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In Ebert's view of the revolution "Die Krise jenes 10. November vergleichbar ist nur noch die Krise vom 24. Dezember.  Nach der völligen Niederlage der Truppen am 24. mittags bestand für die Regierung keinerlei Schutz mehr."
  Ebert explained what he had done: when he received information at lunch time that the troops had capitulated, he sent Ledebour as a peace emissary to the marines who held Wels captive in the palace they had occupied to force payment of their wages.  Ledebour, who did not know of the troops' defeat, came back with an agreement. Ebert later maintained: "Ich hatte mich bis zum letzten Augenblick, bis zur Kapitulation der Truppe, geweigert, diesen schmählichen Vertrag [inklusiv eine Amnestie] anzuerkennen.  Es blieb mir aber zuletzt nichts anders übrig, da jeglicher Schutz für die Regierung fehlte. Ich erwartete damals jede Nacht erschlagen zu werden und verlangte in einer Sitzung des Rates der Volksbeauftragten, an der auch der Kriegsminister teilnahm, die Regierung von Berlin zu verlegen, um sie dem Druck der Straße zu entziehen..."  


The person who took down Ebert's account in January 1925 commented "die Rettung des Reiches" came through the cooperation of the Prussian army, led by the non-Prussians Scheuch, Groener and Reinhardt, and organized labour, headed by Ebert and Noske.


A different perspective on Ebert's view of this crisis was written down a few weeks later by another contemporary convinced "[es] besteht heute wohl kein Zweifel mehr, dass hauptsächlich Ebert es war, der durch seine Klugheit und Kaltblutigkeit in der kritischsten Zeit Deutschland vor dem Bolschewismus bewahrt hat." This person recalled when Ebert had led him through the rooms "in denen sich seinerzeit die wichtigsten Entscheidigungen abgespielt hatten und mir dabei eine launige Schilderung der Ereignisse gab, aus der ich heraushörte, dass sein zuerst dilatorisches Verhalten und dann im gegebenen Augenblick sein energisches Zugreifen die Lage rettete.  Dabei erzahlte er mir die damalige Vorgänge ohne jedes Pathos, wie eine zwar gefährliche aber gut abgelaufene und längst abgetane Episode, mit der ihm eigenen, oft schalkhaften Heiterkeit."


If one asks what constitued the "crisis" and what did Ebert seek to "save", then it appears that the authority of the state was constantly counter posed to assumptions that a lack of authority amounted to Bolshevism.  Certainly saving a unitary cabinet and a unified labour movement took a back seat to reinstating state authority.  Can Ebert's role be made more precise?  Can saving a situation and a state or a country be attributed to one person, and was the danger as great as he and others asserted?  Ebert undoubtedly perceived the danger to himself and to the state as extreme and that perception is as significant as the limited support which the marines and Spartacists had, and which later historians have defined as reality.  The pressures under which Ebert operated help to understand why he acceded to force and why he equated December 24 to November 10.


The crisis of December 1918 proved as decisive as Ebert claimed because its outcome ended the USPD's participation in the cabinet, and it showed that the SPD leaders were prepared to spill blood to assert state authority.


The events of December 24 emerged out of a complicated background.  It included unruly marines encamped in the former monarch's palace and stables and the decisions on authority in military and state affairs at the congress of councils.  That congress also decided in favor of an earlier date for elections to a national assembly which increased the gap between the SPD and USPD leaders.

 
Though Ebert had lost a round at the end of November he had not given up an earlier date for elections.  Schiffer and Simons informed a confident that "Von dem dann zusammentretenden grossen Arbeiter-und Soldatenrat hoffe [Ebert] mit Bestimmtheit eine Vordatierung der Nationalversammlung und dadurch allgemeine Besserung der Lage."
  Ebert favored the calling of a general council for other reasons as well, namely Simons had advised him that more moderate and capable persons would probably be elected to such an assembly than were in the Berliner Vollzungsrat.  At the same time the military advised a general council could provide unitary guidelines and control the radical Berlin workers' and soldiers' councils.
 


The congress of councils met in Berlin from December 16 to 20.  Its agenda included reports from the Vollzugsrat and the Rat der Volksbeauftragten.  For the cabinet Dittmann reported on the government's activities.  He emphasized cooperation and achievements.  Other topics included National Assembly versus council system, elections of council leaders, socialization of the economy, and peace negotiations in relation to a socialistic republic.  Ebert and his political allies fought for, and obtained, the earliest technically feasible date, January 19, for the elections.
  He once more demonstrated his ability to argue in a masterly fashion.  The debates indicated that the USPD delegates, who were in a minority, worried about a counter-revolution and the future of the councils, while most Social Democrats accepted the explanations of the Ebert-Haase government. 


