Destruction of the Councils for Great Power Purposes

Ebert's relations to the workers' and soldiers' councils went through three phases: toleration, limitation and destruction.  First, he cooperated with them beginning on 9 November because they helped the Social Democrats to attain and retain power, as well as helping to restore order.  He accepted their aid to create better social relations within industry and the military.  In particular, the soldiers' councils were to be a means to remove the tensions between officers and men.  The hints at a temporary, social role for the councils are evident from the revolution's beginning.  From Ebert's view they could embody a political threat, since the Independents had wanted to enter the government on 9 November for only 3 days followed by ultimate power being transferred to the councils.  Ebert was prepared to tolerate the councils temporarily but not as permanent political institutions.  

He originally perceived the councils as a support; next as competitors, then as meddlers and wasters of time and money, especially the one to which he had most contact, the Vollzugsrat.  A review of Ebert's interaction with the Räte reveals how he could have come to such a viewpoint.  On 10 November he and Haase issued a decree to stop councils intervening in coal deliveries.  During November the struggles with the Vollzugsrat about authority and interference in Reich offices irked him.  The soldiers' council of greater Berlin on 29 November wanted the dissolution of the Vollzugsrat because the latter was interfering with the national government.  On the same day Ebert complained to the SPD party's federal council about the councils' errors.  By 5 December he claimed the "Verwirrung" they caused had to end.  Giebel, Groener and Solf, among others, plied him with information and accusations against the councils.  Ebert evidently was open to such complaints. On 13 December after Preuß had explained how workers' and soldiers' councils threatened the election process and relations to the Vollzugsrat were again at issue, Ebert levelled the following complaint: "Das Herum-und Hineinregieren der Arbeiter-und Soldatenräte im Lande muß aufhören... Sie sind Beratungsbehörden, sonst nichts."
  However, the councils could be a support.  One wrote him on 8 December that the national elections were coming too late and the Entente would not deal with a government which had not been legitimized by a vote.  Ironically that council thought in some places the workers' and soldiers' councils "regieren sich tot".
 

In December and January Ebert's worst suspicions about the councils were confirmed.  That he did not have an
unfounded animosity toward the councils can be seen in the exchange of correspondence he sent the Zentralrat on 18 January.
  The case involved the Leipzig workers' and soldiers' councils about which citizens protested to Ebert during December regarding house searches for smuggled goods.  Ebert wrote the councils on 23 December demanding an end to this kind of action.  They replied that the results warranted the measures taken.  Ebert wrote again on 10 January telling them to desist.  They replied that they would take whatever political measures they found necessary.  Then he had appealed to the Zentralrat which in turn asked the Leipzig councils to stop.  In another case on 15 January the Christlich-Demokratische Partei of Allenstein claimed electioneering proved impossible.
  On 18 January Ebert warned the councils there and at the same time asked the Zentralrat to check.  Regarding the return of troops from the east Ebert had appealed on 11 January for the soldiers' councils to cooperate with the "Kommandostellen die Rückführung der Truppen zu sicher" and asked for discipline and self-sacrifice.
  By 23 January he complained to the Zentralrat about how those councils were hindering "die geordnete Durchführung des Ostschutzes".  Scheidemann too registered complaints with the Zentralrat about the councils during mid-January: "Wir mochten bitten, zu dieser Frage einmal prinzipell Stellung zu nehmen und unsere Bestrebungen durch geeignete Massnahmen zu unterstützen."
  When Baake sent the Zentralrat Wurm's bi-weekly summaries on economic conditions at Ebert's instructions on 30 January the government thought that "willkürliche Lohnforderung" and unemployment were threatening the economic system.
  In other instances during December 1918 Ebert and Landsberg opposed a council's attempt to create Standgerichte with rights to execution.
  In sum, Ebert's reservations on the councils were not without foundation.

Later, once the Independents were out of the government and Spartacists made their putschist moves, Ebert may have feared that the councils could be used as Lenin had employed them in Russia.  How much real fears were mixed with tactical calculations to use the fear of Bolshevism cannot be established.
  Ebert's claims were a self-fulfilling prophecy because after the January fights more and more councils called for removal of the Ebert-Scheidemann government.
  Had those calls come before the clashes it would have justified Ebert's perspective. 

Affecting Ebert's view of the councils was the issue of peace and the Entente.  The materials Giebel forwarded to him on 5 December with quotations from Foch and Beatty against councils confirmed Ebert's and his colleagues' thinking.  On 14 December the Swiss representative commented: "Die politische Lage wird immer verworrener.  Zum Grossteil trägt die Ungewissheit schuld, ob die Entente mit Truppen Deutschland besetzen will, oder ob sie ihre Truppen nur unter gewissen Voraussetzungen und unter welchen Einmarschieren lassen wird... Durch die Verhältnisse gezwungen, ist nun auch die Regierung Ebert-Haase für eine frühere Einberüfung der Nationalversammlung."
  

Not only order but the issues of peace and of the basis of a great power state underlay the move to destroy the councils.  A review of Ebert's pact with Groener is perhaps helpful to see the councils from a different perspective. 

