Misled on War and Peace

In the fall of 1916 Chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg decided to allow a public debate on war aims.  Within the Reichstag budget committee he and his cabinet colleagues made it seem that they opposed the annexation of Belgium and favored an independent Poland.
  Ebert led those who grasped at these straws because he wanted to continue the August 4 policy out of his commitment to his country. Further, he needed ammunition against the Left, as well as the Right, within and outside the party.  Later Bethmann made a vague peace offer, partly to cement the populace behind his government.  The socialists figured large in Bethmann's calculations and Ebert proved to be among those misled into believing that the petitions, the declarations and the questioning within the Reichstag had had an effect. He asserted to the federal council in January 1917: "Heute steht fest, daß Bethmann den Verständigungs-frieden angeboten hat.  Das war nicht zuletzt ein Erfolg unserer Politik."
  Desperate hopes breed strong illusions. 

The SPD caucus' and council's responses to Bethmann's initiative, and Ebert's defense of Bethmann after the Entente rejected the 'peace' offer, demonstrate that he desperately wanted peace.  His speech of January 1917, cited above, restated the hope, as did letters written to political advisers.
  He hoped for peace to be attained through the government's diplomacy and then through the Russian revolution.  When that failed he turned back to the labor community at a national and international level.

Part of Ebert's hope for peace came from the prospects for an international conference of socialists.  In April 1916 at the time that the executive launched its initiative against the opposition, Ebert had written an article "Die deutsche Sozialdemokratie und die Internationale".
  In it he résumed the international contacts and efforts of the SPD: Müller's trips to Brussels and Paris at the end of July 1914, the executive's attempts in September 1914 to coordinate activities with the French, the neutral country socialists' efforts to make the Internationale bureau more objective and the attempts to call the Internationale together by Troelstra.  Ebert did not point to his own foot-dragging or to the rationale offered by the SPD leaders during 1914 and 1915, that any hint from them of a preparedness to meet the French and British would lead to the assumptions about German weakness and thus extend the war.  That convoluted logic--or perhaps mere excuse for calculated passivity--had obviously proven wrong as the war headed toward a third winter.  In his article Ebert claimed that the French party blocked everything.  He acknowledged the condition which the SPD placed on any meetings of the Internationale and on any common declarations, namely that the French should agree to participate yet they had repeatedly refused.  

Ebert tried to paint a picture of SPD conciliatoriness against French obstinacy: SPD negotiations with the neutral socialists, its peace declaration of June 1915 and its peace question in the Reichstag during December 1915.  Next the Scandinavians had attempted to persuade the French and British to meet, so that Ebert and Scheidemann had again trekked to the Haag in December 1915 and agreed to a general meeting of the Internationale, but the French and British again had refused to come.  The French socialist congress in early 1916 dashed hopes for any accommodation.  

At the Reichskonferenz, where Ebert had again reviewed this pattern, he still held to the stance that the French and British socialists had to change their position before any movement could be achieved.  However, he kept the lines of communication open by exchanges with Stauning and Troelstra and by co-ordination of policies with the Austrians.

After the Entente rejected Bethmann's calculated attempt to obtain peace on German terms in late 1916, Ebert looked more favorably on Internationale actions.  In December 1916 he and Scheidemann again visited the Haag because Troelstra had hinted that some movement might be expected from the French socialists who were splitting into two factions.
  No agreements or compromise emerged, which meant that the next significant step came in March 1917 through the Russian Revolution.  By April Ebert answered Tschedi's, chairman of the Petrograd Soviet's, peace proposal positively.
  Evidently he hoped that peace would come through an international conference organized by the neutral socialists.  When the possibility existed of getting Russian socialists to Stockholm Ebert, Bauer and Scheidemann immediately travelled to Copenhagen to reinforce such efforts.
  These actions were discussed with the German foreign office, and many of the contacts ran through the slippery hands of Helphand-Parvus.

Ebert's hopes for peace in the spring of 1917 increased.  In an interview with the Hearst press in early April he happily greeted the peace manifesto of American socialists.
  Under his and Scheidemann's direction on April 18-19 the caucus and council accepted the Petersburg Soviet's formula for a non-annexationist peace based on reconciliation.
  Ebert wrote to his son on May 1: "Dem Frieden gehen wir sicher entgegen.  Das russische Heer wird mehr und mehr desorganisiert, das russische Volk will den Frieden. Wir tun alles, um eine Verständigung mit den russischen Sozialisten herbeizuführen.  Ich hoffe, daß uns das bald gelingt.  Die Franzosen und Engländer werden dann auch folgen müssen."
  

