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  Ebert's Treason in the Munitions StrikePRIVATE 


Ebert twice experienced the munitions workers' strike.  During its occurrence in late January and early February 1918, he directed his party's tactics.  He re-experienced it during a series of court cases from 1923 to 1925.  In late 1924, when the most significant of those court cases examined whether Ebert had committed "high treason" during 1918, he confided his actions and intentions to a political associate.  He had judged the mood of   the masses and thought any opposition hopeless:

Deshalb sei ihm nichts übrig geblieben, als seine alte Taktik anzuwenden: den Strom, den man nicht aufhalten konne, dadurch aufzufangen, dass man ihn leite, um ihm abzuleiten.  Es sei dieselbe Methode gewesen, die er bei der Revolution [im November 1918] angewandt habe, indem er auch dort sich an der Spitze einer ihm nicht erwunschten, aber unaufhaltsamen Bewegung gestellt, um sie auf diese Weise in der Hand zu bekommen und wenigstens soweit unschädlich zu machen, dass das Schlimmste verhütet würde.  Bei dem Streik ist das auch durchaus gelungen, da er wenige Tage später abgeblasen wurde.

When some of Ebert's efforts to control and thwart the strike became public during the post-war trial, they supported Communist claims about Ebert's "treason" toward labor.  Simultaneously, the contemporaries from the political Right saw in Ebert's headship of the strike "treason" toward the country.  


A legal case can be made, and the völkisch-nationalists in 1923-1925 made it, that Ebert committed treason by heading the strike.
  Two facts give credence to this viewpoint.  First, the number of strikers greatly increased after the SPD joined the strike leadership and the SPD leaders seemed to undertake nothing to end the strike.  Second, Ebert spoke in favor of a work stoppage--or so some workers understood his speech at the crucial meeting--and he did not heed military orders against further participation.  Yet, as so frequently in fascist history the interpretation builds from the few, and leaves aside the many, facts: his whole wartime record and at least five aspects of the situation 1) Ebert's sympathy statement for the Austrian strike in the budget committee on January 22, 1918 illustrated an attempt to spur the government to act so as to avoid the same in Germany 2) the bourgeois partners, in the inter-party caucus meetings immediately after the strike, accepted the SPD's claims that it had taken part in the strike leadership to contain it 3) Ebert's initial refusal to enter the strike leadership plus his later participation hinged upon more moderate demands being formulated 4) behind the scenes he attempted to negotiate an end to the strike 5) the SPD's federal council acknowledged the leaders' intentions to control, not expand the strike.  


Ebert's treason, as frequently, related to the idea of clarity, the same principle which the SPD's bourgeois partners and the government so often betrayed.  The consequences of the ambivalence involved in the dual strategy of co-operation and opposition emerged starkly in the January strike. For Ebert it would reappear in the trials about his stance during the war.  The political Right in 1925 could muster evidence to show the SPD followed "Die Politik der 'zwei Eisen im Feuer'": "Diese Partei der Halbheit, der Charakterlösigkeit konnte sich im Januar 1918 weder zu dem einem noch zu dem andern ganz bekennen, weil sie nur an sich und an die Gunst der 'Massen' dachte."
  And the political Left saw it the same way: in 1924 when Hamburg Senators sent Ebert condolences about being found guilty of treason while they believed he had been true to the fatherland, the Communist deputy Dietrich questioned their right to give Ebert a high moral rating. Instead, the SPD had shown a "Doppelgesicht," and played a "Doppelrole".
  Whereas for the far Right of 1924 (as in 1918) Ebert had protected labor's instead of the country's interests, for the far Left he had protected the bourgeoisie’s instead of labor's.  The idea that he had tried to protect both labor and the country escaped the simple and ideological minds that sought for political purpose to kill Ebert's re-election chances in 1925.  They saw only the tacking back and forth and not where he tried to sail the ship in stormy seas. However, legally a case can be made that he committed treason in the immediate circumstances.

The munitions strike mounted a challenge which the Social Democrats barely succeeded in overcoming.  The strike had begun, according to a statement by Ebert to a government official a few days after the unrest ended, because of "den schleppenden Gang der Friedensverhandlungen, die Hetze der Vaterlandspartei, die Wahlrechtsverschleppung, die Furcht vor der Herabsetzung der Ernährungsrationen, auch das drohende Sinken gewisser Lohnraten."
 Ebert's estimate should have included the direct agitation for a work stoppage by the Independents.  As early as January 10 they actively distributed leaflets telling the workers to act for a peace of understanding.  The stalemated negotiations at Brest-Litovsk and the excessive German demands for territory had fuelled the general discontent.  


