 
CHAPTER VIIIPRIVATE 


NATIONAL PROFILE THROUGH OPPOSITION AND CO‑OPERATION


July 1917 ‑ October 1918


Fritz Ebert attained his position of authority within Social Democracy during the party split, in 1915 and 1916.  During 1917 and 1918 he established a base for national influence.  His situation intertwined with that of the party; the more labor and Social Democracy held the key to the continuation of the war effort, the more Ebert became a crucial figure.  Through the inter-party caucus which co-ordinated the peace and reform efforts of the Social Democratic, liberal and Catholic parties, Germany's war effort received support and Ebert rose to national prominence.


The question of how Germany managed to avoid defeat and collapse for so long during a world war attracted the attention of contemporaries and later authors.  Among the variety of answers advanced--ranging from the exploit​ation of occupied areas to the militarization of the economy, from adept use of nationalist propaganda to the parallel intransigence of the Entente--the most pertinent relates to the state's ability to maintain the support of labor. On October 19, 1916 General Groener, who was responsible for labor allocations, entered in his diary: "Der Krieg wird immer mehr eine Arbeiterfrage."


The many enquiries within Germany about its defeat at the war's end acknowledged the significance contemporaries attached to labor's wartime loyalty.  The increasing importance of the workers' and Social Democracy's cooperation appeared in the government's alteration of its pre‑war approach; first, it had changed its pre-war practice of isolating the SPD, and later, it had engaged in consultations about social legislation and made promises of political reforms.  By 1916, the government negotiated allocations of manpower and changes of labor laws with the unions and consulted with Social Democracy about a possible 'new orientation' in political and social policies.  These steps and promises were taken reluctantly, without any intention of making labor, or its representatives, the social and political equals of the other interest groups and political parties.  The actions comprised wartime necessities.  At first, the endeavors were coupled with shrewd scalculations that offer of reform and appeals to patriotic motives could be employed to split the more moderate from the more radical elements in the labour movement‑‑a tactic which helped divide the SPD during 1915 and 1916.
  Increasingly, however, the reform measures, and promises for reform, became means by which to keep Social Democracy supporting the war and acting as loyal handmaiden.  


The government's success in tying the SPD to its coattails backfired only when the new governmental leaders lacked the subtlety and resourcefulness to continue the balancing act Bethmann's diagonal tactic had achieved for three years.  Bethmann himself lost his position because, in July 1917, both of the opposite ends of the diagonal‑‑military‑conservatives versus SPD‑labor‑‑temporarily pushed to end the stalemate of his uncommitted stance. However, the political structure in which Bethmann had embedded Social Democracy survived because during the July Crisis of 1917 neither the military nor the SPD pushed for a decisive clash. They feared the momentous consequences in wartime.  This made the short-term survival of Imperial Germany possible.


The delicate system of Imperial politics threatened to collapse whenever the end players of Bethmann's diagonal pushed for the actual realization of their aims: the military-conservatives for an annexationist victory combined with the maintenance of the social and political status quo; the Social Democrats for a peace of understanding combined with social and political reform.  An open break repeatedly threatened between early 1917 and late 1918.  Two aspects of Social Democracy helped prevent it.  One related to the leaders' and members' patriotism; a patriotism which assumed that the future economic security of German workers depended upon a strong country with secure boundaries and international economic capabilities.  Government leaders repeatedly appealed to this motive.  Second, the Social Democratic leaders remained convinced that their policies of pressuring the government and of co‑operation with the bourgeois parties influence possibilities of reform and peace.  Ebert and his colleagues were significant to the functioning of the whole system, in that their policies of qualified support, even secret cooperation, combined with public criticism, helped provide equilibrium between top and bottom.


During 1915 and 1916 the SPD reformists, such as Heine, Südekum, and David, through their extensive personal contacts, established the basis for a direct co‑operation with the bourgeois parties.  During the July Crisis of 1917 this resulted in the formation of an inter‑party caucus in which SPD, Progressives, Center Party and sometimes National Liberals joined together to influence and pressure the government.  Each group of party leaders had its own goals in this venture.  The SPD leaders saw it as a means to gain both peace and political reforms, as well as overcoming an annexationist majority in the Reichstag.  Some of the Progressives and the Center wanted parliament and state to become more responsible to the populace.  All the Social Democrats' partners, but especially the National Liberals, wanted by means of this caucus, to keep the Social Democrats tied to the war effort and to prevent them from joining the USPD in opposition.


