglected to say that only the block buying o f  tickets 
by the Kunststelle m ade reduced  prices possible, and that the workers were 
far f rom  free to exercise their preferences.

It was in the realm o f  music that the Kunststelle came closest to Bach’s 
aspiration o f  providing the “ finest and  therefo re  most revolutionary a r t” to 
potential w orker audiences. T he vehicle for this a ttem pt was the worker 
symphony concerts, begun  in 1905, which had becom e a centerpiece o f  the 
SDAP’s cultural p rogram . From  1926 on the concerts were u n d e r  the baton 
o f  the Schonberg  student A nton von W ebern. During the 1920s an average 
o f  eight program s were offered per  year and generally repeated  two o r  three 
times, declining to th ree  program s without repetition in the early 1930s.104 
The musical orien tation  o f  the concerts was plagued by an im portant ambi
guity. As in all cultural endeavors o f  the SDAP, a new form  o f  expression 
and conterit was lo be developed to aid in the transform ation and class iden
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tification o f  the workers. This m eant developing an alternative to bo th  clas
sical and m odern  music— som ething akin to the Soviet Russian experim ent 
o f  com bining the technology o f  machines, factory sirens, cannonades, and 
fog horns with mass choruses and instrum ental m usic.105 Bach rem ained 
w edded to the classical heritage up  to contem poraries like Schonberg and 
von W ebern, clearly the dom ain o f  elite culture. But Bach refused to see this 
heritage as elite. Art, he held, conform s to laws o f  its own, unre la ted  to soci
etal reality; g reat artists retain their value because they rise above their 
class.106 Thus fo r Bach, as well as fo r o th e r  socialist culture experts, b o u r 
geois cultural forms and  practices attained a revolutionizing value simply 
because the workers app reh en d ed  them .107

If  we look at the program s o f  the worker symphony concerts, it comes 
as no  surprise that they hewed to the G erm an classical tradition, with Bee
thoven being worshiped as a musical P rom etheus.108 Forays into contem 
porary  form s— the rhythmic, harm onic, and melodic com bination o f  clas
sical music with jazz, o r  experim ents with twelve-tone music— did not 
diverge from  practices in the dom inant c u ltu re .109 W ho was the audience o f 
these concerts? F o r once we are no t inundated  with a p ro u d  display o f  num 
bers, fo r no  record  seems to  have been kept. It does appear, however, that 
workers were only a small minority, com pared  to employees, managers, and 
intellectuals.110 Private listening was possible th rough  recorded  music, bu t 
phonographs and records were beyond the reach o f  most workers. From 
time to time w orker symphony concerts were broadcast on the radio, but 
they ranked  near the bo ttom  o f  program s p re fe rred  by radio listeners (see 
ch ap te r  5).

Not only were w orker symphony concerts a m isnom er with respect to 
the audience they served, bu t workers who did a ttend  were expected to con
form  to the norm s o f  bourgeois dress and com portm ent. A glowing descrip
tion o f  the first concert in 1905 reports  with pleasure that the teamsters who 
a ttended  did n o t disgrace themselves o r the party by dressing differently.111 
It concludes by observing that workers have learned to behave properly: 
they u nders tand  that classical music has to be appreciated  in festive 
clothing.

Bach apparently  believed that the w orker symphony concerts had made 
an  im portan t beginning in rectifying the musical deprivation o f  the workers 
and  were providing them  with their ju s t  share o f  the elite cultural tradition. 
But he, as well as the party  and trade unions, was far less certain about how 
to  deal with traditional musical practices in worker communities, o r  w hether 
these should even be considered as potential contribu to rs  to a working-class 
c u ltu re .112 But the very rich musical expression in everyday worker life, 
going back to the late n ineteen th  century, could no t simply be neglected. It 
included singing ranging from  the family setting to two- and three-part h a r 
m onies at local feasts, to organized choruses singing sentimental popular 
ballads, folk songs, hymns, opere tta  hits, tendentious lyrics, and declara
tions o f  the w orkers’ m ovem ent.11'1 N or was there  a shortage o f  musical 
instrum ents in the w orker tenem ents, where the zither, mandolin, guitar,
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and accordion predom inated , b u t violins, wind instrum ents, and the piccolo 
piano were played as well.114

Most o f  this grass-roots music making rem ained un touched  by the 
Kunststelle. Only the formally organized efforts, such as singing societies 
and m andolin  orchestras, were m ade pa rt  o f  the SDAP’s cultural program . 
T ransform ing  the singing societies into worthy exponents o f  the party’s 
fu tu re-o rien ted  vision proved extremely difficult. The eighty-odd separate 
Viennese organizations with a total o f  5,000 m embers, o f  which 90 percent 
actually were workers, had  individual characteristics and trad itions.11’’ O f  
these, their  conviviality and  love fo r banners, their feasts with alcohol, their 
frivolity, and  especially their p reference  fo r light en terta inm ent were con
dem ned  by the Kunststelle as petty bourgeois habits which had to be 
overcom e.116

As a corrective, a ttem pts were m ade to upgrade  the musical con ten t by 
emphasizing the classical heritage, in the hope that professionalization o f  
the singing societies would also reduce form s o f  undesirable sociability.117 
But only a tiny n u m b er  o f  the societies could m aster the complicated choral 
compositions; most rem ained w edded to folk and light popu lar music.118 
From  the late 1920s on, when most cultural organizations were affected by 
increased political struggles, the societies were jo in ed  into mass choruses to 
perfo rm  newly created  socialist cantatas, oratorios, and militant songs. But 
these were hardly new cultural forms o f  the working class. “ Pom pous mass 
choruses, hymnlike compositions . . . the musical style o ften  resem bled that 
o f  bourgeois late romanticism. The p re fe rred  form  o f  the whole, however, 
was the religious o ra to r io .” 119 The singing societies may have participated 
in these spectacles, bu t they re ta ined  their original sociability and musical 
p references.

Fine arts seem to  have had a low priority in the SDAP’s a ttem pt at cul
tural reform . Aside from  the placem ent o f  contem porary  proletarian-ori
en ted  sculpture, such as that o f  A nton  Hanak, in the new municipal hous
ing, and  a limited p roduction  o f  inexpensive art reproductions, few 
practical m easures were undertaken  to improve worker taste o r  to tu rn  it in 
a socially positive direction. But from  time to time articles by associates o f  
the Bildungszentrale denounced  the bad taste o f  workers, claiming that it 
reflected the  degree to which the bourgeoisie still held the working class in 
thrall. In  a particularly vicious attack, no d o u b t read  only by party function
aries, the cu ltu re  expert R ichard W agner lam basted the average proletarian  
fo r the  pictures, knick-knacks, fram ed proverbs, postcards, antimacassars, 
and o th e r  purported ly  artistic objects he used to decorate  his ho m e .120 P ub 
lic m useum s were n o t visited, he charged, because the w orker’s hom e was a 
m useum  in itself o f  the means by which the bourgeoisie waged the class 
struggle against him and at his own cost.

W agner hardly went beyond a d iatribe; o thers tried to be m ore helpful. 
In response to a survey abou t pictures in the proletarian home, one com
m en ta to r  suggested that the typical “cheap reproductions o f  landscapes, 
still liles, and genre paintings in bad taste” be sold o r  burned  by the worker
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housewife and that she should paint her  walls in plain colors to attain a calm
ing effect.121 Only then  should pictures be chosen carefully— a portrait o f  
one  o f  the socialist leaders o r  a familiar and pleasant landscape. “ In  short, 
a p icture that suits every m ood and does no t disturb any guest.”

I f  this approach  to  art in the w orker’s private sphere was to substitute 
one form  o f  kitsch for ano ther, o thers were concerned  about enhancing the 
w orker’s taste in art by exposure to the very best. Can the contem porary 
pro letaria t achieve the true  enjoyment o f  art? one com m entator asks.122 The 
bourgeois answer would be no, because workers lack the tradition and sen
sibility. But the worker can be b rough t to full enjoym ent if he visits muse
ums. O nce there , he should avoid painters like Rubens and Raphael, whose 
subjects are far rem oved from  his own experience. He must seek out 
“ social, accusing, and rebellious art that portrays his sorrows and needs,” 
such as the work o f  Rodin, Millet, M eunier, Kollwitz, and  Zille.

This a ttitude, that the w orker will feel most com fortable with and most 
appreciate  reflections o f  his own everyday hardships and struggles— a kind 
o f  re inforcem ent o f  misery— ra th e r  than the real and imagined world o u t
side his ken (invariably called escapist), perm eates the SDAP’s orientation 
toward books, music, theater, and art. The emphasis on social content in 
such realistic renditions as those o f  Kollwitz o r  Zille closely resembles the 
tu rn  toward socialist realism accompanying the rise o f  Stalin in the Soviet 
Union. However well in tentioned, asking the worker to sit down to such a  
m eager and  prescribed cultural meal, seasoned with adm onitions in pa te r 
nalistic tones, did no t succeed in enlarging the realm o f  socialist party 
culture.

D uring the late 1920s the Kunststelle added  the m anagem ent o f  worker 
feasts and festivals to its activities (to be discussed in the next section). With 
the increasing politicizing o f  these as well as most o ther  cultural activities 
that pu t propagandistic  values in the forefront, Bach’s Kunststelle with its 
“ elitist a rt ch a tte r” becam e red u n d a n t.123 Laten t conflicts between Bach 
and  youthful critics in the organization came to a head and led to the dep ar
tu re  o f  the Socialist Perform ance G roup, com m itted to ag itprop and caba
re t .124 In  1931 Kunst und Volk ceased publication, allegedly for financial rea 
sons. The annual rep o rt o f  the national Bildungszentrale for that year no 
longer listed the Kunststelle as a m em ber organization.

O ne  is fo rced  to agee with O tto  Leichter that the Kunststelle failed in 
its mission— not, as he insists, because it did no t live u p  to its potential, but 
because it p ursued  false and  hopeless goals. Most o f  its artistic program  was 
based on  tu rn ing  the w orker into a passive consumer. W hatever active artis
tic resources existed in working-class communities were rejected  o r ignored 
as petty bourgeois and therefo re  in bad taste and subversive o f  class in ter
ests. Ultimately, the Kunststelle’s main goal was to ennoble the art ap p re 
ciated by the workers by bringing them  in contact with elite cu ltu re .125 The 
presum ption  underlying that ennoblem ent was that a particular socialist 
o rien ta tion  to elite art could be devised, so that the worker consum er would 
be set on the path o f  socialist values in h is transform ation.



102 Red Vienna

The difficulty with this assumption was that none o f  the SDAP’s culture 
experts could conceptualize what such a socialist orientation might be. In 
practice, vague adm onitions and rhetoric  obscured the emptiness o f  the 
party ’s pretension  o f  converting elite cu ltu re  for its own aims. This led to 
ridiculous claims like the assertion that a work o f  Beethoven played by the 
w orkers’ symphony was o f  a h igher o rd e r  than the in terp re ta tion  o f  b o u r 
geois orchestras, because the true  revolutionary essence was being 
ex trac ted .126 The Kunststelle failed not because it was unable to form ulate 
and set into practice a socialist conception o f  art. It failed because it u n d e r 
took an impossible task: to devise an abstract model unre la ted  to the social 
realities o f  working-class life. The reform ist SDAP refused to accept a 
reform ist cultural goal: that the w orkers’ partaking o f  bourgeois culture is 
pa rt  o f  a dialectical historical process. T he party’s h igh-toned Austromarxist 
rhetoric  did no t allow it to subscribe to such an interim  goal.

In  retrospect, and despite the glorifying exhibits with catalogs m ounted  
in V ienna in the past decade, the efforts o f  the Kunststelle can be seen as 
marginal to the majority o f  Viennese workers. It cannot be denied that the 
elite o f  workers were reached  and did benefit from  its program s. But it 
remains doub tfu l w hether this was enough, w hether 5 -1 0  percent o f  the 
workers would have been a leaven sufficient to perm eate  the whole working 
class in later, less troub led  decades, and  w hether a party that was democratic 
ra th e r  than “vanguard” should have en terta ined  such hopes. It is an im por
tan t question about the whole cultural experim ent, to be discussed m ore 
fully in the conclusion.

T o Culture T hrough  Action:
Sports and Festivals as Sym bols o f  Pow er

The Socialist party cu lture  discussed so far was based on the intellectual 
transform ation  o f  workers th rough  education. Newspapers and  journals , 
lectures and libraries, thea te r  and concert perform ances, vocal and instru 
m ental practices, and  artistic initiations, though aimed at all the workers, 
reached only a varied minority. Two closely related aspects o f  that party cul
ture , organized sports and  mass festivals, were able to a ttract a larger n um 
b e r  o f  Viennese workers. They succeeded mainly because they offered an 
easy fo rm  o f  association with mass experience, catered  to psychological 
needs o f  workers fo r relaxation and  expressions o f  self-worth in com pen
sation fo r the increasing tem po and  depersonalization at the workplace, and 
provided symbolic assurances o f  collective strength.

A recen t assessment o f  the SDAP sports program  exaggerates in calling 
it “a form  o f  cultural revolution . . . that contribu ted  m ore to creating a 
socialist consciousness and conduct than the best-intentioned experim ents 
o f  socialist educa tion .” 127 Yet there  is some tru th  to this assertion. Histori
ans o f  worker sports have for some lime a ttribu ted  mass participation to the 
shortened  workweek, allowing for m ore leisure lime, and to the intensity,
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sterility, and tension-producing quality o f  m odern  production , which cre
ated  anxiety and failed to offer personal satisfaction. Sports provided the 
means fo r achieving a sense o f  physical accomplishment in a setting o f  com
munity and even solidarity.128 By 1931, socialist organized sports in Vienna 
included 110,000 active m em bers d istributed  over a wide variety o f  clubs 
practicing virtually every kind o f  sp o rt .129 That membership, based on the 
paym ent o f  small fees, had rem ained stable for half a decade despite the fact 
that by 1933 nearly every th ird  worker was unem ployed and the trade 
unions had lost one-quarte r  o f  the ir  m em bers.130 It remains an open  ques
tion, however, w hether this stability reflected the loyalty o f  m em bers o r  a 
stagnation o f  the organization. For an answer we will have to tu rn  to the 
developm ent o f  the SDAP sports program , its suppositions and practices.

The w orker sports m ovem ent began before  the tu rn  o f  the century 
largely as a reaction against alcohol and its debilitating effect on the work
ers. But early on this utilitarian purpose  was superseded by the hope that 
sports, th rough  physical com petence, could lead to the atta inm ent o f  a m ea
sure o f  socialism here  and now .131 Various independent organizations such 
as the gymnasts, cyclists, and Friends o f  N ature  were m erged into an 
um brella  organization in 1919. Even then organizations such as the worker 
chess club, whose relation to sports was doubtful, were included. The final 
organizational form  was attained in 1924 with the creation o f  the A rbeiter
bu n d  fü r  Sport u n d  K örperku ltu r in Ö sterreich  (ASKÖ), responsible to the 
SDAP th rough  the Bildungszentrale. It coop ted  the clubs fo r swimming, 
handball, fishing, tennis, and heavy athletics (wrestling, weight lifting, ham 
m er throwing, and  later boxing), as well as organizations whose primary 
purpose  was no t sports, such as the paramilitary Schutzbund, the Socialist 
W orker Youth, the T rade  U nion Youth, and  the W orker Radio C lub.132

T he growth and centralization o f  worker sports did no t proceed without 
conflicts. In  1923 the gymnasts dem anded  that all worker sports organiza
tions be forb idden  from  contact with bourgeois sports activities. The worker 
soccer association, which played in the middle-class soccer league, refused 
to conform . This led to a tem porary  split between the soccer players, for 
whom  sport was sport and  politics was in the party and the trade unions, 
and  the gymnasts, who insisted that sports were part o f  the class struggle.193 
In view o f  the unity atta ined  by ASKO in the following year, this might seem 
to be a m inor episode, b u t the role o f  sports in the SDAP’s cultural program , 
and  particularly the relationship o f  sports to politics, rem ained a constant 
p rob lem  and source o f  dispute.

F rom  its earliest days w orker sports had been regarded  with suspicion if 
no t hostility by leaders o f  the Socialist party and the trade unions. The com
m on view was that sports were merely pleasurable diversions from  the real 
struggles o f  the w orkers’ movement and, lacking any political content, they 
did not deserve recognition o r  su p p o rt .134 A proposal that worker sports 
organizations be rep resen ted  at the parly congress i n  1923 was rejected on 
the grounds that these m em bers were already represen ted  t h r o u g h  their 
party a n d  trade u n i o n s . ™  O n l y  w h e n  a p o l i t i c a l  c o n t e n t  l o r  w o r k e r  s p o i  ls
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was devised by the SDAP, were they grudgingly accepted as p art o f  the cul
tural program . Even then, sports were never considered on a par  with o ther 
activities which com m itted party m em bers o r cadres with political maturity 
were expected  to engage in.

Politicizing worker sports m eant first o f  all to differentiate them  from 
their bourgeois counterparts , and m uch ink was spilled on this point. Bour
geois sports, it was charged, laid claim to a neutrality which deflected work
ers from  their class interests, o rien ted  them  toward bourgeois morals, and 
tu rned  them  into gladiators.136 Bourgeois sports, morevoer, were based 011 
an individual s tar system and record  perform ance reflecting the capitalist 
o rder, where the strong trium phed over the weak.137 T heir greatest sin was 
the conversion o f  the playing field into an immoral stage on which perfo rm 
ers en te rta ined  passive spectators.138

Supporters  o f  worker sports m aintained that their fundam ental differ
ence from  bourgeois sports, which appealed to the lowest instincts and 
indeed to M ammon, consisted o f  the ir  progressive education in socialism. 
The body and its physical developm ent, it was argued, was the natural s tart
ing place fo r o th e r  cultural and educational advancement, and the unity o f 
body and mind was m ore productive than purely mental activity. But such 
physical developm ent was no t to be considered an end in itself; it had to be 
associated with education aimed at the socialist goal. Every sports o r  gym
nastics leader was d irected  to become an “ apostle” o f  that idea.139

Above all, the argum ent ran, worker sports were a collective experience. 
In distinction to art, which was the work o f  experts and dem anded  specta
tors, sports could be participated in by everyone and were the dom ain o f 
am ateurs. Spectator sports were at best a private p leasure,140 but even they 
could be given a socialist content. I f  a worker soccer team played and work
ers w atched passively, A nton Tesarek, head  o f  the Rote Falken, claimed, an 
educational process was taking place.141 Com petition which’tested the work
e rs’ s trength  and  increased their perform ance was considered natural, so 
long as it did no t becom e excessive and h inder the complete developm ent 
o f  the individual.142 H ans Gastgeb, secretary o f  ASKO, summarized the 
SDAP’s expectations: a com bination o f  mass sports with political enlight
enm ent. This m eant sports no t simply for distraction o r  recreation bu t for 
the creation  o f  a proletaria t mentally and physically p repared  for struggles 
to overcom e the  reactionry capitalist system.143

I f  one com pares the SDAP’s antibourgeois adm onitions with the p ro 
posed socialist distinctions o f  worker sports, the vagueness o f  the form ula
tions becom es apparen t. In  practice these alleged differences must have 
largely disappeared. How could com petition in team sports really be kept 
within bounds, and  victors no t be acclaimed?144 Even in individual sports 
such as gymnastics and cycling, were there  no t excellent and inferior a th 
letes, and  could the losers o f  a race be really satisfied with “ having done 
their best” ? O ne  looks in vain for the insights o f  Adlerian individual psy
chology allegedly absorbed by party functionaries (but m ore o f  that later). 
The distinction between good proletarian participant and decadent bout-
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geois specta tor is also ambiguous. Could not a worker active in ASKO sports 
be both, especially where team sports were involved?

The most problem atic aspect o f  socialist form ulations was the process 
by which politics becam e im planted in w orker sports (leaving aside the 
no tion  that participation in w orker sports alone was a political signiher). No 
do u b t SDAP sports functionaries were correct in claiming that the sense o f 
com m unity and solidarity provided by organized w orker sports indirectly 
com pensated , at least in part, for the feelings o f  inferiority and resignation 
instilled in the pro le tarian  at the workplace and in capitalist society in gen
e ra l.145 But such an autonom ic effect took place without the party’s in ter
vention o r  control, which were considered essential in giving sports a polit
ical content. A m ore d irect m ethod  was in troducing  a political lecture o r 
discussion before  each practice session preceding a sports activity o r 
event.I4ti This requ irem ent led to complaints by leaders o f  team sports that 
practice sessions were simply being avoided by the players.

The technique most widely em ployed to instill a sense o f  relatedness to 
the  ongoing class struggle was the enforcem ent o f  strict discipline in all 
sports activities. Drill, athletic uniform s, dem onstrations o f  precision, and 
obedience to team  leaders and instructors were accepted early on by the 
gymnasts, and by the mid-1920s were generalized th roughou t ASKO. Pub 
lic dem onstrations o f  the discipline o f  worker athletes, un iform ed and well 
groom ed, m arching in step and  moving like a mass ornam ent, were 
expected  to coun te r  the public image o f  the disorderly w orker.147 They went 
h and  in hand  with the SDAP’s attem pt to discipline the worker family to 
make it m ore orderly  (see chap ter  6). They did no t contribu te  to making 
w orker sports m ore attractive, particularly to youth, and  it is doubtful 
w hether they enhanced  political education in the sports organizations, save 
to make them  usable fo r  political purposes such as dem onstrations and  fes
tivals extraneous to the ir primary interest. It was probably the increasing 
emphasis on discipline to the point o f  militarization in the early 1930s, m ore 
than  the effects o f  massive unem ploym ent, which prevented  ASKO from  
reaching larger num bers  o f  workers who chose o th e r  alternatives.

The paramilitary orientation o f  w orker sports began in 1925 with the 
creation o f  com bat gymnastics as a separate organization in ASKO. It was 
limited to eighteen-year-old males and concen tra ted  on such military skills 
as hand-to-hand com bat, hand  g renade throwing, obstacle course running, 
and  m aneuvers.148 In 1926 the Schutzbund jo in e d  ASKO, Julius Deutsch 
becam e the head o f  both, and the m ovem ent toward militarization accel
erated. A fter the bloody events o f  July 15, 1927, virtually all m em ber orga 
nizations were requ ired  to take u p  com bat training, which took the place o f  
all o th e r  a ttem pts at political activity and came to be viewed as the natural 
con tribu tion  o f  w orker sports to the class struggle. Rigid discipline, a sworn 
oath, a leadership cult, and the banning  o f  all political discussion m arked 
the end o f  tlie SDAP’s original goals149; a socialist cultural movement was 
tu rned  into a reserve army in the class struggle. W idespread resistance to 
this developm ent am ong essentially pacifistic workers and especially youth
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Mass calisthenics in the Prater during the International Worker Olympics, 1931 
(VGA)

had little eff ect on Deutsch, for whom the increase o f  Nazi votes in the elec
tions o f  1932 m eant only that the tiger was at the gates.150 O ne  o f  the little- 
discussed side effects o f  the increasing masculinization o f  worker sports 
th ro u g h  com bat training was to affirm the second-class status o f  women a th 
letes, already largely segregated into the kind o f  sports “ appropria te  for 
females.”

Even though the SDAP failed to tu rn  worker sports into an institution 
fo r the political education o f  the masses o r  to transform  a basically recrea 
tional activity in to  an instrum ent o f  class struggle, worker sports produced  
symbols o f  political im portance. In addition to the obvious signs o f  disci
pline an d  orderliness, solidarity and  community, the worker a th le te’s body 
itself p ro jec ted  an image o f  power and con tro l.151 It coun teracted  the pic
tu re  o f  workers weakened by toil, in dirty work clothes, disorderly, and vic
tim ized.152 The body o f  the worker athlete, m uscular and subtle, individually 
an  example o f  aesthetic purity  b u t collectively a symbol o f  orderliness, 
power, and control, pro jected  an image o f  the “ party soldier” ready to 
defend  his class, antithetical to the worker slave o f  bygone days. T hat pow
erful image was p ro jec ted  to  workers who rem ained outside ASKO’s formal 
s truc tu re  and to wider audiences outside the working class. It transm itted a 
political message o f  s trength  independen t o f  the SDAP’s confused attem pts 
to link sports and politics. It was recognized and fostered by SDAP and 
socialist municipal leaders in the final defensive years as an emblem to dispel 
the reality o f  political indecision.1''3

T h e  h i g h  p o i n t  o f  t h e  e m b l e m a t i c  q u a l i t y  o f  w o r k e r  s p o r t s  w a s  r e a c h e d
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during  the second In ternational W orker Olympics held in Vienna on July 
1 9 -2 6 , 1931.154 Prepara tions fo r this event included the completion o f  a 
m odern  stadium  with 60 ,000 seats and the reduction o f  transporta tion  fees 
fo r the expected  partic ipants.155 T he sum m er games in Vienna attracted
77,000 participants from  nineteen m em bers o f  the Socialist Sports In te r 
national, including 37,000 Austrian athletes. For fou r days, 200,000 spec
tators filled the stadium to watch com petitors in every sport, including com 
bat gymnastics. O n  the last day 100,000 participants m arched in disciplined 
ranks across the in n e r  city, traversing the Ringstrasse on  the way to the sta
dium, and  were watched by countless specta tors.156

For nearly a week Vienna becam e a w orkers’ city as never before o r 
after. The symbol o f  Austrian w orker strength  in the context o f  the in ter
national w orking class was pro jec ted  in two directions: as a sum m ons to the 
unorganized  and  nonpartic ipating  workers to jo in  these powerful ranks, 
and as a message to political opponen ts  that the workers stood ready to p ro 
tect themselves and the republic. That the military aspects o f  this spectacle 
were also obvious is reflected in the com m ent by Friedrich Adler, secretary 
o f  the L abor and Socialist International, present in Vienna for the organi
zation’s fourth  world congress. H e characterized the worker Olympics as 
“ an international military parade  m ore powerful than anything else the 
working class has succeeded in so fa r .” 157 O ne  o f  the  most spectacular events 
o f  that week was the mass festival perfo rm ed  in the stadium by the whole 
panoply o f  SDAP cultural organizations. It clearly revealed the im portant 
links between w orker sports and socialist festival cu ltu re  in representing 
symbolic power.

The desire to emotionally a ttract and  bind the workers to the party dates 
back to the earliest days o f  Austrian social democracy. Victor A dler’s adage

Banner parade at the International Worker Olympics, 1931 (VGA)
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that “ the brain is an inhibiting o rg an ” stood in stark contrast to the fun 
dam ental intellectual orientation o f  A ustrom arxism .158 With the phenom e
nal growth o f  SDAP m em bership in the early 1920s, the idea o f  integrating 
the majority o f  m embers, who rem ained outside the party’s program s and 
activities, th rough  em otional appeals again atta ined currency. The prole 
tarian  feast, with its roots in a p reu rb an  past and shaped by everyday prac 
tices in w orker communities, becam e the vehicle for this orientation.

In tegrating  such feasts into the SDAP’s cultural program  m eant no t only 
to  invest them  with a particular socialist political conten t but also to cleanse 
them  o f  undesirable characteristics ranging from  their setting in Gasthäuser 
to the ir association with the consum ption o f  alcohol and light en terta inm ent 
(folk music and m arches).159 In the earliest phase o f  SDAP attem pts to  trans
form  w orker feasts into proletarian  festivals, a calendar o f  socialist holidays 
was devised to  com pete with those o f  the Catholic ch u rch .160 To these were 
added  a variety o f  working-class holidays and celebrations o f  the birthdays 
o f  persons significant to the movement. But there  were frequent complaints 
registered with the Bildungszentrale that at the local level such serious com 
m em orations e ither took place in an unworthy setting o r re ta ined an unso 
cialist, folksy ch arac te r .“’1

The SDAP sought to overcom e these local deficiencies by centralizing 
w orker celebrations. At the behest o f  Jo sep h  L uitpold Stern the Kunststelle 
took over the organization and  supervision o f  festivals in 1930. In that year 
it was already able to organize seventy-three o f  these on  behalf o f  party 
locals, trade unions, and o th e r  party organizations. Even though it devised 
the program s sent out, it could no t contro l their execution, so that serious
ness and  educational values did not p redom inate  over en terta inm ent. Local 
w orker feasts rem ained  a grass-roots affair th roughou t the period, resisting 
SDAP attem pts to  make them  conform  to its concept o f  party culture. In 
re ta in ing  their  original integrity, worker feasts reflected the ongoing strug
gle between indigenous forms o f  w orker culture  and the party’s attem pt to 
impose its own blueprin t.

But local w orker celebrations were hardly the means o f  emotionally 
draw ing the masses o f  workers into the party. That aim was to be realized in 
the developm ent o f  mass festivals, in which the varied forms o f  party culture 
were to play a role. An im petus for such a m arshaling o f  cultural resources, 
it has been suggested, was July 15, 1927, when the workers en masse 
s torm ed the Palace o f  Justice  and set it on fire. This act sent shock waves 
th rough  the party leadership, who ju d g ed  the workers to have behaved like 
illegitimate masses— like “ pitchfork revolutionaries,” in the words o f  Karl 
R en n e r .lb2 It resulted in an aestheticizing o f  politics in which worker festi
vals played an im portan t role, partly to  expunge that defeat from  memory 
and  partly to  tame and control the masses.163

T hough the timing o f  the  SDAP’s effort to make mass festivals a central 
p art o f  its cultural p rogram  was no doub t determ ined  by the traum a o f  July 
1 5, 1927, o th e r  motives helped to p roduce  this shift in focus. The most per- 
sisienl o f  these, time and again stated as a primary aim by the culture
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experts, was to  in tegrate  the party masses previously barely o r  totally unaf
fected by the party’s organizing efforts.164 It was understood  that attracting 
the passive workers also m eant to  com pete with radio, film, and spectator 
sports, which had  a growing popu lar  appeal. A nother im portan t motivation 
was the  continu ing  success o f  the Catholic passion and  mystery plays and 
oratorios, perfo rm ed  on high holidays, which in upda ted  versions cele
b ra ted  G od’s mystery, and the church  as the all-inclusive community. A sim
ilar source o f  concern  fo r the socialists was the trem endous success o f  
neo-Catholic spectacles m ounted  in Salzburg by Max Reinhardt, H ugo von 
Hofm annsthal, H erm an n  Bahr, and Richard Strauss. T here  the a ttem pt was 
m ade to  fuse players and spectators in o rd e r  to leave the chaotic present 
beh ind  for a medieval unity and baroque pro tec tedness .165

The idea o f  an all-encompassing mass festival akin to Richard W agner’s 
conception  o f  a Gesammtkumtwerk had  fascinated SDAP leaders fo r a long 
tim e.166 But the actual form  o f  the mass festival was derived from  Russian 
proletkult experim ents in the  early 1920s, as transm itted by G erm an com
m unist festivals o f  that tim e.167 I t was adapted  by the SDAP in Vienna during 
the late 1920s, when it had already been abandoned  elsewhere. The masses, 
Sergei Eisenstein said in an interview in 1929, had been used up  as a 
th em e .168 In its final fo rm  the SDAP’s mass festival m ade use o f  the Sprech- 
chor, the g roup  recitation o f  p repared  texts, which also had been transm it
ted  from  the Russian proletkult via the G erm an com m unists.169 The SDAP’s 
cultural leaders celebrated  it as the true  art form  o f  the proletariat, involv
ing com m itm ent, collective effort, and unity and com m unality .170 It was p ro 
claimed as the voice o f  the masses expressing the collective will in a disci
p lined m an n er .171 But its form al presentation in mass festivals was no t left 
to  workers at the grass roots. The dem and fo r perfect spoken G erm an 
(rather than the Viennese dialect ubiquitous am ong workers), for precision 
atta ined  only after extensive practice, and for discipline, required  profes
sional p e rfo rm ers .172 A special Sprechchor o f  trained speakers was established 
by the Kunststelle fo r recitations in the party’s im portan t festivals.

The most successful mass festival was m ounted  in July 1931 during  the 
W orker Olympics. The playing field o f  the newly created  stadium was trans
form ed into an immense stage on which musicians, actors, speakers, gym
nasts, singers, Rote Falken, and Socialist W orker Youth in blue shirts—
4,000 in all— perfo rm ed  a historical spectacle against a background o f  artis
tic p rops and stage effects.173 In the course o f  an h o u r  the history and fu ture 
o f  struggling, laboring humanity, shown in tableaux vivants, symbols, and 
mass movements, led the audience from  the Middle Ages to industrial cap
italism.174 Toward the end, a huge gilt idol representing  capitalism was over
throw n by collective strength , and thousands o f  red  flags carried by youth 
in white ushered  in the  socialist fu ture. From  a high red  tower a splendid 
voice in toned  an oath in the m anner o f  s tatem ent and response typical for 
the Sprtxhchor, only I his time the audience was p rom pted  to give the 
response: to  swear that collectively ii would lighi for the liberation o f  work
ing people and l<> remain faithful lo tin* high ideals o f  socialism. The singing
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Mass festival in the new stadium, with participants shown toppling the symbolic gilt 
idol o f  capitalism, 1931 (VGA)

o f  the “ In te rna tiona l” ended  the festivities. This spectacle was repeated  
fou r times befo re  a total audience o f  260,000. The success o f  this festival—  
resulting in pa rt  from  the concu rren t Olympics— in pu tting  the SDAP on 
display before  the larger Viennese public, led to euphoric accounts in the 
party’s publications.175

Looking back on this most im portan t o f  the socialist’s mass festivals, it 
is difficult to  share the party’s sense o f  trium ph. This and o ther  celebrations 
held between 1928 and 1931 had a com pensatory character for the actual 
political reversals o f  the SDAP. They poin ted  to a fu tu re  o f  success while 
leaving cu rren t events ou t o f  the picture. D uring that time the festivals may 
indeed  have served as a transmission belt to the mass o f un in tegra ted  work
ers, bu t at best this effect was no t truly political bu t m ore in the realm of 
mentalité— part o f  a general climate o f  working-class presence and im por
tance— which municipal socialism and, to a lesser degree, the party ’s cul
tural p rogram  were able to enhance. But the mass spectacle also may have 
been a vast thea te r  o f  illusions in which the power to topple the capitalist 
idol was no th ing  bu t a magical deception within the protective concrete 
walls o f  the Vienna stadium .176

O utside those walls two m onths earlier, the Styrian Heim w ehr leader 
W alter Pfrim er had a ttem pted  a putsch. It failed, but signaled the intensi
fication o f  politics by fo rce .177 The 1931 festival, which made the masses 
themselves the h e ro  with the power to direct t lie course o f  history, did not 
confront this and o th e r  real threats lo the republic on whose survival the 
SDAP d epended . Perform ers and audience intoning an oath in refrain had
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an exorcistic effect in which “ the power o f  individual cognition was su rren 
dered  and the pow er o f  decision making reduced  in favor o f  a rom antic and 
em otional a ttachm ent to a value system.” 178 That such exorcistic rites, in 
which the individual lost himself in the all, could be even m ore dangerous 
is revealed in the ritual o f  Socialist W orker Youth a round  their campfires at 
the festival m arking the sum m er solstice. In  the prescribed litany o f  what 
am ounts to a socialist auto-da-fe, all enemies were to be consigned to the 
flames: “ trashy films, bad books, beer, liquor, wine, swastika, pipe, ciga
rettes, and all foolish fashions.” 179

In  the increasingly th reaten ing  political environm ent after 1931, the 
SDAP abandoned  the chiliastic, pseudoreligious message o f  mass festivals 
and a ttem pted  to transform  them  into mass dem onstrations with a m ore 
radical, ritualized c o n ten t.180 The move toward cultist expressions was in 
keeping with the aims o f  a newly created  propaganda cen te r  within the Bil- 
dungszentrale u n d e r  the d irection o f  O tto  Felix Kanitz. Its dem and for 
m ore, be tter, and  still m ore propaganda, w ithout discussions o f  tactics by 
the rank and file, b rough t underlying differences between the party youth 
and leadership into the open. Kanitz and Deutsch, representing  the lead
ership, argued  that, in view o f  the increasing Heim w ehr and  Nazi th reat to 
the republic, the disciplined use o f  p ropaganda was the o rd e r  o f  the day and 
that dem ocratic decisions on tactics would have to wait. Ernst Fischer, 
speaking fo r the socialist youth, coun te red  that it was impossible to mobilize 
the masses without p rio r  political discussion and  that sheer obedience to 
party directives would lead to a vague rom anticism .181 Although the points 
made seem ed academic, they had very serious undertones. T urn ing  the p a r 
ticipants o f  festival dem onstra tions into party soldiers was to depoliticize 
them  at a time when the party  leadership was m ore and  m ore following a 
policy o f  retreat.

D uring this final party crisis the festivals were stripped o f  their cultural 
aims and replaced by attem pts to confron t reaction and fascism in the 
streets by symbolic m eans.182 The SDAP becam e a participant in a kind o f  
street thea te r  in which it dem onstra ted  its public presence with flags, 
emblems, blue shirts, party badges, slogans, greetings, and dem onstrations 
in response to those o f  its o pponen ts .183 But the raised right arm  with 
clenched fist to coun te r  the Nazi salute, the three-arrows emblem to negate 
the swastika, and the greeting  “ Freiheit” to drow n ou t “ Heil H itle r” were 
empty symbols, lacking in socialist substance and goals.184 They neither 
encouraged  confidence as expressions o f  defense, because the real struggle 
was not a street dram a, n o r could they mobilize the masses o f  workers for 
socialism’s h igher goals, which events had pushed  to the margins o f  daily 
reality.

A s  w e  h a v e  s e e n ,  s o c i a l i s t  p a r t y  c u l t u r e  w a s  n o t  s o m e  w e l l - t h o u g h t - o u t  

s c h e m e  d i r e c t e d  b y  a  p o w e r f u l  c e n t r a l  a g e n c y ,  b i l l  a  g a t h e r i n g  o f  d i f f u s e  

o r g a n i z a t i o n s  i n c l u d i n g  m a n y  w h o s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  s o c i a l i s m  ( b u r i a l  s o c i 

e t y ,  c h e s s  c l u b )  o r  t o  w o r k e r s  ( v a c a t i o n  s o c i e t y ,  a v i a t i o n  c l u b )  w a s  t e n u o u s
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at best. The SDAP tried  to infuse these with long-range socialist perspec
tives— to strip them  o f  the ir  plebeian and petty bourgeois conten t and 
ennoble  them  with infusions o f  elite culture. Such enrichm ents frequently 
contrad icted  the party’s a ttem pt to differentiate its cultural program  from 
bourgeois forms and  practices. A case in point is its attack on spectator 
sports at the same time that the W orker Olympics and mass festivals m ar
shaled thousands o f  spectators.