In Austria a similar situation led to a large strike by 14 January.  It lasted for a week.  This example affected Germany though the news had been widely repressed.  When the Vorwärts, following other newspapers' direct references, reported about the strike on January 21, it lost the right to publish for three days.  The editor bitterly complained to Ebert.  Stampfer had told the censorship officer that the Vorwärts had been the only newspaper in Berlin which adhered to the order not to mention the Austrian strike.  Yet when Scheidemann spoke to the chancellor's secretary about the issue, it was claimed that Stampfer supposedly had been rude.  The editor wanted no "Zwischenfall" but sent Ebert copies of other Berlin papers which had reported the strike and should have been forbidden.  He wanted Ebert to use them to show "die Unmöglichkeit per militärischen Befehl, die Weltgeschichte umzudrehen."
  On January 22, 1918 Ebert protested the Vorwärts issue in the budget committee.  The references to the Austrian strike intended to show that the Social Democratic leaders--like the military leaders--knew about a possible strike in Germany.  Ebert forthrightly welcomed the Austrian strike "mit größter Sympathie und erklärt sich mit ihm in aller Form solidärisch.  Wir bringen zum Ausdruck, daß die deutsche Arbeiterschaft ebenso entschlossen ist, die letzte und äußerste Kraft einzusetzen, um die Forderung der Annexionisten zurückzuschlagen und einen Frieden der Verständigung und des Rechts zu erringen."
  Scheidemann underscored the identical situation in both countries:  "Wir drohen nicht, aber wir warnen Sie."  Their colleague, David, who favored only co-operation, noted with dismay: "Ebert und Scheidemann: Streik!?"
  Next day the party and union leaders consulted about the possibility of a "great movement".
  


Though both the military and the socialists knew of the strike possibilities, they may have been surprised by its size and political format.
  By mid-day January 28 some 50,000 workers had put down their tools.  The Social Democratic leaders, who consistently opposed strikes during wartime, had faced the possibility of having influence among labor go to the Independent Socialists who directly identified with the striking workers and their leaders, the revolutionary shop stewards.  Under the shop stewards' direction workers' councils on the Russian pattern emerged from elections and these in turn elected a strike leadership.


Ebert and his colleagues had to choose sides. Just as the wartime chancellors repeatedly became ensnared their own webs, so now were the SPD leaders.  A delegation of SPD workers who supported the war effort came to the executive. They complained about the Independent Socialists not allowing them to work and asked the SPD leaders to join the strike leadership in order to influence it.  Ebert spoke for the executive.  He adamantly refused any SPD participation since the strike had been organized without the knowledge of the SPD or union leaders:  "Die Streikenden hätten bereits eine Streikleitung gewählt und bestimmte Forderung aufgestellt. Danach könne niemand der Leitung der Sozial-demokratischen Partei zumuten, nachträglich eine Verantwortung zu übernehmen."
  Under pressure from the delegation, the executive reluctantly agreed that if the striking workers' delegates directly asked for SPD participation then they would not refuse.  


In the meantime the workers' councils' delegates of approximately 400 represent​atives from Berlin factories had elected an eleven-member action committee to lead the strike.  The latter included the Inde​pendents Haase, Dittmann and Ledebour.  A motion to have SPD members in the action committee had been rejected 198 to 196, but then the delegation which had been to the SPD executive appeared and reopened the question.  A new vote found 360 to 40 in favor of the SPD leaders joining despite Ledebour's adamant opposition.  The SPD executive stated its willingness to add Braun, Ebert and Scheidemann to the strike leadership if the action committee had USPD and SPD parity and if the demands to be put to the government could be reformulated.  In an article published two weeks later Ebert identified those demands in terms of power:  "wenn uns entsprechender Einfluß auf [die Streik]leitung eingeräumt werde."
  An informed government observer, who wrote an astute analysis of the strike's development, thought: "wenn die drei Vertreter der Mehrheits-partei dem Wunsche zum Eintritt in die Streikleitung Folge geleistet haben, so haben sie dies zweifellos in der Absicht und in der Hoffnung getan, dadurch den Aufstand selbst in die Hände zu bekommen, ihn nach ihren Absichten zu leiten und sich dabei von den Unabhängigen nicht kaltstellen zu lassen."


Having joined the strike, the Social Democratic leaders at first made no moves to terminate it.  Instead, they tried to dominate it by identifying themselves with the strikers' demands.  One of the right-wing party members observed that the leaders did not publicly speak against the strike "weil diese ihn eher gefördert, als gebremst, hätte."
  Wels later confessed that not entering the strike leadership would have "ihre Abdankung und ihre vollständige Einflußlösigkeit auf die Massen bedeutet.  Deswegen machte sich die Partei die Forderungen der Streikenden zu eigen."
  Using the strike to make social gains from the government cannot have been far from the SPD executive's minds, in addition to calculations about not allowing the USPD to outflank them in leading the workers.  


The insistence on renegotiating the demands of the action committee symbolized primarily an assertion of leadership, for the contents paralleled the SPD's own: peace without annexations or reparations, end to the state of siege, improved distribution of food stuffs, electoral reform in Prussia, an end to military controls over factory workers.  The Vorwärts of January 29 not only printed the original seven points which the strikers put forth but the SPD federal council on January 30 agreed to these demands in a program composed primarily by Ebert.  The latter left out only the demand for workers' representatives at a peace conference and weakened the demand for democratization of all state institutions.
   One state official's observations revealed that he saw the SPD only as a helpful tool and had little understanding for its oppositional stance: "Ein Verbrechen, dass man die Soz Dem sich aus der Hand hat gleiten lassen..."