While the inter-party caucus became one means by which Social Democracy strove to democratize the country and to foster national unity, it also served as a vehicle for Ebert to expand his personal contacts to bourgeois politicians.  He became a trustworthy colleague to people like Haußmann, Payer, Erzberger and Fehrenbach.  They came to appreciate Ebert for his patriotism, factual outlook and negotiating skills.


By mid‑1917, Ebert and his SPD colleagues knew that they had to illustrate to their party members that the party adhered to a war of defence but opposed any expansionism, that it supported the war effort but opposed social inequalities and that it tolerated the war‑waging government but demanded reforms.  These political necessities were manifest in the SPD's opposition to an inactive chancellor and in its campaigns against the Pan‑Germans.  They reappeared in the SPD's concerted efforts to distance itself from the Independents and Spartacists.  The SPD leaders slightly altered their wartime tactic of limited co‑operation with the state in support of a defensive war to one of working with the state and the bourgeois parties via the inter‑party caucus for peace and reform.  In order to retain the confidence of labor they continued their public role of loyal and consistent social opposition.  This dual approach, shifting now more to opposition, now more to co‑operation, accounted for the confidence which the SPD leaders were able to maintain for themselves both in labor and in bourgeois camps at the outbreak of the revolution during October‑November 1918.  The aims of this dual SPD strategy under Ebert's cautious leadership remained the attainment of an acceptable peace and the social‑political transformation of Germany‑‑by evolutionary, non‑violent and parliamentary methods.  The persistence with which such aims were pursued during a world war remains a credit to Ebert and his SPD colleagues, but the methods became questionable.


Identifying the SPD as the party in the `middle' of the German political landscape, avoiding the USPD stance of total opposition, but also avoiding a direct public identification with the government, complemented the SPD's push for Germany's democratization.  That this political course, just like the political truce begun in 1914, advantaged the political Right must be acknowledged.  The government invariably gave in to the socially-regressive measures of the military on the state of siege or to industry on war gains, and no peace initiatives were undertaken.  Yet, the authors who justifiably have been critical of the SPD leaders' acquiescence to the government and their fawning before the inter‑party caucus partners, have not adequately identified the aims and tactics of the SPD leaders.
  
An insightful, secret‑police observer registered in late 1918 what underlay the Social Democrats' wariness to identify fully and publicly with the Imperial government and their concern to remain an opposition party in labor's eyes:


[Die SPD] hat bis zum Kriege mit der Reichsleitung in  schwerem Streit gelegen und hat manche Ausnahmebehandl​ung erduldet.  Sie hat, als sie im Kriege auf den Boden der Vaterlandsverteidigung trat, das Vertraunen der Massen auf eine schwere Probe gestellt, was sich nicht sofort, sondern erst mit den zunehmenden Kriegsleiden zeigte...[Nachher] riskierten die sozialdemokratischen Führer, das Vertrauen der Massen nicht nur zu ihnen selbst und zur alten Partei, sondern auch zu der neuen Regierung zu verspielen und damit das Reich selbst in eine Lage zu bringen, die aüßerst gefährlich ware:  in die Lage, daß jedweder mögliche Versuch der Bildung einer volkstümlichen, zur Zusammenfassung des Massenwillens fähigen Regierung gescheitert wäre und der Radikalismus der Unabhängigen zur vorherrschenden Stimmung der Arbeiterschaft in der Zeit tiefer vaterländischer Not wurde... [Die SPD] handelte damit von ihrem Standpunkte aus nur logisch, und zwar nicht im Parteiinteresse, sondern gerade um des nationalen Wohls, wie sie es auffaßt, willen.

The phrase "wie sie es auffaßt" correctly denoted that the Social Democrats had their own conception of the national welfare. They thought it best served by combining secret cooperation and public opposition to retain mass support.


Ebert became the prime mover behind the party's actions and the national welfare "as he conceived it" conditioned his efforts.  He tried to move Social Democracy to the middle of the political landscape to create a popular, parliamentary majority.  This stance meant keeping a distance from the USPD, and attacking the more radical Left, but simultaneously containing the integrationists from the SPD's right.  In this conception of a new base for German politics, Ebert undoubtedly tended toward the views of reformists like David, Heine and Südekum as well as the unionists like Bauer.  Yet, he differed with them about territorial gains, on the timing of changes and on the enlistment of party support.  To retain labor's confidence he was much more prepared to play the oppositional role. Ebert's ability to wait and see which direction events were turning before joining, or trying to deflect them, was displayed especially frequently during the last year of the Kaiserreich, in particular during the January 1918 munitions workers' strike.  Most important his influence extended beyond party councils.  Slowly Ebert emerged from Scheidemann's shadow and after 1917 became a decisive player on the national stage.  Indeed, by October 1918, many looked to Ebert, the acknowledged, responsible leader of Social Democracy to "save" Germany.  How he became "der einflußreichste und angesehenste Politiker in Deutschland" needs to be delineated as much as what he influenced.

