Die Bürde der beschrankte MachtPRIVATE 


On January 30, 1925 Ebert asserted "die Krise der ganzen Revolution am 10. November abends lag."
  Clarifying why Ebert thought that evening so crucial helps understand power relations and his room to manoeuvre during the revolution.


In explaining the creation of the new government, one author argued that three steps constituted the building of the new cabinet.  First, on November 9, taking over the chancellery by the SPD under Ebert's direction.  Second, reaching agreement between the SPD and USPD on the terms of governing, supposedly concluded by early afternoon 10 November.  Third, getting legitimization for the SPD-USPD government from the workers' and soldiers' councils at the Zirkus Busch mass meeting.  The argument culminates in the idea that legitimization came from the streets and the revolutionary movement: "Es gab in der Tat nur eine einzige verfassungsrechtlich relevante Legitimation, auf die das Kabinett zurückgreifen konnte: die Berufung auf das Recht der Revolution," made visible through the Zirkus Busch meeting.
  Implicit is that the new government did not need further support, and thus looking to the military not only unnecessary but wrong.  


Documents published almost simultaneously by eastern and western German authors indicate that the second step in this process did not take place smoothly, and after the Zirkus Busch meeting the situation remained confused.
  The party leaders looked further afield for support.  Ebert eventually looked to the military plus bourgeoisie for aid against what he perceived to be chaos and threats from the left.  The attainment of legitimization may become clearer if Ebert's activities on November 10 are followed and if it is kept in mind that legitimization is a constant process of retaining confidence as opposed to a single legal act.  The subjective conditions as well as the objective ones must be remembered when discussing what alternatives actually existed during the revolutionary days. The room within which Ebert thought he could manoeuvre may have been quite narrow.  


To keep the state machinery functioning had been one of Ebert's concerns during the transition from Prince Max.  On November 10 Ebert assured continuity with Imperial Germany as he reviewed the armistice terms--the full text had arrived during the night--with state officials such as Solf and Stein.
  He had asked some officials to stay already on November 9; now he asked more to remain:  Schiffer,
 Koeth, Stein, Haeften.


To maintain authority within the disintegrating military could help the state and assure an armistice.  Probably during the morning Ebert, Scheuch and Gohre (the latter as the SPD representative designated to Scheuch's office), issued a declaration to the Heimatheer stating that an armistice was nearly signed.  The government asked for "Ruhe und Ordnung unter allen Umständen" to assure the return of soldiers and to feed the population.
  Officers were to continue their duties and soldiers' councils were to be formed to help maintain order and improve relations between officers and men.  The proclamation ended by asking that bloodshed be avoided.  The decree may have been in response to the telegram signed by Groener on November 9 and addressed to the "Reichskanzler und die neue Regierung."  In it Hindenburg declared his intention to remain at the head of the army "bis das Herr in Ordnung und Festigkeit in die Heimat zurückgefuhrt ist."


About this time Ebert gave interviews to the foreign press proclaiming the revolution "vollendet...Jetzt wird wohl auch der Zweifelsüchtigste erkennen, daß es mit dem Monarchismus und Imperialismus in Deutschland endgültig vorbei ist... Deutschlands künfigte Staatsform ist die Republik."
  Such statements were aimed at the Entente to assure an armistice.  Ebert and Solf had already begun to appeal to Wilson so as to obtain foodstuffs and a modification of the armistice terms.
  


The state secretaries and most members of the old cabinet met under Ebert's direction at 12 am to consider the armistice terms. Solf read them and proposed acceptance.  Ebert pointed out that he had obtained legal advice on how to make the present government's authority acceptable to the Entente.  He thought no choice existed aside from acquiescence, even though accepting the terms would lead to the "Vernichtung unser Volkes."
  The cabinet followed Ebert's advice, including his suggestion that Solf should edit the answer.


At this meeting Ebert gave his opinion on the situation in Berlin: "Mit den Machtverhältnissen sei es schlecht bestellt.  Die Truppen seien in völliger Auflösung... er sei mit seinen Freunden bemüht, die Soldaten für die neue Regierung zu gewinnen.  Die Aufgabe sei noch nicht abgeschlossen..."
  Ebert's referred to Wels and other Social Democrats going to various barracks to convince the soldiers that they had to support the SPD, especially in electing council members and in participating in the meeting scheduled for the Zirkus Busch at 5pm to elect a general council and to legitimize a government.
  After Ebert gave his estimation of power relations, Scheuch provided further details on the continued street fighting.  