A contentious point in addition to the date of the elections involved the relationship between the proposed Zentralrat and the cabinet.  Ebert and his colleagues had tried to shift that power relationship in their favor already before the council meeting through the struggles with the Vollzugsrat.  The congress approved creating a Zentralrat with rights to oversee the cabinet though the cabinet had "gesetzgebende und vollziehende Gewalt".
  The agreement of November 10 received affirmation, in that two delegates, one from the SPD and USPD respectively, were allotted for each Reich ministry and the Zentralrat's views were to be heard on new appointees.  Haase provided an explanation of what was understood by "oversee" and the congress accepted his compromise as opposed to a more radical proposal by which the Zentralrat would have had to approve all laws.  Ebert and Landsberg had argued forcefully for and Barth against this compromise.
   After they lost this decisive vote, the Independents refused to participate in the elections to the Zentralrat.
  By this momentous and stupid move, they handed the Zentralrat to the SPD and limited their access to one instrument of power. The twenty-seven member Zentralrat contained only representatives from the councils and Social Democrats, including Hermann Müller from the SPD executive. Its chairperson, the Social Democrat Robert Leinert consulted daily with Ebert.
  The Zentralrat would become a support though not a rubber stamp for the cabinet.
 


The issue of military command was not so easily solved or compromised as the election date and Zentralrat authority or membership.  The detailed examples, offered at the congress by the radical Independents, from military decrees and officers' appeals to troops made even Social Democratic delegates wonder about the reliability of the generals.  A Social Democrat from Hamburg proposed a seven-point program which would have put the power of command under the councils, ended all ranks, made the councils responsible for discipline, allowed men to chose officers, demanded a loyalty declaration from officers, and substituted a militia for the military.  A committee in which Ebert and Haase participated accepted these points.
  These were passed by the congress on December 18.  Many authors acknowledge that every military would have difficulty operating under such a system, though it would have been in keeping with the Social Democrats' pre-war program.
  Such a military could not have been the basis for any great power state and that was among the reasons it was unacceptable to Ebert after the experience of a world war.  He had not prevented the "Hamburg" points from being accepted, but in the end had obtained an assurance that these were guidelines and that their final meaning lay with the cabinet and the Zentralrat.
  


Ebert had been under pressure from the military since the debacle of the troop entry.  One of Groener's aides, Schleicher, had been in Berlin since December 16 trying to obtain permission from Ebert on disarming Spartacists.  After a long talk with Ebert on December 17 Schleicher informed a colleague that Ebert had finally agreed to turning in of weapons by civilians, but refused to agree to death sentences for infractions.
  The "Hamburg" points increased the pressure since they brought Ebert's military partner, Groener, to the boiling point.  Even before the congress officially passed the resolutions Groener protested and threatened that he and Hindenburg would resign.
  The unity of the military when their interests were threatened appeared in another way: Harbou informed the OHL that Scheuch, who had tendered his resignation because he evidently disapproved not only of the councils but also of the indecision reigning in Berlin, agreed to delay his departure until the government guaranteed it would not accept the terms.
  At this juncture both Harbou and Ebert requested that Groener should come to Berlin.
  Harbou also advised the OHL against considering use of force against the points because it would topple the government and troops would not fight on behalf of officers' rights.  He reiterated the military view that with these resolutions order could not be maintained within the military.  On 19 December Groener called the army chiefs together and, after reporting on events since 8 November, had a resolution passed in opposition to the seven points.  In its preamble the resolution projected a scene of officers quitting and eventually "Stürtz Regierung Ebert, volliger Anarchie".  These threats culminated in Hindenburg secretly informing army chiefs he did not recognize the points.
 

 
Groener appeared in Berlin on 20 December. First he met with Ebert, Landsberg and Baake to discuss the seven points and hand over the generals' protest. His diary read: "Unterhaltung über die Unfähigkeit der Regierung."
  A week later Schleicher reported about this meeting "mit Ebert allein.  Dieser zeigte Verständnis und besten Willen, scheut sich aber vor Anwendung von Gewalt, um Willen durchzusetzen, wird gehemmt durch Kabinett-minister Haase und Barth."
  In addition to confirming other reports about Ebert's refusal to employ force, nothing suggests Ebert intended to oust the impeding Independents.  


