The Political Mass Strike in Imperial Germany:

Asserting Legitimate Political Agency in an Illegitimate System

Pre- World War I German Social Democrats were trapped in an authoritarian system they abhorred.  The central government (Reich) and its states did have constitutions that prescribed procedures for legitimate governance and certain rights for citizens, and the Reich did allow universal, equal, secret, and direct suffrage for its parliament (Reichstag).  Yet the limits to the Reichstag’s powers and the powers reserved to the monarch and the states, which usually had undemocratic suffrages, constrained sharply the political powers of the citizen.  Moreover, conservatives periodically threatened a Staatsstreich, a putsch, to eliminate the democratic Reichstag suffrage.


From 1905 members of the Social Democratic Party of Germany (SPD) began considering mass work stoppages as the most effective means of defending against a Staatstreich and of gaining effective democracy.  In the late 19th century, socialists had rejected (as utopian) anarchist demands for a single, grand general strike to overthrow capitalism at a blow.  However, after 1900, frightened at the prospect of a Staatsstreich, frustrated by their inability to secure democracy and reforms by constitutional means, and encouraged by general strikes elsewhere in Europe, many German Social Democrats began touting the “political mass strike,” as an effective weapon in the Social Democratic struggle.  It would not be a one-time panacea but rather a carefully planned political act or acts in an on-going struggle to win democracy.  Often, it was intended to supplement, not supplant, parliamentary activity.

A commitment to the mass strike raised, often starkly, the issue of the political role of the citizen.  Social Democrats had no doubt that, as August Bebel, leader of the Social Democratic Party (SPD), said, workers are “state citizens, and as state citizens are interested in all questions of the state and of its legislation.”  Yet Social Democrats had to decide just what rights (which) workers had as citizens of an authoritarian monarchy.  In their mass-strike discussions, Social Democrats found themselves debating the extent to which different Germans could be trusted as rational political agents, how one could help more Germans become mature political agents, and what actions such agents could legitimately take in pursuit of their political goals, given the authoritarian constitutional frameworks that Germany’s monarchs had octroyed (“graciously” decreed) in the nineteenth century.  The debate reveals a movement that, for all its commitment to democracy, was deeply conflicted as to whether unorganized German workers were politically mature enough to be trusted as autonomous agents, and that, for all its much-touted commitment to legality, could contemplate using extra-parliamentary force [Gewalt] as a legitimate means to pressure the government in defense of existing rights or in pursuit of more democratic rights for Germans, even while propounding no theory of rights in the abstract.


One would expect the Social Democrats, as democrats, to have had confidence in the masses’ ability to make political decisions, as one could scarcely demand democracy if the masses were incapable of responsible political action.  In fact, Social Democrats could be deeply ambivalent about the political maturity of the masses.  While one might expect conservatives to question the average worker’s maturity, it is notable when putative democrats do so.  Rexhäuser, head of the (moderate) printers’ union, for example, commented, in opposing any discussion of the mass strike, “Indeed, one must not put the knife in the hands of the children; then they will not be able to hurt themselves.“   
More typical for those who either opposed the use of the mass strike or at least wanted to delay its use was to distinguish sharply between the organized workers, who were under SPD leadership and tutelage, and unorganized workers.  The latter were often presented as immature or irrational, with the former explicitly or implicitly presented as the “better” part of the working class.  Kautsky’s comments are particularly striking.  He characterized the unorganized as those who were “too weak, too oppressed, too isolated, too demoralized . . . too ignorant and thoughtless.”  Meanwhile, supporters of the mass strike, even those who did not expect its early use, emphasized the intelligence and maturity of at least the organized workers.  In goals and methods, Kautsky argued, “the influence of the organized and superior elements must make itself strongly felt over the unorganized masses who are driven by mere instincts and needs.”


