To Join or Not To Join a PrincePRIVATE 


Four years of war and thousands of meetings--had the slaughter which the Social Democrats tolerated brought fundamental changes?  Yes, but in ways they did not want:  military interference in politics and economics, Social Democracy's organizational strength halved, millions dead or crippled, state finances ruined, inflation destroying middle and lower incomes.  Parliament had greater importance, but not one real step toward democracy had been taken.  Labor's organizations had grudgingly been accorded recognition but little anchored in law.  The unity of the party had been sacrificed on the altar of a war of defence, which turned out to be, first a war of annexations, and then a lost war. 
Friedrich Ebert must take primary responsibility for Social Democracy's course.  He had been crucial to the party's wartime efforts by guiding the policy of August 4, by encouraging the party's split, by pushing for the inter-party caucus, by advocating abstention on Brest-Litovsk.  Certainly others, especially David, Südekum, Scheidemann, Müller and Braun had advocated a similar reformist tendency.  He alone though had the authority and the personal persuasiveness to obtain party support.  
Ebert employed all that authority in the next crucial step: entering the government to save the country. An official summary of Ebert's life claimed he made the difference; other party members had preferred not to join and thereby to leave to the bourgeoisie the responsibility for the country's collapse.
  In actuality Ebert acted as one among many, but no doubt a key figure who demonstrated how the war affected him: in the crisis at its beginning he had concentrated upon saving the party, at its end upon saving the country.


In September 1918 news from the military front kept getting worse.  The economic and social situation took on catastrophic dimensions due to food shortages and black marketeering.  Nothing changed on the political front.  The Social Democrats advocated a change of personnel.  The leaders of the inter-party caucus agreed with the SPD that the Hertling-Payer combination lacked the ability to control the military, which in its desperation even decreed arrest and fines for repeating rumors.
  Ebert met with Hertling on September 6 and left him "keinen Zweifel über die Haltung seiner Freunde" about the military, elections and Belgium.
  In his view the eastern treaties prevented any western peace possibilities and had been "die stärkste Belastungsprobe auf das Mitgehen seiner Partei."  He avoided directly telling Hertling to resign, but informed Erzberger that he thought the chancellor inappropriately clung to his post.
  


Simultaneously Südekum had worked out a lengthy memorandum, which reviewed the military, foreign, and internal situation, acknowledging Germany's difficulties. He formulated "Deutschland wird demokratisch sein oder es wird nicht sein," while noting that the present government had no credibility abroad and less at home.
  A new government of the middle parties had to take over and it had to convince everyone "daß es sich um die Existenz des Reiches handelt..."  When the inter-party caucus met for the first time in a month on September 12, 1918, Ebert underscored why the SPD had demanded the session.  The mood of the populace was black, but it was not the military failures that had caused the unrest. Crucial was: "Widerspruchvoll und unehrlich ist die Politik der Regierung."
  He explained why: "An Stelle des versprochenen Selbstbestimmungsrechts der Völker herrscht die reine Militär-Autokratie."  The pressures mounted: "Wir werden bestürmt von unseren besten Leuten im Lande."  He put the decisive question: "ob wir mit Ihnen diese Politik machen können.... Sonst müsse [die SPD] ausscheiden, was sie ungern tun würde, weil die Katastrophe für das Vaterland dann sicher sei."  To prove to the bourgeois parties that the SPD was not merely crying wolf, but was prepared to share responsibility, Scheidemann added "Ich bin fest überzeugt, daß meine Partei in ein Kabinett eintritt, das das Land retten soll."  When the same process was proposed as had been used during the removal of Michaelis, David demanded guarantees that went beyond a new program and different people. 

 
The circuitous negotiations of the inter-party caucus, some defending, some attacking the military, some attacking, some defending Hertling, some for a new program, some against, began once more.  Again caucus representatives appeared cap in hand before the government.  Some on the political Right too played with the idea of a parliamentary government because of the deteriorating military situation.  However, the SPD could not afford delay. On September 16 Ebert, as chairman, insisted that the budget committee be called but Hertling stalled, because he did not want publicly to discuss the situation.
  As Austria began to disintegrate Ebert upped the demand to calling the Reichstag which forced the bourgeois parties to agree to simply calling the budget committee and attempting to find ways to inform the public of its deliberations.
  At their next inter-party session, the parties agreed to accept the principle of a league of nations and a program for a new government.  When the Center retreated and tried to hold onto Hertling, Ebert pointed out that in practice the Hertling ministry amounted to a "Neben-Regierung" of the military. Regarding SPD participation in a cabinet, Ebert conceded it would be "ein großes Opfer... Ein gewagtes Spiel."
 


That gamble required the support of the party.  In two crucial meetings of the caucus, the first of which met in combination with the federal council, Ebert decisively convinced the members.  As party leader he had learned from earlier criticisms that members thought they had not always been sufficiently informed during previous crises.  The council, which usually met every three months, now was called every few weeks (September 23, October 2, November 6 and 28) and consultations with the caucus and press were ongoing.
  