At this meeting Ebert affirmed that he wanted officials, including Braun and Stein, to continue their work because "er werde sich hüten, die komplizierten Arbeiten dieser Ämter [Wirtschafts-und Ernährungsämter] unerfahrenen Leuten anzuvertrauen."
  He rejected suggestions for calling the Reichstag.  He explained that as soon as a government existed a national assembly would be called to decide the fate of the country.  He had appointed Scheidemann and Landsberg, and had asked Haußmann to stay.  He had not succeeded in getting the Independents to join, but a decision appeared imminent.  Though Ebert had accepted the republican state form, the idea of a coalition with the bourgeois parties remained alive at mid-day on November 10.
  After the 'cabinet' meeting all of the state secretaries agreed "die Geschäfte des Reiches zu führen und in ihren Ämtern zu bleiben."

  
The USPD terms arrived about 1:30 and the SPD leaders agreed to them, according to next day's Vorwarts.  The first meeting of the SPD-USPD cabinet must have taken place soon afterwards.
  The two competing party leaders Haase and Ebert were joined by Ebert's appointees Scheidemann and Landsberg together with Dittmann and Barth, instead of Liebknecht who refused.
  The six members agreed to call themselves Rat der Volksbeauftragten, elected Haase and Ebert as co-chairpersons and discussed the forthcoming Zirkus Busch meeting of the workers' and soldiers' councils.


Despite their agreement both parties continued jockeying for power and significant differences existed between them.  To buttress itself against the SPD, and perhaps to undercut the Spartacists, the USPD under Haase's direction had formulated a long proclamation for the workers' and soldiers' gathering.
  That document would be accepted unanimously by the meeting.  It included terms which contradicted the SPD's aims and priorities: foremost, Germany being designated a "socialistic" republic and the workers' and soldiers' councils the bearers of power.  More councils were to be created, including rural ones.  An armistice had to be signed immediately.  Socialization was to begin and the old exploitive economy ("kapitalistischen Produktionsmittel") destroyed.  The proletariat of other countries were to join the revolution and to help prevent Germany being unjustly treated in peace making.  Relations to Russia were to be renewed and its ambassador invited back.  The latter point was known to cause differences with the SPD.
  If Haase and the USPD tried to test the SPD's intentions with this provocative declaration they succeeded, but they also raised suspicions.


The Zirkus Busch meeting reflected power relations.  The SPD had tried to swamp the meeting with their loyal soldiers. The Spartacists tried to implement a tactic of exclusion against the SPD.  By five pm, when some three thousand persons were in the hall, the radicals tried to prevent Social Democrats from being heard.  Ebert received tumultuous applause when he announced that a SPD-USPD government had been formed.  However, disputes arose about the composition of a body, Vollzugsrat, to represent the workers' and soldiers' councils.
  Liebknecht too had trouble getting a hearing when he opposed working with the SPD "Regierungs-Sozialisten" and when he warned "Verräter der Revolution sind hier unter euch."  According to one witness then "trat Ebert vor und sprach--stark erregt--sich auf die Worte Liebknechts beziehend: 'Parteigenossen, das ist nicht wahr!  Glauben Sie denn, daß wir uns in die Gefahr begeben und seit Wochen mit allen Mitteln auf die Revolution hingearbeitet hätten, um nun, wo wir am Ziele sind, die Revolution wieder zu verraten?  Wir haben uns, wie der Genosse Barth schon ausführte, seit Wochen nicht mehr anders als mit der Pistole unter dem Kopfkissen schlafen gelegt, denn wenn das, was wir trieben, entdeckt worden wäre so wäre uns nichts anderes übriggeblieben, als die Waffe gegen uns selbst zu richten.' Ebert verlas im Anschluß die Waffenstillsstands-bedingungen..."
  Ebert melodramatically and shrewdly drew the mantle of revolution around himself even though he and his friends had until November 9 tried to oppose it while publicly playing the critics of the regime.


Ebert later recounted that at the Zirkus Busch meeting he was "niedergeschrieen" and feared "tätlich bedroht zu werden."
  Pressure from the soldiers restored a semblance of order and unity emphasized, so that the SPD-USPD cabinet received confirmation. The "Vollzugsrat" too was elected from the workers and soldiers (14 delegates) and the two parties (7 delegates each) on a parity basis.  The USPD programme received approval.  In addition to his anger at Liebknecht's actions and claims, Ebert may have been irked by Haase having negotiated one set of terms with the SPD before the meeting but immediately trying to foster a far more radical program?
  


When he left the Zirkus Busch Ebert knew that Haase had withdrawn from the cabinet.
  Would the USPD seek to head a new revolutionary movement with the Spartacists and Obleute?  Haase revealed his calculations and tactics when he wrote to his son on November 26, 1918: "Ich würde allein mit meinen Freunden die Regierung ergriffen haben, wenn nicht die Soldaten fast einmütig darauf bestanden, daß wir mit Ebert die Gewalt teilen sollten, und wenn nicht ohne Ebert ein erheblicher Teil der bürgerlichen Fachmänner Sabotage treiben würde..."