The July Crisis, 1917

In a short, autobiographical statement Ebert wrote that he had been "an den Vorbereitung der Juliresolution des Reichstages hervorragend beteiligt."
  Ebert's emphasis upon his role in the creation of this symbol of peace and reform shows how, even in retrospect, the Social Democratic leaders remained enmeshed in the illusions of their hopes and assumed achievements.  Ebert's over‑estimation of himself contains a hint that the SPD's political tactics were based upon his calculations.  What had been his part?


The July Crisis had a dual origin.  The military, Pan‑Germans and other reactionaries wanted to remove Bethmann because he had become pessimistic about the war's outcome and because he seemed to be bowing to the constitutional demands of the parliamentarians.  The Easter Message of the Kaiser promising electoral reform in Prussia, the Reichstag's constitutional committee discussing ministers responsible to parliament and possible limits to the power of military command, and the resentment about Bethmann's foot‑dragging in the U‑Boot warfare and war‑aims questions‑‑these all provided grounds for demands from the political Right for Bethmann's removal.  This side of the July Crisis had been latent since early 1917, and has been oft presented.
  The diary of Kurt Reizler, Bethmann's closest associate, reads like the story of a slowly increasing torture as the chancellor searched for a hole out of a closed box he had himself created.
  


The other side of the July Crisis' origins lay with Social Democracy.  There too, the crisis had been latent since the decision to break up the party.  First, the German government remained inactive on peace since the Russian February Revolution.  That had been followed by failure to attain any meaningful negotiations at Stockholm.  The war's casualties continued at a staggering pace, yet the government had achieved little on political reform or on practical issues such as food supplies and prices.  The pressures were increasing on the SPD to vote against war credits and to join the Independents in opposition.  To prevent that possibility, Erzberger rallied enough of the Center Party, and with the aid of the Progressives, gained Social Democratic co‑operation for a Reichstag initiative on peace and parliamentary reform.
  


The fear that Social Democracy might join the Independents in opposition to war credits was well founded in June 1917.  At Stockholm the SPD had discovered the extent to which the Entente socialists believed in Germany's war guilt, aggressiveness and militarist nature.
  The SPD leaders knew that they had to make the German government present a peaceful face to the outside world.  They knew too that Germany had to have a more representative system to undercut the Entente argument about Germany's reactionary composition.  As a consequence on their return from Stockholm Ebert and Scheidemann immediately met with the secretary in the chancellor's office, Wahnschaffe, and outlined renewed demands for peace and reform.

   
Other activities and meetings reinforced the oppositional attitude: at the youth conference chaired by Ebert on June 24, guidelines were passed to reaffirm non‑partic​ipation in the military's courses to prepare youth for warfare.
  The delegates to this conference would have informed Ebert about the sombre mood in the membership.  The party's federal council meeting on June 26 further hammered home what the SPD leaders suspected:  under the circumstances of the extremely bad food situation competition with the USPD became more difficult.  Many regional leaders wanted and needed something positive to offer their members.
  Travelling propagandists, like Hermann Kratzig who gave eight speeches in six days on "Sozialdemokratie, Krieg und Frieden", in the Rhine and Wupper areas during early June, no longer sufficed.
  David noted in his diary that a number of previously staunch war supporters, like Severing, Löbe, Auer and Keil, advised consider​ing the rejection of war credits.
  Ebert summarized at the end of the council meeting:  "daß es die einmütige Auffassung des Parteiausschußes ist, daß die Partei und Fraktionsleitung vor Stellungnahame zu den nachsten Kriegskreditforderungen von der Regierung mit schärfsten Nachdruck verlangt, daß sie mit Bezug auf ihre Stellung zu den Kriegszielen, insbesondere zu der Förderung des Arbeiter‑und Soldatenrates eine klare und einwandfreie Erklarung abgibt, und daß sie ebenso klar und entschieden sich über die Ausgestaltung der inneren Politik Deutschlands aussprechen soll."
  That evening David and Scheidemann met the chancellor to report on Stockholm and to discuss the need for governmental "Bekenntnis zur russichen Plattform und innere Tat."
  They informed Bethmann about a memorandum which the party leaders would be presenting in keeping with the demands of the federal council.


