Initiatives Against the Opposition

At the beginning of 1916 Ebert found himself like a circus rider mounted on five horses.  When the two factions on the left rode away--encouraged to do so by his actions--he had to shift his weight onto the remaining party factions from the reduced middle, right-wingers and unionists.
  Ebert had tried to avoid that shift, because he knew its consequences. Therefore he had been prepared to tolerate differences of opinion within unitary behavior.  He operated from the valid assumption that party unity meant party strength. He foresaw the difficulties of rebuilding a weakened party after the war.  He also knew that his leadership authority had been based upon his role as the reconciler of the middle.  Now his base, supported mainly by the unionists and right-wingers, would be narrowed.  However, having taken the decision to shift rightward, he acted. The drinking to celebrate Haase's departure showed the relief at release from constraints.

At the end of March 1916 Ebert began to operate against the party's opposition in an uncompromising fashion, an approach he had avoided earlier.
  Until March 1916 Ebert had been biased, given his pro-war credits stance, but he had tried to be generally tolerant and fair to the opposition.  Thereafter he actively aided the party split by initiatives against them.  First came the reckoning with Haase.  Right after the March 24 caucus meeting Ebert and his colleagues refused to work with him and insisted that he immediately resign as party chairperson.  To demonstrate the crass manner of his treatment, Haase wrote an open letter to Ebert published in Vorwärts on March 26, 1916.  Haase explained that at the executive meeting on the day after the caucus split, he had wanted time to reflect, but his former executive colleagues had maintained they could no longer sit at the same table given his "perfidy."

To legitimize its actions against the minority in the caucus, the executive immediately called the federal council. That crucial council meeting on March 27 and 28 unveiled the new approach to what Ebert termed the "ungewöhnlichen Vorgänge" which had necessitated its being called.
  The disputes started at once.  A radical wanted to know why the Vorwärts editors had not been invited. Ebert replied bruskly, that since the paper saw its main purpose as "die Parteimehrheit in schroffster Weise zu bekämpfen...", the council would have to decide whether it should retain its observer status.  All but 10 voted against the presence of a Vorwärts representative.  Ebert then dealt with the question of Haase's absence, saying he had been invited in writing, but had answered negatively through the press.  Ebert read his own letter of March 25 informing Haase that the executive was calling the council to deal with the events in the caucus.  Haase had answered that he had received that notice on March 26 at 3pm.  However, at the executive meeting the day previously no meeting had been mentioned, while "sie ein Zusammenarbeiten ablehnten".  Therefore Haase saw no purpose to attending.  A motion to ask Haase to reconsider and thereby assure a more objective discussion too was rejected by all but 7; Ebert knew this council's composition and reliability. 

Ebert's main presentation on the sole agenda item, "the party situation," accused Haase and Bock, as chairpersons respectively of the executive and control commission, of disregarding the views of the organizations which represented the party:  "D[ie] Vorsitzende... pfeifen also auf die Beschlüsse..."  To demonstrate his thesis that the opposition had "ihr ganzes Streben und ihre ganze Taktik auf Durchkreuzung der Fraktions-politik gerichtet," Ebert reviewed events.  This amounted to his usual way of defending himself and placing others in "Unrecht."  Here he argued that the opposition had at first restrained itself.  The first public unveiling appeared with the functionaries' petition.  Then came Haase's pronouncement.  Significant from Ebert's viewpoint, that statement had appeared after the executive agreed upon a peace initiative and a memorandum against annexations.  The caucus, the federal council and the control commission had been informed and had unanimously agreed to the latter actions. Haase, however, had not told the executive of his intentions: "wir wurden also mit seiner Aktion überrumpelt..." The second step occurred in December 1915 just before the Reichstag met.  Kautsky had hinted at a caucus split and the Leipzig paper supported him.  Ebert maintained that only intervention by the executive and the press commission hindered Vorwärts from doing the same: "Es handelte sich also um ein wohlvorbereitetes Vorgehen."  Simultaneously, Ebert noted, the caucus sought to define a peace question for the Reichstag which had been announced in mid-November in conjunction with the Austrian leaders.  Nearly all the caucus (93 to 5) had agreed to its contents.  Ebert wanted it known that Haase had affirmed, in the caucus executive on December 17, that he would not participate in any "Sonderaktion", but a few days later he announced that he would.  The majority had tried not to let itself be provoked and had limited itself to a motion rejecting all responsibility for the opposition's act.  The Vorwärts, Ebert claimed, defended the minority even though that group had fostered a party split. 