The military and the government, however, had no intention of waiting for the Social Democrats to dominate the movement or to use it to make social and political gains and thereby improve their standing with labor.  Secretly encouraged by right-wing Social Democrats who advised harsh measures against the workers, the military acted.
  On January 29 the Vorwärts was again forbidden and the spread of all news on the strike made illegal.  All public meetings were disallowed.  Ebert and Scheidemann appealed to the secretary of the interior, Wallraf, to meet with the strike leaders in order to assure freedom of assembly.  Wallraf only agreed to receive a very small delegation, but added he would not negotiate and that he would not meet with workers, only Reichstag representatives.  That evening the commanding officer for the Berlin area sent personal letters to the strike leaders forbidding them further public activity in anyway related to the strike under threat of a year in jail.
  Thereafter, participation by Ebert and rest of the strike leadership amounted to an act of illegal defiance, if not treason. The military locked the unions' headquarters.  On January 30 Ludendorff even asked the government to arrest all the leaders.  The government, which had ineptly cut off the possibility of negotiations through Wallraf's action, answered that everything was under control.
  In actuality, on January 29 and 30, with the SPD in the strike leadership, the number of strikers had increased drastically; at least 200,000 in crucial war industries were on strike.


The Social Democratic leaders who had joined the leadership for tactical expediency found themselves unable to negotiate upon behalf of the workers or even to calm them through meetings.  They took the simplest route and rode the tide, secretly working with the strike committee.
  On January 30 at the federal council meeting the SPD leadership tried to legitimize their inactivity.  They obtained agreement for a resolution which claimed that the council recognized "daß sich die gegenwärtige Streikbewegung nicht gegen die Landesverteidigung richtet... Sie ist aus einer tiefen Mißstimmung entstanden, die durch die Ernahrungs-schwierigkeiten und den Druck des Belagerungszustandes hervorgerufen wurden.  Das Treiben der Reaktion im preußischen Dreiklassenhaus, das auf die Verhinderung der preußischen Wahlreform gerichtet ist, das herausfordernde Auftreten der sogenannten Vaterlanspartei und die unklare Haltung der Regierung in der Friedensfrage haben diesen Stimmungsdruck verschärft..."
  The resolution asserted that having the two socialist caucuses join the leadership had been the best guarantee that the movement would be guided in orderly channels, and quickly end without harming general interests, but only if the government "auf Gewaltmaßregeln verzichtete und Forderungen erfüllte, die von einer erdrückenden Mehrheit der Bevölkerung als berechtigt anerkannt werden."  The strike had spread, the resolution claimed, since the government had resorted to repression.  


Ebert and his colleagues, while emphasizing their adherence to the principle of defence of the fatherland, had taken over the striker's demands by an official organ of the party and now attempted to obtain negotiations on that basis.
  Though the unions had declared themselves neutral on the strike, the SPD had the union leaders request a meeting with the chancellor.
  Bauer and Schmidt spoke with Hertling on January 31 and he agreed to meet a delegation of socialist Reichstag representatives if the union leaders participated as represent​atives of the strikers.  Consequently, on the evening of January 31 Scheidemann offered to withdraw from the strike leadership in favor of Bauer.  The Independent leaders took a neutral stance toward this proposal whereas the shop stewards and council leaders opposed the union leader's participation, knowing full well that they were a threat to their own leadership and radical aims.
  A telegram by Ebert, Haase, Ledebour and Scheidemann asked the chancellor to meet with them and five unionized workers designated as the strikers' representatives to discuss the right of assembly.  The government refused.  Then the two socialist groups agreed to a negotiation committee comprised of Ebert and Bauer for the SPD, Haase and Ledebour for the USPD and three organized workers.  Ebert contacted the chancellery, but the chancellor insisted he would not negotiate with the strike leadership, only with leaders of the parties and unions.
  Hertling wanted the unions to be represented, assuming they would move to end the strike.


An event important to the later court case about Ebert's treason occurred during the afternoon of January 31.  Despite the disallowance of assemblies, workers gathered in the streets and parks because the strike committee secretly continued working and preparing meetings by leaflets.
  Without precise direction or information through the newspapers the workers waited for guidance from the elected strike leaders.  Ebert and Dittmann went to one of the largest gatherings in Treptow Park (near where Ebert lived) and spoke to the crowds, though the commanding general had already on January 29 under the terms of the state of siege forbidden any further participation.  According to a statement by Dittmann in the Reichstag on February 10, 1922 Ebert had laughingly said on the morning he received the order:  "Der Wisch ist für die Katz!" In disobeying the order Ebert and the other leaders had continued to participate in the strike leadership.  At the meeting Ebert spoke first.  Dittmann, who followed, was pulled down by the police and arrested.  In his statement to the police on the same day Dittmann said: "Von einer erhöhten Wegböschung aus sprach ein Mann zu der Menge, dessen Namen ich nicht nennen möchte.  Auch über den Inhalt seiner Rede selbst will ich nicht aussagen."
   Dittmann's saved Ebert from being arrested and jailed as he was.  


The witnesses at the court case during 1924 differed on the contents of Ebert's speech.  Some claimed he had encouraged the strikers and had even gone so far as to recommend not obeying call-up orders.  Others asserted that Ebert had tried to argue against the strike but found little resonance among the crowd.  If the extreme positions of the witnesses obviously out to attack or defend Ebert are excluded, a central core remains to his speech and behavior.  He acted nervous and his statements were full of double meaning.  He maintained that the workers' demands were just and everything possible had to be done to end the war.  The strikers should avoid clashes with the police.  Stay calm, he advised, and added that the workers in other cities had shown solidarity.
  An editor of Vorwärts, Davidsohn, who knew Ebert well as a caucus member, explained Ebert's statements were always diplomatic and full of many meanings so that:

Wenn der January-Streik 1918 erfolgreich geworden wäre und zur Revolution geführt hätte, daß dann Ebert und Scheidemann sich genau so an die Spitze gestellt hätten, wie bei der Novemberrevolution 1918.