What pushed these two very different persons into each other's arms involved the way the war ended and their common fear of chaos. Though the reality of the latter may have been exaggerated, both wanted the revolution to be no more than a restricted transfer of power.  To prevent a further shift they worked together after November 1918 because unrest was seen by both as endangering the German state's status.

As shown above the Ebert-Groener relationship contained many tensions.  Groener hoped to influence Ebert against the left and pursued an active military and foreign policy.  Ebert operated more cautiously, hoping to steer with the tide, and to stay at the helm even when buffeted in different directions.  He was prepared to exploit situations as they appeared but not necessarily to try to create them.  Realism, hyper-patriotism and cautious political manoeuvring kept the military and the labor leader together. 

In November and December the military and economic situation contained many difficulties.  Even Barth acknowledged on 1 December 1918 that "In der ersten Tagen des Waffenstillstands war die Westfront die Hauptsorge der Regiering - sie sagte sich: Ist der Rhein von der Truppen erreicht, so ist das Schlimmste geschafft."
 He added: "Rohstoffe stehen uns nur für sechs Monate zu Verfügung, wenn wir auf ein Viertel der Produktion von 1913 kommen wollen." Both Ebert and Groener knew of these difficulties though their "pact" had at first related primarily to resolving the armistice problem.  Once troops were over the Rhine and returned from the east what would be the stance of each partner?  The latter half of November and early December 1918 revealed that Groener sought to utilize his re-established authority to alter political arrangements.  At the time Ebert accepted neither a drift to the left nor a push to the right.  He responded to pressure from the military by trying to consolidate his own position.

In early December each partner sought to utilize the pact for their own purposes.  What had been primarily a pragmatic arrangement became a highly political one through jousting for redefinition.  In their nightly telephone conversations the question of creating authority for the cabinet had arisen by early December.  In the cabinet Ebert sought a way around the problem by proposing a Volkswehr or militia.  The military went its own way with some middle class officers creating voluntary bands while the generals thought of exploiting the chaos by having troops occupy Berlin.  According to Groener "Ebert hätte einen tatsächlichen Erfolg gerne hingenommen, scheute sich aber vor verantwortlichen Anordnungen..."
  In 1919 Groener told fellow officers that in December 1918 he had told Ebert "solange ich sehen würde, daß seine Absichten zum Wohle des ganzen Volkes gingen, und solange ich es mit meiner Überzeugung vereinbaren könnte, würde ich mit ihm zusammengehen. Wenn mir dies nicht mehr möglich wäre, würde ich ihm fristgemäß meine Unterstützung kündigen."
  What common interests kept them together?  

Ebert's reluctant turn to using troops at Christmas 1918 cemented their relationship more on Groener's terms as Ebert "threw his heart over the barricades" and tolerated the bloodshed he had tried to avoid.  The January civil war and using Noske's organizational ability and ruthlessness to put down "Bolshevism" legitimized the new Social Democrats in the old military caste's eyes as much as the public statements of support by Hindenburg during November.
  The dependence had become mutual by early 1919 and by then the underlying unifying factor had become clearer:  Germany's status as a great power.  The frank remarks about re-conquering Alsace-Lorraine and Weltpolitik at the cabinet session of 21 January 1919 provide a monument to altered values.

Ebert's patriotism had been heightened by the world war. During the armistice and peace preparations Ebert revealed thinking about Germany and its people which illustrated a total identification with the country, its economy, its borders and its culture.  To illustrate: at the end of December a nationalist and specialist on eastern Europe sent Ebert an open letter.  In it he said "[Ich] zweifele nicht an Ihrem Patriotismus und an Ihrem guten Willen" to create order, but he questioned Ebert's methods.  He was ashamed at the publication of state documents relating to the war's outbreak and at the lack of control over unruly groups.  "Die Amnestie, welche die Greul der Matrosen, Mord, Diebstahl, Meuterei und Plunderung rechtfertigte und der Verantwortung für alle Zukunft entzog" allowed criminals to act freely.  The SPD's fear of the USPD and the USPD's fear of Spartacus determined affairs: "Sie weichen vor Haase zurück und dieser zittert vor den Tollhäuslern Liebknecht und Rosa Luxemburg."  This personal attack preceded accusations that the small neighboring countries treated Germany "wie Hunde".  He wanted "mannhafter Tat[en]".
  On 28 December 1918 Ebert thanked the professor for his "guten Absicht... Aber die von Ihnen ausgesprochenen Wünsche stossen auf ein sehr ernstes Hindernis.  Die Regierung ist zur Zeit militärisch ohnmächtig, woraus sich ihre schwierige Lage erklärt.  Zunächst muss dies Regierung wirkliche Machtmittel in der Hand haben, ehe sie zu Taten übergehen kann, die sie im Interesse der Konsolidierung Deutschlands nach innen und aussen für notwendige hält."
  What were the professor's proposals to which Ebert responded with approval, at a time he supposedly feared for his life?  The Germans longed for "einem mütigen Wort unseren äußern und inneren Feinden gegenüber, nach Entwaffnung der Spartakusgruppe, Festnahme von Liebknecht und der Rosa Luxemburg, die entweder ins Irrenhaus oder ins Zuchthaus gehören, nach Maßregeln gegen die zügellosen Buben, die, fast noch Kinder, ihr Gefolge bilden -- kurz, nach mannhafter Tat an Stelle von Worte und Phrasen..."  Since Ebert so often ignored appeals from workers' and soldiers' councils what could his immediate response mean, except that at this point national issues had come to mean more than social ones for him?  The armed attack upon the councils reflected that context.