Ebert next tried to demonstrate the existence of a partly secret opposition organization with documents from Frankfurt (August 1915 to January 1916, which included minority accusations about the majority working with the government and the liberals).  Further, he knew of a conference in Düsseldorf on December 19, 1915 which had made preparations for a national conference among the opposition.  The Braunschweig paper had reported on a conference with representation from all parts of the Reich.  Having begun to place the blame for the caucus split with the opposition, Ebert turned to caucus events, undoubtedly to use social issues to demonstrate the continued critical stance toward the government.  On taxation, the party and caucus executives had consulted with deputies from the Landtage and unanimously it had been agreed to oppose consumer taxes and to demand taxes on profits.  A committee with representatives from both majority and minority viewpoints had been created.  Its efforts underwent review by Haase, Dittmann and Wurm.  "Die durchaus schwierige Steuerfrage, von der mancher eine Verschärfung der Partei-gegensätze befürchtete, ist also in der Fraktion in völliger Übereinstimmung erledigt worden."  The caucus further agreed to oppose unrestricted U-Boot warfare.  Only on how to achieve peace and on the emergency budget did differences appear, and these were mostly ironed out. "Von keiner Seite wurde aber verlangt oder auch nur angedeutet, daß zum Notetat gesprochen werden solle."  Suddenly Haase stood there with his speech.  He had secretly agreed to do it with his minority friends, which amounted to deception, "Treulosigkeit".  Irresponsibility became immorality in Ebert's account.

Ebert claimed his presentation gave the "Sachverhalt", and from his perspective and beliefs, generally it did.  The man who before the war had dedicated himself to building the party concluded: "Die opferreiche, mühvolle Organisationsarbeit von Jahrzehnten, mit der die Lebensarbeit von uns allen verbunden ist, die Einheit und Stärke unserer Organization, die unser Stolz war, ist frivol aufs Spiel gesetzt!  Nie ist ein Parteikonflikt provokatorischer und verächtlicher ins Werk gesetzt wie dieser.  Jetzt heißt es rücksichslos und entschlossen alles für die Erhaltung der Einheit der Partei einzusetzen!"  Was the executive fostering that unity?  Not any more, as evidenced by Braun's caustic remarks in support of Ebert's attack.  

The majority of the executive under Ebert's leadership drew together and relentlessly began to force a further taking of sides. The pattern of debate at this council meeting signalled the new course within the party:  A defender of the minority, Gottschalk, suggested that the right-wingers had first pushed for separation as he outlined a specific right-winger's machinations.  Then he tried to differentiate between Liebknecht and Rühle, who worked for new organizations, and the minority which worked inside the party.  The opposition to war credits, he thought, was growing and the majority should thus be more moderate.  Scheidemann rejected accommodation. When other minority members argued that the executive had protected the reformists who were using the war to twist party principles, Müller counter-attacked: "Der Parteivorstand ist eine Körperschaft, die mit Mehrheit beschließt, und seine Mehrheitsbeschlüsse sind maßgebend." When Fleißner questioned the exclusion of Haase and demanded that the executive change its approach, Molkenbuhr disagreed.  Evidently, the executive had agreed to take turns against whatever arguments the opponents offered.  The executive's very detailed explanation placing blame on the minority received approval by all but 6 votes. 

Did the executive have the right to obtain legitimization from the federal council for its actions in the caucus and its condemnation of Haase and the minority?  Four of the dissenters stated their intention to protest to the control commission against the federal council.
  Their formal complaint argued that the executive had misused its authority in directing the council to evaluate the caucus split.  The complaint outlined Ebert's council report and the resolution in which he asked the council to approve the condemnation of Haase.  They noted that "An der Erörterung beteiligten sich noch in ähnlichem Sinne mehrere Mitglieder des Parteivorstandes," and singled out Müller's remarks that awaiting a party congress could result in "russische Zustände".
  The executive, they claimed, had exceeded its mandate and had misled the council.  They added other instances in which they claimed Ebert had done the same.  The protesters tried to buttress their case by a legal argument on the council's rights and competencies.  
The written response, created by Ebert and his colleagues for the control commission's consideration in July, showed the executive's determination.
  They knew the party statutes as well as anyone.  First, they argued that the complaint was formally inaccurate since the federal council did not come under the commission's review powers.  Second, the contents were wrong.  The protesters falsely claimed that the executive had initiated the "Übergriffe" by the council.  They cited chapter and verse to illustrate that the council had the right to consult with the executive about significant questions and queried whether the protesters would deny that the caucus events were significant.  Emotionally strong words, backed by reference to party statutes and precedents, emphasized that the executive saw in the council a means of demonstrating it had widespread support in the membership. The executive explained that in place of a party congress, the council provided a valuable barometer of opinions from throughout the country.  The focus centered on defense of the executive's leadership: "Die Beschwerdeführer scheinen übringen der sonderbaren Auffassung zu sein, der Parteivorstand habe lediglich die Verwaltungsgeschäfte der Partei zu besorgen und sich um die politische Orientierung der Partei nicht zu kümmern.  In parteitaktischen Fragen müsse er als die höhere Unparteilichkeit über den Wassern schweben, unbekümmert, ob in der Partei alles drunter und drüber geht.  Eine solche Rolle zu spielen müssen wir ablehnen."  The executive defended taking action when the party was threatened, but "Gehässig hat der Parteivorstand niemand bekämpft, selbst nicht die, die ihn tagtäglich in der Presse, in Zusammenkünften und in annonymen Pamphleten herabsetzen und verleumden."  Much of the both the complaint and the defense focused upon Ebert's activities; he seemed to be seen as heading the executive's actions.  A divided control commission would reject the complaint. 