This estimate of Ebert's actions fits, in that he publicly accepted the workers' demands and tried to utilize their uprising to negotiate gains from the government. It also overlapped with his private estimates of his own importance and tactics in 1924. 


Once the unrest began to diminish under the military's repression, Ebert and his colleagues were prepared to accept any resolution.  By trying to balance between the two elements to which the SPD leaders had ties of loyalty and interest--the Hertling government through the inter-party caucus and the workers--they ended in danger of sitting between all the stools. Surprisingly, they managed to survive this delicate game. 


Behind the scenes Ebert had consulted with the secretary in the chancellery in order to obtain negotiations between the government and the strike leaders.  In a later letter Ebert explained:

Von Dienstag 29. bis Samstag 2. wurde mit den Regierungsstellen inklusiv Wallraf und der Reichskanzlei verhandelt um einem Weg zur Beilegung des Streiks zu finden.  Ich persönlich habe darüber umgehend mit dem Vizekanzler von Payer gesprochen.  Dabei habe ich keinen Zweifel darüber gelassen, daß ich Gegner des Streiks war und seine schnelle Beilegegung auf dem Verhandlungswege anstrebte, um bei den Arbeitern nicht noch mehr Verständnis und Willen zur Landesverteidigung vernichten zu lassen und die Agitation der radikalen Elemente den Wege zu ebnen.

The secret conversations between Ebert, Scheidemann and Payer were organized by Max Wiesner, an editor of the Frankfurter Zeitung.  Payer, who had been ill in Stuttgart, arrived in Berlin late January 31, 1918.  He later reminded Wiesner on January 9, 1925: "Die Verhandlung war von Ihnen meines Erinnerns arrangiert, damit die Sozialdemokraten und ich besprechen könnten, wie dem Streik ein Ende zu machen sei, namentlich auch wie man die von Wallraf abgeschnittenen Fäden zwischen der Reigerung und den sozialdemokratischen Führern wieder anknüpfen könne."
  In reply the reporter confirmed that through his close contact to the party leaders he had offered himself as a neutral middle-man.  Ebert and Scheidemann had indicated their "Bedauern" about the government's stance and hoped through negotiations "den Munitionsarbeiterstreik so schnell wie möglich abzudrehen."  Both Ebert and Scheidemann had expressed the view that if Payer had been present in Berlin events would have taken a better course.  Payer agreed to meet unofficially with Ebert and Scheidemann in some neutral place so the meeting took place on the day after Payer's arrival in the offices of the Frankfurter Zeitung.
  


That discussion paved the way for a meeting of Reichstag representatives with the chancellor on February 2, a meeting which Haase also proposed.
  There Haase argued that the delegates of the strikers had to be allowed to assemble so that the conditions for ending the strike could be discussed.  The government agreed to allow such meetings if the representatives guaranteed that the meetings would resolve to end the strike.  The Reichstag representatives correctly stated that they could not provide such a guarantee.  This last attempt at negotiations failed.  The strike was completely repressed by the military a week after it had begun.


In the view of one author the Social Democrats failed to be middle-men between the government and the workers.
  With regards to ending the strike through negotiations that viewpoint applies.  It further applies in that after the strike the party leaders had to re-establish their ties to both.  They organized new contacts to the workers in the factories of Berlin and emphasized their desire to continue to co-operate through the inter-party caucus with the Hertling-Payer government.  But, Ebert's and his colleagues' attempt to keep all options open to see which direction events were turning means that a negotiated outcome to the strike had not been their only consideration.  In his book on Germany's collapse Scheidemann wrote during 1919 that the January strike could have been a "vernichtender Schlag."
  The remark hints at the preparedness to play with the fire of revolt and use it against the govern​ment, if it appeared that the unrest became a successful uprising.  The actions of the leaders until January 30-31--after overcoming their initial reluctance to participate, then fully identifying with the strikers--suggest that they suddenly recognized the strike as a dual opportunity to reinforce their image as worker leaders and to make gains from the reluctant government.  The federal council resolutions had approved the strikers' demands and encouraged the spread of the critical mood to other parts of the country.  One contemporary noted that Noske used federal council resolutions to legitimize and to foster strikes in Chemnitz.
  The defiance of the state of siege regulations by Ebert too fits the idea of cautious strike support, a support which seemed to parallel the unrest and the workers' preparedness to strike.  In the unions' discussions on February 1, 1918 Bauer had to defend the party executive against the accusations it had "sich 'angebiedert'."
  When the number refusing to work began to decline after January 31, and especially February 1, the Social Democrats' preparedness to end the strike in Berlin increased accordingly.


