


CHAPTER 6  PRIVATE 


WORLD WAR AND NEW LEADERSHIP

Leader With Special Authority


In August 1915 a right-wing Social Democrat wrote to a confidant about the leadership of the SPD: "Ebert, der jetzt die eigentliche Führung hat...."
  By then Ebert had the dominant role in the party executive which he co-chaired, had become one of the public spokesmen for the party caucus and held a crucial position in the caucus executive. He had the support of the majority of the federal council which he chaired and to which he gave the main reports on the party's situation, on ties to the Internationale and on relations to the state.  The connections to the trade union leaders ran through his hands.  Though publicly overshadowed by his executive colleagues, Hugo Haase and Philipp Scheidemann, political power within German Social Democracy increasingly resided with Ebert.  


How did Ebert, who worked as one among his peers in a collective leadership before the war, attain such special authority?  The answer lies less with Ebert than with the impact of a world war on Europe, Germany and Social Democracy.  Events pressed him into a new role by a novel situation, by Social Democracy's internal dynamics, and especially by the new groupings and loyalties created during the war.  The application of his skills and outlook to the new situation aided his rise to pre-eminence.  His talents in negotiation and argumentation, his administrative abilities and his ideological understanding had been acknowledged by his peers in selecting him as co-chairperson in 1913.   


By 1914 Fritz Ebert’s experiences in politics ran deep.  As a second-generation leader he had spent a quarter century helping to consolidate the German labor movement.
  His path to the top had been from the very bottom where self-education, relentless agitation and surety of goals had gained him respect and support. He had participated in nearly every kind of internal party struggle and debate as well as in external conflicts with the state and bourgeois opposition.  He ended squarely in the middle of the resulting large organization.  The problems of the poor, the down-trodden and the worker had been his initial causes.  As leather worker, unionist, journalist, pub keeper, local parliamentarian, socialist organizer, agitator, party secretary and leader, Ebert had not lost sight of those concerns.  In 1914 his parliamentary speeches focused upon the plight of postal employees, housing conditions, lower civil servants' bargaining rights and unfair taxes.
  His 1914 May Day speech railed against the injustices of capitalistic society and the benefits accruing to the few through the work of the many.
  In addition to being the political and administrative workhorse of the executive, he agitated in Westphalia, Berlin and Bavaria to gain recruits for the party.

 
Within Social Democracy Ebert had learned well how to make organizations function and how to exercise leadership.  Participating in factional disputes, in agitation tours and in the management of large institutions had taught him how to obtain support for policies and decisions.  As an executive member under August Bebel after 1905 he had observed and practiced holding a huge movement together with all the compromising, assuaging and maintaining of trust among differing persons which that entails.
 Ideological purity, that is, a generally centrist position, complimented Ebert's practical and informed approach.  His public stance included a verbal attack on almost everything outside the movement and a defence of nearly everything inside.  Commitment to the party--equivalent to an organizational and ideological patriotism—-had been tempered by idealism about non-violence, majority rule and especially by a heightened social awareness.  The ultimate purpose of all the organizing and agitation remained, not the organization itself but what could be achieved with it.  Its strength and unity were not to be wasted.  Hence he sought to avoid questionable causes by risky means, which meant rejecting the left-wing radicals' demands for unqualified commitment to mass strikes.  Yet he also refused to accept the opponents' version of what should be social and political norms, which meant opposing the revisionists' right-wing proposals.


The unity and strength of the labor movement remained decisive for Ebert because he thought the movement held the key by which change could be squeezed out of the existing system, or the system itself changed.  Ebert's dedication to the movement had been acknowledged by the many responsibilities assigned to him by the SPD executive.  His place in the party received symbolical recognition during April 1914 by the cover cartoon on the party's humour magazine.  It depicted him as the conductor for an SPD youth chorus with Jagow, the secretary of state for the interior, holding his ears shut against the refrain: "Vorwärts, Sozialisten, schließt die Reihen..."