Considerable resistance was experienced in the efforts by organizations 
and publications to  transform  the workers into “ neue M enschen” ready to 
en te r  the socialist prom ised land. Singing societies and  worker feasts 
resisted centralization and concentra tion  and clung to their subcultural 
forms o f  en terta inm ent. Rank-and-file workers d isregarded the avalanche 
o f  p rin ted  m atte r  heaped  upon  them, especially the large num ber o f  free 
publications. M embers o f  worker libraries could be b rought to appreciate 
the social novel, b u t no t the difficult social and scientific literature  the party 
considered the goal o f  cu ltu red  reading.

The SDAP’s cultural experts deceived themselves with the alleged 
num erical success o f  their  eff orts. W orkers subscribing to nonparty  libraries 
o r  reading the popu lar tabloids were not taken into account in the self-con
gratulations. N o r  was the fact that fo r every worker in ASKÖ there  were 
twice as many in nonparty  sports organizations. These miscalculations 
stem m ed from  a failure to realize o r  accept the fact that workers disposed 
o f  their newly gained leisure time in various old and new ways. O lder forms 
o f  recreation  such as Gasthäuser, the Heurigen, Varieté, the Prater, and  hik
ing were still enjoyed. The newer forms included radio, cinema, and spec
ta to r  sports, which had an increasing appeal. No allowance was made for 
unorganized  and spontaneous leisure activities such as sports, which 
afforded large num bers o f  young people a self-expression that the disci- 
p line-oriented  ASKÖ denied  them .185 In short,the  idea that the SDAP’s cul
tu re  could fill the w orkers’ whole private sphere  was unrealistic and ignored 
existing life-styles in worker subcultures.186

W hereas Socialist party cu lture  was in theory a democratic outreach to 
the masses o f  mem bers, it affected only a minority o f  them. This was hardly 
adm itted  o r  possibly no t even recognized by the functionaries in charge, 
partly because, for many, keeping their particular organization o r  activity 
going becam e an end  in itself, and partly because they were victims o f  their 
own claims o f  success. Perhaps their unfamiliarity with a mass party so dif
ferent from  the prew ar com m itted vanguard helps to explain their difficulty 
in reaching unfam iliar masses,187 and in understanding  that the desired cul
tural transform ation  o f  workers d epended  m ore on their receptivity than 
on  the theories and program s themselves. A num ber o f  leaders o f  the party’s 
left wing were well aware o f  these shortcom ings and during the last years o f  
the republic p ro tested  against the “ elitism” and “ social conservatism” o f  
functionaries satisfied with reaching only an “ aristocracy” o f  w orkers.188 
But by then, time had run  otii.
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Much has been written about the influence o f  Adlerian individual psy
chology on the SDAP’s cultural p ro g ram .1“'1 A lthough it certainly influenced 
a small g roup  o f  university students, educators, and social scientists, most 
o f  these did not set the tone  o f  the party’s cultural program . Its d irectors’ 
conception o f  Adlerian theory consisted mainly o f  the notion that the indi
vidual’s psychological m akeup was malleable and that developmental feel
ings o f  inferiority and inadequacy could be rectified. The SDAP’s program  
was p red icated  on the ability to ameliorate the presum ed deficiency o f  self
hood  (a consequence o f  capitalist alienation) in the w orker’s personality.190 
But there  was a negative side to  the idea that the worker was clay to be 
shaped and a blank page to be filled by the party. This notion was based on 
the  view that the w orker existed at a brutish level subject to alcohol, sexual 
excesses, and the m anipulations o f  capitalist society, a dark image which 
only the party could tu rn  into one o f  light.191 It would seem that the Adlerian 
influence was an im pedim ent to the SDAP’s cultural aims, because its inher
ent environm entalism  allowed functionaries to believe that the worker, 
being clay, had as yet no existence worthy o f  the name. T herefore  the 
w orker did no t need  to  be understood  o r reached but only shaped. This mis
conception m ight explain why so many o f  the cultural program s aimed wide 
o f  the mark.

The socialist cultural leaders had the illusion that the ir  aims would be 
achieved in the short run . “We in V ienna,” Marie Jah o d a  rem em bered, 
“ lived with the g reat illusion that we would be the generation o f  fulfillment, 
that o u r  genera tion  would bring  dem ocratic socialism to Austria.” 192 Such 
idealism and blind optimism revealed the tendency to view history as an act 
o f  volition ra th e r  than as a process— a contradiction  o f  the hallowed tenets 
o f  Austromarxism. Socialist Party culture  provided new opportunities to a 
part o f  the working class, bu t its lofty theories about actualizing socialism 
kept most workers at a distance. C oupled with the reform s o f  municipal 
socialism, it c reated  a climate o f  opinion congenial to the workers o f  Vienna. 
This achievement was grea te r  than the sum o f  all the mem bers and partici
pants in the activities themselves.



CHAPTER 5

Worker Leisure: 
Commercial and Mass Culture

In the SDAP's quest fo r a total w orker culture, party leaders used their 
power base in the Vienna municipal adm inistration to transform  the work
e rs’ public sphere. As we have seen, reform  efforts in housing, public health, 
education, and welfare were aim ed at p roducing  a new, orderly, and class
conscious working class.1 These efforts, and especially the party ’s large cul
tural p rogram , went beyond a ttem pting  to  establish a m ore favorable 
worker environm ent; they were clearly aim ed at changing w orker behavior 
as well. In  seeking to alter the public sphere, party reform ers encoun tered  
a traditional political opposition  from  the Christian Social party, the Cath 
olic church, and econom ic pressure groups. In  a ttem pting to dom inate the 
w orkers’ private sphere  as well, far m ore  elusive obstacles and opponents 
were arrayed against the party: w orker subcultures; the dom inant bourgeois 
culture, abou t which the socialists’ position was ambiguous; and  an em erg
ing mass culture. Mass culture, particularly in its ability to commercially p e r 
meate everyday life, was a powerful adversary to  the party’s a ttem pt to shape 
the w orkers’ leisure time and private space. Its most un ique quality, p e r 
haps, was its ability to transfer the mass p roduction  o f  the working world to 
the a rena  o f  leisure tim e.2 As we shall see, party leaders wavered between 
rejecting and wanting to ennoble  what they considered vulgar influences in 
en te rta inm ent and consum ption, and  struggled against this newest mani
festation o f  pleasure fo r its own sake.

In the period  u n d e r  consideration it would be a mistake to draw a sharp 
distinction between commercial and mass culture. T he la tter may be seen to 
em erge in Austria and elsewhere in E urope after the tu rn  o f  the century and 
to begin to replace o lder forms o f  commercial culture. We cannot lose sight 
o f  the fact that mass cu lture  is commercial. But it involves com m erce o f  a 
m ore advanced type, geared to the p roduction  and consum ption o f  large 
quantities, reaching various targeted  markets, but aiming at a com prehen 
sive one. It clearly parallels the most advanced techniques and aims o f  the 
most advanced industry at the time.'
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In the years following the war, Viennese workers were exposed to and 
consum ed products o f  the o lder commercial cu ltu re— the Gasthaus, circus, 
am usem ent park, boxing and  wrestling ring, dance hall, variety theater, 
hom e decorations, patent medicines, and so fo r th — as well as those o f  the 
em erg ing  mass cu ltu re  such as cinema, radio, dime novels, spectator sports 
(especially soccer), and cosmetics. A mass clientele became increasingly 
im portan t to bo th  o lder and newer forms o f  commercial culture, and the 
w orking class was perceived by that cu ltu re ’s purveyors as providing a mass 
market.

Working-class subcultures were exposed to the advertised allures o f the 
new culture  products, and these became part o f  worker experience insofar 
as constrained  w orker budgets allowed. W ithin the w orker subculture there 
is little evidence o f  resistance to the blandishm ents o f  commercial o r  mass 
culture. To acquire o r  participate in these products and activities was a 
means o f  ex tending  w orker life-style at least in small m easure in the direc
tion o f  those who were be tte r  o ff and be tte r  able to consum e.4

Socialist leaders and city fathers a ttem pting to create a total worker 
coun tercu ltu re  within the dom inant bourgeois cu lture  were essentially 
u n p rep a red  for the challenge and com petition offered to their efforts by 
com m ercial/m ass cu ltu re  in the marketplace. Much as had been the case 
am ong middle-class reform ers, the socialists den igrated  this com petitor as 
crass and  vulgar, and its products as superficial pleasures unworthy o f  the 
em erging new style o f  worker. A m ong those who m ade socialist culture pol
icy there  were few th roughou t the period  who were able to go beyond this 
very narrow  rejection o f  mass cu lture  as ju s t  ano ther evil o f  the capitalist 
system. But even am ong the lonely voices who realized that com m ercial/ 
mass cu ltu re  could no t simply be wished away by condem nation, hardly any
one  could see fu r th e r  than the need to ennoble mass culture by uplifting it 
to the quality (and content, o ften  enough) o f  elite cu lture .5

It is im portan t to keep in m ind that in the realm o f  worker leisure com
mercial, noncom m ercial, and  mass cultural forms coexisted and com peted 
with the Socialist party ’s a ttem pts to develop an all-encompassing cultural 
p rogram  o f  its own. The commercial culture  included such o lder en te rta in 
m ent forms as the Gasthaus/Wirtshaus, P rater, circus, Variété, dancing, balls, 
boxing matches, and  parades. The noncom m ercial included ch ildren’s 
street play, swimming in the D anube (at the Lobau beaches), unorganized 
sports (especially soccer), and hiking in the Wienerwald. The newer mass- 
commercial form s— radio, film, and professional spectator sports (soc
cer)— partly because o f  the ir  industrial form  o f  organization and distribu
tion— offered sharp  com petition  to o lder forms o f  en terta inm ent.6

How many hours in the Viennese w orker’s day o r  week could be devoted 
to  leisure activities? It is a difficult question to  answer. A lthough the eight- 
h o u r  day becam e law in 1919, the average five-and-a-half-day week was at 
best limited to  forty-eight hours .7 Travel time to and  from  work fu rth e r 
reduced  free time on weekdays, as did the overtime frequently  necessary to 
supplem ent low wages. The largest block o f  free time was during  the one-
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and-a-half-day weekend, but with great gender differences resulting from 
w om en’s frequen t triple bu rd en  o f  work, housework, and  child rearing. 
Y ounger workers generally had fewer domestic responsibilities and greater 
opportun ity  fo r leisure. The onset o f  the depression in 1930 and the rapid 
increase o f  unem ploym ent confounded  the previous time budgets o f  work
ers. Employers used the crisis to ex tend  the workweek, speed up  work p ro 
cesses, and renege on paid vacations.“ Even the growing army o f  unem 
ployed responded  variously to the ir  forced freedom . Y oung workers, 
including m arried  couples without children, functioned in the part-time 
gray m arket to improvise their survival and used their newly found  free time 
creatively, while family heads suffered from  a loss o f  identity and self- 
respect.9

W hen one considers these variations, it becomes clear that the question 
posed above can be answered only in general terms: there  was an  absolute 
gain in w orkers’ leisure time, bu t it was modified by the conditions 
described. Most im portan t may have been  the attitude, widespread in the 
1920s, that the worker had a right to free time, and that he toiled in o rder 
to win as large a portion  o f  it as possible.

C om m ercial Culture

O ne o f  the most im portan t commercial institutions in the life o f  the Vien
nese working class was the Gasthaus o r  Wirtshaus. These establishments p ro 
vided meals and snacks, alcoholic beverages, lodgings, and meeting rooms. 
O n  Saturday night and Sundays popu lar singers en terta ined  and Schram
meln quarte ts  (two violins, a bass, and a clarinet) played dance music. In  the 
last q u a r te r  o f  the n ineteen th  century, when half the Viennese work force 
was still artisanal and half  the workers did no t live in their own homes, Gast
häuser were a virtual hom e away from  hom e and  the most im portan t center 
o f  w orker sociability.10 As com m unication centers they also had a sexual, 
political, and  acculturating  function: on  weekends male jou rneym en  and 
female workers were able to enjoy the erotic ambience; jo u rneym en  estab
lished bases there  fo r their particular trade (Gesellenherbergen), tu rn ing  them 
into hiring halls, a locale fo r the settlem ent o f  conflicts at the workplace, 
and strike centers; and  the majority o f  journeym en , who were o f  Bohemian 
and Moravian origin and spoke Czech at the workplace, a ttem pted  assimi
lation by speaking German.

By 1919 the Gasthaus had lost many o f  its preindustrial social and polit
ical functions. The enorm ous increase in marriages and m ore stable worker 
families, and the m aintenance o f  wartime rent control by the municipal 
adm inistration, made the surrogate  domicile function o f  the Gasthaus obso
lete. Similarly, the full-scale developm ent o f  trade unions and the Socialist 
party largely replaced the Gasthaus as a primitive center o f  worker economic 
and political activities. Yet Gasthäuser continued  to  play a significant role in 
the working-class communities o f  Vienna. Their proximity to the growing 
num ber o f  industi ial en terp i ises made I hem the lmu hlime cen ter o f  male
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w orker com m unication .11 Gasthäuser also do tted  the streets o f  working-class 
neighborhoods, where they continued  to provide weekend en terta inm ent 
fo r both  sexes and a weekday meeting place fo r male w orkers.12 Despite the 
Socialist party ’s a ttem pt to locate party activities e ither in worker centers 
(Arbeiterheime) o r  in special m eeting rooms in the larger municipal housing 
projects, many party locals con tinued  to meet in the neighborhood Gasthaus 
o f  w orker choice.13

O n the whole, however, the function o f  the Gasthaus was reduced to a 
place where en te rta inm ent and sociability had to be paid for. No doubt their 
num ber declined betw een 1870 and the early 1930s, as Joseph Ehm er dem 
onstra tes .14 But their n u m b er  rem ained considerable in the postwar period 
(3,713 in 1931) and  showed a rem arkable stability during  the economic cri
sis o f  1930-33 , when reduced  worker budgets made commercial en terta in 
ments m ore o f  a luxury .15 This suggests that, as one o f  the oldest forms o f 
commercial culture, they were able to maintain a significant place in worker 
lives despite the alternative offered by the Socialist party culture and the 
com petition o f  mass-cultural enterta inm ent.

A nother long-standing and particularly Viennese institution o f  worker 
relaxation was the Heurigen. The winegrowing areas to the n o rth  and south 
o f  Vienna, virtually encroaching on the city limits, were do tted  with small 
vintners who sold their new wine to a mixed public o f  Viennese seeking cool, 
convivial surroundings in the sum m er m onths. Serving a popu lar clientele, 
these small establishments were located in o r n ea r  the vineyards and con
sisted o f  little m ore than a few shade trees and some rough wooden tables 
and  benches. For the price o f  several q u a rte r  liters o f  wine, workers and 
their  families could enjoy a weekend evening meal, usually consisting o f  cold 
snacks b rough t from  home. Singing and dancing, occasionally accompanied 
by an instrum ent, provided the improvised en terta inm ent fo r adults; the 
children played in the su rround ing  fields. The atm osphere  was one o f  high 
spirits occasioned by a sense o f  liberation from  the oppressive atm osphere 
o f  the workplace and crowded domiciles. Most o f  the Heurigen could be 
reached  by public transporta tion  followed by a short walk.

No doub t the Heurigen had its heyday before W orld W ar I, bu t the insti
tu tion  seems to have continued  to draw the public in the interwar period. 
U nfortunately, this popu la r site o f  en terta inm ent remains entirely uns tu d 
ied, making it difficult to ascertain the extent o f  its continuing popularity. 
There  is some evidence to suggest that the Nobelheurigen— large establish
m ents with ho t buffets, music, and formal en terta inm ent, flower and toy 
sellers, and taxis on dem and, serving the Viennese Bürger and foreign to u r 
ists— largely went bankrup t during  the depression; but the small en te r 
prises, which workers had frequen ted  by tradition, seem to have survived.16

The largest dom ain o f  popu lar  en terta inm ent in Vienna was the Prater, 
a fo rm er royal hun ting  preserve donated  to  the public in the 1880s. This 
huge green space contained lawns and shaded walks, ponds for rowing, bicy
cle lanes and bridle paths, soccer fields, an am usem ent park with the famous 
Riesenrad (Ferris wheel), num erous Gasthäuser and snack stands, and (by the 
early 1930s) a stadium accom m odating (>0,000 spectators and a swimming
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pool and sunning lawns with a capacity o f  many h u n d red s .17 From  its earliest 
days as a public facility, the P ra te r  was a focal point o f  mass en terta inm ent 
and  activity. An exhibit o f  1895 entitled  “Venice in V ienna,” em ulating the 
city o f  canals and harboring  restaurants  and theaters, a ttracted  2 million 
visitors in its first year. The Olympia Arena, opened  in 1902, was the largest 
open-air thea te r  in Europe, with 4 ,000 seats. The first May Day procession 
o f  workers in 1890 along the Ringstrasse term inated with a convocation in 
the Prater.

The P ra te r  continued  as a cen te r  o f  spectacles and crowds in the 1920s 
and 1930s: a folk costum e p arade o f  1921 attrac ted  400,000 spectators; the 
flower parade o f  1925, with 400 floats, was viewed by half a million; in 1928, 
the ten th  G erm an Song Society Festival assembled 40,000 singers; and the 
biannual Wiener Messe (trade fair) lu red  hundreds o f  thousands to see the 
latest p roducts o f  domestic and  foreign industry and technology. The Vien
nese who flocked to the P ra te r  on  a typical Sunday afternoon  en te red  the 
grounds free o f  charge and also paid no th ing  as spectators o f  passing 
parades o r  the general scene. Almost everything else came at a price, from  
the beer, soft drinks, and  sausages consum ed for sm airchange by the great 
m ultitude to the costlier rides in the am usem ent park, ren ted  rowboats, Gas
thäuser, circuses, and variety theaters. As worker budgets rarely allowed for 
m ore than five Schillings a week fo r nonessential items, workers no doubt 
consum ed the commercial offerings sparingly.18 Even so, workers contrib 
u ted  to and  im bibed the holiday atm osphere o f  the crowd— an ambience 
p roduced  in large m easure by the commercial cultural products for sale.19

T he P ra te r  also housed a large nu m b er o f  the most sophisticated com
mercial en tertainm ents: circuses and  variety theaters.20 A lthough both  o f 
these had a long history as distinct en terta inm ents before  the war, they 
increasingly borrow ed from  each o th e r  in the postwar period  and attem pted 
to m odernize in o rd e r  to com pete with new er commercial com petitors such 
as film. Varietes in troduced  “ living pho tog raphs” (Biotophone) and Bio
scope film shorts; circuses sought new audiences by featuring boxing 
m atches.21 Both struggled in the first postwar years with inflation, later with 
the municipal en terta inm ent luxury tax, and after 1930 with the depression. 
T heir a ttem pt to  recap tu re  their previous standing as leading commercial 
forms o f  popu lar en te rta inm ent were largely a rear-guard  action against 
new technological commercial cu ltu re— the mass media. Yet if we consider 
the n um ber o f  spectators that continued  to be drawn to circuses and Varietes 
in the interw ar years, their role as a popu lar  leisure activity am ong workers 
needs fu r th e r  consideration.

Animal acts continued  to be the distinguishing characteristic o f  circuses, 
making them  a favorite as family en terta inm ent. A lthough only two p e r 
m anen t circus structures, the Zentral and Renz, rem ained in o r  near the 
Prater, num erous foreign circuses pitched their huge tents there  for 
engagem ents each season. In 1931 (lie largest o f  these had a now almost 
unbelievable nu m b er o f  spectators: Circus Kludsky drew 1 (),()()(), Zirkus 
Gleich 12,000, and Zirkus Krone 13,000 per performanc e . E v e n  smaller 
circuses with a tent capacity of 5,000 totaled an audience o f  300,000 in
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1927.23 Less celebrated  as purveyors o f  spectacles bu t equally im portant as 
popu la r  en te rta inm ent were circuses outside the Prater. Tenting on open 
spaces in the part o f  the city with large working-class populations, these cir
cuses drew steady audiences at very modest prices.24

Both the price s truc tu re  and total audience size are difficult to ascertain. 
C heaper seats in even the largest circuses appear to have been within the 50 
Groschen to 1 Schilling range, and were 50 percent cheaper in the small 
local ones. A pproxim ations o f  a ttendance are even m ore difficult. By using 
the K rone’s ratio o f  ten t capacity to seasonal audience for the largest cir
cuses (10,000 to 13,000 seats), we arrive at an annual audience o f  m ore than
600,000 for each o f  these. By adding the several larger and smaller circuses 
in the P ra te r  to the  small local ones (several h u n d red  seats), one might arrive 
at a weekly— that is w eekend— total o f  80,000 to 100,000 circusgoers.25 
T hough these figures suggest that circuses continued  to play a significant 
role am ong popu la r  en terta inm ents in Vienna, even weathering the finan
cial stresses after 1930, their decline is also palpable.26

The Viennese Varieté theater, com parable to the American vaudeville, 
the English music hall, and the French  café concert, shared with its foreign 
coun terparts  the repu ta tion  o f  being a serious com petito r to the elite “ legit
im ate” theater, and was w ithout rival in attracting  a large and varied public. 
From  the second half o f  the n ineteeth  century to the end o f  the war, Varieté 
enjoyed an enorm ous popularity  am ong the lower middle and working class. 
T hough the dom inant elite culture clung to the opera  house, theater, and 
concert hall, even it em ulated  and borrow ed from  the Varieté (operettas, for 
instance) o r  created  versions o f  it sufficiently elevated and exclusive to be 
acceptable.27

From  its beginnings the Viennese Varieté thrived on  its versatility as a 
mixed art form, offering short num bers o f  great variety to please audiences 
o f  diverse taste: scenes from  operettas, skits, popu lar songs, dance, come
dians, and above all orchestral music.28 A fter the war the Varietés were unset
tled by economic instability and th rea tened  by the new mass media; they 
a ttem pted  to hold their audiences by adding acrobats, jugglers, strongm en, 
clowns, and clairvoyants as well as Duncanesque dance and the American 
Charleston and Black Bottom  to their offerings. In  keeping with a changed 
climate in public morals after the war, partial nudity increasingly became a 
top  drawing card on Varieté stages.29

The largest Varietés in and outside the P ra te r  featured  leading stars o f  
the Viennese stage, screen, and concert hall as well as in ternational stars like 
the American Joseph ine  Baker, the Parisian Mistinguett, and  the Tiller Girls 
o f  Berlin.30 Given the prices o f  these first-run establishments (more than one 
Schilling minimum), the traditional public frequen ted  cheaper and m ore 
congenial Varietés such as the Leicht-Varieté in the Prater. There, for little 
m ore than 50 G roschen, one could enjoy an excellent p rogram  with the 
same distinguished stars (who considered perform ance before a popu lar 
audience a confirm ation o f  success), plus a plate o f  kolbas, potatoes, and 
gravy.31

I ly  1 9 3 3  n i n e  o f  t h e  l a r g e ,  s u c c e s s i  ti l Varieté  t h e a t e r s  e m p l o y i n g  s o m e
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300 artists were still playing to full houses. But com petition from  mass cul
tu re  had taken its toll: some o f  the m ost famous Variétés had been  converted 
into movie houses in the previous five years (Colosseum, Apollo, Johann  
Strauss, Neues O rpheum , Lustspieltheater).32 The Variété as truly popular 
en te rta inm ent survived best in the small wooden structures dispersed 
th roughou t the working-class districts o f  Favoriten, Ottakring, and Brigit
tenau .33 With 200 to 300 seats, and prices in the 50 G roschen to one Schil
ling range, they offered alternating program s o f  theater, revues, peasant 
comedies, and Varieté to  a loyal public. To these must be added  num erous 
Gasthäuser which provided Varieté on  a m uch reduced  scale as an en te rta in 
m ent supplem entary  to the food and drink consum ed by their customers. 
The smallest establishments with less than fifty seats, offering Varieté o f 
sorts, were excluded from  the m unicipal luxury tax and license requirem ent 
and could offer m ore o r  less am ateur en terta inm ent at very low prices.34 
Like the circus, Varieté was a declining form  o f  commercial en terta inm ent 
that struggled to maintain its past popularity. Given the diversity o f  estab
lishments, the size o f  its public is difficult to estimate. It is doubtfu l w hether 
weekend audiences ever exceeded 2 0 -30 ,000 . In  all likelihood working- 
class consum ers form ed less than half that num ber.

Two o th e r  commercial en terta inm ents attractive to workers deserve 
mention: dancing and balls. In  the postwar period  the spontaneous dancing 
at Gasthäuser and  Heurigen was increasingly superseded am ong the young 
by dancing at commercial dancing schools. These establishments provided 
not only instruction bu t also a place for the initiated to take their pleasure 
by exercising their skill.35 A Sunday a fternoon  enjoyed by young workers in 
this ambience o f  p ro p e r  dress and com portm ent b rought them  into contact 
with an unfam iliar bu t attractive world. No doub t dancing schools also 
played an im portan t role in providing a setting fo r the courtship  o f  young 
workers. The na tu re  o f  this individualistic en terta inm ent particularly dis
tu rbed  Socialist party educators and  youth leaders. Their denunciation o f 
couple dancing as senseless plesasure-seeking and sensuality (a sign o f  false 
consciousness), and their cham pioning o f  folk dancing— in which the circle 
symbolized equality, purity  o f  spirit, and the collectivity— will be discussed 
later. Related occasions for young workers to enjoy couple dancing were the 
public balls organized— usually annually a ro u n d  nationally observed holi
days— by various trades (laundresses, tramwaymen, firemen, seamstresses, 
etc.). At these festivities dancing to live bands, food, alcohol, prizes, and spe
cial events were a great a ttraction, drawing large num bers o f  participants.

N on com m ercia l L eisure-T im e A ctivities

The noncom m ercial leisure-time activities o f  Viennese workers are the most 
elusive o f  the various cultural forms u n d e r  consideration. T here  is no  way 
to m easure the extent to which such activities took up  the w orkers’ precious 
free time and com peted  with commercial and mass culture as well as Social
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ist party  culture. We know o f  their existence from  contem porary  oral his
tories as well as questionnaires and social studies o f  the time. They must, if 
by no th ing  m ore than enum eration , en te r  o u r  calculation o f  how much o f 
the w orkers’ time was available fo r the new pro letarian  countercu lture  the 
SDAP attem pted  to create.

The im mediate locale o f  childhood recreation was the street o r  the 
em pty spaces o f  the working-class ne ighborhood.36 As we will see in the later 
discussion o f  the family and sexuality (chapter 6), u rban  niches played an 
im portan t role in the socialization o f  working-class children. Through play 
in its broadest sense the authorities and boundaries o f  the community were 
apprehended , social and sexual distinctions am ong the players were drawn 
and  observed, and  a dom ain o f  selfhood distinct from  the adult world was 
established. In  ascertaining the social aspect o f  street play, two o f  its intrin 
sic aspects should no t be overlooked: its liberating character (from parental 
authority  and  the depressing confinem ent o f  crow ded domiciles), and its 
spontaneous organizational possibilities (single-sex and mixed-sex g roup 
ings, p roxim ate and  distant locales, cooperative and competitive forms.)37 
Seen in this light, ch ild ren’s street play was a liberating contrast no t only to 
the authority  imposed by school and parents, bu t also to such municipal 
facilities as after-school centers and socialist institutions fo r children like the 
Rote Falken, whose s tructures were p redeterm ined  and predicated  on 
discipline.

Am ong adult Viennese workers the single most p re fe rred  noncom m er
cial form  o f  recreation  was rambling and hiking. The strongly expressed 
desire to escape from  the dehum anization o f  the workplace and the con
finem ent o f  domiciles into na tu re  led thousands o f  workers to explore the 
vast expanse o f  the W ienerwald bordering  the city. Sunday was the p re 
fe rred  day for such excursions, for then even m arried  women with children 
were able to wrest several hours o f  recreation from  their domestic respon 
sibilities.38 T he virtual paean to na tu re  found  in contem porary  studies and 
recent reminiscences seems to imply m ore than the desire for recreation 
away from  the confines o f  u rban  life. It suggests the m om entary escape from 
all the restraints o f  everyday life into a different and regenerative world 
where a restrictive o rd e r  did no t exist and individual inclinations could be 
followed.39

Swimming was an o th e r  popu lar  leisure-time activity. It was pursued  at 
various commercial beaches along the lower D anube o r  at the growing num 
b e r  o f  municipal swimming pools, bo th  o f  which served the tens o f 
thousands gripped by a virtual swimming mania. The passion fo r swimming 
am ong Viennese w orkers— virtually absent in the large cities o f  o ther coun 
tries— was made possible and encouraged  by the num erous swimming pools 
created  u n d e r  the auspices o f  municipal socialism.40 But young workers 
were especially drawn to  the rugged beaches o f  the Lobau along the u pper 
Danube, a terrain  known colloquially as the “ proletarian  Riviera.” Here, 
swimming was free not only o f  paid admissions hut also o f  imposed rules and 
struc tures.41 Beginning on Saturday afternoons swarms o f  young workers



Kongressbad, one o f the largest swimming pools in Europe (measuring 100 X 20 
meters), with 450,000 paying bathers in 1930 (VGA)

arrived with friends, carrying provisions, and often spent the night under 
the stars. Oral histories and memoirists speak o f  the unique sense o f  liber
ation they experienced there  from  the cares o f  the workweek and from  the 
regim entation  o f  everyday life, and  marvel at the m ixture o f  spontaneity, 
individualism, and  fellowship which prevailed.42 It is not surprising that 
many young workers, too p o o r  to travel elsewhere during  their week o f  stat
u tory  vacation, regarded  the Lobau as their  Riviera.

Swimming and spontaneous youth culture along the I.obau (VGA)



Soccer was ano the r noncommercial form  o f  recreation am ong young 
male workers. It requ ired  little o r  no  organization beyond a sufficient num 
ber o f  friends to constitu te two teams. Its locale was the neighborhood 
spaces familiar from  childhood as well as open terrain  along the Danube and 
in the P ra te r .43 W hat m ade this unorganized sport attractive to young work
ers was the opportun ity  to associate spontaneously with o n e ’s friends and 
the sense o f  freedom  im parted  by the ability to  shape and control all aspects 
o f  the  activity. U norganized soccer was by no  means a substitute for orga
nized sports offered by the Socialist party o r  fo r spectator sports, whose 
popularity  was steadily increasing. But it rem ained one o f  the increasing 
n um ber o f  recreational choices available to young male workers in their lei
sure  time. In the realm  o f  sports as in o th e r  recreational forms, commercial, 
noncom m ercial, mass cultural, and party cultural activities coexisted and 
vied with one a n o th e r— a simultaneity im portan t in understanding  the 
ex ten t to which workers were accessible to  the pro letarian  countercu lture  
the SDAP was creating  fo r them .44

Finally, a frequently  overlooked noncom m ercial leisure activity which 
com bined recreation with the quality o f  the w orkers’ living standard  were 
the Schrebergärten o r  small garden plots on the periphery o f  the city. W orker 
families strove to attain  one o f  these allotments leased by the municipality 
for a nominal fee and  also by private en trepreneurs . In  their “g arden” the 
worker family grew vegetables and fruits to be eaten in the sum m er but also 
preserved for later consum ption, raised rabbits, bu t most o f  all enjoyed the 
freedom  o f  being in touch with n a tu re  on their own plot and usually in the 
proximity o f  friends and neighbors from  the city. By 1932 some 14,000 o f 
these Schrebergärten existed.45 A nu m b er o f  these included primitive over
n ight habitations which had been illegally converted  from  tool sheds. Espe
cially during  the depression, these garden  plots became an essential supple
mental source o f  food fo r many families.

No doubt o th e r  m inor forms o f  commercial and noncommercial culture 
existed which have no t been accounted for here. What emerges from  the 
forms considered is the wide variety o f  leisure-time activities, o ther than 
those proff e red  by the Socialist party, available to and  engaged in by Vien
nese workers. Though the difficulty in m easuring the extent o f  worker par
ticipation in these has no t been overcome, it is fair to say that they rep re 
sen ted  a significant com petition to  SDAP attem pts to create a proletarian 
coun tercu ltu re . T he la tte r faced an even m ore serious challenge from  mass 
culture, whose u n ique power to  create needs and satisfy consum ers made it 
a powerful adversary. All this com petition am ong cultural forms was made 
possible, in the 1920s and early 1930s, by the shortened  workweek and 
a ttendan t growth o f  leisure time o f  the working class.4b

Popular Culture C ondem ned

The Socialist party viewed popu lar culture, the wide array o f  commercial 
and  noncom m ercial leisure-time activities in which the workers partici



124 Red Vienna

pated, as an obstacle to be overcome, if the party’s “ civilizing” mission was 
to succeed. As we have seen (chapter 4), the party succeeded in attracting 
only a relatively limited n um ber o f  workers to its cultural program . To attain 
its goal o f  incorpora ting  the large mass o f  workers into its comprehensive 
pro letarian  countercu lture , to create “ neue M enschen,” it was forced to 
deal with existing cultural practices o f  the working class. In  confronting  the 
w orkers’ widespread consum ption o f  commercial culture, party publica
tions assumed the same tutelary role they had  pursued  in condem ning the 
symbolic capitalist conten t o f  w orkers’ hom es.47 But in the realm  o f  culture 
the tone o f  criticism was less vehem ent about how workers ought to change, 
and m ore realistic about the strength  o f  cultural bonds in the w orkers’ 
world. This does no t mean that the party had no dogm a on  the subject o f  
en terta inm ent; it seemed, however, less certain that its dogm a could win it 
the converts it desired.

In  this regard , it is interesting to follow the course o f  the socialists’ argu 
m ent in the pages o f  Sozialistische Erziehung, a jo u rn a l addressed to youth 
leaders and educators. In  its supplem ent, Die-Praxis, leaders and Socialist 
W orker Y outh  (SAJ) m em bers aired practical problem s o f  the movement. 
O ne  o f  the first in a series o f  com m entaries on en terta inm ent a ttem pts to 
draw a distinction between bourgeois and proletarian  form s.48 Bourgeois 
en te rta inm ent is characterized as uphold ing  the social o rd e r  and as deflect
ing workers from  their political and  economic mission. The form  o f  prole 
tarian en terta inm ent, the argum ent continues, is less im portan t than its lim
its; it may include the Charleston and Black Bottom  as well as folk dances. 
I t is the in ten tion  and extent which differentiate bourgeois from  proletarian 
forms. The fo rm er is pleasure-seeking fo r its own sake; the la tter keeps 
en te rta inm en t in bounds as a form  o f  rest and relaxation, so as to gather 
new strength  fo r the serious work and  struggles o f  the movement.

This position is criticized in the following m onth  fo r speaking only about 
the need  fo r socialist youth to keep en terta inm ent within bounds without 
dealing with the contents o r  bias o f  en terta inm ent.49 The bourgeois en te r 
ta inm ent industry— particularly the P ra te r  bu t also Varietés and opere t
tas— creates illusions to make working-class youth forget the class struggle 
and  the fact that the social o rd e r  can be changed. Does working-class youth 
have the right to waste its time, to  relax? The answer is no. The individual 
has the duty to  use his leisure time to read, learn, harden  his body fo r strug
gle th rough  sport, and to participate in party  activities.

At the suggestion o f  the editors, the next con tribu to r re tu rns to the sub
je c t  o f  dancing raised earlier.50 She pictures the typical commercial dancing 
school as a den o f  eroticism: stale air, a small dance floor, closely pressed 
bodies undu la ting  to music which inflames the senses, flirtations. But even 
folk dances can be erotic, she admits. W hat distinguishes the latter from  the 
fo rm er is a “ social and hygienic” quality. In the magic circle o f  the folk 
dance there  are no fixed partners— a sense o f  equality prevails. The folk 
dance is also distinguished by a healthy casualness o f  dress in com parison to 
the unhealthy dress codes o f  urban  dancing establishments, including
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tightly fitting dresses, stiff collars, and ties. Socialist youth choose the folk 
dance because it corresponds to their ideology o f  freedom . But this claim is 
denied by an o th e r  discussant who insists that folk dancing has failed to hold 
the interest o f  youth even in the SAJ, and that commercial dancing schools 
are here  to stay.51 I f  the party wants to attract proletarian  youth, it must 
com pete with social dancing en terta inm ents o f  its own and use them as a 
means o f  agitation. Only then  will it be able to educate  those who come. A 
subsequent critic finds such views an tiquated  and unrealistic.52 People are 
a ttrac ted  to the SAJ because it provides conviviality: the opposite sex, 
sports, and  trips. For the overwhelming majority, conviction, curren t poli
tics, and  the desire fo r knowledge and  education are the last reasons for 
joining.

The final w ord is spoken by a party elder who has little patience with the 
ambiguities and confusions o f  the previous young discussants.53 He rejects 
the suggestion that dancing can be used as a means o f  a ttracting the u n o r 
ganized pro letarian  youth, because social dancing simply cannot be sepa
ra ted  from  its bourgeois milieu: immoral smoking, drinking, clothing 
mania, flirtatiousness, and mock gallantry. The values o f  abstinence from  
smoking and drinking— central to the creation o f  “neue  M enschen” — can
no t be com prom ised even in building a mass organization. Besides, he adds, 
the SAJ could never com pete in a ttracting seventeen-year-olds who have so 
far kept the ir  distance from  the party, by offering dancing cleansed o f its 
bourgeois detritus. Any attem pt in that direction would no t only fail bu t also 
underm ine the existing cohesiveness o f  SAJ youth and functionaries.

It comes as no surprise that the SDAP expected a great deal from  the 
Viennese working masses in whose nam e it spoke. The somewhat ragged dis
cussion above illustrates how the message o f  self-denial had reached certain 
echelons o f  the SAJ. At the same time it suggests that the norm al desire for 
a leisure time o f  joy  and  pleasure am ong the young continued  to be associ
a ted  with aspects o f  the p opu lar  culture. The contradiction between an o u t
right condem nation  o f  commercial leisure, and yearning for the same on the 
part o f  the discussants, could no t be resolved by the party leadership. It 
seems that there  was a good deal o f  wishful thinking in the belief that the 
socialist youth were such single-minded and fu ture-orien ted  zealots as to 
deny themselves pleasures outside those deem ed to serve the collective 
good.54 H ere, as in o th e r  aspects o f  the socialists’ cultural program , there is 
considerable ignorance o f  bo th  the existing sociocultural context in which 
workers were socialized and o f  the psychological mechanisms constituting 
and shaping behavior. Despite the SDAP’s alleged adherence  to Alfred 
A dler’s ego psychology, there  is little evidence o f  it, save a somewhat vulgar 
environm entalist behaviorism, in the party’s approach  to the workers 
themselves.55

T h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  p a r t y  d o g m a  o n  p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e  t o  y o u n g  w o r k e r s  

s t r u g g l i n g  w i t h  p r o b l e m s  o f  i d e n t i t y  a n d  c a u g h t  u p  i n  t h e  c o n f u s i n g  d e s i r e s  

f o r  c o n f o r m i t y  a n d  s e l f h o o d  is b u t  a n o t h e r  e x a m p l e  o f  a  p e r s i s t e n t  s o c i a l i s t  

i n s e n s i t i v i t y  t o  t h e  w o r k e r s  a s  t h e y  r e a l l y  w e r e .  I n  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  c o m b a t  t h e
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corrup ting  influence o f  p opu la r culture, the socialists stressed self-denial, 
abstention, and postponem ent o f  gratification. In its place they offered reg
im ented collective experiences whose ability to “ substitute for everything 
else” con tinued  to be questioned even by those already in tegrated  in the 
movement. Simple denunciations o f  commercial culture without a com pen
sation fo r its social and psychological qualities was no t very effective. Yet 
when confron ted  with the far g rea ter enticing powers o f  mass culture, 
socialist leaders could find no  o th e r  response.

