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Müller's speech received the applause of over 5000 men and women. All supported a resolution calling for a peace of understanding without annexations or compensation.  The assembled demanded that the government act against the Vaterlandspartei as well as introduce "die volle staatsbürgerliche Gleich-berechtigung."  At this public meeting a liberal, Petersen, supported Müller's view that Germany needed no revolution.  He thought another type of upheaval had already transpired in that the war effort had only been possible with the aid of the Social Democratic workers.  This had undoubt​edly been difficult since the government had done nothing before the war to deserve such support.  Therefore, "wenn das Volk neben Hindenburg einem Manne zu danken hat, dann ist es Scheidemann, der den Willen des deutschen Volkes zu einem Verständigungs​frienden wesentlich verstärkt hat."
  At the local level the co-operation between Social Democrats and the more progressive bourgeoisie operated from the same patriotic and interest base as in Berlin.  PRIVATE 


Ebert's and Müller's speeches show how the SPD worked to retain the confidence of labor.  Noteworthy is the emphasis upon the activist role assigned to a party supporting the war and working toward peace, unlike the "unreasonable" annexations and Spartacists.


The Russian Revolution of October/November 1917 came at an auspicious moment for the Social Democrats' campaign.  It provided an opportunity for the Hertling government to attain a compromise peace.  When the Social Democratic leaders discovered that the Bolsheviks had taken power in St. Petersburg they wanted the German government to publicly greet and accept the proposals for peace propagated by the workers' and soldiers' councils.  Kühlmann promised Scheidemann that the government would respond positively to any offers though he doubted the soviets' success.
  



Almost immediately the Bolsheviks let the SPD know that they wanted to meet with representatives of the two German socialist parties in Stockholm.  This offer came through Parvus, who had helped the German government in its attempt to foster social revolution among its enemies as a means by which to win the war.  On November 16, 1917 he met with Ebert and Scheidemann in Berlin.  The SPD leaders maintained that they could not take up the Bolshevik proposal for "große Streiks und Demonstrationen", since that would be attack​ing the Hertling government from behind.
  To support a peace initiative they agreed to have Parvus send the resolution of a series of planned mass meetings to the Bolsheviks who could telegraph greetings to them as well as to USPD. 


In Austria Victor Adler simultaneously hoped to begin a peace campaign.  He wrote to Ebert and Kautsky asking for unitary SPD-USPD demons​trations to pressure the government.  Both Ebert and Kautsky refused, the former because efforts were underway which in his view could not be combined with the Independents.
  Neither the USPD nor the SPD leadership wanted to acknowledge the other as the peace party.  



Ebert received Adler's offer only on his return from the series of speeches in which he and Scheidemann heralded the Russian Revolution.  Both leaders outlined the party's position on peace, indicated that they thought "democratization on the march" through the formation of Hertling's government and renewed their opposition to the Vaterlandspartei.  Ebert referred to this publicity campaign in his answer to Alder.  Ebert's own evaluation that the campaign "glänzend gelungen sind" indicated that in mid-November 1917 the Social Democratic leadership thought their tactics of opposition to the political Right and co-operation with the bourgeois parties worked to bring both peace and reform.


Ebert's speeches in Barmen, Bremen and Hamburg between 18 and 22 November and Scheidemann's in Dresden on 18 November 1917, contain a misinformed optimism.  In the resolution adopted by those mass meetings the SPD leaders even credited the "Friedens-bereitschaft der Mittelmächte" with influencing the Russian Revolution.  The resolution identified the victory of the workers' and soldiers' councils with a victory for peace and an escape from the Entente.  It called for a clear "bejahend" answer from the Central Powers to the Bolshevik peace offer.
  


