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EBERT AS LIMITED DEMOCRAT, 1914-1919


War is killing for space.  The prime sickening symbol is of soil soaked with blood so as eternally to be able to lay claim to that territory where a sacrifice has been made.  The sacrifice upon behalf of ruler, country and more recently the nation-state is usually religiously sanctified and legitimized.


War is production, deprivation and inflation.  Workers have to be inspired to sacrifice not only at the killing front but in exhausting toil at the machine.  To forego personal consumption and to accept increased prices are expected sacrifices upon behalf of the sanctified cause.  Women bear a disproportionate share of the personal costs of war as they are materially victimized and as double standards--in assigned roles as nurses and prostitutes--are intensified.
 


War is meetings.  The generals confer to calculate strategy and tactics.  The officers meet, more hectically, with 'their' men.  The politicians consult with the generals.  Those who oppose and those who support war gather in an intensification of public and private encounters.  Those who want to end the slaughter, to support it, or to moderate its course meet again and again on ways to make their influence felt.  Political party leaders plan how to affect sacrifices, and consult on threats and criticisms. Between August 1914 and October 1918, Fritz Ebert attended more than a thousand meetings with other politicians, bureaucrats, diplomats, non-socialist party leaders, unions, constituents, soldiers and youth.  The war of meetings is as real as the waiting in the trenches, as the soldiers "going over the top" and the women in bread lines and black-market stalls.


World War I decisively cut contemporary lives.  Fathers and brothers did not return.  The maimed and shell shocked bore "bitter wounds" since their sacrifice went unrewarded by pensions and recognition.
  Women were forced into new roles.
  Children received a propagandized education.


The war transformed German Social Democracy (SPD) as much as people's lives.  The million-member party of 1914 numbered 300,000 by 1917. The unified threat to state and society split into two groupings, a war supporting, reformist party and a war opposing and semi-revolutionary party.  During that split collegial rule dissolved.  Power shifted to party institutions unchecked by congress reviews.  
Fritz Ebert became the decisive leader of the larger reformist group.  The struggles outside and inside the party also altered him.  Three interrelated topics require consideration: 1) how did war affect his leadership so that he came to hold special authority 2) how did he contribute to maintaining as well as breaking up the party 3) how did he attain a national profile with so much trust and respect among non-socialist leaders that they looked to him to “save” the country by 1918.  The answers include control over party institutions, a rightward ideological shift, a demonstrated patriotism and an informed [sachliche] personality. By war’s end the public persona’s name symbolically changed from Fritz, the comrade, to Friedrich, the leader.

One leading right-wing Social Democrat, a shrewd political schemer, kept a detailed diary of his own part in pushing the party toward national integration during the war.  This éminence gris noted on July 24, 1916 that a publicist saw him [Eduard David] "als den dirigierenden Generalstabschef beim Oberkommand-ierenden [Philipp] Scheidemann im regierenden rechten Zentrum der Sozial-demokratie.  So sieht das Bild von außen aus!  Im Innern aber ist's ganz anders.  Die wirkliche innere Geschichte der Partei während des Krieges muß noch geschrieben werden."
  Military metaphors aside, David's claim raises the question: what did happen inside the party during the war.  In addition it poses the problem how Ebert emerged from Scheidemann's shadow to attain a national profile.  When and where Ebert exercised the authority of the party organizations he headed is one part of that history. Another is the push to partially democratize German institutions.


Total war in modern times is an equalizing process.  Despite the innate hierarchy of military institutions, sacrifices are rationalized upon behalf of some uncommon Volk or common good.  One sacrifice becomes as good as another as nations' mythologize unknown soldiers.
  Comradliness extends beyond the trenches.  Support for national defence justifies participation in national decision-making.  If sacrifice and suffering have to be shared, why not power, privilege and possessions?


World War I brought elements of parliamentary responsibility to Germany.  Three interrelated processes broke the political stalemate of pre-war and wartime Germany.  America's entrance into the war and Russia's revolutions, at a superficial level, gave more substance to the claim that the world conflict counterpoised democracy against central European militaristic autocracy. American President Woodrow Wilson's open diplomacy and propaganda campaign backed by millions of fresh recruits altered the war's image and reality, and reinforced beginnings to political reform in Germany.  Second, the German military and conservatives who in 1914 risked a conflict to maintain the political and social status quo against democratic-parliamentary threats, by late 1918 read the signs of defeat and revolt.  In a conspiratorial fashion they suddenly fostered parliamentary government to save the state, find a scapegoat and avoid responsibility.  A contemporary called their efforts "the revolution from above."
  In keeping with the Prussian-German tradition of Freiherr von und zu Stein and Otto von Bismarck, reforms from above were encouraged to hinder action from below.  