By the time the control commission met in July the executive had provided it with more work.  In May Ebert and Braun intervened in Duisberg regarding control of a newspaper.  The executive installed a new editor in place of two editors they had dismissed.
 By then they had also dismissed Ernst Meyer, a Vorwärts editor who publicly had advocated not paying dues to majority-led organizations. These initiatives indicate that Ebert no longer fostered unity, but sought to determine where the split lines would run.

The new activist course depended upon knowledge of the party statutes and the party's administrative structure.  Ebert and his colleagues had years of experience and they had contact with the apparatus at all levels. In Ebert's case, in addition to his work as head of the executive, as leader in the caucus, and as director of the federal council, he continued to serve as the liaison to the unions and to head organizations such as the youth movement and the press.  In July 1915, for instance, he had headed the meeting of the business leaders of the party press.  While Braun had reported on the main administrative tasks, Ebert had argued against any reorganization and favored the continuation of the party's press bureau, since he knew any change would result in a clash with the left.
  A year later Ebert still chaired these meetings but no longer had reservations about affronting the minority.  He knew the party's exact economic situation as well as the financial situations of newspapers when he led the attacks against the opposition after March 1916. 

The Bremen press case is instructive.  In 1910 Ebert had participated in making a secret agreement by which the national party executive provided funds to help the Bürgerzeitung overcome its deficits.  The publisher and the national executive retained rights on who held the editorship in conjunction with the local organization.  During the pre-war clashes the national executive never intervened despite the Bürgerzeitung publishing, for example, Radek's attacks on the executive and Ebert in 1913.  However, in June 1916 Ebert and Müller exercised the executive's rights and, in conjunction with the publisher, reinstalled an editor who sided with the majority and whom the opposition, a majority in Bremen, had dismissed.
  The secret police noticed that activist role of the Berlin executive when they reviewed the party split in Bremen.
 Ebert's legal and administrative skills served to fight the majority's cause, which the Bremer radicals thought a theft of their paper.
  Hence, on December 1, 1916 the general assembly of the Bremen SPD voted to stop contributions to the party central.  However, the regional party secretary, who sided with Berlin, immediately declared the organization outside the party and called for a new organization to be founded. By December 5, 1916 Ebert informed the Bremen newspaper that the local press commission was dissolved and the executive recognized only the new organization and was putting the newspaper at its disposal.
 The pre-war tolerance of ideological differences disappeared through decisive action which helped split the party.

In Berlin a similar pattern would be used with Vorwärts. That newspaper, by June 27, 1916, claimed "Im Kampf gegen den Parteivorstand hilft die Berüfung auf das Statut nichts.  Da haben Sie mit einer Macht zu tun, die Recht und Gerechtigkeit unter die Füsse tritt.  Der Parteivorstand its nichts als ein Organ der Bourgeoisie im Rahmen der Sozialdemokratie."  No wonder Ebert and his colleagues had long sought for ways to have its powers curtailed.  When the military closed the newspaper down in October 1916 and refused to let it reappear unless its contents were moderated the executive exploited the situation.  After many attempts to get the press commission to voluntarily accept restrictions, the executive informed the military that it was putting an executive member into the offices who would have Vollmacht over the paper.  Ironically, the executive argued that it could no longer to without ("versicht") a paper it detested.  Against the claims by a press commission member that the executive intended to make the paper subservient to the majority, Ebert asserted that the majority fought as hard against the state of siege and censorship as the minority, that whoever took the job of controller was bringing a great sacrifice and that whoever it was had to see to it "dass das Zentralorgan nicht ausschliesslich eine Richtung, nämlich der der Minderheit diene, sondern dass auch die Mehrheit im Vorwärts zum Wort kommen müsse."
  Ebert's fine words could not hide that as the fights proceeded, party leaders resorted to legal machinations and enlisted the indirect aid of the state officials as they fought for the means to influence members' views. The leaders no longer tried to bridge differences but tried to obtain advantages, as it installed Müller to control Vorwärts.

The fight for organizations and membership support ran in full swing by mid-1916.  Ebert and Haase were determined to carry their personalized feud far into the ranks.  In June and July both appeared in Ebert's constituency and the areas bordering on it, including Scheidemann's constituency, and argued their case and presented resolutions.
  The feud started immediately after the caucus split with a trenchant satire on a deputy (Ebert) who did not understand the real problems of his constituents' (train workers) families.  The same constituency newspaper criticized Ebert's April 1916 Reichstag speech regarding the peaceful intentions of the government, though that critical paper approved his remarks on foodstuffs.  In June Haase convinced some 300 labor functionaries from Ebert's and Scheidemann's constituencies to approve a motion against war credits.  On July 31 Ebert failed to regain support in his own constituency, but in mid-August defended his position successfully in the neighboring constituency.  Both Ebert and Haase won and lost votes at this level, but most significantly they conditioned the minds of members for a split.  A potential support for Ebert lay in the unions.