All the SPD leaders were distressed by the Zirkus Busch events, as Landsberg and Scheidemann told bourgeois politicians.
 Wissell, who accompanied Ebert back to the chancellery before the meeting ended, recalled: "Er war schwer enttäuscht von dem Schauspiel der Uneinigkeit... Tiefe Verzweifelung sprach aus seinen Worten... der Verlauf dieser Versammlung [hat] das innere Widerstreben Eberts gegen die Übernahme des schweren Kanzleramtes in jenen dunklen Tagen ausserordenlich bestarkt..."
  One of Ebert's closest associates, Bauer, heard from Ebert immediately after the meeting that he was "entschlossen, die Regierungs-bildung allein in die Hand zu nehmen und die unvermeidliche blutige Auseinandersetzung durchzufechten."
  Toward that end Ebert asked the minister of war if he could provide protection.


However, Haase quickly reconsidered, and when he and Dittmann indicated that they were once more prepared to create a cabinet Ebert agreed in order to avoid civil war.
  Negotiations were underway by 9 pm and lasted until after mid-night.  These discussions were undertaken by Ebert and Haase alone in the presence of General Scheuch.  The contents of those critical negotiations are only vaguely known.  According to Scheuch's adjutant, Böhm, Haase won a point in that a second controller, Däumig from the USPD, would become undersecretary in the war ministry.  In return for the military protection of the new government Scheuch demanded and received guarantees about the officers' authority plus restoration of their pay and retirement benefits.
  However, part of the negotiations must have been about the demands of the proclamation which Haase had prepared and the Zirkus Busch meeting had unanimously passed.  Part of the negotiations was definitely about each party's right to appoint its own representatives in the cabinet and as undersecretaries since specific references would later be made to those rights.


Haase appears to have compromised extensively since he agreed to leave the experts and bureaucrats from the old regime in office.  A proclamation issued on November 12 in his and Ebert's name confirmed the state secretaries.
  Another from the same day asked the workers' and soldiers' councils not to meddle in the coal and food supply system.
  Not only the USPD's public declarations of reliance on the workers' and soldiers'councils, but also the SPD cooperation with the bourgeois, received approval.  The first public proclamation signed by all the Volksbeauftragten on  November 12, which Dittmann called the "Magna Carta of the revolution", gave precedence to the SPD's social reform program over the USPD's revolutionary demands.  Electoral reforms, personal freedoms and ending the worst abuses of a feudal legal system predominated.  In these statements of the newly formed cabinet important elements of the USPD program approved by the Zirkus Busch meeting were missing: relations to Russia were not mentioned, rural councils were encouraged but all councils given secondary roles, and nothing was said about "kapitalistische Produktionsmittel."  Most significantly, on November 12, 1918 all six cabinet members signed a public proclamation to acknowledge the officers' authority and to accept the old military hierarchy.
  The details of such proclamations may have been worked out on November 11 and 12, but the principles had to have been agreed upon between Ebert and Haase in their three hours of negotiations in the presence of Scheuch.  


Through Haase, as one author concluded, the USPD had affirmed cooperation with the military.
  Another claimed "Die Machtbasis, auf der sich die Koalition erneut zusammenfand, war also nicht der durch die Räte artikulierte Wille revolutionärer Gruppen, sondern die Loyalität der alten Militärgewalt."
  That exaggerates in not acknowledging that power came from three sources: the streets, the organized party members and part of the old elite.  Certainly not Ebert alone as Reichskanzler created or legitimized the government, but neither did the workers' and soldiers' councils whose authority Ebert repeatedly recognized.


Confirming evidence about the SPD and USPD leaders' dependence on the military comes from the Swiss representative.  He reported on November 11, 1918 that contrary to rumors, Ebert had told him, apparently with Haase present, the government had received a telegram that morning from Hindenburg stating the army stood behind the new government, which could by then only mean the Ebert-Haase cabinet.  Haase had also told him that Switzerland had nothing to fear from the returning German soldiers "da Kriegsminister Scheuch die Demobilisierung der Armee bereits kräftig in die Hand genommen habe."
  Ebert had asked him to inform the Swiss government that the present cabinet believed itself capable of "die Ruhe und Ordnung aufrecht zu erhalten."