T he Cinema: A D ream  Factory?

O f the m ajor forms o f  mass culture available after the war— film, radio, 
spectator sports— the film was clearly the most popular. In Austria as in 
o th e r  countries, the nascent prew ar film industry had developed rapidly 
during  the war, when its propagandistic possibilities were discovered and 
exploited.5,1 Austrian film production  reached  its zenith in the expansionist 
climate o f  postwar inflation. At that time the p redom inant p roduction  com
pany, Sascha-Film, founded  by A lexander Kolowrat in 1918, was jo in ed  by 
m ore than a half  dozen others financed by various banks, and sizable film 
studios were built. D uring this b rief golden age o f  the V iennese/A ustrian 
film, an average o f  forty films a year were p roduced ,57 including spectacles 
involving huge and complicated sets and  casts o f  hundreds. A rem arkable 
array o f  talent was active in Vienna at this time, including the directors 
Michael Curtiz (Kertesz), A lexander Korda, Fritz Lang, G. W. Pabst, O tto  
Prem inger, Billy Wilder, F red Zinnem ann, R obert Viennae, and Jacques 
Feyder, as well as such actors as C onrad  Veidt, W alter Slezak, Paul Lukács, 
Fritz K ortner, M arlene Dietrich, G reta  Garbo, and Peter Lorre , to m ention 
bu t a few.

By 1925 econom ic stabilization had b rought about the virtual collapse 
o f  Austrian film p roduction , with all m ajor companies except Sascha-Film 
disappearing from  the scene, while directors, cam eram en, and actors left 
fo r Berlin o r  Hollywood, and the annual num ber o f  films p roduced  shrank 
to nine.58 The stagnation in domestic film production  continued  fo r the next 
decade, and  the dem ands o f  film distributors and exhibitors were m et by 
American, G erm an, and o th e r  foreign im ports.59 N either the in troduction 
o f  im port quotas n o r  the  lifting o f  national censorship in 1926 succeeded 
in significantly increasing the quantity o r  improving the quality o f  Austrian 
films.

The troub led  developm ent o f  the Austrian film industry and its struggle 
against foreign com petition were no t unique. E uropean  cinema on the 
whole underw en t a similar crisis but, unlike the Austrian, it recovered to 
produce a distinct and internationally marketable film.60 In  retrospect, it is 
difficult to explain why film production  in Austria declined to sheer medi
ocrity. T he collapse o f  m ajor companies left a vacuum into which the large 
num ber o f  talented  resident cineasts might have moved. That is exactly what
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h appened  in France, where many films were created  as single collective 
efforts, where financing had to be improvised imaginatively, and where the 
talent which fled in the m id-1920s was encouraged  to re tu rn . Actually, the 
possibilities fo r creating artistic films with a serious social content should 
have been grea te r  in Austria than in France. Both the SDAP and the trade 
unions were engaged in developing and supporting  a working-class culture; 
in France there  was no such developm ent and possibility for support.61

As we shall see later, the Austrian socialist leaders’ attitude toward film 
ranged  from  am biguous to negative. To a large ex ten t they judged  this new 
m edium  with the yardstick o f  the old, elite culture  in which they had been 
raised (see ch ap ter  4) and regarded  it as the newest and  most th reatening 
form  o f  cheap en terta inm ent. To say that the socialists, in neglecting the 
p roduc tion  o f  films, missed an o pportun ity  to strengthen  their own cultural 
p rogram  by a ttun ing  it to p opular tastes is no t to minimize the serious obsta
cles which would have been faced and the risk involved.112

The health o f  the Austrian film industry did no t affect the size o f  the 
audience which flocked to see films no t only for their conten t but as tech
nical and artistic novelties. By the end o f  the war there  were already many 
movie theaters in Vienna, and their num ber, seating capacity, and fre 
quency o f  perform ance grew at a rem arkable pace in the following decade 
and a half.63 The following table com pares th ree years for which the most 
reliable inform ation abou t movie theater admissions in Vienna is available.64

Yearly Weekly Daily

1 9 2 6 1 2 . 4 2  m i l l i o n 2 3 8 , 8 4 6 3 4 , 1 2 0
1 9 2 8 2 9 . 3 9  m i l l i o n 5 6 5 , 2 3 4 8 0 , 7 4 7
1 9 3 3 2 8 . 0 3  m i l l i o n 5 3 9 , 1 6 3 7 7 , 0 2 3

By 1926, which was an off year because o f  the reorganization o f  the film 
industry, there  were already 170 movie theaters in Vienna, 160 o f  which had 
daily showings. By 1933 the num ber o f  theaters had grown to 179, with 99 
percen t showing sound films, and 7 with over 1,000 seats. As the above fig
ures represen t averages on a weekly and daily basis, certain corrections must 
be made so as to arrive at a ttendance on  days when Viennese workers were 
at leisure. According to theater owners and managers, the most popular 
days were Saturday and Sunday, followed by Friday and Monday, with a 
sharp  d ro p  in ticket sales in midweek. A ttendance was reduced  in general 
during  the five warm -weather m onths.65 I f  we adjust the above figures in the 
light o f  this inform ation, the num ber o f  weekend admissions would m ore 
than double the daily averages, yielding a total o f  350,000 filmgoers.

By whatever yardstick we use— 560,000 weekly filmgoers o r  350,000 on 
weekends— the film had becom e the most popu lar en terta inm ent am ong 
the Viennese by the late 1920s. How many o f  these were workers? U nfor
tunately, the official film statistics lack the necessary refinem ent, and an 
answer can be given only by approxim ation. Accordingly, if we use SDAP
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and trade union m em bership as well as the social com position o f  the SDAP 
as a fram e o f  reference, about 50 percent o f  weekly film audiences 
(280,000) and 60 percent o f  weekend filmgoers (210,000) were workers.“

W hat made the film such a p opu la r form  o f  enterta inm ent?h7 A study o f  
Viennese thea te r  and film audiences conducted  in 1936 throws some light 
on  this subject.68 The cheap admission price and informality were m en
tioned by an overwhelming majority o f  moviegoers. T here  was a marked 
preference  fo r sentimental filmscripts with melodramatic obstacles leading 
to a Hollywood-style “ happy en d .” A ttendance in the company o f  o thers 
was p referred , because it heightened the experience and, in the presence o f 
the opposite  sex in the darkened  theater, a roused erotic feelings. For 
younger viewers the film provided an opportun ity  to widen their horizons, 
in troducing  them  to strange new worlds. More m ature  viewers sought relax
ation. The choice o f  films by working-class viewers was strongly influenced 
by advertising; comedies were popular; educational subjects without plot 
were shunned; music and favorite actors were sought after; and the plot as 
well as its plausibility were o f  relative unim portance.

The young were the most com m itted film viewers, as a study o f  1933 
dem onstrates.69 More than 95 percent o f  the 10,000 surveyed were en th u 
siastic, with working-class children ranking highest in positive responses. In 
Vienna, movie thea te r  a ttendance o f  these increased steadily with age: 8 -  
13-year-olds a ttended  at least two times a m onth; nearly 40 percent o f  14- 
16-year-olds a ttended  4 to 7 times a m onth; and nearly 8 percent o f  the lat
te r g roup  a ttended  m ore than 8 times. Interestingly, frequency o f  a tten 
dance by children o f  the unem ployed was n o t reduced .70 More than half the 
working-class children went to the movies with friends; the rest divide 
equally between those going alone and those going with parents and o ther 
adults. The reasons given fo r liking films were not too different from  those 
o f  adults: films were entertaining, educational, cheap, exciting, romantic, 
realistic, offered actors as role models, p resen ted  the world o f  now.

W hat are we to make o f  the fact that Viennese workers, young and adult, 
flocked to the movies; that they p re fe rred  comedies, excitement, and happy 
ends; that they chose films on the basis o f  actors ra th e r  than plots; and that 
the plausibility o f  the screenplay was o f  little im portance to them? Was the 
nearly unanim ous jud g m en t o f  socialist educators, culture experts, and crit
ics correct in regard ing  films as an opiate o f  the working class, created by 
capitalism to seduce workers from  their true  goal? Virtually from  its begin
nings down to the present, the film industry has been characterized as a 
“dream  factory” creating illusions in place o f  reality.71 Is it wrong to have 
dream s o r  to share in them? D on’t o th e r  forms o f  en terta inm ent and art also 
presen t illusions and special perspectives on reality? The socialists never 
asked themselves these questions o r  a ttem pted  to answer them. They viewed 
film as a degenera te  art form  judged by the yardstick o f  linear elite culture 
(mainly dram a and  the novel).

W h a t  m a y  w e l l  h a v e  d r a w n  t h e  w o r k e r s  t o  t h e  c i n e m a ,  i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  

n e e d  t o  r e l a x  a n d  s o c i a l i z e  in  i n f o r m a l  s u r r o u n d i n g s ,  o r  e v e n  t h e  n e e d  t o
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escape from  the ever-present reality o f  their ongoing struggle in ilio work
place and  domestic sphere, was the ability o f  film to incorporate  and even 
surpass the m ore traditional and still consum ed forms o f commercial < 111 
ture: m ore spectacular representations o f  exotic places and people, sliai pei 
images o f  daily life, a g reater immediacy o f  feeling, and a b roader scope Idi 
em pathy than the circus o r  Varieté could provide. W hat may have “seduced" 
workers to pay frequen t visits to the cinem a is a new kind o f  seeing, and laici 
seeing and hearing, which allowed them to perceive the subjects o f  onlei 
ta inm ent in a new and dynamic way. Even bad and trivial films contained 
that novel charm, which may well account for the success o f some o f  the 
most soporific examples.

But even the very best examples o f  cinematic art, with the greatest com 
plexity and  suggestiveness, such as DerblaueEngel, could be enjoyed in some 
o f  its dimensions by workers with unsophisticated taste. The same was not 
tru e  fo r examples o f  elite art, such as Thom as M ann’s novel The Magìe 
M ountain, whose prolix style and complicated p lotting precluded the pos
sibility o f  being enjoyed on a simpler level. The visual dynamics o f  lilm. 
allowing for growth o f  percep tion  with experience, lent a democratic aspect 
to cinema which very few contem poraries were able to  appreciate.7'

Was the quality o f  films viewed by Viennese workers really as bad as 
socialist critics m ade it ou t to be? Was it really an ocean o f  kitsch in which 
an occasional pearl came to light? It is well to rem em ber that there  is a wide 
spectrum  o f  quality in all a rt and en terta inm ent forms. It is rem arkable that 
hardly any o f  the c inem a’s most outspoken critics ever asked how many o f 
the plays b rokered  by the Kunststelle o r  the num erous books serialized in 
socialist publications were kitsch as they defined it.

About 400 to 500 films were exhibited in Viennese cinemas each year.7:1 
O f  these, no  doub t, the majority were o f  limited artistic o r  intellectual 
m erit— light comedies, historical pageants, musicals, adventures in bizarre 
settings, pedestrian tragedies, and tales o f  miraculous salvation o r  success 
most o ften  routinely bu t sometimes well crafted, fea turing  well-known stars 
and negligible screenplays which frequently contained imaginative scenes. 
Some 20 percent perhaps were downright kitsch— renditions o f  the "fallen 
w om en,” the “ charm ing crown prince ,” “happy peasants,” “ flowers o f  the 
h arem ,” and “ju n g le  adventures” — generally o f  low technical qualiiy and 
geared to diverting the most passive viewers.

The weekly diet o f  the film public, however, was enriched by the best 
films on the in ternational m arket at the time, and they were frequently being 
shown at ten o r  m ore theaters at once. A very incomplete sampling o f  these 
would include Anna Christie, Der letzte Mann, Sacco und Vanzetti, Metropolis, 
Berlin Alexanderplatz, Emil mid die Detektive, (Wand Hotel, The Hunchback oj 
Notre Dame, Marius, Resurrection, An American Tragedy, Charley's Aunt, Cas, 
Der Hauptmann von Kopenick, Huckleberry Finn, Kameradschaft, A nous la lib
erté, and Twenty-Four Hours. The mix in quality o f  films shown in Vienna 
appears to have been about the same as in Berlin, Paris, London, and New 
York.74 A look at I he films with the- leading box oil ice sale's for I OîiO/l (.)31
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confirms the d istribution o f  quality films available to Viennese filmgoers. 
A m ong the twelve films with the largest ticket sales were Dreyfus, Der blaue 
Engel, and Atlantic.75

Domestic and im ported  expressionist spectacles and fantasies (Sodom 
und Gemorrha, Die Sklavenkönigin, Das Kabinett des Doktor Caligari, Der 
Golem) were dom inant during  the postwar inflationary period. With the 
re tu rn  to economic stability, such flights o f  fancy gave way to m ore sober 
subjects and forms o f  presentation. This search fo r a new sobriety and 
objectivity, called “ neue Sachlichkeit,” originated in painting and literature 
bu t was quickly adop ted  by o th e r  arts including film.7,1 T here  too it took the 
form  o f  a search for the plague spots and social problems o f  society exposed 
th rough  an intensified realism that threw the dark  side o f  contem porary  life 
into sharp  focus. The evils and tem ptations o f  the city, especially licentious
ness, were a run n in g  th read  th rough  many films o f  the mid- to late 1920s. 
The form ula on which such films as Café Elektric (1927) and Gefährdete 
Mädchen (1928) were based included a presentation  o f  the sinful tem pta
tions o f  the city, which plunge the individual from  the good life into an abyss 
o f  degeneracy from  which only a pure  love brings rescue. ' ' Political subjects 
as well (Oberst Redl, 1925, and Die Brandstifter Europas, 1926) took the form  
o f  exposés, bu t w ithout sentim ental endings. The b lending o f  serious social 
subjects with erotic representations particularly a roused the ire o f  socialist 
cu ltu re  experts, fo r whom they epitomized no t only the kitsch o f  capitalist 
film p roduction , b u t also the danger to the working class and its youth o f  
being m anipulated and corrupted .

The popularity  o f  film as an en terta inm ent form  with a potential for 
influencing the masses o f  workers was recognized in socialist publications 
in the first postwar years. But film was a mass p roduc t o f  capitalism and as 
such, by definition, o f  p o o r  quality, arousing the public’s worst instincts, 
wasting its time, trading in cheap illusions, and robbing  it o f  hard-earned  
money. The SDAP would have to intercede, to tu rn  the cinema into an insti
tu tion  o f  enlightenm ent and good en te rta inm ent.78 These early journalistic 
interventions suffered from  the ambiguity o f  recognizing the im portance o f 
film in general while denouncing  films specifically as worthless trash. At the 
time, film com m entaries were w ritten by theater critics and feature  writers, 
who ju d g e d  films with the yardstick o f  high culture.

C ondem nation  b rough t the socialists no  closer to gaining any influence 
over the films viewed by the workers. In  1924 a cinema conference was ini
tiated by the municipality in the hope o f  developing a program  for film 
re fo rm .70 T here, socialist party functionaries and cineasts clashed on a vari
ety o f  subjects. The suggestion that the sound film would one day surpass 
the silent in im portance was dismissed o u t o f  hand. If  that happens, a party 
speaker replied, film would becom e noth ing  m ore than an inferior substi
tu te  fo r th ea te r  and opera. That the pictorial aspects o f  film should receive 
m ore attention and the literary qualities be deemphasized was trea ted  as 
passé, even though the socialist writers o f  film criticism present practiced 
just the apposite . Fritz Lang’s suggestion that it was the function o f  film to



Worker Leisure: Commercial and Mass Culture 131

replace thea te r  and op era  was answered with the derisive rem ark that the 
ability o f  d irectors to exercise artistic jud g m en t was questionable. N or was 
Bela Balazs spared when he dem anded  that critics focus their a ttention on 
the  visual. Until films becom e true  art, plots will continue to be the critics’ 
main interest, he was told.

A lthough the conference exposed the fundam ental difference between 
cinem a practitioners and socialist critics and functionaries, it did mark a 
watershed in the SDAP’s actual intervention. It had been suggested earlier 
that the party create a viewers’ organization, p roduce its own films, and 
establish a leasing company, all o f  which could assure that films would be 
made and shown that co rresponded  to the party ’s aims.80 Plans were set in 
m otion to realize the last o f  these proposals. But the conference did not 
greatly alter the ten o r  o r  im prove the quality o f  film reviews.

Although Die Arbeiter-Zeitung and Bildungsarbeit began to carry regular 
reviews in 1924, and Das kleine Blatt and o th e r  socialist publications fol
lowed suit late in the decade, films continued  to be ju d g ed  on their literary 
merits above all. O ne  leafs in vain th rough the weekly colum n o f  Fritz 
Rosenfeld, the socialists’ best reviewer, in search o f  a deviation from  potted  
reviews that use pejoratives to ju d g e  films on the basis o f  their content, with 
grudging  asides about good acting o r  w ell-rendered scenery.81 The cinema 
as a visual experience, as a distinct art form  present even in average films, is 
missing o r  at best m easured against the deficiencies o f  the plot. Only in the 
Soviet film, b rough t to Vienna at the behest o f  d istributors and theater own
ers, does Rosenfeld com bine aesthetics and conten t in lauditory reviews.82

Even the best films o f  the period  are com pared unfavorably to  the lit
e ra tu re  on which they are based. Der blaue Engel is a case in point. Johann  
Hirsch, in a long review fo r Das kleine Blatt, the widest-read socialist daily, 
considered the film a degraded  version o f  H einrich  M ann’s novel.83 The 
right-wing views o f  A lfred H ugenberg  (owner o f  UFA) had  prevailed, 
Hirsch charged, in reducing the novel’s critical sharpness. Although he 
praises the cinematic force o f  the film, he entirely misses the sadomasoch
istic destruction  o f  the central character, represen ting  a way o f  life; the pres
ence o f  observant bu t passive bystanders during  acts o f  brutality; and the 
wolf-pack charac ter o f  the young students-—all o f  which reflected reality in 
W eim ar Germany far b e tte r  than the novel’s attack on  authoritarianism  in 
imperial Germany. H irsch simply fails to see, o r  discounts, these new dim en
sions. H e concludes that one will be able to see this film with pleasure, add 
ing: “ But one will benefit intellectually only afterw ard when one reads Pro
fessor Unrat, the novel o f  H einrich  M ann . . . and learns from  it what aspects 
o f  G erm an literature  may be included in the G erm an film and what the mas
ters o f  the film industry exclude.”

While socialist film reviewing appeared  to be stuck in a predictable 
groove, a lively exposition o f  fundam ental problem s concerning the work
ing class’s approach  to cinema appeared  in leading publications— Der 
Jugendliche Arbeiter, Bildungsarbeit, Der Karnpf— and was aired on the radio. 
A dom inant them e o f  this discussion, repeated  year a lte r  year by the SDAP’s



film expert Rosenberg, was ilie immense power <>l film as en terta inm ent in 
com parison to books, theaters, and o th e r  cultural forms. lint films rep re 
sented  the values o f  the bourgeoisie and used subtle means to make work
ing-class audiences believe in the immutability o f  the present social order. 
The first step in tu rn ing  the film into a weapon o f  the working class was to 
demystify it by exposing its class bias.84

The question was how? If  the workers escaped from the hardships o f 
daily life into the c inem a’s make-believe world o f  class deception, what steps 
should the SDAP take to alter that— to bring  its own cultural politics to 
bear?85 Logically, the party ought to p roduce  films o f  its own but, Rosenfeld 
insisted, that was impossible because o f  the cost. H e argued that control o f 
movie theaters and, th rough  them, o f  distribution was feasible. Such social
ist cinemas could draw upon  G erm an socialist films, Russian films, and artis
tic films on the international m arket to provide a rich diet for proletarian 
audiences. The profits from  such an en terprise  could be used in conjunc
tion with similar socialist cinema chains in o th e r  countries to create an in ter
national socialist p roduction  company whose films would have a sound and 
secure m arket in the cinem a chains.86

Rosenfeld’s p roposal was imaginative and far-reaching; furtherm ore , as 
we shall see, some practical steps in that direction had already been taken 
by the party. Rosenfeld failed to m ention that the difficulties in establishing 
a socialist film policy stem m ed from  differences between a small g roup  o f 
younger, m ore politically daring  functionaries o f  the Bildungszentrale, 
struggling to c reate the SDAP’s cultural program , and the o lder, m ore cau
tious party leaders who held the purse strings. The conflict was fought out 
beh ind  the scenes; when it surfaced from  time to time, it revealed how 
divided the perceptions regard ing  the potential o f  film really were.

An article by a young Bildungszentrale functionary, for example, 
accused the party o f  not having responded  sufficiently to the potential o f 
film.87 For the younger generation the tu rbulence  o f  the war and postwar 
world was cap tu red  by the film and neglected by the theater. The film was 
no t only developing into a worthy art form  but also becom ing the perfect 
reflection o f  the rapid  tem po o f  contem porary  life, and thus o f  the experi
ence o f  the masses. Party leaders, he charged, who were socialized thirty 
years ago, clung to thea te r  and concert hall as the pillars o f  cu lture  and 
looked down on film, by which they felt th reatened , as a degrading com
mercial product. Until now, he concluded, the party’s approach to the film 
had been half-hearted; the time had come to undertake the struggle for an 
Austrian socialist film.88

It is difficult to  explain the continued  dem and  until 1933 by socialist film 
critics and  m em bers o f  the Bildungszentrale that the SDAP intervene in the 
d istribution and exhibition o f  films, when the party had initiated ju s t  such 
a program . O ne  can only conclude that these persistent critical voices were 
directed  at the party ’s efforts themselves. How far had the party gone in 
seeking to  influence commercial film viewed by working-class audiences, 
and what opportun ities  had it missed?



The Viennese party leadership commissioned several elec tion campaign 
films as early as 1923.H” The experim ent proved so successful that additional 
films were p roduced  fo r  the election o f  1927. These were exhibited in party- 
ow ned theaters as well as a num ber o f  others ren ted  specifically for special 
showings. An open-air projection  in the Naschmarkt (central market) was 
said to have reached an audience o f  10,000.'"’ In 1930 the party began the 
p roduction  and distribution o f  eight-millimeter films, which could be shown 
anywhere a simple screen could be m ounted. All these films had an educa
tional aim and propagandistic focus on such subjects as May Day celebra
tions, the accom plishm ents o f  the socialist municipal administration, and 
the working-class Olympics o f  1931. Lest only the already converted be 
reached, the party  also en te red  the arena o f  commercial en terta inm ent 
films.

In May 1926 the Kino-Betriebsgesellschaft m.b.H (Kiba) was founded 
by the A rbeiterbank91 with the blessing o f  the SDAP secretary Robert Dan- 
neberg , the city councillor for finances H ugo Breitner, and the socialist 
mayor Karl Seitz.92 The in tended  purpose  o f  Kiba was to organize and 
increase socialist movie theaters and to supply them  with worthy films. The 
time fo r such an en terprise  was propitious, because a new Viennese cinema 
law taking effect that year, recalling all fo rm er thea te r  licenses and issuing 
new ones, m ade it possible fo r Kiba to buy o r  lease additional theaters. 
Despite this unique opportunity , neither the A rbeiterbank n o r  the party 
leaders showed m uch interest in expansion.93

Only a year later, when the b ro thers  Edm und and Philip H am ber, own
ers o f  the production /exh ib ition  firm O ela and the distribution company 
Allianz, began to take a leading role in Kiba, did it begin to grow.94 As m an
ager o f  Kiba, E dm und  H am ber converted  five movie houses into first-run 
sound theaters. By 1931 Kiba m anaged nine theaters in Vienna; by 1932, 
twelve. Beginning in 1930, this expansion was coupled with profits sufficient 
to  cover Kiba’s losses du ring  its first th ree  years. The ambitions o f  the H am 
b e r  b ro thers  went m uch  fu rther. In 1930 the ir  Allianz and two fu rther  dis
tr ibu tion  firms were associated with Kiba, which also purchased the ex ten 
sive Vita film studio at the end  o f  1931.95 The following year the H am bers 
engaged in a public controversy with Breitner over the increase o f  luxury 
taxes fo r Kiba theaters .96 An appeal by the Ham bers to the party leadership 
fell on d ea f  ears, and a personal scandal involving the b ro thers served as 
g ro u n d  fo r their dismissal. In view o f  Kiba’s overextension, particularly 
th rough  the purchase o f  the Vita studio, and a general loss o f  confidence, 
bo th  the A rbeiterbank and party leadership were anxious to get rid o f  Kiba. 
Negotiations were begun with a num ber o f  prospective buyers, principal o f  
which was UFA, the bête  noire  o f  socialist criticism o f  reactionary capitalist 
film politics. But Kiba rem ained, unsold, only to m eet the fate o f  o th e r  party 
enterprises after February 1934.

As a business Kiba was remarkably successful. By 1932 the H am ber 
b ro thers  had tu rned  a simple movie theater association into a complex the 
a te r  chain and distribution en terprise  which supplied 15 percent o f  Vien
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nese cinemas with films.97 Did the quality o f  films distributed and shown by 
Kiba reflect the long-expressed aim o f  the SDAP for a socially conscious film 
as an antidote to the typical illusions o f  the capitalist d ream  factory? They 
did not. From  the beginning Edm und H am ber retained control over film 
programming, and his only concern  was to show a profit. From  the late 
1920s on, m embers o f  the Bildungszentrale and socialist film critics com
plained about Kiba’s unsocialist and antisocialist program m ing. Rosenfeld 
particularly lambasted the Kiba m anagem ent for exhibiting films in its the 
aters far worse— m ore reactionary, m ore trivial, and less artistic— than 
could be found  in commercial theaters.98 Edm und H am ber defended  his 
program m ing policy before  the SDAP executive: the Viennese public was 
no t interested in political films; Russian films played to smaller audiences; 
the middle-class film audience in theaters supplied by Kiba had to be taken 
into consideration as well as the workers. Apparently, the party executive 
agreed with H am ber.99 Julius Deutsch was sent to make it clear to Rosenfeld 
how m uch money was at stake; film criticism o f  Kiba program s in Die Arbei- 
ter-Zeitung was pu t into o th e r  h ands .100

Kiba was a commerical success to the end; as a socialist cultural experi
m ent it was a failure from  the beginning. In  1925 the Bildungszentrale had 
petitioned the party executive to create a Volks-Kino-Verband, an associa
tion o f  all the socialist-owned and controlled theaters, with an eye toward 
improved block program m ing, only to be told that the undertaking was too 
risky. Rosenfeld’s suggestion that an association o f  working-class film view
ers be form ed also failed to get serious consideration. And the opportunity  
to buy o r  lease additional theaters, m ade possible by the cinema law o f  1926, 
was allowed to pass, as was the possibility o f  cooperating in film production  
with the G erm an P rom etheus com pany.101 Instead the SDAP executive, 
socialist municipal officials, trade unions, and the A rbeiterbank gambled on 
the creation o f  Kiba. Having tu rned  down all o th e r  suggestions for imple
m enting a socialist film policy as too  risky, they took the biggest risk o f  all 
by pu tting  themselves into the hands o f  the H am ber brothers, two skillful 
practitioners in a new, volatile, and ruthless industry.102

The failure o f  Kiba to bring a socialist influence to bear on the mass 
media revealed a fundam ental split between functionaries o f  the Bildung
szentrale, who wanted the distribution and  exhibition o f  films to reflect the 
party’s dem and for socially relevant and artistically well-made films, and 
party bosses in the executive and municipal governm ent, who were content 
with commercial success. The socialist notables were trapped  by the narrow 
ness o f  the ir  cultural perspective. O n  the one hand, they wanted to raise 
films to the level o f  elite culture; on the o ther, they wanted it to  be func
tional— to educate the workers and aid them  in the ongoing class strug
gle.103 Film made them  uncom fortable. Its novelty and experim ental 
aspects, its lack o f  a long and venerable tradition, made it as unreliable as 
m odern  art in the eyes o f  party doyens, who clung to the established elite 
culture  they had been taught to respect.

T h e  s o c i a l i s t s  w e r e  n o t  a l o n e  in  f a i l i n g  l o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  u n i q u e  q u a l i 
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ties o f  film as an art fo rm  and mass en te rta inm en t.104 They seemed to  have 
com prehended  its magnetic attraction o f  audiences, particularly o f  work
ers, and its ability to com pete with and surpass o ther forms o f  commercial 
culture. Q uite  correctly, they saw it as a dangerous com petitor to their p ro j
ect to create “ neue  M enschen,” in that it kept workers away from  the party’s 
p lanned  program s and distracted them  from  participating in the class strug
gle in their leisure time. They, like virtually everyone else, underestim ated 
the attractiveness o f  films as very special visual and aural entertainm ents. 
T heir ju d g m en t o f  the film as a pseudoliterary m edium  o f  banal themes and 
illogical plots simply missed its power to stimulate the imagination through  
immediacy, discontinuities, m otion, superimposition, simultaneity, and 
abrup t transitions. All these special qualities belonged to a new realm of 
en te rta inm ent which did no t abide by the classical canons the socialists were 
accustom ed to, and  by which they judged  and hoped  to transform  what they 
considered m ere kitsch.

It would be unfair to castigate the socialist leaders fo r failing to be avant- 
garde in the ir  appreciation  o f  film. (Their choice o f  architecture  for m unic
ipal housing signaled their  limited tolerance for artistic innovation.) But 
their limited insight into w orkers’ lives and needs is ano ther m atter. It seems 
to have occurred  to none o f  them  that the party’s cultural program  was 
politically overloading the workers, providing them  with a diet o f  com m it
m ent which made no allowance for o th e r  hum an needs. Since the SDAP 
looked down upon  pleasure for its own sake as baggage to be shed on the 
way to “ neue  M enschen,” the workers, who still very much needed  such 
pleasure, tu rned  to mass cu lture  where it was to be found— in the m arket
place. O ne cannot help bu t rem ark certain similarities between the social
ists’ functionalist approach  to leisure and cinema in particular— the denial 
o f  pleasure for its own sake— and the position o f  the Catholic church on 
that subject. By and large the church  trea ted  cinema as a c o rru p to r  o f  m or
als, and  films as the purveyors o f  immoral kitsch. It sought to pro tect the 
faithful from  such co rrup tion  by publishing lists o f  approved films suitable 
for Catholic filmgoers.105

Radio: Pulpit o f  the People?

From  its origins as a mass m edium  in Austria, radio was a public enterprise  
providing en te rta inm ent and inform ation but without the commercial 
imperative o f  o th e r  mass cultural form s.106 Unlike the privately owned film 
industry, whose m arket was international, radio was largely aimed at the 
national public. That limited focus, together with rad io ’s unique ability to 
pene tra te  the private sphere  o f  a growing listening public, made it part o f 
the political battleg round  between the socialists and their Christian Social 
and o th e r  political opponents. As we shall see, the socialists’ single-minded 
concern  with the content o f  radio program m ing— as part o f  the Kultur- 
kam pf— led them to overlook the special qualities o f  radio to entertain
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th rough  distraction. Consequently, they overestimated the kind o f  cu ltu ra l/ 
educational impact they might achieve, because they viewed the working- 
class listener as passive and  malleable in e ither a good o r  a bad direction.

Radio as a mass m edium  began with the constitution o f  Ravag (Öster
reichische Radio-Verkehrs A.C.) in 1924 as a mixed public and private 
enterprise  com prising the national governm ent, the Viennese municipal 
governm ent, a bank, and several industrial com panies.107 In  the negotia
tions leading up  to the founding  o f  Ravag, the SDAP and  Chancellor Ignaz 
Seipel had  come to an agreem ent whereby the dom inance o f  any political 
party was to be avoided. Indeed, the socialists had one out o f  five seats on 
the executive committee, by which only unanim ous decisions could be 
taken, and  ample represen tation  on  the advisory council (seven out o f 
twenty-four) which supervised bu t did not control the p rogram m ing.108 
Even so, as actual practice soon dem onstrated , the socialists were o u tnum 
b ered  on the program  subcom m ittee (two out o f  six) by a coalition o f  con
servative opponents. M oreover, Ravag was m anaged by A nton Rintelen, 
governor o f  the province o f  S teiermark and president o f  the Steirerbank, 
serving as Ravag’s president, and by O skar Czeija, a subordinate o f  Rintetfn, £  
serving as director. These m en viewed radio as an industry like any o ther 
and were concerned  with the profits to be gained from  the listeners’ fees o f  
a growing audience. They were certainly ou t o f  tune  with the socialists’ edu 
cational intentions on business and ideological g rounds.109 The same may be 
said fo r the various p rogram  heads— music, literature, lecture and science, 
news— whose antisocialist orientation  was never in d o u b t.110

The s truc tu re  o f  Ravag, in which the socialists m aintained a veto power 
on  the executive com m ittee bu t the ir  opponents held contro l over the 
im plem enting positions, was no t auspicious for elevating the culture  o f 
workers by providing them  with social and  political inform ation and the best 
in elite art. In  all the later socialist criticism o f  Ravag’s program m ing, no 
m ention  was m ade o f  two principal concessions which the SDAP had  agreed 
to  in the initial negotiations. The first was to exclude all political, religious, 
and sexual subjects in the interest o f  “ n eu tra l” p rogram m ing.111 T he second 
m ade the national news service the only source o f  the twice-a-day news 
broadcasts. In  the first th ree years o f  operation, Ravag abided by the n eu 
trality agreem ent above and  tended  to  presen t bland inform ation (crime, 
weather, stock market, sports) to the exclusion o f  anything controversial.112 
But the potentia l fo r  a slanted politicized news rem ained in the hands o f  the 
SDAP’s opponents, who dom inated  the national governm ent th roughou t 
the period.

These early skirmishes as well as la ter struggles fo r control o f  Ravag had 
little im pact on  the enthusiasm  o f  the A ustrian public fo r this technological 
marvel, which b rough t en terta inm ent directly to their homes. The num ber 
o f  licensed listeners soared from  83,000 at the end o f  the first year to
508,000 in 1933.113 Until 1928 two-thirds o f  the listeners were from  Vienna; 
thereafte r  Viennese p reponderance  declined to 55 percent by 1933. By that 
time half the households in V ienna were radio listeners, as com pared  to one-
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q u a r te r  o f  households in the provinces. D uring the first ten years o f  Ravag, 
Austria em erged as a principal radio listener country  in E urope, surpassing 
G erm any and  no t far beh ind  Britain in the ratio  o f  listeners to popula tion .114 
Viennese enthusiam  fo r the “ e ther waves” can in pa rt  be explained by the 
low license fee o f  two Schillings per m onth  and the fact that initially radio 
receivers were largely crystal sets constructed  by the listeners. The in tro 
duction  o f  relatively expensive tube radios, which gradually replaced the 
crystal set, d id  no t diminish the nu m b er o f  licensed listeners. The annual 
increase o f  listeners flattened ou t only with the onset o f  the depression in 
1931 .115

N either o f  the political camps locked in com bat over control o f  Ravag 
and  its program m ing unders tood  the fascination with radio o f  the Viennese 
in general and the workers in particular. W hen the results o f  a large national 
survey o f  listeners’ a ttitudes became available in 1931, the findings were 
m isin terpre ted  by bo th  sides. The attitude prevailed that the listening public 
was purely passive. L istener reception  was equated  with perception, without 
recognition  o f  the listeners’ power to  transform  conveyed values to suit 
the ir  experience and needs.

The struggle within and  abou t Ravag continued. D uring the period o f  
agreed-upon neutrality, from  1924 to  1928, the socialists praised educa
tional program s such as language courses, theater previews, and readings 
and  discussions by writers especially o f  naturalist and  expressionist works. 
They criticized the p rogram m ing in general fo r failing to present V ienna as 
a cen te r  o f  the music world, and fo r operating  at the cultural level o f  Heu-

Listening to the radio with a crystal set also became a communal experience. 
(Bilderarchiv, Die Wiener Stadt- und Landesbibliothek)
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rigen en terta inm ent. T heir strongest complaints were d irected  at the cleri
cal, Christian Social, and  m onarchist slant o f  musical program s and fairy 
tales.116 Socialist criticism was accom panied by the only instance o f  direct 
p ressure  by the SDAP-dominated municipal governm ent. Early in 1925 
Finance Councillor B reitner announced  the extension o f  the existing luxury 
tax on  Ravag income at the ra te  o f  30 percent. A reduction  o r  suspension 
o f  the tax could be discussed, he maintained, only w hen the quality o f  the 
program s had  been substantially im proved.117

A lthough the political right had succeeded in keeping Ravag com m itted 
to light en te rta inm ent and free o f  controversial subjects, it began to ques
tion the value o f  neutrality  in the afterm ath  o f  the bloody July days sur
ro und ing  the bu rn in g  o f  the Palace o f  Justice .118 Radio technicians had 
jo in e d  the general strike o f  July 1 5 -1 6 , and Ravag had rem ained silent. 
W hen broadcasting was resum ed the next day, the conservative and Cath
olic press was even m ore outraged, because a resum é o f  events was delivered 
by Councillor Breitner on  behalf o f  Mayor Seitz.119

By this time it had  becom e clear that ne ither political camp was satisfied 
with neutralism: the socialists because Ravag served as a conduit o f  b o u r 
geois values, which distracted  workers from  the class struggle; the conser
vatives because Ravag failed to sufficiently express a Christian and Germ an 
worldview, and rem ained  u n d e r  th rea t o f  political in tervention  by the 
socialist-dominated Viennese governm ent. By tacit agreem ent between the 
two camps a struggle o f  ideas was to find a place in Ravag program m ing, bu t 
each side had  its own conception  o f  what such pluralism m ean t.120

T he working out o f  positions was spearheaded by various radio clubs—  
worker, Catholic, and  bourgeois— which had been  organized at the time o f  
Ravag’s creation. W orker radio enthusiasts consisting o f  hobbyists and lis
teners organized the ir  club in 1924, which coun ted  3,000 m em bers by the 
en d  o f  that year.121 A lthough the SDAP included this club am ong its cultural 
organizations, it had  been  form ed without the initiative o r  assistance o f  the 
party  and  freely adm itted  party m embers, the unaffiliated, communists, and 
employees. Until its demise in 1932 (with 18,000 m em bers),122 it pursued  
goals in dependen t o f  and often  at odds with the party.