Ebert, the prime guide of the Social Democrats' tactics, had committed treason toward the state in the legal sense that the political Right would exploit later.  He had also committed treason toward some workers through his secret attempts to end the strike without their approval and without fulfilling their demands after accepting the strike leadership, a circumstance which the political Left would exploit later.  However, he had not committed treason toward the party and certainly not the country whose interests he tried to serve.  The post-war trials should have been against the military and the conservative leaders since they had committed treason against the country by misleading it on war aims and by the tactics followed to maintain their social position.  Bethmann's former adviser noted on February 11, 1918: "Die [OHL] hetzt, ist in den Händen der Schwerindustrie, Duisberg, Bauer (Oberstleutnant), mächtiger Pressekonzern der Vaterlandspartei.  Schlusskampf über das preussische Wahlrecht.  Plan von Westarp ausgesprochen, die Reichstagskoalition durch Abdrängen der Sozialdemokratie zu sprengen über den auswärtigen Fragen, und dadurch das preussische Wahlrecht zu verhindern... Die Sozis sollen mit allen Mitteln gereizt und provoziert werden, die Kriegshetze und anderes dient in erster Linie diesem Zweck, sie sollen ihren Hass gegen die Vaterlandspartei dann gegen den Staat drehen...und sollen so von dem Staat abgedrängt werden... Der Plan kann gelingen... Und dies alles in einem Augenblick, wo der blödeste sehen muss, dass derjenige gewonnen hat, der die Massen ruhig zu halten vermag."
 The parameters within which the SPD worked remained narrowly circumscribed and they had reasons to hang onto their middle-class partners. 


Important for Ebert personally included that he had gained experience at staying in a semblance of control when a mass movement threatened to overrun his position and to overturn his methods.  He had simultaneously retained the confidence of the non-socialist leaders.  During the 1924 court case Fehrenbach stated, possibly with irony:  "Die Stellung Eberts in dem Januarstreik habe ihm gesellschaftlich in seinen Kreisen nichts geschadet."


The munitions workers' strike has been termed a "trial-run" for the Revolution of 1918.  The evaluation applies to Ebert's behavior and the general pattern of developments.  Just as later, the pressure from the striking and peace-seeking masses forced the two socialist leaderships to co-operate and in the resulting combination the USPD allowed itself to be out-manoeuvred by the SPD.  Just as after November 1918, the Social Democrats continued their co-operation with the non-socialist leaders behind the scenes.  Just as during November, Ebert twisted and turned to remain the patriot and the leader of labor in revolt.

  
The great difference between the beginning of February and the beginning of November 1918 in Germany lay in the determination of the military and in the size of the revolt.  The military ruthlessly employed military courts, military control over factories, call-up orders and black​listing to repress the strike and to watch over its leaders.
  Among the workers the strike brought a heightened concern for social and political rights, but no further clarification as to which of the socialist parties represented their aspirations on peace and social change.  Both appeared to have stood sharply in opposition to state and military, a position which their public speeches reinforced.
  


Ebert published articles in defence of the strike against the annexationists who "beschuldigen uns des Landesverrats und der Verlängerung des Krieges... Ihre ganze Propaganda ist eingestellt auf die Formel: Verständigungsfrieden ist Vaterlandsverrat..."
  Ebert's suggested those who were so loud about the strike should be crying against the annexationists who had in fact lengthened the war.  Further, the government had not responded to the party's information about an increased embitterment among the masses, especially regarding the disappointments in the statement of 27 December.  Then came the obstructionism on electoral reform.  The SPD had tried to stay out of the strike and many factories refused to participate because Spartacists pamphlets against Social Democracy and the unions were distributed.  However, because it involved workers' interests the SPD leaders agreed to participate. Ebert's plausible defence reemphasized Social Democracy as the only reasonable party of the middle.


Ebert's and his colleagues' ability to stay afloat in a stormy sea had been tested.  But they had not shown any ability to take the next step and realize their goals.

Reestablishment of Confidence

After the munitions strike the Social Democratic leaders had to convince the bourgeois parties that they still adhered to their previous policies.  To the labor community they had shown their essential opposition to the social conditions (inflation, shortages, state of siege, censorship), the political inequality (Prussian electoral system) and the government's inactivity on peace-making.  The nature of the strike's termination made it imperative that these stances be publicized.  In the agitation campaigns of 1918 those three elements remained constants; their presence accounts for the residue of confidence in the SPD when revolt became revolution during October/November 1918. Simultaneously, to their bourgeois partners in the inter-party caucus the Social Democrats had to prove their loyalty to the Hertling government and the German state and nation.  Their trustworthiness had become suspect and the political Right sought to exploit this.


Twice Ebert tried to clarify the strike issue.  In an article for the party journal Neue Zeit on February 15, 1918 he presented the view that the Austrian strike and the USPD-Spartacus leaflets had influenced the workers.  Most significant though, he argued, had been the Pan-German and military demands for an annexationist peace with Russia during December 1917 and January 1918.  Ebert accused the government of not taking action to ameliorate the embitted workers due to food shortages and state of siege regulations.  After justifying the strike through criticism of the government, the far Right and the far Left, Ebert emphasized that the leadership had been pressed upon the SPD leaders:  "Uns kam es darauf an, den Streik baldigst zu einem geregelten Abschluß zu bringen, zumal er seinen Demonstrationszweck bereits erfüllt hatte."
  Ebert's view that the strike's purpose had been primarily demonstrative divided the SPD from the USPD.  The Independents who wanted to continue the strike could thus be blamed for having impeded a resolution.  Through a comparison with the course of the strikes in other parts of the country where the authorities had negotiated a settlement, Ebert concluded the government had "völlig versagt."  
Ebert's article amounted to a calculated defence of the leaders' tight​rope act during the strike.  The SPD again presented itself as the party of the middle avoiding extremes.  During his second attempt to clarify the strike, in the Reichstag on 22 February 1918, Ebert insisted the government had failed to create clarity on the peace question, had failed to improve the conditions of life and had insulted the workers on the Prussian electoral issue.  He criticized the military courts which sentenced Dittmann to fortress arrest despite his Reichstag immunity.  Ebert referred to cases of Reichstag immunity as far back as 1873 and 1874 and insisted that the rights of parliament stood above persons and parties.
  A reason for Ebert's focus on this issue related to his personal liability since he had spoken directly before Dittmann in disregard of the military's order.   


