
The SPD leaders and caucus members seem to have been driven by the fear that the bourgeois parties might return to working with the Right as they had before July 1917.  PRIVATE 


This outlook, shared by Ebert and his executive colleagues, affected every effort at peace, and therefore relations to the other socialist parties abroad.  Since December 1917 new contacts indicated a possible peace conference.  Ebert and Scheidemann had kept the foreign office informed.  During January 1918 Ebert told an official he hoped French resistence to a conference would soon end.
  During February 1918 the Entente socialists proposed an agenda for a meeting in Bern: creation of a league of nations, establishment of a court of arbitration, international economic relations and colonial policies.  A secret police report from early May gave reasons for the collapse of the plan.  First came the state of the war.  National considerations came first for the Entente socialists, and the British socialists wanted primarily to meet with the Germans to convince them that the German government stood in the way of peace.  Second, the SPD's response to a memorandum by Entente socialists on war aims: "Der Vergleich beider sollte das hauptsächlichste Mittel sein, festzustellen, ob zwischen den Proletariaten der beiden kriegsführenden Gruppen eine genugende Übereinstimmung der Auffassung bestehe, um eine gemeinsame Aktion gegen den Imperialismus und für einen demokratischen Frieden möglich zu machen.  Bevor jedoch das Memorandum überreicht würde, hatte der Standpunkt der Mehrheitssozialisten bereits seinen Ausdruck in einem Artikel 'Die interallierten Sozialisten' in Nr. 59 vom 25. 2. 18 des Vorwärts gefunden."
  


In that article the SPD leaders said they saw no evidence the Entente socialists could force peace onto their governments.  Their standpoint remained especially adamant on Alsace-Lorraine:  "Ein Friede, der den Status quo im Westen zu Ungunsten Deutschlands verändere, wurde von deutschen Sozialisten nicht diskutiert."  The same patriotic core which cemented co-operation with the bourgeois parties, kept the Entente and Central Power socialists at arm’s length from each other.


To be loyal to the inter-party caucus and to keep their own members from breaking ranks, the SPD leaders tacked back and forth.  When Ludendorff's spring offensive successfully moved west the Vorwärts offered a lead editorial on April 8, "Gewalt gegen Gewalt", which concluded no other way led to peace but through a victory by military force.  On April 11 the newspaper expanded upon the theme under the title "Macht und Vernunft":  The SPD "hofften und marschierten mit" but responsibility rested with those who had taken control, the military.  This has been termed a "Kapitulation" to the military and a "Verzicht auf Politik."
  



Yet, the capitulation remained incomplete since the SPD refused to acquiesce to the "silent dictatorship" of Hindenburg and Ludendorff.  Indeed, the suspicion must be voiced that the SPD's bellicose statements were preparatory measures for a renewed criticism and re-emphasis of opposition.  Already on April 15, 1918 the Vorwärts contained a large notice announcing electoral reform demonstrations by the SPD's national executive and the Prussian leadership.  Immediately, Vorwärts was forbidden and the distribution of the notice disallowed.  


To the caucus Ebert later reported his negotiations with Payer for the reappearance of the newspaper.  Ebert was assured no reason existed to doubt the government's word on electoral reform, though Payer worried about gaining popular support for it.  Ebert had argued "wenn es gelänge, eine Wahlrechtskoalition zustande zu bringen, dann müsse es gelingen, bei Neuwahlen eine große Mehrheit für das gleiche Wahlrecht zu erlangen."
  


Payer's own report provides insight on how Ebert operated:

Bei meiner heutigen Besprechung mit dem Reichstags- abgeordneten Ebert in der Angelegenheit des "Vorwärts" erklärte mir dieser:

1.) sie haben keineswegs die Absicht, verschlechternd auf die Stimmung an der Front einzuwirken.  Das stünde ja auch im Gegensatz zu der Haltung der Partei, die, wie aus ihren Erklärungen hervorgehe, jetzt den Frieden nur vom Sieg der Waffen erhoffen.  Er werde aber dafür eintreten, dass man in der zu erwartenden Agitation von allem absehe, was den Eindruck erwecken könnte, als ob man sich an die im Felde stehende wenden wolle.  Dagegen könne sich die sozialdemokratische Partei den Hinweis darauf nicht nehmen lassen, dass es eine Folge des Scheiterns der Wahlrechtsvorlage wäre, dass sich die an der Front stehenden Wähler politisch schlechter stellen würden als die zu Hause bleibenden Kriegsgewinnler.  Von der Agitation im ganzen könne die Partei nicht absehen...