In  the conflict within Ravag over the natu re  o f  pluralism, the W orkers’ 
Radio Club p roposed  that the SDAP representatives dem and an indepen 
d en t and  substantial w orker p rogram m ing as well as m ore worker rep resen 
tatives on the p rog ram  subcom m ittee, based on the overwhelming p rep o n 
derance  o f  Viennese and w orker listeners. This strong  stand (often repeated  
and expanded  to  include the h iring o f  radio-com petent artists, announcers, 
and  writers) found  little sympathy am ong established party officials sitting 
on  Ravag committees, who claimed that the ir  power to m aneuver and bar 
gain was being underm ined . The “com prom ise” offered to and  accepted by 
the SDAP as “w orker rad io ” was the “ W orkers’ H o u r ,” a half-hour p ro 
gram  m ade available to the C ham ber o f  W orkers and Employees with equal 
lime allotted to the C ham bers o f  Com m erce and Agriculture. But even this 
“ W orkers' H o u r” was severely restricted by the Ravag adm inistration, so
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that a p rogram  about the reasons fo r the law against night work for bakers 
and  ano the r abou t school re fo rm  were canceled ou t o f  h an d .123

The behind-the-scenes struggle over program  revision had obviously 
been hard, fo r the Ravag adm inistration m ade some attem pt until 1931 to 
give m ore air time to w orker subjects and activities (but always providing 
equal time to Catholic and conservative interests). No doubt it was in part 
guided by the business reality that the majority o f  the paying radio audience 
was in Vienna. Such concessions included celebrations o f  May Day and 
Republic Day (Novem ber 12); a series on  the cultural im portance o f  Vienna; 
an extension o f  educational lectures; and direct transmission o f  worker sym
phony concerts and  the In ternational W orker Olympics.124

O n the surface these concessions in the nam e o f  pluralism might suggest 
that Ravag was moving in a d irection that would make the eventual realiza
tion o f  socialist goals possible. But quite the opposite  was true. In the con
servative cam p the issue was not cultural p rogram m ing with political or 
social overtones, bu t radio as an instrum ent o f  political power. The lesson 
o f  July 1927, when Ravag went off the air and re tu rn ed  with socialist m unic
ipal officials having the ir  say, was no t lost on  Christian Social politicians o r 
the Ravag adm inistration. To forestall a repetition  o f  Viennese control over 
radio in case o f  emergency, the Ravag adm inistration used a m ajor part o f 
its annual profits to build provincial stations to transm it national b road 
casts, bu t also capable o f  broadcasting independently  o f  V ienna.125

By 1931 the pressures o f  right-wing organizations on  Ravag had become 
ominous. Following an appeal by Cardinal Piffl, thousands o f  new m embers 
stream ed into the Catholic radio club. The protofascist Heim w ehr also 
ex tended  its influence over Ravag, with 10,000 o f  its m em bers jo in ing  the 
conservative radio c lub .126 M oreover, conservative and right-wing politi
cians were given m ore and m ore opportunities to speak on the radio, while 
socialist politicians were excluded.12' W hen Ravag refused to air a speech by 
the G erm an Nazi leader G eorg Strasser in Ju n e  1932, Austrian Nazis 
attacked the Ravag head q u arte rs .128 The struggle over Ravag had become 
(or, apparently, always had been) a fight fo r political control which closely 
paralleled the battle  fo r power in the national political a ren a .129

This excursion th rough  the thickets o f  Ravag struggles reveals the extent 
to which the SDAP, virtually until the end, m isin terpreted  their oppo n en ts’ 
ultim ate aims. For the opponents, “ keeping the Marxists in Vienna in 
check” m eant no t ju s t  foiling their educational and culturally ennobled  p ro 
grams for the workers. It m eant bringing the powerful direct political power 
o f  radio u n d e r  their control. T herefo re  the socialists’ campaign fo r their 
kind o f  p rogram m ing could be waged only on  the level o f  national politics 
and  won only if they succeeded there. They confined their efforts to appeals 
within Ravag and refused to go beyond them  to fight for their case.

Surely the bargaining fo r the establishment o f  Ravag was badly carried 
out, giving the SDAP inadequate represen ta tion  on  the governing bodies.130 
N or did the socialists dare  to use the power o f  the municipal government 
ihcy controlled  lo force an accom m odation dial would serve their < ultural



140 Red Vienna

interests. These would have been served best by a second program  within 
Ravag, a dem and made repeatedly within the W orkers’ Radio Club but 
re jected  by SDAP representatives in Ravag as too uncom prom ising. Least 
o f  all d id they consider mobilizing the mass o f  worker listeners for the direct 
economic action o f  m em bership  resignation. Only in 1933, when such a tac
tic had lost most o f  its power, did the SDAP form  an organization which 
sponsored  mass resignations on  a selective basis (5,000 at a time).131

W hen one considers that the socialists’ mission was to create a p ro le tar
ian coun tercu ltu re , one is struck by their  blindness to and disregard for the 
needs and interests o f  the working-class radio audience. Bowing to contin 
ued  SDAP pressure, Ravag finally carried  ou t a substantial survey o f  radio 
listeners in 1931.132 It was conducted  by the economic/psychological 
research cen te r  o f  the University o f  Vienna u n d er  the direction o f  Paul Laz- 
ersfeld and was based on 110,312 listener survey responses. A breakdown 
o f  the findings gave a clear picture  o f  the com position and program  pref
erences o f  Viennese listeners. A m ong the most interesting general infor
m ation was the following: that nearly ha lf  were workers and employees; that 
th ree-quarters  used tube radios with a speaker; that the most popu lar lis
tening time was between 7:00 and 10:00 p.m.; and that the largest age group  
o f  listeners (46 percent) was thirty-one to fifty years old.

Far m ore revealing were the listeners’ program  preferences and desires. 
They were asked to rank program  types offered by Ravag on a scale o f  most- 
to least-preferred  items. The most positive response (in descending order) 
was received by Varieté evenings, light en terta inm ent concerts, comedies, 
V ienna evenings, and dialect plays. The most negative response (in descend
ing order) was received by cham ber music, choir music, literary readings, 
symphony concerts, and lectures about m usic.133 The sixteen items in the 
negative category contained virtually every program  preferred  by the SDAP 
fo r its w orker listeners. W hat kind o f  program s did the listeners want to 
hear? The answers did n o t dep art  significantly from  the evaluation o f  Ravag 
offerings: an overwhelming prefe rence  for light and  cheerful en terta inm ent 
in music and  literature  and  fo r lectures on unusual and “sensational” sub
je c ts .134 T here  was only a marginal difference in the response o f  m en and 
wom en to the above.136

The official Ravag reaction was to praise the survey and to carry ou t one 
im portan t change by broadcasting  lighter en terta inm ent at the most pop 
ular listening time, and  m ore serious program s in the late evening hours. 
For the rest, Ravag claimed to be offering such a wide choice that all listener 
interests could be satisfied, if individuals learned to be selective.136 The 
socialist press trea ted  the rep o rt o f  survey findings in a bland way. The brief
est resum é covered the main points, glossing over listener preferences, but 
offered no  com m entary .137 It seems as if the SDAP was concerned  with the 
size o f  its public but no t with what it wanted to hear. I f  it had really wanted 
to  form ulate  its radio  policy on the basis o f  what workers liked and expected, 
it could have commissioned its own survey long before  1931.

I h i t  t h e  s o c i a l i s t s  h a d  r a t h e r  f i x e d  i d e a s  a b o u t  t h e  c u l t u r a l  n e e d s  o f  t h e
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workers, and  a functional approach  to how radio might be used to fu rther 
these ends. T he socialists, like virtually everyone else at the time, had little 
understand ing  o f  radio as a mass medium. T hroughout the period b road 
casting was at the lowest level o f  rad io ’s potential and was pu t in the service 
o f  simply transm itting  o th e r  cultural forms for a mass audience. The actu
alizing power o f  live, sim ultaneous broadcasts o f  events, giving the listener 
a sense o f  presence, was hardly ever achieved, because the talent employed 
by Ravag came from  traditional cultural sectors and lacked “ radio 
im agination.” 138

The socialists’ desire to monopolize the w orkers’ leisure time, to uplift 
them  from  m ere pleasure fo r its own sake to a nobler cultural level, was 
based on an ignorance o f  the w orkers’ actual work experience and leisure 
needs. It would seem that radio was popu lar am ong the workers because it 
provided an easily accessible means o f  physical and mental release from the 
tensions accum ulated at the workplace. R eturn ing  from  the m onotony and 
d ro n e  o f  sewing machines o r  the piercing sound o f  drill presses, a worker 
may have needed  and found  relaxation and distraction in “ light” programs. 
The SDAP discounted this need  fo r relaxation, because it feared that the 
passive w orker would fall prey to the evil messages o f  his enemies. The par 
ty’s view o f  the w orker was static, ju s t  as its understand ing  o f  radio as a mass 
m edium  was undialectical, leading to an equation o f  transmission, recep 
tion, and pe rcep tion .139 To be sure, radio insinuated itself into the workers’ 
private sphere, bu t they re ta ined the power to select and filter and, ulti
mately, to tu rn  the radio on and off.

Spectator Sports: G ladiators o f  Capitalism?

A survey o f  mass-cultural com petitors to the Socialist party culture would 
be incom plete w ithout some assessment o f  the claims o f  spectator sports on 
the leisure time o f  workers. It is im portant to rem em ber that organized 
sports were a centerpiece o f  party culture, with ASKO claiming a m em ber
ship o f  110,000 in Vienna by 1931. A lthough boxing drew periodic crowds 
o f  several thousand  fo r matches held in the Prater, it was soccer, the most 
indigenous popu lar sport, in which the developm ent o f  a mass cultural char
acter was most p ro n o u n ced .140

In the enjoym ent o f  soccer by male Viennese workers we can observe 
the transition from  noncom m ercial to commerical, to  mass-spectator par
ticipation: from  the street play o f  children and u rban  niche play o f  young 
workers to the form ation o f  dozens o f  local clubs and the developm ent o f  
district teams; from  the creation o f  professional clubs organized a fter 1925 
into two m etropolitan  leagues, to national select teams com peting in Euro 
pean cup games. Mass spectator soccer coexisted with soccer as a popular 
perfo rm ance sport and drew upon the latter for its enthusiastic fans. Both 
em phasized superio r collective effort and individual skill, elevating these to 
a physical/aesthetic level, and thereby enhanced the excitement and loyalty 
o f  team -oriented  fans. In no o th e r  mass cultural form (him o r  radio, for
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example) was there  such a relationship between the passive and the active 
participant.

It raises the question o f  why workers ceased to be satisfied with partici
pation alone. W hat was there  in soccer as a mass sport that a ttrac ted  tens o f  
thousands as spectators? Julius Deutsch, an im portan t sports functionary o f  
the SDAP, allegedly had the answ er.141 The w orker-spectator was a victim 
o f  his own desire fo r cheap distractions, which in the guise o f  political neu 
trality estranged him from  his own class. Capitalist sports, Deutsch intoned, 
seduced the spectator with the achievements o f  stars; socialist sport aimed 
collectively to develop the physical com petence and grace o f  the w orker’s 
body. In o th e r  words, the low motives o f  mass sport were posed against the 
lofty goals o f  the party ’s sports activities; the primitive enjoyments o f  sports 
fans against the higher strivings o f  the collectivity. Aside from  the fact that 
Deutsch neglected the overdisciplined and almost militaristic quality o f 
ASKO organization and activities, he simply sidestepped the question o f 
mass sport popularity.

H endrik  deM an’s earlier critical observations about the needs and 
motives o f  worker spectators came m uch closer to the mark. The workers, 
he  observed, a tta ined a heightened sense o f  self from  the alternative tension 
c reated  by the sports con test.142 Present-day sports historians have sug
gested that the accum ulated em otions and aggressions o f  the m onotonous 
workday could no longer be com pensated  fo r by sport participation, which 
no longer sufficed to ameliorate feelings o f  social inferiority and give 
expression to the natural desire fo r personal recognition. 14'!

Beginning with the late 1920s, bo th  socialist and mass spectator sports 
were given enthusiastic coverage in the popu lar party publications DerKuck- 
uck and Das kleine Blatt. This is hardly surprising when we consider that, 
from  the early 1920s on, Vienna was a soccer city. As early as 1926, in ter
national games with 40,000 spectators were high points o f  the season. The 
stadium at the H ohe  W arte in the no rth e rn  outskirts o f  the city, with an 
overflow capacity o f  up  to 70,000 spectators, was one o f  the largest in 
E u ro p e .144 In 1931 the municipality built a m odern  stadium in the Prater 
with a capacity o f  60,000. A lthough the socialist city fathers had created  this 
facility to house party sport activities as well as socialist mass festivals, soccer 
m atches were a constant attraction. In  the early 1930s, with two large sta
diums and num erous district soccer fields, weekend crowds o f  150,000 to
200,000 were unexceptional.145 To these m ust be added  the tens o f  
thousands o f  radio fans who tuned  in to occasional direct broadcasts o f  
im portan t games.

In view o f  such large a ttendance figures, the drawing pow er o f  mass 
spectator sports can hardly be disputed. It remains to place these in per 
spective in relation to  noncom m ercial and commerical sports and the great 
variety o f  o th e r  leisure-time activities in which Viennese workers partici
pated  so enthusiastically and in such large numbers.

T h e  S D A P ’s d e s i r e  t o  p e r m e a t e  t h e  w o r k e r s '  p r i v a t e  s p h e r e  a n d  t o  t ill t h a t  

w i l l i  a  l i g h l  n e t w o r k  o f  p a r t y - o r g a n i z e d  a n d  p a r t y - d i r e c t e d  < i i l l u i . i l  a c t i v i t i e s
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Soccer spectators (Bilderarchiv, Die Wiener Stadt- und Landesbibliothek)

was in tended  to com pensate  for the party’s inability to alter power relations 
at the workplace o r  in the national political arena. But the SDAP’s cultural 
p rogram  also had the loftier goal o f  transform ing the workers into “neue 
M enschen.” This u top ian  goal was based on  the premise that in their p res
en t state workers lived at a brutish level and lacked the class consciousness 
necessary to resist the m anipulations o f  the capitalist power structu re  and 
bourgeois cu lture  to which they were exposed .146 In the eyes o f  socialist 
leaders, therefore , a total transform ation o f  the w orkers’ private sphere was 
necessary— one that expunged  their present life-styles and excluded all cul
tural forms and  influences that did not em anate from  the party. More than 
forty socialist organizations were expected  to satisfy all the w orkers’ cultural 
needs.

A closer look at the cultural environm ent in Vienna has revealed that the 
SDAP’s expectations were both  dogmatic and unrealistic. The texture  o f 
cultural life in which the workers participated was bo th  complex and rich. 
Vienna offered a full and varied m enu o f  cultural outlets— noncommercial, 
commercial, and mass— which coexisted and were enjoyed by the working 
population. The nu m b er o f  Viennese who participated in these is rem ark 
able: on a typical weekend every man, woman, and child would seem to have 
partaken. Yet this seems unlikely. How then can we account for the masses 
who stream ed into the ( iiisthduser, Henri gen, Varietes, citruses, the P later, 
movie theaters, spoils  stadiums, and o ther attractions every weekend? Ii
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would seem that many workers engaged in m ore than one cultural activity 
in their leisure time.

That supposition, however, is inconsistent with the existing inform ation 
on household  budgets and the p roportion  o f  worker wages available for 
nonessential expenditures. O ne explanation o f  this discrepancy might be 
that the reco rded  budgets disguised leisure-time expenditures u n d er  essen
tial categories. A no ther would point to the large num ber o f  free o r  very 
inexpensive cultural activities available (hiking, swimming, local Varieté, 
movie, and  sports admissions). H ousehold  budget statistics also fail to take 
account o f  the considerably larger p roportion  o f  wages available for leisure 
expenditures by younger workers, particularly those who were single and 
m arried  couples without ch ildren .147

The strident tone o f  the socialists’ criticism o f  nonparty  cu lture  in their 
various publications makes it clear that the SDAP was aware that its own 
program  had  no t yet engaged the majority o f  workers. The party ’s attem pt 
to reach ou t to these was m arred  by the uncritical approach to its own cul
tural p rogram  and  its inability to understand  why workers were a ttracted  to 
commercial and  mass culture. Party leaders were oblivious to the rigid struc
tures o f  the ir  organizations (the uniform s, drill, and military language o f  
their sports organizations, fo r instance) an d  the ideological overloading o f  
their cultural dem ands on the workers. The “ o th e r” culture was generally 
dismissed as degraded  and degrading: the Heurigen-Prater commercial cul
tu re  as an ou tda ted  form  o f  cheap amusements; and mass cu lture  as trash 
and kitsch which, unless ennobled, pu t the workers at the mercy o f 
capitalism.148

Mass cu lture  drew the socialists’ strongest fire because they understood  
it least. With few exceptions they failed to appreciate film and radio as 
unique artistic forms. In  this they were no t alone, m irroring  attitudes prev
alent no t only in the dom inant culture bu t even am ong film and radio p ro 
gram creators themselves. The socialists were suspicious and even fearful o f 
the powerful com bination o f  images in motion, fo r instance, which had a 
vocabulary and  s truc tu re  o f  the ir  own, and which they found  irrational if 
they did n o t follow the linear forms o f  high cu lture  they were accustomed 
to. They also found  it particularly incom prehensible that audiences might 
get enjoym ent from  the technical novelty o f  film and  radio unre la ted  to  con
tent o r  any hidden  o r  obvious messages they might contain.

T he socialists’ denunciation  o f  the mass m edia’s bad taste reveals an 
inability to appreciate  what one might call the dem ocratic aspect o f  these 
leisure activities attractive to working-class audiences. The enjoyment Of 
film and  radio involved a very low level o f  social differentiation. The dark 
ened  movie thea te r  provided a sense o f  anonymity in which clothes, p e r 
sonal appearance, and com portm en t did no t m atter, and stood in stark con
trast to the thea te r  and opera , w here seeing others and being seen were part 
o f  the ritual. Both film and radio provided a realm o f  choice allowing for 
individual taste and at the same time a sense o f  equality, because the m enu 
o f  choices before everyone was the same. Many films were playing at the
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same time. Friends, newspapers, o r previous films with the same actors 
could determ ine the choice. O r  no apparen t choice needed to be made 
beyond im mediate impulse o r  convenience. Radio could be kept playing as 
a background distraction to which the listener tuned  in and out, o r  specific 
program s could be selected. In e ither case, the m enu o f  choices was p re 
de term ined  and the same fo r everyone, contro l was private and complete, 
and the social context was the domicile. Such flexibility o f  choice was a lib
era ting  experience, in contrast to the discipline and restrictions o f  the work
place. M oreover, the price differentials in movie theaters were much smaller 
than in opera  o r  theater, and radio fees were the same for everyone. Enjoy
m en t o f  radio and film requ ired  little effort and at the same time gave a sense 
o f  belonging, o f  being equal to others.

W ere the audiences o f  the mass media really as passive as the socialists 
believed— ready victims o f  bad taste and hostile ideologies? Until recently 
one simply assumed that audience reception and perception  were the same. 
This went fo r mass en terta inm ent as well as mass consum ption products. 
But the process o f  perception  appears to be very complex, involving the p e r 
sonality o f  viewers as differentiated in various ways: by age, gender, formal 
and inform al education, political experience, and so on. Studies o f  Ameri
can film audiences in the early silent era have revealed that there was con
siderable verbal and physical audience reaction to what appeared  on the 
sc reen .149 In a similar way, fascination with a particular radio program , fol
lowing it weekly and with com m entary and discussion o r  later reference 
am ong peers, as well as leaving the radio on and using it as a kind o f  envi
ronm enta l background, are examples o f  in teraction with the mass media.

O ne  should no t castigate the socialists for being no m ore sophisticated 
about mass culture than  anyone else at the time, o r  fo r failing to recognize 
that the relationship betw een production , consum ption, and use was not a 
linear process open  to  simplistic corrections based on party dogma. But 
the ir  lack o f  psychological insight into the life-styles and daily pressures on 
the working class fo r whom they claimed to speak, and their unsubtlety in 
arguing against the “ o th e r” cultures and for their own, suggest why their 
p ro letarian  coun tercu ltu re  failed to a ttract a majority o f  workers. U nfor
tunately for the SDAP, the purveyors o f  mass culture  were far m ore adept 
in a ttracting  their audience.



CHAPTER 6

The Worker Family: 
Invasions of the Private Sphere

As we have seen, the SDAP attem pted  to create a climate in the public 
sphere  o f  Vienna conducive to the im plantation and acceptance o f  its cul
tural program . Broad reform s in housing, health, social welfare, and ed u 
cation aimed to improve the w orkers’ quality o f  life. A complex network o f  
party organizations assumed the difficult task o f  creating a proletarian sub
cu lture  capable o f  carrying ou t the transform ation o f  workers into “neue 
M enschen.” The SDAP leaders realized from  the beginning that the effec
tiveness o f  bo th  municipal socialism and their com prehensive cultural p ro 
gram  d epended  on reaching into the w orkers’ private sphere. The worker 
family, therefore , received particular a tten tion  as the most fundam ental 
agency fo r  influencing and  shaping changes in behavior and  consciousness. 
It was n o t so well unders tood  that the family, as a cen te r  o f  private life and 
repository o f  accepted habits and practices, com m anded powers to resist 
intrusions into its realm o f  activity and con tro l.1

The nuclear family model becam e pervasive in Vienna and o th e r  E uro 
pean cities only between the late n ineteen th  century  and the early 1920s, as 
an adaptation  to changing productive techniques o f  high industrial capital
ism, which dem anded  a stable w orker existence and assured reproduction  
o f  labor. This “ closed” form  o f  family socialization gradually replaced p re 
vious “ o p e n ” forms such as concubinage and  o th e r  types o f  unregulated  
associations with a high degree o f  illegitimate b irths.' The em erging disci
plined and  orderly  worker family approxim ated  the model proposed  by 
middle-class social reform ers o f  the late n ineteenth  century. They had 
hoped  to integrate  the worker family into the norm s o f  bourgeois life and 
thereby to  assure stability and peace in the social order. W hether the stable 
and orderly  worker family would provide the basis for p roletarian em bour- 
geoisement o r  for g rea te r  class consciousness and participation in working- 
class organizations rem ained an open  question .3

The Austrian socialist leaders clearly aimed at the second o f  these two 
possibilities and sought to strengthen the formal struc tu re  and shape the
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values o f  the nuclear working-class family.4 In following this strategy, the 
Austromarxists appeared  to  reject the accepted Marxist canon, which antic
ipated the dissolution o f  the family u n d e r  capitalism and  its replacem ent by 
com m unal forms o f  social organization.5 In  the Viennese context after 
1919, their em bracing o f  the nuclear family model was pragmatic; it also 
b rough t them  dangerously close to the interventionist position o f  their 
bourgeois and clerical opponents. The bourgeois regarded  the family as the 
foundation  o f  social stability and conformity; the Clericals considered it the 
prim ary spiritual unit o f  Christian morality. As we shall see, the socialists’ 
intervention in the w orkers’ private sphere, like the presum ption o f  their 
opponen ts , assumed that the worker family was a passive entity. That view 
yielded a paternalism with a social purpose. As one recent com m entator has 
observed: “Whilst the old o rd e r  and  its fa ther figures had fallen from 
power, the social dem ocratic  leaders came forw ard in the chaos o f  the first 
postwar years as new father-figures.”6

Men were not a direct subject o f  the SDAP’s attem pt to transform  the 
working-class family. They were, however, always in the background as ben
eficiaries o f  the m ore orderly, relaxing, and peaceful hom e environm ent to 
be created. The task o f  building this domestic haven was placed on the 
shoulders o f  women, whose nature , appearance, and responsibilities were 
to be altered  and enhanced, and whose role as wives and m others was to be 
redefined. In  its a ttem pt to  transform  the w orker family, the SDAP paid par
ticular a tten tion  to the rearing  o f  children and to the later organized life o f 
youth, in the belief that the aspired-to goal o f  “ neue M enschen” depended  
on the next generation. I f  the socialists’ goal had an ethical/social purpose, 
their means o f  a ttaining it was largely limited to forms o f  discipline, self- 
denial, and the postponem ent o f  gratification.

T he “ N ew  W om an” and the “T rip le  B urden”

W hat actual place was accorded to women in the cultural experim ent to 
transform  working-class life? Socialist party publications were silent o r  at 
best obtuse on the subject o f  women p e r  se o r  o f  female consciousness and 
identity. This subject was generally subsum ed u n d e r  various h igher social 
goals: the creation o f  ordentliche7 (orderly, decent, respectable, and disci
plined) worker families; the need  for rational and controlled  reproduction , 
leading to a “healthy” new generation; and the desire to make a varied party 
life central to the lives o f  workers. Since female workers accounted for 
almost 40 percen t o f  the total labor force, and since 80 percent o f  m arried 
women were in some way em ployed,8 the party literature  devoted consid
erable space to the plight o f  women compelled to bear the triple bu rden  o f  
work, household, and child rearing .9 In a ttem pting  to  rescue working-class 
wom en from  this plight, the socialist reform ers hypostatized the “ new 
w om an” as the female part o f  the “ neue M enschen” they were in the p ro 
cess o f  creating. As we shall see, here  as elsewhere in the socialists' (rails-
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form ational program , the reform ers failed to distinguish between their 
modest initiatives and their expectations— a confusion o f  the present with 
the fu tu re  that resulted  in a mythic substitution for reality.

What p icture  o f  the “ new w om an” did the socialist literature  project for 
its readers? H er  physical appearance was youthful, with a slender garçon fig
ure  made supple by sports, with bobbed  hair and unrestra in ing garments 
bespeaking an active life; her  tem peram ent was fearless, open, and relaxed. 
To h e r  husband  she was a com rade; fo r h e r  children she was a fr iend .10 The 
working-class woman o f  yesterday— careworn in appearance, im prisoned 
by h e r  clothes, u napproachable  by those who needed  h e r11— was to be abol
ished by waving a magic w and.12 This image, like many o th e r  aspects o f  the 
socialists’ program , was adap ted  from  middle-class a ttem pts to redefine the 
role o f  females in society. A seminal work in this liberation movement was 
the widely translated  and somewhat scandalous La Garçonne by Victor Mar- 
gueritte, which fea tu red  an independent, self-assured, and worldly woman 
who fought against the double  standard  and dem anded  the right to sexual 
experim entation. In  the year o f  its publication (1922) it sold 300,000 cop
ies; by 1929 sales reached over a million in France a lone.13 In the 1920s the 
garçonne/ flapper became a widespread female role model in the industrial
ized w orld .14

How was the transform ation envisaged by the SDAP to be accom
plished? O ne standard  answer was the equalization o f  female and male 
wages, making it possible for women to tu rn  over housework and child care 
to paid, tra ined  he lp .15 T he most com m on advice fo r reducing the triple b u r
den was the rationalization o f  housework. This fascination with rationaliza
tion in the domestic sphere echoed the latest developments in the scientific 
m anagem ent o f  industrial p roduction  and reflected the emphasis on science 
and efficiency o f  the hom e economics m ovem ent in the United States. It 
went hand  in hand  with the house-proudness exemplified by cleanliness and 
neatness, an aesthetic o f  simplicity and functionality, and the dem and for 
formal training in efficient housew ork.16 The SDAP’s conception o f  dom es
tic rationalization sought mainly to lighten the bu rd en  o f  each woman in 
her  home, thereby contradicting  the dem and for professionalization o f 
housework.

The party  offered working-class women a variety o f  practical advice. 
They were encouraged  to provide themselves with electric ho t plates and 
irons, sewing machines, and  vacuum  cleaners.17 W hen the costliness o f  these 
im plem ents was rem em bered , the suggestion was made that women forgo 
the “ luxury o f  personal presents such as jewelry and dresses” in favor o f  
these labor-saving devices.18 Otherwise, women were advised to purchase 
and use these machines collectively.19

Rationalization o f  the household  was the keynote, and popu lar weeklies 
like Der Kuckuck and Die Unzufriedene provided a steady stream o f  labor- and 
money-saving tips for the simplification o f  housework.20 O ne o f  the most 
influential pam phleteers o f  the period  tu rned  her ingenuity to simplifying 
the elaborate  Sunday lunch— the bane o f  working-class wom en.“1 Accord-
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ing to  h e r  form ula, soup was to  be abandoned  in favor o f  cold canapés (with 
sardines, capers, o r  olives!); the main dish and baked dessert were to be p re 
pared  on the previous afternoon; and the accum ulated m ound o f  dishes, if 
ne ither  husband  n o r  children were inclined to wash them, should be left for 
Monday. Thus the harassed housewife was “ liberated” on Sunday after
noon.

O n  occasion, the subject o f  the sexual division o f  labor in the household 
was raised b u t never really explored .22 Instead, the socialist reform ers 
offered the by-now-familiar nostrums: equal pay, a shortened  workday, 
extension o f  the social support system (nurseries, kindergartens, youth cen
ters) and collective facilities, and trained, paid houseworkers. The apparen t 
object o f  these m easures was to reduce the triple bu rden  o f  working women 
and to  make it possible fo r them  to “ participate in the working-class move
m ent and  to rem ain intellectually sharp  by reading ‘sensible’ periodicals and 
books.” 23 But there  were o th e r  goals set fo r the free time to be won for 
women. Time and again the literature  applauded  the opportunity  thus 
c reated  fo r women to devote themselves emotionally to husband and 
children .24

It seems that the time gained by women th rough  the rationalization o f 
housework was no t to be at the ir  own disposal. The socialist reform ers had 
already allocated it: husbands g round  down by conditions at work were to 
be weaned from  the Gasthaus and  tied to the home with tenderness and 
understanding . M arriage itself was to  be altered by these opportunities for 
freedom . H elene Bauer saw that old institution being transform ed into “an 
erotic-comradely relationship o f  equals,” as women gained status th rough 
their  work.25 H e r  excessive optimism about the liberating power o f  work for 
women led to a sharp  critique. Bauer’s notion, it was argued, might apply to 
a few bourgeois women, bu t for proletarian  women work rem ained a b u r 
den ra th e r  than  a sign o f  progress in status.26

However the visions o f  the “ new w om an” were form ulated, and no m at
ter how many new creative attributes the image was endowed with, the 
emphasis in the end  was always on w om an’s role as m other. The sculptures 
o f  women selected by the city fathers for public places such as municipal 
housing invariably depicted  the static, ample, n u r tu r in g  m other ra the r  than 
the dynamic, gargon-ñgured new woman.27 Repeatedly m otherhood  was 
invoked as w om an’s “ most noble” calling.28 The whole subject was sub
sum ed u n d e r  the rubric “ population politics,” denoting  a eugenic 
approach  to the  c reation o f  a healthy and  supportable  new generation (see 
below).

SDAP publications laid great stress on the healthy female body as the 
means to a “ n a tu ra l” beauty. Central to good personal hygiene was the daily 
ba th  and rubdown, including those parts below (he navel.29 The use o f  cos
metics was discouraged, save fo r hom eopathic remedies for less than glow
ing facial skin. After 1930, wilh the onset o f  the economic crisis and 
increased com petition for jobs, periodicals made concessions to the use o f  
commercial cosmetics to enhance the appearance o f female job seekers.30

À
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In addition to personal hygiene, fresh air and especially physical exercise 
were obligatory fo r the new woman. W orking women o f  childbearing age 
were encouraged  to participate in the SDAP sports program  o r  at the very 
least to do  ten m inutes o f  calisthenics on their own before going to work.31 
T hereby they were to be assured o f  two benefits: to become healthy and 
strong  in prepara tion  fo r m otherhood, and to retain their youth and beauty 
ju s t  like bourgeois w om en.32 The p regnant and postpartum  working woman 
received similar advice. If  she took reasonable care o f  her body during  these 
critical periods, she would retain her  charm  and attractiveness in the eyes 
o f  her husband .33 Such care included avoidance o f  heavy work by those 
pregnant; avoidance o f  all work and excitem ent during  the first weeks o f  the 
childbed period; and  massages by a professional, o r  at least calisthenics for 
several m onths, for nursing m others. That economic circumstances o r 
financial resources might play a role in making such care possible was raised 
bu t never explored.

W hat was the everyday life o f  Viennese working-class women really like? 
To what extent were they in a position to be transform ed into the new 
woman? In a ttem pting  to answer these questions, a useful point o f  dep ar
tu re  is the excellent survey studies o f  industrial workers and homeworkers 
carried  ou t by Käthe Leichter at the time.34 According to  the census o f  1934, 
41.5 percen t o f  V iennese women over fifteen were in full em ploym ent.35 O f 
these, 46.5 percen t were workers, 24.4 percent were employees, and 13.2 
percent were domestics.3b It seems reasonable to look for answers to the 
above questions am ong workers in industry, where the larger context, con
tact with trade union and  party, and accessibility to new ideas were most 
likely to lead to the conflict and gradual blending o f  traditional values and 
changing circum stances.37

As we follow the industrial working woman th rough  her norm al day and 
ex trapolate  h e r  experience fo r the week, m onth, and year, it becomes 
apparen t that the socialist re fo rm ers’ rendition  o f  the triple bu rd en  treated  
it fa r too  lightly and  schematically. W orking hours for most women began 
at 7:00 a.m. and ended  at 5:00 p.m., bu t with the inclusion o f  travel time, 
this made for an absence from  hom e o f  eleven to twelve hours a day.3“ But, 
considering their household  obligations, the workday began between 5:00 
and 6:00 a.m. and lasted until 10:00 o r  11:00 p.m., making for a total work
day o f  sixteen to eighteen hours .39 Almost half o f  the women and three- 
quarte rs  o f  those m arried  did all the housework; those receiving assistance 
relied overwhelmingly on m others and mothers-in-law.40

Conditions in the hom es o f  these female workers were not m ore p rom 
ising fo r  the rationalization o f  housework. In  m anaging their household 18 
percent had gas, electricity, and runn ing  water; bu t an equal num ber had 
none o f  these (though m ore than a third  had electricity and water). Almost 
half o f  the women workers, and even a q u a rte r  o f  those married, did not 
have a hom e o f  their  own but lived with parents o r  as subtenants. Bedrooms 
were shared with two o r  m ore persons by m ore than half, and with three o r 
m ore persons by m ore than a third of the women. " Even I hose who were
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fo rtuna te  enough to live in the new municipal housing (10.8 percent) gen
erally shared their bedroom s with husbands and children because o f  the lim
ited space (38 to  48 square meters) in these apartm ents.42 Latter-day oral 
histories have added  interesting details to this pic ture  o f  crowding, i t  was 
com m on fo r young m arried  couples to wait five to six years fo r an apartm ent 
o f  their  own and to  live cheek by jowl with paren ts  and younger siblings. It 
was no t uncom m on for children to share their  paren ts’ bed o r  the bed o f 
the same-sexed paren t.43

The triple bu rden  o f  many working women included child care, which 
fu r th e r  occupied their time and dra ined  their energy. Some m others com
plained abou t available kindergartens because they accepted children only 
at age four; many o pened  the ir  doors only at 8:00 a.m., one h o u r  after the 
adult workday had begun; some served no lunchtime meal; and most had 
long and  frequen t holiday periods o r  closed abruptly because o f  childhood 
diseases. In  many cases the small fees charged by k indergartens and after
school centers were beyond the m eans o f  the family.44 Was the triple burden  
lightened on weekends? T hree-quarters  o f  the sample and four-fifths o f  the 
m arried  women devoted Saturday a fte rnoon  (the m orning  was a workday) 
to housework. Only Sunday a f te rnoon  was available to most women as a 
time for rest a n d /o r  recreation; one-th ird  o f  those m arried and two-thirds 
o f  those single had Sunday m orn ing  free.4r’

It is difficult to see how u n d er  such conditions women should have con
sidered their work as an enhancem ent o f  the ir  status; indeed, they did not.
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Aside from  the apparen t additional hardship, work created  conflicts in 
female identity based on  narrowly defined gender role models. The delin
eation o f  w om en’s place in the hom e was strongly re inforced in the postwar 
period by an emphasis on  creating  a “ real hom e” fo r the workers, one that 
was “ neat and clean.”46 This was made possible in p art by the stabilization 
o f  domiciles th rough  ren t control and in part th rough the building initia
tives o f  the municipality. The goal o f  the “ propet'” hom e was not only a 
response to influences from  the dom inant bourgeois culture; it was in every 
way p rom oted  by the schools and social welfare agencies o f  the municipal
ity.47 Such increased valuation o f  hom e and domesticity led to an increase 
in the variety o f  housework.48 It also strengthened  existing patterns o f  gen- 
der-role definition by which females were associated with hom e and house
hold  at an early age.4'1 Schoolgirls might have resisted such expectations o f 
domesticity in the h ope  o f  finding employment, bu t their limited pros
pects— dressm aker and  nanny— reflected interests associated with female 
activities such as needlework and taking care o f  small children.511 Besides, 
the ir  opportun ity  fo r developing skills th rough  apprenticeship  was very 
limited.51

Conflicts o f  identity were no doub t reinforced by the realities o f  the 
labor market, where women were given the most menial positions, were the 
first to be fired, and received wages that were only 5 0 -6 5  percent o f  male 
wages fo r equal work.52 A lthough women were p ro tec ted  by law from night 
shifts, heavy physical labor, and dangerous occupations, labor inspectors 
rep o rted  frequen t breaches o f  the rules.53 The condition o f  female hom e
workers was far worse54: their wages were 50 percent less than those o f  
women in industry; they had no collective wage contracts; they suffered 
from  in term itten t unem ploym ent; their living quarters  were am ong the 
smallest and most densely populated , and served as workrooms in addition 
to  the ir  many o th e r  functions. Domestic workers were the most exploited 
and least p ro tec ted  o f  all. A lthough a law o f  1920 regulated  hours o f  work, 
wages, time off, and vacations, working conditions rem ained largely 
unsupervised.55

T he trade  unions did little to alter the impression that women were an 
unw anted  p resence at the workplace. Lip service was given to equal pay for 
equal work at trade union congresses,56 bu t on the shop floor the a ttitude 
prevailed that women took away m en’s jo b s .57 T here  was a widespread attack 
on  m arried  working women as “double ea rne rs” which the trade unions 
ap p ear to  have abe tted .58 This lack o f  support is astounding  when one con
siders that the working women o f  Vienna supplied 26.4 percent o f  the trade 
union m em bership .59 That the trade unions made little effort to  integrate 
women workers o r  to  accord them positions in their organizations com m en
surate with their num bers can be adduced  from  the low percentage o f  
female shop stewards,60 the male o rientation o f  trade  union papers, and the 
underrep resen ta tion  o f  women trade unionists at general congresses.61 It is 
small wonder, then, that trade unionism for women workers rem ained a for
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mality, som ething expected o f  them , and that only 21.7 percent o f  the 
women trade unionists in L eichter’s study ever a ttended  union meetings 
and only 3 percent read the union papers.62

Why, then, did women work in factories? Leichter concludes that it was 
ou t o f  pure  economic necessity.63 W ould they have continued  to  work, if 
their husbands o r  fathers had been able to support them? Eighty-five p e r 
cent answered no.64 The imperatives for such a choice are not difficult to 
understand. A re trea t from  work into the household was the only way open 
fo r women workers to reduce the triple burden. N either the city fathers nor 
the socialist reform ers had been able to  create sufficient and appropria te  
social services to reduce their labor in the domestic sphere, n o r  had they 
seriously broached  the traditional sexual division o f  labor there, which 
would have m ade a g reater difference than all the labor-saving devices and 
rationalization schemes. Yet there  are indications that women derived cer
tain psychological benefits from  work outside the hom e in the form of 
female solidarity.65

I f  we look at the  bare  facts offered in Leichter’s study, we need hardly 
w onder that working women were light years rem oved from  that attractive 
image o f  the new woman pro jec ted  in the socialist literature. How could a 
working woman transform  her body into the figure o f  a garçon, when her 
diet consisted largely o f  bread, starchy grains, and fat; when coffee was her 
mainstay m orning, noon, and night; and sugar was the cheapest source o f 
calories?66 W hat time o r  energy was there  in the working w om an’s day for 
sports, meetings, cinema, concerts, theaters, o r  even reading?67 Given the 
stress o f  m eeting h e r  daily responsibilities, what opportun ity  was there  for 
h e r  to be “ fearless, open, and  relaxed,” to  become “ a com rade to h e r  hus
band  and  friend to her  ch ildren” ?