Scheidemann made the initial presentation, but it took Ebert's persuasive powers to turn back the criticisms and reservations of many reformists, including those of an executive colleague, Braun.  In the session with the federal council, on September 23, Scheidemann first reviewed the political and military situation.  His long list of problems included: no foodstuffs, no clothing, no shoes, no raw materials and perhaps no heating, plus "politische Aktiva böser Art: der Belagerungszustand, die Zensur.  Wir haben die Militärherrschaft, wir haben die unangenehme militärische Situation, wir haben die unbeschreiblich pessimistische Stimmung im Lande and eine nicht erfreulich Stimmung an der Front."
  With rhetorical flourish Scheidemann admitted that the Social Democrats could not magically create foodstuffs or clothing.  Yet, they would be cowards if they did not take responsibility when even a minute possibility existed that they could end the killing. The executive, he admitted, had debated back and forth and decided participation depended upon a set of conditions.  The long list could also be read as a failure of the SPD to have attained much during the war from the government or from its bourgeois partners because it still asked for adherence to the Peace Resolution, clarity on Belgium and Alsace-Lorraine, revision of the eastern treaties, dissolution of the Prussian Landtag, exclusion of the military from civilian matters, termination of all controls on meetings and the press, censorship limited to military matters, and creation of a bureau to examine state of siege decisions.


The debate ran from fear of showing weakness toward the "imperialistisch kapitalistischen Regierungen" (Noske) to how to contain the military's influence (Meerfeld), from what did they have to offer returning soldiers (Leinert) to reports on what members thought throughout the land.  Ebert set the tone for the second session by explaining how the executive had tried to keep members informed and by cautioning against letting any negative mood influence decision making.  Not knowing the true nature of the military situation, he claimed "daß ein Friede um jeden Preis unter keinen Umstanden in Betracht kommen kann..."
  Only two alternatives existed.  If the party participated, its minimal conditions had to be carried out, since it would be in a coalition with bourgeois parties.
  Or, the party could put up a maximum program and let things go their way, hinting at chaos.  While defending the minimal approach he argued very well against the reservations and claims put forth by dissenting speakers on the executive's conditions.  Melodramatically he concluded: "Wollen wir jetzt keine Verständigung mit den bürgerlichen Parteien und der Regierung, dann müssen wir die Dinge laufen lassen, dann greifen wir zur revolutionären Taktik, stellen uns auf die eigenen Füße und überlassen das Schicksal der Partei der Revolution.  Wer die Dinge in Rußland erlebt hat, der kann im Interesse des Proletariats nicht wünschen, daß eine solche Entwicklung bei uns eintritt. Wir müssen uns im Gegenteil in die Bresche werfen, wir müssen sehen, ob wir genung Einfluß bekommen, unsere Forderungen durchzusetzen und, wenn es möglich ist, sie mit der Rettung des Landes zu verbinden, dann ist es unsere verdammte Pflicht und Schuldigkeit, das zu tun."
 


Südekum, Schulz, Peus, Keil (with reservations), and Auer were in favor, while Landsberg opposed entering the government. Braun argued that Social Democracy's strength lay not in numbers of members but in the trust of the populace.  He foresaw Social Democrats having to accept a peace like the Bolshevists at Brest-Litovsk.  He reminded the members that Hertling's ministry too had originally been presented by the caucus executive as a great success.  Thus he recommended no participation without having the decisive ministerial posts.  Vogel joined Landsberg's side after demanding a party congress.  Löbe, like Ebert, had the Russian experience before his eyes, but he drew a very different picture in opposing participation: "Gehen wir dem Schicksal einer deutschen Kerenski-Regierung aus dem Wege; verknüpfen wir nicht unser Schicksal mit dem unserer Todfeinde, die morgen wiederkommen und uns wegjagen!"
  Emmel supported those debaters opposed to participation.  Ebert then offered a reformulated version of the SPD's pre-conditions and David sprang in to suggest that these should originally have been supplied to members so they could see how extensive the demands were.  He personalized the debate and ended with interjections and counter claims.  In his concluding statement Ebert had to restore unity and clarity.  He utilized precise information to answer questions, and undercut Braun by reference to his having been away and not fully informed.  He could ridicule some of the demands for certainty: "Wer absolute Stellungen haben will, daß nur sozialdemokratische Politik betrieben wird, der muß schon verlangen, daß die Regierung und die bürgerliche Parteien das Erfurter Programm anerkennen. (Heiterkeit)"  


Ebert's serenity and ability to argue culminated in putting the issue as either favoring the "agitatorische Interesse der Partei" or "die Situation auszunutzen zugunsten unserer demokratischen verfassungsrechtlichen Forderungen," and preventing the collapse of the economy.  The caucus voted 55 to 10, the council 25 to 11, in favor of joining the government.  Patriotic and informed argumentation by Ebert had helped achieve that momentous result.  


Two huge stones blocked the path to SPD ministerial responsibility.  One involved getting the bourgeois parties to accept the SPD minimal program, removing Hertling and finding a chancellor.
  After that had been arranged with many conflicts among the inter-caucus parties, came the second problem in the form of the military's demand for an immediate peace offer by a new, widely-based government.
  So who brought responsible parliamentary government to Germany: the inter-caucus parties with the SPD pushing for democratization to attain peace and retain control of the populace, or the military who wanted a scapegoat to take responsibility for a lost war?  


The military had been at work for years hindering the parties' efforts.  Now their demand sped up the transformation.  The crucial steps, however, had been taken by the SPD and its partners.  The SPD's minimal program, including the demand for revision of the constitution so that ministers came from parliament and were responsible to it, created a new base for German politics.