The same Swiss representative with whom the new cabinet immediately negotiated because of the pressing problem of a Russian delegation wanting permission to travel from Switzerland through Germany reported on November 13 that this Russian issue "seit 3 Tagen beinahe zu einer Kabinettskrisis geführt, da im Gegensatz zu den Unabhängigen Solf sein Verbleiben in der Regierung von der Verweigerung der Durchreise Bersines und der Rückkehr Joffes, abhängig machte... Mit der russischen Sovietregierung will die heutige Regierung keinerlei Beziehungen haben.  Dies ist im gegenwärtigen Augenblick von weittragender Bedeutung."
  The significance lay in that the SPD's conception of a western orientation had won against the USPD's interest in cooperation with the Soviets.
  Ebert later emphasized that he had always insisted "dass man sich auf keine Zweideutigkeiten einlassen und nicht mit Russland gegen die Westmächte konspirieren solle."
  Significant is also that Solf and Ebert had begun to determine foreign policy before this officially became Haase's responsibility in the cabinet division of duties on November 12. 


Another decisive act occurred sometime during the night of November 10/11, perhaps while the negotiations with Haase were underway. General Groener telephoned Ebert using the secret line between the chancellery and Spa.  A melodramatic version has been imagined by a military historian: a sweaty Ebert, surprised but relieved at Groener's call, hoarsely agrees to restore the officers' corps in order to fight Bolshevism.
  The major historical sources relate neither the state of Ebert's armpits, nor the contents of the exchange.  Groener claimed, during the trials about Ebert's alleged treason and repeated in his memoirs, that he and Ebert had agreed to a "pact" to oppose Bolshevism and to recognize each other's authority to maintain order.
 


Three aspects of the infamous "Ebert-Groener Pact" need to be recalled.  One is that Dittmann, Haase and Barth knew about the nightly telephone consultations between Groener and Ebert; those consultations comprised part of the political-military calculations of the day and hardly amounted to a conspiratorial act.
  On December 30, 1918, in front of the mayor of Kassel and that city's workers' and soldiers' councils, Groener said: "Ich persönlich stand täglich in engster Führung durch Fernspruch mit der Regierung, ebenso wie ich dauernd von der Regierung im Bild gehalten wurde. Daß in unserer Auffassung Meinungsverschiedenheiten bestehen und bestehen müssen, ist ja ganz natürlich... Die müssen unter veranständigen Menschen ausgefochten werden im Wortkampf und durch Belegung mit sachlichen Gründen."
  Second, some form of Ebert-Groener cooperation automatically had the sanction of the cabinet in that relations to the military officially became one of Ebert's areas of responsibility in the SPD-USPD cabinet on November 12.  On the same day the whole cabinet recognized the existing officers, military discipline and the general staff.  The document which the six cabinet members signed is crucial because it is almost identical to what military headquarters asked them to send.  The telegram from military headquarters listing five points merely had the heading changed and was signed by all cabinet members.
  


The third aspect of the 'pact' is the difficulty of rediscovering the intentions of the both partners.  That may emerge most clearly from what Groener told Colonel Haeften, before Ebert's treason trials led to embellishments: "Im Jahre 1923 erzählte mir Gröner, dass er im Anschluss an die Volksversammlung im Zirkus Busch und der Bildung der Regierung der Volksbeauftragten eine sehr eingehende telefonische Aussprache mit Ebert gehabt habe unter Benutzung der noch bestehenden, bisher von mir benutzten Drahtverbindung zwischen dem Großen Hauptquartier in Spa und dem Reichskanzlerpalais in Berlin.  Hierbei habe er Ebert auf die grosse Gefahr eines Paktierens mit den Unabhängigen aufmerksam gemacht, vor allen Dingen auf die hieraus entspringende Gefahr des Bolschewisierung Deutschlands.  Ebert habe dies zugegeben, allein die Zusammenarbeit mit den Unabhängigen sei die einzige Möglichkeit gewesen zur Verhinderung des Bürgerkrieges.  Er, Groener, habe daraufhin Ebert den Vorschlag gemacht, sich mit ihm zur Bekämpfung der Bolschewierung Deutschlands zu verbünden.  Er würde seine Innenpolitik rückhaltlos mit seinen militärischen Machtmitteln unterstützen, wenn er bereit sei, innenpolitisch den Einfluss der Unabhängigen auszuschalten.  Das wichtigste nationale Erfordernis sei jetzt, die Einheit Deutschlands zu retten.... Ebert ging damals auf diesem Vorschlag von Groener ein, und so entstand in den späten Abendstunden des 10 November 1918 der Pakt zwischen Ebert und Gröner...."
  The verbal agreement of mutual support between Ebert and Groener contained political implications, but opposition to Bolshevism and fear for unity of the country predominated for both partners.  