2.) dass in keiner Weise beabsichtigt sei, mit der in Aussicht genommenen Agitation irgendwie auf einen Streik hinzuwirken oder auch nur zu dulden, dass ein Streik bei diesem Anlass entstehe.  Es werden die in dieser Agitation Tätigen daher noch ausdrücklich darauf aufmerksam gemacht, dass sie mit dem Gedanken eines Streiks auch nicht spielen dürfen.

Ebert's claims "Von der Agitation im ganzen könne die Partei nicht absehen" expressed the need for the party to be seen as an opposition while confirming loyalty and co-operation.


How far the Social Democrats travelled down the road of compromise yet maintained labor's interests appeared in the tax question.  They were willing to put aside the intransigence to any but direct taxes in return for taxes on possessions, war profits and inheritance.  The caucus agreed on April 19, 1918.
  The leaders wanted to trade this renewed support for the war with government action on the program of November 1917.  The party's assertiveness resulted in Fehrenbach asking in the inter-party caucus on April 22, 1918 if the basis for co-operation still existed.  He asked, he said, not with regard to war aims or peace, since that was obvious, but on taxes since the Progressives had publicly rejected compromise: "Es wird sich darum handeln wie sich die Sozialdemokratie zu den bis jetzt vorgeschlagenen Steuern stellt. Und wie stellen sich die anderen Parteien zu der von der Sozialdemokratie begehrten Besitzsteuern?"
  Ebert turned the question around:  "Unser Programm war bei der Regierung Hertling abgesteckt.  Dazu stehen wir auch heute noch.  Es sind aber eine Anzahl von Kundgebungen in der Presse erschienen, die es zweifelhaft erscheinen lassen, ob die anderen Parteien noch zu dem Programm stehen.  Kriegsziele, Wahlrecht, sozialpolitische Forderungen--von all dem is nocht nichts durchgeführt.  Ich bin nicht allzu empfindlich.  Das Zentrum hat gewisse Vorbehalte gemacht in der Kriegszielfrage... Damit wurde ich mich abfinden.  Aber die Erklärung der Freisinnigen Zeitung ging viel weiter... Stehen die Herren noch zu dem Programm der Regierung Hertling?  Wenn ja, dann läßt sich eine Möglichkeit des Zusammen​arbeitens in der Steuerfrage finden."  Instead of demanding public proof by having the offending statements retracted Ebert immediately gave away what cards he held:  "Wir sind nicht der Meinung, daß der riesige Bedarf des Reiches lediglich aus der Besitzsteuer gedekt werden kann.  Aber Besitzsteuern müssen auch sein.  Ich bin sehr Tolerant... aber die Grundlinien müssen innegehalten werden."  The other parties agreed to taxes on war profits and possessions but not inheritance.  In the end the tax issue was postponed, and the other parties exploited the SPD's willingness to compromise.

The Social Democrats' precarious strategy was, as Ebert had intimated to Payer, guided by the executive; a guidance which devolved upon Ebert and Scheidemann.  In the party caucus, federal council, Reichstag committees, inter-party caucus or ties with other socialist parties, the pre-eminence of Ebert and Scheidemann appeared in more than their positions as chairmen of the party.  David and Südekum less and less shared in the negotiations with the leading bourgeois politicians.
  Together with Braun and Müller, Ebert and Scheidemann utilized the federal council to legiti​mize the executive's actions and to sound out members' views.  Together with Müller they maintained inter​national ties.  In addition, Ebert retained his close ties to the union leaders, especially Bauer.

  
Symbolic of Ebert's and Scheidemann's dominance in the party, and the parliamentary system in which the party participated, appeared as they respectively became chairman of the budget committee and vice-president of the Reichstag, during June 1918.  That Südekum, who had been vice-president of the budget committee since 1912, did not become president, and that David, who had fostered contacts to the other parties, was not selected demonstrates Ebert's and Scheidemann's dominance.  The only individual who had objections to Ebert's and Scheidemann's nominations feared they would be "in ihrer unentbehrlichen Tätigkeit für die Fraktion lahm gelegt."
  Another element played a part because Ebert wanted the post and because Südekum occasionally angered Ebert by his independent manner.
  Gathering important offices fitted with Ebert's personal approach to leadership and his desire to rise in society.   