A w ord o r  two about the great variety o f  helpful hints to the housew ife/ 
m other served up  by the socialist reform ers should suffice. Labor-saving 
im plem ents were simply beyond the means o f  all bu t a few working women. 
N or did they have the time to organize the collective use, o r  even the small 
change necessary fo r  the  collective purchase, o f  the same. How could the 
typical k itchen-and-room  o r  room -and-a-half worker apartm ent be ratio
nalized, given the density o f  habitation, multiple use o f  all space, and  fre 
quen t absence o f  basic amenities? The problem  was not fu r th e r  o r  better 
organization but m ore space. For most women, the daily ablutions called for 
would have m eant stripping in the kitchen in full view o f  children and o ther 
adults, no t to speak o f  bringing cold water from  the hallway tap. The exer
cise forced upon  most working women consisted o f  household preparations 
a fte r rising and  a brisk walk to  the workplace. Calisthenics, even for ten min
utes, was fo r wom en with much m ore leisure in their daily routines. W orking 
women who becam e p regnan t surely did not have to be told what was best 
for them  and the infant to  come. It was not out o f  ignorance that they cut 
short the ir  legally guaran teed  lying-in and postpartum  leaves but ou t o f  fear 
o f  losing the ir  jobs.68 M oreover, how could the average pregnant o r  nursing 
working woman avoid heavy work, as she was counseled to by tin1 reformers,
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o r  afford massages to  revitalize h e r  body? The suggested time-saving Sunday 
lunch with olive canapés deserves no comment.

It might be appropria te  at this point to ask whom these socialist mes
sages might have reached and served. In Vienna, certainly the SDAP func
tionaries and cadres, o f  whom there  were m ore than 20,000 by 1931, and 
functionaries in the trade  unions and Cham ber o f  W orkers and Employ
ees.69 Beyond them, workers in safe and well-paid em ploym ent in the public 
and municipal sectors, who had already reached a lower-middle-class living 
s tandard .70 But the rank-and-file female worker in industry and especially 
the hom eworkers and domestics were by and large beyond reach.

Surely the socialist reform ers were well-meaning, especially in the light 
o f  the ir many initiatives in be ttering  the lives o f  Austrian workers. Why, 
then, were the ir  transform ational plans for women so unrealistic, so blind 
to  the actual life-styles and deprivations o f  working women? In the cultural 
laboratory o f  Vienna a fundam ental and perhaps unbridgeable distance 
between leaders and masses came to light.71 The average worker and the 
h igher functionary  inhabited  two different worlds between which there  was 
little contact. Female leaders in parliam ent all belonged to an o lder gener
ation whose age in 1930 ranged  from  fifty-one to sixty-seven./L> But even 
younger female leaders who had professions outside politics and were m ore 
perceptive about social realities in general, such as Käthe Leichter o r  Mar
ianne Poliak, were middle-class professionals viewing jthe working-class 
world from  afar. It was all well and good for Therese Schlesinger, A nna Bos- 
chek, Adelheid Popp, Gabriele Proft, and even M arianne Poliak and Käthe 
Leichter to exhort working-class women to  rationalize housework. These 
leaders knew next to  no th ing  about a bu rd en  they were able to tu rn  over to 
h ired  help .73

The same applies to  the o th e r  nostrum s they offered to their readers. 
Most spoke in imperatives— “society should ,” “ the municipality is obli
ga ted” — and in the ir  self-congratulatory form ulations often  neglected 
what actually might have been  done .74 M oreover, the socialist reform ers 
tended  to view the existing worker subcultures as barbaric and to deny their 
positive aspects. T heir a ttem pts at superim posing the new woman over 
working-class reality may have appealed to an elite o f  functionaries and priv
ileged workers bu t could no t find resonance am ong ordinary proletarian 
women.

Sexuality: R ep ression  and E xpression

T he study o f  the place o f  sexuality in working-class cu lture  is still in its 
infancy.75 The most notew orthy investigations stop at the threshold o f  the 
twentieth century, on  the eve o f  full-fledged industrialization. T he sparse
ness o f  data  on all periods has made sexuality particularly difficult to inves
tigate. The reticence o f  both  memoirists and oral history subjects to reveal 
the most intimate aspo< Is nl their private lives has Ion ed hisioi i . i i i s  to work
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with very fragm entary evidence and to rely on inference and contextual 
reconstructions. I f  this is so, then why study the subject at all? Because ou r  
understand ing  o f  working-class culture would be very incomplete without 
some glimpses o f  intim ate life.76 T here, at the core o f  the w orkers’ private 
sphere, lie the em otional resources that have made it possible for them  to 
express the ir  selfhood at the workplace and to respond to the most oppres 
sive aspects o f  wage labor.77 There, also, are em bedded  a variety o f  subcul
tural forms and associations which, acting as bo th  disabilities and strengths, 
have made it possible fo r workers to resist exploitative manipulations and 
reform ist schemes fo r self- and collective improvement.

In its attem pt at a total transform ation o f  w orkers’ culture, the SDAP 
erased the boundaries betw een the public and private spheres and between 
the social and the sexual. As one typical program m atic statem ent pu t it: 
“ Sexual relations meet a physiological and psychological need, whose sat
isfaction has social consequences. For that reason sexual activity is no t sim
ply a private m a tte r .”78 The a ttem pt by Socialist party leaders and municipal 
functionaries to incorpora te  sexuality in their cultural experim ent affords 
us some insight into  the relationship between working-class life and a party’s 
attem pt to direct and reshape it: into the tenacious imperviousness o f  older 
subcultural forms to re fo rm  efforts which refused to take them  into 
account; into  the seemingly unbridgeable social and  cultural distance 
between socialist leaders and  the rank and  file; into the bourgeois and liberal 
origins o f  socialist re form  efforts; and into the ultimate similarity o f  socialist 
political and  cultural goals, bo th  o f  which could be atta ined only by struggle 
and d irect confron ta tion  with the political-cultural opponent.

W hat place was accorded to  sexuality in the transform ation o f  working- 
class life? From  the beginning o f  the Viennese experim ent, sexuality 
received considerable a tten tion  from  the socialist reform ers. But with very 
few exceptions they were primarily concerned  with the social effect o f  sex
uality on  the party, on  the worker family, and particularly on  the next gen
eration, which as “neue  M enschen” was expected to make socialist culture 
a reality. Sexuality was viewed as having a social utility, especially in uplifting 
the moral standards o f  w orker families. The end  p roduct was to be the 
ordentliche (orderly, decent, respectable) family; sexuality would have to be 
shaped and constrained to accomplish that end .79 Sexuality played a similar 
socially practical role in the extensive discussions o f  “ population politics,” 
from  which the need  fo r rational and controlled reproduction  leading to a 
healthy new generation  emerged.

But sexuality was n o t only viewed as a means to social ends. Much o f  the 
socialists’ concern  with the subject cen tered  on its possible negative powers, 
which th rea tened  to distract workers from  the program s, organizations, and 
activities being created  by the SDAP, and to lead them  into private spheres 
that were at best neu tral in relation to collective culture. Seen in that light, 
sexuality was to be sublimated so as to  make the w orkers’ “ m arriage” to the 
party possible. The socialist reform ers showed little concern  for sex as a 
source o f  pleasure and as a norm al and important part o f  everyday life. In
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its “ p u re ” form  sex was an em barrassm ent and was treated  obliquely. Mosi 
frequently it was dealt with in party publications as a problem  o f moral con
tro l in which women and youth were the primary subjects o f  concern.

P opula tion  Politics

Socialist periodical and pam phlet literature  was obsessed with the dangers 
o f  prostitu tion , to which it claimed working-class females were exposed. In 
part these fears were only a continuation  o f  a m ajor preoccupation o f mid 
dle-class reform ers o f  the 1880s and 1890s.80 They also reflected the pop 
ular and totally unreliable tracts on the dangers and evils o f  prostitution and 
pervasiveness o f  venereal disease circulating in the 1920s.81 But even the 
increase o f  prostitu tion  during  wartime and the immediate postwar period, 
a fu r th e r  source o f  socialist anxiety, seems to have been exaggerated. In 
1920 there  were eight thousand arrests for prostitution in Vienna, and 40 
percen t o f  those arrested  were from  the middle class.82 A later survey <>l 
venereologists, gynecologists, and alienists pointed  to the m arked decline ol 
p rostitu tion  in postwar V ienna.83 A ttem pts to lay the ghost o f  decadence to 
rest and to situate sexual waywardness within the context o f  social neglect 
in general were rare  and reached  only a select audience o f  specialists.84 For 
popu lar  consum ption the socialists provided cautionary and moralizing 
articles and tracts.

Socialist party serm onizing against sexual decadence began early. An 
article o f  Novem ber 1919, in the biweekly for female SDAP members, took 
the reader rapidly th rough  the general evils o f  capitalism to the dangers ol 
female promiscuity, leading ultimately to prostitu tion .8"’ The two, although 
sequential, were different, the anonym ous a u th o r  insisted. Promiscuous 
women engaged in sexual in tercourse for its own sake because they desired 
men, whereas prostitutes sold themselves for money. But “ m others” did 
neither, because they desired only one specific man and engaged in intei 
course only fo r the purpose  o f  procreation. Far m ore influential were the 
marriage pam phlets o f  Jo h a n n  Ferch, a popu lar socialist writer o f  romanli( 
fiction and fo under o f  the U nion Against Forced M otherhood. O ne ol his 
frequently rep rin ted  pam phlets is a treasure  trove o f  male middle-class at 11 
tudes on m arriage and sexuality.81’ H e begins by proclaiming that the plat <■ 
o f  sex in love and marriage has been exaggerated, fulminates against those 
who call for sexual freedom  for young women as despoilers o f  the ideal < >1 
homemaking, catalogs the evils o f  prem arital sex, and warns that casual love 
will make a person  incapable o f  the true  love on which m arriage is built. Nor 
does Ferch neglect the double standard: the h o rro r  a man might feel upon 
discovering that his “ true  love” had been possessed by o th e r  men. In view 
o f  the present difficulties in founding  a home, the prerequisite  o f  a happy 
marriage, he advises women to be on their guard  against sexual desire, 
which generally stems from  men.

Both o f  these patronizing warnings are reminiscent o f  n ineteen tlw  en- 
tury moralizing in Germany, France, England, and Austria. A g reater irony
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lies in the fact that these socialist serm ons— restricting the conjugal act to 
procrea tion  by m arried  women and denouncing  prem arital sex as the act o f 
fallen angels— might have come directly from  the pastoral letters o f  Aus
trian  bishops in 1919 and virtually every year thereafte r.87

The above examples are typical o f  the verbal sublimation served up in 
the party literature. O ne  fu r th e r  illustration is necessary to  dem onstra te  the 
p redom inan t eugenic strain in virtually all discussions o f  the sexual ques
tion. A physician writing in Die Unzufriedene, the SDAP’s popu lar weekly 
aimed at unafhliated women, praised the virtues o f  marriage and building a 
hom e, bu t strongly urged  women not to succumb to the prevalent notion  o f 
love without m arriage.88 Sexual relations before  the age o f  twenty were p ar 
ticularly dangerous, the doc to r  insisted, because the female sexual organs, 
as yet im m ature, would be perm anently  dam aged and fu tu re  offspring 
might be harm ed. M oreover, no woman should en te r  the state o f  matrim ony 
without obtain ing a certificate o f  health  from  her prospective spouse, since 
the well-being o f  the next generation was at stake.8“

In a la ter attack on sexual abstinence literature, Wilhelm Reich singled 
ou t the harm fulness o f  designating an arbitrary age— twenty o r  even 
twenty-four— as medically appropria te  fo r the onset o f  sexual intercourse. 
In  his experience as a sex counselor, he m aintained, those who had not 
m ade the transition from  m asturbation to in tercourse by the age o f  twenty 
experienced difficulties in doing so later.90

As early as 1922, u n d e r  the guidance o f  the anatomist Julius Tandler, 
the municipal council crea ted  a m arriage consultation clinic to certify to the 
health o f  prospective sexual partners. Its director, the gynecologist Karl 
Kautsky, J r . ,  m ade it clear that the central purpose  o f  the clinic was to p re 
vent the inheritance o f  disabilities and to improve the “ quality” o f  the pop 
ulation. In  his publicity for the clinic Kautsky assured the public that no con
traceptives would be provided. By 1927 T andler and Kautsky were forced 
to  adm it tha t the clinic was a failure fo r lack o f  clients. In  Germany, by con
trast, one h u n d red  such clinics had been  created  by 1928, providing infor
m ation on  contraception  and sexual technique.91

T he subject o f  sexual promiscuity was also aired in the m ore scientific 
setting o f  an in ternational congress o f  the W orld League for Sexual Reform  
in 1931. T here  Tandler, a socialist m em ber o f  the municipal council and 
head  o f  its Public W elfare Office, p resen ted  the official SDAP view.92 Sexual 
problem s arising from  sexual pathology, he asserted, were one o f  the prin 
cipal sources o f  m oral decay and  social disintegration. The chief cause o f  
this misery, he insisted, was the overcrowding o f  habitations; therefore  the 
basis o f  sexual reform  m ust be a public program  to create new housing for 
the working class.93 In the ensuing discussion T andler was criticized fo r link
ing sexuality essentially with procreation, fo r failing to recognize it as a spe
cial condition  o f  hum an existence, and fo r avoiding the reality that p rom 
iscuity in the working class had its origins in the repression o f  women by 
m e n ."  A fu r th e r  interpellation challenged the right o f  society to punish the



I'he Worker Family: Invasions of the Private Sphere 159

sexual transgressions o f  youth, so long as no one assumed responsibility for 
sex education .95

The most po in ted  attack on T and ler’s traditionalist position came from 
Wilhelm Reich.% In the average Viennese worker domicile, he claimed, four 
persons share a single room  and as a consequence the sexual act is per 
form ed fully clothed, in fear o f  disturbance, o r  with an indifference to o th 
ers present. This condition, he  added, leads no t to promiscuity but to the 
general im poverishm ent o f  sexuality in the working class. Youth, who 
cohabit in the woods during  fair weather, are driven into dark doorways in 
o th e r  seasons. T herefo re  it was the sexual repression (created and main
tained by capitalism) o f  the workers, and no t their license, which was the 
true  problem  to be confronted .

Although T and ler and Reich (and o th e r  critics) agreed that decent hous
ing would have a positive effect on the sexual life o f  workers, the two sides 
disagreed fundam entally about the essence o f  worker sexuality. For Tandler 
it was rep roduc tion  in the stable surroundings o f  m unicipal housing and 
u n d er  the influence o f  the party’s institutions, which would guard  against 
m oral decay and  assure the creation o f  respectable worker families. Reich 
a rgued  fo r a sexual expressiveness— even for youth and the unm arried—  
that in the eyes o f  the party leadership bo rdered  on anarchic permissiveness 
and rationalized the very license the party hoped  to stamp out. SDAP lead
ers op ted  fo r T and ler’s m ore orderly position, and the pages o f  party pub 
lications, particularly those m eant for mass circulation, generally remained 
closed to opposing points o f  view.97

The most personally and socially dangerous aspect o f  sexuality was not 
promiscuity (an arbitrary  designation at best) bu t its consequences in ille
gitimate children, unw anted  births, and illegally term inated pregnancies. 
A bortion, according to paragraph  144 o f  the penal code, was punishable by 
substantial prison term s.98 However, in the absence o f  sex education in the 
schools and o f  readily available and inexpensive b irth  control devices (both 
o f  which were fought vigorously by the Catholic church), it was also a prev
alent form  o f  b irth  control in the working class. How widespread the prac
tice actually was is difficult to say. O ne medical source estimates an abortion 
rate  o f  20 to 40 percen t o f  all pregnancies.99 Considering that abortion  was 
illegal and there fo re  outside the reach o f  official numerical notation, the 
upw ard reaches o f  that range seem appropria te  fo r the working class. At any 
rate, the incidence o f  abortion  was high enough to make it a m ajor issue o f  
social and political controversy.

T hroughou t the period  the SDAP occupied a series o f  ambiguous posi
tions on the abortion  question. In  1920 a National C onference o f  SDAP 
W om en dem anded  the revision o f  paragraph  144 to allow fo r abortion in 
the first trim ester o f  pregnancy. At the end  o f  the year Adelheid Popp p re 
sented that proposal for reform  to parliament, where the Christian Social 
party prevented it from  being formally discussed.100 In internal party dis
cussions du ring  the following years the trim ester model was m aintained, but
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argum ents in its support were largely eugenic. The dem and by the gynecol
ogist Karl Kautsky that each medical intervention be duly repo rted  to the 
police to underline  the seriousness o f  the act undertaken  raised doubts 
about the conviction o f  the re fo rm ers .101

Socialist reservations about the trim ester plan or, m ore specifically, 
about allowing women a m ajor say in determ ining the need for abortion, 
became clear at a conference o f  SDAP physicians on abortion and popula 
tion politics held in May 1924.102 T he conference adop ted  the position o f 
Tandler, popularly called “ the medical Pope o f  social dem ocracy,” that 
u n d e r  no circumstances could abortion be perfo rm ed  on  dem and, because 
society had to keep control o f  sexual rep roduction  and could no t become 
d ependen t on the needs o f  individuals. In  his influential writings Tandler 
had insisted that life is c reated  at the m om ent o f  conception and that society 
and not the m other has juridical contro l over the em bryo.103 T andler p ro 
posed th ree criteria to determ ine the justification for abortion: medical, 
eugenic, and social. The first two were to be determ ined  by a panel o f  phy
sicians. As concerns the social criteria, a panel consisting o f  a judge , a phy
sician, a woman, a lawyer representing  the embryo, and a representative o f 
society were to determ ine each case on its m erits.104

The SDAP program  o f  1926, which outlined the party’s position on a 
variety o f  social and cultural questions, also included a special section on 
b irth  control. A lthough the party refused to adopt T and le r’s complicated 
and restrictive plan, the de term ination o f  the need  for abortion  was implic
itly left in the hands o f  experts. The program  recom m ended  abortion  in a 
public hospital if the b irth  might affect the health o f  the m other, produce 
an abnorm al child, o r  endanger the m o th e r’s economic existence o r  that o f 
h e r  ch ild ren .105 In the years that followed, the SDAP never went beyond this 
position .106

The abortion  p latform  at the Linz party congress o f  1926 had been m an
aged by the male leaders without apparen t opposition .107 But at the National 
W om en’s C onference preceding the congress there  had been a b roader 
spectrum  o f  views, mainly because m ore radically feminist delegates from 
Styria challenged the conservative positions o f  the party doyennes.108 The 
radical Styrians rejected  the right o f  m en to place limitations on the need 
fo r o r  right to abortions and a rgued  fo r w om en’s right to control their own 
bodies. This challenge to  the official SDAP position was easily voted down 
by the female leaders, whose views on  abortion  were o f  a piece. They ranged 
from  Therese Schlesinger, who favored T and le r’s plan o f  de term ing  social 
criteria th rough  panels, to Adelheid Popp and Gabriele Proft, who cau
tioned against going too far beyond the present mentality o f  working-class 
women, to Emmy Freundlich, who insisted that childbearing was a female 
duty and proposed  that men should have a say on prospective abortions.109 
The com m on g round  am ong leading female socialists appears to have been 
the fear o f  bearing the eugenically unfit, who would becom e a bu rden  to 
society.110 On the subject o f  eugenics the socialists had unexpected bedfel
lows am ong racists, anti-Semites, and National Socialists, who dem anded
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that paragraph  144 be used to weed out the unfit and to prom ote the m oth 
e rh o o d  o f  healthy w om en.111

Female party leaders continued  to  argue for reform  o f  the law in public 
and in print, bu t usually did so by in toning the im portance o f  m otherhood 
in allowing pregnancies to be term inated for social reasons ."2 It is difficult 
to explain why the position o f  p rom inent female socialists on the abortion 
question, though m ore differentiated than that o f  male leaders, should have 
failed to go m uch beyond the official party view. Schlesinger offers some 
insights into the difficulties experienced by female socialists within the inner 
precincts o f  the SDAP. In  o rd e r  to function in a party o f  men, she suggests, 
wom en had to accept the view that female oppression was a condition o f 
capitalism, had to be on the defensive against charges o f  putting  gender 
issues befo re  the “ im p o rtan t” questions o f  the party, and ultimately had to 
internalize what was expected  o f  th e m ."3

The SDAP’s equivocation on  paragraph  144 can in part be explained by 
its principled stand on b irth  control. It called for the creation o f  public birth 
contro l clinics and the dispensing o f  contraceptives th rough  the public 
health service."4 These dem ands had been made repeatedly in the past, 
especially by socialist women, who regarded these measures as essential in 
reducing  the need  fo r abortion  and in making the separation o f  pleasure 
from  procrea tion  in in te rco u rse ."5 But ne ither the SDAP n o r the munici
pality developed a strong  and com prehensive plan to tu rn  such program 
matic exhortations into reality. This is no t to say that scattered attem pts 
were no t made by o r  with the blessing o f  the above institutions, bu t they 
lacked the single-minded com m itm ent with which program s in housing, wel
fare, and health were undertaken . The municipality did create thirty-six 
m o thers’ consultation clinics th roughou t Vienna, b u t their emphasis was on 
the problem s o f  childbirth, female pre- and postpartum  health, and infant 
ca re .116

The problem  o f  inadequate  inform ation about b irth  control and the 
inaccessibility o f  contraceptives rem ained largely unsolved. A few consul
ta tion clinics were crea ted  fo r m arried  couples and the Association for Birth 
C ontro l did sponsor lectures on sexuality, as did w om en’s groups o f  the par 
ty’s cultural associations.117 But such efforts hardly touched m ore than a 
very small p roportion  o f  the working class. Discussions about and advertise
ments for contraception  did creep into party publications. This was partic
ularly true  o f  Die Unzufriedene, which gave very serious attention to w om en’s 
issues (such as abolishing the law which still perm itted  “ reasonable” physical 
punishm ent o f  wives by husbands). But for every article in the party litera
tu re  touching on sexual questions, there  were scores dealing with pro le tar
ian m otherhood . The la tter was equated  with a healthy sex life in which 
erotic  pleasure appeared  to play no role. Instead, the negative conse
quences o f  sexuality in unw anted births and abortions ran as a danger signal 
th rough  the popu lar party publications."K

The im portant beginning made by Wilhelm Reich in opening  six sexual 
consultation clinics for workers and employees in I i)29 received no support
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from  the party o r  municipality. The clinics were staffed by psychoanalysts 
and midwives and  were open  two hours a day for consultation by youth as 
well as m arried  and unm arried  clients.119 Reich’s extremely sober pamphlets 
on  sexuality, w ritten in a style that the average reader could understand  and 
dealing with coitus and contraception  in a clear and supportive m anner, 
were no t published by the party publishing house .120 N or did the party make 
p rin ted  material on b irth  control o r  sexual practices available to the work
ing-class public. N either the p opu la r  sex m anual Die vollkomene Ehe by H en 
drik van de Velde, the frank guide fo r youth Bub und M adl by the sex 
re fo rm er Max H odann , n o r the num erous o th e r  versions o f  practical 
en ligh tenm ent available in Germany were published by the SDAP o r  o th 
erwise m ade available at prices affordable by w orkers.121 Various marginal 
petitioners fo r party o r  municipal action were too dispersed to make the 
public health  service carry ou t the frequently  dem anded  and prom ised free 
dispensing o f  pessaries and o th e r  contraceptives.

In looking back on the SDAP’s efforts regard ing  abortion  reform  and 
birth  control, one cannot escape the impression that the party gave lip ser
vice to the second in o rd e r  to avoid having to confront the first. Both these 
issues were o f  great im portance to workers. The party failed to provide assis
tance in this aspect o f  private life no t because it shunned  intervention there 
bu t because it feared  the emotionally charged atm osphere surround ing  sex
uality as a public issue.

The SDAP does deserve credit for having m ade the issues o f  b irth  con
trol and abortion  part o f  its official program . At the same time it raises the 
question  o f  why the party was so cautious in its proposals. The leaders 
explained the ir  m oderate  approach  as a means o f  disarming the political 
opposition  in parliam ent. The Christian Socials had no  program  o f  their 
own save the absolute re jection o f  any modification o f  paragraph  144 and 
the support o f  steady population  growth. They used this simple negative 
weapon to ward off all socialist a ttem pts from  1920 to 1932 to res tructu re  
the abortion  law.122 In the face o f  such determ ined  and successful opposi
tion in parliam ent, was m oderation  the best course, and was parliament the 
only o r  prim ary a rena  for waging a campaign for reform? By keeping the 
struggle confined within strict legislative bounds, the SDAP prevented any 
expression o f  public sentim ent, any mobilization o f  action from  below by 
diverse groups in society am ong whom abortion  was practiced in constant 
fear. In  G erm any in 1931, a massive mobilization o f  the public a ttem pted  
to abolish the restrictive antiabortion  laws.123 N othing com parable took 
place in Austria.

This failure to  encourage initiatives from  below points to one o f  the car
dinal weaknesses o f  the SDAP. The highly bureaucratized and paternalist 
party saw no  need  fo r rank-and-file initiatives o ther  than symbolic mass cel
ebrations which it organized and controlled. The fear o f  losing control 
appears to have been upperm ost in the minds o f  the leaders; mass mobili
zation ih rea tened  the legality to  whic h they were com m itted above all else. 
The socialist w orkers’ culture, which I lie party was a ttem pting  lo implant in
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Vienna, also served to enhance the passivity o f  the rank and file. After all, 
what need was there  for popu lar expression on abortion (or on o ther 
issues), when the party claimed to be taking care o f  all o f  the w orkers’ needs 
and  problem s th rough  its netw ork o f  social and cultural organizations?

Such criticism must no t overlook the fact that the SDAP had genuine 
reasons fo r fearing the opposition  o f  the Christian Socials on the abortion 
and  birth  control issues. In  no E uropean  country did the Catholic church 
advance m ore conservative views o r  play a m ore d irect political ro le .124 
Every attem pt by the socialists to reduce the public influence o f  the church, 
such as the abolition o f  compulsory religious instruction in the schools, 
resulted  in a b itte r struggle in parliam ent with the Christian Socials, and in 
the streets with a host o f  Catholic Action g roups .125 Since the church 
equa ted  morality with Christianity, o f  which it was the sole guardian and 
only spokesman, it fought most vigorously any attem pts to tam per with what 
it defined loosely as m oral conduct. It equated  abortion with m u rd er  and 
th rea tened  transgressors with excom m unication, denounced  the artificial 
restriction o f  the n um ber o f  children in families as blasphemy, opposed 
coeducation and sex education in the schools as invitations to lust, and 
blam ed all these “ signs o f  m odern  degeneracy” on socialist immorality.126

Several pastoral letters were specifically addressed to the m oral conduct 
o f  girls and women in the form  o f  adm onitions.127 Girls were to be segre
gated and closely guarded  during  gymnastics and swimming; during  medical 
exam inations in the schools their modesty was to be assured by female phy
sicians; and they were to be restra ined from  mixed activities such as hiking 
and dancing o r  else be closely chaperoned . W omen, as guardians o f  “ pure 
m orality,” were cautioned against wearing revealing m odern  clothing and 
instructed  to bathe only at sex-segregated pools and beaches. A ttem pts by 
the church to convert its m oral dicta into secular law were narrowly p re 
vented  by the SDAP on  constitutional g ro u n d s .128

D uring the 1920s several incidents b rough t the Kulturkam pf to the point 
o f  explosion, all o f  them  involving sexuality and public morality. The first 
o f  these revolved a round  the Vienna prem iere  in 1921 o f  A rth u r Schnitz- 
le r’s play Der Reigen and pitted  the Christian Social federal government 
against the socialist Viennese municipal and provincial governm ent.129 At 
issue was the central them e o f  the play in ten scenes linking heterosexual 
couples in an unend ing  chain o f  coital relations. These, cutting  across class 
lines, rep resen ted  a seamless web o f  lies and desire, deceit and misery, cal
culation and  feeling. The Christian Social press waged a campaign o f  d en u n 
ciation against Schnitzler and his socialist supporters  in vicious anti-Semitic 
epithets, and various Catholic Action groups p repared  for physical in ter
vention to prevent the play’s perform ance beyond a trial period. The SDAP 
chose to fight the issue o f  pornography  and censorship o n  the constitutional 
g rounds that the Viennese governm ent was legally em pow ered to  make a 
decision in the case. The party refused to  defend  the artistic merits o f 
Schnitzler’s reflections on  sexuality o r  to answer the Christian Social 
charges o f  sexual degeneracy. The mayor o f  Vienna, Jakob Kcumann,
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explained the party’s failure to take a position on the sexual question by 
saying that the morality o f  Viennese workers was not affected by the play 
because they did no t go to see i t .130

Two o th e r  scandals b rough t the issue o f  sexuality before  the public.131 
In 1924 the Catholic church  unleashed a poisonous campaign against the 
writer H ugo  Bettauer, whose street novels were popu lar in the Viennese 
worker libraries and whose sexual reform  magazines reached a circulation 
o f  60,000. In bo th  he advocated sexual freedom  and experim entation and 
cham pioned w om en’s rights. To the Catholic religious and  lay leadership 
Bettauer rep resen ted  an arch fiend, sexual dem on, and em bodim ent o f  p o r 
nography, a blot on public morality that had to  be erased. Federal C han 
cellor Ignaz Seipel dem anded  that the municipal governm ent purify itself 
o f  this evil by exercising censorship. Again the socialists on the municipal 
council reso rted  to constitutional argum ents and refused to take up  the 
question  o f  sexual morality. The storm  w hipped up  by Catholic Action 
groups subsided by the end  o f  the year, bu t it had created  a climate o f  hate 
and  violence in which the m u rd e r  o f  B ettauer by a right-wing fanatic in the 
following spring was a natural consequence.

In 1928, posters o f  the scantily clad body o f  the black Paris-based Am er
ican dancer Joseph ine  Baker appeared  in Vienna, announcing  h e r  schedule 
o f  perfo rm ances.132 For the Catholic leadership, public exposure to p o r 
nography and  degeneracy was again being flaunted. Chancellor Seipel 
instructed  Catholic Action to mobilize the Viennese population to finally rid 
the city o f  the socialist governm ent which to lerated  such filth. The socialists 
fought off Christian Social dem ands for censorship and a special an tipor
nography law with the by-now-routine constitutional weapons. At the same 
time the SDAP daily, Die Arbeiter-Zeitung, characterized Baker’s perfo r
m ance as “ the coupling o f  a naked woman with naked m oney.”

These b rie f  summaries o f  Catholic-socialist confrontations over sexual
ity and morality canno t re-create the violent emotional climate in which they 
took place. They should make clear, however, that struggles on the cultural 
fron t were at heart political in nature . Every a ttem pt by the socialists to 
in troduce  new laws, practices, o r  facilities in the cultural and social realm 
was m et by the church  and its party with a violent onslaught in parliam ent 
and the street. The Catholic offensive against any change in an Austria it 
considered to be Christian and capitalist by definition m eant that any part 
o f  the socialists’ cultural and social p rog ram —-not ju s t abortion  and birth 
con tro l— would meet po ten t resistance. I f  the socialist leaders understood  
this reality, they did no t act on it. By limiting their defense to the legal realm 
and  the p ro tec tion  o f  the constitution, while their opponen ts  organized 
pressure  groups and fom ented  street actions, the socialists rem ained in a 
purely defensive position. A bortion and birth control were issues which 
might have b rough t the SDAP m uch public support no t only from  party 
m em bers o r  workers but even from Catholics o f  the opposing party, who 
also suffered from the restrictions o f  paragraph  144.
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Y o u th : A b s tin e n c e , D is c ip l in e ,  a n d  S u b lim a t io n

Ju s t as the SDAP and  the municipality limited their concern for adult 
w orker sexuality to the question o f  healthy reproduction , in which marital 
m o the rhood  received high marks and the sexuality o f  others was left to the 
realm  o f  sublimation and repression, their concern  with the sexuality o f  
youth almost exclusively sought its postponem ent. Youth was clearly the 
most im portan t g roup  for the socialist reform ers, who viewed it as the stan
dard  bearer  o f  the desired transform ation leading to “neue  M enschen” and 
an alternate  pro letarian  culture. The concerted  party and municipal effort, 
initiated shortly after the war, to p repare  children and youth fo r the “ true 
p a th ” met with considerable difficulties. In  addition to the home, the tra 
ditional place fo r the socialization o f  working-class children and youth was 
the s tree t— in reality, a shorthand  term  for a variety o f  u rban  niches free o f  
adult supervision and control. From  the beginning o f  the republic, socialist 
reform ers characterized the street as the locale o f  disorder, promiscuity, 
and decadence from  which the young had to be rescued .133 The rough and 
ready activities in which groups o f  children engaged in their “ territo ries” 
was believed to lead to  criminality. For boys this m eant stealing; for girls, 
the far m ore irrem ediable drift toward prostitu tion .134

“ Neue Menschen” : the generation o f  fulfillment (VGA)

I
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W ho was responsible for this wild and  dangerous socialization leading 
to promiscuities o f  various kinds? The capitalist system, o f  course; but 
beyond that, the m ore tractable proletarian  family was identified.135 It 
lacked the capacity for the p ro p e r  rearing o f  the young, it was argued, 
because o f  inadequate  living space, the high rate o f  divorce, the frequency 
with which bo th  parents worked outside the home, and the prevalence o f 
adult authoritarianism . In  short, the disorderly worker family could no t be 
en tru sted  with the rearing o f  orderly socialists o f  the future.

The SDAP made its p rogram  fo r children and youth the centerpiece o f 
its coun tercu ltura l efforts. It crea ted  a series o f  lockstepped organizations 
and activities fo r every age group. The K inderfreunde (for ages six to ten), 
a prew ar p a ren ts ’ association concerned  with im parting a proletarian  con
sciousness to the ir  children, was incorpora ted  into the SDAP structure  in 
1922 .136 Its main function was to counteract the prevalent street socializa
tion o f  working-class children with various supplem entary educational facil
ities and program s. The focus o f  its activities was in after-school centers in 
which hom ework was to be done u n d e r  supervision and community respon
sibility was to be instilled. The strict discipline and regim entation practiced 
at these centers discouraged many children, and particularly the o lder boys, 
from  attending  them .137

The Rote Falken (Red Falcons, fo r ages ten  to fourteen), created  by the 
SDAP in 1926, were an adaptation  o f  the folkloric W andervogel, the regi
m en ted  Boy Scouts, and the politicized Soviet Russian Pioneers. Dressed in 
g reen hiking shirts and shorts o r  short skirts with red  neckerchiefs and sub
je c t  to twelve com m andm ents, they were most akin to the Scouts. But their 
goal was an  ethical socialism to be a tta ined by a strict proletarian  discipline, 
personal purity, and obedience to leaders. Falcons were expected to reject 
bourgeois values and  habits, especially drinking, smoking, and  trashy en te r 
tainm ent. By 1932 the organization in Vienna num bered  about 6 ,000 .138

The Socialist W orker Youth (SAJ) was most im portant as a transmission 
belt fo r young people (ages fou rteen  to twenty-one) into the SDAP and its 
Schu tzbund .139 Abstinence, sexual sublimation, and puritanism  were guid
ing principles in the ethical p repara tion  o f  youthful members. T heir activity 
was restricted to sports and education. With the exception o f  electoral can
vassing, they were prevented from  engaging in d irect political activities on 
the grounds o f  political im m aturity .140 The party leadership feared that its 
control over the SAJ would be weakened by political experience, which 
would incline the youth  toward radicalism. The Vienna organization num 
bered  abou t 10,500 in 1932 .141 It is rem arkable how m uch the SDAP 
expected from  its youth and how little confidence it had in it. The SAJ p ro 
gram seem ed to  be d irected  toward the postponem ent o f  adulthood. That 
orien ta tion  m ight have been appropria te  for middle-class youth absorbed 
by formal education. It was unrealistic for working-class youth who by and 
large worked as full adults from  their  fourteen th  year.