The memorandum to the chancellor outlined the concerns of party members across the country.  That statement of June 28--the work of Gradnauer and David but revised by the executives of caucus and party--began with the claim:  "Wir sind durch zahlreiche Vertrauenspersonen der Arbeiterschaft über die Lage des Volkes und über die Stimmungen, von denen es erfüllt ist, auf das genaueste unterrichtet. Unsere eigenen Beobachtungen sowie die uns von allen Seiten zugehenden Berichte nötigen uns die Űberzeugungung auf, daß die innere Widerstandskraft unseres Volkes sich dem Ende nahrt."
  They listed difficulties in the food supply situation which brought fear and hunger.  The price system allowed speculation and gave further cause for dissent.  The internal political situation had deteriorated since no action had followed the many promises.  Within the military, the SPD leaders insisted, the officer's poor treatment of the men and the food situation had a similar effect: "Unzufriedenheit und Verdruß."  The populace, according to the SPD leaders, began to think that the Pan-German campaigns were financed from war gains and that the lack of peace was due to Germany's leaders, especially since many official institutions favored the annexationists' propaganda:  "Die Dinge haben ihre Grenzen. Die Sozialdemokratische Partei hat die Jahre hindurch alles aufgeboten, um die Widerstandskraft der Heimat​bevolkerung aufrechtzuerhalten und an der Verteidigung des Landes nach bester Kraft mitzuwirken."  The populace could not be expected to continue its sacrifices.  The SPD saw only one solution:  full acceptance of the Russian formula for peace.  Internally, the government had to create "die freiheitliche Neuordnung."
  


To reaffirm the memorandum's contents, Ebert, Scheidemann, David and Molkenbuhr presented the urgent "Notwendigkeit großer Schritte im Innern und in der Friedenspolitik dar, sonst Zusammenbruch" to officials in the interior ministry on June 30.
  Those officials continued to lend a deaf ear, which height​ened the possibility of the SPD moving from threat to action and rejecting war credits. 



While the membership gains of the USPD and the Stockholm experience had galvanized the SPD leaders into action, the wounding and then death of two of his sons in February and May 1917 may have added a personal motive to Ebert's determination.
  How much he and his wife were affected by the loss can be seen in Ebert's letter of gratitude to the party member who made the arrangement for the grave in early July for one son: "Ihren Brief vom 14. d. M. mit den Bildern von der Grabstätte meines Sohnes habe ich erhalten.  Empfangen Sie den herzlichsten Dank für Ihre unausgesetzten großen Bemühigungen.  Die Ausführung des Grabschmuckes gefällt uns recht gut.  Es ist für uns eine große Berühigung, damit unsere letzte Pflicht gegen den guten Jungen erfüllt zu haben..."
  His consideration for those involved appeared in that he continued: "Sie sind so freundlich und danken Sie den Herren, die die Arbeiten am Grabe ausgeführt, aufs allerherzlichsten in meiner und meiner Angehörigen Auftrage.  Hoffentlich nehmen Sie mir es nicht übel, wenn ich mir erlaube, schon noch den Betrag von 10 M zu übersenden.  Zu meiner Freude habe ich vernommen, daß Sie dort Bier erhalten können.  Trinken Sie mit den Kameraden, die an die Bemühungen beteiligt waren, dafür noch ein Glas Bier auf baldigen Frieden und glückliche Rückkehr in die Heimat. Ganz besonders danke ich Ihnen noch daß Sie zum Schluß die Grabstätte so sinnig mit Blumen geschmuckt haben.  Dem schmerzgeprälten Herzen meiner armen Frau hat das besonders wohl getan."  Ebert may have hidden his own emotional stress as he focused upon "duty", appearances and his wife's distress.  One observer knew that by early July Ebert had become pessimistic about Germany's ability to hold out.


The tense situation remained unresolved when the various party leaders met the chancellor and state secretaries for over five hours on July 2.  Bethmann avoided any commitment to the Petersburg formula or to internal action.  David tellingly commented:  "Hier politisierendes Hauptquartier und hier Parla​ment; dazwischen hin und her pendelt der Kanzler."
  Therefore, in the budget committee on July 3, the Social Democratic speakers attacked "mit allerschärfsten Worten die gesamte politische Situation, vor allem auch die wirtschaftliche Lage in unserm eigenen Lande."
  