Through its elections to important posts and through its support for the executive's policies, such as abstention on the Brest peace, the caucus explicitly announced its confidence in these leaders.  If the dual approach of co-operation and opposition involved more than a haphazard tendency, then Ebert and Scheidemann were the guiding minds behind it.  Ebert's admission of failure to make any progress on war profits, political reforms and social problems plus the ineffectiveness in peace-making must there​fore primarily be placed at their doorstep.  They were the main negotiators with the bourgeois parties and with the state; and the sole purveyors of reports on those negotiations.  On the other hand, the caucus and council could judge the lack of results for themselves and they continued to support what Ebert had termed a carefully "abgewogene Taktik."  Like the leaders, the individuals in these party institutions undoubtedly credited the SPD with having prevented the bourgeois parties from veering back toward the annexationist and conservative camps.  Further, like the party leaders, the next layer of Social Democratic functionaries had evidence that their party's confidence among labor remained unshaken: the workers had turned to the SPD during the January strike, soldiers reported complaints to them and they decisively defeated the USPD in Reichstag by-elections even in radical territory.
  The policy of opposition and co-operation, in sum, fitted with that self-image of 'middle party' for which the Social Democrats had opted by 1917.  Ebert's, and Scheidemann's, authority went almost unchallenged because they seemed to be most capable of leading and because their patriotic and social-political values remained in step with much of the party.  How well did they employ that support?

Toward National Leadership -- International Efforts

Toward late spring and summer 1918 the Social Democrats renewed their oppositional role.  Even before Ludendorff's desperate summer offensive had failed the Social Democrats moved on two fronts:  relations with socialists from Entente and neutral countries and demands for reforms.


In the spring, when the SPD leaders assumed peace could be attained only through military victory, they had little contact with the other socialist parties.  The resentment at the failure of the Stockholm efforts during 1917, and the refusal by the Allied countries and socialists to acknowledge the Peace Resolution confirmed Ebert's and his colleagues' concern to guard national interests by not undertaking any one-sided initiatives and by refusing to discuss Alsace-Lorraine.
  During January 1918 Ebert's hopes had risen as peace possibilities emerged through secret negotiations with Entente representatives including, supposedly, labor leaders.
  The hopes were quickly dashed.  During February the Entente socialists had formulated a new memorandum on war aims in London.  It restated the earlier proposals for international arbitration of disputes, self-determination for ethnic groups, especially in the Austro-Hungarian and German empires, reparations for Belgium and Alsace-Lorraine's return to France followed by a referendum.  The German leaders probably knew these general propositions when they published their peace-through-military-victory proclamation during April.  The Swedish and French socialists claimed that the Germans had thus excluded themselves from the Internationale.
  The Entente socialists demonstrated their own patriotic blinders in that they did not acknowledge the SPD's efforts to democratize the Reich, especially since one part of their February memorandum demanded the "democratization of the world."  This stalemate could not end until both sides moderated their position or until labor forced them to act. Both occurred after the middle of 1918.


Toward the end of May 1918 Ebert received the exact terms of the Entente socialists' conference proposal.  To the federal council and to Victor Adler he outlined the SPD executive's response.
  He thought significant prospects lay in the proposals on territory and reparations.  Yet, in his view, the SPD had to stick to its Stockholm declaration which signalled no change. Secretly, on June 17, Scheidemann let Troelstra know that the SPD leaders were considering a compromise, that is, to employ the neutral socialists' Stockholm declaration except for Belgian reparations and Alsace-Lorraine.  Scheidemann told Troelstra that revision of the eastern treaties could be part of any peace conference; if the German government refused the SPD would move to the "heftigste Opposition."
  Ebert and Scheidemann may have differed on the precise terms of the compromise since Scheidemann reported that Ebert haughtily accused him of "Parteiverrat" on his return.
  One author estimated that their differences related to when the compromise should be publicized for in a note to Stauning on July 4, 1918, Ebert, just like Scheidemann, admitted a willingness to use the neutral socialists' declaration except for Belgium and Alsace-Lorraine.
  



The desire to get some movement on the international front
 affected the caucus' next war credits vote.  On July 3 approval for the supplementary budget passed the caucus by one vote.  On July 5 war credits were again approved at Scheidemann's recommendation.  However, the caucus insisted that the Reichstag declaration on war credits had to refer to the "Verhalten der Auslands-sozialisten."
  On July 13, 1918 Ebert duly stated his party's position in favor of credits because "Gegner uns einen ehrenvollen Frieden bis auf den heutigen Tag verweigern" and because "die Regierungen und Parlamente und leider auch Vertreter der Arbeiterparteien in den Entente-staaten... haben bisher eine solche Friedensbereitschaft vermissen lassen."
  