Ebert`s speech, which he evaluated so positively, will be resuméd to illustrate how the Social Democratic leaders presented themselves and their policies to the party public.  The speech amounted to propaganda for party and state.  Ebert began by quoting a conservative motto from before the world war:  "Die Sozial​demokratie soll nicht Subjekt sondern Objekt der Gesetzgebung sein."
  He referred to the discrimination against the workers by employers in combination with the state when this motto had guided Imperial politics.  Yet, despite this "verfehlte Politik" the workers had not become "staatsfeindlich."  The party authorities like Marx, Engels, Lassalle, W. Liebknecht and Bebel acknowledged the duty to defend the independence of the country, "der wirtschaftlichen Lebensinteressen unseres Landes."  That duty did not exclude being "erklärte Gegner des Krieges."  Ebert added that once the war threatened Social Democracy had had no choice but to aid the war effort, for had Germany not withstood the "Ansturm" in August 1914 "dann wäre seine wirtschaftliche, soziale und kulturelle Entwicklung auf Jahrzehnte" destroyed.  He insisted the party stood by the decision of August 4 in which just like the government it opposed any war gains:  "alle Eroberungsziele, Vergewaltigungsabsichten bekämpfen wir mit äußerster Entschlussenheit."  Citing the war's ravages Ebert asked how could the "Grausen" be ended?  Should the struggle continue until one side can dictate peace, or should an "Ausgleich" be sought?  The Social Democrats saw in the latter the only way to a lasting peace.  Their efforts were fought by the Pan-Germans who argued that everyone who refused their expansionism was a "Landesverräter."  If that view triumphed the war lost its meaning for most workers.  The most recent attempt by the Pan-Germans, war profiteers and various chauvinistic organizations to rile the masses against the government had taken the form of the Vaterlandspartei.  He correctly accused them of buying newspapers to support their "großenwahnsinnige Agitation."  As he had at Würzburg and Müller had in Hamburg, Ebert asked how they expected to defeat the 17 countries now at war with Germany and how long it would take for them "der ganzen Welt den Frieden diktieren."  Even if they won against a few, it would only fill the world with revenge feelings.  To avoid this possibility Social Democracy demanded a peace of understanding because, unlike the rich people in the leadership of the Vaterlandspartei who could afford to have the war last, the populace "aus tausend Wunden blutet, darbt und hungert, fordert einen baldigen Frieden und weist imperialist​ische Eroberungsziele weit von sich.  Es opfert seine Brüder und Söhne nicht jener kapitalistischen Beutepolitik.  Der Krieg darf unter keinen Umständen als Wirtschaftskrieg fortgesetzt werden.  Jeder Arbeiter weiß, was dabei für ihn auf dem Spiele stünde.  Der Wirtschaftsfriede ist aber nur auf dem Wege der Verständigung zu erreichen..."  The peace work had proven difficult and Stockholm, according to Ebert, had temporarily failed due to the Entente governments.  Similarly, the Entente had shown its lack of interest in peace since it had left the papal note unanswer​ed.  Only among the French, British and Russian workers did Ebert discern any inclination toward peace:  "Der Sieg der Arbeiter-und Soldaten-räte war der Sieg des Friedenswillens."  To their offer of an armistice the government had to respond positively.  Ebert saw it as labor's duty to support the rule of democratic elements which remained the only organized power factor in Russia.  


On the German situation he pointed out that the same people who "das System der wilden Gewalt vertreten, verfahren in inner​politischen Fragen nach dem gleichen Rezept."  Therefore, the recent cabinet-building "hat sie in wilde Raserei versetzt, weil sie ihre Interessen in Gefähr wähnen.  Überall hat sich mit Macht die Erkenntnis durchgesetzt, daß ein Volk selber seine Geschicke in die Hand nehmen muß.  Die Demokratie ist auf dem Marsch."  Ebert coupled this with the reservation:  "Die volle Demokrati​sierung, welche die Sozialdemokratie erstrebt, ist allerdings im kapitalistischen Staatswesen nicht durchführbar, aber wir begrüßen jeden Schritt, der uns auf diesem Wege vorwärts bringt.  Und ein tüchtiges Stück nach vorwärts ist jetzt bei der Umgestal​tung der Reichsregierung erfolgt."  Using the party's traditional vocabulary helped foster the oppositional image.


He announced that the government had accepted the majority parties' program at the head of which stood peace on the basis of the answer to the papal note and the Peace Resolution.  In addition the government promised electoral reform in Prussia, an end to political censorship and the introduction of workers' chambers and social legislation.  Ebert claimed that the SPD intended to fight any attempts to thwart this program since "Die preußische Wahlrechts​frage ist die Zentralfrage unserer inneren Politik."  No specific mention of the inner-party caucus or the extent to which the SPD leaders had committed their party to co-operating with the bourgeois parties and the Hertling-Payer government appeared publicly to sully Social Democratic purity.


Ebert's and Scheidemann's speeches, like others by party leaders during the following month, had the purpose of informing the party public of the leadership's work and their supposed successes in internal and external affairs.
  In the first caucus meeting since October 9, 1917, on November 28, Ebert and Scheidemann outlined their contacts with the Bolsheviks and the attempt to have the Barmen and Dresden meetings acknowledged by them.  They presented the program which Hertling had accepted and recent reassurances by Kühlmann.
   Mentioned too was the latest attempt by the Danish socialist Stauning to organize an international congress, but it thought to work only if Russia participated.  Both gave a very positive picture of the German government's efforts, including increased pay for soldiers, with which the SPD leaders credited themselves.  The caucus offered no criticisms and merely discussed prices and foodstuffs.  The Social Democratic leaders had their caucus' solidly behind their policies and tactics.


The SPD leaders needed closed ranks behind them for ahead lay more battles with the government and its partners.  At the first meeting between the chancellor and the party leaders on November 28, 1917 Hertling seemed accommodating.  When Ebert and Scheidemann asked what specific steps were planned on peace and the Baltic countries, Hertling replied that he would gladly accept an armistice, and self-determination would be the guideline for any peace.  Ebert then asked about the rights of public assembly and collective bargaining.  Hertling stated legislation was being prepared.
   


At the next inter-party caucus, Ebert and Scheidemann agreed that in the budget committee and Reichstag national unity should receive priority, but they differed with their partners on how to proceed. The other parties wanted only a one-day session of the Reichstag, a day of negotiations in the budget committee and then another day for the Reichstag to give final approval to the war credits before adjourning.  Ebert opposed them.  His party wanted the Reichstag on hand if "im Osten die Dinge spruchreif werden."  He also listed a number of social issues which needed to be finalized:  soldiers' wages, pensions, coal, foodstuffs, prices.  In his view a promise that the budget committee would be called for eastern peace negotiations, "[damit] schafft man Beruhigung."
  