At the end of December and early January a radicalization of the councils had begun.  By early January in the Ruhr some were insistent that socialization would begin without waiting for national assembly approval.
  Was this due to disappointment with the inaction of the government in this sphere?  Was this due to the Spartacist propaganda against the government, or was it due to the radical Independents emphasizing the councils as the means to attain socialism, which they formalized as party program in March 1919?  After the trauma of civil war Ebert and Noske fulfilled the prophecies of their leftist opponents but it is not clear who drove whom in the escalations.

Notations which Groener made in his diary on 31 January and 1 February 1919 summarize Ebert's, Groener's and Noske's plans as they cooperated to destroy the power of the workers' and soldiers' councils:

[31 Januar] Besprechung mit Ebert allein: Widerstand der S-Räte gegen Verfügung über Kommandogewalt brechen, neuen Räte-Kongress nicht dulden, Beiseitigung der radikalen Elemente in den S-Räte Ost-und Westpreußens... [1 Februar] Besprechung mit Noske: Operationsplan gegen Spartacus, Wiederstand der S-Räte brechen, baldige Stellungnahme der National Versammlung zu Stellung der Offizieren, in Wehrkommission Vertreter der OHL berufen.  Alle 5 Mark Freiwilligen auf Noskeformel verpflichten und außerhalb des Kommanogewalterlaßes stellen.  Verhinderungen eines neuen Räte-Kongresses.  Frage der Verhängung des Belagerungszustandes bei Unruhen.  Entwaffenung der Matrosen."

The members of this personal triangle became the main restorers of 'law and order.'  Noske directed the military action throughout Germany from January to May 1919.  Ebert provided political and legal coverage, while Groener (and Reinhardt) supplied military guidance.  As these three coordinated an anti-revolution from Berlin to Bavaria, the process hardly received a comment in the cabinet, led after 11 February by Scheidemann.
  The military Gleichschaltung of Germany, aimed primarily against the councils and radical, council-influenced state governments, resided primarily in the hands of the Noske-Ebert-Groener triumverate.  

The armed struggle against the councils could begin only after 'authority' had been restored in Berlin via Noske's troops.  Taking up arms against the councils, and Independent-led governments, meant taking up arms against the cities and state governments to enforce a unitary Reich.  It meant not allowing any deviations from the system of Social Democratic-bourgeois party rule.  Why did the Ebert cabinet show so little toleration toward deviations from its Berlin typology?  This puzzling question looms particularly large in light of Noske's uncertainty that Bremen could be conquered, and his worries about the quantitative limits of his troops.

The motivations of Ebert, Groener and Noske must be seen in a larger perspective than their dislike for the councils or desire for order.  All three were concerned about industrial production and food supplies.
  In a long letter of 27 January Groener advised Ebert on tactics in dealing with the Entente and how the soldiers' councils were "der Tod jeder Autorität und damit jeder Staatsgewalt überhaupt."
  Ebert's concern for authority and state power would have opened his ears to such arguments and thus only a few days later the two could discuss how to proceed against the soldier's councils.  The councils, it was assumed were a hindrance to both peace and to restoring production and authority.  Were such reasons sufficient to send armed detachments against Bremen rather than negotiating a solution, or later to allow troops to loot and murder in München?  The measures employed by Noske were an unnecessarily harsh reaction to the fear of an increasing influence by USPD-KPD among striking workers and within the councils, for to a great extent the military operations became a strike-breaking operation. The means were out of proportion to the problem and hardly in keeping with Ebert's earlier desire to avoid bloodshed and civil war.
  