Ebert's hopes for peace floundered on by the difficulties encountered in making the French see the Germans' standpoint. On May 4 he published an article in Vorwärts about the possibilities inherent in the proposed peace conference at Stockholm.  It amounted to an apology for SPD policy against the claims that the SPD had been the cause of all negotiations failing.  In his view the Russian Revolution and the stance of the Russian socialists had been decisive in attaining some movement, though nothing official had come from the French and British socialists.  He thought that the SPD's acceptance of the Russian socialists' formula provided the pre-conditions for a compromise.  In addition to his public statement Ebert responded to a SPD right-winger's warnings against trusting the Entente socialists by arguing that Russian events need not be overvalued, but the movement showed depth and the socialists a decisive factor.  Their formula for peace he saw as  "notwendig", even if one need not be "vertrauensselig".
  

Ebert had no special role in bringing about the Stockholm Peace conference, which proved to be a fiasco.  As the German delegation's spokesperson, Ebert guided the delegation's deliberations just he had chaired all the caucus, council and executive meetings since Haase's departure. The conference opened the eyes of the SPD leaders to their international image and isolation.  Scheidemann bluntly stated at a meeting of parliamentary leaders (including Ebert, David and Molkenbuhr) with the chancellor immediately after their return: "Im Ausland sagt man, wir hätten eine Regierung, die keinen festen Willen gegen Militär hat und sich nicht gegen Hauptquartier durchsetzt..."
   Stockholm opened the SPD leaders' eyes to how they and Germany were seen abroad.

At the first session on June 4 with the Dutch-Scadanavian committee Ebert asserted that the SPD had fought for peace and Scheidemann provided a detailed account of its endeavors.  Despite these explanations van Kol asserted "Deutschland einen Offensivkrieg führt.... In Deutschland wurden die Genossen betrogen."
  Ebert: "Wir sind überrascht über die wütende Pauke, die van Kol gegen die deutsche Sozialdemokratie geredet hat und die Beschuldigungen, die er erhoben hat."  After further exchanges criticial of the SPD, Ebert concluded "Der Gang der Debatte hat eine ganz neue Situation geschaffen, über die wir uns verständigen müssen."

When the Germans met on their own Ebert rightly claimed that it seemed "als ob sich die deutsche Delegation wegen ihrer Politik, wegen der Haltung zur Regierung, wegen der Schuldfrage usw zu rechtfertigen hätte."
  He wanted to answer all accusations.  David too found members of the committee thought "dass die Ententeländer von Deutschland überfallen sind.  Deutschland soll Sühne leisten." David later gave a detailed reply on the question of war guilt which would be published as a brochure.  The German delegates together worked out a detailed response to the committee's questionnaire, which became known as the Stockholm Memorandum and contained the SPD's views on self-determination, nation, nationality and reparations.  At the same time the SPD leaders sought and made contact with the Russian soviets to inform them of SPD peace efforts.

In meetings with the committee Ebert became defensive when the German memorandum was challenged about Alsace-Lorraine, Belgium, war aims, U-Boot warfare and peace possibilities.  For example, he responded in questioning about Alsace-Lorraine: "Ich bin als Badenser Nachbar, war oft da auf dem Parteitag... Jeder Elässischer Politiker hat die Möglichkeit, seine Meinung offen und frei auszusagen.  Aber von diesen aus hat man nicht gefordert, dass Elsass-Lothringen zu Frankreich zurück soll.  Ich war während des Krieges vielfach in Elsass-Lothringen.  In Strassburg wurden Sie finden: dass wir den Mann nicht verstehen, der sagt, dass man hier eine Abstimmung fordern könnte.  Strassburg ist durch und durch eine deutsche Stadt."
  As spokesperson for the German delegation he acknowledged the need to create "Klarheit" and to undertake "Aufklärungsarbeit," which were admissions that the SPD stance vis a vis the German government proved the crucial problem.  The SPD leaders stated their preparedness to wait for a British and French delegation in hopes of organizing a conference.  Those governments denied their socialists passports.  

The USPD leaders trekked to Stockholm on June 22 and met with Russian socialists.  Despite distancing themselves from the SPD's war-supporting stance, their efforts too ran into the sand.

While in Copenhagen after May 29 and in Stockholm for ten days, June 4 to 13, Ebert and his colleagues discovered Germany's isolation in the diplomatic world, their lack of credibility because of the SPD's constant war credits support, and the belief that the socialists worked hand in hand with the German government. They realized that they had to prove their independence and to demonstrate that the German government wanted peace.  Ironically, the SPD leaders encountered this perception among the Entente socialists after they had tried for almost a year to take a more oppositional stance in order to obtain precision on the government's intentions and to retain members' support.  

The fights within the German socialist movement may have overshadowed the public positions the SPD under Ebert had taken on social, political and peace issues.  Undoubtedly the Entente socialists conveniently believed the claims of the party minority and no longer differentiated between those who supported a war of defense and those who supported war. 