Since individuals were not decisive in Ebert's view of history, he placed little importance on personality.  Outwardly he always appeared neat and well-dressed.  Like his executive colleagues and most pre-war socialist leaders he dressed in suit and tie, fine hats and vests. Demonstrating respectability included wearing vest and tie on a Baltic beach during holidays in July 1914.  Swarthiness, shortness and paunchiness marked him physically.  Pictures from just before the world war show him with two distinguishing features: his strip of chin beard and his droopy eye lids.


The personality behind the externals had various traits.  Some found him fun-loving, overly-hard working, interested in drinking as well as in a wide range of leisure activities from hiking to sailing and from studying regional customs to reading.
 One example: "Daß er inmitten seiner verantwortungsvollen Tätigkeit auch harmlose Vergnügungen nicht verschmähte, bewies er, als ihn nicht lange vor dem Kriege der Zufall in den Kölner Rosenmontag hineinschneiβen ließ.  Noch heute denken wir schmunzelnd daran, wie begeistert der heutige Reichskanzler [sic!] in einem Lokal der Ringstraße den 'Jupp vom Kägelklub' mitsang und über dem Schunkelwalzer alle politischen Sorgen vergaß."
  Though often absent from his family, he proved a dedicated family person and he guided the children toward practical occupations.  The father took a directing hand in seeing to the children's futures.
  The family, well enough off to take extended holidays, offered a refuge from the battering of party life.  Personal letters indicate that he saw Easter and Christmas as family celebrations.
  Some observers who knew only the public figure proclaimed Ebert sober, bureaucratic, capable but legalistic and culturally narrow.
  His character traits included application to the tasks at hand and dedication to the cause of labor.  His extreme thoroughness sometimes resulted in ridicule in Reichstag debates as he recounted the problems of every tiny post office.


 Being reliable resulted in ever more responsibilities devolving upon Ebert.  In addition to being party co-chairman he served on the caucus executive, often chaired the federal council, headed the youth central, and handled liaison to the unions.  Pre-war leftists acknowledged his capability and refined mediating skills even when fearful that his approach might destroy élan.
  Being thoroughly informed and having a definite opinion or political stance gave him an air of certainty, which meant that he could sometimes be arrogant and impatient with those who differed from him and especially with those who spoke incautiously or from a narrow base of information.  In 1913 Ebert had been selected the leader of the party because he knew a wide range of people in the movement who had seen him in action as reconciler, negotiator and organizer.  Bridging ideological and personal differences had been an acknowledged strength and he exercised it in a variety of labor's institutions.  The world war would test and confirm his political skills, though also questioning his approaches and vision. 

World War Transformations


The destructive impact of the war upon the socialists and socialist movements of Europe equalled the destruction on many fronts: in the trenches, in the economies, in political life.  During that war labor divided into communist and socialist factions which then fought each other as much as they fought their capitalist opponents.  The permanency of the division led most socialists to a route which in the 1950s saw them jettison fundamental ideological tenets, such as the abolition of private property as a means to ensure social justice.  Already earlier, especially during the 1930s, the socialists acted as the capitalistic economy's doctor seeking to restore its health rather than as the undertaker prepared to bury it.  In a half century, the socialists had been transformed from inheritors who waited for a hateful system to collapse, and who sometimes pushed toward that collapse, to medical aids seeking to restore the system's productive health, and finally to co-existing within it.  On the political front, however, they continued the push for a democracy focused in a parliamentary system.  Political democracy within the context of the nation state became a substitute for the lack of basic economic change.  