T h e  s i g n i f i c a n t  s o c i a l i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  n e x t  g e n e r a t i o n  w a s  c o n t r o l l e d  b y  t h e  

p a r l y ,  w h i c h  m a d e  a v a i l a b l e  i l i c  c x p e r l . s  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  i h c  t a s k .  T h e  o n l y
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Socialist Worker Youth: a pure mind in a disciplined body (Der Kuckuck)

function  reserved fo r paren ts  in the hom e was to  offer the emotional a ttach
m ent and tenderness which biological ties alone could provide.142 The 
SDAP’s whole effort was revolutionary in an un in tended  way: it b rought 
b o th  sexes toge ther in myriad activities and  even encouraged  the “na tu ra l” 
association o f  the sexes in a m anner previously unknow n in Catholic Aus
tria .143 U nderstandably, such proximity raised the sexual question.

Socialist spokesmen had a ready answer, one that generally avoided the 
questions which arose in practice from  the daily experience o f  their charges. 
The party, they maintained, th rough  its age-linked organizations, was help 
ing youth to experience the wonderful state o f  comradeship, the main way 
station on the road  to becom ing m ore fully realized socialists.144 But the sub
je c t  o f  sexuality could not be trea ted  only in the form  o f  com m andm ents, 
such as that o f  the Rote Falken to be “constantly pure  in thought, word, and 
d eed .” 145 The discussions o f  the unm entionable  in the party literature  very 
m uch followed the pa tte rn  o f  writings on sexuality in general: idealization, 
emphasis on  sublimation th rough  sports and exercise, and an insistence on 
the postponem ent o f  gratification until physical and political m aturity .146 A 
closer look at a small selection o f  these advisory and cautionary tracts should 
suffice to illustrate the SDAP’s general approach.

A particularly moralizing form o f  presenting the subject o f  sexuality to 
youth was the paternal heart-to-heart talk. The prom inent youth leader 
O tto  Kami/, speaking lo the m ultitude o f  proletarian fourteen-year-old 
boys, allows that sex drives will soon announce (hemsclves with greal
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force .147 But he cautions that the norm al yearning for a woman and child is 
p rem atu re  for them  (“Jus t as the unripe  seed o f  an apple can ’t p roduce  a 
tree” ). Kanitz continues with this n a tu re  analogy to warn against “ casting 
the seed in the w rong place” (the diseased prostitute) and com m ends purity 
until m aturity  for the sake o f  the health o f  the children to come. In a similar 
serm on for girls, G erta  M orberger assumes the tone o f  friend and comrade. 
W hat do  socialist girls expect in their relationship with the opposite  sex?148 
They are aware that in these chaotic times the tem ptation exists fo r fleeting 
relationships. But they want ne ither the old restrictive marriage n o r  the new 
immorality o f  going from  p artn e r to partner. They will bring socialist life
styles to their un ion  with a life com panion to fu rther  the full development 
o f  both.

Sexuality as a reward fo r youth who had m atured  into responsible young 
socialist activists was a com m on theme. Joseph  Luitpold Stern, a principal 
leader in the socialist culture movement, insists that the sexual question for 
youth must be confron ted  by the party in an open  and m atter-of-fact way.149 
But he goes no fu rth e r  in his honesty than to contrast the puppy love o f  the 
seventeen-year-old, which must be contained by wholesome activity in the 
movement, with the love o f  m atu re  comrades, which combines sex and 
the great ideas o f  humanity. O th e r  writers are m ore direct on the need  for 
postponem ent o f  gratification. Kanitz proposed  that every socialist youth 
group  be addressed by a socialist physician once o r twice a year about 
hum an sexuality, conception, and  venereal disease.150 T he purpose  o f  such 
enlightenm ent was to ensure the wholesomeness o f  youth and to make it 
aware o f  the complexity o f  love, wherein the sexual step was to be the last 
one.

Some went so far as to propose that youth be sensitized to “ the finest 
expressions o f  the erotic .” 151 But all they could advise was to pu t off the 
physical union o f  a couple until the final culm ination o f  the relationship—  
a crescendo in which physical, emotional, and intellectual qualities would 
merge. M arianne Poliak offered a socialist rom ance in which the youthful 
confusions o f  a seventeen-year-old girl are all resolved by the SAJ.152 There 
she en ters  a platonic relationship with a dedicated young socialist who helps 
he r  to find a vocation as a teacher o f  young children, achieve a sense o f  com
munity, and  abandon her previous desire for frivolous love.

The most active and organizationally in tegrated  working-class youth 
were b om barded  with adm onitions against sexual experim entation and urg- 
ings toward abstinence from  alcohol, tobacco, and sex. But, as the following 
example illustrates, this led to conflicts between party adm onitions and 
older social practices in the working class and added to the confusion o f 
youth on sexual m atters .153 In the autobiographical sketch o f  his transfor
m ation from  village poverty and working-class unawareness to socialism, the 
later socialist leader Joseph  B uttinger recounts the problem s su rrounding  
his sexual initia tion .154 At little m ore than sixteen he fell in love with a girl 
his own age. But they did not begin sexual relations until four to six months 
later, because he was u n d er  the influence o f  the pat ty’s puritanical teach
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ings regard ing  a m inim um  age when such activities might commence. But- 
tinger believed this to be seventeen! His girlfriend was far from happy about 
this delay, and  la ter on  about the limited satisfaction afforded by coitus 
in te rrup tus  (because o f  the unavailability o f  contraceptives). After several 
years o f  this relationship the girl moved to Vienna; Buttinger rem ained 
faithful to her  and practiced abstinence fo r m ore than th ree years. W hat is 
revealing about this account is the coexistence o f  traditional practices (ini
tiation age) and socialist prescriptions on sexuality.

That the party was no t unaware o f  the limited effectiveness o f its stric
tures on sexual purity  and sublimation can be seen from  the disciplinary 
m easures taken against party m embers, especially the Socialist W orker 
Youth, fo r unsocialist sexual behavior.155 The main remedy for such possible 
transgressions by socialist youth was sublimation th rough  body culture and 
sports, offered in the belief that physical health would lead to mental health 
as well.150 Indeed, nearly miraculous powers were attribu ted  to socialist 
sports, which would no t build champions o r  foster aggressive com petition 
like those o f  the bourgeoisie, bu t would fu r th e r  the developm ent o f  collec
tive effort, class solidarity, and  com radeship and at the same time encourage 
individual physical fulfillment (see chap te r  5). How successful such “cold 
show ering” was in preventing im pure thoughts and deeds we shall see 
presently.

The socialists’ prom ised liberation o f  youth th rough  the network o f  
party organizations did no t include sexuality. The sexes participated 
toge ther in all the proffered  activities, bu t no  sexual interaction was 
expected  to take place. Naivete, puritanism , and a dogged determ ination to 
keep all power in their own hands prevailed at the highest level o f  party lead
ersh ip .157 M inor functionaries in d irect contact with adolescent youth som e
times dealt with the palpable sexuality o f  their charges with toleration but 
m ore generally rem ained  blind to such tensions in the ir  g roups .158 The p a r 
ty’s response to sexuality in its youth organizations, offering “ m ore o f  the 
sam e,” finally led to a fierce critique o f  the whole youth program  and p a r 
ticularly its avoidance o f  the problem s o f  sexuality. For a short time (1 9 3 0 - 
33) “ the crisis o f  you th” becam e a catchword in party circles. Wilhelm Reich 
and Ernst Fischer were the main protagonists.

W hat was the na tu re  o f  these critiques o f  socialist youth policy? A con
stant in all o f  Reich’s writings between 1929 and  1931 was a class analysis 
o f  the problem  o f  working-class sexuality that went as follows159: the dom i
nant bourgeois cu lture  has used sexual repression o f  the workers as a means 
o f  subjugation; the poverty o f  worker sexuality (from abstinence to b ru ta l
ity) is m aintained by the conditions u n d e r  which workers are forced to live; 
fo r youth, sexual deprivation has led to a crisis which socialist organizations 
have continually evaded; a ttem pts to sublimate youthful sexuality through  
sports and o th e r  activities have left youth with sexual conflicts that fre 
quently lead to psychological disturbances.

F i s c h e r ’s a t t a c k  o n  t h e  S D A I *  w a s  m o r e  p o i n t e d . 1110 T h e  s o c i a l i s t  y o u t h  

o r g a n i z a t i o n s ,  l i e  c h a r g e d ,  h a d  i n t r o d u c e d  r e p r e s s i v e  m e c h a n i s m s  a g a i n s t



youthful sexuality beyond those already opera ting  in the dom inant culture. 
The SDAP had falsely p rom oted  and advertised com radeship as the means 
o f  liberation, suggesting that it recognized the sexual needs o f  youth, which 
were as g reat as its economic needs. In  practice it a ttem pted  to  tu rn  com
radeship into a puritanical experience that belied its promise o f  liberation 
and, if anything, expressed a hostility to sexuality. Fischer singled ou t the 
party ’s intoxication with sports as a m ajor symptom o f  the crisis. Sports 
could no t be substituted “ fo r all that was missing,” especially for the sexual 
drives o f  youth. Far from  being a satisfactory m eans o f  sublimation, sports 
re inforced  the ideology o f  the ruling class.161

These frontal attacks on the SDAP’s comprehensive youth program  
went too  far. Clearly R eich’s and Fischer’s critiques were no t som ething the 
party could absorb  as the exuberance o f  younger m em bers o r  as m ere vari
ations o f  the official view. Reich’s equation  o f  the party’s efforts with b o u r 
geois repression and Fischer’s undisguised attack on the party ’s idealism, his 
charge o f  hypocrisy and belittling o f  the treasured  w orkers’ sports, con
vinced the party  elders that the ir  critics and no t their cultural policy were 
in need  o f  radical measures. Both men were on the fringes o f  the party, and 
the  leadership could afford  n o t to take them  too seriously, could parry the 
attack in the  tim e-honored  way o f  a powerful party machine: by closing 
ranks against the in truders and “ unconstructive” critics. By 1930 Reich had 
stepped  beyond the pale because o f  his critical political activities— he had 
helped  to organize the Revolutionäre Sozialdemokraten, a faction leaning 
tow ard the com m unists and  extremely critical o f  the SDAP’s passivity on 
unem ploym ent and the growing rightist danger— and was expelled from  
the party .162 Fischer, though well placed as an ed ito r o f  Die Arbeiter-Zeitung, 
increasingly m oved to the left and becam e the leader o f  the vociferous but 
ineffectual party opposition dem anding  action at the final SDAP congress 
in O c to b er 1933 .163

No d o u b t Reich and Fischer were shrill, bu t in a party  used to disre
garding gentle criticism o r  co-opting it, there  seemed to be no  o th e r  way. It 
appears that some women, close to the party bu t no t in direct functionary 
positions, such as the  sociologist Käthe Leichter and  the psychologist 
Sophie Lazersfeld, agreed  with m uch o f  Reich’s and  Fischer’s critique.164 
But to  have jo in e d  in the attack would have led to the charge o f  “ disloyalty” 
and the loss o f  any influence in the party  for women who, because o f  their 
sex, already felt themselves to be marginal.

P u r i ta n is m  a n d  S e x u a l R e a li t ie s

A fter this somewhat heady exploration o f  Socialist party conceptions and 
practices, it becom es necessary to tu rn  to  the w orkers’ everyday life. It is a 
world which the socialist reform ers claimed to understand  be tte r  than  its 
denizens and  which, they were sure, only they could transform . But in reality 
the well-meaning socialist leaders knew little from firsthand experience 
about w orkers’ daily lives. The following attem pt to reconstruct workers’ 
sexual lives as seen from  below is bound lo be liaum eniarv  and to rely in

17 0 Red Vienna
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p art on contex t and  inference in place o f  direct evidence.165 It is based on 
in-depth oral history interviews, memoirs, contem porary  empirical studies 
o f  schoolchildren, surveys o f  female factory workers, and pedagogical 
tracts.

In a ttem pting  to trace the na tu re  and developm ent o f  sexual knowledge, 
initiation, and practice in the Viennese working class, we must re tu rn  to the 
localities o f  p roletarian  socialization: the family and the street, which played 
a dom inant role, regardless o f  stratification, within the working class.166 
C om m on denom inators o f  family life experienced by proletarian  children 
an d  youth were scant m eans and resources, overcrowded living spaces, and 
restra in t and control exercised by p a te rna l/m aterna l authority. A family life 
o f  scarcity p rep a red  children for life in the wider economic and ideological 
system o f  dom ination and subordination and set the pa tte rn  o f  the gender- 
specific roles o f  working-class men and  women.

W here and  how did sexuality en te r  in? In the typical worker domicile all 
family m em bers slept in the one crowded bedroom ; family life was con
ducted  in the kitchen. This rem ained true  even am ong young couples who 
were fo rtuna te  enough to acquire an apartm ent in the new municipal hous
ing, where paren ts  and  children still shared the bedroom , and family life 
shifted from  the kitchen (now too small) to  the living ro o m .167 In the tene 
ments, where 90 percen t o f  worker families lived, beds were shared by same- 
sexed children, and  the youngest child typically slept in the double bed 
between the paren ts  (sometimes to  the age o f  ten).168 Despite a decided 
avoidance o f  nudity by parents, u n d e r  such conditions o f  overcrowding 
early confrontations with sexuality ap p ear to have been unavoidable.169

Notw ithstanding the reluctance o f  oral history subjects to rem em ber o r  
speak about sexual m atters o r their reticence about having seen o r known 
anything, sexuality seems to have been encoun tered  in the following ways: 
th rough  direct observation o f  the “ primal act” ; in a vaguer sense th rough 
wakefulness resulting from  adult night-time traffic in the bedroom ; through 
hom eoero tic  experience with sibling bed partners; and th rough  the expe
rience o f  o lder siblings and neighbors in the dense network o f  tenem ent 
life. Sexual knowledge thus acquired  was no t likely to  be discussed in the 
pro le tarian  family. T he subject was taboo, and children were expected  
to practice a ritual blindness o r  ignorance o f  the subject— expected no t 
to see their pa ren ts’ half-exposed bodies during  ablutions o r  to express 
anything bu t ignorance about their m o th e r’s pregnancy and the arrival o f  
a new sibling.

F u rth e r  light is shed on socialization in the family and  sexuality by two 
contem porary  studies o f  pre- and postpubescent working-class schoolgirls. 
M argarete Rada, a star g raduate  o f  the Psychological Institu te  o f  the Uni
versity o f  Vienna codirected  by C harlo tte  Biihler, presents a p icture o f  early 
m atura tion  in which girls o f  limited intellectual knowledge o r  interest 
revealed an unexpected  sophistication about sexual m atters .170 O n  the 
whole the girls were well inform ed about m enstruation , pregnancy, in ter
course, illegitimacy, paragraph  I I I, blood tests to de term ine  paternity, and 
pre- and extram arital relations What was the source ol this knowledge?
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W ithout exception, Rada maintains, it came from  the daily experience in the 
home: the parental act in the shared bedroom , the b irth  o f  younger siblings, 
the “ m isfortune” o f  an o lder sister, discussions am ong female family m em 
bers and neighbors. For a small percentage o f  girls, this knowledge was sup
p lem ented by sexual experim entation.

F o r the girls in h e r  charge, Rada observes, sexuality was no t something 
mysterious and  forb idden  to be w hispered about. It was talked abou t only 
rarely and then without any sense o f  reserve o r  shame (as one would find 
am ong middle-class girls o f  that age). In  short, for working-class girls sex
uality was a m atter-of-fact part o f  their  daily lives, which was a cumulative 
part o f  their experience from  the earliest years. O ne o ther finding deserves 
m ention. Away from  school the girls had little supervision, with both par
ents frequently  working and nearly h a lf  o f  the girls spending even Sundays 
on their ow n.171 But, as Sieder makes clear, even in homes where there  was 
parental supervision— the control o f  homework by the father, for 
instance— the com m on determ inants o f  scarcity and crowding prevailed.172

H ildegard H etzer seconds the findings o f  Rada in her study o f  working- 
class children and you th .171 But she draws a distinction between the cared- 
fo r and uncared-for. It is am ong the latter that she finds no t only ready 
conversance with sexual subjects bu t also a variety o f  sexual experiences 
including in tercourse  (fourteen- to  sixteen-year-old girls). The cared-for, 
she claims, have m ore self-control over the ir  drives and are m ore given to 
intellectual and cultural pursu its .174 But h e r  categories are vague: by “cared- 
fo r” she means bourgeois o r skilled elite workers; by “ uncared-fo r” she sug
gests the working class as a whole. Both H etzer and Rada, following the lead 
o f  their m entor, C harlo tte  Biihler, regard  sexual precocity— early knowl
edge and early confronta tion  with practice— as the cause o f  intellectual and 
cultural im poverishm ent and o f  generally low expectations am ong working- 
class youth and, most im portant, as the source o f  “ uncon tro lled” sexual 
expression .175 At the  same time bo th  observed that these same youth lived 
up  to their responsibilities at work (school-leaving age was fourteen) and at 
hom e. Both singled ou t precocious sexuality as a social disability on the one 
hand, yet dem onstra ted  on the o th e r  that the girls gave no  special im por
tance to sexuality in their conversations o r  interactions but in tegrated  the 
subject into the ir  daily lives.

Could it be that H etzer and Rada failed to see that working-class child
ho o d  and youth  dem anded  a precocity in all things because adulthood, o r 
at least its heaviest responsibilities, came so early? They did admit that con
trol over drives by the cared-for (who could continue their studies) also went 
with childishness and  dependency. O n e  gets the impression that these two 
studies created  a problem  viewed out o f  context fo r which only the “ ideal
ism” o f  the SDAP and  its program s offered the solution. A no ther way o f  
looking at conditions in the pro letarian  hom e would have been to  confront 
the general deprivation am ong working-class youth, for which neither psy
chological theories n o r  socialist play groups and youth organizations could 
offer an alternative.
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In  their emphasis on the proletarian  hom e as the source for sexual 
knowledge o f  their charges, Rada and H etzer slighted the at least equally 
im portan t influence o f  the street. Despite middle-class alarmist denuncia
tions o f  the street as the source o f  criminality, and despite the socialists’ 
organizing efforts to bring working-class children u n d er  the protection and 
control o f  experts and the party, the street rem ained a principal place o f 
socialization.176 In the proxim ate street o r  lot (as distinct from  distant unsu 
pervised u rban  niches), where girls could readily be recalled by their m oth 
ers fo r domestic chores, girls and boys mixed freely in a rich combination 
o f  traditional and improvised play.17' It was their territory, their property, 
in which they learned  about the ruling class th rough  its agents; about dif
ferences between children o f  their own class and those o f  better-off work
ers, who had to disobey parental com m andm ents to participate; and about 
the survival strategies necessary fo r their adult working lives.178 Rough 
horseplay and repeated  association also, it would seem, was a physical learn 
ing experience fo r bo th  sexes. I t should be seen in com bination with the 
long-standing observations made about the home, especially for the pubes
cent, as part o f  the pre lude  experience o f  an adult life. What the socialist 
reform ers regarded  as a seductive stimulation o f  sexual drives, the children 
o f  the street experienced as living and  growing up.

Young people continually d ipped  back in later years into their store 
house o f  street experiences, o r  these simply flowed along with m aturation. 
As unem ploym ent in the early 1930s affected close to 50 percent o f  young 
workers between sixteen and twenty-five, many improvised strategies for 
survival based on the “ street wisdom” learned earlier.179 Along the banks o f 
the D anube and especially the Lobau (dubbed the “ proletarian  Riviera” ), 
where sun, water, and na tu re  were free, colonies o f  young workers sprang 
up. They lived there  in the fair seasons and followed a great variety o f  cul
tural, athletic, and political interests, found  occasional work in the gray m ar
ket, and made plans fo r the fu ture. Sexual relations there were as unsuper
vised as was the rest o f  life.

W hat was the norm al age fo r workers to becom e sexually active? No one 
can give an answer based on empirical evidence. But it certainly was not the 
prescriptive twenty, twenty-two, o r  twenty-four years o f  age that socialist 
reform ers were so fond o f  quoting  as appropria te  to the health and devel
opm ent o f  female sexual o rgans.180 We have already learned about Buttin- 
g e r’s initiation at seventeen; his later experience is instructive as well.181 As 
a socialist youth leader in St. Veit in Carinthia, he fell in love with a girl fou r
teen years old. The relationship was kept secret for a year because it would 
have seem ed “u n n a tu ra l.” She was unusually m ature, having gone to work 
immediately after leaving school. All the same, Buttinger hints that the com
munity was alarm ed though not ou traged  when it learned about the liaison. 
Two im portant insights can be gained from  this case. First, that an open  sex
ual relationship at the age o f  fourteen  o r  fifteen was out o f  the ordinary 
(though his initiation at seventeen raised no eyebrows). Second, that even 
though Buttinger was an exemplary product o f  the socialist reform  move
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m ent and as serious and dedicated a young socialist as the party could hope 
for, his most private life was governed by traditional norm s ra th e r  than by 
party strictures, o r  the la tter at most led to personal conflicts.

For most working-class youth, being sexually active also b rough t uncer
tainties and problem s in its wake. In  discussing the fifty most com m on ques
tions and  problem s b rough t to the sexual consultation clinics, Reich m en
tions m enstruation , p rem atu re  ejaculation, b irth  control, failure to achieve 
satisfaction, frequence o f  coitus, age o f  initiation, and forced abstinence.182 
Victor Frankel, a physician active in the municipal youth consultation clin
ics, recounts that o f  two thousand clients seen during  a three-year period, 
one-th ird  suffered from  sexual p roblem s.183

Lest B u ttinger’s case appear as an aberration , we must look fu rth e r  for 
clues to sexuality within socialist organizations themselves. Notwithstanding 
the socialists’ stress on a higher kind o f  coeducational purity in organiza
tions like the Rote Falken (age ten to fourteen), Sieder’s oral-history sub
jec ts  recoun t that, because o f  the lack o f  space and privacy in their worker 
domiciles to m eet the needs o f  friendship, love, and sex, the Rote Falken 
and Socialist W orker Youth (age fourteen  to twenty-one) were considered 
attractive places to  m eet the opposite  sex.184 It was precisely fo r this reason 
that working-class parents were cautious about letting their daughters par
ticipate in mixed groups, expecially on overnight trips.185 This caution was 
no t simply a m atte r  o f  hypocrisy on  the p art o f  parents, who knew full well 
that the ir  daughters could no t be pro tec ted  from  a variety o f  sexual expe
riences at the workplace. It m ust be seen as part o f  the sense o f  respectability 
present in virtually all sectors o f  the working class that may be summarized 
as the ability to m anage the private life o f  the family within the restraints 
placed on  it by society and circum stances.186

The coeducational Socialist W orker Youth was given the key role in the 
socialists’ p ro ject o f  weaning malleable youth— the socialists o f  tom or
row— from  the authority  o f  working-class paren ts .187 In the right-wing press 
the organization was slandered as a ho tbed  o f  sexual permissiveness. In  real
ity the youth  leaders (or “ chairm en”) preached  abstinence from  alcohol, 
tobacco, and kitsch as well as sexual purity, and discouraged individual rela
tionships as disruptive o f  collective experience. Bimonthly lectures on  sex
ual problem s were aimed at reducing the in terference o f  sex with organi
zational aims and work. Memoirs and oral histories suggest, however, that 
sexual expressions am ong the socialist youth found  an outlet despite the 
proscriptions o f  the puritanical leaders.

In the num erous sum m er camps sponsored by the SDAP, erotic expe
riences du ring  the seminude m orning  ablutions o f  bo th  sexes o r  in innoc
uous folk dancing, for instance, did take place.188 In the ten t settlements o f 
unem ployed youth in the Lobau and  am ong those able to jo in  them only on 
weekends, there  was a trem endous variety o f  spontaneous activities. But, as 
one youth leader recalls, “ in between, boys and their girlfriends disap
peared for a while behind the hushes.” 18'1 W hen couples were form ed, how
ever, they tended to leave the SA). W hatever sexual activity prevailed in the
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organization, it was restricted  to the out-of-doors during  the tem perate sea
sons. According to Safrian and Sieder, the first genital encounters o f  SA) 
took place after the age o f  e igh teen .190 Even then, fear o f  pregnancy was 
ever present am ong the young women, giving a sense o f  reality to the dan 
gers o f  sexuality preached by the socialist leaders.191

No doub t the socialists’ in troduction  o f  sex education in their organi
zations is praiseworthy, bu t the content and purpose  o f  their actual efforts 
raise serious doubts abou t w hether their intentions were to enlighten their 
young m embers. In  a seminal statem ent on sexual education, O tto  Kanitz 
m ade it clear that, aside from  im parting knowledge about reproduction , sex 
education should p repare  the young for the necessary subordination o f 
the ir  sex drive to the laws o f  socialist ethics.192 A form er m em ber o f  the 
Cooperative o f  Socialist Teachers explains what this meant in practice: four- 
teen-year-olds were im pressed with the responsibility to be assumed in later 
sexual relations, and o lder youth were lectured on new theories o f  child
hood  sexuality, the O edipus complex, and sexual taboos; but “ in general, 
there  was little advance beyond the birds and the bees.” '98 Similarly, in a 
pam phlet in tended  fo r socialist teachers and youth leaders, the child psy
chologist Jo seph  F riedjung did not go beyond the time-worn animal anal
ogies in recom m ending  what teachers should tell their pupils. H e was 
extremely vague about what might be said to adolescents o th e r  than the 
usual cautions abou t prostitu tion  and the responsibilities o f  p a ren th o o d .194

In the SDAP’s approach  to the w orkers’ intimate sphere as in o ther 
aspects o f  the party ’s cultural program , there  is little evidence o f  the fre 
quently claimed close relationship to Adlerian individual psychology (see 
also chapter 4 ).195 No d oub t the idea o f  hum an malleability subject to in ter
vention and im provem ent was attractive to socialist leaders and experts 
em barked on  creating  “ neue M enschen.” But if one looks over the papers 
delivered at the Congress o f  Marxist Individual Psychology held in Vienna 
in 1927, one is hard  pu t to find descriptions o f  actual application and p rac 
tice.195 Instead, there  is a pervasive confidence that individual psychology 
will solve the sexual problem s o f  working-class men and women. Such bald 
assertions are seconded by intellectual obfuscation that can hardly be taken 
fo r Adlerian practice. In  a pam phlet on  marriage d irected  at teachers, 
Sophie Lazersfeld (a leading individual psychologist) discusses the ambiva
lence o f  women overcome by the choice between being a com rade o r 
m adonna to their mates and the dangers fo r women o f  becom ing Galatea 
to Pygmalion.197 As in teresting  as such subjects might have been in their own 
right, particularly to a small g roup  o f  educated  female professionals, one 
finds it difficult to relate them  to the education o f  working-class women, the 
realities o f  working-class marriages, and the narrow  gender roles assigned 
to women.

W hat clues are there  to the sex life o f  adult Viennese workers? In view 
o f  the early sexual m aturation  and onset o f  adult responsibilities, it is not 
surprising that sexual in tercourse and cohabitation before marriage (often 
for many years) seems to have been widely p racticed .198 From the point o f
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view o f  socialist reform ers, this behavior was exemplary o f  the “ disorderly 
living” am ong workers they aimed to correct. In  working-class neighbor
hoods it was accepted as part o f  the courtship  pattern  leading to marriage. 
A n um ber o f  oral-history subjects rep o rted  that their parents gave their 
tacit consent to the ir  sexual relationship by allowing the couple to live on 
the premises. The choice o f  marriage partners  was largely in the hands o f  
the young people. A m ong the desirable characteristics looked fo r in their 
prospective mate, women often m entioned  safe em ploym ent and fidelity.199 
It was customary fo r courting  couples to get m arried  when the woman 
became pregnant. The cerem ony itself and the wedding night seldom 
attained the im portance given to  them  by the middle class.200

The best source o f  indirect inform ation about sexuality can be found in 
studies o f  the b irth  ra te  in the working class.201 In the generation  o f  women 
bo rn  after 1900, the majority had only one child and virtually none more 
than two.202 This feat was accomplished— without the assistance o f  the 
municipality o r  socialist re fo rm ers— by the couples and especially by the 
women themselves. It stem m ed from  the recognition by workers that their 
aspirations to o r  maintainance o f  a h igher standard  o f  living depended  on 
a smaller family size.203 M oreover, Viennese proletarian  women, most o f 
whom were em ployed fo r wages, apparently  recognized that the only pos
sible reduction  in the triple bu rden  o f  work, housework, and child care 
could be achieved th rough  reducing the n um ber o f  children.204

It is in the dom ain  o f  b irth  control, where proletarian couples needed 
the most assistance, that the SDAP failed them  most abysmally. The methods 
o f  contraception  available to workers were primitive, unreliable, impover
ishing o f  the coital act, and dangerous. W orkers who had served in the army 
had experienced  commercial sex and  becom e acquainted  with condoms. 
But there  is little evidence that these o r  o ther ru b b er  contraceptives were 
used, partly because o f  inconvenience (the absence o f  privacy to apply these 
implements) b u t mainly because o f  cost.205 Coitus in te rrup tus  is the formal 
technique most frequently  m entioned  in memoirs and oral histories.206 Not 
only was this form  o f  prevention unreliable, it also depended  on the skill and 
good will o f  the male partner. Control and reduction o f  births probably 
depended  at least as m uch on abortions resorted  to by women regardless o f  
the danger to their health  and  o f  falling foul o f  the law. It was a m ethod 
totally controlled  by the women themselves. In a num ber o f  cases o f  abor
tions by m arried  wom en that came to court, the p rocedure  had  been carried 
ou t w ithout the husband  even knowing that his wife was p regnan t.207

T hough abortion  was practiced widely as a form  o f  b irth  control, it was 
a th rea t to  w om en’s health  and a breach o f  the law. But there are indications 
that paragraph  144 was fully subscribed to  mainly by the Catholic clergy and 
d iehard  leaders o f  the Christian Social party. Both the num ber and no to ri
ety o f  abortion  trials ap p ear to have declined sharply in the fifteen years 
after the war.208 In the sixteen case files for the 1921-32  that I found  in the 
municipal archives, none o f  the women was actually punished for having 
a ttem pted  o r  carried  out an abortion. In all o f  diem actual sentences were
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reduced  by the judges  (through a provision for leniency) to one-year p ro 
bation, giving child care, health, work, and family obligations as the rea 
sons.20'1 Only midwives with p rio r  arrest o r conviction records were given 
prison terms o f  two to nine months. The Viennese judges seem to have 
balked at punishing wom en who had undertaken  these desperate acts.210 
The hum ane considerations o f  these pillars o f  society suggests that the 
SDAP missed an im portan t opportun ity  to launch a broad-based campaign 
against paragraph  144.

Frequently  a crisis developed in the sexual relations o f  couples a fter the 
desired n um ber o f  children (one o r  two) had  been born. Then wives faced 
the cruel choice o f  denying conjugal rights to their husbands o r having 
recourse to the “ m aker o f  angels.”211 The following case is typical o f  this 
dilem m a and throws a clear light on the context o f  worker sexual practice.212 
Josepha  P., bo rn  in 1902, was a domestic servant who saved fo r h e r  dowry 
and  looked for a husband. She rejected  one handsom e suitor because he was 
too sexually forward, as she wanted to avoid the fate o f  h er  m other, who 
gave b irth  to six children. Jo sepha  chose an o lder m an in the hope o f  having 
fewer children. H e r  relationship was consum m ated before her  marriage, 
a fter which she m oved into h e r  mother-in-law’s two-room flat. The couple 
slept in the bedroom , which they were forced to share with the husband’s 
b ro ther, and two children were bo rn  there  during  their four-year residence. 
A fter the b irth  o f  her  second child, Josepha  refused to have intercourse with 
h e r  husband; she succeeded only partly since a third  child was bo rn .213 
Clearly, living in cram ped  quarters  with parents and in-laws, and the result
ing lack o f  privacy, pu t limits on sexual expressiveness and the use o f  
contraceptives.214

U nder the typical conditions o f  working-class life, no t the promiscuity 
feared  by socialist reform ers and city fathers, bu t a sexual life o f  deprivation 
seems to have been the norm . O ne  can only speculate th rough indirect evi
dence about the quality o f  such sexuality. L eichter’s survey o f  female indus
trial workers.m akes clear that the triple bu rd en  on women was no t only 
physically bu t also psychologically debilitating.215 A total workday o f  some 
sixteen hours fo r the majority o f  women and a life in general characterized 
by haste and devoid o f  all privacy left little time and energy for conjugal 
intimacy. To these restraints must be added the stresses o f  unem ploym ent, 
which rose astronomically during  the depression and frequently made 
wom en the sole breadwinners. Several studies reveal that rising unem ploy
m ent had  an adverse effect on  the g rea ter freedom  o f  male workers and seri
ously im paired the ir  sense o f  identity and  o f  daily rhythm, leading to general 
psychological depression.216

Admittedly, one does have to read between the lines o f  such evidence, 
but it suggests that w orker sexuality and the general conditions o f  their lives 
were closely in terdependen t. From  this distant vantage point it appears that 
changes in the sexual lives o f  workers had to occur at the workplace before 
the  bedroom . T he orderly  and decent worker family the socialists attem pted 
to create depended  on an im provem ent in the quality o f  life per  se and on
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a basic change in gender relations, ra th e r  than on m oral uplift. No reform  
effort could succeed, it would seem, that did no t begin to accept the work
e rs ’ prim ary subcultures as a point o f  d epartu re  and allow initiatives for 
change to spring from  them .217

Virtually every fea tu re  o f  the SDAP and  municipal leaders’ a ttem pt to h a r 
ness sexuality to  a new socialist w orkers’ cu ltu re  was cen tered  on controlling 
and redefining the role o f  girls and  women. In  their view o f  females as crea
tures o f  instinct, these leaders m irro red  the attitudes o f  middle-class 
reform ers and  moralists o f  previous generations.218 T he main function 
assigned to wom en in the desired orderly  w orker families was to act as affec
tive centers.219 As O tto  Bauer pu t it, the wife was to organize the hom e in 
such a way that h e r  husband  would find it a place o f  peace, privacy, and 
com fort.220 The role assigned to  wom en within the SDAP was equally cir
cum scribed and tertiary. With the  exception o f  a small n um ber o f  very vis
ible functionaries, the typical female activist was relegated to  social welfare 
activities closely resem bling middle-class sociability, bu t at a tangent to the 
real (political) life o f  the party.221 To a large extent, the working-class wom
an ’s “ m arriage to the party” was a  m eans o f  reinforcing and enhancing the 
role she was expected  to play in the family.

W hat explanation is there  fo r such a restricted role assignment— for the 
apprehensions expressed by male leaders abou t female sexuality in a con
stant harp ing  on  promiscuity, and  for their  failure to deal with actual p ro b 
lems o f  wom en such as b irth  control? In  pa rt  the answer may be found  in 
the middle-class values and attitudes o f  the principal male socialist leaders, 
which at times b o rdered  on misogyny. A few illustrations should suffice. In 
his capacity as a senior m em ber o f  the Viennese medical faculty, Julius Tan- 
dler opposed  the admission o f  female students and  made it difficult fo r them 
during  examinations by asking questions abou t male genitalia to embarrass 
them. As a powerful city councillor, he refused financial support to coedu
cational sum m er camps and forbad  k indergarten  teachers to wear dresses 
that revealed knees and  calves.222 O tto  Kanitz’s views on sexuality were col
o red  by his forced  childhood conversion to Catholicism and influenced by 
the Catholic educa to r Friedrich Wilhelm Forster. Kanitz spoke o f  the 
imperative o f  creating an “ ethical will” based on purity and self-denial and 
even sought to popularize Marxist though t in the form  o f  catechisms.223 
O tto  B auer lived like a liberal Burger o f  his time. H e m arried  a woman ten 
years o lder than  he and had  a mistress ten years younger. Friedrich Adler 
practiced the double  standard  by “ rescuing” young wom en— sexual affairs 
which he described in detail to his estranged wife.224

It is no t surprising that n one o f  these m en advanced positions on female 
sexuality that would have b rough t them  into conflict with the dom inant cul
ture. O ne  is rem inded, by contrast, o f  Leon Blum’s treatise on m arriage o f 
1907, in which he viewed monogam y as the culmination o f  sexual experi
m entation and experience by both men and  women, and o f  the fact that he 
allowed the  book to be reprin ted  in 1937, when he was prim e m inister.225
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The limitations o f  the socialists’ transform ational plans on  the sexual 
question  may be viewed from  ano the r perspective. From  the beginning o f 
the republic the SDAP engaged in the class struggle on the political and cul
tural front. A fter 1927, as the extraparliam entary  intentions o f  the political 
opposition  became m ore apparen t and  B auer’s conception o f  the “ balance 
o f  class forces” m ore  unrealistic, the SDAP increasingly re trea ted  to the cul
tural realm  in the enclave o f  Vienna. Even when the signs o f  a final political 
confron ta tion  became unavoidable, B auer and o th e r  leaders refused to con
fro n t their enemies. The rising in February  1934 was a tragic postscript in 
which the workers suddenly becam e their own leaders in a doom ed 
resistance.226

The same paralysis o f  will on  the cultural fron t may help to explain the 
socialists’ timid position on  m atters like b irth  control and abortion. To have 
taken a forceful stand th rough  the municipal council on these and related 
issues would have led to  a confron ta tion  with the Catholic church, which was 
also the pow er behind  the  political opposition. As we have seen, the SDAP 
refused  to take a position outside constitutional legality on the Schnitzler, 
Bettauer, and  Baker sex scandals. In  fighting against paragraph  144 in par 
liament, it relied on  the most innocuous form ulations in the hope o f  gaining 
a com prom ise from  an uncom prom ising o pponent. The party was not p re 
pared  to mobilize the larger public on  issues that clearly had wide appeal. 
No d oub t the leaders were correct in assuming that going beyond the 
“ legal” g round  o f  parliam entary and party action would bring on a civil war 
on  the  cultural fron t leading to a final showdown.227 That risk the socialists 
were no t p repared  to  take.

Some nagging questions remain. Was the purpose  o f  the socialists’ m or
alizing a means o f  dispelling the p opu lar  middle-class view that workers 
were prom iscuous savages, was it rhetorical, o r  was it part o f  a strategy to 
uplift the working class?228 I f  anything, the socialists’ emphasis on the d an 
gers o f  promiscuity and  degeneracy am ong workers re inforced the hostile 
image o f  disorderly living am ong them. The campaign to create orderly, 
decent worker families th rough  procedures outlined by the party dem eaned 
the existing family s truc tures and sexual behavior in the working-class com
munity. It constitu ted  a refusal to accept the fact that norm s and standards 
o f  behavior and a sense o f  respectability already existed there. In this refusal 
to  see the value o f  existing subcultures, the Austrian socialists were no dif
ferent from  reform ers elsewhere in denigrating the conditions which were 
to be transform ed by institutional intervention. They did believe that sex
uality had a place in the creation o f  a total socialist culture based on the 
worker family, and asserted that sexual m ores and practices were as mutable 
as any o th e r  aspect o f  the w orkers’ lives. But socialist means o f  uplifting the 
workers— o f  making them  “ neue M enschen” — did no t go beyond condem 
nation o f  existing life-styles, adm onitions, and directives form ulated  by 
leaders at a great distance from  the arenas o f  working-class life.