Finding a chancellor and creating a cabinet proved difficult.  The main candidate was Payer until he refused and Prince Max von Baden substituted.  David had favored the latter and worked with the Progressives on his behalf.  Scheidemann had been opposed and Ebert had to be convinced.  On October 1 Ebert argued nothing was known about the prince and Payer, whom Ebert probably supported, had been forced to step aside through "die alte Politik, die wir bekämpft haben.  Das können wir nicht mitmachen."
  David arranged a secret meeting early October 2 between the prince and Ebert, after which, according to David, Ebert's report to the caucus executive "zeigte, daß er gewonnen."
  Scheidemann, who had heard more about the military's demands for an armistice and the desperate military situation, caused havoc in that morning's following party and caucus executive meeting by wanting to reverse the decision to join the government.

 
After meeting with Prince Max, and while the executive meeting began, Ebert attended a meeting in which Major Bussche on behalf of the OHL informed the party leaders of the possibility of immediate military collapse.  Ebert later remembered Bussche saying after his disastrous report that "Eine Katastrophe sei zwar zunächst noch nicht zu befürchten. Irgendwelche Erfolge dagegen seien nicht zu erwarten. Weiteres Blutvergiessen sei unnütz. Daher sei der Waffenstillstand notwendig."
  Ebert could not remember "Von irgend welche Bedingungen unter denen der Kampf weitergeführt werden müsse und könne ...nichts gehört zu haben", but admitted: "Alle waren tief ergriffen. Jeder sah das Ende." All observers agreed Ebert "geradezu gebrochen".
  When he appeared at the executive meeting he was still "aufs äußerste Betroffen" but reported positively on Prince Max.  Though, previous to Ebert's participation, a majority had wanted to reverse the SPD decision to enter the government, Ebert's threat of resignation brought an affirming 6 to 5 vote.
  David found Ebert's presentation immediately afterward to the caucus "glänzend."  


That was the second caucus meeting in which Ebert decisively affected the SPD's fate.  Despite his emotional upset, fighting back tears, he spoke with "Festigkeit".
  He outlined the military situation, the negotiations with Prince Max and advocated: "Unser Eintreten schwerer Schritt.  Aber es beginnt ein neues Reich und eine neue Politik."
  Only 7 caucus members opposed entry.  According to some memoir accounts Ebert had been proposed as chancellor with Schöflin proclaiming "Jetzt muß aber unser bester Mann in die Regierung!" followed by cries of Ebert.  Heine claimed to have warned against such an action because this government's life would be short "und Ebert wäre mir zu gut, um ihm in ihr zu verbrauchen..."
  Regardless of their accuracy such accounts underscore Ebert's authority, no doubt reinforced by his sincerity about the country's calamity.  During a later caucus session the executive proposal passed that Scheidemann--who did not want the post--enter the government.
  Prince Max had preferred Ebert, who had wanted the position but, perhaps so as not to be bound, argued convincingly for Scheidemann.


Ebert had gotten his way but he had affronted some people.  David, who could be quite petty, dismissed as false the newspaper claims that Scheidemann's "zielsicheren Führung" had determined Social Democracy's course.
  Scheidemann had often wavered; Ebert occasionally.  David thought it good that Scheidemann had entered the government because "Scheidemann wird dadurch gefesselt und Ebert wird nicht in die Bahn der Unabhängigen einlenken, schon um seine Stellung nicht wieder mit Haase teilen zu müssen."  Whether that referred to Ebert's desire to rule alone or his dislike of Haase remained unclear, but David' critique continued: "Ebert bei seinen großen Vorzügen, Klarheit und Festigkeit in dem Gewollten, doch geistig zu eng und persönlich zu eitel und autokratisch veranlangt."
  David recounted Ebert's opposition to David working in the foreign ministry about which Ebert threatened to resign since he claimed to need David for foreign policy and important speeches. "Das war in der Tat ein Grund für ihn; so sehr er es liebte, mich in die zweite Stelle zu drängen und als allein bestimmender Autokrat aufzutreten, so nutzte er doch bei jeder Gelegenheit meine Kraft aus.  Er selbst scheut die große öffentliche Rede und ist sich seiner Enge bewußt."  David credited himself with the reformist course steered since 1914 which culminated in ministerial participation and claimed "Das neue Deutschland wurde geboren."
  Both claims were inaccurate.  David may have wanted that course but Ebert had made it possible; Ebert had made it possible by his cautious leadership keeping party institutions behind the August 4 policy and by the public oppositional role without which the SPD would have lost its base.

  
Ebert had managed relations to the unions which had been such a significant part of the August 4 policy.  Those relations had low points but were generally positive until October 1918.  Then Ebert's highhandedness in proposing Bauer as cabinet minister had affronted some of the leaders.  Legien, who had his own authoritarian leanings, had been indecisive during the haste to occupy cabinet posts and hinted at Ebert having gone around him.
 Later Ebert made matters worse by a party executive proposal to have August Müller shift from the Kriegsernahrungsamt to the Reichswirtschaftsamt as under secretary and have Schmidt take the former under secretary post.  Legien gave the caucus a written declaration against the proposal but Ebert defended the decision and the caucus approved it.
  Ebert affronted the decisive union leaders, Legien and Leipart, as he rewarded his own associates, Bauer, Müller and Schmidt. 