The political mass strike in particular raised fears of the irrational crowd, even for some Social Democrats.  Gustav Le Bon, Paul Sighele, and others had in the 1890s written influential works that characterized the crowd as inherently suggestible, emotional and irrational, vulnerable to any passing demagogue.  One could scarcely be surprised at the horrified predictions of volatile, impressionable, dangerous crowds of mass strikers from conservative papers like Die Post.  However, when Social Democrat I. Meerfeld disagreed with a big-city assembly that called for the political mass strike, he dismissed it as “under the compelling influence of mass suggestion.”  Kautsky, however, for all his doubts about any precipitous use of the mass strike, critiqued Le Bon and company, arguing that even though the unorganized might act from mere instinct, Social Democracy had schooled the organized workers to effective, constructive action.  The social democratic crowd, he wrote, could hence move beyond its historically merely destructive capacity (though even that had its uses at certain historical moments) and could contribute to the building of a new social order.


Even while struggling against images of the irrational crowd, proponents of the political mass strike emphasized that one could occur only as the result of a “spontaneous” decision by the masses.  This view was shared across the party, from radicals to revisionists, from tepid to enthusiastic supporters of the mass strike.  Marxists had long argued that revolution could not be made at will but could result only from the (inevitable) development of suitable conditions out of the inherent contradictions of capitalism.  Similarly, a political mass strike was not something that the party could simply choose to do.  Only when objective conditions were ripe would a mass strike be possible, and when objective conditions were ripe, the party would not be able to stop a strike’s outbreak.  When the political mass strike did eventually arrive, it would be an unpredictable, unstoppable “natural phenomenon” growing out of workers’ individual and collective decisions.


Many Social Democrats could welcome such spontaneous mass action because they were fully committed, in principle, to the sovereignty of the people and to the party members as the ultimate decision-makers within the party.  Party leaders and members reaffirmed this principle repeatedly in the mass strike debate.  They further affirmed, though less frequently, that the leaders were not the decision-makers but were rather to carry out the decisions of the mass of party members, as expressed through the annual party conventions.  Jakob Trabinger, a self-described worker, deplored “the idea, taken over from the bourgeoisie [Bürgertum],” that a parliamentary delegate had the right to vote according to his own discretion.  Moreover, Otto Wels commented, “Mistrust is a democratic virtue, and nothing would be better suited to shake the party from the ground up than if we had an excessive trust in those who hold an office; they, too, must be kept in check.”


However, other party members insisted, in more or less blunt terms, that the masses needed (democratic) leadership.  Eduard Bernstein, widely known for his greater commitment to democracy than to socialism, neared a Le Bon’ist denigration of the crowd as he wrote, “If we once recognize the need for leaders then we see that the masses, just when they act as masses, follow overwhelmingly the impressions of their feelings, while judgment takes a back seat,” so that it would be a mistake to “play the masses off against their self-chosen leaders . . . .”  Der Proletarier, the organ of the factory workers, described “unconditional subordination to the self-given laws of a democratically structured and led organization” as a necessary precondition for a successful mass struggle.  Union and later party leader Gustav Bauer commented, “[The will of the masses] comes always to rule, but only in organized democratic form, not through wild stories or through acknowledging the outrage of a tiny clique as justified.”  Such comments tend to minimize the average workers’, the citizens’, role.  Kautsky, though, sought a balance: “The essence of democracy consists not in having the masses themselves do everything—that leads with steady growth of the organization to its paralysis . . . .  It consists rather in having the masses possess the intellectual self-sufficiency to oversee the whole functioning of the organization and its great tasks and to give it the direction corresponding to their lasting common interests.”


Other Social Democrats, though, developed a deep-seated mistrust of party and union leaders.  Those who favored a revolutionary course were deeply frustrated by the disconnect that existed in prewar Social Democracy between revolutionary theory and rhetoric on the one hand and reformist practice or passive waiting for the “inevitable” revolution on the other.  They increasingly blamed the absence of revolution not on objective conditions but on the weakness or timidity of the leadership.  Already in 1905 Luxemburg announced, “The masses, the class conscious working class, in their certain instinct, go beyond the views of their so-called leaders.”  From early 1906, this complaint spread, with repeated accusations that union and party leaders were cravenly blocking both the masses’ wise demand to use the political mass strike to secure suffrage reform in Saxony and Prussia and efforts to make the SPD a truly revolutionary party.