The unions could not avoid the strife over war credits within the party since it extended into their own ranks.  The union leadership with whom Ebert frequently consulted insisted that the August 4 policy be maintained.  In August 1915 and again in January 1916 they had threatened to found a separate labor party if the SPD voted against war credits.
  During January and February 1916 the union leaders discussed the party situation and in May distributed a leaflet on union policy toward the war.  The leaflet reaffirmed the commitment to the policy of August 4, presented as the "Politik der gemeinsamen Landesverteidigung ohne Unterschied von Religion, Klasse oder Partei... Sie ist in Summa die Politik deutscher Selbsterhaltung!"
  Patriotic assertiveness spearheaded a defense of national economic unity, demands for access to world markets, and accolades about 'made in Germany' quality.  The German social insurance system and similar achievements had to be defended: "Mit dem deutschen Lande, seiner Unverletzlichkeit durch fremde Eroberung, verteidigen wir die materiellen Grundlagen seines Volkes, die deutsche Volkswirtschaft und deren geistigen Überbau, die deutsche Kultur, in der wir leben und unsere Kinder erziehen, in der deutschen Wirtschaft die Gewerkschaften und alles, was diese für die deutsche Arbeiterschaft errungen haben."
  Five references to "German" in one sentence underscored the unions' rootedness in the Volkswirtschaft.  They concluded that the August 4 policy remained the sole possibility until the Entente proved ready to make peace.  The unions totally rejected the position of the party's opposition.  However, while this stance could provide support for Ebert's and the majority SPD's new stance against the opposition, did the unions' integrationist version of a national economy not threaten the socially-critical stance of the party?
  

The documentary basis on the relations between the union and the party leaders is slim.
  The party leaders accepted compromises to help the unions and to keep their support.  For instance, on March 3, 1916 Ebert and Südekum had negotiated with ministry of the interior officials on the rules for public meetings.
  They were willing to accept the state's stance with minor changes partly because the unions had agreed.  They insisted only on the right of assembly without police control. In response to the strikes of spring 1916, by July 25 the union and party executives' had hammered out a common declaration, but it did not go as far as the union statement of May 1916 with its applause for Germanness.
  The July statement, against anonymous leaflets attacking party and labor leaders and against wild strikes, affirmed the 1906 agreement that political mass actions were to be mutual undertakings by party and union leaders.  Workers were to remain loyal to their organizations and oppose splits and strikes. In 1925 Ebert would recall that his anti-strike endeavors rested on mutual efforts by "der Parteileitung und der Leitung der Gewerkschaften, auf deren Vertrauen meine politische Stellung und Tätigkeit in der Hauptsache beruhten."
  

The union and party leadership marched together in support of the war, though the unions were prepared to go further in accommodating the state in the war effort, as the different response to laws on labor allocation would show.
  The unions were a buttress against the party opposition but, as Ebert earlier recognized, the possibility also existed that they would challenge his political leadership.

Two party institutions were not controlled outright by the executive when the caucus split: the control commission and Vorwärts.  Against the latter the executives of party, caucus and unions had agreed to take steps on January 15, 1916; why was Haase as party co-chairman absent during that crucial meeting?
   He definitely opposed the executive decision to upgrade the Partei-Correspondenz to compete with Vorwärts on February 7, 1916.
  After the caucus split, and Haase resigned as one of the party chairmen, Müller was appointed on April 1 to control the contents of this paper.  An offending editor, Meyer, was dismissed on April 15.  The press commission protested both actions to the control commission.  
What would the control commission undertake?  Would it counter the ruthless Gleichschaltung by the executive?  In the complaints that it investigated during the war, the control commission had to acknowledge that the executive had acted according to the party rules.  On the issue of dismissal of the Vorwärts editor, the discussion resulted in a tie vote by the press commission and the executive.  The control commission had to decide.  It too ended in a tie vote, so the executive stood by its decision on the dismissal.
  


The control commission became the last central institution in which the executive did not have a majority.  An insider knew of the executive's intention, as stated immediately after the caucus split: "mit dem Vorwärts Schluß zu machen und auch die Kontroll-kommission zu reinigen."
  When the latter group met on July 4, 1916 it reviewed the minutes of the May meeting with the executive at which Ebert had said "Ihr habt Euch durch diese Abstimmung [re the Vorwärts editor] vollständig ausgeschaltet".
  The executive subsequently had announced in Vorwärts on May 19 that the control commission had not been able to decide and thus the executive's decision on Meyer stood.  Bock had responded with a counter declaration in Vorwärts, without consulting the other control commission members, and denied the executive the right to draw such a conclusion.  Geyer and Hengsbach defended Bock's perspective but Timm, a supporter of the executive, attacked it.  One control commission member complained about the executive's "höhnische Art" and that the "Ausschaltung... sollte wie eine Beohrfeigung wirken."