CHAPTER 7

Conclusion

Against the idea o f force, the force o f ideas.
A u s t ro m a rx is l  a p h o r is m

In  the course o f  my exam ination I may have overemphasized the exagger
ations and  contradictions in the Austrian socialists’ claims and accomplish
m ents and  the limited scope o f  their  venture. That these were em bedded  in 
the plans and developm ent o f  the cultural experim ent has, I believe, been 
dem onstra ted  in detail. We ought to rem ind ourselves that despite serious 
practical failings, fundam ental flaws in conception, and far-reaching dan 
gers, red  Vienna succeeded as no o th e r  m etropolis had in improvising and 
innovating social reform s and  cultural activities for its working class within 
the political limits o f  a polity hostile to such efforts.

T he SDAP’s cultural p repara tion  fo r a socialist fu tu re  in the p resent was 
unique. I t  went beyond traditional social dem ocratic reform  legislation in 
seeking to encom pass the Viennese working class th rough  an intricate net
work o f  party cultural organizations and activities that had both  an educa
tional con ten t and symbolic force. While critical o f  the conception and exe
cution  o f  this program , one still marvels at the daring vision, fo r instance, 
o f  the  public housing palaces as total w orker environm ents containing laun
dries, bathhouses, kindergartens, libraries, m eeting rooms, swimming 
pools, cooperative stores, youth  and m o thers’ consultation clinics, and 
m uch more. The purpose  o f  these enclaves was to provide the workers with 
a setting fo r the “ political cu ltu re” — the Austrom arxist special form ula 
leading to the m atura tion  o f  the working class— through which the con
sciousness necessary fo r  the creation  o f  “ neue  M enschen” could be 
instilled. O ne  also canno t bu t be im pressed by the forty o r  so cultural orga
nizations striving to  engage and elevate the workers during  their newly 
gained leisure time and thereby to bind them  to the party. The combination 
o f  this com prehensive cultural network and the SDAP’s political and trade 
union strength  were formidable. Bui, as I have a ttem pted  lo illustrate, the
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potential o f  the Viennese cultural experim ent was no t realized. The obsta
cles faced and created  by the socialists in carrying ou t their p roject were 
bo th  political and  cultural.

P olitica l Lim its

The SDAP em erged  as a mass party after the collapse o f  the old regime at 
the end  o f  the war. Its fu tu re  power and role were largely shaped during  
1918-19 , when politics were in flux and  the na tu re  o f  the new republic was 
yet to be determ ined. The most dynamic political force at the time was the 
w orkers’ councils, a partly organized mass m ovem ent o f  workers and dem o
bilized soldiers with revolutionary aims that went beyond establishing a 
republic on  a capitalist base. The councils were influenced by the Bolshevik 
Revolution and the b rie f  revolutionary regimes in Bavaria and Hungary. In 
Vienna, particularly, where a fledgling Com m unist party was newly active, 
the councils th rea tended  to becom e the directing force o f  the masses o f 
workers, who were largely politically unorgan ized .1 The SDAP, thus th rea t
ened  from  the left, adroitly m aneuvered the Vienna workers council into 
accepting the principle o f  proletarian  democracy, which allowed the social
ists to b ind  the communists and o th e r  radical g roups to  decisions by m ajor
ity rule. By the au tum n o f  1919, with the counterrevolution  successful in 
Hungary, the councils were pushed  to the sidelines. T he Constituent Assem
bly, which had been elected in February, was able to function and secure the 
new republic w ithout fu r th e r  th rea t o f  an alternative source o f  power.

The socialists had succeeded in keeping revolution from  the gates o f  
Vienna. H ad  they gained by it, and if so, what? The SDAP succeeded in mak
ing itself the sole spokesman for the workers o f  Austria, able to form ulate 
its program s and to navigate the parliam entary waters without being seri
ously challenged by the Com m unist party (KPO), which rem ained a sect 
th roughou t the period .2 But the w ithering away o f  the workers councils also 
had its costs for the socialists. Until the adoption o f  the constitution in 1920, 
the councils served as a powerful rem inder to the Christian Social and Pan- 
G erm an parties o f  a revolution that th rea tened  to create a social o rde r 
totally unacceptable to them. T he SDAP had gained 43.4% o f  the seats in 
the Constitutional Assembly, com pared  to 54.7% for the com bined op p o 
sition, yet rem ained the dom inant p a r tn e r  in the coalition form ed with the 
Christian Socials. This short-lived advantage must be a ttribu ted  to  the coun 
cils’ dem onstrative presence in Vienna.

No doub t the SDAP played this radical card  to its advantage in pushing 
th rough  fundam ental social and economic legislation at the time. But 
should it have pressed fo r m ore— dem anded  structural reform s and con
stitutional guarantees that would have served its long-range socialist goals 
and put the republic on a sounder foundation? T here  is no easy answer. On 
the whole, the SDAP leadership was u np repared  for the rapidly moving 
events su rround ing  the collapse o f  the old o rd e r  and the party 's em erging
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central role in establishing the republic. O ne  must sympathize with their 
inability to see all the advantages the crisis might b ring  them; they were not 
above the battle.

In  my view the socialist leaders missed two im portan t possibilities during 
those transitional months. First, the nationalization o f  some prim ary indus
tries and banks and  the legal im plantation o f  the factory councils as agencies 
o f  codeterm ination  so as to give the SDAP a strategic base in the economy—  
a form  o f  industrial dem ocracy w ithout which there  could be no  real change 
in the condition  o f  the working class. Second, curtailm ent o f  the power o f  
the Catholic church, going beyond Glockel’s reactivation o f  the law proh ib 
iting religious practices in the schools. A m uch clearer and m ore decisive 
separation o f  church  and state was necessary— removing all religious influ
ence from  the schools and  prohibiting  m em bers o f  the clergy from  holding 
public office, fo r instance— in o rd e r  to reduce the ideological/psychologi- 
cal advantage o f  the Christian Socials and  thereby make them  ju s t  a political 
adversary. The im portance o f  these steps was no t easy to see, n o r  would they 
have been  easy to carry out. But they were necessary, even if accomplished 
only in part, b o th  for the socialists’ own cultural p rogram  and the survival 
o f  the republic. As it tu rn ed  out, quick and decisive action was essential; by 
1920 the fu tu re  alignm ent o f  political forces into unequal camps was 
already determ ined.

But O tto  Bauer and the SDAP d irectorate  were no t favored with o u r 
powers o f  hindsight. In  the midst o f  the struggles to establish the republic, 
they sought a path  fo r Austrian socialism different from  both  G erm an social 
dem ocratic reform ism  and Bolshevism. Its main contours were conceived 
to be the electoral conquest o f  political power and the creation o f  a far- 
reaching cultural p rogram  transform ing the working masses and  preparing  
them  fo r the dem ocratic  a tta inm ent o f  socialism. Such a class struggle on 
the two fronts o f  politics and cu lture  was predicated  on  the neutral position 
o f  the republican state, with constitutional guarantees o f  political pluralism 
and  dem ocratic  p rocedures. But the neutrality  o f  the state was illusory; in 
reality the  disposition o f  pow er within it, beginning with the breakup  o f  the 
coalition governm ent in 1920, already p itted  the national governm ent con
trolled by Christian Socials and  various allies against socialist-ruled Vienna.

B auer’s optimistic assum ption that the SDAP would com e to power at 
the polls was contrad ic ted  by municipal and especially national elections 
from  1919 to 1930, in which the socialists’ votes and m andates increased 
only slightly.3 T he SDAP’s ability to  a ttract voters outside its ranks appears 
to have reached its limits between 1930 and  1932.4 In  Vienna especially, it 
seems that the SDAP had already attrac ted  all possible support from  the 
liberal middle class in the Jewish and  Czech communities (which had no real 
alternatives) and  from  a small p roportion  o f  the lower middle class attracted  
by ren t control and  various municipal reform  measures. The SDAP’s fu r
ther  m ovem ent in the direction o f  a “ peop le’s party” was inhibited by its 
well-advertised p rogram  o f  cu ltu re  for the working class alone.

T h e  s o c i a l i s t s '  a s p i r a t i o n  t o  p o w e r  t h r o u g h  t h e  p o l l s  w a s  i l l u s o r y  in
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an o th e r  sense. W hat if the magical 51% had actually been reached? Would 
the socialists then  have been  able to use their  democratically gained right to 
nationalize the means o f  production , as the Linz Program  o f  1926 p ro 
claimed? Given the deep  political and ideological divisions in Austria, such 
a step would certainly have led to civil war, for what am ounts to a social rev
olution cannot be u ndertaken  with a slim parliam entary majority, especially 
when the defeated  minority is p repared  to defend  its contrary interests with 
force. That was the conclusion arrived at by Léon Blum, head o f  the French 
Poplular F ront governm ent in 1936, when a general strike signaled populat 
support far g rea te r than  the slim majority by which the Blum government 
a tta ined  power. C onsidering the actual disposition o f  political fo n  t s and 
interests in the population, Blum concluded, the socialists could exercise 
pow er in alliance with o thers bu t could no t conquer it, in the sense of 
“ transform ing capitalism into socialism.” 5

The claims to transform ational power on the basis o f  a slim electoral 
majority in a society divided in to  two bitterly opposed camps flirted with 
civil war, which B auer insisted was to  be avoided at virtually any cost. I lis 
concept o f  the “ balance o f  class forces”— the Austromarxist leitmotiv o f 
the First Republic— was a theoretical device to keep the republic intact 
while the socialists sought to increase their electorate and p repared  the 
workers culturally fo r the ir  fu tu re  mission. But, as B auer’s critics had 
po in ted  o u t in 1924, one could hardly speak o f  a balance o f  class power 
when the capitalist system and its social o rd e r  rem ained in control, o r  even 
o f  a long-range equilibrium , since the conservative opposition had 
reg rouped  after its b rie f  disarray immediately after the war.1’ But neither 
B auer’s n o r  the party ’s position was altered  by these critiques. Conse
quently, the cultural p ro ject rested  on the illusion that a supportive political 
contex t would develop in tandem  with it. The police violence on July 15, 
1927, du ring  the w orkers’ attack on  the Palace o f  Justice, shook the confi
dence o f  many socialists in the neutrality o f  the state. Karl R enner suggested 
that the SDAP en te r  in to  a coalition with the Christian Socials in o rd e r  to 
safeguard the republic. It was rejected by Bauer ou t o f  hand  as requiring 
the  abandonm ent o f  the en tire  cultural effort in Vienna.7

A fter 1927, as the political fortunes o f  the SDAP grew d immer, the cul
tu ra l p roject, originally conceived as a m ajor w eapon in the arm ory o f  class 
struggle, m ore and  m ore  became a substitute for politics. The cultural 
experim ent and Vienna became synonymous, as the capital-enclave increas
ingly assumed a defensive position in a hostile country. Toward the end, the 
socialists’ p ro jec ted  relationship between politics and culture  became 
reversed. Instead o f  providing a p ro tec ted  environm ent for culture, politics 
depended  m ore and  m ore on cultural expression. The 100,000 workers, 
rep resen ting  the gam ut o f  cultural organizations, parading th rough  the 
streets o f  Vienna du ring  the In ternational W orker Olympics in 1931, and 
the m ore  than 200,000 spectators at the worker festival in the new stadium 
celebrating the symbolic fall o f  capitalism, were neither culture n o r politics, 
but a m etaphor for both. O pponen ts  o f  the SDAP (( lluistian Socials, Pan-
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Germans, Heimwehr, and Nazis) were impervious to the SDAP’s symbols o f  
strength  and rejected  its emblems o f  republicanism: dem ocracy and neu 
trality o f  the state.8 They fought with raised visors in all arenas to liquidate 
the socialist enemy.

Cultural Lim its

The specific shortcom ings o f  the socialists’ cultural p roject have been th o r 
oughly discussed in the body o f  this work. T here  are, however, a num ber o f  
questions raised by the experim ent which deserve fu r th e r  comment. What 
is a “ socialist” culture and who determ ines its content? W hat dangers are 
inheren t in the discipline by which such a cultural p rogram  is im plem ented 
and in the orderliness toward which it strives? In  what sense was the Austro- 
marxist experim ent bo th  a m odel and a dead end?

Leaders o f  the SDAP were vague about the socialist conten t o r  quality 
o f  the varied facets o f  their cultural program . To be sure, the workers were 
to be educated  and thereby b rough t to a higher level o f  consciousness and 
provided with the facilities and  necessities o f  a m ore dignified life. It 
rem ained unclear how such an individual and collective im provem ent was 
different from  old-fashioned liberal ideals which had becom e platitudinous. 
Similarly, m ore and be tte r  housing, kindergartens, and libraries were cer
tainly desirable, bu t did these im provem ents differ from  the goals o f  the 
reform ist socialism the Austromarxists were com m itted to surpassing? The 
socialists essence sought after by the SDAP becomes most illusive in the 
arts.9 Did a symphony by Beethoven become socialist if it was played by the 
W orkers’ Symphony O rchestra  for an audience o f  workers, as was suggested 
at the time? W hat made Jack L ondon  an acceptable au tho r and Karl May a 
purveyor o f  kitsch in the eyes o f  socialist culture experts? Why were Käthe 
Kollwitz’s paintings o f  lower-class misery p re fe rred  to a m adonna by R aph
ael? W hat were the criteria  used to determ ine appropriateness o r  desirabil
ity from  a socialist perspective o f  hom e furnishings, decorations, books, 
dress, radio program s, and so on?

I am not defending  the im poverished taste prevalent in worker subcul
tures. The knickknacks, antimacassars, fram ed proverbs, and o th e r  items 
which ado rned  w orkers’ hom es speak fo r a w idespread deprivation o f  taste, 
lack o f  opportun ity  to come in contact with the wider world, and con
strained household  budgets. But, however p o o r  and deficient the workers’ 
taste was, it could no t simply be com m anded away by people outside the 
subcultures and replaced by items alien to them. The education o f  taste has 
been found  to be a slow and long-term  process.

All questions abou t the socialist conten t o r  essence o f  culture lead us 
back to the valuers who determ ined  what should be included and excluded 
in the m enu o f  cu lture  set before  the workers. It was a small elite o f  party 
leaders and directors o f  cultural program s who made such decisions. Their 
values and tastes reflet ted  their own generally middle-class and German-/#/-
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rfMng'-oriented socialization, o r  an adaptation  to the values em anating from 
it, ra th e r  than the vague ideal o f  a socialist culture. O ne o f  the most im por
tan t dem onstrations o f  the Viennese experim ent is that a cultural program  
pro jec ted  from  above on to  a population below is destined to remain the 
expression o f  an elite. The good intentions o f  leaders are not sulli< ient t<> 
make a cultural p rogram  truly popu lar and acceptable. It would seem lhal 
only by a gradual process o f  negotiation between cultural innovators 01 
reform ers and the existing subcultures they hope to elevate, could tliei <• l><- 
a move toward the kind o f  transform ation the Austromarxists envisaged.

Not only was the conten t o f  the socialists’ project problematic; the 
means by which it was carried out, and the dem ands it made on those foi 
whom it was intended, also help to explain its limited success at the time and 
are revealing about cultural experim ents in general. The socialist leaders 
appeared  as authority  figures in the w orkers’ world in two related guises: as 

city fathers and as oligarchs o f  the SDAP. Furtherm ore , their cultural pro 
gram  was paternalistic, especially in its dem and for discipline both in the 
organizations themselves and on the part o f  the workers undergoing  “c ivi
lization.” This m ethod  o f  control clearly contradicted  the Austromarxists' 
long-range goal o f  creating self-confident and assertive workers. The call foi 
an orderly and respectable w orker family (aside from  echoing what middle- 
class critics had  dem anded  for some time) was ultimately aimed at the diver
sity o f  life-styles in working-class communities. I have no intention ol 
rom anticizing w orker subcultures by overlooking the forms o f  dissonance 
to be found  there. But these were far outweighed by codes o f  coping with 
the hardships o f  life in a respectable m anner. No m atter how well meant, 
the socialists’ constant reiteration  o f  the need fo r betterm ent not only 
dem eaned  the workers for what they were, bu t also, indirectly, suggested 
conform ism  o f  a new kind. In  the socialists’ struggle to save the workers 
from  the effects o f  commercial and  mass culture, they seem not to have real
ized that they were equally guilty o f  tu rn ing  the workers into passive con
sumers, albeit o f  their own b rand  o f  cultural products.

The Viennese cultural experim ent remains the clearest example ol the 
possibilities and limits o f  providing a foretaste o f  the socialist utopia in the' 
present, o f  devising and  im planting a unique p roletarian cu lture  in a society 
that has no t experienced a fundam ental revolution.10 As a model it reveals 
the fragility o f  such an enterprise, because o f  its clear dependence on polit 
ical power. It also dem onstrates that cu ltu re  per  se cannot com pensate lot 
the economic deprivations and general hardships o f  life. The lofty goal ol 
education for knowledge was circum scribed by the m eans o f  its implemen
tation, in the relationship between subject and object, leaders and masses. 
Perhaps the most significant legacy o f  the Vienna experience is the concrete 
challenge it presents to the once fashionable in terpre ta tion  o f  (Iramsc i's 
hegemony theory, which suggests that the workers could create a counter- 
hegem onic cu ltu re  before  they succeeded in capturing  state pow er."

In interwar E urope red Vienna’s experim ent to create a working-c lass 
cu lture  without revolution represen ted  a counterm odel to Stalinist totali
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tarian cu ltu re .12 Today both  examples, cu ltu re  without power and power 
without culture, have apparently  reached a dead end. The Austrian exper
im ent was no t to be replicated, no t even in Austria after W orld W ar II and 
the a tta inm ent o f  state independence in 1955. A new “ social p a rtnersh ip” 
(between the trade  unions, ow ners’ associations, and  political parties) has 
largely depoliticized national life. In  the em erging welfare state there  seems 
to be little need  o r  desire fo r a com pensatory culture. The curren t flight into 
private life and  private cu lture  raises a cardinal question: Is there  no half
way house betw een a party culture totally initiated and controlled  from 
above (of which the Russian and East E uropean  examples currently  unrav
eling are the models), and the totally privatized individual hedonism m anip
ulated  by the  market, which creates desires and dem ands in o rd e r  to satisfy 
them  at a price and  gives satisfactions that are as b rief as this season’s styles 
and fads?

Despite all shortcomings, the b rie f  Vienna experim ent has left a lasting 
afterglow o f  nostalgia fo r its promise, which could no t be fulfilled.1* The 
desire to  create  “a revolution in the soul o f  m an” reached far beyond tra 
ditional socialist aspirations into the realm  o f  hum an yearning for a fu ture 
in which individual developm ent and the community becom e a harm onious 
whole. As the Viennese w orker song p u t it so well:

Wir sind das Bauvolk der kommenden Welt,
Wir sind der Samann, die Saat und das Feld.
Wir sind die Schnitter der kommenden Mahd.
Wir sind die Zukunft, und wir sind die Tat.

We are the builders o f  the future world:
We are the field, the sower and seed,
We are the reapers o f  harvests to come,
We are the future and the deed.
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Max Reinhardt; the film directors Michael Kertesz and Alexander Korda; the social 
scientists Emil Lederer and Paul Lazersfeld; the psychoanalysts Sigmund Freud, 
O tto  Fenichel, and Wilhelm Reich; the scientists Rudolf Carnap and Moritz Schlick; 
four Nobel laureates in medicine; the businessmenjulius Meindl and Gustav Heller; 
and the banker Louis Nathanial Rothschild. This list merely skims the surface o f  Jews 
prominent and visible in the public life o f Vienna.

67. The second echelon o f  SDAP functionaries who were Jews included David 
Joseph Bach, Paul Federn, O tto  Leichter, Käthe Leichter, O tto  Felix Kanitz, Bene
dikt Kautsky, Edgar Zilsel, Zoltán Ronai, Fritz Rosenfeld, Paul Speiser, Oskar Pollak, 
Marianne Pollak, Karl Kautsky, Jr., Leopold Thaller, and Margarete Hilferding. 
Lists like this one tend to be haphazard in the absence o f  a biographical dictionary 
of Austrian socialism. The nearest thing, though lacking in rigor of data and unifor
mity, is Georges Haupt, et al., Dictionnaire biographique due movement ouvrier inter
national: Autriche (Paris, 1971).

68. Die Reichspost, Dec. 24, 1918.
69. Cited in Peter G. J. Pulzer, The Rise of Political Anti-Semitism in Germany and 

Austria (New York, 1964), 318.
70. Staudinger, “Christlichsoziale Judenpolitik,” 19.
71. Ibid., 36-42. Seipel saw several versions of the proposed laws’ text and con

sidered a final version as “juridically and politically acceptable” but not timely. See 
also Anton Pelinka, Stand oder Klasse? Die Christliche Arbeiterbewegung Österreichs 
(Vienna, 1972), 297-300.

72. Like Karl Lueger, Seipel was prepared to admit that there were some decent 
Jews. See Alfred Pfoser, “ Der Wiener ‘Reigen’ Skandal: Sexualangst als politisches 
Syndrom der Ersten Republik,” in Konrad and Maderthaner, eds., Neuere Studien, 
III: 684-86.

73. The fear that social democracy would be identified with Jewry goes back to 
the SDAP’s founder, Victor Adler, who at the time o f  the Dreyfus Affair distanced 
himself from the controversy. By contrast, Leon Blum became a leading Dreyfusard. 
See Jack Jacobs, “Austrian Social Democracy and the Jewish Question in the First 
Republic,” in Rabinbach, ed., Austrian Experiment, 158.

74. See the pamphlets Der Judenschwindel, (Vienna, 1923) Wenn Judenblut vom 
Messer spritzt, (Vienna, [1932?]) Der Jud ist schuld, (Vienna, n.d.) and Danneberg’s 
important tract Die Schiebergeschäfte der Regierungsparteien: Der Antisemitismus im 
Lichte der Tatsachen (Vienna, 1926). All these were published by the SDAP publishing 
house. The same tactic o f  lighting fire with fire, but also o f  using anti-Semitic ste
reotypes to show up llu' anti-Semites, was used in articles appearing in Die Arbeiter-
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Zeitung and Der Kampf. For the above, see Ibid., 158-60, 165-66. See also Bunzel, 
“Arbeiterbewegung ‘Judenfrage,’ ” 760-61, and Beckermann, Mazzes-insel, 20. For 
citations o f  anti-Semitic election posters o f the SDAP and the use o f a Yiddish dialect 
parody by a socialist in parliament, see George E. Berkley, Vienna and Its Jews: The 
Tragedy of Success, 1880s-1980s  (Cambridge, Mass., 1988), 160-61, 166-67.

75. In Weimar Germany the Socialist party (SPD) regularly defended German 
Jews from the rising anti-Semitism. Jacobs, “Austrian Social Democracy,” 163.

76. Cited in Joel Colton, Léon Blum: Humanist in Politics (Durham, N.C., 
1987), 6.

77. See Pierre Birnbaum, Un mythe politique: La “République ju iv e ” de Léon Blum 
à Pierre Mendès-France (Paris, 1988), 61-85. It has been generally assumed that Aus- 
tromarxism became the theoretical means o f  providing Austrian socialism with the 
ideals o f the Enlightenment so largely absent from the intellectual environment of 
the old Dual Monarchy. The relationship between Enlightenment and German cul
ture on the part of Austromarxism is one o f  the subjects o f the second part o f  this 
chapter.

78. See Wiener Diözesanblatt (Vienna, 1919), 1-3, and St. Pöltner Diözensanblatt 
(Vienna, 1919), 5-7.

79. One afternoon a week was set aside for religious instruction in the schools. 
Since a majority o f  the pupils were Catholic, a priest came to the classroom, and 
children o f  other faiths had to take their instruction elsewhere. Marriage ceremonies 
had to be religious as well as of secular record. Only those who had legally established 
themselves as having no religion (Konfessionslos) were entitled to a strictly secular 
marriage.

80. It would be difficult to find another republic in Europe at that time where 
religious officials could hold any public office, least o f all as head of government.

81. In France, by comparison, leading Catholic intellectuals such as François 
Mauriac and Jacques Maritain, the Catholic youth, and even Cardinal Verdier, the 
archbishop o f Paris, considered collaboration on social issues with working-class 
organizations during the early 1930s. In Catholic publications such as Esprit and 
Vendredi, a strong anticapitalist current prevailed. See James Stell, “ ‘La main ten- 
due,’ the French Communist Party and the Catholic Church, 1935-37,” in Martin
S. Alexander and Helen Graham, eds., The French and Spanish Popular Fronts: Com
parative Perspectives (Cambridge, 1989), 97-100.

82. See “ ‘Aus christlicher Verantwortung am Schicksal der sozialistischen Be
wegung teilnehme’: Gespräch mit O tto  Bauer, dem Vorsitzenden der Religiösen 
Sozialisten, über die Entwicklung zum 12. Februar 1934,” Mitbestimmung 13:5
(1984); 26-29.

83. See Wolfgang Maderthaner, “ Kirche und Sozialdemokratie: Aspekte des 
Verhältnisses von politischen Klerikalismus und sozialistischer Arbeiterschaft bis 
zum Jahre  1938,” in Konrad and Maderthander, eds., Neuere Studien, III: 538-41.

84. Although the Catholic majority in Vienna was 87%, only 10% of these Cath
olics attended Sunday church service. See Ernst Hanish, “Der politische Katholizis
mus als ideologischer Träger des ‘Austrofaschismus,’” in E. Talos and W. Neuge
bauer,eds., “Austrofaschismus: Beiträge über Politik, Ökonomie und Kultur, 1 9 3 4 -1 9 3 8  
(Vienna, 1984), 55-56.

85. See Der Pionier: Mitteilungsblatt des Landesvereines Wien des “Freidenkerbund 
Österreichs” 4:9 (Sept. 1929): 5—6. Resignations in 1927 reached 120,000, or every 
fiftieth Catholic. More than 80% of these were in Vienna, and 94% of those were 
workers. See Anion Burghardt, “ Kirche und Arbeiterschaft," in Ferdinand Kloster
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mann et al., Kirche in Österreich, 1 9 18 -19 6 5  (Vienna, 1966), 271. By 1933 resigna
tions reached a total o f  nearly 200,000. See Pioneer 8:1 (Jan.-Feb. 1933): 101.

86. See Eva Viethen, “Wiener Arbeiterinnen,” 192-201.
87. The best explanation offered is that the SDAP was simply unprepared to 

shoulder the responsibility o f  creating a secular republic. Its much touted leftwing 
under Friedrich Adler and O tto  Bauer was no more ready than anyone else for the 
collapse o f  the old regime and the vacuum of power which opened up unforeseen 
possibilities. See Berthold Unfried, “ Positionen der ‘Linken’ Innerhalb der öster
reichischen Sozialdemokratie während des 1. Weltkrieges,” in Konrad and Mader- 
thaner, eds., Neuere Studien, II: 319-60.

88. See Gerhard Steger, Rote Fahne Schwarzes Kreuz: Die Haltung der Sozialdemo
kratischen Arbeiterpartei Österreichs zu Religion, Christentum und Kirchen von Hainfeld 
bis 1934 (Vienna, 1987), 296—99. See also Paul M. Zulehner, Kirche und Autromarx- 
ismus: Eine Studie zur Problematik Kirche-Staat-Gesellschaft (Vienna, 1967).

89. O tto  Bauer, Sozialdemokratie, Religion, und Kirche: Ein Beitrag zur Erläuterung 
des Linzer Programms (Vienna, 1927), 51—60.

90. A mere listing o f these would fill a small volume. I have found the following 
books particularly suggestive. By far the analytically sharpest and speculatively most 
original treatment of Austromarxism is scattered throughout Rabinbach’s Crisis, 
passim and chs. 1-2, and supports the growing opinion that this is the most impor
tant political study of Austrian socialism to appear since Gulick’s work forty years 
ago. At the non theoretical end o f  the spectrum, the encyclopedic volume by Ernst 
Glaser, Im Umfeld des Austromarxismus: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des ästerrichischen 
Sozialismus (Vienna, 1981), is an indispensable compendium of every intellectual and 
cultural figure in the German-speaking world who might in any way be associated 
with Austromarxism. Even such nonsocialist moths as Hermann Broch, Elias 
Canetti, Alfred Adler, and Karl Popper are shown to be drawn to the Austromarxist 
flame, giving weight to the latter’s fashionable modernity and attractiveness based 
on the absence o f  theoretical clarity. O ther useful works include: Kuhlmann, Beispiel 
Austromarxismus, 31-38 , 250-52, 256-71, and 380-88; Tom Bottomore, “ Intro
duction,” in Tom Bottomore and Patrick Goode, eds., Austro-Marxism (Oxford,
1978); Alfred Pfoser, Literatur und Austromarxismus (Vienna, 1980), 9—33; Raimund 
Low, Siegfried Mattl, Alfred Pfabigan, Der Austromarxismus— eine Autopsie: Drei Sta
dien (Frankfurt/Main, 1986); and one o f  the earliest studies, now quite unfairly rel
egated to the dustbin o f  history, Norbert I.eser’s Zwischen Reformismus und Bolschev- 
ismus: Der Austromarxismus als Theorie und Praxis (Vienna, 1968), which, in the 
conclusion especially, analyzes the “myth o f  unity” in Austromarxism.

91. In the late 1970s a number of European socialist parties, while searching foi 
programs that went beyond exhausted social democracy and would appeal to new 
audiences, reported to have found a historical forebear in Austromarxism and par
ticularly in O tto Bauer’s “ third way.” See, for instance, Giacomo Marramao, Austro- 
marxismo e socialismo di sinistra fra le due guerre (Milan, 1978), and Jean-Pierre Chev- 
enement, Les Socialistes, les communistes et les autres (Paris, 1977). The latter is echoed 
in the official French Socialist party program: Projet socialiste pour la France des annees 
80  (Paris, 1980). There is no indication that any o f the European socialists flirting 
with Austromarxism had a very clear idea o f  what attracted them: a vague association 
between the abortive Austrian factory councils and autogestion, or between the Vien
nese worker culture and "le gout tie xiivre"? The Kreuch so< ialists in power seem to 
have settled for a mixture of social-democratic/liberal reforms and have kept theil 
distance f rom any theoretical justification, Ausiromarxisi or otherwise.
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92. Gulick, Austria, II: 1363-1400. After locating Austromarxism somewhat 
vaguely as a dynamic prewar non-Bernsteinian revisionism, Gulick congratulates it 
for being a pragmatic and nondogmatic theory adapted to the challenges after 1918. 
Later in his discussion Gulick is more sensible and specific in calling Austromarxism 
the theory o f O tto Bauer on the “balance o f class forces.” That, from this writer’s 
view, is a splendid beginning, but it leaves out the cultural potentiality opened up 
for socialism, which was so central to Bauer’s formulation.

93. “Was ist Austromarxismus?,” Arbeiter-Zeitung, Nov. 3, 1927, cited in Hans- 
Jörg Sandkühler and Rafael de la Vega, eds., Austromarxismus: Texte zu Ideologie und 
Klassenkampf (Vienna, 1970), 49-54 . In November 1927 the party was still shaken 
by the bloody confrontation between workers and police of July 15, which was widely 
viewed as a setback. Bauer seems to have avoided any engagement of Austromarxism 
with the concrete divisions in the party.

94. Marxism: An Historical and Critical Study (New York, 1963), 302ft. The other 
groups associated with the political storms of 1905-1906 and identified as a gener
ation by Lichtheim include the German-Polish group: K. Liebknecht, R. Luxem
burg, L. Jogiches, A. L. Parvus, and K. Radek; the Mensheviks, including Trotsky; 
and the Bolsheviks around Lenin.

95. For fine points on biographical information I am indebted particularly to two 
psychohistorical studies: Peter Loewenberg, Decoding the Past: The Psychohistorical 
Approach (New York, 1983), and Mark E. Blum, The Austro-Marxists, 1890-1918: A 
Psychobiographical Study (Lexington, Ky., 1985). See also Julius Braunthal, Victor und 
Friedrich Adler: Zwei Generationen Arbeiterbewegung (Vienna, 1965), and Jacques Han- 
nak, Karl Renner und seine Zeit (Vienna, 1965).

96. Leon Trotsky, who traveled in the circle of Austromarxists before the war, 
observed that behind the thinkers he saw “a phalanx of young Austrian politicians, 
who have joined the party in the firm conviction that an approximate familiarity with 
Roman law gives a man the inalienable right to direct the fate o f  the working class.” 
Cited in Isaac Deutscher, The Prophet Armed: Trotsky, 187 9 -1 9 2 1  (Oxford, 1963), 
185-86.

97. See O tto Bauer, Die Nationalitätenfrage und die Sozialdemoratie, Marx-Studien
II (Vienna, 1907), and Rudolf Hilferding, Das Finanzkapital: Fine Studie über die 
jüngste Entwicklung des Kapitalismus, Marx-Studien III (Vienna, 1910).

98. Rudolf Springer [Karl Renner], Der Kampf der österreichischen Nation um den 
Staat (Leipzig and Vienna, 1902), and Bauer, Nationalitätenfrage.

99. Max Adler, Kausalität und Teleologie im Streite um die Wissenschaft, Marx-Stu
dien I (Vienna, 1904), and Friedrich Adler, Ernst Machs Überwindung des mechanischen 
Materialismus (Vienna, 1918).

100. According to Alfred Pfabigan: “The characteristics o f  cultural life in Vienna 
at the turn o f  the century inevitably became the characteristics o f Austromarxism.” 
“ Die austromarxistische Denkweise,” in Low, Mattl, Pfabigan, Autopsie, 103. This 
schematic view overstates the case. It is the cultural and political tensions in Vienna 
which exerted a special influence on the Austromarxists.

101. For the Austrian socialists’ awareness o f  and grappling with the nationality 
problem, see Hans Mommsen, Die Sozialdemokratie und die Nationalitätenfrage im 
Habsburgischen Vielvölkerstaat (Vienna, 1963), especially pp. 362-422 on the impact 
of the Russian Revolution of 1905 and the disintegrating effect of nationalism on 
the SDAP.

102. Bruno Bettelheim, Freud's Vienna and Other Essays (New York, 1990), 3-1 7.
103. Lichtheim further traces this radicali/.ation among the Viennese Marxists
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to "the inherited conviction that East Europe was about to enter a revolutionary 
era. . . . Vienna thus became a centre o f political radicalism as well as theoretical 
Marxism.” Marxism, 303.

104. “ In the context o f  the fin de siècle’," H. Stuart Hughes reminds us, “ the 
thought o f  the eighteenth century seldom figured in its pure or original form: it 
appeared overlaid with the late nineteenth-century accretions that had deformed 
it— materialism, positivism, and the more vulgar forms o f  humanitarianism.” Con
sciousness and Society: The Reorientation of European Social Thought, 189 0 -19 3 0  (New 
York, 1958), 97.

105. Bottomore, Auslro-Marxism, 8-10.
106. For the influence of Mach on Austromarxism directly and indirectly 

through the Vienna Circle, See Friedrich Stadler, Vom Positivismus zur “ Wissenschaft
lichen Weltauffassung'’: Am Beispiel der Wirkungsgeschichte von Ernst Mach in Österreich 
von 1895 bis 1934  (Vienna, 1982).

107. It is at the Café Central that Trotsky met the Austromarxists. The postwar 
Austromarxists, led by Bauer, made the Central their home away from home.

108. See Siegfried Mattl, “ Einleitung,” in Löw, Mattl, Pfabigan, Autopsie, 5.
109. O n Friedrich Adler, see Braunthal, V. and F. Adler, chs. 17-19. On the 

councils o f  1918-1919 and the revolutionary climate, see Gruber, Communism Era 
of Lenin, 175-81. For Adler’s abortive attempt to unify the socialist parties, see Julius 
Braunthal, History of the International (New York), 1967), II: chs. 9—11. Though Adler 
was largely absent from the Austrian scene, he continued to play a role as a staunch 
supporter o f Otto Bauer in his interpretation of Austromarxism as well as on purely 
tactical questions.

110. But Renner was already an outsider in relation to the new so-called left 
which gained prominence in the SDAP during the war. At that time, Friedrich Adler 
had attacked Renner for his patriotic position on the war, calling him the “Leuger 
o f  social democracy.”

111. See Hanno Dreschler, Die Sozialistische Arbeiterpartei Deutschlands (SADP): 
Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der deutschen Arbeiterbewegung am Ende der Weimarer Repub
lik (Meisenheim am Glan, 1965), 21-23.

112.1 apologize to those who enjoy a full presentation o f  complicated ideas for 
riding roughshod over philosophic elegances and even essences in my attempt to 
extract only those themes pertinent to the subject o f  this book.

113. See Pfabigan, Adler, ch. 7, which has a section entitled “Kant becomes a 
social democrat. ’ ’ This chapter gives the best critical reading o f  Adler’s philosophical 
Marxist excursions.

114. The following works o f  Adler, in addition to Kausalität, are particularly use
ful here: “ Die sozialistische Idee der Befreiung,” Der Kampf 11 (1918); Der Sozial
ismus und die Intellektuellen (Vienna, 1910); Der soziologische Sinn der Lehre von Karl 
Marx (Leipzig, 1914); and Kant und der Marxismus (Berlin, 1925).

115. Rabinbach’s characterization o f  the contradiction is telling: “a permanent 
tension between automatic and teleological laws of  history and the practical efforts 
o f  the human subject.” In other words, a contradiction between preparatory cul
tural strategy and “objective” reality. Crisis, 125—26.

I 16. See Hilferding, Finanzkapital (Berlin, 1955), I 74-75; Lichtheim, Marxism, 
310-14; Bottomore, Austro-Marxism, 33—34.

1 17. See  Pfabigan, Max Adler, 3 14 - 2 3 .

I 18. Mattl suggests that the Ausl l omarxisl founders were intellectually old-fash
ioned in clinging to I he already outmoded nineteenth cenlmy philosophic ideas, and
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that they were unfamiliar with the newest work in positivism, econometrics, and psy
choanalysis, all o f  which were were very current in the Vienna of their time. See ‘ ‘Ein
leitung, ” in Löw, Mattl, Pfabigan, Autopsie, 7.

119. No doubt German culture was more developed than the others in the Dual 
Monarchy. But the issue went beyond the question o f the quality of ideas. In the 
Vienna o f  1914, with a 2.1 million population o f  which non-Germans represented 
more than a third, 1,475 German-language newspapers and periodicals were pub
lished as compared to 60 in all other languages. Statistiches Jahrbuch der Stadt Wien 
(Vienna, 1918), 32 (1914): 482—83. By the outbreak o f World War I, Renner’s philo- 
Germanism had turned into chauvinism. See Blum, Austro-Marxists, 172-74.