The cooperation had a background: both Ebert and Groener had previously worked together and they respected each other.
  That they would agree to continue to cooperate is hardly surprising given two factors on Ebert's side.  By early November 10 he knew and reluctantly accepted terms of an armistice which placed before any German government the problem that all military personnel not east of the Rhine in thirty days would become prisoners of war.  Ebert knew Groener as a railway expert and outside the socially reactionary elements within the old military; he had been prepared to work with labour and to acknowledge its needs.  Second, Liebknecht and others of the far Left had refused to enter the government and had tried to employ the workers' and soldiers' councils at the Zirkus Busch meeting against the SPD.  Those situational factors on the evening of November 10 as well as his desire to create a government of the middle predisposed Ebert to working with Groener, the state officials and the bourgeois party leaders.  However, that Ebert treated the military, just like the industrialists and diplomats, as equals as opposed to subordinates, hints at the problems of the linkage to which he here agreed.  Instead of seeking to exploit the officers' declining authority, Ebert sought to restore it.  The fear of the Left and of chaos, as he had experienced it that afternoon, combined with his general dislike of Liebknecht's methods, predisposed Ebert to opt for continued working with older authorities.  The fears were engraved sufficiently upon his mind to recall them with precision six years later.
 


Those fears and real concerns about the armistice terms and food supplies affected the manner in which Ebert approached possible courses of action, including the creation of a power basis on the evening of November 10.  His patriotic motives about the country's economic strength and about the populace's welfare reinforced his predilection to turn toward 'experts' who could bring back the troops, keep the food supplies moving and perhaps provide firepower in a civil war.  After all, he had claimed at the end of October and early November that the most important task was to save the Reich, "die Firma".  His anti-revolutionary stance and his patriotic outlook throughout the war must be part of the equation when estimating his options.


Others shared Ebert's subjective view that the room to manoeuvre appeared as limited as his objective one.  Some of the Independents viewed the situation with misgivings.  Since Haase (and Dittmann, less so Barth or Ledebour and Däumig) was prepared to join Ebert in working with the state and military officials and so quickly compromised on crucial questions, evidently not only Ebert worked from a narrow and fearful perspective.  Barth, on November 16, called for 10,000 troops for police and guard duty "im Interesse der Sicherheit und Ruhe".
  Similarly he opposed the Vollzugsrat "irgend welche technischen Anweisungen gegeben werden, die störend in die Reichsgeschäfte eingreifen..."
  Later he would argue against the danger of turning the revolution into a movement for high wages.  Does that make this radical into an "Mann der Organisation [und] Ordnung" in the way some historians conjure such meaning out of Ebert's similar words?
  Haase explicitly acknowledged what he thought made it necessary to seek the aid of the existing administrators: "Die harten Waffenstillstandsbedinungen, die Notwendigkeiten der überstürzten Demobilizierung, das Detail der Ernährungspolitik erheischen mehr als sonst die Aufrechterhaltung des einge-arbeiteten Verwaltungsapparates... Als bloß Techniker sind [die alten Beamten] dennoch nicht zu entbehren. Die Scheidemänner haben aber Bürgerliche auch in wichtigen politischen Stellungen gelassen..."
  Would the Independents be able to control those officials from the military and state offices and show political imagination and initiatives to counter-balance the SPD's bowing before the bourgeoisie?  


Were the Independents any more honest than Ebert with his misleading statements at the Zirkus Busch meeting about favoring and having made the revolution while constantly trying to contain it?  Haase's private admissions about the indispensability of the officials contrasted starkly with the USPD's proclamation of November 12: "Das revolutionäre Volk hat kurzen Prozeß gemacht mit den Trägern der alten Regierungsgewalt, den Generalen und Bürokraten.  Es hat die Macht der Offiziere in der Armee, die Herrschaft der Junkerkaste in der Verwaltung, die Herrschaft des kapitalistischen Klüngels im öffentlichen Leben gebrochen und die Regierungsgewalt an sich gerissen. Die Träger dieser Gewalt sind heute die Arbeiter-und Soldaten-Räte."
  Together with the SPD leaders the Independents would chose Graf Brockdorff-Rantzau to handle foreign affairs (and his conditions included limits on the councils); they would, in addition to leaving Scheuch as minister of war, accept that Groener and Hindenburg continue to head the general staff; they would approve the unions' agreement with big business by which capitalism remained the dominant mode of economic endeavor and they even recognized the Bund der Landwirte among those maintaining order in rural areas.
  The Ebert-Goener pact must be evaluated as part of a series of arrangements arrived at with the old elites and hardly the only special pact determining events. Ebert shared in the politics of tact and pact.