To retain his own party's support in the SPD caucus, Ebert again painted a very positive picture of these negotiations.  He seemed to accept at face value Hertling's promises and tried to prepare the caucus to again accept credits.  Suddenly Heine began a long attack on the caucus executive for not consulting with the members during the Hertling negotiations and that the party executive had not returned to Berlin immediately after the party congress.  He thought the program too general and Hertling had not acted to change censorship.  The party, in his view, should oppose adjournment of the Reichstag until specific answers had been given to significant questions.  David defended the party leader:  "Ebert müsse höchste Anerkennung gezollt werden für die Art, wie er die Verhandlungen mit den bürgerlichen Parteien und der Regierung geführt habe."
  Others suggested that the caucus be called more often.  On the decisive question, war credits, the caucus agreed to vote in favor with only six dissenting.  


The leaders had again defended their efforts.  Ebert and Scheidemann duly became the main speakers on the credit question.  In their Reichstag speeches both reiterated what they had made public earlier for they continued to believe in the success of their tactics.  When Ebert spoke on behalf of his party he proclaimed the Russian peace offer "das wichtigste politische Ereignis der Krieges."
  Hertling's "klare Antwort", Ebert thought, had been greeted happily by a peace-seeking world.  He repeated the Russian terms and how they fit with the Peace Resolution and the answer to the papal note which he emphasized the chancellor had also accepted.  Further, both chancellor and foreign secretary had agreed to the self-determination of Poland, Courland and Lithuania.  "Diese Erklärungen der Reichsleitung begrüßen wir mit Genugtuung."  
Ebert, who undoubtedly used his speech to publicly pin down the government's diplomatically and vaguely couched declarations, thereby indicated the SPD saw a separate eastern peace as the first step toward a general peace.  The assurance that SPD co-operation for this course would continue, Ebert combined with the hint of opposition if the government should shift: "Wir erblicken in diesen Erklärungen eine Garantie, an der unseres Erachtens nicht gerütelt werden darf."  As previously, the SPD critically reviewed the price, food and supply situation.  They found them "skandalöse," without taxes on war profits.  The speech illustrated that Ebert thought the strategy of opposition and co-operation continued to function and that he assumed the SPD only needed to keep Hertling divided from the Right.


The Social Democrats encouraged the government to proceed.  On 3 December 1918, armistice negotiations began, on December 5 a ten-day stop to the fighting was arranged and on 15 December an armistice signed.  However, Hindenburg and Ludendorff had their own conception of "self-determination," peace terms and internal reforms.  Just as during April and August 1917 they met with the government and defined their minimums.  Under self-determination of peoples they understood that Russia should evacuate the Baltic, its own southern and western territories, and that an "independent" Poland would be under the influence of the Central Powers.  Lithuania and Courland would be annexed to Germany "da wir zur Volksernahrung mehr Land brauchen."
  These examples represented the continuity of war aims on which the government agreed with the military and the Kaiser. 


The military tried to direct internal matters as well.  When in mid-December the reactionary Prussian Landtag voted against electoral reform, the Vorwärts published a declaration of the Prussian and national SPD executives on December 13.  In it they vented their anger at the delay to the reform already promised twice by the Kaiser.  They called for mass demonstrations everywhere in Prussia to show the will of the people.  Part of the proclamation addressed the men defending Germany and Prussia with their lives and who were being deprived of their rights.  In response Hindenburg wrote to Hertling on 16 December to let him know that he disagreed with electoral reforms which he assumed served political purposes.  Why had the Vorwärts article not been censored?  According to Hindenburg this political issue became a military one during wartime and the military leadership had "die Pflicht, darüber zu wachen, dass bei der Durchführung des Wahlrechtsvorlage und durch sie anknüpfenden innerpolitischen Kämpfe die Grundlagen unserer Kampfkraft nicht erschüttert werden..."
  He warned that the results of Social Democracy's efforts would lead to Russian chaos.  Hertling delayed a full reply until January 28, 1918.  His answer gives insight into the government's situation under the pressure of both military and labor.  The influence of the military remained much greater for Hertling revealed that he only saw labor and Social Democracy as useful objects to attain his aims; reforms were not being introduced out of conviction but of necessity.  Hertling defended the government's not censoring the Vorwärts while acknowledging that the electoral reform debate was not without "Einfluss auf die Erhaltung der siegesfreudigen [nicht verteidigunsfreudigen]  Stimmung in der Heimat...und damit auf die Kampfkraft der Armee... und ich werde es mir angelegen sein lassen, in steter Verbindung mit Euer Exzellenz, dafür Sorge zu tragen, dass ein Einvernehmen zwischen dem militärischen und politischen Notwendigkeiten hergestellt wird."
  On the electoral question Hertling wanted to emphasize that the issue had become 

die Schaffung der Sicherheit für die Loyale Durchführung der Wahlreform von entscheidender Bedeutung für die fernere innegewillige Haltung der Arbeiterschaft geworden...  Die Regierung sah sich ihr gegenüber, und so wenig sie sich wohl in ruhigen Zeiten zu einer ungewöhnlichen Nachgiebigkeit veranlasst gefühlt hätte, so sehr musste sie der Stimmung und Haltung der breiten Massen, besonders der Arbeiterschaft im Kriege Rechnung tragen... Dieses Vertrauen, das die breiten Massen gehabt haben [an der Regierung], ist ein wichtiges Moment innerer Ruhe.