Through open diplomacy the SPD sought to push the Entente socialists toward an international conference.  In addition to publishing the official reply to the Entente socialists' February memorandum on July 16 (ready since early June), the Vorwärts published Müller's letter to Branting on July 26 which restated the SPD's views.  The British labor leader, Henderson, still thought the SPD had not basically changed its position and he demanded clarity regarding a referendum for Alsace-Lorraine.  


By the time Henderson's letter from mid-August reached the Germans, Ebert had further reasons to foster peace.  Ludendorff's offensive had failed, the military had further revealed its exploitive intentions in the supplementary treaties with eastern countries, and all efforts at political reform had failed.  Sometime during July 1918 the Social Democrats seriously began to consider breaking up the inter-party caucus due to government inactivity as the mood in the labor community darkened. On July 1 Ebert, with Cohen, Legien, and Körsten from the unions, met Payer to inform him that they had struck a committee to handle unrest.  They explained that the Berlin workers agitated because of the food situation and they needed something positive.  The SPD needed clarity on the peace policy.
  Ebert personally discovered the sullen attitudes among the populace during a holiday in southern Bavaria during late July and early August 1918.  Diary-like notes recorded his surprise that the populace thought peace would only be achieved by taking matters into its own hands.  He noted the war made a greater impact in the rural areas since the loss of life impacted more noticeably.
  


The recognition that waiting no longer sufficed and that the end of workers’ patience had been reached, slowly dawned on these labor leaders. In a letter to Adler from his holiday resort, Ebert wrote:  "Schließlich bleibt uns kein anderer Weg, um aus der Hölle herauszukommen."
  He restated that the SPD wanted no annexations in the west and a revision of the eastern treaties.  His identification of national and labor interests Ebert formulated in a striking passage:  "Entscheidend allein ist die Sicherung unserer Gleichberechtigung auf dem Weltmarkt.  Die muß uns im Interesse unserer Arbeiterklasse gewährt werden."


This patriotic core to his thinking--widely at variance with the military's or annexationists' version--affected his approach to an international conference. The view must have been shared by executive members since Ebert and Scheidemann carefully checked all positions with their colleagues.
  In his reply on September 6 to Henderson's letter, printed in Vorwärts on September 4, 1918, Ebert underlined the desire for a conference and hinted at compromises.  He combined the public statement of the SPD's willingness to negotiate on the basis of the neutrals' declaration with a reiteration of reservations on Belgium reparations and no referendum on Alsace-Lorraine. The Social Democrats would not let a general peace conference fail because of the eastern treaties which "für uns nicht unabänderlich sei."  



However, he challenged Henderson's remark that the SPD had not altered its earlier stance.  The Entente socialists, in Ebert's view, had not recognized the SPD's willingness to compromise and had reaffirmed resolutions from an inter-allied socialist meeting during April 1915.  Ebert termed that a one-sided approach and quoted one resolution which called for "self-determination" everywhere in Europe from Alsace-Lorraine to the Balkans.  Why he asked only Europe but not in the colonies?  
 Henderson answered through a newspaper agent and his remarks appeared in Vorwärts on September 16.  He wanted Ebert and his colleagues to know that the earlier memorandum had to be the base for negotiations though not every clause had to be accepted.  At issue remained that "die deutschen Sozialdemokraten die Interessen der Weltdemokratie über das nationale Eigeninteresse stellen und bereit sind, die ehrgeizigen Bestrebungen der in Deutschland herrschenden Klasse bis zu den äußersten Grenzen ihrer Mittel zu bekämpfen."  Ebert's reply in Vorwärts on September 18, 1918 interpreted Henderson's statement as a preparedness to have "eine freie Aussprache über alle Friedensprobleme."  While repeating the German position Ebert acknowledged that "in mündlicher Verhandlungen" the Belgian reparations issue could be discussed.  Thereafter Ebert defended Social Democracy against the implications of Henderson's remarks on democracy:  "Auf diesem Gebiet bestehen ernstliche Differenzen zwischen uns überhaupt nicht.  Auch in der Stellung zur Demokrat​isierung Deutschlands kann über unsere entschlossene Haltung ein Zweifel nicht bestehen.  Die Stellung zur Demokratisierung ist übrigens eine Frage, die der Arbeiterklasse jedes Landes ihre besonderen Pflichten auferlegt."  He thought Henderson could hardly deny that the British government's refusal of passports contradicted "den elementarsten Grundsätzen der Demokratie."  He turned around the question asked of the German socialists--whether they could guarantee their government adhering to their peace demands--and suggested such guarantees would be more difficult to attain in Britain than Germany; Ebert pointed to the colonial and foreign secretary's, Wilhelm Solf's, speeches as proof.  Ebert proposed: "es müßte zunächst einmal durch mündliche Verhandlungen versucht werden, zu einer Verständ​igung über ein gemeinsames Friedens-programm zu kommen."  If that worked then the time had come to place the question Henderson raised before all the delegates. If the parties and unions of the war-waging countries agreed to move into opposition to any government which refused the proposed peace program, the SPD would do its duty.  