The munitions strike had interrupted the negotiations with the bourgeois partners and taken primacy over the diplomatic negotiations with the Soviets.  On 19 February 1918 when the SPD caucus again met Scheidemann and Ebert reported on the last half month of negotiations.
  Despite not being influential with the government and having difficulties with their bourgeois partners about the response to Wilson's speech, the Ukrainian peace proposal and the nature of self-determination, the party leaders presented a positive picture.  Scheidemann claimed that the other parties had finally agreed to the SPD stance on Wilson's Points and on a re-emphasis of the Peace Resolution.  Ebert spoke to negotiations with Kühlmann regarding a new offensive to force the Soviets to make peace and on discussions with a delegation of Ukrainians who had signed a peace treaty with Germany.  The executive recommended accepting the Ukrainian peace because those delegates thought it non-annex​ationist.  The desire for peace and for foodstuffs led the SPD leaders to recognize this anti-Bolshevist group from the Rada, a Ukrainian government propped up by German arms.  


Perhaps anticipating criticisms, the leaders' reports, however, skirted the real issue:  the prospects of renewed fighting between Russia and Germany since Trotsky had stopped negotiating.  The editor of Vorwärts had attacked the Reichstag majority for its lack of firmness and assigned to it partial responsibility for the Brest debacle.
  Caucus members laid blame upon the German government with its two-faced approach to self-determination.  Suddenly the criticism included the SPD leadership.  Emphasizing the "große Unzufriedenheit der Genossen im Lande" some speakers suggested "die Politik der Fraktion seit der Mehrheitsbildung als sehr fragwürdig an und gaben zu erwägen, eine andere Taktik einzuschlagen."
  Some members wanted a more critical stance in the future.  A sharply worded article by Braun against the Bolsheviks -- another example of the attempt to place the SPD in the middle of the political spectrum -- too came under attack.  This article, significantly not published immediately after the Bolsheviks had disbanded the constituent assembly but after the breakup of the Brest negotiations, termed their politics "gewaltätigster Putschismus und Anarchie" and called for a "dicken, sichtbaren Trennungsstrich" between Social Democracy and Bolshevism.
  The party leaders were being made aware by caucus members that a new anti-ideology would not suffice to hold down the unrest within labor.  Only by a more opposi​tional stance to a government which left its promises unfulfilled could they retain the confidence of their community.


The leaders heard and acted.  The renewed oppositional role, played up in public, focused upon social conditions and the Prussian electoral system.  For example in the finance committee on 6 March 1918 Ebert re-raised the question of extreme profits and the lack of controls over speculation.  He illustrated how coal exports subsidized by the government had brought huge profits to firms which had risked nothing under government guarantees.  Most profits, he showed, had come from the German populace who had had to pay higher prices for imported goods, especially foodstuffs.  "So was dürfe nicht in einer Zeit geschehen, wo Handwerker und kleine Geschäftsleute ihre Existenz eingebüsst hätten."
  


A hail of articles and speeches signified the SPD leaders' attempt to return to the pre-strike situation.  They renewed their demands for social controls and equality of war burdens.  In this form of limited opposition they received the support of the union leaders who found themselves threatened by opposition in their own ranks and by raised eye-brows as to their loyalty to the national cause.


Simultaneously, the SPD leaders clung to the tactic of co-operation with the bourgeois parties.  Immediately after the strike when the Progressive, Fischbeck, asked if the block of parties still functioned, the Social Democrats maintained that the strike had been demonstrative, emerged out of government inaction and the Social Democrats had only joined to control it.  The degree to which they wished to remain in the state-supporting coalition resulted in their fawning before the demands to break publicly with the Bolshevists.
  Within a few weeks the SPD leaders recovered their confidence and opposed the Center party representatives who had dropped all qualms against annexations.  By 13 February 1918 Ebert claimed the Hertling government had given aid to the Pan-Germans by asserting Germany had a free hand regarding western borders.  He outlined the drastic situation in Austria-Hungary and on the home front.  Though his party worked busily to prevent unrest, he warned that the military measures against the strikers fostered that unrest.  One speaker acknowledged "daß die alte Sozialdemokratische Partei entgegen​wirkt.  Aber etwas deutlicher wäre besser, weil davon die Mehrheitsbildung abhängt."
  When another added he needed proof of loyalty from the SPD and that Ebert had painted too dark a picture of the food situation, Ebert cried:  "Ich neige nicht zur Flaumacherei!... Ernahrungsfrage ist entscheidend...Wenn kein Brot da ist, dann ist der Krieg unmöglich."  Yet, he immediately agreed only mutual troop withdrawals were possible if war was to end on the west front.  With such patriotic views the Social Democrats were back in the inter-party fold.  