A third factor, besides the concern to get the economy producing and to demonstrate state authority probably played a role in the government's desire to push the councils off the map: the anti-Bolshevik stance of the Allied powers.  Ebert had since early November sought to illustrate to the Entente that Bolshevism had no foothold in Germany.  The Independents had accepted this argument on 10 November and relations with the Soviets were avoided up despite the Vollzugsrat pressuring for it.  As Ebert later explained to the Austrian representative in Berlin: "sei er stets auf den Standpunkt gestanden, dass man sich auf keine Zweideutigkeiten einlassen und nicht mit Russland gegen die Westmächte konspirieren solle."
  The false equation of councils and Bolshevism, plus concern about the Entente, is most evident in the telegram which Ebert sent on 11 April 1919 to the Hoffmann government after the latter lost control over München: "Vorgänge in Bayern haben nach sicheren Nachrichten Entente in lebhafte Besorgnis versetzt.  Man hat uns, wie ich streng vertaulich mitteile, Besetzung durch Ententetruppen angeboten und uns neuerdings durch einen aus Paris Spezialkommissar zu verstehen gegeben, daß Belieferungs Deutschlands mit Lebensmitteln unbedingt abhängig sei von der Aufrechterhaltung der sozialen Ordnung in Deutschland.  Da wir Ententetruppen unter keinen Umständen zulassen wollen und Lebensmitteleinfuhr nicht stocken darf, halte ich für notwendig, daß Widerherstellung frühreren Zustandes in Bayern baldigst erfolgt, zumal da nach mir zugegangenen neueren Nachrichten aus München man dort anfängt, sich an Räteregierung zu gewöhnen.  Wenn von ihnen in Aussicht genommene wirtschaftliche Maßnahmen nicht in kürzester Zeit zum Ziele führen, erscheint militärisches Vorgehen einzige mögliche Lösung.  Die Erfahrung an anderen Stellen, hat gelehrt, daß je rascher und durchgreifender dieses erfolgt, um so weniger Widerstand und Bluvergießen zu erwarten ist."
  This statement raises the question whether Ebert's fears about the Entente were real or only an excuse.

Historians of the council movement have suggested that the Allied threats were not real and that during November-December 1918, when Ebert had begun to restrict the councils, that he had used the Allied concern for public order as an excuse for not allowing the councils wider authority.  One author suggests Ebert tricked the Allies into issuing statements asserting foodstuffs would not be delivered if a parliamentary and stable government did not exist.
  That has been corrected, but such assertions ascribe to Ebert capabilities and influence which no defeated government has against its victors.
  Most important Ebert was hardly a known quantity to the Entente during early November. If the original American diplomatic documents and not the selected published editions are employed a more complex picture emerges.  The first spy reports on conditions in Germany and on the new government arrived in Washington immediately after 9 November.  A preoccupation with the fear of Bolshevism in Germany runs through them.  The American president knew about the situation in Germany on 11 November from a document which was surprisingly accurate and comprehensive: "The Independent Socialists demand that the whole executive, legislative and judicial power shall be placed in the hands of workmen's and soldier's councils.  The Majority Socialists, who at present are in control of Berlin, by virtue of the fact that Ebert is the Provisional Chancellor, oppose this demand of the Independents, asserting that it will mean a dictatorship of the proletariat and propose that a Constituent Assembly shall be chosen at once by democratic elections..."  The secretary of state drew the following conclusion: "A statement by the President that the United States will welcome a German Republic into the family of nations and that the government of the United States will assist a German People's Republic to restore normal living conditions by sending supplies of food and other essential commodities, would greatly strengthen the Majority Socialists, and might be sufficient to persuade the Independent Socialists to cooperate with the Majority Socialists, instead of setting up a dictatorship of the proletariat."
  By 20 November reports claimed the existing government “insecure”, on 25 November that the Bolshevist threat "grave."
  
The Americans and their Allies made up the own minds on the situation and how to respond to it.  By 25 November they thought "Germany has moved along the road to Bolshevism with such speed during the past week that it is now doubtful that even the wisest action by the United States... can prevent Bolshevik domination of Prussia and the seaports.  If we do not act wisely, and at once, a Liebknecht-Mehring dictatorship inevitably will play the same role in Berlin that the Lenine-Trotsky dictatorship is playing in Petrograd... The governments of [Berlin] and Prussia... are in the hands of the most decent men in Germany -- the moderate Social Democrats and their intimate allies of other progressive parties.  These governments are menaced by the Spartacus Group of Bolsheviki. (Note. On 21 November Liebknecht formally announced that he is a Bolshevik.)"
  The Americans opposed any dictatorship of the proletariat which they identified with the councils (and anti-capitalist).  On 22 November a report told the Americans that the workers' and soldiers' councils were taking power and the Entente had to demand limits.  In every case Wilson would more likely have listened to advice from the Swiss than the new German cabinet and the former suggested on 14 November "that Entente inform Germany that peace will be signed only with representatives of constituent assembly."

Many of the diplomatic notes went through open channels.   For instance the Reichs-und Staatsanzeiger of 16 November 1918 stated that the German government had sent a note to Washington gratefully acknowledging that Wilson hoped to send food, but emphasizing the need for speed and that the armistice made matters unbearable.  It openly stated "Gefahr anarchistische Zustände könne nur bei schnellsten Hilfe beseitigt werden."  Another example comes from Wolfs Telegram Bureau (the official government agency) on 25 November 1918.  A message from Lansing had stated that in Congress on 11 November the American president said the Central Powers would be supplied with food, in an organized way.  The president had given him the task to state that supplying of Germany dependef upon proof of public order and equal distribution of goods.
  Ebert's desire for peace and his political outlook overlapped with that of the victors on whom he was dependent for foodstuffs and peace.

All aspects of foreign relations need not be detailed but it must be emphasized that where the Entente moved in troops they refused to allow workers' and soldiers' councils.  On 3 February 1919 the armistice commission officially asked the Entente's stance regarding workers' and soldiers' councils.  As to whether they could exist in occupied areas the French answered 'no'.
  