The proposal maintained Ebert's whole wartime stance that only mutual moves toward peace were acceptable.  The idea that such an arrangement could be made among the labor parties--with the war-waging states watching--and then imposed upon their governments, amounted to a grand illusion as both Brest-Litovsk and Versailles amply illustrated.  Yet, the Ebert-Henderson public exchange reflected the new tone to the SPD's opposition and undoubtedly helped Ebert and his party retain public confidence.

Toward National Leadership -- Internal Opposition

The initiatives on the international front paralleled those at home.  Just as during the January strike, the actions and demands of workers made the SPD respond by increasing the pressure for change.  Even at the time when the fleeting hope existed that peace might be achieved by arms the Social Democrats intensified their internal criticisms.  The government observed the activity and anticipated that the focus would be upon the Prussian electoral system.
  By mid May the campaign took on shrill tones in Vorwärts.  On May 31 the federal council passed resolutions affirming that the executive and caucus should push for a peace of reconciliation and condemning the lack of movement on the Prussian electoral reforms.
  It accused the government of laxity in dealing with the reactionaries.  The military had by then forbidden planned demonstrations and repeatedly stopped the newspapers' publication.  The unions too complained about the use of the state of siege against assemblies, though still promising to defend further reduction in bread rations to their members.


The military's response hinted at little understanding of labor's or Social Democracy's problems or principles. On June 1 Ludendorff's advisor, Bauer, sent a long memorandum to the crown prince to strengthen his resistance to the dangers of democracy.  The equal vote provided a means, he thought, through which the masses were provoked with promises about everything which they did not have (status, titles, positions, possessions, high incomes) by agitators who only used the masses for their own egotistical plans.
  His counterproposal would have restricted suffrage to males over 30 who had done war service and headed a five-member household.  This view was as divorced from reality as the OHL war aims.  Those who were more in contact with the populace, such as the regional commanders, began to question the wisdom of using the state of siege to prevent SPD assemblies, especially to hinder workers demanding what the Kaiser had already promised.


By June the Social Democratic leaders were waving a gauntlet.  To support their reformist parliamentary course and their opposition-to-the-Right image they began a campaign of large demonstrations.
   Ebert and Scheidemann, having heard rumours that the military had intervened to buttress the conservative and National Liberals' opposition to electoral reforms, appeared before Payer to demand a new guarantee that despite the Prussian Landtag having rejected the electoral proposal, the government remained in favor.  Payer gave the assurance and claimed that the military had not been involved.
  Then the SPD leaders wanted assurance from Hertling and on June 5 he too promised them "das freie Wahlrecht" even if he had to dissolve the Landtag.
  With this backing, which they announced to their caucus, the Social Democrats unleashed their campaign.  It continued until October. 



While the Social Democrats pushed for electoral reform the military pushed for more manpower.  In response to a memorandum asking for 100,000 soldiers by increased requisiting and militarizing women’s' work Hertling, Payer and the state secretaries met with Bauer from Ludendorff's staff.  The secretary of state for finances asked how the OHL thought this "in gesetzlicher Form zu giessen.  Reichstag gehe jetzt auf 3 Monate nach Hause; dies wurde dringend gewünscht, auch von OHL."
  Instead of defending the Reichstag, Payer, the Vertrauensmann of the parliamentary majority, added: "Reichstag so in Nervosität, dass man ihn bald auf einige Monate nach Hause schicken müsste.  Allein davon zu sprechen, würde grosse Aufregung im Reichstag verursachen.  Ganze innere Politik würde aufgeführt werden.  Wahlrechtsfrage und sonstige Gegenleistung würden verlangt werden, die man nicht geben könnte."  At the end of the discussion he added: "Wenn wir mit gesetzlicher Vorlage an Reichstag kämen, der Zwang für den Einzelnen bringe, dann bestände die Gefahr, dass der Reichstag auf die Friedens-resolution vom vorigen Jahr zurückkomme und ihr eine Form gebe, die nicht in unserm Interesse gelegen sei."  These remarks came from the parliamentarians' representative, with whom Ebert constantly negotiated, and who had guaranteed the Social Democrats that he would assure the immediate introduction of electoral reforms and carrying out of the peace resolution.    