The precise terms of what Ebert and Groener agreed remain unclear.  Working together to bring back as many troops as possible under the armistice Erzberger signed on November 11  undoubtedly comprised one element.
  Another related to recognition of the officers' authority as confirmed in the proclamation signed by all the cabinet members.
  Fighting Bolshevization, which the SPD understood to be chaos and violence, provided a significant component.  The idea that Ebert and Groener immediately agreed to ousting the Independents is undoubtedly wrong.  Not only had Ebert accepted to negotiate with Haase after the Zirkus Busch meeting, he had won terms which fit with the SPD's concepts, and he had done so in the presence of Scheuch which meant that Haase and the USPD respected the old military's authority before Ebert made any agreement with Groener.  Ebert may have calculated that the anti-war stance of the Independents made them very acceptable to the Entente for peace negotiations provided no hints at dictatorship of the proletariat emerged.  Further evidence includes that the members of the USPD-SPD cabinet worked well together for most of November.  Why should Ebert try to oust the USPD when it approved one compromise after another and he mainly had his way in the cabinet?  He may have hoped to split the Independents through government action by taming one part or pitting Haase against Däumig.
  One author concluded that Ebert's verbal agreement with Groener only slowly became a political pact that had its barbs pointed at the USPD.
  That occurred when it looked as though the Independents could not contain the revolutionary element which Haase had held in abeyance in order to get into the government on November 10. 


The extent of the Spartacist's influence and of threatening chaos may have been overestimated by Ebert and his colleagues.
  No one knows for certain what strengths the radicals had and how well armed they were, especially once demobilized troops returned. The streets of Berlin, despite shooting, confiscation of publishing houses and requisitioning of vehicles during November 9-11, soon gave the appearance of normality.  The workers' and soldiers' councils tried to make their powers and influence felt through resolutions as opposed to demonstrations.  However, sporadic street fighting and shooting continued and many who, like Ebert, had opposed revolution perceived the situation as chaotic and equated the infrequent violence with imminent national calamity.
  Ebert and Scheidemann may have been by November 12 "dem Zusammenbruch nahe" due to the stress, but they had maintained themselves and the SPD in power.


Ebert held key position not only because he had gained the Independents' approval for working with the state and maintaining its authority.  Ebert was seen as the chancellor by most state officials, he resided in the chancellery and he acted as chairperson setting agendas for the cabinet sessions.
  An official who later joined the staff found the Social Democrats Kurt Baake as head of the chancellery and Heinrich Schulz as Ebert's secretary well established.
  Though foreign affairs were supposedly Haase's area, Ebert worked with Solf and many of the ambassadors; he had the power instruments of the interior ministry at his command.  Just as during the 1915-16 struggles within the party he knew the utility of offices and institutions.  Indeed, it could be argued that during the revolution Ebert came to dominate through the institutions, including the workers' and soldiers' organizations, exactly as he had commandeered Social Democracy's institutions during the party fight.  Did he again retain power but not use it for the purposes proclaimed during the battles?  Or, as previously did his luck not hold out?


If the main institutional bases of society are considered, then Ebert's and the SPD's positions of strength far outdistance those of Haase and the Independents.  The latter were disunited as a party and uncertain of how they wanted to foster upheaval or to consolidate what had been attained.
  Their numbers were about 100,000 compared with at least 300,000 in the SPD, and the USPD had few newspapers.
  The Independents lacked clarity on their relations to the Spartacists who were party members, but acted independently and scathingly attacked the leaders for entering the government.
  The Independents also left relations to the Soviets open and that question would eventually drive them asunder.
  Almost immediately the question had been posed whether or not to take up contacts with the Soviets and the SPD asserted its authority to assure rejection.


The trade unions could easily make a common front with Social Democracy against the workers' and soldiers' councils since the latter were potential competitors to their own institutions.
  As the revolution approached the union leaders had made their own deals with industry, but they accepted the political leadership of Social Democracy.  Their "Arbeits-gemeinschaft" with the industrialists predetermined much of outcome of the revolution on the economic front because the unions recognized the employer's organizations in exchange for sole rights to represent workers.  To a meeting of the federation of unions on November 14, the union leader Legien claimed that the unions had held themselves back during the "Umwalzung" at the request of the SPD leaders.
  He reported on the purpose of the agreement between unions and industrialists as "das Wirtschaftsleben... aufrechtzuerhalten und in normalen Gang zu bringen."  He hoped the government would recognize that agreement, which it did.  Turning to the general situation Legien pointed to the lack of discipline among troops and to the aid the unions offered to assure food supplies.  The concern about foodstuffs, returning troops and order occupied the minds of those whose social base was well established.  The SPD-USPD government legitimized the union-industrialist pact on November 15.  A leading industrialist had written about his fears on November 14: "Wir durften nicht vergessen, daß in der Regierung zwei Leute drinsitzen, vielleicht sogar drei, denen die ganzen Abmachungen mit den Gewerkschaften ein Dorn im Auge sind, die die Sache absolut zur Spartakusgruppe hinüberleiten wollen und wir müssen dafür sehr froh sein, morgen Abend die Unterschrift von Ebert und von den sechs Männern zu erhalten."
  The Independents gave their agreement to this pact as they had to recognition of the officers' authority.