120. Crisis, 7.
121. Even as late as 1924, when Max Adler tried to provide the theoretical ju s 

tification for the SDAP Bildung program already put into practice, he insisted that 
education for the proletariat must come from “ the book” and not from experience. 
See Neue Menschen: Gedanken über sozialisistische Erziehung (Berlin, 1924), 109-10. 
Part of the working-class culture being developed in Vienna, involving the largest 
num ber o f participants, had little or nothing to do with book learning (sports and 
festivals, for instance).

122. See Kulmann, Austromarxismus, 34-38; Bottomore, Austro-Marxism, 15- 
22; and Peter Heintel, System und Ideologie: Der Austromarxismus im Spiegel der Phi
losophie Max Adlers (Vienna, 1967), 15ff .

123. Hughes, Consciousness, 107-8.
124. For the following discussion of this key concept underlying the socialist cul

tural experiment, see especially the sophisticated analysis in Rabinbach, Crisis, 3 9 -
45, 60-63 , 119-20. See also Bauer, Österreichische Revolution, 132-40, 175-84, 228, 
259, 258-60; Bauer, “ Das Gleichgewicht der Klassenkräfte,” Der Kampf 17 (Jan. 
1924): 57-67; as well as Kulemann, Beispiel, 238-42, and Pfoser, Literatur, 18-21.

125. Particularly a balance o f  classes leading to a pause in history. See “ Ruhe
pausen der Geschichte,” Der Kampf 3 (Sept. 1910), and “Volksvermehrungund sozi
ale Entwicklung,” ibid., 7 (April 1914).

126. At virtually the same time Trotsky wrote about the contradictory relation
ship between culture and revolution. In Western Europe, he argued, the richer the 
history of the working class— the more education, tradition, and accomplish
ments— the more difficult it would be to gather it into a revolutionary unity, because 
the privileges o f  bourgeois democracy and freedoms would tie them to the bourgeois 
order. Leon Trotsky, Fragen des Alltaglebens: Die Epoche der “Kulturarbeit” und ihre 
Aufgaben (Hamburg, 1923), 24.

127. The “ inheritor party role,” to which the SDAP subscribed, hewed to the 
orthodox Marxist evolutionary position that in some dim future when the bour
geoisie would be unable to rule, social democracy would assume power with a min
imum of resistance. See Peter Nettl, “The German Social Democratic Party as a 
Political Model, 1890-1914,” Past and Present 30 (1965): 67.

128. Lowenberg calls Bauer’s ambivalence and doubt leading to the avoidance 
o f  decisions and actions “obsessing.” See Decoding, 181. Bauer’s cultural optimism 
and political immobility were sustained in the SDAP by conceptions o f  “ loyalty” 
which, by reducing criticism to a ritual, foreclosed inner-party democracy. See 
Leser, Zwischen, 350-51.

129. Dieter Groh, Negative Integration und revolutionärer Attentismus: Die deutsche 
Sozialdemokratie am Vorabend des Ersten Weltkrieges (Frankfurt/Main, 1973). G roh’s 
characterization o f  German prewar social democracy is well suited to (he postwar 
SDAP, espec ially its subslilulion ol Bildung fin political action.
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130. See Adler, Neue Menschen, 22-24, 92, 109, and Pfabigan, Adler, 198-213.
131. Hans Kelsen, “ Dr. O tto Bauer’s politische Theorie,” Der Kampf 17 (Feb. 

1924): 50-56. Kelsen put his finger on a major weakness in the Bauerian Austro- 
marxist formulation adopted by the SDAP: its lack of influence in the workplace, 
where the trade unions were largely ineffectual.

132. Otto Leichter, “ Zum Problem der sozialen Gleichgewichtzustände,” Der 
Kampf 17 (May 1924): 184.

133. See “ Das ‘Linzer Programm’ der Sozialdemokratischen Arbeiterpartei 
Österreichs, 1926,” in Albert Kadan and Anton Pelinka, eds., Die Grundsatzpro
gramme der österreichischen Parteien: Dokumentation und Analyse (Vienna, 1979), 8 1 -
88, for the social and cultural program. See also Gulick, Austria, II: 1389-1400.

134. It was the most important right-wing paramilitary organization, initially 
organized in 1918-19 to defend the as-yet-undetermined Austrian borders. It 
became the paramount provincial armed force poised against Vienna during the 
republic. It was supported by big business and finance, large landowners such as 
Ernst Rüdiger Stahrenberg, Catholic political leaders like Seipel, Dollfuss, and 
Schuschnigg, Catholic priests, petty bourgeois, and peasants. It was strongly mon
archist and used force and terror to oppose socialism and any idea or act contrary 
to Catholic teaching. As the principal exponent o f  Austrofascism before 1934, it was 
overtaken by the Nazi SA after 1930. See Bruce F. Pauley, Hahnenschwanz und Hack
enkreuz: Steirischer Heimatschutz und österreichischer Nationalsozialismus (Vienna, 
1972), and C. Earl Edmondson, The Heimwehr and, Austrian Politics, 1 9 1 8 -1 9 3 6  (Ath
ens, Ga., 1978).

135. Point III o f  the program entitled “The Struggle for Control o f the State.” 
“Das Linzer Programm, ” 78-81.

136. Adler had been a member o f  the program committee. See Dreschler, Sozial
istische Arbeiterpartei, 30-32. For Adler’s position as well as his intervention in the 
debates, see Protokoll des sozialdemokratischen Parteitages, 1926  (Vienna, 1926), 199- 
200, 286, 292, and 310-14, and Leser, Zwischen, 382-98, for the debates in general. 
The congress accepted the program unanimously.

137. Protokoll, 1926, 272.
138. In reading “ Das Programm der Christlichsozialen Partei, 1926” one gets 

the impression that open confrontation was not so unexpected in the opposition 
camp. Kadan and Pelinka, eds., Grundsatzprogramme, 115-16. The program takes as 
its guidelines the principles of Christianity, that is, the ethics and morals of the Cath
olic church. It decisively rejects every attempt to create the dictatorship o f a class, 
demands the cultivation o f  “German behavior,” and “combats the predominance of 
the demoralizingjewish influence on intellectual and economic life.”

139. For the events surrounding July 15 and its implications, see Gerhard Botz, 
Die Ereignisse des 15. Ju li 1927: Protokoll des Symposiums in Wien am 15 Juni 1977  
(Vienna, 1979), 17-59; Botz, Gewalt, 141-60; Rabinbach, Crisis, 32-34, 48-50; 
O tto Leichter, Glanz und Elend der Ersten Republik: Wie es zum österreichische Bür
gerkrieg kam (Vienna, 1964), 45-68; Leser, Zwischen, 199-428; Gulick, Austria, I: 
717-71; Pfoser, Literatur, 24-26.

140. Botz, Gewalt, 144. Aside from the inflammatory article by Friedrich Aus
terlitz, editor-in-chief o f Die Arbeiter-Zeitung, no socialist leader o r  trade union offi
cial o r  Schutzbund functionary gave the workers any guidance or leadership during 
the crucial hours before the outbreak o f  violence. Only when the Palace o f  Justice 
was already on fire and the workers prevented the fire trucks from getting through, 
did Mayor Seitz intervene to secure a passage for the vehii les.

I I I .  Foi a o n e -s id ed  d e fe n s e  of Se ip e l ’s ac t ions,  »ec K le m p c r e i , Seipel, 2 6 2  69
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142. See Frei, Rotes Wien, 60, and Gulick, Austria, I: 712-13.
143. See Protokoll des sozialdemokratischen Parteitages, 1927  (Vienna, 1927), 13811.
144. See Alfred Pfabigan, “ Revolutionärer Geist: Max Adler (1873-1937) und 

der Austromarxismus,” Archiv: Jahrbuch des Vereins fü r  Geschichte der Arbeiterbewe
gung  3 (1987): 61-62. Adler’s attack on the party caused a scandal. Henceforth he 
was isolated in the party, was no longer delegated to congresses, and had difficulty 
being published in Austria. As a result, his activity shifted more to Berlin.

145. Cited by Pfoser, Literatur, 25.
146. Gulick, Austria, 1 :717—71. He concludes this chapter with the thought that 

Austrian labor and democracy had begun the slow descent to defeat.
147. That such absolute loyalty to the idol of unity could no longer be relied on 

is exposed in Rabinbach’s Crisis, where the ultimately ineffectual opposition to 
Bauer from the party’s left is the major theme.

148. That the S1)AP succeeded in receiving 59 percent of the vote in Viennese 
municipal elections to the very end of the republic suggests that the voter confidence 
o f the workers continued to be strong despite the setback of July 15.

C h a p te r  3

1. When the socialist mayor Jakob Reumann assumed olfice in May 1919, he 
promised no less than a quantitive and qualitative improvement in the social net and 
asserted that the well-to-do would have to shoulder a large part o f the cost. Arbeiter
zeitung,  May 23, 1919, cited in Franz Patzer, Streiflichter a u f die Wiener Kommunal

politik, 1 9 1 9 -1 9 3 4  (Vienna, 1978), 11-12.
2. See Julius Bunzel, “ Der Wohnungsmarkt und die Wohnungspolitik,” in Julius 

Bunzel, Beiträge zur städtischen Wohn- und Siedelwirtschaft: III. Wohnungsfragen in 
Österreich (Leipzig, 1930), 107; Felix Czeike, Wirtschafts- und Sozialpolitik der Gei- 
meitule Wien, 1 9 1 9 -1 9 3 4  (Vienna, 1959), 16-17. The reader is alerted to the fact 
that the numerical figures and related statistics on virtually all aspects o f municipal 
socialism vary, at times considerably. This is due in large part to the use of diff erent 
statistical yearbooks with varying systems o f  notation to provide comparative and 
long-range information. I will indicate those instances where the differences become 
significant.

3. The soundest analysis o f socialist communal policies is still to be found in Rai
ner Bauböck, Wohnungspolitik im sozialdemokratischen Wien, 1 9 1 9 -1 9 3 4  (Salzburg,
1979), and Maren Seliger, Sozialdemokratie und Kommunalpolitik in Wien: Zu einigen 
Aspekten sozialdemokratischer Politik in der Vor- und Zwischenkiriegszeit (Vienna, 1980).

4. Czeike, Wirtschafts/Sozialpolitik, 55-56.
5. For the origins and development o f  the concept o f  “ordentliche Arbeiterfa

milie,” see Joseph Ehmer, “ Familie und Klasse: Zur Entstehung der Arbeiterfamilie 
in Wien,” in Michael Mitterauer and Reinhard Sieder, eds., Historische Familienfor
schung (Frankfurt/Main, 1982).

6. See Karl Sablik, Julius Tandler: Mediziner und Sozialreformer (Vienna, 1983), 
70-74. Environmentalism also led the socialists to embrace the ego psychology of 
Alfred Adler, with its promise o f  personality restructuring, in preference to the more 
pessimistic psychoanalysis o f  Siegmund F'reud.

7. T h a t  in c lu d es  so m e  3 ,6 0 4  dwellings c r e a te d  with m o r tg a g e  fu n d s  be tw een  

1919 a n d  1923 (b e fo re  th e  first innovat ive  h o u s in g  p r o g r a m  ba se d  o n  a new  system 

o f  taxa t ion ) ,  as well as th o se  still u n d e r  c o n s t r u c t io n  in 1934. See  C h a r le s  A. Gulick, 

Austria: From 1 labslturg to H itler  (Berkeley, Calif.,  1948),  I: 4 3 4 ,  450 .  B auhöck,  Wohn-
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ungspolitik, 152, gives a total o f  63,071 domiciles built, and other sources fluctuate 
by as much as 3,000 for reasons not discernable.

8. The new municipal housing accounted for 10.4% of all Viennese housing in 
1934. Density o f domicile occupation had declined from 4.14 in 1910 to 3.03 in 
1934. Bauböck, Wohnungspolitik, 152.

9. See Karl Honay, “Aufbauarbeit in Krisenzeiten. Der Wiener Stadthaushalt im 
Jahre 1932,” Der Sozialdemokrat 1 (1932): 6-8. For similar self-congratulation, see 
Robert Danneberg, Zehn Jahre Neues Wien (Vienna, 1929), 50-56. Both were mem
bers o f the city council.

10. Bauböck, Wohnungspolitik, 154, and Käthe Leichter, So leben wir . . . 1320 
Industrie-arbeiterinnen berichten über ihr Leben (Vienna, 1932), 84.

11. For examples, see Klaus Novy, “ Der Wiener Gemeindewohnungsbau: 
‘Sozialisierung von unten ,’ ” ARCH: Zeitschrift für Architekten, Sozialarbeiter und kom
munalpolitische (Wuppen 45 (July 1979); Hans Hautmann and Rudolf Hautmann, 
“ Hubert Gessner und das Konzept des Volkswohnungspalasts,” Austriaca: Cahiers 
universitaires d ’information sur l ’Autriche 12 (May 1981); Wolfgang Speiser, Paul 
Speiser und das rote Wien (Munich, 1979), 50-52; and Hans Hautmann and Rudolf 
Kropf, Die österreichische Arbeiterbewegung vom Vormärz bis 1945  (Vienna, 1974), 146-
48. A refreshing contrast to the tendency to heroize and celebrate a mythic socialist 
Vienna is Helmut Weihsmann’s Das Rote Wien: Sozialdemokratische Architektur und 
Kommunalpolitik, 1 9 1 9 -1 9 3 4  (Vienna, 1985).

12. Bunzel, “Wohnungsmarkt/Wohnungspolitik,” lists 9,720 such accommo
dations still existing in 1923 (109-10). He also indicates that in 1919 16.9% of all 
apartments still harbored subtenants and bed renters (107).

13. See J. Robert Wegs, Growing Up Working Class: Continuity and Change Among 
Viennese Youth, 1 8 9 0 -1 9 3 8  (Pennsylvania, 1989), 39-42; Peter Feldbauer, Stadt
wachstum und Wohnungsnot: Determinanten unzureichender Wohnungsversorgung in 
Wien, 1 8 4 8 -1 9 1 4  (Vienna, 1977), 202-4.

14. For previous tenant insecurity, the power o f  landlords, and tenant nomad
ism, see Michael John, Hausherrenmacht und Mieterelend: Wohnverhältnisse und Wohn- 
erfahrung der Unterschichten in Wien, 1 8 9 0 -1 9 2 3  (Vienna, 1982), 29—67.

15. Czeike, Wirtschafts/Sozialpolitik, 16-17.
16. See Wilfred Posch, Die Wiener Gartenstadt Bewegung: Reformversuch zwischen 

Erster und Zweiter Gründerzeit (Vienna, 1981), and Klaus Novy, “Selbsthilfe als 
Reformbewegung: Der Kampf der Wiener Siedler nach dem 1. Weltkrieg,” ARCH  
55 (March 1981).

17. Czeike, Wirtschafts/Sozialpolitik, 30—31.
18. See Bauböck, Wohnungspolitik, 91—99; Seliger, Sozialdemokratie und Kommun

alpolitik, 99-102; Czeike, Wirtschafts/Sozialpolitik, 78-83, 89-90.
19. See Alfred Georg Frei, Rotes Wien: Austromarxismus und Arbeiterkultur— 

Sozialdemokratische Wohnungs- und Kommunalpolitik, 1 9 1 9 -1 9 3 4  (Berlin, 1984), 8 3 -  
84.

20. Czeike, Wirtschafts/Sozialpolitik, 39-41; Bauböck, Wohnungspolitik, 123-38; 
Seliger, Sozialdemokratie/Kommunalpolitik, 115-36; Frei, Rotes Wien, 83—84; Gulick, 
Austria, I: 449—59.

21. The right-wing press went into a frenzy over this tax, calling it pure expro
priation. Breitner was smeared with anti-Semitic slurs, to which the SDAP failed to 
respond forcefully. Ironically, even the wealthiest tenants were the beneficiaries o f  
the rent-control law and, despite the allegedly unbearable lax, paid no more than 
37% of prewar rents. Czeike, Wirlscha/ls/Soiialpolitik, 40.
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22. At the time the socialist press made much o f  the champagne and caviar, race
horses and sports cars o f  the rich being taxed for the benefit of the “Viennese little 
man.” They neglected to mention that even the little man’s entertainment, especially 
admissions to cinema, Varieté, circus, and football matches were somehow also clas
sified as “ luxuries.”

23. See Adelheid von Saldern, “Sozialdemokratie und kommunale Wohnungs
baupolitik in den 20er Jahren— am Beispiel von Hamburg und Wien,” Archiv fü r  
Sozialgeschichte 25 (1985): 195-97. Von Saldern uses 1925 as a sample year to indi
cate that the housing tax brought in 23% and luxury taxes 20% o f  the budget for the 
building fund. I would increase this income by 10-15% for the years through 1929. 
Czeike points out that part o f the compromise by which the rent-control law was 
weakened in 1929 included specific federal subvention o f Viennese housing projects 
under construction. In all likelihood this assistance was marginal. See Czeike, Wirt
schafts/Sozialpolitik, 44, 91.

24. The Christian Socials applied pressure in parliament against rent control in 
1925 in order to defeat the renewal of the housing requisitioning law as part of a 
compromise. For this and other attacks on rent control and the housing program, 
see the detailed presentation in Gulick, Austria, I: 466-503.

25. Seliger, Sozialdemokratie und Kommunalpolitik, 137-39.
26. Bauböck, Wohnungspolitik, 108-14.
27. Peter Feldbauer and Wolfgang Hösl, “ Die Wohnungsverhaltnisse der Wie

ner Unterschichten und die Anfänge des genossenschaftlichen Wohn- und Sied
lungswesens,” in Gerhard Botz, Hans Hautmann, Helmut Konrad, Joseph Weiden
holzer, eds., Bewegung und Klasse: Studien zur österreichischen Arbeitergeschichte 
(Vienna, 1978), 690-91. This plan o f E. H. Aigde was rejected by conservative indus
trialists who feared that such concentrated housing would lead to worker solidarity 
and radicalism.

28. Feldbauer and Hösl, “Wohnungsverhältnisse,” 698-99.
29. See the excellent textual and photographic presentation o f  the historical 

precedents o f  communal housing in Vienna in Weihsmann, Rote Wien, 67-99.
30. See O tto Bauer, Der Weg zum Sozialismus (Vienna, 1919), 116-21, for the 

following.
31. See the photo essay in the exhibition catalog M it uns zieht die neue Zeit: Arbei

terkultur in Österreich, 1 9 1 8 -1 9 3 4  (Vienna, 1981), 70-72. The myth, created by 
SDAP spokesmen in the 1920s, that the cost o f the building program was borne by 
the rich paying the housing tax, is repeated there (68).

32. See Michael John, “The Importance o f  Neighborhood Relationships and 
Grass Roots Movements in Red Vienna, 1919-1934,” 8, 13. Unpublished paper 
available at the Verein für Geschichte der Arbeiterbewegung, Vienna. John col
lected some forty histories; Reinhard Sieder more than sixty; and Gottfried Pirhofer 
and Peter Feldbauer considerable additional ones. Most are available on tape and 
typed transcription at the Institut für Wirtschafts- und Sozialgeschichte o f  the Uni
versity of Vienna.

33. See Franz Patzer, “ Zeittafel sämtlicher Sitzungen des Wiener Gemeinderates 
von 1918 bis 1934 mit den wichtigsten Verhandlungspunkten, wie Kundgebungen, 
Wahlen, Beschlüsse, Anfragen, Anträgen, usw.,” Streiflichter au f die Wiener Kommun
alpolitik, 1 91 9 -1 9 3 4  (Vienna, 1978), 61-123.

34. The argument, for instance, dial the ulterior motive of the socialist building 
program was to prepare strategically for c ivil war, was repeated ad nauseam. Ibid.,
46.
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35. See Informationsblatt des Bezirksmuseums Rudolfsheim-Fünfhaus, and Gottfried 
Pirhofer, “Gemeinschaftshaus und Massenwohnungsbau,” Transparent 3 /4  (1977): 
38-42.

36. Stenographischer Bericht über die Sitzung des Gemeinderates, March 9, 1923. Wie
ner Stadt- und Landesarchiv. I am grateful to Joseph Ehmer for having drawn my 
attention to these protocols.

37. Ibid., April 24, 1925, 100-108. Archiv der Stadt Wien.
38. The German Handwörterbuch des Wohnungswesens of 1930 designated Heim

hof as a model Einküchenhaus. See Pirhofer, “ Einkiichenhaus,” 40. The Bezirks
museum Rudolfsheim-Fünfhaus, 1150 Vienna, Rosinagasse 4, has a model o f  Heim- 
hof on permanent exhibit as well as taped reminiscences o f former tenants and a 
publicity film o f 1922. The urban archaeology, done by the group o f academics and 
teachers who run this district museum as volunteers, is first-rate.

39. “ Einküchenhaus,” Arbeiter-Zeitung, June  2, 1923.
40. See Leichter, So leben wir, 85-87.
4 I . F'or Käthe Leichter’s study o f  homeworkers and female factory workers 

based on survey techniques, see ch. 6 on the family. The most original and famous 
social science analysis, done at the request o f  Otto Bauer by Marie Jahoda, Paul Laz- 
ersfeld, and Hans Zeisel, Die Arbeitslosen von Marienthal: Ein soziographischer Versuch 
(Leipzig, 1933), showed how inventive Austrian social science could be in studying 
worker life-styles and needs.

42. See Helmut Gruber, “ Preface,” in Wolfgang Madqrthaner and Helmut 
Gruber, eds., Chance und Illusion: Labor in Retreat (Vienna, 1988), 25-27.

43. For this very useful schema of SDAP organization, see Mark F',. Blum, The 
Austro-Marxists, 1890 -1 9 18 : A Psychobiographical Study (Lexington, 1985), 11-14. 
“Austrian social democracy,” Blum suggests, "provided [the intellectual] with an 
audience that ineluctably fed his ego while maintaining his isolation from the work
ing class” (13).

44. How powerful they were in turning back or neutralizing the feeble left oppo
sition which developed in the party after 1927 is amply demonstrated in Anson 
Rabinbach, The Crisis of Austrian Socialism: From Red Vienna to Civil War, 1927-1934 
(Chicago, 1983), especially ch. 6.

45. For an enlightening discussion on socialist party democracy, see Peter Kule- 
mann, Am Beispiel des Austromarxismus: Sozialdemokratische Arbeiterbewegung in Öster
reich von Hainfeld bis zur Dollfuss-Diktatur (Hamburg, 1979), 3 0 9 - 1 8.

46. Ibid., 309, 315. Kulemann’s figures are for 1929 and 1932 respectively. I 
have adjusted both to the 1932 date.

47. Ibid., 316-18. Kulemann gives figures for 1928-32 and indicates that the 
spread o f salary differences grew larger with time, a problem the party secretary 
Danneberg was aware o f but could do little to alter significantly.

48. No substantial and significant archives have been discovered for these three 
o r  for other principal leaders. It is doubtful, as one is always told, that such valuable 
records were completely destroyed during the war. There is no biography extant of 
Seitz. O tto Leichter’s Otto Bauer: Tragödie oder Triumph? (Vienna, 1970), as well as 
Leon Kane’s Robert Danneberg: Ein pragmatischer Realist (Vienna, 1980), are quite 
general and superficial.

49 . T h e r e  was a  small a m o u n t  o f  fierce  crit icism f ro m  c o m m u n is t  t e n a n t s  in the  

h o u s in g  p ro jec ts  a n d  working-class n e ig h b o rh o o d s ,  as well as f rom  tiny cells o f  anat 

chists, I will r e f e r  to  these  h o  l o g r a p h e d  new sle t te rs  a n d  b ro a d s id es  in d iscussing  

social  a d a p ta t io n  to  the  new housing.
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50. In view of the 68,858 persons seeking apartments in 1924, the first building 
program did little to alleviate the crisis. See Czeike, Wirtschafts/Sozialpolitik, 17. Not 
all o f the apartment hunters needed a new or diff erent apartment. In many instances 
upgrading o f  existing habitations would have been acceptable.

51. Such exaggerations are prevalent even among some younger Austrian his
torians. See for instance Michael John, Hausherrenmacht und Mieterelend, 18 9 0 -1 9 2 3  
(Vienna, 1982). One leafs with fascination through the photographs in this book, 
which illustrate only the most decrepit habitations and surroundings.

52. See Wegs, Growing Up Working Class, 25-27.
53. For brief periods I have lived in two such former tenements: in the 20th dis

trict in 1938-39 and in the 5th district in 1981. Both had a living room/kitchen, 
bedroom, and a half room; both (originally) did not have a toilet, running water, or 
gas. I would judge the total space in both to be 50m2 (540 ft2). The ceilings were 3m 
(10 ft) high and therefore gave a larger aspect to the rooms than their size would 
suggest. In both apartments the kitchens faced a long interior building corridor but 
had a window as well. In that corridor a water tap (Basena) and a toilet had served all 
the apartments. The stairwells and corridors were wide and commodious. These 
examples are not meant to ennoble the far-from-ideal quality o f the tenements but 
simply to indicate that the quality o f  such housing conformed to a wide spectrum. I 
would judge that 25% of such tenements were barely habitable; that 50% were just 
adequate, considering the quality o f  cheaper housing in Vienna in general; and that 
25% were livable and even desirable as interior domicile and exterior structure.

54. See for example Anton Weber, Die Wohnungsprobleme und die Gemeinde Wien 
(Vienna, 1927), and Die wohnungspolitik der Gemeinde Wien (Vienna, 1929). In addi
tion, numerous pamphlets rolled off the SDAP printing presses on the accomplish
ments o f the socialist municipality, with housing in the forefront. The formula of 
presentation was quite simple: before/after, decaying/blooming, ugly/beautiful, suf
fering/rejuvenated, etc. Robert Danneberg, the party secretary, usually signed these 
achievement reports.

55. In the hopeless postwar real estate market, housing stock as well as land was 
a glut on the market. Landlords were happy to be rid of their unprofitable houses at 
one-quarter o f their prewar prices. See Fritz C. Wulz, Stadt in Veränderung: Eine 
architektur-politische Studie von Wien inden Jahren 1 84 8 -1 9 3 4  (Stockholm, 1978), II: 
439. It would have been possible for the municipality to acquire such tenements at 
very low cost and to improve the apartments by introducing electricity, water, and 
gas. Whether a part o f the building funds invested in such renovation would have 
improved the housing o f  a larger number than could be satisfied by only new con
struction was never examined by the SDAP.

56. By 1928 the municipality owned 25% of the total Viennese land surface, and 
by 1933 over 30%. Ibid., II: 438; Bauböck, Wohnungspolitik, 14-43; Weihsmann, 
Rote Wien, 63, n. 46; Gulick, Austria, I: 457.

57. See Bunzel, “Wohnungsmarkt,” 128.
58. Seliger, Sozialdemokratie und Kommunalpolitik, 137-38.
59. See Leo Adler, ed., Neuzeitliche Miethäuser und Siedlungen (Leipzig, 1931), 

with detailed photographs and drawings of postwar architecture in Berlin and Ham
burg as well as in Holland and Sweden. Von Saldern points out “ that between 1924 
and 1930 Germany became the international center of the new architecture style.” 
It was well received by the Socialist party, which sponsored il in public buildings and 
housing in Hamburg, Frankfurt, Berlin, Stuttgart, and other cities. See “Sozialde
mokratie kommunale Wohmmgsbaupolilik," 208-9. For the positive response of
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the French Popular Front government to functionalist architecture, see Jean-1, ouis 
Cohen, “Architectures du Front populaire,” Le Mouvement Social 46 (Jan.-March
1989): 49-59.

60. The publication o f an exhibit, Rotes Wien, 1919-1934: Kommunaler Wohnbau 
in der Zwischenkiregszeit (Vienna, 1980-84), is accompanied by an excellent slide pro
gram (available at all Austrian cultural institutes) which highlights the traditional 
adherence o f  the municipal housing o f  red Vienna to the basic Viennese courtyard 
construction o f both public and private buildings, as well as illustrating the hodge
podge of styles in structures and exterior decorations.

61. See Adelheid von Saldern, “ Die Neubausiedlungen der Zwanziger Jahre ,” in 
Ulfert Herlyn, Adelheid von Saldern, Wulf Tessin, eds., Neubausiedlungen der 20er 
und 60er Jahre (Frankfurt/Main, 1987), 39-41.

62. Novy, “Wiener Gemeindewohnungsbau,” 17-18; Bauböck, 145-48. Unlike 
more sophisticated crafts, it was argued, bricklaying could be learned by the inex
perienced with relative ease.

63. See Barbara M. Lane, Architecture and Politics in Germany, 191 8 -1 9 45  (Cam
bridge, Mass., 1968), 83-107.

64. See Ferdinand and Lore Kramer, “Sozialer Wohnbau der Stadt Frankfurt 
am Main in den 20er Jahren ,” Ausstellung Kommunaler Wohnbau in Wien (Vienna, 
1978). Despite the use o f rationalized materials and methods in Frankfurt and other 
German cities, the expected savings in building costs and low rents were not realized, 
because mortgage rates were so high. The Viennese public housing was financed 
without mortgages.

65. In Frankfurt it took five years to build new housing for 11% of the popula
tion; in Vienna it took ten years to accommodate somewhat fewer people. See ibid.

66. See von Saldern, “Sozialdemokratie kommunale Wohnungsbaupolitik,” 
198.

67. Lane, Architecture, 103.
68. The ten largest projects, which I have inspected, contained 11,570 apart

ments: Sandleitn Hof, 1,587; Engelshof, 1,467; Karl-Marx-Hof, 1,325; Karl-Seitz- 
Hof, 1,273; Mithlingerhof, 1,136; Rabenhof, 1,109; George-Washington-Hof, 
1,084; Siedlung Freihof, 1,014; Am Laaer Berg, 846; Wildganshof, 829. These were 
located in districts with existing concentrations o f  workers: the 3rd, 10th, 12th, 16th, 
19th, 20th, and 21st.

69. For the particulars o f  municipal buildings as well as individual habitations 
and communal facilities, see Czeike, Wirtschaft/Sozialpolitik, 59-78; Weihsmann, 
Rote Wien, 92-369  (a detailed walking tour through the city, stopping at each munic
ipal project for a detailed discussion); and Hans Hautmann and Rudolf Hautmann, 
Die Gemeindebauten des Roten Wien, 1 91 9 -1 9 3 4  (Vienna, 1980), passim.

70. See for instance Richard Wagner, Der Klassenkampf um den Menschen (Berlin,
1927); Robert Danneberg, Das neue Wien (Vienna, 1930); Karl Honay, “Sozialis
tische Arbeit in der kapitalistischen Gesellschaft,” Der Kampf 5 (1929). See also the 
latter-day sympathizers: Gulick, Austria, I: 503-4; Austeilung Kommunaler Wohnbau 
in Wien (Vienna, 1977).

71. See Reinhard Sieder, “ Housing Policy, Social Welfare and Family Life in 
‘Red Vienna,’ 1919-1934,” Oral History: Journal o f the Oral History Society 13:2
(1985): 35-48.

72. See Lane, Architecture, 103-14; von Saldern, “Sozialdemokratie und Wohn
ungsbaupolitik,” 222—30; Das Wohnungswesen der Stadt Frankfurt A.M. (Frankfurt/ 
Main, 1930). But with the onset of the depression, the size was reduced to 30 to 50
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square meters. Even so, rents in German public housing were beyond the means of 
the average worker family, because 60-70% of it was due to high mortgages. Such 
apartments were within the means o f  skilled workers, employees, and functionaries. 
See von Saldern, “ Neubausiedlungen,” 33-37 , 53.

73. Between 1926 and 1930 ten thousand new apartments in Frankfurt were 
equipped with these kitchens. See Margarete Schütte-Lihotzky, “Vienne—Francfort: 
Construction de logements et rationalisation des travaux domestiques,” Austriaca: 
Cahiers universitaires (¡’informationsu rd ’Autriche 12 (May 1981), 129-38.

74. These are best enumerated and illustrated in Hautmann and Hautmann, 
“ Hubert Gessner,” 1 18-19, and the photographs in idem., Gemeindebauten.

75. Hautmann and Hautmann, “ Hubert Gessner,” 118, list 33 central laundries 
with a total o f  830 workplaces. That allows for 302,950 washdays for 63,000 tenants 
o r 4.8 washdays per tenant per year. Sieder, “ Housing Policy,” 10—11, cites 
5,032,847 baths taken in municipal bathhouses (other than the three in the projects) 
as a sign o f increased cleanliness. But even a conservative estimate o f use works out 
to one bath in two weeks per person.

76. For the negative reaction of tenants to the communal facilities, see Dieter 
I.angewiesche, “ Politische O rientierung und soziales Verhalten: Familienleben und 
Wohnverhältnisse von Arbeitern im ‘ro ten ’ Wien der Ersten Republik,” in Lutz Nie
thammer, ed., Wohnen im Wandel: Beiträge zur Geschichte des Alltags in der bürgerlichen 
Gesellschaft (Wuppertal, 1979), 183-85.

77. Weihsmann, Rote Wien, 63, n. 61.
78. It was often young couples with one o r two children who were able to leave 

the overcrowded quarters o f parents or in-laws. In general they had waited from four 
to eight years before being selected by the housing office. See Sieder, “Housing Pol
icy,” 6-9.

79. See Dr. Ph. Vass, Die Wiener Wohnungswirtschaft von 1917 bis 1927  (Jena,
1928), 38-39.

80. Das neue Wien: Städtewerk (Vienna, 1926), I: 235. Those residing in Vienna 
since birth received four points. Single persons and couples married less than a year 
could not get into the first group of  needy, even if their points totaled ten.

81. The Austrian Communist party (KPÖ) criticized the SDAP and the whole 
municipal reform program for having abandoned the weakest portion o f the work
ing class: the unemployed, those on relief, the homeless and evicted. See for instance 
KPÖ, “ Waldhotel”: Die Geschichte einer Delogierung im sozialdemokratischen Wien 
(Vienna, 1931). The attack was too vehement for the points made, but eviction had 
increasingly become a problem after 1929, when the Christian Socials, using implicit 
threats of violence, forced the SDAP to agree to a certain weakening o f  the rent- 
control law.

82. Nearby shops and Gasthäuser were also important sites o f spontaneous social
ization. See John, “ Importance o f  Neighborhood Relationships,” 3-6.

83. See John, Hausherrenmacht, 108-16, and “Anhang: Interview mit H errn 
Merinsky Ottokar, 18., Hildebrandgasse 21, am 3.7. 1981” ; Gottfried Pirhofer and 
Reinhard Sieder, “ Zur Konstitution der Arbeiterfamilie im Roten Wien: Familien
politik, Kulturreform, Alltag und Ästhetik,” in Michael Mitterauer and Reinhard 
Sieder, ed., Familienforschung (Vienna, 1982), 351-57; Wegs, Crowning Up Working 
Class, 47-51.

84. Reinhard Sieder, “Working-Class Family Life in Wartime Vienna,” in Rich
ard Wall and Jay Winter, eds., The Upheaval of War: Family, Work and Welfare in 
Europe, 19 1 4 -I9 IN  (Cambridge, 1988), 126.
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85. See Gottfried Pirhofer, “Ansichten zum Wiener kommunalen Wohnbau der 
zwanziger und frühen dreissiger Jahre,” in Helmut Fielhauer and Olaf Bockhorn, 
eds., Die andere Kultur: Volkskunde, Sozialwissenschaften und Arbeiterkultur: Ein 
Tagungsbericht (Vienna, 1982), 237-38.

86. Pirhofer and Sieder, “ Konstitution der Arbeiterfamilie,” 354.
87. As we shall see in the discussion o f  the family in Ch. 6, every eff ort was made 

by the administration o f the municipal houses to wean the workers away from their 
form er habits and life-styles: women were told to become active in the party culture 
outside the home; local party meetings were removed from the neighborhood Gas
thaus to the project meeting rooms; children were discouraged from both free play 
on the project grounds and street play; and various pressures were exerted to pro 
duce new norms of  cleanliness, public behavior, and housekeeping.
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pllege,” Blätter fü r  das Wohlfahrtswesender Stadt Wien 24 (1925): 26-28. Next toTan- 
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Beyer, “Sexualität— Macht— Wohlfahrt,” 459.
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duced in I lie United States, 2 10 in ( iermany, 14 in Franco, and a f ew in England, the



232 Notes to Pages 126-128
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the SDAP membership were workers. In view of  the potential number o f worker 
filmgoers, the above estimates are on the low side.
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Wellman, G. W. Griffith, Charles Chaplin, Michael Curtiz, Sergei Eisenstein, V. I. 
Pudovkin, and Jacques Feyder. The complaint in other countries about the lack of 
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Filme, 1930/31,” Bildungsarbeit 18:7-8 (July-Aug. 1931): 82-84.

76. See John  Willett, Art and Politics in the Weimar Period: The New Sobriety, 1 9 1 7 -  
1933  (New York, 1978), chs. 11, 15.
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sarbeit 16:9 (Sept. 1919): 105-8. Compulsively, Rosenfeld repeated his critique of 
the capitalist film even in exile, long after the possibility o f socialist influence on film
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was banned. Ironically, the SDAP organized bus tours to Bratislava, where the film 
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American Movies (New York, 1979), ch. 14, and Gorham Kindern, ed., The American 
Movie Industry: The Business of Motion Pictures (Carbondale, 111., 1982).
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1986).

108. SDAP proprietorship in Ravag (through the municipality) was 20%. The 
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110. See Venus, “Sender Kanzel des Volkes,” 239-40.
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by the end o f the 1920s. See Cohen, Making a New Deal, 129-39, and Guttsman, 
Workers’ Culture in Weimar Germany, 256-62. For Britain, see D. L. LeMahieu, A 
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also foundered on the intransigence of its political opponents. Ultimately, German 
radio also became an organ of the government. See Horst D. Iske, Die Film und 
Rundfunkpolitik der SPD in der Weimarer Republik: Leitfaden und Dokumente (Berlin,
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persisted throughout the period whenever the Chamber o f Labor proposed pro
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124. Venus, “Sender Kanzel des Volkes,” 251-52, 256-57. Catholic and con
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125. Venus, “Sender Kanzel des Volkes,” 249. These substantial investments 
were made at the expense o f  creating a real team o f radio actors and musicians and 
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200,000 votes and 17.4 percent o f  the mandates (as compared to 27,500 in 1930). 
See Rabinbach, Crisis, 89, and Frei, Rotes Wien, 59.

129. In a later reflection on the period, Ravag director Czeija maintained that 
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