Groener's trip culminated in a four hour meeting with the cabinet and the newly elected Zentralrat.  The debate showed the way power and military force were seen by SPD and USPD cabinet members, with the former for practical reasons closer to the military's perspectives.  Ebert, who led the meeting, tried to focus upon the difficulties arising from the points.  He claimed Groener, Mann from the marine office and the military members of the armistice commission would terminate their work.  The war minister had declared operations would be impossible.  Ebert received support from Groener who asserted the whole military would fall apart and men go where they wanted.  In defiance of the councils he blatantly said he would not let his epaulettes be taken.  More important than the questions of personal honor was national status and he maintained that the Entente could openly laugh at the Germans' disunity; no peace would be achieved if Germany had no strength.  Groener knew how to appeal to these labor leaders by claiming he too thought a new military was necessary in which officers rose from the ranks yet a Volkswehr would not work.  Only after order and quiet were established and the peace terms were known could the rebuilding begin.  Ebert made another appeal by underlining the effects on the armistice negotiations if the military representatives quit.  In contrast to Scheidemann who supported Ebert and Groener, Lamp'l insisted the symbols of militarism and duty to the death had to disappear.  Haase pointed to instances in which the military leaders had not respected the symbols of the revolution and Barth too wanted the resolutions upheld.  Ebert shrewdly drew the conclusion based on one speaker's suggestion, that the resolution was not intended for the front troops, just the Heimatheer, and he pushed for an immediate publication of the decision to the effect that the cabinet and Zentralrat would put out further directives.  Schleicher later reported on this meeting: "Ebert and Scheidemann unterstützen Groener gut gegen Barth und andere.  Dieser will das Heer zerstören.  Erfolg der Besprechung: Hamburger Beschlüsse gelten nicht für das Feldheer.  Kommission soll erst Ausführungs-bestimmungen ausarbeiten.... Kommission Begräbnis 1. Klasse."
  Groener would later applaud Ebert's masterly ability to twist meetings to his own direction.


Ebert had supported the threatening generals and in the end had obtained Haase's support as well as the Zentralrat's for his compromise.  Yet, the military had won only in a very general sense because the cabinet members, aside from Barth, all opposed or had reservations about the original terms and their consequences.  In an internal discussion the military leaders drew the conclusion that they had to avoid any hints at dictatorship, anything that smacked of counter-revolution, in contrast to their planned troop entry.
  Ironically, neither their 'action plan' nor their resistance to the change of military structures unleashed the violence in the new phase of the revolution.  The marines and Ebert supplied that.


Two intertwined issues need to be separated to understand the conflict at Christmas, namely, the marines and the cabinet split. The 1,600 marines which had been requested to come to Berlin by Ebert during his day as Reichskanzler, supposedly to defend the government, were not a homogenous group.
  They were organized in different formations. Some had participated in the debacle of 6 December.  Some had robbed valuables from the palace.
  Their pay was due 21 December but the cabinet had already on 13 December set preconditions that the pay would be handed over only after the palace was vacated and the keys turned over to the city commandant, Wels.  Wels was supposed to negotiate with the marines and to inform them that after 1 January 1919 only 600 could be on the payroll.
  On 17 December he had reported the results to the cabinet namely that the marines would receive 125,000 back pay for 1800 men, the palace would immediately be vacated and all but 600 loyal, preferably Social Democratic, members would be released.
 The monies were paid and the marines promised to hold to the agreement.  Then some marines arrived at the chancellery and demanded a guarantee from Ebert and Landsberg that monies would henceforth be paid on time.  That was claimed to be a cabinet matter and the cabinet duly resolved on 21 December that 80,000 would be paid once the palace was vacated and that on 1 January only 600 could be on the rolls.  On 23 December afternoon angry marines arrived at the chancellery to demand their pay.  Some had telephoned with Haase and he had tried unsuccessfully to calm them.  At the chancellery they in effect put the government under house arrest.  When they did not find Ebert, they argued with Barth who phoned Wels, but the latter refused to give the monies unless he personally received the keys or received instructions from Ebert.  Some marines left and took Wels and the commander captive.  