Some caucus members too wondered about Ebert's methods, but he knew how to enforce acquiescence--threatening to resign.  On October 16 when questions were raised about how well the caucus had been informed during the crucial days leading to ministerial participation, Ebert stilled the criticism by resigning as caucus chairperson.  His decision "wurde von allen nachfolgenden Rednern bekämpft," the caucus minutes blandly stated, and "Bei der Vornahme der Neuwahl wurde nur Ebert vorgeschlagen und per Akklamation einstimmig wiedergewählt."
  He knew how to point to his indispensability.  By October 1918 the skilled negotiator and tactician dominated in the executive, in the caucus, in the federal council and in the inter-party caucus where ties to the bourgeoisie kept being expanded, though actual achievements remained slim.  


Ebert's personality, authority and tactics had been decisive in getting SPD ministerial participation, even if he did not always get his way with personnel.  What would be attained through committing the party?


The government of Prince Max von Baden brought a semblance of parliamentary rule to Germany.  Ebert, Scheidemann, Erzberger, Payer, Haußmann and others pushed through the main constitutional changes.  Soon the weaknesses in having chosen a prince whose views were not well known became evident.  Prince Max had spoken against the Peace Resolution in December 1917.  He had also written to a princely cousin that he opposed the Resolution and parliamentary government.  The letter appeared in a Swiss newspaper to undercut claims of a peaceful and representative government in Germany.

  
The inter-caucus parties discovered themselves in a quandary. Ebert painfully expressed the dilemma on October 12: "Das erste Erfordernis für Deutschland ist eine Regierung, die vor aller Welt laut und deutlich zum Ausdruck bringt, daß es eine ehrliche und geradlinige Politik treiben will.  Das ist völlig vernichtet!"
  He supported Scheidemann's claim this necessitated a new chancellor to maintain the support of labor.  "Wir haben eine glänzende Stimmung im Lande," he claimed, and he knew it would be lost when the prince's contradictory statements were publicized.  Agreement by the parties was reached that Solf as secretary for state should sign the answer to Wilson's note on an armistice, and the prince be asked to resign.  However, the "Neben-Regierung" had different ideas. The military leadership had recovered its confidence.  Whereas at the end of September they begged for, then demanded, an armistice, now they wanted to continue the war.  They informed the parliamentarians a change of chancellors would seriously affect the morale at the front.


Ebert and Scheidemann still wanted Prince Max removed and tried to convince the other party leaders.  The latter preferred reconsideration, so the prince was given a chance to state his case.  The SPD leaders were impressed by his explanation.
  However, they insisted they be given time to consult the caucus, partly because the Independents threatened to unleash an attack if the SPD leaders tried to bury the issue.  Again the caucus fell in line with Ebert’s, Scheidemann’s and David’s arguments to approve the executive stance that the prince could stay to make peace.
 


Whereas the SPD and the bourgeois parties continued to back the government and to use their influence to get the populace to hold out, the OHL increased its pressure by demands for reinforcements.  The chancellor knew between what stools he was being asked to sit since he noted on October 16: "Die militärische Lage hat uns auf Verlangen der Obersten Heersleitung unerwartet genötigt, am Oktober 5 ein hastiges Ersuch um Waffenstillstand an den Präsidenten der Vereinigten Staaten zu richten.  Dieser Schritt kam einer Kapitulation gleich..."
  The situation left only two possibilities: fighting until total destruction or to "save what could be saved" economically and politically.  Wilson had left no doubt that armistice terms would become tougher as the western front collapsed.  A diplomatic answer thus had to appeal to him as "arbiter mundi" to prevent a Vernichtungs-krieg against the Germans.  Ludendorff however had demanded that the German people declare whether they were ready to provide the military with materials and men, and to guarantee that when troops from the east went to the western front, the country would not be overrun by Bolshevism.  The prince did not reject these simplistic arguments.  He did acknowledge that the "Vertreter des Volkes unmöglich die geforderte Verpflichtung übernehmen, da heute leider keineswegs feststeht, wieweit die Führer die Massen in der Hand haben, wenn einmal der volle Ernst der Lage dem Volke zum Bewußtsein kommt."
  Control of the populace played on all minds and in all calculations.


The belief that the Social Democratic leaders could contain unrest remained strong even amongst those who had no respect for the SPD's patriotic commitment or democratic desires.  To illustrate: when the cabinet met with the assertive military leaders to discuss possible responses to Wilson, Scheidemann painted a dark picture of the outlook among the troops which affected the populace and vice versa: "Die Arbeiter kommen mehr und mehr dazu, zu sagen, lieber ein Ende mit Schrecken als ein Schrecken ohne Ende."  Payer tried to restore confidence by emphasis on the need to hold out because the Entente intended to destroy Germany's economic capability.  Ludendorff applauded that and asked how to do it: "Da kann ich nur die Bitte wiederholden: Packen Sie das Volk.  Reißen Sie es hoch.  Kann das nicht Herr Ebert?"
  


Ludendorff left convinced that the government would supply more personnel, take the risk of a harsh reply to Wilson and improve public attitudes.  Ironically, the person from whom Ludendorff asked magical results was posing the question of how to get decisions on war and peace transferred to parliament and how to make ministers responsible.  On October 17, to the inter-party caucus, Ebert insisted that his party needed to have the Reichstag hold power over declarations of war.
  In his own caucus, the next day, he reported that the other parties had "weitgehende, z.T. völlige Übereinstimmung in unserm Sinne zeigte in bezug auf die durchzusetzenden Verfassungsänderungen."
  