The acceptance and bolstering of the nation state has become one of the decisive aspects of 20th century labor movements.  Though the socialists sought to maintain international ties and tried to avoid armed conflict, World War I and its aftermath demonstrated that national identification and utilization of national rationalizations were acceptable to them.  The degree to which the world war remade Europe's socialists as well as their parties appears in the trajectories and patterns of a few lives that overlapped with Ebert's.  In October 1912 Albert Thomas, Ebert, Josef Pilsudski and Leon Trotsky spoke to the Austrian socialist congress.
  Their rhetoric and claims illustrate pre-war assumptions and illusions.  Thomas, on behalf of the French Socialist Party, complimented the Austrian and Balkan socialists for their efforts to influence diplomacy and to maintain peace.  He acknowledged that peace in Europe depended heavily upon France controlling its ally, Russia.  He claimed that the French socialists had been successfully influencing bourgeois opinion in the direction of peace.  While specifically noting Ebert's presence, he reminded the delegates how well the French and Germans had worked together in their peace demonstrations during the 1911 Morocco crisis.  Like others he subscribed to the illusion that the international coordination and cooperation of the socialists had and would influence the decision makers.  Ebert, as the following speaker, emphasized the special relations between the German and Austrian parties. He complemented the Austrians on their successful recruiting and the attention paid to organizational questions, since everything "depended upon the strength of the organization".  The Austrians fought the "proletarian class conflict" in the same way as the Germans.  His call to "fight against the international agrarian-capitalistic hunger policies" received a supporting yell as did his attacks upon the "robber policies of imperialism".  He thought that the international proletariat stood united even if on occasion it did not have the power to prevent wars.  Josef Pilsudski of the Polish socialist party in Russia also emphasized the affinities of his and the Austrian party, especially in the "struggle for freedom". In his view the Austrians had been taking steps to solve the nationalities problem plus the "lying of capitalistic chauvinism". He harked back to Ebert's words that evil sometimes proved stronger than good and that the power of the proletariat might have difficulties against the imperialism of the bourgeoisie.  He assured his listeners that if war came, then revolution and the ideals of the movement would triumph and the next international socialist congress could take place in a free Warsaw.  His hopes were little different than those of Trotsky speaking for Russian Social Democracy.  Trotsky's anti-Tsarist assertions found favor with the delegates, as did his reiteration of the strength of international socialism.


Where would these proponents of internationalism and peace, of action against bourgeois governments and capitalistic society be during the next decade?  Thomas became the French minister of munitions and an advocate of drastic measures against Germany's military as well as its economy.  He accepted a split in the French labour movement in order to cooperate with the bourgeoisie in combination with Tsarist Russia.  Later, he refused to side with Bolshevik Russia.  Ebert became president of a German republic after having supported a war against Russia and France and later authorized the use of troops against German workers.  In the 1920s he operated in a semi-dictatorial fashion with emergency decree powers.  Pilsudski tried to resist the Austrian and German attempts to create a Poland dependent upon the Central Powers.  As field marshal he helped engineer the new Polish state's defeat of Germany and Russia to restore an enlarged homeland.  He retired from politics only to re-emerge in a coup during 1926 to lead a military dictatorship.  Trotsky returned to Russia from exile in 1917 to help utilize the soviets as a means to overthrow the tsarist regime and establish the first communist economy and political system.  As head of the military he negotiated an end to the war with Germany and successfully fought the intervention of the Allied powers which were supporting the reactionaries.  He continued to believe in revolution in western Europe, though by 1922 he accepted the normalization of Soviet diplomatic relations with the bourgeois states.  


Common to all of these diverging patterns is the manner in which the nation-state became the touch stone of their actions.  The world war forced the socialists of Europe to reconsider their relations to their own states as well as to their compatriots in other countries' labor movements.  By 1922 it had become impossible for Thomas, Ebert, Pilsudski and Trotsky to praise each other or to use the same terms when referring to the proletariat or internationalism. Another person who could fit well in this group, Benito Mussolini, in 1912 had espoused the cause of international socialism, yet by 1919 propounded a nationalistic fascism.  The old Internationale had been divided like the labor movements.  The blood of the proletariat to which Thomas had referred in 1912 had filled the trenches between them.  Trotsky lumped Thomas and Ebert together as betrayers of internationalism and labor; Pilsudski had experienced the ruthless opposition to his country's independence from both the German socialists and the Russian Bolsheviks; Thomas and Ebert rejected the dictatorial one-party form of Lenin's and Trotsky’s rule and assumed it would soon collapse.  The French and German socialists had separately tried to oppose the Versailles Treaty but they continued to mistrust each other due to the lack of action against the war after 1914.  