Within the chancellery Ebert joined Barth's negotiations and tried to settle differences.  While the cabinet members insisted the marines had received their 125,000 but not yet vacated the palace, the marines wanted to know why their ranks were being reduced.  Landsberg invited the marines to take over the government since the cabinet could not take responsibility without having power.  The marines then wanted Wels dismissed, but in the end agreed to release their captives on Ebert's word so as to avoid bloodshed.  Ebert agreed but concluded "Eine Regierung die ihre Befehle nicht mehr durchführen kann, hat auch kein Recht auf Existenz."
  Those were ominous words, reflecting that a small troop could march up to the chancellery and simply arrest the cabinet.  For instance, Haase, who had gone to a meeting, was informed by a chancellery official standing on the street not to enter because Ebert and Landsberg were under arrest inside.  He entered none-the-less and later learned of Wels' arrest.  


Haase could enter because Ebert had ordered the gates reopened and the telephones reconnected.  Then another marine claimed to control the chancellery.  Finally, another troop came, this time to protect the government, but the officer was informed everything was in order.  At around 6pm Baake announced to cabinet members that troops from Potsdam were marching on the city.  He was instructed to do everything to stop them and to have them return to barracks.  That command was not sent from the chancellery until 10:30 and was evidently not followed.  The military leaders meanwhile thought their Potsdam troops were being ruined by the indecision.  Groener's diary confirms that Ebert originally requested the troops, evidently for a show of strength: "Ebert bittet OHL um Hilfe", but then negotiated and refused to allow shooting.
  When more soldiers arrived in support of the government Ebert again convinced the commander of these Potsdam contingents to withdraw and even gave a written order.  An agreement was reached on the evening of 23 about 11 pm with the various groups, including the marines and Potsdam contingents that further negotiations were to continue in the morning.
  Groener simultaneously demanded the right to protect Ebert by force "Sonst könnten wir nicht mehr mit ihm gehen".
 Significantly he had not ordered the Potsdam troops back.  At 10 pm Ebert had phoned about Wels' release to discover that the marines were still discussing terms but were prepared to release the captives, with Wels to be let go about 1 am.  The war minister had come to the chancellery and he claimed that he was responsible for Wels' life.  At 2 am a marine reported Wels' life could not be guaranteed.  Only Ebert, Landsberg and Scheidemann were present.  Ebert left at 3:30 to stay at a businessman's house (Sklarz) out of fear or to avoid responsibility.
  


When Ebert and other cabinet members returned in the morning Lequis' troops were bombarding the palace.  Though the troops were at first successful with their artillery fire, the USPD police chief, Eichhorn, intervened by calling the populace against the troops, breaking through their lines and undermining their fighting ability.  More than 50 persons died.  At his arrival, Ebert could hardly have been surprised by the shooting, but to his shock found out that negotiations were underway with the marines at the stables.  Some USPD and Berlin Vollzugsrat members tried to help end the bloodshed and had been empowered by some cabinet to work for a compromise.  By then the attack had failed, a new agreement had been negotiated, and the cabinet had agreed that the troops were to withdraw.  Finally came the acceptance by the government of the compromise and amnesty which Ebert had tried to avoid, as he explained in 1925.


The exact course of events is difficult to reconstruct but it shows how little force and how few troops originally participated in taking over the chancellery as well as why Ebert and others lost their patience and their nerve.  The events also demonstrate a novel irresponsibility, on Ebert's and his SPD colleagues' part, because the military was handed the right to employ artillery against the marines.  


The military had been able to give a harsh answer to the question which remained open after the congress, namely what did the power of command mean in practice.  One commented "Endlich also hatte die Regierung [Ebert] unter dem Druck außerordent-licher Verhältnisse zu einem energischen Entschluß aufgerafft, um ihre Autorität zu wahren."
   Containment and state authority, not social transformation, were the essence of this revolution for Ebert when he had to chose, and in extraordinary situations people chose according to "unspoken assumptions" and values.

  
Within the cabinet Dittmann posed the decisive question on 24 December: "wer den Truppen den Befehl gegeben hat"?  Haase asserted on 28 December no answer yet had been given.
  Ebert and Landsberg had obviously called for troops early in the afternoon when they discovered they were arrested. They later countermanded the request after the success of negotiations.  Lequis' small Potsdam detachment and the marines had been convinced to withdraw from the chancellery in opposite directions through Barth's and Ebert's interventions.  Groener had then acted on his own in not stopping the supplementary troops marching from Potsdam.  Late at night the war minister had been empowered to free Wels and to oust the marines.
  