While the SPD kept up the pressure for political change, it sought to obtain an acceptable armistice and to improve attitudes, which Scheidemann reported as "fürchterlich."  To the SPD caucus, which met almost continuously, Scheidemann reported about negotiations with the military, amnesty for Liebknecht and Dittmann and posed the question of the armistice.  Caucus members were divided with some favoring unconditional surrender before the situation became worse while others followed Ebert's course for political change to demonstrate a new Germany existed which made it "friedensfähig."
  


Ebert and Scheidemann not only had to convince their own caucus but had to get the other parties to push for peace.  At the inter-party caucus on October 18 when those parties were suggesting that fighting conditions had been restored, Ebert left no illusions about the 600,000 reserves which Ludendorff was being promised: they were the young, the mutinous reclaimed soldiers from the munitions works whom the USPD influenced, and the sick.  He decisively influenced the other party leaders who previously had been prepared to support Ludendorff's last hurrah.  On the Entente Ebert too had become pessimistic, or realistic: "Wilson umkleidet seine Politik klug, aber er ist ein Imperialist."
  What would holding out for a few more weeks mean, he asked, and answered: another million Americans.  Austria was disintegrating. "Was soll also gebessert werden?  Die Rachelust bleibt auch bis zum Frühjahr.  Deshalb meine ich, wir sollen sehen, zum Abschluß zu kommen."  He wanted to hear the formulation of the note for Wilson, but added that constitutional changes were insufficient to halt unrest.  "Der Kernpunkt ist Wilhelm!...Ohne Erledigung dieser Frage kommen wir nicht zum Schluß."
  In addition to the Kaiser question he persisted on the issue of the military's influence.  The military's press office, he claimed, continued its old propaganda work.  He thought the way the government proceeded unacceptable and that all the parties had to be consulted.  An open Reichstag session was necessary: "Wir müssen auch einmal vor dem Volk uns äußern zur innern Politik und zu den Fragen, die heute alle Welt bewegen. Ich fürchte auch nicht die Polen und die Unabhängigen." The others chimed agreement and the SPD proposals were taken to the cabinet.  As previously in the caucus Ebert's informed manner helped him not only to convince the other party leaders but to gain leadership in the inter-party meetings.  


During October 1918 Ebert still hoped to adhere to positions on Germany's territorial make-up which he had defended throughout the war.  On October 5 he refused to consider any referendum on Alsace-Lorraine.
  On Schleswig too he wanted to hold on to the existing area.
  The patriotic core to his outlook had only been heightened by the obviously lost war.  Through political changes he hoped to maintain the country's economic strength and its territorial extent.  For Ebert, democratization complimented national values as well as principles.  


When Ebert applauded the end of the old regime and announced the new on October 22 in the Reichstag, he played upon the Kaiser's promises to lead Germans toward wonderful times.  He tried to set the record straight about democracy being achieved at the cost of German territory or interests.  "Tatsache ist, daß sie die Machte ergreifen mußte, weil nur sie noch imstande ist, Deutschland zu retten."
  All significant institutions including his party approved the appeal for peace to Wilson.  Ebert tried to pin down Wilson's commitment to a peace of understanding by citations from Wilson's declarations, and asked the American president to listen to labor leaders like Henderson or Longuet and not the chauvinists in Britain and France.  He asserted that German democrats had tried to roll the stones out of the way of peace and shrewdly added that the Social Democrats had advocated the end of secret diplomacy since 1908 and were pleased to have Wilson's support.  The Social Democrats had always favored self-determination of peoples.  


On October 5, 1918, Ebert continued, the Germans had given themselves a government dependent upon the Reichstag, "der Mitwirkung der Vertrauensmänner der Arbeiter abhängig gemacht hat."  He termed that date "der Geburtstag der deutschen Demokratie".
  He did not shy away from naming the old regime a "feudal System der Volksverachtung" which earned Ebert bad marks from an undersecretary.
  Ebert still argued for a strong German state supported by the populace in its time of need.  


Ebert's reservations when announcing the birth of German democracy would not have been understood by Wilson and are still avoided by conservatives: "von wirklicher Demokratie und Volksbefreiung [kann] erst dann gesprochen werden kann, wenn die wirtschaftliche Ausbeutung beseitigt und die Klassengegensätze aufgehoben sind."
  In Ebert's view the proposed constitutional changes did not go far enough, especially the controls on the military.  The Prussian electoral system, the state of siege, economic deprivation, amnesty and humanitarian concerns had to be addressed as well as the vote for women.  Ebert's wise speech accurately presented the problems of social policy during wartime and explained why the Social Democrats had entered the government so reluctantly. His late wisdom acknowledged that they were taking over "ein böses Erbe" and he unsuccessfully drew a line between the old and new regime.


While the government debated the contents of the response to Wilson and consulted more military and diplomatic experts, the SPD pushed forward on democratization of the country.  The Reichstag session of October 22 passed the legislation for a representative, responsible government in Germany.  Had it brought democracy?  Not by Ebert's own admission regarding votes for women, Prussia's electoral system and economic or military influence.  Certainly, the populace did not think so, since the agitation for freedom, for bread and for peace continued unabated.