In the semi-public forum of the budget committee Ebert presented the party's critical stance in one of his best speeches, which according to an observer helped pull the bourgeois parties toward the SPD.
  He complimented the German people for its marvellous efforts, but doubted its ability to undergo another winter of war at which the government speakers had hinted.  He argued that earlier promises of transport and supply improvements had not materialized, causing unrest when the bread rations had been reduced.  The misuse of food stuffs to gain profits had resulted in the April 1917 strikes.  The potato situation had become impossible:  "Die Arbeiterfamilien lebten jetzt in den weitaus meisten Fällen von trocken Brot und der geringen zur Verfügung stehenden Fleisch​menge."
  He dismissed optimistic speculations regarding the coming harvest and showed how difficult it would be to obtain any improvements.  The lack of coal further undercut the populace's strength.  He accused the government speakers of not having explained how they intended to solve problems, including the military's indoctrination of youth.  Exact information, Ebert insisted, was a prerequisite to judging whether the war could continue.  In anticipation of Erzberger's arguments, he added that government estimates on the U-Boot warfare had been inaccurate and Germany's allies had begun to distance themselves from her.  As a result:  "Das Volk habe alles Vertrauen zu der Regierung und zu ihren Erklärungen verloren. (Sehr wahr! bei den Sozialisten)  Aus ernster Sorge um Land und Volk heraus fördert Redner, daß man sobald wie möglich zu einem Frieden komme... Mithin könne die Formel `ohne Annexionen und Kontributionen' allgemein gelten.  Wenn Deutschland diese Formel allgemein anerkennen würde es wohl möglich sein, die in Rußland vorhandene Friedensstimmung für einen wirklichen Frieden nutzbar zu machen."  Ebert let the government know that "Schöne Reden, Erklärungen und kaiserliche Botschaften über die Neuorientierung im Innern genügten nicht."  The three-class voting system had to go: "Hier komme es lediglich auf den Willen der Regierung und der bürgerlichen Parteien an. Der Hinweis auf den Burgfrieden sei heute zum Gespött aller geworden... Die preußische Wahlrechtsfrage sei zur Kapitalfrage der inneren Politik Deutschlands geworden."  Other speakers in the budget committee complemented Ebert's effort.


The demands and resolutions all tangentially touched the decisive question:  would the Social Democrats approve credits?  At the July 5 caucus meeting a series of speakers argued that approval was no longer possible without pre-conditions.  They referred to the federal council resolution which proposed approval, but only if the government committed itself to peace and to reform.  When one member asked what tactics the executive followed, Ebert explained that the leaders thought the party's position should be presented once more in the budget committee, followed by a meeting with the chancellor and then a final decision on credits.  As one speaker rightly commented, since the government and the bourgeois parties placed great weight on the Social Democrats' war credits vote, the party now had extensive power in its hands.  However, the meeting ended without a decision and left matters to the leader​ship.
  That evening Südekum informed David about the possibi​lities of a common action which Erzberger wanted to arrange between Social Democratic and bourgeois parties.


The indecision of the SPD leaders allowed the bourgeois parties to take the lead. On July 6, 1917, in the budget committee, Erzberger drastically attacked the U-Boot war and made extensive revelations on the war situation.  He called for a majority in the Reichstag to unite in a declaration on defensive war aims.  Ebert, who had immediately proposed an adjournment, reported to the caucus that through this "aufsehenerregende Rede Erzbergers eine vollständige neue parlamentärische und politische Situation herbeigeführt wurde."
 



The novelty lay in Erzberger proposing a resolution advocating peace and the invitation by Payer to the Progressives, Center, National Liberals and Social Democrats to an inter-caucus meeting following Erzberger's revelations. Eventually this gathering became institutionalized as a caucus that met regularly to plan a common strategy though the National Liberals participated less frequently than the others.  Whereas that party professed a primary concern with parliamentarization, its leaders in actuality sought to remove Bethmann and worked with the military toward this end.  The Center representatives, too, had mixed motives which included a desire by Erzberger to replace Bethmann with Bülow.  The Progressives and Social Democrats most adamantly sought action on peace and reform. At first David and Südekum spoke more for Social Democracy than Ebert or Scheidemann, except that Ebert insisted on the primacy of a program over personalities.
  