Have historians been like the dog barking up the tree when the cat has disappeared down the other side in repeatedly pointing to the destruction of a democratic basis for the Weimar Republic in the Ausschaltung of the councils?  To Ebert and his partners democracy meant the parliamentary-party system and, as party leaders, they had a duty to try to establish that as much as the councils had a right to organize a different approach.  In offering a long term perspective and criticism, the historian must seek an understanding of both the subjective and objective circumstances.  In the turmoil of the revolution, the primary question for Ebert and his allies does not seem to have been the content of democracy. Rather the primary issue rested on the nature and extent of national power, based on national unity.  If the issue of the councils is seen from this perspective Ebert's behavior becomes more understandable (if not excusable).

Ebert chaired the cabinet session on 21 January 1919 in which Noske and Groener announced their views.  Noske asserted: 

"Es muß der Regierung Autorität verschafft werden durch Gestaltung eines Machtfaktors.  Wir haben im Laufe der Woche eine Truppe von 22,000 Mann geschaffen.  Wir hoffen, in 2-3 Wochen über 50,000 Mann zu verfügen.  Das wird uns in den Stand versetzen, eine gewisse Ordnung zu schaffen.  Der Verkehr mit den Soldatenräten hat sich infolgedessen im Ton etwas verschoben.  Früher ware die Soldatenräte der Machtfaktor; dieser Machtfaktor sind wir geworden..."
  Then Noske listed the places his troops were to be sent: Upper Silesia, Halle, Braunschweig, Weimar, Bremen, Cuxhaven, Hamburg.  His hopes were to break all "Widerstand mit Gewalt" in a few weeks.  Groener thought that the previous inadequate resistance to the armistice terms might soon be altered and made his comment "Elsaß-Lothringen wieder zu erobern."
  Though not all government members thought relations with the Entente so malleable, the issue of re-establishing a powerful government independent of the 'burden' of the councils sat foremost in many minds.  Noske forthrightly informed the Zentralrat when the cabinet met with it on 28 January: "Wenn erst überall im Reich, Staat und Gemeinden das demokratische Prinzip [bzw parlamentarische Prinzip und Unantastbarkeit des Eigentums] durch geführt ist, müssen die Arbeiterräte als politische Organisationen verschwinden."
  Ebert seconded: "Ob über die Arbeiterräte etwas in die Verfassung hineingebracht werden kann, erscheint mir zweifelhaft; jedenfalls muß nach Zusammentritt der National Versammlung des Reichs und derjenigen Einzelstaaten die politische Tätigkeit der Arbeiterräte aufhören.  Die weitere Entwicklung wird sich am besten auf dem Wege des Ausbaues des Arbeiterkammergesetzes usw vollziehen."  Ebert opposed representatives from the councils appearing before the national assembly to report on their activities.  To those historians who refer to Ebert's Versäumnisse, ie not taking action, they omit that he acted to restore party and state authority precisely by opposing the councils.

  
The success against the January uprising had confirmed Ebert in his anti-council approach.  Once the telegrams began pouring into the chancellery demanding Ebert's resignation he had more reasons to think as negatively about the councils as about the Independents.
  Radical councils' actions such as arresting mayors in Soest and Elberfeld and "Uebergriffe" were reported to him and he tried to reverse such endeavors.  The President of the Reichsbürgerrat recorded his and Ebert's conversation in a letter to Ebert: "die von Ihnen vertretene Reichsregierung jeden gesetzwidrigen und vergewalttigenden Eingriff der Arbeiter-und Soldaten-Räte verurteilt".
  Support from such bourgeois quarters would have confirmed the rightness of his choice, since the outcome of the elections made SPD-bourgeois cooperation imperative.

Three aspects of the situation made the workers' and soldiers' councils unacceptable as political organizations in Ebert's view.  They were known to be a hindrance to SPD-bourgeois cooperation, a cooperation which Ebert had fostered since 1917.  Second, the councils were thought to be a hindrance to revival of the economy. In that sphere they could also be a competitive threat to the SPD aides, the unions plus their new partners, the industrialists.
  Finally the councils were identified with dictatorship of the proletariat by the Entente.  The Entente pressure fit with the institutional and ideological preferences of Ebert and his colleagues.  Groener's letter to Ebert from 27 January states precisely that: "Denn darin glaube ich nach den Ereignisse der letzten Wochen mit Ihnen einig zu sein, dass die Staatsgewalt in Innern und der Schutz unserer Grenzen nur durch eine festgefügte Truppe aufrecht erhalten werden kann, in der Disziplin herrscht und die Autorität der Führer gewahrt ist.  S.-Rate aber sind der Tod jeder Autorität und damit jeder Staatsgewalt überhaupt.... Ich meine aber, diese Gelegenheit, den deutschen Traum von einem mächtigen, alle deutschen Stämme umfassenden Reich mit starker Zentralgewalt, wie sie seit Karl den Grossen nicht mehr bestanden hat, in Erfüllung gehen zu lassen, muss unter allen Umständen ausgenutzt werden...
  The exact extent to which Ebert shared those ideas with Groener remains unclear.