To contain labor, Hertling acknowledged, he needed the trust of Social Democracy and could therefore not afford to censor the Vorwärts on the electoral issue.


If the Social Democrats threatened to become restless on the Prussian electoral issue, by mid-December 1917, they showed the same impatience on the peace question for the government had neither called the budget committee nor consulted with the parties.  On December 11 Kühlmann guaranteed Ebert and David that military and civilian responsibilities would be carefully divided in the peace negotiations, but David noted "Mißtrauen gegen die Militärs" in his diary.
  When the inter-party caucus assembled on December 20 Ebert wanted agreement on the position to be taken in the meeting with the chancellor.  Information had to be requested on the armistice and peace negotiations.  The budget committee had to be called "namentlich wegen Ernährungsfragen... Wir stehen vor einer Katastrophe!"
  While Fehrenbach, the budget committee chairman, did not think the committee needed to meet immediately, Erzberger supported Ebert for he too thought parliament was being circumvented.  The debate circled about because some within the bourgeois parties were trying to win time and manoeuvring space for the government.  Ebert insisted that a decision about calling the budget committee had to be made.  He did not care what the opponents--meaning the Pan-Germans and annexationists--said.  Ebert's concern with the party public remained paramount:  "Der Eindruck nach außen" would not be achieved by a mere consultation with the chancellor.  The impression abroad too would be an exclusion of parliament.  The National Liberals continued to object and Scheidemann and Ebert continued to press.  
Ebert became adamant that censorship created nervousness about the government's intentions.  He feared that when the Russians asked how the Germans saw a peace settle​ment and then received vague formulations, it would prevent any results.  Behind the SPD leaders' insistence lay Ebert's and his colleagues' calculations that the Bolsheviks could not maintain themselves unless they quickly attained peace.  David immediately supported Ebert by asking for party representatives to be present during the peace negotiations.  Scheidemann drew a stark picture after Stresemann again cautioned against the government revealing its position.  He maintained, if the negotiations failed "dann kommt es in Deutschland zu schlechten Dingen!  Vielleicht auch zur Revolution!"  In his view the parliamentarians had to participate so that the Reichstag could approve the results.  Ebert threw out a final argument on the terrible food situation which he wanted the budget committee to examine, but to no avail.


The meeting with the chancellor on December 20, 1917 resulted in the usual vague and diplomatic formulations by which the government successfully played all things to all these people.  The peace terms were left undefined and the budget committee would only meet on January 3 despite the Social Democrats' requests.  Under pressure from the military leaders and industrial circles the government sought ways to placate the parliamentarians while searching for a means to attain peace with Russia--but on its own terms.
  Ironically, Scheidemann stated his confidence in Kühlmann and even Haase accepted the general guidelines the foreign secretary proposed for the negotiations.
  


The game could not continue eternally and at the end of December the first cracks appeared in the unitary front which had been pasted together by the government.
When the peace negotiations opened the Russians outlined a six-point program placing priority upon self-determination, no annexations and no reparations.  On December 25, 1918 the Germans answered publicly in a subtle twisting of the six points so it appeared as if the Russian principles could actually serve as a basis for peace.
  On the next day the German negotiators informed their Russian counterparts what they understood by no forceful annexations: the separation of some 18 states from Russia and the recognition of questionable, mostly unrepresent​ative and reactionary governments which had ties to Germany and were supported by German troops.  Since the negotiations were public and the Russians broadcast the Germans' demands, a new statement by the German government followed on December 27.  The demand for territory and recognition of questionable governments as an aspect of self-determination contrasted sharply with the note of December 25.  The German government had thereby appeased the military but again affronted the parliamentarians.  Keeping both sides pacified became increasingly difficult, for while the military and government shared the same fundamental viewpoint on war aims, Kühlmann's tactics lacked the approval of the military.  On January 1, 1918 he tried to assuage the representatives from all the political parties.  First, he suggested that the government had the military under its control with the view: "nicht einen Augenblick eine Störung der Harmonie zwischen dem Vertreter der Obsertern Heersleitung und der diplomatischen Vertretung zu konstatieren gewesen."
  If that statement contained even a grain of truth, it did not help assuage the parliamentarians.  The latter had reservations about his rationalizations on 'self-determination' and the contradictions between the two statements at the end of December.  Haase vented his surprise at the Russians' supposed preparedness to equate the "angeblich verfassungsmäßig" institutions of the eastern states with the will of those countries' peoples.  He rightly spoke of the states as vassals created by Germany and of "verkappte Annexion."
  Unlike other speakers who provided Kühlmann with opportunities to sneak away from Haase's assertions, Scheidemann kept to the decisive problem: What were the government's actual intentions?  Like Ebert he could speak uncompromisingly: "Ich bin sehr erstaunt, daß wir so wenig präzise Antworten bekommen."  Germany not only lacked press freedom, but no Reichstag deputy had been appointed to the negotiations as requested.  Kühlmann defended himself with the aid of the conservatives who criticized the negotiators for their 'moderation'.  Only the Progressives supported the Social Democrats' call for clarity and a Reichstag session.  The foreign secretary had again avoided an outright commitment.