The arrests, the shootings and threats from the streets had stretched Ebert's and his colleague's nerves and they had acted precipitously without consulting the Independents and then did not have the strength of character to admit it, because they had decided on a showdown.  In later cabinet discussions with the Zentralrat Ebert, with carefully chosen words, denied having given the command; and of course calling for troops is different than giving a command.
  Landsberg directly said "als ich den Befehl gab" and thought that the Social Democrats could take responsibility for the shooting.
  Dittmann rightly concluded that in the muddle of so many negotiations Ebert eventually had given Scheuch "Blankovollmacht".  Within a week a talkative Rauscher confidently informed a lobbyist that "die Vorgänge am 24. Dezember sich doch etwas anders abgespielt haben, als man im allgemein nach Zeitungsnachrichten annehmen konnte.  Tatsächlich waren Ebert und Scheidemann fest entschlossen, die Matrosen zur Raison zu bringen und hatten dem Kriegsminister freie Hand gelassen mit schärfsten Mitteln vorzugehen."
  In the cabinet sessions Ebert had remained conspicuously quiet in the attempts to clarify responsibility.  He lamely stated "Eine Blankovoll-macht war es nicht" and again the words acknowledged that an empowerment had taken place.


Haase and others looked for a larger pattern of counter revolution since 6 December, while Landsberg kept turning to the issue of a powerless government and what impression that made abroad.  This internal versus external focus of concern has not been sufficiently acknowledged by historians. 

 
Dittmann muddied the waters by claiming that the marine- affair did not really involve an ideological difference between the cabinet members, but rather whether the government had a basis of power.  Yet, the two issues which were so sharply reposed by the attack on the palace relate directly to beliefs: what form does support take and for what purpose is it employed.  Ebert and Landsberg shared the view that a government which could not control its own buildings and the capital city was worthless. This view rested on the concept which had gained favor during the war, namely that the state had to be a strong instrument to protect itself, its borders, labor and economic interests abroad and to assure order internally.  


In the cabinet, in front of the Zentralrat and to the public, Ebert and Landsberg tried to present a united front as to why they had ordered troops, tried to recall them and had empowered the war minister.  They argued they acted to save Wels and that the war minister had decided on his own the extent of the means necessary. The war minister pointed out in response to a later press exchange between the Independent and Social Democratic cabinet ministers that not only Wel's life but forcing the marines to vacate the palace had been at issue.
  This amounted to no small difference since it meant that restoring state authority concerned the SPD leaders as much as saving Wels' life.  


Groener rightly wrote that on 23/24 December Ebert "gezwungen war, sein Herz über die Barriere zu werfen und sich der Säuberung Berlins mit der Waffe nicht mehr widersetzte."
  Until then he had tried to avoid bloodshed.
  He had tried to hold the Independents within the cabinet because they had been willing to compromise on all the major issues.
   Ebert had had no need to break with the Independents since they agreed, for instance, to the terms which Rantzau posed to take over foreign affairs.  The answer to Brockdorff Rantzau accepting his conditions while not commenting on his stance against the councils was signed by Ebert and Haase on 18 December.
  Negotiations for a new war minister were underway since mid-December and again the SPD candidate who would set similar conditions as Rantzau led the competition.
  


However the Independents, just as in the case of elections to the Zentralrat, withdrew.  They resigned from the cabinet and gave the Social Democrats their posts and power because they could not get the SPD-dominated Zentralrat to accept their version of the dispute.  Party loyalty impacted upon the Zentralrat rejection, including through Leinert's interventions.  Already on 27 December Leinert insisted "daß wir unseren Leuten das Vertrauen nicht entziehen können, es würde dann keiner mehr diese Amt übernehmen, die Auflösung unserer Partei wäre die Folge."
  Ebert had not tried to oust the Independents but after the decision to use force was taken he was prepared to provoke them and he was not sorry to see them go.  A year later he said: "Arbeiterregierung ist, da man darunter Mitwirkung von U-Sozialisten versteht, unmöglicher noch, als ich es 1918 acht Wochen lang kennen gelernt habe."


Ebert did not appreciate having so many people distrust him and oversee his work with the military.  He testily answered to criticism before the Zentralrat on 28 December on why the Volkswehr had not been organized and how many difficulties arose from the military resolutions of the congress.  He spoke to the problems in carrying them out as well as with demobilization decrees.  He offered clear and precise explanations.  Evident though is a dislike of having to defend himself and a desire to have authority in a government that "Herr ihrer freien Entscheidigung ist".
  For that reason, as well as having "seit Wochen mit allen möglichen Gewaltmitteln bedroht" he had proposed moving the government out of Berlin already on 23 December, that is before the struggle over the palace with the marines.  That conflict merely reinforced the desire to get away from Berlin's unrest and to buttress the state.  