Noticeable about the actions against the councils is the preparedness to shed blood, in contrast to all reports about Ebert's actions until 23/24 December.  Not only Ebert's attitude to the methods necessary to maintain himself changed, but so had the need to rely on the councils as he had in November and December when the Imperial system's collapse had left a vacuum. By January and February the bourgeois partners (and military) demonstrated a new confidence, and Ebert assumed reliability.

    Any effort to destroy the councils meant conflict with the regional states.  The internal course of the revolutions within each state had developed along diverse lines.  The national cabinet had opposed Bavaria's attempts to foster an independent foreign policy as well as Eisner's proclamations of German war guilt.  It had consulted with state representatives on the proposed constitution and the law on temporary powers.  These contacts had shown that the new state leaders tried to defend the old borders and prerogatives of the regions versus centralized power.  If during the first phases of the revolution the federal government left the regional organs to develop their own forms, later the national government eliminated those where Independents stayed in office despite election results to the contrary, allowed extensive strikes, or sought to extend the revolution from the political to the social arena.  Through states of siege, military law and armed force Ebert and Noske began to employ the means which the government would utilize again and again during the 1920s to discourage unrest or to cure economic ills.  Through decrees and force they set the pattern for removing governments which were departing from the norm as in Saxony and Thuringia in 1923.  Already in 1919 Ebert and his military partners revealed a predisposition to tolerate from the political Right what they would not accept from the Left, namely challenges to central authority and deviations from 'constitutionality.'  For instance, the East Prussian military intrigues before and during the signing of the Versailles Treaty were treated with similar procrastination and laxness as Bavaria during 1923.  Those areas where economic production was restored along previous patterns were left undisturbed.  Examples are Württemberg and Hessen where Ebert's party friends, Blos and Ulrich, ruled.  In the case of the former Ebert gave his approval for employment of the state of siege against the USPD and KPD.  To such friends he revealed his concerns and beliefs. In answer to Blos' letter of 18 February congratulating Ebert on his election and assuring Ebert that he and the Württembergers were not particularists, Ebert replied on 22 February: "... Nicht nur, daß wir außen-politisch dem imperialistischen Machtwillen der Ententesieger ausgeliefert sind, sind auch im Innern unseres Reiches Kräfte am Werke, die den Aufbau des neuen Deutschlands aufs Schärfste zu schädigen geeignet sind... Daß die besondren Eigenarten der einzelnen Stämme des deutschen Volkes erhalten bleiben, kann nur unser aller Wunsch sein.  Das ist aber auch nur möglich, wenn wir uns durch eine einheitliche politische Führung eine starke Stellung nach Außen und Innern sichern..."
  Ebert wanted to enforce unity and to oppose "imperialistischen Machtwillen" on behalf of a "starke Stellung".

The workers' and soldiers' councils which sought a social transformation knew by January that their future depended upon the support of regional governments.  They knew too that the National Assembly would oppose their exercising any significant influence.  A session of the Greater Berlin council (Vollzugsrat not the Zentralrat) appealed to the councils throughout Germany on 31 January: "Die A-und S-Räten drohen nach dreimonatlichem Bestehen schwere Gefahren.  Die Bürokratie des alten Regimes stellt ihnen passiven und aktiven Wiederstand entgegen.  Das kapitalistische Unternehmertum versagt mehr und mehr den A-Räten die Anerkennungen... Vor allem droht aber...aus der National Versammlung eine ernste Gefahr."
  The leaders were wrong as to the direction from which the attack would be mounted.  Even before the National Assembly gathered Noske organized a large detachment which marched on Bremen's Arbeiterrat.  On 1 February the troops were in position, but Sunday the 2nd was left as a day for the radicals to become "reasonable."  Despite various appeals and threats from other areas, in Noske's words, "Am 3 Februar war Kampftag in Bremen.  Der Erfolg der Truppen war ein durchschlagender. Er war die Voraussetzung für die folgende Aufrichtung der Reichsgewalt in den übrigen Teilen Deutschlands."

The attack on Bremen took place as Ebert and Noske rode the train to Weimar, that is before the National Assembly passed the law on temporary powers.  Until 10 February no legal basis existed by which Ebert's government could utilize armed force against the states.  No Kaiser and as yet no president, no chancellor -- despite the repeated use of the term -- existed.  The powers of the provisional cabinet had been constituted 9 and 10 November by a dubious mixture of old and new sources of authority.  Why, on a similar basis, could not the Bremen People's Council, constituted on 10 January, claim to be a legal government?  Why could it not issue decrees on political and social relationships just as the provisional cabinets had after 10 November on the basis of the same legal void?  Not constitutionality but national power concerned these men.
  Deviations, such as Bremen's Councils, or the strikes in the Ruhr and Berlin, were opposed because they were seen as undercutting the powers of the cabinet which were equated with the country.  Noske justified the action with terms which reflected Ebert's outlook: "In den wichtigsten Orten regierten Leute, die sich weigerten, von Berlin Weisungen anzunehmen.  Je länger dieser Zustand dauerte, um so unheilvoller mußte er sich bei der außenpolitschen Lage und der Zerrütterungen der Wirtschaft auswirken."
  In the cabinet on 31 January Ebert maintained that authority in foreign affairs depended upon the support which the cabinet had from the states as well as the division of powers among the two jurisdictions: "Die Notverfassung stellt das äußerste Maß dessen dar, was das Reich den Einzelstaaten an Einfluß gestatten kann. Hinsichtlich der Kompetenzen dürfen wir keine weitere Konzessionen machen.  Da müßten wir den Kampf in der National Versammlung aufnehmen.  Dadurch wird unsere außen-politische Stellung auf das äußerste gefährdet..."
  

