

The Context of Strategies and IntentionsPRIVATE 


In the play Mother Courage by Bertholt Brecht an irate soldier arrives before the general's tent.  Mother Courage asks him if his anger is a short or a long one.  She explains that if, when the general arrives, he bows before authority, then that is a short anger.  However, if he sticks to his concerns and confronts the general until the problem is resolved, that is a long anger. Perhaps the story has a double meaning for historians who hastily deny the existence of strategic thinking and ideas among leading Social Democrats without having made a persistent search for what sustained the SPD in the long run.  For instance, in a short essay on Germany's prime ministers a left-leaning author wrote about Ebert's part in German Social Democracy's vote for war credits during August 1914:


Naturally there was opposition to the voting of war credits within the SPD caucus.  That opposition came above all from those who still thought seriously about the strategical problems of the struggle for democracy and peace in an independent fashion.  But, whoever was accustomed to think solely in daily terms, to think only in terms of 'order'--as did Friedrich Ebert, who as party leader was now also a member of the caucus leadership--, they favoured war credits. Thereby the destruction of old Social Democratic thought patterns and the relatively quick accommodation to what the leading thinkers of the ruling classes of society offered, was fully underway.

No documentation accompanied this view though evidence that decisively challenged the accommodation and bureaucratic-mentality theses had been available for more than a decade.
  The repetition of ill-informed claims about Ebert and the war-supporting majority as narrow-minded bureaucrats is evidently easier than examining what transpired and delineating specific roles and intentions.  


Some significant steps to understanding the wartime SPD have been taken by studies such as Susanne Miller's account of the SPD's wartime breakup which corrected Carl Schorske's tendentious views.
  However, a series of issues continue to be hazy or incompletely researched, including: the actual strategies followed by the leadership, the extent of the party leaders' refusal to accept the elites' purposes, and particularly relevant here, the precise role played by Ebert.  Unfortunately, some historians have written about the wartime breakup of Social Democracy as though no world war raged and wreaked havoc with institutions and people, as though the opponents of Social Democracy in the government, bureaucracy and military undertook nothing to foster the disintegration of their greatest pre-war opponent, as though the bourgeois parties suddenly welcomed social reform and democracy and as though the other parties of the Internationale had disappeared.  To comprehend the situation of the SPD within wartime Germany requires noting how the elites sought to affect the party, for instance, how the military leaders tried to utilize the SPD's influence with workers.  It means defining precisely what new groupings emerged within labor organizations, and especially how leaders such as Ebert retained a mass following.  Even an insightful and thorough study provides only sketchy information on the nature of the other political parties, the military's actions and the relations of the SPD to the Internationale as elements in accounting for the SPD's course. Again the leaders stand accused of a lack of strategic thinking.
 That author rejects the accommodation theories, yet seems to have worked with the assumption that Imperial Germany did not change and that Social Democracy accommodated itself to an unaltered old order.  Historians of Social Democracy have given insufficient attention to how the war transformed society: by factionalizing the elites, by making the economy dependent upon labor and thus having to take its concerns into account, and by eventually altering the liberal and Catholic parties' basis of support as the length of the war created resentment and demands for a more just distribution of burdens and for an end to the fighting.
  Without having clarified such issues, claims of "quick accommodation" by Social Democrats to "the thinking of the ruling classes" amount to substituting ideological preference for historical examination.  Only within the larger context of wartime Germany can the efforts of Social Democracy's leaders be comprehended, appreciated and criticized.

  
Wartime Social Democracy concerned itself strategically with peace and democracy.  Without its peace and reform efforts the party would not have retained a broad base of support as it became the state's partner on some issues by necessity.  Simulanteously, it remained a challenger to the state and the society in the form which the old elites sought to retain.  In wartime Germany the SPD became both pillar and fire: it supported the war effort but it burned away at the system.  As in pre-war Imperial Germany, the mere existence of Social Democracy constituted an alterative and a threat; the larger and more unified labor's organizations, the greater that threat.
   Hence, the party's internal tensions were watched with minute care by its opponents.  Yet even those contemporaries could not see some of the shifts which the war brought, especially inside the SPD's organizations.