Ebert had the support of the unions as well as that of the military against the workers' and soldiers' councils becoming sole holders of power.  The industrialists definitely preferred the Social Democrats as did the bourgeois parties.  By November 11, for example, the Hapag director Cuno telegraphed support and offers of aid to Ebert.
  As a consequence on November 14 Ebert and Dittmann met with Cuno from the Hapag and Stapelfeldt from the Lloyd regarding sea transport for food.  The shippers offered their services but wanted the "Wiederbelegung der freien Wirtschaft" and representation at armistice negotiations.
  Ebert, who like Dittmann left the "freie Wirtschaft" claim without comment, acknowledged the importance of this economic sector, promised everything possible would occur to get ships going and approved representation at the armistice discussions.  Discussions with the state experts were immediately underway.  That is but one example of the USPD acquiescence to the given situation and the kind of cooperation Ebert received.  The cards were heavily stacked in Ebert's favor through institutionalized forms of support.

 
At least five major social groupings favored the SPD: state officials including diplomats, the main military leaders, the main trade unions, many industrialists (even if reluctantly and temporarily), the bourgeois party leaders and their media supporters, and the SPD's own large party organization.  Even inside the Vollzugsrat the SPD had strong representation from the executive as well as other party members to challenge the USPD radicals.  Hermann Müller later reported about his work: "Der Parteivorstand war sich aber darin einig, daß eines seiner Mitglieder im Vollzugsrat und Zentralrat tätig sein müsse, besonders in der Zeit wo Ledebour, Däumig und Richard Müller im Vollzugsrat fortwährend versuchten, die Regierung lahmzulegen..."


If one looks at economics and international relations there was nothing favorable about anyone's situation, especially anyone who wanted to maintain Germany's borders, its position as a great power as well as feeding the populace and demobilizing a six-to-seven million man military.  If dislocation and shortages breeds unrest, economic circumstances favored those seeking to overturn old legalities and institutions.  All the cabinet members knew food supplies were limited and changing the economy from war production, which Ebert noted comprised 95% war materials, would be difficult.
  The head of the Reichsgetreidestelle calculated at mid-November that Germany needed 1.4 million tons of grains from abroad until the next harvest.


To judge the situation more must be said on the subjective conditions which influenced Ebert's outlook.  The war had converted the suspicions he had had in July 1914 about the 'Rosagruppe' into beliefs.  "Perfidity" and "cleverness" which a touchy Ebert had perceived in Haase's and Ledebour's attempts to reverse the August 4 policy during 1915 and 1916 left Ebert with scars.  Is not the psychological gap of distrust toward an ex-friend greater than that toward an ex-foe with whom common interests and aims are discovered?  In addition to the principled and tactical differences between SPD and USPD, the party fights had left a bitter residue as a result of personalized feuds. 

  
By contrast to the personalized clashes between SPD and USPD leaders, the SPD and bourgeois party leaders had gathered a large fund of common experience tied by patriotic commitment: the July Crisis, the Michaelis-Hertling conflicts, Brest-Litovsk, the Prince Max interlude and the push for parliamentary government and for peace.  These were the most recent political experiences of Ebert, Scheidemann, Landsberg, Payer, Haußmann, Erzberger, Fehrenbach.  Unlike the personalized SPD-USPD party fights, the struggles over labor allocations, price and distribution problems, munitions strikes and even dealing with the Entente socialists had been mutual enterprises on behalf of the country in which negotiations proceeded in a "sachliche" fashion with Groener, Sichler, Nadolny or Riezler.  The p-word, PATRIOTISM, again helps to understand what made an Ebert prefer to continue cooperating with the 'experts' from the old regime.  Another consideration has perhaps not received enough attention: the fear by Social Democratic leaders to lead on their own.  In 1917 no sooner had the party split than Ebert and his colleagues jumped into the arms of the bourgeois party leaders.  The policy of public opposition and secret cooperation reflected Ebert's cautious leadership as developed during the war and continued during the revolution.  The ties to the existing institutions were expanded, not broken, during the revolutionary period because the SPD wanted to rule with those institutions which it assumed it needed and to whose leaders it had built up confidential and positive relations during 1917-1918.