As the conferences with Groener hint, this triumvirate thought an example had to be made of regional governments and areas which stepped out of line.  The desire to fully establish 'law and order' as the provisional government understood it and as they assumed necessary can be seen in Noske's remarks to a confident of Ebert's on 30 January.  Ebert had already guaranteed the shippers that the government would protect property and compensate them for losses to the Entente.  The representative from the largest Hamburg shipping firm noted: "...Noske uns vertraulich mitteilte, daß eine Truppe von über 4000 Mann mit schweren Geschützen bereits jetzt nach Bremen anrollte und dass die Sache in Bremen in kurzester Frist in Ordnung sein würde. Da er aber wenig Truppen zu Verügung hatte, könne er leider für morgen und übermorgen dieselbe Aktion in Hamburg nicht zusagen..."

To illustrate Ebert's part in this coordinated campaign wherein Noske, like a fire chief sent troops crisscrossing the country to put out the flames of revolt, not every instance of suppression needs to be reviewed, from the Ruhr (13 to 20 February), Gotha (18 February) Halle (27 February), Berlin (4-14 March), Magdeburg (9 April), Helmstadt (15 April), Braunschweig (17 April), München (27 April), Leipzig (10 May), Eisenach (19 May).  Ebert's support took the same form in each case.  Once established as temporary president with the authority granted under the state of siege he passed it on for Noske and the military to employ.  His newly established office served as a clearing house for information on unrest.
  From internal reports his perspective on the struggles against strikes and USPD-council governments becomes clearer.  Ebert's statements indicate a novel crassness of tone, strongly in contrast to his indecision and reluctance to shed blood in November-December.  A few examples will be selected to demonstrate Ebert's part.  

A long report justified the attack on Braunschweig, summarizing its "obstructionism" from November to April 1919.
  This served as the basis of Ebert's approval for General Maercker's troops to march on that city, depose its government and install an SPD-led cabinet.  Ebert helped by declaring a state of siege.  The Scheidemann cabinet had approved of this measure and even advocated applying the state of siege to the whole country.  Ebert opposed the latter because he thought further unrest might be encouraged by such an indiscriminate application.
  As in the other instances Ebert acted as an informed overseer who provided legal backing for Noske's military punches.  The legal justification came two months after the military campaign had begun against Bremen.  The other governments also employed the legal argument that they had the right to utilize the Prussian law of 1851 on the state of siege.
  On 2 April the Württemberg government declared a state of siege and informed Ebert they were in control.  According to Blos' letter to Ebert the general strike and self-proclaimed council government would easily be put down.
  Similarly the commanding generals wrote to Ebert either asking for an extension of their powers, or informing when the strikes and councils were "finished".
  

As the military operations against the councils proceeded Ebert viewed the situation quite positively.  About one of his frequent discussions with Ebert, on 28 February, the lobbyist Holtzendorff reported: "Über die allgemeinen Zustände in Deutschland dacht [Ebert] erfreulicherweise sehr ruhig.  Der Reichspräsident meinte, dass sich die Überall aufflackernden Unruhen in einigen Tage von selbst austoben wurden.  An sich wunderte ihn die Tatsache nicht, denn er meinte, dass sowohl der Tod von Liebknecht, wie von Eisner nach seiner Kenntnis der Arbeiterschaft gerade auf die Gemüter dieser Leute sehr wirkte, und wenn dann noch von anderer Seite gehetzt würde, so waren leicht Unruhen zustande zu bringen.  Mit Hilfe des neuen Wehrgesetzes hoffte er aber in kürzester Frist auch die nötigen Machtmittel in die Hand zu bekommen.  Dass man schnell Ordnung schaffen könne zeigte doch das Ruhrgebiet, wo jetzt alles ruhig wäre..."
  Ebert's optimistic outlook on the possibilities of crushing the councils and strikes is reinforced by the report which the liaison officer to his bureau sent to the foreign office on 4 March from Weimar: "Nach gestriger Abendunterhaltung mit Ebert, Scheidemann, Bauer und Baake ansehen diese innere Lage anscheinend nicht so düster.  In Sachsen nur Leipzig in Streik, wo aber Entwicklung normal.  Mit Wittenberg hat Bauer gestern verhandelt angeblich mit vollen Erfolg.  In Halle sollen Regierungstruppen nicht ausreichen.  Militär sollte nur Bahnhof besetzen; über Fortgang der Aktion noch keine Klarheit.  Grössere Sorgen macht Berlin besonders dass sogar Teil Mehrheits-sozialisten für Streik gestimmt hat.  Heute eintrifft von Berlin Kommission zu Verhandlung.  Man einsieht das Arbeit der Partei zu schwach.  Besonders Ebert ist für Verstärkung Propaganda.  Ich wirke in diesen Sinne, suche ferner Ebert zu baldiger Rückkehr Berlin zu bewegen.  Er ist dazu geneigt."