 
The importance of the party's central institutions increased during wartime: the executive, the Reichstag caucus and the federal council became more significant because of press censorship, police and military supervision of congresses and meetings and conscription of many party members.  The usual checks and balances on the SPD leadership drastically diminished.

a. The Caucus


The Reichstag caucus of the SPD had to decide whether or not to vote for war credits.  Since the government wanted parliament to demonstrate a unitary war effort and to provide funds, Bethmann Hollweg tried to assure himself of socialist support by negotiations, misleading information and exploitation of the SPD's phobias about Tsarist Russia.  The question of whether the party would continue to support the war and maintain the political truce offered and accepted at the war's beginning depended largely upon the caucus.  Once dissent began within the party over the war's origins, its course and purpose, part of the infighting revolved around the caucus and whether the oppositional minority could become the majority.  The caucus, as the main public way by which the SPD registered its position on the war, became a significant place where the meaning of this war as well as the party's stance toward the government were fought out.


How the war affected the caucus may be seen in two of its deliberations, one from just before, the other from just after the beginning of the war.  In 1914 the caucus contained 111 members with an executive of 7 (Haase, Ebert, Ledebour, Scheidemann, David, Molkenbuhr, Richard Fischer; Haase, Scheidemann and Molkenbuhr acted as chairpersons).  On May 13, 1914 it met to choose delegates and substitutes to the congress of the Internationale to be held in Vienna.  Scheidemann informed the meeting that "after much reflection the caucus executive concluded that the two equally strong factions within the caucus should have an equal representation."
  The executive proposed that 2 delegates be chosen from each group.  Animated discussion and opposition ensued.  One member maintained that such an action would amount to "recognition of both groups", but "we are not at such a pass that comrade stands in opposition to comrade.  At least a third of the caucus members consider themselves to be in neither group."  Another hoped that not only delegates from the radical or the revisionist group would be selected.  Haase defended the executive's proposal: "All strife is to be avoided.  Until now, on decisive votes, the speakers have always attached themselves to some similar-minded group."  He closed the discussion and against 27 votes the executive's proposal found acceptance.  A number of delegates protested and refused to participate in the election; 21 left the hall.  After the election one member asserted that he would protest this vote, at a party congress if necessary, since nearly a third of the members had opposed the executive's method of voting.  The executive's action demonstrated how it utilized representation from various factions to help hold the party together.  But, that acknowledgement of factions could also be divisive.  This particular discussion shows the caucus in two or three main groupings, coming to terms while engaged in normal disputes.

  
The war placed a heavy onus on an institution in which factional differences existed but also could be bridged.  The pattern of ideological and tactical conflicts, which the executive had always been able to assuage, might have continued had the war not raised the stakes and realigned the sides so that the middle, bridging group, including the executive, could not maintain that role. 


When the caucus met to reconsider war credits on November 29, 1914, for the first time since its momentous decision of August 2-4, Scheidemann again spoke for the executive.  He argued that on August 2 and on the following days unity had been achieved "to give the country the means to defend itself" in the hopes that the next meeting would be in peacetime.
  Then he stated "But new enemies emerged to destroy German culture".  This viewpoint drew both strong opposition and support.  Scheidemann pointed an accusing finger at "the criminal policies of the English government" and claimed that Germany did not fight the Russian people, rather "Russian absolutism and Russian culture".  Karl Liebknecht interjected "Are you a voluntary government agent?" The minutes recorded great unrest and loud protests while Haase asked Liebknecht to maintain the dignity of a party comrade.  Scheidemann continued by claiming that "Germany's existence was on the line" and that the government had to be given the means to defend the country.  More applause and boos erupted.  The same response accompanied Georg Ledebour's call to reject war credits and to end the working class being "slaughtered for imperialist purposes".  Then Bernstein tried to argue that in August the war had as its purpose the destruction of Tsarism but now it aimed at England.  He wanted "the defence of the German people to be directed at victory over Russia". A few attacked and some supported him.  When Liebknecht tried to oppose credits the disturbances became so great that no one could hear.  The meeting adjourned until "the groups had come to an agreement and could give the caucus their declarations."