Ebert's role in the creation of the inter-party caucus consisted of using his authority and skills to persuade the caucus to accept a new political course, one which meant direct co-operation with bourgeois parties.  Partly he and his executive colleagues obtained the caucus' support by presenting a rosy picture of agreement among the parties, especially of the bourgeois parties fully accepting SPD terms.  Already on July 6, 1917, Ebert reported to the SPD caucus on the first meeting.  He maintained unity had been achieved on two issues: the government had to introduce equal suffrage and a Reichstag declaration would be prepared on war aims "die in unserm Sinne gehalten ist: Keine Annexionen, keine Entschädigungen."
  His positive picture included further agreements:  "eine parlamentärische Regierung, zusammengesetzt aus den Vertretern aller Parteien," which a deputation would present to the decisive institutions, including the monarchy.  "Und auch wir Sozialdemokraten haben--das ist die Auffassung Eberts--in dieser Situation nicht davon abzustehen, auch an diese Stelle mit heranzugehen (Vielfaches: Sehr richtig!)."  The SPD caucus accepted the report and the proposals without dissent or discussion.  It thus approved the new strategy with its momentous consequences: a strategy that began to tie Social Democracy to parties which had, in contrast to Ebert's statement, not actually accepted a war aims formula "in unserm Sinne."


Ebert frequently softened the tacking away from the two basic issues by the SPD's partners when he reported to his own caucus about inter-party deliberations.  For instance, when he and Scheidemann reviewed their meeting with the chancellor and the inter-party caucus meetings on July 7 they emphasized how much weight the chancellor placed upon the opinions of the four cooperating parties.  Ebert reported that the four parties had agreed that a common declaration by all the Reichstag parties would be worthless; only a statement made without the conservatives and Pan-Germans carried weight.  He then read the proposed declaration which the caucus applauded.  He acknowledged that while the Progressives were fully in agreement, some resistance existed in the Center and the National Liberals were undecided.  The caucus accepted Ebert's report without debate.  Scheidemann asked members to remain in Berlin and to trust the leaders' efforts.


The negotiations with the other parties dragged on because the National Liberals refused to commit themselves to a program before having a guarantee on personnel changes.  Ebert, who appealed to them to participate, insisted:  "Das Program müssen wir vorher haben".
  On July 9 Ebert once more reported "optimistically" to his caucus, though the negotiations had not been concluded.
  He evidently calculated with a government in which the Social Democrats would participate since, during the inter-party caucus on July 10, he stated that if the National Liberals entered the government they would have to declare themselves for the program:  "Wenn das nicht erfolgt, könnten wir nicht mitmachen und nicht eintreten in die Regierung... wir wollen eine sichere Regierung für dieses Program haben; deshalb verlangen wir, daß Parlamentarier in die Regierung berufen werden.  Diese Parlamentarier sollen Vertrauensleute ihrer Fraktionen seien."
  He and others thought that this attempt to guarantee that the program would be carried out had to be combined with a government statement before credits were considered in the budget commit​tee.  Though uncertain on how to proceed Ebert worked toward a block of the Social Democrats with the bourgeois parties.  Momentarily he was willing to make the co-operation public by active participation.

  
While the SPD-bourgeois alliance was being forged, Ebert and some colleagues thought a new government supported by parliament might be led by Bethmann.  On July 10 Ebert had a personal conversation with the chancellor, whom he had asked in the budget committee whether Bethmann could inform the parties about his recent meeting with the Kaiser.
  Ebert's immediate report to the SPD caucus indicated that he thought Bethmann was actively pushing ahead on the electoral and war aims questions.
  Bethmann had stated, though, that he still had to consult the crown prince and that the constitution made it difficult to appoint party representatives.  Ebert had rejected Bethmann's substitute proposal for a consultative body made up of parliament​arians.


Ebert insisted on parliamentary influence, but he knew it had limits which depended upon the parties and persons.  Hence he cautioned the caucus against becoming too firmly set on a "parlamentarische Regierung": "Wenn das parlamentarische Regime schließlich in der Praxis so ausläuft, daß anstelle von Zimmermann Stresemann kommt, dann pfeife ich darauf."
  For him the decisive matter remained war aims and electoral rights.  