Was a second slap intended by organizing a party congress?  The next session of the control commission on July 5, 1916 began with a motion by Timm asking for a party congress.
  According to party statutes only the control commission had the right to call an extraordinary congress.  Timm and Stubbe favored one, so that a public exchange could take place.  Others pointed out when Luxemburg had asked for one the executive had been opposed.  The federal council as well as the executive had in March 1916 still claimed a congress was "impossible".
  Again the control commission voted 4-4, thus defeating Timm's motion.

When the executive joined the control commission meeting, despite the defeat of his motion, Timm proposed a congress.  In light of the earlier discussion, he announced the commission as "impotent".  Ebert took the opportunity to give his views that even in normal times the lack of a congress would impact badly on the party: a congress "stets wie ein klärendes Gewitter wirke."  He thought Timm presented the new situation well:  The special organizations were creating havoc, "Ist die Unterminierung soweit fortgesetzt, daß die Minderheit herrscht, dann werde sie einen Parteitag verlangen."
   The executive had not yet "verhandelt" regarding a congress, but would consider the control commission's proposal and act in conjunction with the federal council.  The response to Ebert came mainly from the opposition members.  They argued that the commission had made no proposal and accused Timm of making his motion at Ebert's request.  The attacks mounted with claims that the executive wanted a split which would serve the government.  "Eberts veränderte Haltung in der Sache des Parteitages wundere ihn nicht," Wengels asserted.  To him "...erscheint seine Wendung als ein Angstprodukt aus der Erkenntnis, daß die Masse des Volkes seine Haltung immer mehr verurteilt... Soll der Parteitag deshalb eingerufen werden, weil Ebert ect. das Gefühl haben, das Wasser steht ihnen am Hals?... Laßt sich die sozialdemokratische Partei einen Parteitag gefallen, dessen Mehrheit sich aus der Beamtentschaft zusammensetzt?"  These remarks were made in an institution whose task was to objectively review policy and actions with the executive.  It too had fallen into pro and anti war-credit groupings.  One member aptly remarked "Wir beginnen einander nicht mehr zu glauben".  The minority voiced its distrust while the majority in the executive sought either legitimization from the control commission, or its elimination. 

Why had Ebert and his executive colleagues changed their views about holding a congress?  Had the successes of their tough course against the opposition given them confidence; did Ebert and his colleagues believe the minority had miscalculated the trend toward opposition?  No doubt the executive hoped to push the minority into a corner and perhaps even to provoke a splitting away of the far left.  David knew in June of Ebert's determination to try such a course.
  When David found out on July 10, before the federal council gave its view, that the executive intended to call a congress, Ebert already had a list of possible delegates and calculated 166 (of over 400) would favor the opposition.  Ebert thought that a congress would trumpet the rightness of the August 4 policy. 

However, he still understood something different than David, other rightists and the unions by that policy.  An anti-annexation and pro-conciliatory peace position aimed at bringing the government out of hiding.  During the summer Ebert and the majority of the executive travelled the land to assure that their view received a hearing.  They fought for a more activist peace policy within the federal council so as to undercut the opposition, and thereby again affronted the right-wingers. David bewailed Ebert's and Scheidemann's lack of vision, while he remained blind to their different view as expressed in their statements to the Reichstag, the council and the membership.
   To assure support at a congress required having shown distance from a non-committal government while favoring war credits.

During the spring and summer of 1916 Ebert mustered evidence to prove the opposition to war credits as misguided.  The Entente handed him and his colleagues ammunition through the Paris economic conference.  He referred to it in his Reichstag speech of April 5, 1916, his first after the caucus split: "die Pariser Konferenz der Allierten... die Zerstörungs-und Vernichtungsforderungen der feindlichen Mächte von neuem bekräftigt hat."
  In part he used similar words as the union statement of May in affirming the August 4 policy: "So lange aber die feindlichen Mächte bei ihren Zerschmetterunsplänen beharren, so lange die feindlichen Mächte keinerlei Friedensneigung zeigen, so lange werden wir mit unserem Volke zur Verteidigung unseres Landes stehen."  Unlike the unions, however, he emphasized how difficult it was to defend the country and thus "das herrschende System mit zu schützen.  Wir waren [vor dem Kriege] höchst unzufrieden mit den wirtschaftlichen Verhältnissen und standen in schroffen Gegensatze zu den politischen Zuständen im Reiche.  An unserer grundsätzlichen Stellung ist durch den Krieg nichts geändert worden..."  Having affirmed his critical stance Ebert insisted annexations were inadmissable though U-Boot warfare could be used as a self-defense measure against an English blockade.  The defense of the country was combined with criticism of the government to maintain membership support.