At the same time the military pushed for its non-conciliatory treaties in the east. Kühlmann who had tried to obtain negotiations with the western countries ran into a cross fire from Ludendorff, which Ebert termed "Diktatorvorstoß".
  Kühlmann lost his post, despite the parliamentarians' support.  The SPD publicly emphasized that this meant a crisis about Hertling's leadership as well as Kühlmann, about the military as well as the constitution.
  The bourgeois party leaders in the inter-party caucus again posed the question whether grounds for co-operation still existed given the Social Democrats' attacks.  Scheidemann and Ebert responded to such criticisms by pointing out that nothing had been achieved on the political and social front and that in fact two foreign offices existed, one under Kühlmann and one under Ludendorff.
  In addition to clarity on larger issues Ebert thought it necessary that "wir erst über uns selbst Klarheit schaffen."  He listed precisely where the government had not held to the Peace Resolution: 1) eastern treaties 2) self-determination 3) personnel 4) electoral reform 5) social and labor conditions.  Yet in the end he admitted "Wir haben nicht die Absicht, diese Regierung zu stürzen.  Wir wollen ihr Gewissen schärfen, sie antreiben."  He even admitted that he had been behind one of Erzberger's efforts against the military and pleaded for more understanding with regard to SPD needs. The outcome was that the military chose Hintze in Kühlmann's place and the inter-caucus parties continued to reluctantly support and to be misled by the Hertling government.  By the end of the month one observer suggested that the SPD sat at the end of its tether: "Die Sozi lassen sich durch Hertling in der bisherigen Weise nicht mehr hinhalten."


These crucial months witnessed the expansion of Ebert's contacts and influence.  Behind the scenes he encountered and favorably impressed more bourgeois leaders.  In mid-July when a Reichstag delegation went to Hamburg he met the banker, Warburg, who later wrote Ebert made an "außerordentlich sachlichen und sympathischen Eindruck. Seine gesellschaftliche Unbeholfenheit, die er später zu überwinden lernte, machte sich noch bemerkbar.  Aber gerade sie verlieh ihm einen besonderen Charme."
  By this time Ebert had developed a relationship of "Vertrauen" with officials like Brockdorff-Rantzau, German representative in Kopenhagen, through cooperation in obtaining food supplies.
 A journalist who supplied the vice-chancellor with estimates of the "mood" of the country and acted as a middle man to Ebert and Scheidemann told Payer on August 24: "Er habe Ebert gesprochen, der mehr als Scheidemann gelte und gewissermassen die Sozialdem[okratie] sei."
  By mid-September bureaucrats were writing Erzberger about the need for a unified government: "Payer, Erzberger, Ebert,"
 and Warburg thought "Es war klar daß es in Zukunft unmöglich sein würde, ohne die politische Mitarbeit der Sozialdemokratie zu regieren.  Ich nahm mir vor, Ebert näher kennen zu lernen..."
  By the end of September as the crisis of German state and society reached its crescendo, one diplomat privately reviewed the situation and expressed his disgust at the parliamentarians and that "dies Volk, so unerzogen und kindisch wollte England die Weltherrschaft streitig machen."
 By contrast: "Der beste Ebert. konkret, fest, ruhig."

  
Why did Ebert increasingly gain such recognition?  Was it simply because the more rational recognized that only Social Democracy could prevent defeat and civil war?  Partly, it was because the more liberal imperialists knew that Ebert was the decisive leader within that party and because they knew that they had nothing to fear from him since he repeatedly tried to harness labor to patriotic purposes.  The prominent National Liberal Stresemann knew precisely why he preferred Ebert: "Wenn die Sozialdemokratie von Ebert geleitet würde, konnte man wohl hoffen, mit ihr verständige Politik machen zu können.  Scheidemann dagegen ist meiner Auffassung nach ein großer Demagoge, der nur die eine Besorgnis hat, im Wettbewerb mit den Unabhängigen nicht zu kurz zu kommen."
  In private notes on inter-party discussions that individual acknowledged Ebert's "sachlicher Weise".  Even Hertling thought that if the SPD were to join his government then he would not reject "den Abgeordneten Ebert in irgendeinem Reichsamt unterzubringen."
  In the middle of October, when yet another chancellor crisis plagued public life, one official thought Ebert "der zweifellose der beste Mann der Sozial-demokratie wäre, vielleicht als Reichkanzler die beste Lösung sei.  Ich kenne Ebert persönlich nicht, habe aber von ihm bisher nur Gutes gehört."
 