In this meeting, as in the pre-war ones, no leader played any special role. Haase still chaired.  He and Scheidemann mostly spoke for the executive, though Ebert was elected to the committees which would negotiate on social issues with the government. The factional groupings existed as previously but now focused on one issue and in two camps.  The pre-war ideological differences about revisionist versus revolutionary tactics had been replaced by differences on the nature of the war.  Novelty appeared in the degree of disrespect shown toward each other.  As an acute observer noted in a letter on October 12, 1914: "The mutual hatred and common distrust are hardly hidden..."
 The caucus minutes reveal that the leadership could find no way to bridge the differences.  Indeed, unlike the pre-war situation, the leadership would soon reveal its own divisions and its difficulty continuing the old system in which factions were a norm and the executive's role included bridging them.  



As the leader of the pro-war credits group in the caucus executive Ebert attained greater importance within this organization, but not any special pre-eminence.  By mid-1915 he was selected to state the caucus' stance in the Reichstag and he joined others as one of the party's speakers on political issues.
  Haase and Scheidemann remained the main public figures. However, Ebert's increased significance appeared in another institution.  The federal council, an institution which Ebert led, attained heightened authority during wartime.

b. The council


The federal council had been created in 1912 as a means by which to provide political guidance to the executive on major issues between the annual congresses.  The regional leaders met approximately every three months and thus regularized the previously informal consultations between the central and regional organizations.
  The leaders of the many-layered and million-member party were thereby kept informed about attitudes throughout the party and could also transmit their views.  Before the war, reports from the council had gone to some 2,000 local leaders.
  This sounding board discussed organizational, institutional, agitational, ideological and tactical questions.  The statutes of the party limited it to an advisory role and it could not pass binding resolutions, though it could review the work of the executive.  Its motions and deliberations sought to reflect attitudes and views from across the country.  As chairman, speaker and summarizer of debates, Ebert had played a larger role in this organization than some of his executive colleagues before the war. The council's increased importance during wartime bolstered Ebert's authority.


Ebert had chaired the last sessions before the war though the entire executive participated in reporting on organizational, administrative and tactical questions.  For instance, the March 1914 meeting discussed the "Red Week" which had gained 133,000 new members and 79,000 new subscriptions for the party.  Most thought that united agitation efforts by all factions had created the successes.  Ebert summarized: "We are agreed that the "Red Week" represents a glowing success..."
  A report would be prepared to aid future agitation campaigns and materials would be created to help retain the new members.  "We also want to set together a chart on the organizational elements of the party.  That will be a huge task."


The unity and optimism on this issue carried over to the discussion on rejuvenating the main theoretical journal.  Haase defended the editors and emphasized that the pages of Neue Zeit had always been open to left and right wing perspectives.  Ebert again summarized the discussion and noted the consensus achieved. The debates on other questions were similarly thorough but not rancorous and certainly not emotional or personalized.  


The meeting of the council held on June 30, 1914 under the threat of warfare, again chaired by Ebert, illustrated the collective operation of the executive.  Haase spoke on the coming international congress in Vienna.  He reiterated that on the topic of imperialism only three dissenting votes had been registered at the party congress.  He thought that the course of events had confirmed the SPD's stance, but the French still wanted to pass a resolution calling for strikes by armaments and transport workers in the event of war.  "We must honestly say that we consider a strike by workers in the arms industry, in the mines and in transport impossible in the case of war.  Otherwise we are throwing sand in the eyes of the Internationale."
  This important point raised no debate and the discussion shifted to whether May Day could be added to the Internationale's agenda.  Then the council turned to party finances, membership fees, the new family magazine and women as local representatives.  In each case Ebert summarized the generally agreed upon course of proposed action or policy.  Even the agenda for the party congress to be held in September 1914 brought no dispute since those chosen as the main speakers represented the various wings of the party.  The final show of unity at this council meeting came when Luxemburg's political trial costs were considered.  Ebert responded to questions by saying that "it was an extraordinary trial in which a successful defence lay in the interests of the whole party.  Therefore we have agreed to take over the costs..."
  The meeting reflected a unity of purpose and general trust in the executive's handling of affairs.


The next meeting of the council took place two months into the war and the atmosphere had changed.  The executive tried to play the role of neutral arbitrator.  However, hints existed that the bridging of the gap between those supporting a defensive war and those who believed that the war aggressive would become difficult if not impossible.   