The Social Democrats began to dig in their heels against what they noticed were two-sided dealings by the government.  When the government refused to place the reports from the Soviets before the budget committee while foreign newspapers published them, Ebert demanded all the publications and resolutions.  He had Hanssen write out translations from the foreign press for his next encounter with Hertling.
  At the following inter-caucus meeting Scheidemann immediately turned to the right of self-determination:  "Uns gegenüber ist die Regierung unehrlich gewesen" in suggesting that the eastern areas had proper popular voting. "Wir bekommen an der Ostfront ein Elsaß-Lothringen nach dem anderen, aber ohne deutsche Bevolkerung.  Der Abschluß des Krieges in dieser Weise ist nicht möglich."
  Erzberger reluctantly agreed with the socialists because he feared taking so much from Russia would eternally ally that state with Britain.  Naumann, on behalf of the Progressives as well as the National Liberal representatives, generally defended the government's version of self-determination; some like Stresemann openly argued Germany needed further guarantees and controls in the east through military conventions.  


Despite their partners' tendencies to accept the military's and government's annexationist preferences, the Social Democrats desperately hung unto them.  Ebert tried to foster unity among the parties by pleading for a Reichstag, or at least budget committee, meeting.  He feared that the Bolshevists would not continue to negotiate, because if they agreed to such conditions they would be "weggefegt."  Erzberger accepted Ebert's proposal for a unitary "Marschlinie."  He proposed a series of guidelines which tried to resolve the self-determination question; the buffer countries would be allowed to express their own views. The SPD found this an adequate approach, so Erzberger presented the guidelines to the military's representative at the peace negotiations, General Hoffmann.  The general maintained these recommendations would destroy the negotiations by stabbing the German diplomats in the back.  He altered them to meaningless notations.
  


The SPD leaders stood unaware of Hoffmann's alterations when they reported to their caucus on January 3, 1918.  Scheidemann and Ebert naively recounted their efforts to push the government back to its declaration of December 25, 1917, and the caucus blithely approved their actions.


The fear among the SPD leaders that the Bolsheviks would break off negotiations proved correct.  On January 4, 1918 the SPD caucus immediately convened after this news appeared in the budget committee.  There the government had affirmed that the harsher declaration of December 27 served as its negotiation guidelines.  Ebert presented a review of the situation.  At issue was the nature of self-determination and the Russians' refusal to accept the recent German version which Hertling would not modify.  Ebert thought:  "Die Stellung der deutschen Regierung zur Frage der Selbstbestimmung und die Art, wie sie plötzlich die Reichstagsmehrheit ignoriert, ist unhaltbar.  Die Bolsheviki können nur einen ehrlichen demokrat​ischen Frieden schließen, sonst werden sie nicht nur von dem übrigen Rußland, sondern von ihren eigenen Leuten hinweggefegt... Wir müßen von der Regierung verlangen, daß sie zurücktritt auf dem Boden ihrer Erklärung vom Dezember 25 und daß sie sie klar und loyal durchführt."
  He still thought the Erzberger guide​lines to be the right basis.  If peace with the Bolshevists came then it would have a strong influence on the Entente, he added, and underlined what the Social Democrats hoped from a "peace of understanding" with Russia:  a general peace.  He concluded, "Die Fraktion hat bis jetzt eine klare Politik getrieben, dabei muß es bleiben.  Sie wird versuchen, auch ferner mit den Mehrheits-parteien zusammenzuarbeiten, zu dem Zweck, die Regierung zurückzurufen.  Gelingt ihr das nicht, dann muß sie sich, je nachdem, sowohl von den Mehrheitsparteien trennen, wie der Regierung in der schroffsten Kampfstellung gegenübersteten mit allen sich daraus ergebenden Konsequenzen."  Whether that meant joining the Independents in total opposition or supporting strikes for peace, or at least not approving war credits, Ebert left unsaid.  The caucus remained satisfied with threats and agreed to await the results of meetings with the other parties and the chancellor.