The increased public activity of the SPD executive which began in early 1916 had more than party differences behind it.  The food shortages and increasing rate of deaths as the generals engaged in the reciprocal strategy of bleeding countries into submission made themself felt in the mood of the populace.  Between March 1914 and September 1916 real income of workers dropped at least 22%, in the cities probably more.
  In the spring of 1916 strikes among young workers, and then Liebknecht's anti-war demonstration, found a strong resonance in the SPD membership.  The secret police noted the darkening mood and the federal council members reported on the difficulties in their regions during July 1916.
  In Ebert's own constituency economic hardship and discontent prevailed.  The stridency with which social problems were presented in the Reichstag committees intensified during 1916.  As Scheidemann told David in defense of the peace petition of August 1916: "Wir müssen der Stimmung der Massen Rechnung tragen, um sie nicht zu verlieren."
  The leaders knew that support for the party as well as the minority in opposition rested partly on how the war economy functioned, on how the war burdens were shared as well as the nature and purpose of the war.  To get government action and to compete with the opposition they increased their critical stance.  In August 1916 Ebert and Molkenbuhr spoke to peace demonstrations in Zwickau, Werdau and Crimmitschau with such radicals as Lipinski. In September at the Reichskonferenz Ebert distanced himself from the government. In October Ebert reiterated his interventionist state views--this time to the budget committee--on the food situation: "die Volksernährung könne nur durch eine Zwangsorganization gesichert werden."
  War credits received support in the Reichstag shortly afterwards, but not without an extensive criticism of the government's omissions.
  During the labor allocation legislation debates, Ebert in particular, emphasized the government's shortcomings in running the war.  The secret police noticed the campaign.
 


If the SPD, in the summer and fall of 1916, repeatedly took to the warpath against wartime social injustices, what finalized the party split and why did the two socialist caucuses not find their way back together?  The differences, ideologically and politically, had become too great; the personal and emotional elements reinforced the differences.  The Reichskonferenz gave the opposition a chance to meet and consider the possibility of an organizational base for their work against the war.  The actions of the executive, under Ebert's leadership, in taking over newspapers and encouraging new organizations in areas where the minority controlled a regional or local organization escalated the conflict. For instance, in October 1916 the executive grasped the opportunity offered by the military having closed down the Vorwärts to take it over on their terms.  Ebert vigorously defended this action, even in the Reichstag, because Stadthagen had accused the executive of conniving with the military officials.  His remarks included: "Der Abgeordnete Stadthagen hat auch den Versuch gemacht, die Ehre unseres Parteivorstandes herabzusetzen.  Ich kann ihm erklären, daß mir und meinen Freunden im Parteivorstand nichts gleichgültiger sein kann... als das Urteil des Abgeordneten Stadthagen über unsere Ehre."
  At least 19 members of the caucus, including Hoch, found such terms unacceptable and wanted to pass a resolution against the party-damaging statements.  Ebert and the majority rejected all attempts to moderate the conflict. In the federal council Ebert used similar language to defend further pre-emptive actions in Berlin, Bremen, Frankfurt by which the executive had assured the organizational basis of the party for its side.
  The party split served as only the logical outcome of increasingly divergent conceptions of German society and state, as well as the drive to obtain members by both sides during 1916.

 
The finalization of the party split occurred when the minority ineptly called for the withholding of fees, which could only mean an attempt to ruin the party that they could not capture from within.  This desperate act, after the minority saw the handwriting on the walls of all party institutions and held its Sonderkonferenz in January 1917, led to expulsion by the majority.  Ebert guided that decisive incision in January 1917 just as he had directed the fight for the newspapers and the organizations.  Within the executive he led the group (Braun, Wels, Müller) which favored finalizing the split (against Molkenbuhr and Pfannkuch).
  In his presentation before the federal council in January he claimed that the Beitragssperre was the ultimate provocative act by the minority.  The executive had turned to the control commission and received support for its view that the minority had placed itself outside the party.
  A little aside reflects Ebert's importance. Due to his absence his executive colleagues wanted to delay the regularly scheduled meeting with the control commission.