These positive estimates related to Ebert's utility.  In practice the strategy of opposition and cooperation became a policy of concessions and finding ways to contain labor.  The historian, even if in command of a mountain of private sources, can never penetrate to ultimate intentions but he must ask: Was Ebert still a principled person or was he utilizing labor?  The situation was not of his choosing and he undoubtedly preferred obtaining reforms without strife.  In Ebert's language since mid-1917 the terms "ruhe" "sonst kommen wir nicht zu ruhe" and "Stimmung" appeared repeatedly in the context of how to contain unrest. The push for parliamentarization and democratization too held sway not only because these were Social Democratic principles but because reforms would calm labor.  Vice-chancellor Payer operated as the Vertrauensmann of the majority parties and Ebert repeatedly negotiated with him, yet in the space of a year as Ebert himself admitted nothing of Hertling's November program had been attained.  Ebert evaluated these fundamentally weak characters as having good intentions regarding war aims and reforms.  That amounted to a decisive error since Brest-Litovsk and the Prussian 3-class system demonstrated either bad intentions, inability to control the military, or both.  They in turn had reason to evaluate Ebert positively because he served their purposes.  Through the inter-caucus contacts Ebert played an integrative role becalming labor.  He dominated his party and kept it tied to the war effort which the bourgeois leaders appreciated.


Perhaps another quality reinforced the high estimation of him by many contemporaries from the ideological middle of Imperial Germany, his humanitarianism.  Throughout the war he had tried to help those affected by the social and physical destruction.  He had fought the extreme sentences emanating from military courts.
 In July 1918 at a meeting between the chancellor and the party leaders Ebert brought forward information which Noske had already presented to General von Wrisberg.  2500 civilians who had been interned by German troops in Russia had been massacred by Ukrainian military.  Ebert did not want to read the soldiers' letters: "es ist eine schaudererregnde Schilderung."
  Yet, he wanted "Aufschluß" since many confirming reports had reached him. After Wrisberg gave an explanation which related to a different case, Ebert restated the problem since "Die Sache ist doch so wichtig..."  He read the letters and said that for him "die Tatsache, daß Massen von Zivilisten gefangen und dann zusammengeschossen worden sind, scheint mir festzustehen..."  What actually happened is not clear, but the form of Ebert's questioning exhibited his humanitarianism plus his concern for the image of Germany.


As Germany entered a pre-revolutionary situation it lay increasingly with the bourgeois parties and the government to assuage labor.  A new tone entered the SPD relations with their partners.  On July 1 Ebert and the trade union leaders demanded action on foodstuffs, otherwise the unrest among Berlin workers would expand.  To Payer they pointed out that workers were refusing to believe them, and Ebert specified: "Wir müssen den Arbeitern bei der nächsten Versammlung etwas Positives bringen können, die jetzige Lage ist unhaltbar."
  A few days later Payer informed his party about his intention to quit because "daß er so nicht weiter mache.  Entweder bestehe die Mehrheit, dann müsse sich die Soz Dem danach richten, oder sie bestehe nicht, dann sei seine Stellung gegeben."
  Simultaneously, the government suffered pressure from a military which Payer privately termed "verrückt".  Yet a month later, when reforms still were not carried out and the inter-party caucus demanded action, Payer claimed to have told Ebert on  September 26, 1918: "Die Regierung hat die Verantwortung und bestimmt, nicht der Ausschuss mit 28 Köpfen... Entweder Regierung oder Ausschuss".
  To himself he admitted "Das Herrenhaus muß Proli geboten bekommen."


The proletarians needed more than the SPD's slow drive toward democratization and parliamentarization.  The monthly reports on the mood of the populace by the commanding generals and the bi-weekly reports of the Berlin police president noted a decisive shift against war by July.  For example, on July 22, not quite a month after further reductions in the food rations had been instituted; the police president reported "the spread of a certain laxness... belief in the government generally lost... People are fundamentally angered... Among labor the long duration of the war, the difficulties in the food situation and the possibilities of reduced wages in war industries plus the [lack of] results on electoral reform, increase a general tendency toward dissatisfaction..."
  The report added that the SPD had no desire to participate in a general strike.  