Though Haase opened the meeting, Ebert spoke to the situation of the party.  As the first explanation offered by the executive to regional party officials, Ebert’s presentation transmitted the leadership's views back to the members.  This important speech on behalf of the executive reflected his own views, as revealed during the discussion.  Careful examination of his statement allows some insight into the tactical and strategic thinking which the executive supposedly lacked.
 


Ebert strongly defended the caucus' stance on war credits and the executive's actions during the first weeks of the war.  He asserted that the SPD had always fought militarism and war threats.  In this it had "always led" the sections of the Internationale.
  He claimed "On July 28 we still held protest demonstrations and street meetings when nothing of the sort could be heard in France and Russia.  When the war started we stood in the face of an irreversible [unabwendbaren], terrible fact."  He recounted the efforts of the executive to coordinate action with the French party and the results of the closure of borders and censorship.  The claims that had been made by socialist leaders in other countries about the SPD working with the German government he rejected as false.  The executive had tried to set them straight through messages and emissaries.  



On the fundamental questions Ebert forthrightly stated: "Our position on annexations is clear.  We have always fought desires for aggrandizement".  The party press had taken the same position with the exception of a few papers "on which we jumped".  On August 11 the executive had circulated a notice instructing the press to refrain from any hint of supporting territorial gains.  He insisted that the executive had informed the political and military officials that "the right to political opinions and to criticism on social and economic matters had to continue..."  After he outlined the actions taken to reduce institutional costs in a situation where many laborers were conscripted or unemployed, Ebert revealed some of the fears which had played a role during the July Crisis: "In this fateful time every day can bring a change in the situation.  Party activity can at any time be terminated."  The fear of arbitrary actions by the Prussian military continued to haunt the SPD leaders and helped to keep them united.


The discussion which followed Ebert's presentation reflected the confusion and fears which existed in the first months of the war.  The new internal party groupings had not yet hardened. Many individuals made remarks showing concerns similar to Ebert's about the continued existence of the party.  Rudolf Leinert rejected the idea that German troops had been involved in atrocities in Belgium and wanted a committee to examine Russian atrocities in East Prussia instead.  He disliked the anti-annexationist remarks in the press and thought that a war of such magnitude could not end without annexations.  Wilhelm Keil acknowledged that no one knew how large a majority supported the caucus and executive decisions. He pointed to the disputes caused by Liebknecht's agitation tour in Stuttgart during which claims were made "at what price the executive had bought the maintenance of the party".  Fleissner, who later would be an opponent of war credits, emphasized that the disregard for Belgian neutrality should have been protested by the caucus and the executive.  In a confused manner he continued: "Under all circumstances we must oppose annexations.  But then we will become engaged in a struggle with all of bourgeois society.... We all wish that Germany would win.  Later it will however be forgotten what the SPD contributed." 

Haase intervened on behalf of the executive and pointed out that the party had demanded room to operate from the state.  But, during the war the military ruled and "power of command decided". He opposed Leinert's stance on annexations and emphasized that "the executive is unanimously against annexations".  Though editors could not be forced to write what they did not believe, in keeping with the internal party truce he suggested: "On the other hand, the resolution of the caucus should at present not be criticized...."  Haase excused the lack of reference to the violation of Belgium's neutrality by the special circumstances of early August.  He here defended the executive's unitary position since he too felt that the other parties, not the SPD, had betrayed the Internationale, even though he had wanted to oppose war credits.  Ebert's remarks supported his co-leader.  Any discussion of war origins should note what happened during the last days of peace. "At that time Germany was undoubtedly threatened and forced, on grounds of self-defence, to defend itself.  We did not let ourselves be led by the mood of the masses either.  But the experience of war has shown how right we were," as Ebert blamed the Russians for having made preparations months in advance.  "On the question of annexations I agree with what Haase has said.  We were always against annexations."  Then he reargued the position which Müller and others had presented previously on behalf of the executive, namely the prematurity of any public action against annexations because the French were in Alsace-Lorraine and the Russians in East Prussia.  Ebert asserted that all the travelling about and agitation by self-appointed advocates in favour of, and opposed to, the war must cease.  "Such attempts by both sides must be opposed decisively."  This revealing remark -- that only two sides existed -- anticipated the view that was expressed in the caucus during November 1914.  The war began to eliminate the middle ground which the executive had utilized to maintain party unity.  As in the caucus, personalized and confused views appeared in the federal council, but in September 1914 the executive still stood fairly united in favour of its August 4 truces.