The politics by which Social Democracy continued to be drawn along with a majority being misled by the government with the aid of the National Liberals encountered a direct test at the inter-party caucus on January 4.  Ebert and Stresemann represented the contrary directions in which the inter-party caucus worked.  After the usual pious demands for clarity, the core of each group's intentions emerged.  Scheidemann stated that his party rejected any annexations but the government evidently toyed with some.  His fears ran:  "Wenn das der Fall ist, dann ist ganz sicher, daß die Deutschen in kurzer Zeit glatt am Boden liegen; wir bekommen auch keinen Frieden nach Westen."
  Erzberger tried to aid the Social Democrats by stating the government should have to publish all the Bolshewik declarations.  Stresemann countered that his party could not consider such demands.  Ebert replied:  "Uns liegt es gerade an der Aufrechterhaltung der Mehrheits-politik." If the National Liberals did not want to participate, he was prepared to accept that.  Stresemann answered in turn that his party had accepted the chancellor's position by which he refused the Russian terms.  When it was proposed that Fehrenbach should see the chancellor to check the government's stance, Ebert insisted that all parties be represented as previously.  Stresemann then openly admitted the National Liberals differed with the SPD and could not co-operate with them since his party had nothing against Hertling's stance and politics.  Ebert insisted the parties had to know which of the two statements, December 25 or 27, formed the basis of policy.  When the National Liberals again saw opposition in any questioning of the government, Ebert vented:  "Die Nationalliberalen stellen sich hinter der Regierung, ganz gleich, was sie getan hat.  Eine solche Politik können wir nicht mitmachen... Vom Ergebnis der Aufklärung hängt unser Verhältnis zur Regierung ab."
  Naturally, the government again gave its verbal assurances when the party leaders met with Hertling. 


Later that day Ebert naively spoke about the Erzberger guidelines, which had long ago been rejected by the military.  He thought if Hertling now spoke publicly according to that format then the whole debacle would be a "Zwischenfall" of minor dimensions.
  The Social Democrats' desire for peace plus co-operation with the bourgeois parties made them blind to the government's manipulations.


That the contradictory statements by the government were more than an insignificant accident soon became apparent.  On January 5, 1918 after the government offered a vague statement to the budget committee, Fehrenbach cut off the debate. He prevented Haase and the SPD leaders from speaking or posing questions.
  The Social Democrats, who had kept their caucus together despite the Reichstag not being in session, gathered in a meeting which Vorwärts termed the "vielleicht wichtigste seit dem August 1914."
  The executive had prepared a strong resolution which it wanted to use in dealing with the government and the other parties.  Ebert reviewed the developments of the last weeks in detail to inform the caucus members and to justify the proposed resolution.  The caucus members demanded an even more forthright statement, so Ebert worked out a shorter, more direct version during a break in this five-and-one-half hour meeting.  David termed the new version "Eberts Handstreich" in his diary.
  


The resolution, which gained nearly unanimous acceptance, emphasized that due to the events in Brest-Litovsk and the outcry of the annexationists, the SPD had to renew its commitment to the idea that a lasting peace and friendly relations would only be possible "bei ehrlicher Durchführung des demokratischen Grundrechts der Selbstbestimmung der Völker."
  The SPD demanded independent, popular expressions of national desires in the areas between Germany and Russia.  It threatened any attempt to misuse the "Selbstbestimmungsrecht zum Zwecke verschleierter Annexionen mit Entschiedenheit entgegenzutreten."  The resolution was to be published immediately.  The executive even asked its members to remain accessible since a break with the bourgeois parties and the government might occur.  


If the SPD leaders sought, through resolutions and threats about opposition to the government, to tie the Center, Progressives and the government to its standpoint, they must have been surprised at the difficulties they encountered.  The military leaders had since mid-December placed the government under duress.  They threatened drastic measures if the government did not stop dallying and arrange the annexationist peace they wanted.  Ludendorff began a personal feud with Kühlmann over his handling of the negotiations and started rumors about resigning.  His main political adviser, Bauer, summarized for the crown prince: a "Kampf zweier Weltanschauungen".... "verkörpert durch eine Anzahl Namen.  Hier Hindenburg, Ludendorff, hinter denen das Heer und der weitaus größere Teil des Volkes steht, dort Haase, Scheidemann, Erzberger mit ihrem lauten Gefolge im Parlament und Presse."
  Hertling, who basically shared the aims of the military, twisted between the two groups like his predecessors knowing that both parliamentary support and military leadership were crucial to the war effort.  Against the military leaders he tried to defend his own authority in terms of "stratsrechtliche Verantwortlichkeit."
  In reality, by mid-January that meant Hindenburg and Ludendorff insisted upon and obtained changes of personnel around the Kaiser plus having "consultative" powers in all questions.  


The German government came under even more pressure when the American president, in a tactical move to re-cement the public in the Entente countries after the Bolsheviks released the Entente's secret treaties, announced his 14 Points.  This rejoinder to Lenin's first moves in 'open' diplomacy called for the Germans to withdraw troops from Russian territory.
  Another source of consternation resulted from Leon Trotsky leading the Russian negotiators with a tactic of neither peace nor war, by which he meant not accepting the German peace terms and not fighting.  Through negotiating slowly the Bolsheviks hoped to be saved by a world-wide revolution, or at least to avoid a peace which would destroy Russia and therefore the Bolsheviks' power.  


The stalemate and power struggles in the various camps continued for two weeks.  The inter-party caucus knew of the differences between Kühlmann-Hertling and the military leaders.  They completely misjudged their meaning.  The actual dispute between the government and the military authorities, backed by the Vaterlandspartei and important elements from industry, the conservatives, most National Liberals and some Centre Party members, was a question of how much, where and when to annex under what rationale.  It was not a question of annexations or not, and that was why the military could not forgive Kühlmann's statement of December 25 in which he appeared to question annexations, when he actually sought the best way to disguise them.  The difference between the government and the Social Democrats, who had the support of some Progressives and some of the Center leaders, remained fundamental: they differed on whether to annex or not.  