  
The major part of Ebert's April Reichstag presentation related to social issues and political reforms.  Here a public critique surfaced based on behind the scenes work.  This side of his and colleagues' work mainly took place in the committees and commissions of the Reichstag, and its significance for retaining labor support by representing its interests must be recalled.  The letters from soldiers, workers and women which the SPD leaders received and utilized in those commissions to fight for improvements to food distribution, prices, pay and working conditions indicate the importance of that work.
  What appeared in the Reichstag amounted to the tip of a large iceberg.  In this instance, Ebert passionately advocated an end of the "Privileg des Geldbeuttels" in food distribution and blackmarketeering.  He attacked the government for not intervening against speculators before he provided a long list of social-political tasks: support for wounded, for widows, for unemployed, for protection of women and youth in industries.  His razor-sharp arguments against censorship, the state of siege and for electoral reform in Prussia underscored that the state dare not remain "die Verwaltungsmaschine einer kleinen bevorrechteten Klasse".  The "neue Schützengraben-geschlecht läßt sein politisches Leben nicht wieder in die Drahtverhaue des Dreiklassensystems hineinzwingen."

Unlike the unions and David's circle, Ebert recognized that to maintain party support some changes had to be attained on the home and diplomatic front.  To compete with the opposition and to keep those who wavered on his side, especially if a congress reviewed party policy, the government had to show that it opposed annexations, favored peace initiatives and internal reforms.  The vague formulation about electoral reform in the throne speech of April 1916 could not suffice.  

In May 1916 Ebert and other caucus members insisted that, given the poor record of the government on taxes, the budget should be rejected while credits for war could be approved.
  On June 7, 1916 Ebert presented the party's position in the Reichstag.  This speech's contents demonstrated his distance from David's and the unions' version of August 4.  On social issues he maintained, exactly as he had argued in April, that nothing had been changed in the party's basic stance.  Just a few sentences demonstrate his insistence: "Der Krieg, der die soziale Gerechtigkeit hätte entwickeln sollen, hat Triumphe der Selbstsuch gezeigt... Durch diese Steuern wird nach unserer Überzeugung nicht nur ein verhängnisvoller politischer Fehler begangen, sondern auch eine schwere Ungerechtigkeit gegen das Volk, das so viele Opfer gebracht hat... Kaum eine Fessel veralteten Polizeigeistes ist gelöst und noch immer verlautet nichts von der Reform des Klassenwahlrechts in Preußen und in anderen Bundesstaaten.... Statt durch Aufhebung des Belagerungszustandes zu beweisen, daß man dem deutschen Volke das Vertrauen entgegenbringt... duldete man... der Willkür des Zensors...."
  Because the government had not demonstrated that the populace would receive improvements, the SPD rejected the budget. In keeping with this activist policy, during July 1916 Ebert advocated that the government allow a public debate on war aims.

The critical stance did not mean joining the Independents in opposition.  On the contrary, the critical stance sought to make gains from the government and to convince those who had not joined the opposition but opposed war credits--the caucus contained about twenty such deputies--to vote with the majority.
  Two initiatives by the executive especially angered those who stood further right on the party landscape: a statement on a non-annexationist peace approved through the federal council session of July 1916 and a peace petition approved by the federal council during August 1916. Simultaneously executive members, including Ebert, travelled the country to foster peace resolutions and demonstrations.
  David's and his group's emotional distress about these actions showed that they had little understanding either for Ebert's desire to end the war or his concern about membership support at the coming congress.
  

In the executive's plan of action for support against the party opposition the federal council figured large. Ebert's presentation to the July 1916 meeting of the council proved a masterpiece of persuasion.  He preached mainly to the converted, but they had to carry the message into those local dens where Dittmann, Henke and Zetkin had unleashed their lions.  To defend the executive's actions Ebert pointed out that the complaint registered with the control commission regarding Haase's ouster had been rejected unanimously.
  It had also not supported the claim that the council could not judge caucus disputes.  Having shown the notches on the gun belt of inner-party strife, he turned to a demonstration of what the leadership had done.

First he outlined the party's efforts on the social front to show the difficulties in fighting price speculation.  Through local price control offices and consumer organizations some successes had been attained.  On foodstuffs he acknowledged that many workers were hungry and the government had acted too late.  Some of the party's proposals for reduction of the price of early potatoes were accepted but the situation remained tenuous, as he showed with fat and meat supplies, pig and calf statistics.  Given the press controversies Ebert wanted it known: "Die druch die Zentraleinkaufsgesellschaft geschaffene Monopolisierung der gesamten Einfuhr von Lebensmitteln aus dem Auslande ist auf unser Drängen zurückzuführen."
  The competition for food stuffs between the Central Powers and the Entente countries in the neutral countries led to inflation and such chaos that even the neutral countries wanted controls.  German merchants used their influence with the press to criticize state intervention, yet imports had increased.  Within the commissions fundamental and diverging opinions clashed, but Ebert claimed the interventionist standpoint had won at the expense of speculation.

 
Next Ebert outlined the measures being taken to regulate grain prices, confiscate hoarded potatoes and distribute fruits.  His detailed accounting showed a thorough knowledge of the state's actions.  He glorified the SPD's role and its achievements when expressing satisfaction with some endeavors.  Others, such as the Kriegsernahrungsamt, in his opinion, had so far been mostly sound and fury.  In this area he happily reported few differences with the party opposition though he accused them of making difficulties everywhere.