An executive presenting a unified public face still played its mediating role trying to keep the sides inactive so that the policies of the majority would predominate.  Those policies were to maintain the truce agreed upon within the party, to support a defensive war and to oppose annexations through the caucus and the press, to coordinate contacts leading to a cooperative peace effort with the parties of the Internationale and to maintain a critical independence from the government especially in social and economic affairs.  To underscore the latter Ebert proclaimed to the council: "We have only asserted our rights with the government and made no bargains... We have maintained the honour of the party in all regards."  The appearance of executive unity re-emerged in the directness with which its members rejected any participation in the military's youth program.  Haase spoke to that issue despite it being Ebert's area of responsibility.  


The pre-war cooperation still existed but in the council as in the caucus two factions existed and on the war issue they stood apart.  In these two institutions, the caucus and the council, those supporting the war effort predominated.  Ebert's group within the executive utilized the federal council majority to foster a survivalist and cautious tactic for its defensive war policy.  The other major institution, the party press posed greater difficulties.

c. the press and public meetings


The military imposed censorship on all newspapers but at least allowed the SPD press to continue to exist.  Since the regional commanders had the power to intervene and to impose their own rules in each military district, press censorship varied greatly.  Some newspapers were occasionally prohibited; others allowed to report fairly freely.  The party leadership repeatedly appealed to and negotiated with the government and the military about the harsh controls.  The government and the military demonstrated their inconsistency by allowing distribution of the critical Vorwärts among the troops.


While censorship practices continued to plague the party throughout the war, the main problem which the executive had with the press related to the latitude of opinions to be allowed on party policies, especially on the question of the nature of the war.  During August 1916 Ebert explained what the executive had encouraged: "When the war began we warned the party comrades via circulars and statements in the press to forego all un-reflected actions and not to make martyrs by which not only the individual but the general party interests might be harmed.  Haase authored this formulation which received unanimous support from the executive."
  In many local organizations conflicts quickly arose on what to report about internal caucus differences, about the attitudes of foreign socialists, about peace initiatives, about annexations or about social-economic issues.  In Stuttgart, Frankfurt, Bremen and Berlin the differences over war credits resulted in bitter struggles for control of local papers.
  


Vorwärts, being the main party medium as well as the local Berlin paper, caused the executive most concern because it took a stance critical of the executive, the caucus and the war.  However, in the crucial meetings with the executive, the regional Berlin leaders and the press commission almost all representatives were willing to accept the terms which the military imposed for its continued publication.  Rosa Luxemburg's oppositional stance in the press commission ended in defeat and isolation, which again illustrated that the fears for the survival of party institutions played a significant role in August and September.


The press remained a problem which plagued the executive due to its own policy of freedom of opinion.  The theoretical journal, Neue Zeit, continued under Kautsky's editorship.  He joined the minority but did not misuse his post in contrast to Klara Zetkin who made the women's weekly, Gleichheit, her personal vehicle for opposition.  Eventually, the executive had to employ an enlarged Partei-Korrespondenz as a means by which to inform the party of policies and standpoints.  Ebert, Braun and Müller criticized Vorwärts which constantly ran afoul of the censor and had to be bailed out by the executive's interventions.
  Further, in mid-September they had to defend it against the attacks of unionists who thought that the central paper failed in its duties.  The unionists, and right-wingers in particular, disliked the lack of response to the claims made in the name of the Internationale by French, Belgian and British socialists.  To a gathering of union leaders Ebert tried to account for the inaction by pointing to the way that "Germany had been isolated at the beginning of the war.  Therefore the foreign [socialist] press proved dependent upon English and French reports.  The executive did its best to inform the press and the party comrades, sometimes through personal contacts."  He then outlined how the various foreign newspapers had reported the July Crisis to show that not all were anti-SPD.  He explicitly stated that the "attacks on Vorwärts are unwarranted in so far as the party executive does not want to have a polemic against other socialist parties in our press at this time.  We hope to achieve more through our personal contacts and direct information."
  By 22 September even the secret police noted the resentment in union and party circles about the misuse of the Internationale's office, and that Vorwärts refused to comment.
  Perhaps executive members hoped that the war situation would force a change.  The secret police had observed on 5 September, 1914 that Vorwärts began moderating its tone, as it had lost half its subscriptions.
  