In January the Social Democrats again faced whether they would be able to make the government accept their view through the Reichstag majority or whether they would finally take the step into active opposition.


The SPD leaders had gained a mandate from their caucus to go into opposition if the government refused its resolutions.  That mandate, like those of July and October 1917, went unused.  One reason for the acquiescence lay in the false hope that the government could be kept or drawn back onto the course agreed upon in November.  Another lay in the mistaken assumption that if the government had differences with the military, then it must be representing the inter-party caucus' position.  The SPD caucus apparently agreed with these assumptions for on January 7, 1918, Scheidemann presented information on the Ludendorff-Kühlmann conflict and it agreed "ruhig Blut zu bewahren" while moving to oust the unreliable National Liberals from the inter-party caucus.
  Yet, another reason underlay the SPD's reluctance to act.  Through a journalist from the Frankfurter Zeitung with good contact to government sources Ebert and Scheidemann learned that on January 6 government leaders had asked the Progressives if they still stood by the Peace Resolution or whether they would accept a modest boundary revision, and if so, were they prepared to drop their ties to the SPD and create a new block of the middle and Right.
  


Since the Progressives had refused to accept these propositions, the Social Democrats had grounds for renewed faith in the inter-party caucus group.  Their faith received further affirmation on January 8.  Fehrenbach rejected Ludendorff's desire to annex two million Poles and all of Lithuania.  His party would accept only very small border rectifications which he thought the SPD too could accept, but not annexations "wie sie die Alldeutschen, oder auch die Oberste Heersleitung sich ausdenken" for it would bring the eternal enmity of Russia.
  While he thought the SPD resolutions went too far in demanding universal suffrage for the people in the border states, he admitted a broad base for self-determination was necessary.  Scheidemann said it hurt to hear about border 'adjustments' yet if those were accepted by the Russians his party could agree.  The Progressives too spoke against annexations, especially taking areas with coal deposits under the guise of border corrections. David then posed the decisive question after he had pointed to the new tactics Trotzki employed to get an honest peace:  "Können wir drei Parteien uns noch darauf einigen, daß wir in irgendeiner Form, ob öffentlich oder in einer Vorstellung an den Kanzler, so noch einmal betonen, daß wir geschlossen auf unserem alten Standpunkt stehen und daß wir hinter ihm selbst stehen, wenn er solche Politik macht.  Sind die Herren entschlossen, so etwa mitzumachen, um in das Ringen zwischen Hindenburg-Hertling unserseits mit einer starken Willenskundgebung einzuspringen?"  The other parties and even Südekum opposed this course.  They were satisfied with information from Kühlmann's office being laid before them, with the Kaiser keeping the military in line and with a political debate eventually in the budget committee.  Ebert only half supported David by asking for the political debate.  Erzberger, who had seen the situation starkly as "wir haben den Streik der Generale oder den Generalstreik", concluded:  "Da sind wir einig."  The inter-party caucus had again prevented the Social Democrats from extending their opposition to the Right from including the government.


During the next week the government kept the party leaders informed on the peace negotiations.  The pressure on the government decreased until General Hoffmann, supposedly only a military observer, intervened.  Ebert, who had not taken a prominent role except in the caucus during the past weeks, reasserted himself.  David and he asked in a meeting between party representatives and the undersecretary for foreign affairs on January 14, 1918, how could a general come to give political declarations?  When the undersecretary suggested no public debate should disturb the Brest negotiations, Ebert countered that he could not agree "mit Rücksicht auf Gründe der inneren Politik... Der Reichstag könne nicht zu einer Zeit ausgeschaltet werden, wo im Reiche die wildesten Gerüchte umhergehen."
  He later repeated his demand and Südekum added that at issue was not only one of peace but the "Qualität dieser Frieden."  Erzberger acknowledged the Social Democrats' concerns and too thought a Reichstag session might correct press reports.  The minimum expected by Social Democrats from the government would be some opposition to the Vaterlandspartei's demagoguery, or a statement confirming that General Hoffmann acted without instructions.  In the end the SPD accepted the comforting phrase that the government's position remained the same, a phrase of such double meanings that the conservative Westarp also found it agree​able.  On the next day the undersecretary publicly claimed the chancellor held to his earlier declaration--without specifying which one.
  


The SPD leaders interpreted it in their own way as revealed in the Vorwärts article of January 15: "Kein Kurswechsel--keine Kanzlerkrise."  They claimed that the chancellor stood by his declaration of November so therefore he could be assured of the aid of the Reichstag majority in creating a "guten Frieden mit Russland."  "Das geht aber nur dann, wenn beide, Kanzler und Mehrheit, dem Ziel eines ehrlichen demokratischen Friedens mit Entschlossenheit zusteuern und sich von denen, die das Friedens-werk zertrümmern wollen, ihre Kreise nicht stören lassen."