 
How did contemporaries see the situation facing Ebert and his colleagues?  The diary of Theodor Wolff, the editor of one of Berlin's leading liberal newspapers, reveals that on November 10 most waited with baited breath and hoped for an agreement between SPD and USPD: "welches als einzige Rettung vor Anarchie erscheint. Abends kommt die Meldung."
  Next day he and others started to create a new liberal party and discovered that the Independents had confiscated one of their newspapers: "...das Ganze ist ein Pulverfaß.  Liebknecht und seine Spartakusleute halten die Lunte bereit. Dann... zum Reichs-kanzlerpalais, um über die Volkszeitungaffaire mit Scheidemann zu sprechen.  Wir werden im I. Stock, von denselben alten, wohlerzogenen Dienern...in den Salon...geführt.  Dort erscheint erst Kurt Baake, bisher Redakteur vom Vorwärts, jetzt Chef der Reichskanzlei.  Dann kommt Scheidemann, der schmaler und kahlköpfiger aussieht und sich, während wir ihm den Vorfall erzählen, Notizen macht, wobei er mehrfach den Kopf schüttelt und seine Mißbilligung zeigt.  Baake sagt, er könne nur raten, der Gewalt zu weichen und abzuwarten.  Ich frage, etwas überrascht, Scheidemann, ob das auch seine Meinung sei.  Er antwortet: 'Ja.  Die Unabhängigen haben nun einmal die Macht.  Was soll ich tun? Ich habe keine Soldaten.'  Landsberg... kommt hinzu -- ich frage ihn, ob er auch so denke wie Scheidemann.  Er erwidert: 'Ja.  Wir sind in einer unhaltbaren Situation.  Wenn das so weiter geht, bleibt uns nichts übrig, als auszuscheiden."  Next day Wolf estimated that the populace was against Bolshevism but the Spartakus groups were armed and ready for a putsch: "Es gab auch heute viel Schießerei..."  On November 13 he noted disorder and lack of discipline at the front and feared the consequences.  By November 15 he wrote that Preuß came to ask his advice because the day previously Ebert had offered him the post of secretary of the interior. "[Preuß] erzählt, daß Ebert ihn sehr gedrängt und ihm gesagt hat: 'Wir können das nicht, wir haben dafür keine Leute.'"  Another visitor to the chancellory on November 16 saw: "Im Vorraum, der mit Kleiderständern vollgestellt war, drängte sich ein ungeordnetes Gewimmel von Menschen, meist revolutionäre Gestalten."


Why, when Ebert and his colleagues had won so much of the institutional base of possible support within the first few days, were they still so afraid of the disorganized radicals, the sporadic street fighting and returning soldiers?  Why did they think that the USPD had "power" when the SPD appears to have triumphed quickly and easily?  Partly the answer lies with how power is estimated.  Individuals inside the vortex of events cannot know the situation and they do not have the historian's privilege of knowing the outcome.  Ebert had sagely noted during October 1918 that in Russia the radicals only had access to arms when the military demobilized; that was now happening.  Perhaps Legien's admission, in response to demands for an overview of the political and economic situation, on December 3, 1918, should be recalled: "Ein Gesamtbild haben wir über die Dinge, wie sie in Deutschland liegen, nicht.  Ich glaube, daß niemand in der Lage sein wird, ein solches Gesamtbild geben zu können und irgend-welche Kalkulationen darauf aufzubauen, was gegenwärtig gegeben ist.  Man weiß ja in der ganzen politischen Situation nicht, wer nun eigentlich das Bestimmungsrecht in Deutschland hat: ist es der Rat der Volksbeauftragten, sind es die einzelnen Staatssekretäre für ihr Ressort, ist es der Vollzugsausschuß in Berlin, sind es die Soldatenräte in anderen Städten, sind es die Arbeiterausschüsse, die ursprünglich bestanden, die Arbeiterräte in den Betrieben..."
  The problems with which Ebert and all the participants had to deal is evident in such estimates.  However, Legien was wrong because calculations did have to be made and made quickly.  


Ebert's energetic interventions, pacts and manoeuvring, to master the situation, or in his terms to go along with a movement so as to contain it, is what later brought him accolades from the bourgeoisie and his own party colleagues.  The course of events would demonstrate that obtaining and retaining power proved easy compared to employing it for the three tasks on the agenda: resolving the pressing problems (armistice, demobilization, and foodstuffs), altering institutions and personnel to democratize state and society and maintaining Germany's status as a great-power state.
  The priority placed by Ebert upon the first and third elements helped undercut the democratic potential of the revolution.
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