The split of the party increased Ebert's work load during early 1917.  With his executive colleagues he had to decide where new organizations needed to be created and with whom the work would be undertaken.  Letters, trips and meetings consolidated the old and created the new.  To those supporting the majority in his constituency, for instance, he wrote to welcome their new organization; to those opposed he wrote to say that they were excluded.
  New editors had to be found for journals such as Neue Zeit and Gleichheit.  Cunow took over the former from Kautsky.  Marie Juchacz was asked to replace Zetkin at the head of the latter.  Ebert's letter confirming her acceptance illustrates the difficulties: "Über Ihre Aufgaben haben wir bereits umgehend gesprochen.  Einzelheiten und Regelung der praktischen Dürchführung besprechen wir am besten wenn Sie hier sind.  [Verleger] Dietz, mit dem ich nun mich die Sache besprochen habe, stimmt unser Regelung zu.  Wenn könnten Sie antreten?... Notwendig ist, daß Sie baldigst kommen.  Die nächste Nummer der G[leichheit] die am Sonnabend erscheint, ist die letzte der alten Redaktion.  Die folgende Nummer mußte sofort in Angriff genommen werden.  Sie werden dafür bereits zeichnen müssen.  Umständen drangen die Vorarbeiten für die Frauen-konferenz, über die möglich vor unsere Abreise nach Stockholm erfolgen soll.  Deshalb erwarte ich Sie Anfang nächster Woche.  Zur endgültiger Regelung Ihrer dortiger Verhältnisse können Sie noch einmal später zuruckfahren."
  The voice of the experienced organizer speaks out of the letter, written almost as a directive. Reorganizing a split Social Democracy partly devolved upon Ebert, but the war impacted on more than his party.

Between mid-1916 and mid-1917 the length of the war and social difficulties began to transform the German political landscape.  Not merely in Social Democracy had the Black Reaper mowed down normality.  The political Right had benefited from the Burgfrieden since the latter restrained the threat from the Left.  The feuds within the ruling elites, represented by the aggressive agitation style, tone and aims of the pre-war Pan Germans submerged for nearly two years because they assumed the war they had wanted would bring the aggrandizement they had sought.  Under the surface of artificial harmony, the feuding parties squirmed.  The war aims debate, which operated through careful hints until allowed publicly in November 1916, increased the tensions.  The military under the new leadership of generals Ludendorff and Hindenburg, artificially buoyed by myths and self-confidence, began to interfere in economic life as well as to differ with Bethmann about methods of warfare such as ending restrictions on U-Boots.  Internally, the promised reforms went nowhere and the discrimination against labor continued, especially with regard to conscription and application of state of siege rules.  To illustrate, in February 1917 Ebert and Bauer complained that the manpower allocations under the new labor laws fell outside the Reichstag guidelines.
  War profits proved even worse than the left suspected.  In late 1916 and early 1917 no electoral reform had been instituted, just worse laws to defend privileges.  However, the solid front of Bethmann's diagonal  cracked not only because part of Social Democracy had left the war credits fold, but because the liberal and Centre parties began to doubt Germany's ability to hold out eternally, especially if labor kept becoming more critical.
  During the spring of 1917 Scheidemann published an article calling for action which even Ebert found too tough and after "einer ernsten Auseinandersetzung" Scheidemann threatened to resign.
  

At issue remained how to respond to the government's inactivity and labor's increased militancy.  During April everyone knew about impending strikes.
  Ebert and Scheidemann cooperated with the government in trying to contain that labor unrest.
  The Social Democractic leaders attributed labor's militancy to "Hunger" and the populace's need to see action against the political Right.
 

Between mid-1916 and mid-1917 all German political groups reconsidered their positions and this meant that the solid block of the middle and Right cemented by the war began to fall apart.  This crucial shift caused by the length of the war and the Right's stupidity in undermining Bethmann, first with the military and then with the monarchy--to which has to be added the tensions caused by the insatiable appetite for war gains among the industrialists--, meant a new political configuration became possible in Imperial Germany.  When the SPD's leftists, radicals and dissidents founded their own party, the USPD, the leaders of Social Democracy became "bundnisfähig" for Catholics and liberals. Ebert, who between spring 1916 and 1917 had been preoccupied with the party conflict, with retaining members and organizations and with adherence to his version of the August 4 policy, had to consider revising the executive's strategy.
 

Ebert had contributed decisively to the party's break-up and to a new relationship with the German state.  He had led the majority in the executive, defended its stance at all party levels, in relations to the state and to the Internationale.  Inside the party he had no equal, as a new type of collegiality ruled in the reduced executive of which he served as sole chairperson.  However, the capability he had shown in keeping a majority of members, organizations and institutions on his side did not extend to seeing through the government's machinations.  Repeatedly he had been misled on war and peace and in turn misled others.  His patriotic commitment and belief in a strong state underlay his unwavering affirmation of war credits and defense of Germany.  For that Ebert sacrificed party unity and began to lead his party onto a reformist path.  

Much of his work as party leader in the executive, council, caucus and other institutions remained behind party doors.  Only in infrequent Reichstag sessions had Ebert reached a wider public; in mid-1917 it remained an open question whether he would be able to take the step from party leader to national figure.
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