By January 16 a Progressive spoke of the government's "successes" against the military.  The Social Democrats began to feel the discontent among their own members, however, and wanted the government to speed up the negotiations, which meant publicly accepting the Bolshevik terms on self-determination.  David and Ebert pointed out to their inter-caucus colleagues that "unsere Lage ist unhaltbar... es ist eine Stimmung im Lande, die nicht mehr zu beherrschen ist, wenn die Dinge in Brest-Litovsk zum Schlimmen werden."
  David calculated that Trotzki, while hoping for world revolution, needed and wanted a democratic peace.  Ebert backed up the positive estimate:  "Jedenfalls wird Trotzki einen Frieden ohne ehrliche Durchführung des Selbstbestimmungs-rechts nicht schließen; das ist für mich außer Zweifel."  For Ebert, it was crucial that the representative institutions in the eastern states were founded upon a broad base.  One other item lay close to the Social Democratic leaders' hearts as they tried to convince their partners to pressure the government. If Trotzki left the negotiations proclaiming the Germans dishonest, the hope for a peace with the Entente would be extinguished.  


The combination of their desire for peace, party interests and patriotism motivating the SPD leaders resulted in David stating the SPD could not like the other parties quietly watch the negotiations and Ebert claiming:  "Wenn wir Unrecht haben, dann ist das ein Triumpf der Entente."
  Ebert and David presented similar views to government represent​atives at meetings with the party leaders on January 16 and 18, 1918.  The fear of internal unrest or an inability to control labor led Ebert to argue:  "Komme der Friede nicht zustande, so wachse die Gefahr der Revolution in allen Ländern."
  Ebert and his colleagues knew of mass strikes in Austria and probably were aware of preparations for the same in Germany.


The hope for peace kept the SPD tied to the inter-party caucus during January despite the Hertling government's antics.  The assumptions that the desire for a peace of understanding was shared by the leaders of the other parties had been confirmed for the SPD.  Not only were the main individuals--Erzberger, Fehrenbach, Gothein, Haußmann, Fischbeck--all using the same language but they offered understanding for the Social Democrats' need to assure its members.  The unity of the inter-caucus members was reinforced when they finally obtained Wilson's 14 Points, which they discussed on January 23, 1918.  All estimated that Wilson was moving closer to real peace overtures but that his announcement was also an attempt to ruin the Brest negotiations and strengthen the Entente.
  Despite that Scheidemann wanted Hertling to respond positively since at least 11 of the 14 points agreed with the inter-party caucus' views.  Yet again the Social Democrat's partners refused to act.


 While condemning the Bolshevik's disbanding of their constituent assembly, Ebert argued Germany needed peace for economic reasons and the Social Democrats feared no Russian government could accept the German government's proposals:  "der Friede ist das Wichtigste."
  The SPD accepted reassurances by their partners' insistence that no differences existed on self-determination.  At the following session of representatives from all parties with Kühlmann, the Social Democrats emphasized their reservations against the kind of self-determination the government fostered.
  When Erzberger sought a vote of confidence for Kühlmann and recognition for the puppet governments, Ebert and his colleagues prevented its passage.
  Despite such little wins and despite Scheidemann's harsh words emphasizing that nothing had happened for a whole month, at the budget committee Hertling succeeded as he "laviert durch die Mitte,"
 since none of the parties pushed for a vote.


An incident which did not bring any results with regard to peace, probably further convinced the SPD leaders about their partners' sincerity.  On January 23, 1918 Haußmann confidentially informed Ebert he recently had twice been in Switzerland to meet with an American about peace feelers with the Entente.  The contacts were to be extended by representatives of the inter-party caucus members, "maßgebende Parlamentarier" who were to meet with British parliamentarians.  In a diary-like notation Ebert wrote:  "Für Deutschland wünsche man (außer Haußmann) Erzberger und Ebert -- mich anstatt Scheidemann..."
  Ebert agreed but asked that he be allowed to inform Scheidemann.  The latter thought the government should be officially informed, which Haußmann did after a further consultation with Ebert.  On January 26 Haußmann let Ebert know of his reservations against Erzberger's participation though the latter had agreed to the idea.  Ebert replied "daß ich auf Erzberger großes Gewicht lege.  Seine Wichtigtuerei gefalle mir zwar auch nicht, auch müsse absolute Diskretion während der Verhandlung gewahrt werden."  When Haußmann persisted about Erzgerger's inappropriateness, Ebert suggested Fehrenbach instead of others Haußmann had proposed.  


This little episode revealed Ebert's personal relations to members of the Progressive and Center Party.  The institutional contacts of 1917 had become personal ties.  Further, his contacts to the government were useful since the foreign office agreed to issue passports and the undersecretary warned Ebert and Fehrenbach about the untrust​worthiness of the particular American.


All these negotiations, and mostly ineffectual efforts, underscored the Social Democrats' desire for peace, their leaders personal ties to the bourgeois parties and the experience gained in diplomatic calculations even if based on false premises.  Ebert and his colleagues trusted Kühlmann while for party reasons refusing to grant his negotiations a vote of confidence.  For the party public they had kept a degree of reserve from the Hertling government.  Thus, when the threatening storm broke in series of political strikes, the Social Democratic leaders tried to exploit them to finally force the government to agree to their internal and external demands.  How far the Social Democrats veered toward opposition would astound their bourgeois partners who thought they had the SPD firmly in grip.
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