On the diplomatic front Ludendorff and his advisers tried to prevent any accommodation, so eventually Payer and Erzberger argued "Politischer Generalstab muß verschwinden."
  The often-ill Prince Max was kissed awake by reality.  He finally confronted the Kaiser: either the military changed or he left his office and the chance for a peace of understanding with the possibility of saving Reich, army and crown disappeared.  The Kaiser chose the prince and Ludendorff resigned without dignity on October 25.
  His replacement, Groener, would be crucial to Germany and to Ebert as well as to civil-military relations, that is, to the whole complex question of democracy in Germany.  


The departure of Ludendorff, like the parliamentarization and peace efforts, proved far too late.  The credibility not only of the government but of the labor leaders and moderate parties was at stake.  To the caucus Scheidemann admitted on October 25 that the Independents were working for a revolutionary solution. He and others hoped something could be achieved by having the Kaiser abdicate.  Ebert pleaded for a calm approach: "Nicht den gesunden Lauf der Entwicklung durch ein nervöses und übereiltes Handeln stören."
  He warned that quitting the government would bring a rightist coalition and dictatorship.  Russian events influenced his thinking on controlling armed uprisings: "Aber Putsche [noch] leicht niederzuschlagen, denn Volk hat keine Waffen.  Rußland hatte sie erst nach der Demobilisierung."
  Quite rightly Russia's revolution appeared before Social Democratic leaders' eyes as they weighed power relations at the end of October 1918.
 They had long opposed any revolutionary tactic, so controlling the populace--similar to January 1918--stood paramount in their anti-revolutionary efforts.  


Under the pressure of the military situation exploited by the Entente, a collapsing economy and a restless populace Social Democracy desperately sought to help the country. In public Ebert tried to retain the confidence of SPD members by claiming Germany could still defend itself while simultaneously criticizing the state's leadership.
  The strategy of opposition and cooperation still served.  


Some intellectuals and lobbyists who recognized which way the winds were blowing power relations in Germany tried to gain contact to leading Social Democrats.  At Solf's suggestion Ebert was invited to a political salon on October 30.  The gathering of state secretaries and ministers wanted to know the position of Social Democracy on the Kaiser.  Ebert, who conducted himself "ganz sicher und selbstverständlich," won sympathy for his "Natürlichkeit".  On the decisive question he stated: "Ich bin dafür, daß die deutsche Monarchie bestehen bleibt.  Deutschland ist nicht reif für eine Republik, und wir Sozialdemokraten, die dies wissen, fürchten den Augenblick, da die Masse, die Straße unter den Einfluß der Unabhängigen die Durchführung unseres Parteiprogramms von uns verlangt und eine Republik fördert.  Aber damit wir die Monarchie erhalten und eine Republik vermeiden können, muß der jetzige Monarch zurücktreten ....Die Firma aber kann und muß erhalten bleiben..."
  If the "firm" had to continue despite removing its figurehead Ebert may have been following the course of the 1848 'revolutionaries' in admitting his un-revolutionary intentions: one does not burn down the house one intends to occupy.  


Another report confirms Ebert's outlook.  He breakfasted with the Hapag lobbyist, Holtzendorff on October 31.  Here too Ebert made a good impression: "Ebert hat mir ausserordenlich gut gefallen, ein ruhiger, kluger, vernüftiger Mann, mit dem man sine ira et studio alles besprechen kann."
  Ebert acknowledged that he and Scheidemann had tried to prevent the publication of the Vorwärts article which in effect demanded the Kaiser's abdication but "auch ihre Macht hätte seine Grenzen..."  In weighing the pros and cons Ebert "meinte mit Recht, dass es jetzt in erster Linie sich doch um eine Frage des deutschen Reiches handelte" though he agreed that the Kaiser issue should be resolved by the Prussian as well as the national cabinet.  The Kaiser's departure for the front made matters worse because he either did not understand the seriousness of the situation, or he sought to place himself behind the protection of the military in anticipation of a civil war.  Ebert pointed out that "wenn es erst einmal dazu käme, dass in den Strassen Berlins ausgeschrien würde, der Kaiser müsse gehen, dann wäre es zu spät.  Würde die Sozialdemokratie vor die Frage gestellt, ob Republik oder Monarchie, so wäre sie naturgemäss gezwungen nach ihrer ganzen Tradition für die Republik sich einzusetzen."  Ebert did not want that because if the bourgeois parties, given their composition, supported the monarch, then it would lead to Social Democracy going into opposition.  After reporting the anger among workers in the Rheinland, Ebert added that many thought the Kaiser stood in the way of peace.  This to him was unfortunate since Ebert "wisse...dass der Kaiser sicherlich persönlich den Krieg nicht gewollt hätte..."  Confidentially Ebert informed Holtzendorff that Scheidemann had already written the Kaiser that he must abdicate "weil die sozialdemokratische Parteileitung diesbezüglich die Parteigenossen nicht mehr in der Hand hätte" but at the request of the chancellor it had not yet been sent. To Schiffer Ebert too stated that Germany remained unprepared for a republic but his party was being pushed by the Bavarians who did not like the Kaiser and by the Independents.