The parallel between the increased labor unrest, including demands for an end to the war, and the escalation of SPD's opposition should be noted.  During May the SPD had puttered along. It published its 'action program', mostly an amalgamation of congress statements, its reformist course and the November 1917 program.
  In June the caucus began pushing for a more vociferous stance but Ebert still acted the brakeman getting decisions delayed.
  By the end of that month he started on the warpath against Kühlmann and in July and August he risked clashes with Payer and inter-party caucus partners.


The latter initiatives resulted partly from holidaying and resting in the Bavarian foothills.  He wrote an account which provides insight into his political action and thinking: "Es überraschte mich, daß die Stimmung der Bevölkerung in dieser rein ländlichen Gegend ohne politische Beeinflussung von außen her und trotz geringer Ernährungsschwierigkeiten stark zum Frieden um jeden Preis neigte...Überall begegnete man der Auffassung, der Krieg nehme nur ein Ende, wenn das Volks selbst Schluß mache."
  Ebert's mind stayed open enough to learn from such encounters.  When he heard that the military was meeting with the Austrians he hurried back to Berlin.  He consulted with his party colleagues though Scheidemann was in Switzerland.  "Alle waren der Meinung, mas müsse schnell zum Frieden kommen, wenn die Katastrophe vermeiden werden solle."  Payer too spoke of the need for peace and thought the military would no longer resist.  Ebert consulted Erzberger who thought a detailed program on a league of nations a necessity and he doubted the present government's credibility.  On August 20 Ebert called the executives of party and caucus together and it was agreed that clarity on re-establishing Belgium, agreement to a league of nations and vacating of all occupied territories: "Die Ruhe im Innern sei nur aufrecht zu erhalten, wenn schnellsten die Demokratisierung Preußens und des Reiches durchgeführt würde."
 


While the Social Democrats began to discuss how to save the country, the military still thought in terms of territorial aggrandizement and subjugation of neighboring countries.  Payer met with the party leaders on August 21 and Ebert noted "Die militarische Lage sei sehr ernst, doch nicht hoffnungslos."  The government mentioned some peace efforts which Ebert supported.  At the end of the meeting Kriege placed the supplementary eastern treaties before the parliamentarians.  In Ebert's account he "sprach entschieden gegen die Verträge... Bei der ganzen Situation sei der Brester Vertrag nicht zu halten, damit fielen auch die Zusatzverlage... Der Brester Vertrag habe den Widerstand der Gegner Deutschlands gestärkt... Kriege berief sich mir gegenüber auf die bereits vorliegende Zustimmung der Russen.  Ich erwiderte, diese könnte mich in meiner Beurteilung nicht beeinflussen, maßgebend seien für mich die deutschen Interessen, und zwar nicht nur die augenblicklichen, sondern die zukünftigen."
  Ebert demanded that the budget committee be called regarding the supplementary treaties, but found himself alone in arguing that the eastern states were not voluntarily associating themselves with Germany: "Die Masse der Bevölkerung ist dort dagegen, nur die Baron sind dafür."
  He was also alone in arguing that the 6 billion gold marks Germany demanded were reparations.  He related his experiences while on holiday: "Ich war entsetzt über die Stimmung, die ich im Inlande angetroffen habe.  Besonders die Urlauber sind es, die durch das, was sie über die Zustände an der Front erzahlen, dazu beitragen.  Die Leute sind insbesondere über den im annexationischen Sinne gehaltenen Aufklärungsdienst an der Front verstimmt... Ich glaube man überschätzt den Einfluß der letzten militärischen Miserfolge... Die Stimmung war schon vorher sehr schlecht."  Ebert's statements were part of the SPD's increased opposition which overlapped with peace efforts on the international front.
 
However, by September the push for social reforms, political responsibility, diplomatic pressure through the Entente socialists and humanitarian considerations mattered little in the face of two facts: the military acknowledged that the war was lost and the populace vehemently demanded peace, bread and freedom encouraged by the Spartacists and Independents.  The time of talking ended.

  
A dominant role for Ebert in the new situation was assured by the confidence he held in the labor and bourgeois communities.  The war had made him a key person in Germany's complex political system.  His patriotism, his authority in the party and his "sachliche" approach to problems gained him the trust of the societal middle by 1918.  The war's impact upon the party and the inter-party caucus altered who accepted Ebert as political leader and who was prepared to entrust him with leadership.  The societal left on which his position rested in 1913 had disintegrated and he had shifted to what appeared to be a broader basis.  Patriotic commitment and the political-structural alterations brought by war had made the shift possible.
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