At this point the executive's authority--in particular Ebert's--came under fire.  Some members wanted the exact wording of the modified peace declaration handed out in written form.  Ebert argued against this, saying he was prepared to read the present version just as the earlier one, but that "Man müsse dem Vorstand volle Vertrauen schenken bis zum Abschluß der ganzen Verhandlungen."  When Simon maintained that the caucus was always faced with accepting or rejecting what the executive created without opportunity to make changes, Ebert irately demanded:  "Wo sei so verfahren worden? ...Man solle nicht gegen alles Opposition machen, was der Vorstand unternimmt."  Only twelve days later, after the crisis had been resolved and the executives of party and caucus had allied themselves fully with the bourgeois parties, was the caucus recalled.  The SPD leaders, in fighting for a share of power, were not always adherents to democratic norms.


The party leadership had as little direct influence on the outcome of the crisis as the caucus.  Ludendorff and Hindenburg deposed Bethmann with the aid of the bourgeois parties and the Kaiser accepted Michaelis as the new chancellor without consulting the inter-party caucus.  The Progressives' and the Social Democrats' hopes for parliament​arians in the government received a cold shower, partly because they were not clear and united in their aims and partly because the crown prince, government and military leaders had no difficulty keeping them divided.
  David properly entered in his diary on July 14, 1917:  "Der neue Mann: Michaelis--ganz über den Kopf des Reichstags."
  While the parliamentarians had played with the exact formulation for their declaration, discussed possible models by which Reichtag influence could be achieved, kept separately consulting the government and thereby revealing their intentions and indecision, the military leaders presented a simple ultimatum to the Kaiser:  either Bethmann left or they resigned.  Further, Ludendorff and Hindenburg added phrases which made the peace declaration vague and almost meaningless.  The only clear hint at the SPD's power came with the publication of the peace declaration against the military's and government's wishes on July 14 in Vorwärts.  


The SPD leaders had not exploited the fear among the other parties and the government that they would go into opposition.  Ebert and his colleagues had obtained only empty promises, a devious and incapable straw man of the military as chancellor and no clarity on internal and external policies. Though they refused to give the new chancellor a vote of confidence, they promised to propose approval for war credits to their caucus.
  


At a decisive caucus meeting on July 19, 1917--decisive because it approved the executive's commitment on war credits before the government gave any guarantees and because it affirmed co-operation with the bourgeois parties--Scheidemann and Ebert again presented a very positive picture of their negotiations and the results.  Scheidemann reviewed his and Ebert's meetings with the military leaders and Michaelis as though the latter had decisively worked for the unchanged text of the peace declaration: "Resümierend äußert sich Scheidemann: das Ganze ein bedeutender Erfolg.  Wenn der Reichstag mit großer Mehrheit seinen Standpunkt festlege, dann könne die Regierung keine andere Politik treiben."
  He added that naturally credits would have to be approved:  "Wir haben durch unsere Taktik zwei entscheidene Punkte erreicht:  eine bindende Festlegung auf ein freies Wahlrecht in Preußen, eine Reichstagsmehrheit für ein Kriegsziel in unserem Sinne.  Lehnen wir die Kredite ab, dann wäre das die Zertrümmerung dieser Reichstagsmehrheit."  Ebert supported him. One critic rightly noted that the military, and not the SPD, had direct influence upon the government.  When some speakers attempted to make the credits vote depend upon the new chancellor's program, Ebert argued that the other parties' stance on the peace resolution depended upon the SPD committing itself to credits.  This raised new protests.  Südekum defended the executive's proposal because "Jetzt haben wir diese Mehrheit, mit Zielen in unserm Sinne."  One critic justly claimed that the reverse had been argued previously by Ebert. However, the executive motion received 61 to 14 votes.   


Through David's and Südekum's contacts and under Ebert's and Scheidemann's caucus leadership the Social Democrats had been committed to a policy of co-operation with the bourgeois parties.  Michaelis' chancellorship prevented that co-operation from extending to the government.  Indeed Social Democracy's opposition to the Michaelis government served their dual strategy of opposition and cooperation.  Simultaneously, it advanced Ebert's political profile.


Notes 




�.Groener, Lebenserinnungen, 554.


�.The documents in Deist, Militär und Innenpolitik, passim best demonstrates these intentions and specific reference was previously made to them in showing the military's and government's intentions toward labor.  Those materials also suggest caution in seeking to eliminate the idea of elite manipulation--even where that manipulation fails--from the vocabulary of historical understanding, especially by authors opposed to the Fischer-Wehler-Berghahn approach.
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