While Social Democrats generally considered the masses, the average citizens, capable of being political citizens, very few assumed that workers were inherently politically reliable.  Instead, individuals had to somehow be awakened to their political responsibilities.  While most Social Democrats saw that as a process in which the masses were more or less passive objects of Social Democratic organization and education, some of them did envision the masses becoming active agents through helping to create and participating in what scholars have come to call civil society.


The SPD faced the same problem as any minority but committed democratic party:  If the people were the competent political actors, and if the party represented the people’s best interests, why would only a minority vote for the party?  The obvious answer was that the people were misled, so that once they came to recognize their true interests they would support the party.


The most common theme for Social Democrats, in the unions or the SPD, was the overwhelming importance of organization.  Social Democrats repeatedly emphasized that solid organization was a prerequisite for the success of Social Democracy in general and of the mass strike in particular.  Many of them positively reveled in the “detail work [Kleinarbeit]” of organization.  For some, mere membership in a Social Democratic organization seemed enough, in some unspoken way, to infuse the member with a socialist or at least class spirit, to “revolutionize the mind.”


However, Social Democrats usually paired their paeans to organization with a recognition that they would need to educate the masses to qualify workers for full respect as effective political agents.  Josef Hartlieb argued that the ruling class had deliberately kept workers in ignorance and subordination for centuries, so that “Only with . . . carefully planned enlightenment and organizational work will we educate the ignorant, timid, hopeless, and fainthearted proletarian to a knowledgeable, proud, self-assured, brave, stormy struggler for his rights . . . .”  Like Hartlieb, Social Democrats often characterized their goal as “enlightenment [Aufklärung], ” though they often sought, more specifically, to strengthen workers’ class consciousness.  The Volksstimme (Frankfurt) relied on “the schooling in class struggle by the party” for its confidence workers would support its proposal for a political mass strike to secure universal, equal suffrage in Prussia.  And Kautsky reassured readers that while a mass strike would be a “spontaneous uprising,” it “does not necessarily have to be unconsidered, purely instinctive” because the proletarian masses who implemented it would have been influenced by Social Democracy.  Further, Social Democrats believed they also needed to teach workers the self-respect and self-confidence to defend their rights.  A striking development in the years leading up to the war was the insistence of a radical minority that the movement needed to educate the proletariat for the political offensive, a reflection both of deep disappointment with the party’s inability to turn its electoral successes into meaningful political power and of their hope for revolution.  By 1913 even the party leadership agreed, at least rhetorically, that “new rights for the people must be won through fighting.”


When it came to educating workers about the political mass strike, the debate was particularly convoluted.  Some Social Democrats who grudgingly accepted the political mass strike feared that “education about” would mean “propaganda for” a mass strike.  So they asserted that one did not need to educate the workers about the mass strike because if one ever broke out, the masses would—somehow—know exactly what to do.  Those who most favored a mass strike tended to present it as something that would grow spontaneously out of the righteous anger of the oppressed proletariat.  Yet they put the greatest emphasis on discussing, indeed actively propounding, the mass strike, nominally so that workers would be prepared for, but probably more to spur workers to use, the mass strike.  However, many Social Democrats pointed out that, given the wave of general strikes in Europe after 1902, a mass strike could break out in Germany at any time, independent of anyone’s desires.  Hence, taking steps to discuss it and to prepare workers for it seemed only rational.