These experiences and changes symbolize what the war meant to European socialists: their inability to comprehend or to control events when the war began and their different routes and values during and after the conflict.  The significance and insignificance of individuals as well as mass movements in such chaotic situations becomes visible.  The split of the labor movements, the creation of separate socialist and communist parties, the destruction of illusions about international influence through cooperation and coordination--those occurred despite the efforts of individuals to maintain party unity or re-establish international contacts.  During the first phase of this war Ebert made such efforts.  They were part of the reason why he became the crucial individual within the leadership of Social Democracy.   



The war remade Ebert.  The socialist became a social democrat.  The individual with special responsibilities in a collective leadership became one with special authority. That slow process, by which Ebert emerged from the collective group running the SPD to the person who guided the party's decisions, emerges by tracing his experiences and roles, by defining the executive's strategies and tactics and by noting the constraints of Social Democracy's institutional structure as well as of Imperial Germany at war.  

Movement Normality and the July Crisis


Life within Social Democracy went its usual course for Ebert during late spring and early summer 1914.  On May Day he gave one of his usual speeches, lashing out at capitalism and imperialism: “300 Kapitalkönige beherrschen das wirtschaftliche Leben der Welt.”
 His almost demagogic terms were combined with solid examples of social injustice and references to the repressive actions of the government.  On May 2 he chaired an executive meeting with the heads of the unions to evaluate the May Day experience and problems arising from the attempts to collect contributions from those who worked instead of demonstratively stopping work.
  On May 4 Ebert emphasized to the union leaders that the committee he had chaired to resolve differences between brewer and transport unions--which had reported publicly in early April--stood by its "informed deliberations".
  On May 7 he spoke in the Reichstag on finances and the plight of the lower classes of officials.   As part of the caucus executive he helped devise a plan for equal representation from the party factions to the Internationale Congress to be held in Vienna, a plan which caused considerable strife in the caucus on May 13.
  About the same time the executive, together with the educational committee, selected representatives for the educational conference to be held in conjunction with the Vienna meeting.
  On May 18 he reappeared in the Reichstag to speak to the postal budget and argued "Wie will es die Regierung vor dem Lande verantworten, den Deckoffizierung eine wesentliche Erhöhung...für die Offiziere die Erhöhung,...wenn sie gleichzeitig den Unterbeamten eine durchaus maßvolle und bescheidene Gehaltserhöhung verweigert".
  Sometime during the month he agitated at a public meeting in Westfalen.  Organizing, agitating, handling day to day administrative and political tasks dominated his existence.


During June the pattern continued.  Party agitation, executive meetings and attendance at the trade union annual congress in Munich found him discussing issues such as labour officials' salaries or monies lent to the Austrian party.
  On June 17 and 19 he and the executive had participated in the preparations for action on the Prussian electoral system since the government refused to initiate change.
  Ebert, like most of his colleagues, opposed using mass strikes immediately but thought preparations might push the government into reform.  When the executive met on June 29 in Berlin no one, including Ebert, believed that war threatened as a result of the assassination of the heir to the Austrian throne.
  The party's federal council, which met on June 30 under his chairmanship, calmly discussed the international congress in Vienna, the party's finances, new agitation materials and women's roles in communal elections.  Ebert drew a consensus out of the debates and together with his executive colleagues defended their collective leadership.
  



The socialists' mis-estimation of the European governments' intentions and of the elites' preparedness to risk conflict, resulted in Ebert and his colleagues continuing their normal pattern of agitation and speaking tours before going on holidays. In mid-July Ebert went to the island of Rügen with his family.
  According to a letter, confirmed by his daughter's diary, he could not "get any rest," since he became uneasy about the political and military situation in southeast Europe where the Austrians and Serbs seemed intent on having a fight.  Partial or late information disturbed him as he tried to remain precisely informed after that conflict began.  The letter to the executive written from the sea coast on July 27 outlined his concerns and the assumptions shared by executive members.
  He complemented his colleagues for their public statements and peace demonstrations.  The text in which he thought that they had "found the right words" read: "No drop of blood from a German soldier dare be offered to the power hunger of the Austrian leaders or imperialistic profit interests."  He informed his colleagues that he would have participated in the protests in his Reichstag constituency but he received notification too late.  Then he asked "What now?" and argued that the peace demonstrations in Basel should not be repeated but some effort by the International Socialist Bureau was necessary.  To his colleagues he wrote: "In our internal party affairs there will probably be difficulties.  War and the powerful agitation in the Russian labor movement will inspire the Rosa [Luxemburg] group with new plans."  Fritz Ebert thus confided that he thought the war might expand and that it might cause renewed calls for direct action by the party's radicals.  Since the letter spoke openly to all executive members, that whole group apparently had little sympathy for the 'Rosagruppe's' type of agitation.