By April 1915 Ebert insisted, at the federal council, that "Vorwärts either serve the interests of the whole party, or cease to be the central organ."
  That came because on 28 September 1914 the executive had met with newspaper editors to consider guidelines for the press.  It had been agreed that the press would oppose chauvinism and annexations, it would be objective in reporting atrocities and it would favour social welfare measures. Ebert and his colleagues evidently had difficulties enforcing those rules because the executive could not prescribe the political stance editors were to take. 


In the many struggles between factions for control over newspapers the executive tried to act as mediator. The disputes in Stuttgart illustrate this role as well as Ebert's concern to protect the general welfare of the party.  Conflicts between radicals and reformists had driven the executive to undertake frequent trips to Württemberg already before the war.  Now a new struggle emerged as to who would control the regional newspaper, the Schwäbische Tagewacht.  The pro-war provincial executive stood in opposition to the anti-war provincial council.  Because the newspaper had attacked the caucus' approval of war credits, the provincial executive appointed a new editor.  "Personally", Ebert confided in a meeting with both groups, he was of the opinion that the party "would have suffered greatly if the [caucus] minority had prevailed [in opposing war credits]."
  He added, nothing gave the provincial executive the right to prescribe "to someone what his convictions should be within the framework of the program... Free exchange of opinions has always been the rule within the party."  He referred back to the conference which the executive had had with party editors at the end of September.  No attempt had been made to force editors to accept the policy of August 4, though a majority had.  That conference had also agreed that differences of opinion should neither be accompanied by removal of editors nor magnified into party clashes.  These appeals failed in the case of Stuttgart.  The minutes of two sessions which Braun and Ebert had with the Württembergers in November 1914 reveal the depth of the leaders' dismay and their inability to control factions which were determined to go their own way: "Ebert and Braun left no doubt in their statements that they thought that the actions of the provincial executive and provincial council were injurious to the party", read the introduction.  Ebert, who repeatedly employed the phrase that he "regretted" that the issue had come to such an impasse, argued:


The provincial executive should also have considered the impact of its actions on the whole party.  If its actions became general practice in the party, we would end up with completely uncontrollable circumstances...

In this instance, the anti-war faction, led by Zetkin, created a separate newspaper. Further, those opposing war credits appealed to the membership and through meetings gained support for the provincial council's actions.  The pre-war actions to discipline and to mediate between factions by the executive in press matters no longer worked.

In addition to the press, membership meetings served as another means of contact between leaders and party members during the war. Two types predominated.  Constituency meetings and some party meetings operated openly and received coverage in the press. The executive sought to employ such meetings to gain social welfare improvements from the government. For instance in March 1915, Ebert argued that the "government claimed that many meetings had been used for demonstrative purposes.  If the government does not like them, then it can prohibit them; we will however not change their character."
  The leaders like Ebert knew that meetings were one life line to members and the public. The second type of meeting involved party gatherings.  Membership meetings or 'pay evenings' were often a means to have a thorough discussion about party policy and to allow each side of the war credit issue to be debated.  Those who believed Germany was not involved in a defensive struggle, as the police noted by early 1915, sought to use such evenings to mount opposition to war credits.
  In Ebert's and Scheidemann's own constituencies efforts were made to utilize anti-war sentiments as a means by which to change the representative's position.  The importance of public meetings and party functionaries will be seen in Ebert's efforts to retain support for his stance during 1915 and 1916, especially within his constituency, but also by speaking and touring throughout the country.  