He tried to illustrate the latter claim with regard to various pieces of legislation.  For instance, the proposed reform on political organizations lacked what the party wanted, yet it would aid the unions by letting them recruit younger members.  The party reluctantly had accepted, while the opposition had rejected, the law.  The opposition had even rejected a proposal to provide the war wounded with work opportunities in rural areas.  Regarding the same negative approach to war profit taxes Ebert called the minority’s bluff: "Eine solche Politik kann man nur machen, wenn man weiß: man ist bei der Entscheidung nicht maßgebend.  Ich möchte den Genossen von der Arbeitsgemeinschaft sehen, der den Mut gehabt hätte, das Gesetz abzulehnen, wenn er gewußt hätte, daß es mit seiner Stimme fiele!"
  

Finally Ebert arrived at the crucial issue of war credits.  Approval always depended upon the nature of the war.  Had it changed?  Unfortunately, some colleagues thought that because German armies were in foreign lands Germany could have peace any day it wanted.  The fighting on all fronts during the last weeks should teach them that Germany’s situation remained precarious, not victorious; the German troops faced an "Übergemacht" of foreign troops and materials.  At sea England dominated and had eliminated the rights of all neutrals.  The Paris economic conference reinforced the controls.  The Entente intended "die wirtschaftliche Zukunft Deutschlands zu unterbinden."  He concluded: "Wer ruhig die ganze Situation beurteilt und da noch behauptet, wir führen einen Eroberungskrieg, der tut den Tatsachen Gewalt an oder gibt sich einem sehr verhängnisvollen Irrtum hin."  Ironically, when Ebert moved to the question of war aims and reviewed the chancellor's policies he himself made similar errors “filled with fateful consequences.”  He accepted Bethmann's statement about not annexing "foreign, independent peoples", a phrase full of many meanings, given the situation regarding the Flemish and the Poles.  The chancellor's 'peace' offer in May 1915 contained similar ambiguous phrases: "zu einem Deutschlands Lebensinteressen sichernden Frieden."  Ebert admitted he wished the chancellor had been more precise, yet he had an ace to play in the game of competition with the opposition.  He cited at length from the one of their newspapers, the Leipziger Volkszeitung, which on July 7 had reported on the Paris economic conference and commented "So wollen die feindlichen Staaten ein Gebiet besetzen, das in keinem Atlas steht: den deutschen Markt, und ihn als wertvolles Faustpfand gegen die deutsche Faustpfänder auszuspielen."
  Apparently some minority members recognized the validity of the economic argument Ebert and his colleagues made.

  
Ebert had reserved his strongest arguments and most persuasive information for the section of his presentation dealing with internal party developments.  He asserted the opposition undermined party organizations.  A slander campaign against the leaders appeared underway.  Rosa Luxemburg had recently said the leaders must be removed.  The Spartacus group wanted a split and spearheaded the attacks against the executive.  In Berlin, members' fees had been siphoned off to a new organization which sought to head a new party.  He cited all the places where separate organizations existed, or where opposition members appeared uninvited at meetings to propose anti-war credit resolutions.  He cited anonymous pamphlets and leaflets which spoke of Partei-und Volksverrats, and found them worse than what the Catholics and anti-socialist leagues had distributed before the war.  His personal distress surfaced when he talked about the misuse of youth and thousands leaving the party because they were tired of the infighting.  In this situation, he thought, perhaps a party congress would be a solution.  Some individuals who had approached the executive and the Prussian regional organization had suggested a congress and recently the control commission had discussed possibilities.  The Berlin and Frankfurt regional conferences showed such gatherings were possible.  Despite the disputes in the press with leaked materials from the control commission meetings, Ebert admitted he favored a congress so that the leadership, had a chance to defend itself before the whole party.  His preconditions included freedom of discussion and full representation, plus the federal council's approval.  

The federal council debate showed the quandary of members concerned to help alleviate the terrible food and price problems.  It also showed that those problems were politicized as some criticized the executive for not undertaking enough whereas others defended its actions acknowledging that all efforts led to some cooperation with the state or bourgeois parties.  The lack of economic insights evident in the proposals from the opposition appeared in most remarks.  In the end the executive obtained what it wanted: approval for a special conference.  To achieve this Ebert and his colleagues accepted a new formula for a peace initiative proposed by a radical.  Another council member proposed petitions and meetings to start a mass movement for peace.  These initiatives infuriated David who had fought hard in 1915 to pin the party to an unconditional acceptance of national defense and now the support for the war depended on specific conditions.  Ebert rejected David's counter proposals with the support of Braun and Scheidemann, though the council approved a compromise motion in the end.
  In his concluding remarks Ebert added little to his defense of the executive's actions.  He hinted though that if the new nationalist organization, the Vaterlandspartei, organized mass movements in favor of annexations, the executive would follow up Löbe's suggestion for a counter movement.  Ebert's main point remained that "Der Bruch ist von der Arbeitsgemeinschaft systematisch provoziert und herbeigeführt worden," and that a congress should take place.  