Why would Ebert be presenting his political thinking and tactics in more depth to political salons of bourgeois leaders than to his own caucus?  The assumptions that this patriotic person would employ his authority to pursue a “reasonable” course was evidently widespread among the more moderate of Imperial Germany's elites.  He had gained their confidence by his concern for the "firm".
   He would maintain that trust by opposition to unrest, for instance by a leadership statement spread through the press on November 4 informing party members that Scheidemann had asked the chancellor for the Kaiser's abdication, by working with factory representatives to prevent an uprising and by sending Noske to Kiel to control the marines' mutiny.
  Whether he could also maintain the confidence of those who had elected him to his positions as autoritas became potestas had yet to be shown. 


At the end of October and the beginning of November mutinies and revolts among German marines and troops began what would end as revolution.  They refused to follow officers who thought they could engage in a last desperate act against the Entente.  As civil war threatened Ebert explained his understanding of the situation and what it demanded to the inter-party caucus on November 5.  In this important statement he revealed that under the pressure of events the Social Democrats had posed the Kaiser question because it related to peace given Wilson's note.  Ebert pointed out how bad the mood was among the troops with officers admitting mutinies.  However, he thought the troops had trust in the new government.  In part, realistically but definitely with optimistism he formulated: "Aber die Leute wissen gar nichts von den Vorgängen in Wirklichkeit; wenn sie erst wissen was es ist, so werden sie in heller Begeisterung für uns sein.... Ich bin überzeugt, wenn wir Sorge tragen, daß der freiwillige Rücktritt des Kaisers in vernünftiger Form bekanntgemacht wird und wenn die Regierung Klarheit schafft über ihre Politik, dann halten wir das Heer zusammen, wenn auch ein paar Generale weggehen."
  Ebert asserted without identifying for whom: "Das Kaisertum ist nicht mehr das einigende Band, sondern die Demokratie."  Saying the situation demanded "etwas nachgeholfen werden" because "Wenn man die Dinge laufen läßt, dann gehen wir dem Untergang entgegen," he referred of course to the nation.  If the bourgeois parties refused to act the SPD would have to leave the government. In his view the mood of labor on the Kaiser question was nearly unanimous and similar in the middle class.  In the end Ebert put the question which was decisive for him: "Wie halten wir das Reich aufrecht und die Wirtschaft in Ordnung?"


As a revolution which Social Democracy had not wanted spread from the seaports to Bavaria the party followed Ebert's directive on "nachhelfen" since cooperation brought so few results and they knew from their representatives that mutiny had turned into revolution in Kiel.
  On November 6 the cabinet still debated the Kaiser question and the new military leader, Groener, tried to convince the leading bureaucrats and ministers that the front could be stabilized.
  Groener asked to be allowed to present his views on the Kaiser to the leading Social Democrats and unionists. That meeting to which reference would frequently be made in the trials about Ebert's wartime treason witnessed a memorable exchange between Groener and Ebert.  Ebert sketched the situation and insisted that the Kaiser had to disappear because so many saw him as the guilty party.  He had to go "wenn man den Übergang der Massen in das Lager der Revolutionäre und damit die Revolution verhinder wolle".
  Groener responded "kurz und scharf" that was not discussable.  During the meeting news arrived that mutinous troops had taken control in Hamburg and Hannover.  Scheidemann excitedly stated it meant "Die Revolution".  Ebert calmly insisted nothing had yet been decided and though they were convinced republicans in practice they could come to terms with a monarchy in a parliamentary system.  Ebert offered Groener the chance to save the monarchy by quickly arranging for a regency.  Südekum and Legien supported Ebert's compromise.  Groener responded curtly that the proposal was not discussable.  Ebert rose and said: "Wir...werden uns stets gern der Zusammenarbeit mit ihnen während des Krieges erinnern.  Von nun an trennen sich unsere Wege."  Groener later regretted not having taken up Ebert's offer, but he did not comment on the fact that the person who stated his opposition to revolution was prepared to march with the revolutionaries.


The ambivalence about the necessity of marching with the revolutionaries in order to contain the revolution also appeared in the combined meeting of council and caucus after parting ways with Groener.  Ebert reported on the situation, especially the party's opposition to conscription.  The factory representatives thought further conscription proved the state's lack of peaceful intentions and the Kaiser question caused more unrest.  Ebert asserted that cooperation with the factory representatives had prevented a Berlin putsch attempt on November 4.  The situation on the sea coast stood "anders".
  Noske organized negotiations and the strikers made him governor so he decided over ship movements. At the military front the mood was satisfactory in regard to the present government but negative on the Kaiser.  Ebert noted the military mutinies which the government acknowledged and reported that it "hat heute mittag beschlossen zu kapitulieren."  While Scheidemann thought the Kiel experience demonstrated that decisive action worked and claimed the Social Democrats had never opposed the revolution, Ebert reviewed the stance of the bourgeois parties who claimed they could do nothing toward an abdication they thought necessary.  He pointed to difficulties if the Kaiser abdicated because the officials would quit and "Versorgung stoppen."  After a hectic and muddled debate Scheidemann stated his surprise: "Erst hat Parteipresse scharf gemacht und nun mahnt sie zur Vorsicht und Ruhe?"  The quandary of needing to hunt with the foxes of revolt, after having run with the hares of stability confronted the Social Democrats.  The result of a tactic of opposition combined with cooperation came full circle. 