The third and greatest push for Germany's democratization came, as it had before the war, from Social Democracy.  Chanceloor Bethmann Hollweg's promised "Neuorientierung" primarily attempted to placate the SPD.  The bourgeois parties who favored increased parliamentary responsibility mainly took action in 1917 in order to keep Social Democracy tied to the war cause.  Only Social Democracy favored and consistently fought for the transformation of Germany's political institutions.  While supporting the war, they refused to sully the national cause by any suggestions that they were trading their support for party interests or for political gains.  However, reforms were expected.  When empty promises followed more unfulfilled promises, demands for the reforms appeared (though only after years of waiting).  Ebert, as the leader within wartime Social Democracy, refused to bargain, but he too expected and then demanded those reforms.  The dilemma for the Social Democrats remained that their internal demands overlapped with the war aims of the enemy countries whom it appeared they could be aiding by every resolute push to realize the goals of democracy and social reform. 


Ebert's life, seen from a distant perspective, contains three overlapping political trajectories.  The first is a rising and falling line on the graph of socialism.  Second is the rising and falling line on the graph of democracy.  Third is the rising line on the graph of national identification.  An artist might sketch what looks like three hills with overlapping valleys.  Ebert's democratic commitment within Social Democracy and within Germany peaked at the end of the war as he became more concerned to save the country's economic power and territorial extent than to transform its society.  Historians who have argued about alternatives in the revolution at the war's end often argue ahistorically because they neither consider Ebert's wartime contribution to political democratization, that is, what was sought, nor the constraints of his reformism and patriotism.
  His fear for his country's economic future, its territorial extent as well as his belief that Germany should remain a great power, affected the way he operated in the fall of 1918.  The identification with the German state and Kultur prepared him more for conservation than transformation.   


In the last part of the world war Ebert tried to democratize Germany by reforms and by working with the bourgeois parties.  In such an alliance Social Democracy could make political gains only at the expense of attaining socialism.  By 1915 Ebert had rejected a revolutionary tactic and he tried to contain violent change.  Containing, not making revolution, became the self-assigned task and the subjective condition limiting his choices at war's end.  However, Social Democracy's push for reforms and its socially-critical stance throughout the war meant that Ebert and his colleagues had sufficient credits in labor's treasury of merits to retain a large following.  That resulted from an unacknowledged dual strategy of opposition and cooperation during 1917-1918.  Knowing Ebert's part in its operation helps understand his and his colleagues' endeavors during the revolution, as well as why so many looked to him to save the country.


During World War I German Social Democracy split decisively. Only by examining that split and its context can the question be answered: how did Ebert, a second-level leader, unknown to the general public, become the crucial person of authority in the SPD, and how did he attain a status so that leaders of the main institutions looked to him to “save” the country in late 1918. Related is the question of how Social Democracy shifted to a position in the middle of German politics, namely its rightward move from its pre-war outsider status. The dual tactic of opposition and cooperation under Ebert’s guidance retained the support of the majority of the party membership and hence set up a revolution at war’s end, a revolution Ebert both fostered and opposed as he adapted to every novel situation.

 
Notes

�.Hence studies such as M. Ecksteins, Rites of Spring (Toronto, 1989), despite being imaginative, are so disturbing because the modernist culture presented has so little social context; The Wrongs of Fall would be a more appropriate title and lead to the subject of how wars are initiated, continued and relate to modernist culture, in particular the political culture of a welfare and security state.  Compare, by contrast, J. M. Winter and R. M. Wall, eds, The Upheaval of War: Family, Work and Welfare in Europe 1914-1918 (Cambridge, 1988) and especially Die Pöhlands im Krieg: Briefe einer sozialdemokratischen Bremer Arbeiterfamilie (Frankfurt: Pahl-Rugenstein, 1982; new edition 2006)





�.Robert Whalen, Bitter Wounds (New Jersey, 1987) demonstrates well how badly German war victims (wounded, widowed, orphaned) fared.


� Exemplar: Belinda Davis, Home Fires Burning: Food, Politics and Everyday Life in World War I Berlin (Chapel Hill: North Carolina, 2000).





� See Andrew Donson, Youth in the Fatherless Land: War Pedagogy, Nationalism and Authority in Germany, 1914-1918 (Cambridge: Harvard, 2010).





�.David, Kriegstagebuch, 190; the editor of the diary, S. Miller, has contributed most to writing that internal history.


�.G. Mosse, Fallen Soldiers: Reshaping the Memory of the World Wars (New York, 1990) explores the theme of myths while J. Winter examines the meaning of memorials.


�.Oberst v. Haeften as a witness in a court of honor during 1924(against General Groener) explained how "Auf Grund seiner Eindrücke während seiner Verhandlungen mit dem Hauptausschuß des Reichstags in den Tagen v. 22.-27. [September 1918] glaubte der St.S. v. Hintze die innerpolitischen Lage nur durch die sogennante "Revolution von oben" retten zu können," which Haeften then detailed. BA Nachlass Haeften 24, 3ff.


� That is the serious shortcoming of the lengthy but imbalanced biography by Walter Mühlhausen, Friedrich Ebert 1871-1925 (Bonn: Dietz, 2006) who devotes only 30 pages to Ebert’s pre-war role in the SPD, less than 30 to his wartime activities, about 60 for the revolutionary era, but 800 to the five years as president.





� A summary, Dieter K. Buse, “Friedrich Eberts Weg zum Poliker von nationaler Bedeutung,” has been published as a pamphlet (Heidelberg: Stiftung Reichpräsident-Friedrich-Ebert, 1992).