The last days of July and first days of August 1914 overflowed with activity and momentous decisions.  According to Ebert's diary he returned to Berlin on July 28 and with his colleagues immediately discussed the situation and made "security preparations."
  They decided that he should not attend the meeting of the Internationale in Brussels on July 29, undoubtedly so that one of the co-chairmen remained in Berlin.  That day he obtained the approval of the executive to instruct Haase, who attended the meeting, that the congress of the Internationale should be postponed.  In this tense situation the executive coordinated its efforts for the party's security with the control commission.


During the July Crisis the German government successfully convinced the socialists that it had peaceful and honourable intentions.
  On July 28 Ebert learned from his executive colleagues that on July 26 Haase had met with Prussian ministry of the interior officials (Ebert privately noted that he too had been invited) who had assured Haase that the government "was undertaking everything to maintain peace" and that it had no intentions of acting against the socialists.  At the same time Albert Südekum informed the chancellor that the SPD did not intend to undertake acts of sabotage or strike.  Whether all of Südekum's assurances were given with executive knowledge is unlikely.  On July 29 he met with the chancellor supposedly because of no one else’s availability.  The SPD leaders forwarded the chancellor's information to the party press, including the view that the Bethmann still thought localization of the conflict possible and that the military objected to the SPD protests and demanded curtailment.  The chancellor let the SPD know that eventually a state of siege would be necessary.
  This misinformation about the government's efforts combined with threats of military action served the chancellor's calculations "to get the Sozies along", in his own apt terms.
  The government succeeded in having the SPD moderate its anti-war stance, end its peace demonstrations and accept the claims that Germany's leaders had peaceful intentions while painting France and Russia as aggressors.
  Despite that, distrust toward the German government or at least its ability to control the military still existed and determined the actions of the SPD leaders.  


When mobilization seemed imminent on July 30, Braun and Ebert rushed to Switzerland to secure party finances and to arrange a secret postal network with the Swiss and French counterparts.
  According to his diary Ebert twice went mountain climbing and reflected on the meaning of war, after organizing contacts with Swiss socialists and in a conspiratorial fashion arranging a cover address.  With the borders sealed by August 1, stopping the flow of information from Germany, Ebert left Braun with the party's monies on August 3.  When he arrived in Berlin on August 4, after experiencing an arduous journey with little food and massive crowds cheering the German conscripts, the caucus had already taken its crucial decision to support war credits in a secret 78 to 14 vote.  Ebert informed Haase and his colleagues that he would have voted with the majority in favour of a defensive war.  Later he repeatedly stated his concern as to what harm would have come to the party had it not approved war credits.
  On August 4 Ebert also told the caucus about the "security measures", namely the arrangements that had been made for the party's funds.  


Ebert attended the Reichstag meeting at which Bethmann Hollweg defended the German declaration of war. The chancellor's speech impressed him. Like his colleagues Ebert overlooked the disregard for small countries' rights in the attack on Belgium.  Ebert's diary reveals that he appreciated the applause and recognition offered by the government and other parties for the SPD's statement of support for a defensive war.  The policy of August 4--support for a war of defence--had been established.  Though Ebert had had almost no part in its creation, he became one of its staunchest defenders.   


In addition to supporting what they thought to be a defensive war initiated by Russia with the support of France, the party leaders had accepted the offer of a political truce with their opponents while the unions had offered an economic truce for the war's duration.  For some socialists this too became integral to the policy of August 4, but not for others. The precise meaning of the policy of August 4 would lead to much dissension.  