The split of the cabinet which the Zentralrat legitimized may not have had its source only in the Christmas bloodshed.  The Swiss representative reported on 4 January (on information he had from Cohn) regarding the change of cabinet: "Die Mehrheits- und die Unabhängigen Sozialisten waren ursprünglich übereinkommen in der Regierung nur eine Aenderung in Bezug auf Scheidemann vorzunehmen.  Scheidemann sollte durch Cohen-Reuß ersetzt werden. Dieser Beschluss fusste auf folgenden Erwägungen: Wilson wird mit seinem Programm nur noch durch französichen Sozialisten unter-stütz.  Letztere erblicken aber in Scheidemann den sogenannten "Kaisersozialisten", während Haase, Barth, Dittmann, Cohen-Reuß sowie auch Kautsky und Bernstein ihr volles Vertrauen geniessen.  Um sich daher das Interesse und die Gunst der französischen Sozialisten zu erhalten, sollten die Unabhängigen in der Regierung verbleiben und lediglich Scheidemann durch eine andere Person ersetzt werden.  Dieser Beschluss wurde kurz vor seiner Ausführung infolge der sich zuspitzenden Lage in den Kohlen-gebieten Oberschlesiens und in der Provinz Posen dadurch durchkreuzt, daß der Generaldirektor der Henkel'schen Gruben bei Haase erschien und diesen davon überzeugte, dass nur noch sofortiges energisches Eingreifen die Situation retten könne.  Die Regierung erkannte die Gefahr und da die Unabhängigen ein militärisches Eingreifen nicht auf ihr Konto nehmen zu können glaubten, traten sie unter der Zusicherung aus der Regierung, Scheidemann hinsichtlich seiner von ihm anzuordneden militärischen Massnahmen nicht angreifen zu wollen.  Die drei Unabhängigen: Lebensmitteldiktator Wurm, Kautsky, Beigeordneter im Auswärtigen Amte und Bernstein, Beigeordneter im Reichsschatzamt, sollen aber in ihren Ämtern verbleiben."
  This may mix rumor and fact but the calculations on peace-making and on use of force in the east were real.  The cabinet meeting of 27 December at which the Social Democrats did not appear had as agenda items the situation in Schlesien and Poland.  Were the SPD leaders forcing the USPD to chose whether, if they were solely responsible for national affairs, they would resort to force to repel Polish territorial claims?  The SPD leaders probably attempted to make the USPD show color and the USPD rump cabinet had decided against employing troops.
  The SPD re-raised the question when they returned to the cabinet sessions on the 28th.  In the presence of representatives from the Prussian government and from councils in Schlesien, the Social Democrats demanded the sending of troops for "Sicherung" against Polish separatists and unrest in the coal areas.
  The Independents had reservations or were opposed.  Ebert concluded "Wir sind einig...in dem Gedanken: es muß was geschehen, um Oberschlesien beim Reiche zu halten."
  Another meeting in Breslau would advise the government on possibilities.  Ebert added: "Bleibt noch die Frage des militärischen Schutzes, die von allergrößter Bedeutung ist, und die wir im Kabinett entscheiden müssen."
  The cabinet handed the matter to the war minister on 28 December and he probably favored force.
  The Independents were avoiding responsibility by withdrawing.  Not only on the issue of the marines had the SPD leaders under Ebert had since 23/4 December decided to stop compromising.  


Preparing leaflets for the public and answers for the Zentralrat on "bloody Christmas" were not the main reasons the SPD leaders had absented themselves from the cabinet on 27 December.  While Ebert was "offiziell erkrankt", Baake informed the war minister "die Krankheit Eberts rein politischer Natur.  Sie soll die Krise noch etwas hinausziehen."
  The SPD leaders discussed what would be done "nach Ausscheiden der Unabhängigen" and indicated they were preparing to take the chance of the civil war they had avoided since 9/10 November.  Ebert had called Heine and Noske to Berlin on 27 December to consult on moving the government, estimating support and coordinating efforts with the military.  When Noske maintained "Ohne Blut sei die Sache eben nicht zu machen", Heine agreed.  The military, with whom they consulted about how to organize reliable troops, found "die pyschologischen Wandlungen, die sich in den letzten Wochen bei den jetzt regierenden Herrn vollzogen haben" astonishing.  These people had decided "die Zeit der Kompromisse endlich zu beenden und sich von den Unabhängigen zu trennen." The cabinet break came not just from the new phase of unrest which started early December, but from the different conceptions of state power developed during a world war and which the revolution reinforced.