Ebert's famous remarks to Prince Max "Wenn der Kaiser nicht abdankt, dann ist die soziale Revolution unvermeidlich.  Ich aber will sie nicht, ja ich hasse sie wie die Sünde" stems from early November 7.
  On that day the prince presented Ebert his plan to go to Spa and convince the Kaiser to abdicate but he wanted guarantees that Ebert and David would contain the Social Democrats for a few days.  They refused.  Scheidemann later explained that what Ebert and his colleagues understood by revolution and hated was "russisch-asiatischen Bolschewismus" which they equated with chaos.
  To hinder a social revolution which was hated because of its uncertainty and bloodshed meant achieving a political one and peace, and that was the intent of Ebert's remarks to the prince.


In keeping with their oppositional role on November 7 the SPD finally put its ultimatum to the government, a government in which it had members.  The caucus unanimously approved the demands including strengthening Social Democracy's representation and the Kaiser's immediate abdication.
  Already earlier Ebert and his colleagues had insisted to the inter-party caucus that the situation made it imperative to act on the Kaiser question and the Prussian electoral system.  If the coal areas followed Hamburg and Hannover, in Ebert's estimation, "dann ist es nicht mehr aufzuhalten."
   When Prince Max secretly tried to convince Ebert to reconsider, his emissary reported he found an Ebert exceptionally sure of himself.  Simons thought he wanted "Führerschaft des Staates" which Ebert did not deny.
 


The strategy of cooperation and opposition had made Ebert a key figure in the country.  However, one base of support, the workers and soldiers were going their own way and many were looking to the Independents.  One journalist reported to the vice-chancellor on November 7 "Scheidemann und Ebert seien überholt, Haase diktiere,"
 just as the SPD leaders were demanding more influence.  Under SPD pressure the cabinet squirmed away from using force against the demonstrations but some members accused the Social Democrats of disloyalty.  In the inter-party caucus Ebert rejected that claim.  He pointed out that the reports on the situation were terrible, even from Berlin factories "... Sie sollten uns dankbar sein, daß wir die Hauptstadt ruhig gehalten haben."
  To their caucus the SPD leaders could explain why they had extended the time limits on their ultimatum so as not to harm the possibilities of an armistice.  However, the masses wanted deeds. The question was no longer whether revolution in Berlin, but when.  The SPD's factory representatives informed the SPD leaders that they might be able to hold workers back but only until 9 am next morning.  Could Ebert and his colleagues, who had done so much to contain the revolutionary unrest, continue to lead or would they be swept aside?  Since labor expected more than Ebert wanted to undertake how would he keep its confidence? November 9, 1918 -- a day that has so often (1923, 1938, 1989) been significant in Germany's past -- challenged all his abilities.


Democracy in Germany had moved a small step forward during October 1918.  However because the push for the political transformation of Germany occurred during the world war, the democratization process became intertwined with the foreign relations of the Reich.
  The aims of the inter-party caucus overlapped with the war aims of the Entente. Moves by the liberals, Center and Social Democrats were always in danger of appearing to harm the country's war effort.  Once the first two parties were in the Hertling government and the SPD tied to it via the Vertrauensmann, Payer, the political transformation took a lower priority than maintaining the country's strength.  The military exploited these patriots' situation and Hertling avoided the populace's needs and the parties' counsels.  The dam could only be broken by loss of the war or, as Ebert had seen in August 1918, by the populace acting.  He had tried to guide that action.


On 18 November Ebert explained how he saw the coming of the revolution.  At the beginning of November the German people wanted peace: "Es hatte diesen Wunsch auf Grund unserer militärischen, unserer politischen und vor allem wirtschaftlichem Lage, die zu unhaltbaren Zuständen im Ernahrungswesen geführt hatte."
  Only a tiny group resisted and it was feared that they could push the populace into "neues entsetzlicheres Elend stürtzen könnten," Ebert explained in reference to the military's last desperate acts.  The lack of trust in the holder's of power was so general that revolution broke out nearly simultaneously everywhere.  "Vor allem war es das Herr, das sich dagegen aussprach für die unsinnige Plänne Unzurechnugsfähiger in einen nutzlosen Tod geschickt zu werden.  Bei den einzelnen Truppenteilen bildeten sich mehr oder weniger unabhängig von einander Soldatenräte, in vielen Fällen schlossen sich ihn sofort zahlreiche Offiziere und in allen Fällen so gut wie alle Unteroffiziere an."  The officials accepted to work with these soldiers' and simultaneously created workers' councils.  In Berlin "fanden diese Soldatendelegationen als sie im Reichstag eintrafen bereits die ersten Anfänge einer provisorischen Regierung an."  After the collapse of the "morchen alten Systems ... war es von vornherein klar dass die beiden sozialistischen Parteien, die der revolution vorgearbeitet und sie überhaupt erst möglich gemacht hatten, in dieser provisorischen Regierung vertreten sein mussten.  Die Mehrheitssozialisten, die bis zum achten November noch dem Kabinett angehorten, ergriffen die Initiative, bestanden aber darauf, dass in die provisorische Regierung der Volksbeauftragten auch Vertreter der nicht sozialistischen Parteien aufgenommen werden sollten."  With the belief, and public assertion, that both socialist parties had prepared the way for the spontaneous uprising, and that bourgeois parties had to be participants in a government with the Independents, Ebert attained power.
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