This council meeting legitimized the proposed congress and the executive's actions against the opposition.  It also gave the executive an opportunity to show what it had done on the social front and on behalf of peace.  Already before the council met Ebert had tried to obtain permission to hold a party congress from the Reichschancellory and worried about it not being allowed.
  By mid-August he must have had that permission, since he reported organizational plans to the next council meeting.

By that time Ebert and his executive colleagues could report further initiatives which bothered the right-wingers. On August 11, 1916 the executive published a call for clarity on war aims and in favor of peace demonstrations.  A peace petition had begun to be circulated in response to the annexationists and Ebert and Scheidemann continued their travels on behalf of executive policy.
 David's litany of reproaches grew: on August 5 he accused Scheidemann and Müller of wanting peace at any price; on August 11 he promised himself that he would take up the flag of opposition if the executive went too far; on August 15 he admitted "Der Parteivorstand scheint jetzt mit Absicht noch immer seine Schritte zu verhehlen; ich erfahre seine Unternehmungen erst aus dem Vorwärts"; and on August 17 he and his associates discovered only by accident that the council would meet next day.  When he confronted Scheidemann about the peace petition, the latter responded "Wir müssen der Stimmung der Massen Rechnung tragen, um sie nicht zu verlieren."
 
Why had a special meeting of the council suddenly been called on August 18?  With only a month left before the special party congress Ebert and his colleagues needed to make certain every potential supporter of the majority position actively worked.  They wanted certainty that council members would broadcast the initiatives against the annexationists which Ebert said "die wir in den letzten Tagen eingeleitet haben".
  Ebert explained the background. The executive had asked the regional leaders to monitor the actions and statements of the annexationist agitators.  Since the latter had a network and organized leaflet campaigns, the executive had sent a letter to Bethmann demanding a stance against such groups.  The executive had decided not to wait for a reply but to begin a counter campaign in which "wir die Behörden vor eine vollendete Tatsache stellen".  He explained the difficulties of censorship and of printing copies.  Due to seizures and arrests another protest had been registered with the chancellor.  Meetings with officials and the chancellor had been used to demand an end to such intervention.
  Now Ebert advocated an intensification of the campaign: "Den Organizationen draußen empfehle ich auf das dringendste, überall die Abhaltung von Versammlungen zu verlangen, und falls Schwierigkeiten gemacht werden, dem Parteivorstand sofort das Material zu übermitteln."
  Ebert contrasted this executive initiative with selections from the press to show that the party minority typically offered little publicity and less support for the peace action. 


The discussion demonstrated that wide support existed for the executive's initiatives as well as Ebert's dominance.  Some minority members defended the Berliners and Braunschweigers reluctance to participate because of lack of trust in the executive and lack of clarity in the petition.  A few noted the double standard of an executive which attacked the party left, yet said nothing against Südekum, Fendrich and others participating in the annexationists' meetings.  Scheidemann and Wels had to defend their earlier statements and writings and now paid for un-reflected remarks.  The contrast in the manner by which Ebert calmly handled Stadthagen's accusations, compared to how shrilly Wels responded, must have been evident.  Yet, the session contained less than the usual disputations and in that sense the executive's push for peace had served its purpose.  The proposed party conference received approval though the questions of representation and costs caused disputes.  Ebert and the executive placed weight on having delegates from small organizations and limiting representation from the large.  They were willing to compromise regarding representation from the minority caucus and having a co-speaker from the minority.  Again Ebert successfully defended the executive's organizational pattern.

During the spring and summer of 1916 the dice had been rolled by the executive.  Though claiming to maintain party unity, they insisted that that unity would be on majority terms.  The seemingly neutral, but mainly passive, leadership had been replaced by an activist one.  The August 4 policy as understood by Ebert, and not as understood by David, formed the basis of executive peace petitions and preparations for a congress.  Defense of the country and demands for social and political alterations were broadcast by an executive prepared to compete with Haase, Ledebour, Stadthagen and those opposed to war credits.  In content the executive's new course held few major differences with the old, except that it had ended its internal party tolerance.  Ebert, Scheidemann, Müller and Braun provided the main bearers of this new course, but Ebert  definitely operated as primus intra pares as he directed the caucus and council, excluded the control commission and headed the administrative counter moves to the minority, which included taking over newspapers and organizing a congress.  The institutions of the party had been captured and then employed by him for the policy of August 4. Historians who present Ebert as the advocate of party unity have not looked in detail at his changing tactics. 

The party split had become a question of time and terms, after the caucus had split and the executive had taken over the party institutions.  The party’s situation could be compared to a piece of paper, already frayed by tugs at the bottom (from the ideological-factional strife before and during the war, and from state manipulations), being subjected to decisive pulls at the top corners (as the leaders led diverging factions instead of the whole party on the war issue).  Ebert fought to make sure the tear did not simply go down the middle.
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