Before the Independents left the cabinet the military was making plans for how to conquer Berlin.  Ebert consulted with the war minister about moving the government to Potsdam and on 29 December the cabinet met in a private house.  The war minister gave a humorous account of the how these men who had known each other for years talked: "Das geht nur noch Guten Tag, Fritz, Guten Tag, Gustav, Guten Tag, Philipp; wenn ich nicht bald gehe, werden sie mich demnächst Heinrich nennen."


The choice for new cabinet members too showed the SPD determination to start anew.  Ebert, who often relied upon Noske for advice, had considered him a possible replacement for state secretary Mann in early December.
  Many in the Zentralrat wanted Noske but feared taking him away from Kiel.  Ebert wanted someone for social policy and a Zentralrat member proposed having someone from south Germany to counter anti-Berlin sentiments. Noske, Rudolf Wissell and Paul Löbe were agreed upon between the cabinet and Zentralrat early on 29 Dezember.
  Wissell wrote to Legien next day that he too had been surprised at the insistence of the government that he must join immediately.
  Löbe had refused and the Zentralrat agreed to a five-person cabinet.  In this cabinet the responsibilities were reassigned.  Noske took military, Scheidemann foreign affairs and the press, Landsberg finances and judical, Ebert interior and Wissell economics and social policy.
 Ebert and Scheidemann acted as co-chairpersons but Ebert continued to be addressed as chancellor by many officials.  His administrative leadership received recognition in that all materials were to go to his office for division among those responsible. The new cabinet termed itself "Regierung".
  


This cabinet functioned well in the sense of efficiency.  They quickly decided questions left from the previous cabinet such as the new minister of war and the demobilization decree.
  However, the Volkswehr and military command issues remained unresolved despite Zentralrat pressure.  


The crux of the second phase of the revolution had been whether the labor coalition would continue and whether military force would be employed.  Ebert, responsible for military matters, had compromised his way to a situation in which the government had few loyal troops, had distanced itself from the possibility of employing the councils as a support and encouraged the old officers to see themselves as political partners.  Letting the entering troops keep their ammunition escalated the possibilities of violence.


Ebert had wanted to avoid bloodshed, to keep the Independents in the government until the elections and to create a Volkswehr.  He had wanted to uphold the armistice, prepare for peace by maintaining a strong state and by containing revolution.  By those criteria he had only half succeeded.  Though the armistice terms were being carried out and had been extended, the socialization commission and the constitutional experts were at work, the demobilization proceeding and a social program underway, the issue of power had destroyed his conception of a non-violent revolution. The state's authority may have been weaker at the end of December and beginning of January than at the end of November.  Ironically, in trying to maintain the state and oppose unrest, Ebert cemented his partnership with the officials while undercutting his democratic support.


Ebert could not have known the extent to which individuals such as Erzberger worked with Groener and Hindenburg and organized monies to push for a reversal of political change.
  Ebert's bourgeois partners from 1917-18 had not opposed the military of Ludendorff and continued the same stance now.  Payer and Haußmann had vacated the premises.  Fehrenbach, by trying to get the old Reichstag recalled, and Erzberger, by his scheming, worked more toward maintaining the old than to establishing a parliamentary democracy.  Solf, Schiffer, Riezler or Preuß were hardly 'apolitical' experts, as shown in that they sought candidacies with the liberal parties.  The shortcomings of the partners who might have acted to help consolidate a Klassen-kompromis of the middle too undercut Ebert's manoeuvrability.  Yet he had worked with those people, knew their beliefs and was blinded by the same patriotism.  As previously the bourgeois leaders saw in the SPD only a party that should serve to contain the masses with whatever means.  The bourgeois party leaders hoped with the aid of the old elites to reverse the shift of power to labor, even if as Koch Weser said it now could only be done with the ballot.
  This side of the revolutionary era, as the liberals and Zentrum followed interests quite opposed to creating any social democracy, needs further attention when discussing alternatives in the revolution.

  
This account of the revolution has been mainly from above, from the offices in Berlin, just as Ebert's early years in Social Democracy were recounted from below, from the streets of Bremen.  That approach has been used primarily because Ebert viewed the world from that perspective.  The idea of building a new legality out of a transformed social situation from below had disintegrated during the war.  He saw the councils only from above and he saw and heard only about their sins, from the military, from the officials and from Müller in the Vollzugsrat.  Personality too played a role for Ebert did not want to answer to the Zentralrat or any other group.  Everywhere he found "einmischen". He approved and accepted proposals to limit the councils to social roles no matter from what quarter.  