The strategy of opposition and co-operation had been salvaged.  On 22 February the bourgeois partners even agreed to Südekum's request not to hold the Social Democrats' participation in the strike against them in the coming Reichstag debates.
  With their partners they established how they wanted the government to respond to the Wilson speech, Belgium's independence and Alsace-Lorraine as a separate German state.  David summarized:  "Die Mehrheit ist einig; aber die Regierung im Schlepptau der Obersten Heeresleitung."
  The SPD leaders assumed that only through co-operation with the bourgeois parties could they alter who influenced the government most, military or parliament.  The rounds of endless meetings began anew.


The Brest-Litovsk peace treaty set off the latest round.  The SPD leaders and the caucus members repeatedly castigated the annexationist peace which Germany dictated during March 1918.  Together with their bourgeois partners -- the SPD insisting that the National Liberals no longer participate after 25 February --they tried to influence the terms of the treaty.  Though some of the Progressives and Center Party leaders shared the Social Democrats' dismay at the conditions being imposed on Germany's eastern neighbors, when it came to a decision the Social Democrats found themselves isolated again.


The belief that the bourgeois partners might bolt and jump into the arms of the political Right underlay the SPD's continued cooperation.  This also underlay the SPD's later compromise of abstention on the treaty itself.  It amounted to a false estimate, but based on common efforts to obtain alterations.  On 18 March 1918, the date on which the parties received copies of the peace terms, the inter-party caucus agreed on new war credits but they were not to be passed in the Reichstag until the eastern peace had been concluded.  Erzberger earlier had proposed this approach and Ebert approved it because he feared a "große politische Debatte."
  Südekum had at that time wanted the chancellor to specify the new terms.  The other parties had shared the distrust expressed in David's words:  "Hinter einem Nebel wird eine militärische Politik getrieben," and also Scheidemann's:  "Die Lage ist verzweifelt ...Ich hatte den Eindruck, daß mit dem Hertling ein ganz unwürdiges Spiel getrieben wird."  The bourgeois party leaders too knew that the military opposed a peace of under​standing, sought an enlarged Poland dependent upon Germany with inter​locking dynasties to create spheres of influence.  To the Chancellor Erzberger went so far on 12 March as to say: "Der Angelpunkt der Ostfrage ist:  Die Militärbehörden arbeitenen dort öffensichtlich und nachweisbar gegen die Politik des Reichs​kanzlers."
  Fehrenbach insisted: "Worte seien genug gewechselt worden, nun müsse die Tat folgen..."  In the subsequent inter-party caucus on 13 March Fehrenbach acknowledged Hertling had resignedly informed him he could do no more and thought of leaving his post.
  



Ebert summarized his party's faith in Hertling but also his failings:  "Hertling will auch das Beste.  Aber das Schlimme ist, daß ihm die Möglichkeit fehlt, seinen Willen durchzusetzten.  Da mache ich mir ein Bild von den Leuten, die der Sache regeln."  He listed examples of newly appointed individuals of "reaktionäre Gessinung... Ich begreife eigentlich nicht, nachdem wir bestrebt waren, eine Regierung zu schaffen, zu der wir Vertrauen haben können, daß Leute eingesetzt worden sind, die im Gegensatz zu dieser Regierung stehen."  Despite this knowledge Ebert expressed his trust for the Hertling ministry.  In his usual optimistic fashion he pleaded:  "Wenn wir zusammen​stehen, wird es gelingen, über die Schwierigkeiten hinwegzu​kommen."
  In the over-riding concern to have the chancellor oppose the military the unitary block continued.


The SPD leaders diligently defended the inter-party caucus' work in their own caucus since they remained convinced the co-operation proved fruitful.  On 12 March 1918 Ebert tried to calm dissenting voices who had publicly spoken against approving new credits.
  On 14 March he reported favorably about the negotiations on Poland, Lithuania and Courland in terms of self-determination being fulfilled.
  


However within that inter-party caucus the SPD shifted toward compromises which undercut the principle of self-determination.  For instance, on 14 March Ebert claimed that policies had to be based upon the Peace Resolution and Hertling's November promises, yet he continued:  "Daß wir in Litauen einen gewissen Einfluß haben müssen, ist klar, aber man darf ihnen nicht das Staatsoberhaupt einsetzen und die Staatsform diktieren.  Vor glatter Annexion müssen wir uns bewahren."
  


The pattern repeated itself in the case of Finland and Poland as the SPD tried to hold its partners back from accepting territorial gains.  On behalf of the Progressives Fischbeck proposed that the inter-party group had an interest in a solution acceptable to the Poles "aber nicht in Widerspruch zur eigenen Regierung, die wir stützen müssen."
  Ebert interjected:  "ich hatte von vornherein angenommen, daß die Fühlung mit der Regierung etwas enger war, als es der Fall ist.  Es ist wichtig, daß Hertling neulich erklärt hat, [die Stellungnahme polnischer Parteien worin Kongresspolen als Grenzen verlangt wurde] scheine ihm eine gute Grundlage der Regelung der polnischen Sache.  Wir haben das auch in der Fraktion und im Parteiausschuß besprochen.  Wenn nun alles zu Boden fällt, so beeinflußt uns das sehr.  Anderseits ist die Wirkung auf Polen doch sehr böse.  Ist es nicht mehr möglich, die Aktion durchzuführen?"  Yet, the action for a broader-based, independent Poland had been crossed out by the government.  The leaders of the other parties excused the government's activity by reference to the military's resistance, an argument which the SPD leaders accepted.  