The situation of the main institutions and their functioning placed novel difficulties before the executive.  A unified executive might have been able to contain the factions as before the war.  A divided executive, however, might find executive members seeking to employ the party institutions on behalf of a particular faction and impose that singular perspective upon its opponents.  The latter possibility became reality, encouraged by the German state and its allies.

d. the state and its wartime allies


During and after the July Crisis the government misled the Social Democrats about the reasons for Germany's entrance into the war and the goals for the war.  Like most European socialists they remained the object of their states' manipulations.  Their own international contacts, convictions and organizations provided little basis for an independent stance.  That the German socialists, like their counterparts in France and Britain, voted in favour of war credits on the word of their class opponents rates as a surprise, but in keeping with the principle of defensive war which socialists had affirmed for many years.  That those socialists took the further step of accepting a political truce, accompanied by an economic one, amounted to a drastic reversal of party traditions and the beginnings of a new situation for Social Democracy.  However, the situation's parameters had been defined by their opponents.  The historians who have written about the party's disintegration by emphasizing only the actions of individual leaders or the factional groups which emerged by late 1914 and early 1915 omit the external influences upon this organization.  That is not to say that the factional differences were insignificant, or that the leaders did not play an important role in the division and reorientation of the party.  Yet by focusing upon the slow splitting of the caucus and local organizations, or by tracing the disputes about tactics on achieving peace and the oppositional attempts to re-initiate class conflict, historians have tended to miss how those who had an interest in weakening Social Democracy made efforts to pressure the party; further, some historians have confused the situation at the end of the war when the elites lacked strength and unity with that at its beginning.  


The German state and its instruments in the military and bureaucracy as well as the other political parties had an interest in undercutting Social Democracy's unity and strength.  By the end of 1914 the old elites differed in their tactics on how to contain or destroy the SPD but not in seeking to weaken it.  In that context it is especially inaccurate to speak of people like Ebert having accepted the thinking of the ruling classes, unless one defines the specific part of the ruling elites which shared Ebert's thinking.  In late 1914 such sharing simply did not exist and the nationalistic outbursts identified with the "spirit of 1914" placed the leaders of Social Democracy under extreme pressures.


Who wanted Social Democracy broken up or altered?  The whole political Right and the Imperial state pursued its destruction.  At first they contained their anti-socialist and anti-democratic intentions and channelled their energies into pro-war chauvinism. The bureaucracy, especially the foreign office personnel close to the chancellor, hoped the war would weaken and divide the left.  They fostered that possibility by selective use of information and censorship.  They tried also to utilize some Social Democrats as intermediaries to foster unrest in other countries, especially to exploit anti-Russian attitudes and to foment unrest behind Russian lines and among ethnic groups within the Russian empire.  Thereby they hoped also to maintain the rifts between the German and foreign socialists which the secret police had so gleefully reported in August 1914.  The diaries and papers of foreign office officials, such as Oscar Trautmann or Rudolf Nadolny, repeatedly refer to the press tactics necessary for "keeping the Sozies on the leash".
  As they monitored Social Democracy they applauded the break-up of the organization which they saw as the strongest opponent of the state.  The members of the Prussian cabinet in December 1914 -- after the SPD had twice voted war credits -- had no doubts about the tactics to be followed as a result of secret reports indicating:


a shift in the outlook of the Social Democratic masses which was such that even the leaders recognized that they could not avoid its influence.  But, the majority undoubtedly retained their radical stance and the party as such has not departed from this stance.  The great mass of Social Democrats would probably be open to moderate influence in the economic sphere and could perhaps be pried from the political aims of the party, if we could achieve that the party leaders be split and drawn into a moderate and national current.

The Prussian Minister of the Interior thought "the government had accommodated itself to the SPD in many areas whereas Social Democracy had undertaken nothing special and only had done its duty.  He hoped that a splitting of the party could be achieved."


The Prussian ministers thought that they perceived an attempt by SPD leaders to delay dealing with important issues so that party unity would not be endangered.  Therefore the cabinet suggested that pressure be put on the SPD to encourage its disintegration, but not so much as to affect the war effort.  In exercising censorship, granting permission for meetings or using the state of siege the government carefully calculated possible effects on the SPD.
  As late as 1916 the Prussian War Minister acknowledged that harsh actions against the radicals "could easily have had undesirable effects on the whole party; this danger has now decreased."
 