Certainly the democratic potential of the workers' and soldiers' councils embodied a great deal of the idealism of the labor movement and the spontaneous participation in the overthrow. Yet neither the SPD nor the USPD leaders knew how to harness that potential to their political wagon and at the level when Ebert heard about them, the councils were inept and wasteful.  Ebert failed to exploit their potential because he placed priority upon immediate tasks and upon Germany's peace and power potential.  A harsh critic could say that democracy meant too much form and not enough content for him, but that would have to be applied to all the leading Social Democrats.  Likewise, the USPD leaders failed because they did not know how to peek behind the curtains of Ebert's military practices.  Ebert proved himself a capable administrator as cabinet chief, but not a politically astute transformer of institutions.  The elevation of the national above the social during the war hamstrung his thinking and prepared him to compromise with the 'experts'.  His strategy of opposition and cooperation was not penetrated by those around him.  The Independents and council leaders had even less sense of power and were even more prepared to compromise.  German Social Democrats proved they were mainly good administrators, even within the councils, whose leaders -- if they really wanted a revolutionary course -- had made the mistake of not removing Ebert and his colleagues on 9/10 November.  However, such criticisms can end in a wishful approach to history which mostly explains the desires of later generations for a different outcome.  Until the authors claiming alternatives in the revolution demonstrate that loyalty to councils meant more than loyalty to party they are presenting such a speculative approach.
 


Six weeks of Ebert's military policy had left a debacle.  The generals with whom he cooperated and who attempted to politically set limits to the revolution had brought back the front troops, but they had also prepared a bloody confrontation in Berlin.  They had not been able to supply protection for the government.  Perhaps because of this Ebert handed this area over to Noske.  Unfortunately, Noske would continue the worst aspect of Ebert's efforts.  Ebert went back to doing what he did best: organizing of meetings and running them to set guidelines and policies, overseeing the preparation of a constitution and the next stage of the power transfer to parliamentary institutions.  The attempt to span the gap from Haase to Groener failed because it attempted to combine opposites.  After the elections, and inside the SPD-bourgeois government, Ebert could act as mediator between personalities on behalf of the national cause.  But the crucial integration had failed and civil war followed.  However, he had made a valiant attempt, unrecognized by those who simplify choices and do not acknowledge the pressure of events and divergent interests.  Ebert had acted upon his own priorities of Landesverteidigung (and in his view the country remained threatened) and parliamentary democracy.


The context in which Ebert unleashed the military must be remembered, not to excuse his action but to see how he perceived it.  He told many contemporaries that he feared for his life at the end of December: "Daß das nicht ohne Gefahr für ihn war, erzählte er mir in großer Ergriffenheit.  Er sagte: 'Es waren schwere Stunden, als die aufrührerischen Matrosen tagelang über die Wilhelmstrße zogen, ich die vorderen Räume der Kanzlei, die ich damals bewohnte, nicht benutzen konnte, sondern mich in den nach dem Garten liegenden Zimmern aufhalten mußte, dann aber immer das Rufen hörte: Nieder mit Ebert! An die Laterne mit ihm!' 'Schön war das nicht!' setzte er trocken hinzu."
  Schiffer in March 1919 wrote down how difficult the situation was in December for Ebert and Scheidemann who could not see their families and who claimed that at one point the chancellery was surrounded and after a chase "Allmählich gelangten sie, nachdem Ebert, der unerträgliches Herzklopfen bekommen hatte, auf einem kleinen Stein am Eingang des Vorgartens zusammen gebrochen war, in die Reichskanzlei zurück..."
  The Swiss representative commented: "Gegen Endes des Jahres 1918 kam es immer mehr in Mode grosse und kleine mehrheitssozialistische oder spartakistische Demonstra-tionszüge zu veranstalten und sie womöglich durch die Wilhelm-strasse an der Reichskanzlei vorbeizuführen, um entweder die Regierung... hochleben zu lassen oder niederzubrüllen."
  Ebert personally experienced the street fighting, the arrests by the marines and fear for his life.  Concern about himself undoubtedly reinforced the determination to employ force upon behalf of state authority.
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�.Bern 2300 Berlin 26, 4 März 1925; Ebert must have told this version after Planta became amabassador in mid-1922 and before the treason trials made him bitter about criticisms.
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