Payer joined this meeting and informed that Russia had accepted the Brest peace.  He explained that the government thought the Reichstag should quickly approve peace and credits and then be adjourned.  The parties opposed this rubber-stamp approach.  Ebert insisted his party would speak "gründlich" on eastern questions and wanted a clear statement on Polish borders:  "Man kann die Regierung nicht festlegen; aber das Parlament muß endlich auch einmal sagen, was es will in der Polenfrage."  Such vagueness by the parlia​mentarians let Payer and the government proceed unrestricted.


On the same day, 18 March 1918, the Social Democrats moved toward a momentous decision.  They deliberated on the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk.  Their decision to abstain often has been castigated, an evaluation which the Social Democrats themselves justified in their own criticism and demands for revision of the treaty.  Yet, what was the situation and the calculations which led to the decision?  At the first caucus meeting on the question the executive brought a motion that the caucus neither reject nor accept the peace.  The attempt had to be made to improve this peace.  "Das könne nur durch Zusammenarbeit der Mehrheitsparteien geschehen."  To keep this possibility open the executive recommended abstention.
 The main argument against this position and in favour of acceptance suggested the voted would negatively affect the voting of war credits.6s.  Those favoring rejection feared the impact of the vote on the members.  Like the executive none found the peace to their liking but some thought any peace preferable to none, while others wanted to oppose this "Gewaltfrieden."  Ebert had angered Scheidemann who wrote in his memoirs about Ebert's "unmöglichen Standpunkt, daß die Fraktion Ja sagen müsse...[which] zerschlug die Mehrheit [for rejection], auf die ich bestimmt gerechnet hatte."
  Ebert intervened in the debate to lay out the executive's considerations:
Dann wendet gegen alle, die den Vorschlag auf Stimme​nenthaltung bekämpften.  Durch die Enthaltung brauche die Mehrheitspolitik nicht in Scherben zu gehen.  Im Gegenteil, gerade diese wohlerwogene Stellungnahme möge vielleicht auf die bürgerlichen Mehrheitsparteien wirken und unseren Bestrebungen auf Modifizierung des Vertrages gegenüber den militärischen Erobererkreisen günstig sein.

Already earlier the most critical and frequently dissenting member of the caucus executive, Hoch, defended abstention with the same argument:  "weil wir nach seiner [der Vertrages] Modifizierung streben und deshalb den Bruch mit den Bürgerlichen vermeiden müssen."  The executive revealed that its disunity, since Gradnauer would make a long argument for acceptance at the next meeting and Scheidemann had earlier favored rejection.  The union leaders' advocacy of acceptance did not determine the executive stance.  In the second vote the caucus agreed to Ebert's position.  The assumption that changes in the treaty remained possible solely with the aid of the bourgeois parties demonstrated most fully what underlay SPD politics by early 1918: the belief that only in combination with the inter-party block did they assume that they had any influence.


The party leaders had not advocated abstention with a light heart.  Between the two decisive SPD caucus sessions they tried to use the block of Reichstag parties to get a better settlement out of the government.  Ebert resignedly acknowledged:  "Nach alledem, was wir jetzt wissen, müssen wir fast annehmen, daß die Regierung nicht mehr zum Selbstbestim​mungsrecht der Völker steht... Die Dinge entwickeln sich so, daß wir wahrscheinlich nicht mehr lange werden mitmachen können."
  Or: "Es ist alles anders gemacht worden von der Regierung, als abgemacht worden ist.  Die Regierung hat uns düpiert!"
  Out of this recognition the SPD leaders refused to draw the consequences because they wanted to avoid the type of opposition -- active but isolated -- employed by the USPD. Further, they did not want to provide the government with an opportunity to create a block of the Right with the bourgeois parties. 


Commitment to the war effort and parliament limited the SPD to seeking influence on the government through the inter-party caucus.  Abstention on the Brest-Litovsk treaty reflected the SPD's inability to find an alternative course.  The weakness lay in not gaining or even attempting to have their bourgeois partners abstain or undertake any other symbolic act showing critical reserve toward the government.  Among the possibilities the SPD left unused, for example, included the suggestion that the USPD be invited to participate in the inter-party caucus on issues such as the Prussian election system, or that abstention on war credits logically followed from knowledge of a changed war situation.  Such threats -- always tied to items on which the bourgeois parties had committed themselves – might have reversed the misuse of the SPD by its Reichstag partners.  The SPD's inabilities in the horse-trading of politics and the exploitation of its patriotism, kept the bourgeois partners worried about whether the SPD could be held "bei der Stange" of government inactivity, instead of being worried about how to fulfil a commonly-agreed-upon program.


Ebert, as the leader who fought for abstention on Brest-Litovsk and who had repeatedly negotiated with Payer, must bear responsibility for the inability to exploit the potential of a reformist tactic to which he had committed the party.  Why did he refuse to draw consequences out of the acknowledgement that he had been "dupiert"?  Why was the caucus and council prepared to accept his leadership despite his acknowledgments of failure?
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