Illustrative of the military leaders' intentions and hopes to employ the war against Social Democracy as well as against external enemies appeared with the program for the military training of youth.  In August 1914 the military devised an educational system of military preparedness for sixteen to twenty-year olds.  Its hidden intentions included enflaming youth for the fatherland, the Kaiser and the war.  Offers went to all German youth organizations to join this “patriotic” effort.  Some of the SPD regional youth offices, especially the one at Kiel, replied favorably with intentions to cooperate.
  The executive and the party's federal council had reservations and counselled against participation in September.  By early October the SPD leaders began to suspect what lay behind the military's offers: not mere paramilitary preparation but political indoctrination.  Ebert asked a union leader and fellow member of the youth central, Gustav Bauer, to send him the materials which the Stuttgart unionists had collected.  On October 14 he sent the documentation back with a letter noting that in Stuttgart the military had been "more cautious.  But the earlier tendency is not changed.  Therefore I do not see any purpose to negotiations with the war ministry.  If you read carefully through the regulations for Schleswig-Holstein, then you have to come to my conclusion that military provocateurs [Schieber] are at work and are little different than the earlier activists of the Young Germany League.... If it was really a preparation for field service in this war, then one would not play with sixteen, or as is frequently the case, fifteen year olds, one would instead undertake a serious development of the eighteen-and nineteen-year olds."


When the SPD youth central met on October 25 under Ebert's direction, it decided not to participate because the labor movement had no influence on the timing and because the preparations only served military propaganda.  Although some local leaders wanted to demonstrate their patriotic fervor, the youth central and the executive saw through the military's designs and rejected this type of preparation which would have supported the values of Imperial Germany's rulers.
 


The outlook of the upper classes and the other parties can serve to judge how close or how distant that Ebert and executive members came to the elite's thinking.  At the beginning of the war most of German society, but especially the middle classes, had been caught up in a wave of emotional nationalism.  In a set of essays, published by the Suddeutsche Monatshefte under the title "The New Germany" in November 1914, the historian Friedrich Thimme offered his views on Social Democracy.  He claimed that all Germans had rallied to the defence of Kaiser and Reich and that the opponent's calculations about the international values of the Social Democrats had been proven wrong.  Thimme pointed to the depth of love of fatherland and national consciousness among SPD members.  He thought he found many examples of acknowledgement of the nation as the highest good.  To sustain this national unity Thimme wanted the rough capitalism of the pre-war period reformed. However, this social consciousness, or 1914 version of Red Toryism, Thimme combined with the demand that the SPD accept "militarism".
  He thought that the party would have to make an accommodation with the existing state and society. This moderate conservative sought labor integration while the military pursued manipulation and indoctrination and the Prussian cabinet and diplomats hoped for schism or destruction.


Where were liberal and Center Party politicians and thinkers at this time in contrast to such conservatives?  Their generally negative attitude toward Social Democracy just before and during much of the war has not been well researched.
  The majority signed petitions in favor of annexations, called for a victorious war to “impose security” upon Germany's neighbors, and dreamed of a huge, German-dominated Central Europe and expanded colonial empire.
  Most demanded that the labor movement participate actively within an unchanged social system.  No wonder that Fleissner had remarked to the federal council about having all of bourgeois society against the SPD if it opposed annexations, and Müller thought it impossible to find bourgeois partners for any moderate course.
 


Despite the government's disbanding of the League Against Social Democracy and Bethmann's hopes for an accommodation with the SPD, it must be underscored that even that reflective chancellor, and practitioner of a diagonal between Left and Right, thought in October 1914 that the SPD would have to accept the present system, including Prussian militarism.


In 1914 and 1915, the SPD's stance, with its advocacy of policies opposed to annexations, restoration of international cooperation and internal reform, left it politically more isolated than before the war.  A few bourgeois hands reached out to right-wingers and trade unionists but only to applaud their patriotism. Social Democracy's political opponents won on all fronts, especially since the SPD became more factionalized than previously, just as its opponents wanted.  That Ebert and his colleagues retreated into organizational patriotism and actions to help the party survive a crisis situation is not surprising.  Their continued advocacy of democracy, socialism and peace, while searching for tactics to maintain party unity, forced them into an increasingly futile juggling act among the wartime factions; an act unacknowledged by historians seeking only to explain the party's split and not its practice in a tense situation.
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