Only regarding Bavaria, as peace negotiations with the Entente neared and as the council government held on for over three weeks, did Ebert become especially concerned.  He had very closely followed that volatile situation through two sources.  From the Bavarian SPD his friend Auer had kept him informed until an assassination attempt placed him in hospital.  Auer's successor, Hoffmann, even proposed arranging a special courier and thus wanted to know how long Ebert would remain in Weimar.
  Shortly after that Ebert sent his telegram cited above in which he called for ruthless measures.  Ebert's second source of information came from the representatives of the national government.  On behalf of the foreign office, or Ebert's bureau, they personally investigated and tried to influence the situation.  As one contemporary noted Kurt Riezler left for München with a suitcase full of money.
  Riezler, who later became Ebert's bureau chief, sent reports directly to Ebert's office and advocated the "Ausrötung der Räterepublik."
  The report by another foreign office representative, Berger, reminded Ebert that the Entente considered sending troops.  Further reports from both emphasized the monarchist sentiments in Bavaria and the chaos within the Hoffmann government.  Again Ebert indicated to a confidant that he thought the government troops would succeed: "Persönlich habe mich Ebert über die allgemeine Lage unterhalten.  Der Reichspräsident sagte mir, dass innerhalb der kommenden Woche München auf jeden Fall zurückerobert werden würde. Mann müsse aber, da die Kommunisten dort über erhebliche Truppenmengen verfügen, langsam und planmäßig vorgehen, um gleich beim ersten Zupacken gründliche Arbeit zu verrichten."

The military measures and great-power concerns have been emphasized in this account of the destruction of the councils.  Other authors have emphasized the legal and financial actions to undercut the councils by the Reich and Prussian governments.
  Ebert agreed with and supported those tactics as well, since he wished to limit the councils to the role of advisers on social policy in the military and at the work place.  Thus when the Prussian Minister of the Interior wrote to Ebert that he would no longer pay for workers' and soldiers' councils’ expenses, Ebert answered that he had no objections.

Ebert did though object to criticism of his and Noske's repression of the councils and strikes.  He told the Austrian representative in Berlin the remarks made by the Austrian minister of defence, Deutsch, about Noske were "better left unsaid".  Luckily, Ebert added, the speech had not received much attention in the press and perhaps Noske had not heard about its contents.
  Similarly Ebert and Noske rejected criticisms from their own party because of their resolute, even ruthless, use of military force.

Ebert refused to listen to views being passed on to caucus and council members from the grass roots, namely that Noske's style helped re-establish the influence of the bourgeoisie through self-defence units (Einwohnerwehren) and total authority (Herr im Hause) attitudes.  Ebert's identification with raison d'état, perhaps influenced by advisors such as Rantzau, Groener, and Riezler, separated him increasingly from parts of labor.  The result included that workers could not identify with a state that had not offered much in the past and appeared to offer less in the future. As some of Ebert's colleagues began to notice in the spring of 1919 the fight with the councils helped demoralize the lower class and radicalize the Independents.  Hence, when the issue of public opposition to the peace terms arose and Ebert and Scheidemann sought a popular following for resistance, they found the country exhausted.
  Ebert refused to acknowledge that his, Noske's and Groener's approach to the council question had helped to create such a demoralized nation despite their hopes for just the opposite.  The peace negotiations came too soon after the destruction of the councils and strike movements for laborers to offer a new sacrifice when the old had been unrequited.

An ironic but pertinent aside: in early March 1919 the Zentralrat wanted to change the cabinet because of the Berlin strikes and their harsh suppression through Frei Corps.  They thought of arranging a SPD-USPD coalition and reviewed the government members.  They concluded a greater part of the cabinet should be replaced.  Cohen thought "An Ebert möchte ich unbedingt festhalten..." and another thought Ebert "geeignet," Scheidemann only a skilful speaker. "Und nun zu Noske. Seine Leute sind nicht zu halten, sie plundern und mordern. Mit Scheidemann müßten auch Noske und Landsberg fallen."
  Ebert had an uncanny ability to impress people even when he acted against their interests and aims. Only too late did the council leaders begin to perceive that Ebert approved of councils only as Vertrauensmänner in the military and as aids to the unions in the factories and as representatives in workers' chambers.

Ebert's real interest by mid-February 1919, when he legitimized the destruction of the councils, focused on building the Reich Presidency and attaining a conciliatory peace.  Before examining both areas in which he made significant and positive contributions, his role in the revolutionary era requires comment in light of Ebert's importance and so many authors' divergent views.
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