The political truce established outside the party found its match by one within the party, or at least the leadership tried to impose one. Exactly when and where the terms were agreed upon has remained unclear.
  A conference of the executive with party editors during September 1914 agreed to a series of guidelines on what would be reported by the party press.  The caucus' decision to support the war was not to be discussed or criticized in public.  Functionaries were not to be replaced during the war.  Haase, though a member of the minority opposing war credits, also agreed that the caucus' stance was not to be publicly criticized. The federal council later affirmed the decision of September 1914, that "the political truce be maintained within the party".
  It seems that the leadership agreed to put aside factional disputes during wartime so as to maintain an external party unity and a show of discipline.  However, the executive set itself a difficult, if not impossible, task. By January 1915 it rescinded the decision to prevent discussion on the caucus stance, in agreement with the federal council.  The reasons for the reversal included that no sooner was the policy of August 4 and the political truce created than both came under attack from the left and right wing party members who saw the war as a new opportunity. The left saw an opportunity, as Ebert had foreseen, for renewed radical agitation and for a reckoning with the party leaders who they thought needed to be removed from a party with revolutionary aims and actions.  For the right, it became an opportunity to affirm adherence to the nation and to forego all radical rhetoric in favor of reforms within the system.  Spanning these factions the executive attempted to provide the same kind of neutral leadership by which it had preserved the party, whose survival it had judged to be precarious during August and September. 


Maintaining the party during wartime proved no easy task.  In the second week of August Ebert and his colleagues were busy with the war’s impact.  Difficulties in contacting Braun meant shortages of monies until August 14.
  Negotiations with the unions included finding practical ways by which to handle the situation of many unemployed and more conscripted.
  Shutting down the party school, some journals and educational committees went well compared to settling ideological differences.  As Ebert later stated, most newspapers responded to the war by simply presenting the caucus' statement, but three or four offered chauvinistic remarks and the executive "came down harshly on them".
  In Berlin, where the executive asked that regional meetings be postponed, the leaders were accused of "showing too much deference to the government and thereby harming the organization."
  By August 11 the executive issued a declaration, written by Haase, demanding adherence to the idea of a war of defence with no border changes and no support for chauvinism.  Contacts with the government about the food and harvest situation or about censorship did not, as Ebert later insisted, result in "bargaining anything away."
  Much energy was expended in trying to contact the foreign socialists to inform them about the German socialists' efforts at the end of July and beginning of August, in particular that no pact had been made with the government and that the SPD supported only a war of defence.
  
During the first months of the war the collective leadership practiced by the executive remained firm despite Haase's, Wengels and Zietz's disagreement with the other executive members on war credits.  International isolation, mistrust of the military and fear for the organization, plus opposition to right and left wing efforts at integration or outright opposition, gave purpose to the executive's efforts.
  The few existing minutes of executive meetings suggest that the SPD leaders thought that they had been betrayed by their French and British comrades.  At the August 19 executive meeting Haase "explicitly" declared that "after what has become known until now about the behavior of the foreign socialists, the Socialist Internationale was already dead."
  He thought that aside from the Germans and a part of the English no party had followed the resolutions on preventing war. The secret police report on this meeting noted that it had been argued that: "The most shameful behavior was shown by the French and above all the Belgian workers' parties, which before the start of the conflict had advised the German workers to revolt but then had let its own leader Vandervelde enter the Belgian government that was partly responsible [sic!] for the war's outbreak.  With this 'brother' party--and that was the opinion of all participants, including Ledebour--there soon must be a decisive reckoning."  Such confused and misinformed thinking led the executive to foster a policy of neutrality above the party factions combined with patriotic support for the war.  Slowly the executive developed a set of policies for the wartime situation that had caught them so off guard and committed them to the August 4 policy.  Their strategic and tactical thinking then began to transcend the concern with survival which had dominated during August and September 1914.  


In the struggles over the alternative of "maintenance" versus "disbanding" of the August 4 policies Ebert played a major part.  That part becomes clearer by defining the contours of the limited field on which he and his party manoeuvred.
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