Most striking about these repeated discussions of the mass strike and the building of an effective worker movement was the extent to which they involved simply the repetition of certain mantras: organization, education, enlightenment, class consciousness.  What organization was to produce, how education was to be conducted, what enlightenment and class consciousness would mean in practice, what preparation for a political mass strike involved—none were discussed with any specificity.


Whereas union leaders tended to see the political mass strike as a potential threat to their organizations if it emptied their treasuries or elicited government repression, proponents of the mass strike saw it as an organizing tool, a means to whip up popular enthusiasm and present vividly to organized and unorganized workers a powerful and immediate sense of their class position and of the repressiveness of the society in which they lived.  They pointed out that even failed wage and benefit strikes often contributed to the growth of the union movement.  Similarly, they asserted, a mass strike would highlight the shared, oppressed situation of all proletarians, would present Social Democracy to unorganized workers as a paladin of proletarian rights, and would draw many unorganized workers into the movement—even if it failed.  It would also strengthen social democratic attitudes and ideas among all workers.  As Luxemburg wrote, “A great struggle to the end, whether it ends in victory or defeat, provides in a short amount of time more in class enlightenment and historical experience than thousands of propaganda pieces and assemblies in quiet periods.”


While the concept of civil society is certainly a subject of some contestation, most scholars would see it as describing the development within a society of an autonomous sphere in which popular action and self-organization could educate citizens to discuss public affairs rationally, exercise their rights effectively, and establish efficient mediating institutions, contributing to the creation of a functioning democracy.  While the concept is associated historically with the 18th- and 19th-century rise of the (male) middle classes (to the de facto exclusion of women and the lower classes) or with the more recent rise of dissident groups in the former Soviet bloc, Jürgen Kocka has pointed to the role of the working class as the key proponents of what might be called civil society in the Kaiserreich.  Marx had disdained the term itself because of its associations with the bourgeoisie, but the social democratic movement sought to develop workers (male and, in principle at least, female) as agents and its own organizations as effective instruments to educate the masses and influence governance.


Discussions of the political mass strike revealed that many Social Democrats were committed to the values of a civil society.  The political mass strike itself could seem like a direct threat to civil society, as its large size and supposed emotionalism putatively made reasoned discussion and decision impossible.  Descriptions of it as spontaneous only strengthened this concern.  However, its proponents countered by emphasizing the ways in which Social Democratic organizations provided a field in which workers would learn to become responsible, informed decision-makers. The experience they had gained, the self-actuality they had developed, by belonging actively to social democratic organizations would make these organized workers exemplary.  Those organized workers would, proponents insisted, bring their knowledge and experience to the mass strike, influencing both their own actions and the unorganized.  And some Social Democrats also argued that a political mass strike would itself further self-actualization and politicization by engaging numerous organized and unorganized workers in political activity.

Luxemburg and others came to doubt this commitment to organization as, in effect, civil society.  Increasingly frustrated with the SPD’s leadership, they came by 1913 to scorn its focus on organization and detail work.  Luxemburg agreed that “the great masses must be active in their own way, must be able to unfold their mass energy, their ability to act,” but she, and others, had become convinced that “our quotidian organizational apparatus is incapable of offering such a life,” that its centralization would indeed “suffocate the intellectual life of the masses . . . .”  Only aggressive action, like the political mass strike, could overcome the deleterious effects of the movement’s organizational obsession.  She did not repudiate all organization and still sought to promote workers as self-actualized political agents, but she had certainly set sharp limits to the efficacy of the mediating institutions and organizational, and even educational, activity so valued by proponents of civil society and by her fellow Social Democrats.

Having established that the (organized) workers, as equally entitled citizens and capable political agents, could act, Social Democrats had to decide how they should act.  To debate the political mass strike required taking positions, explicitly or implicitly, on what constituted legitimate and efficacious political action.  However, within the authoritarian Kaiserreich and within Social Democracy, conceptions of citizenship, constitutionality, legality, and legitimacy were sharply contested.
Social Democrats were deeply conflicted about the short- and long-term efficacy of the Kaiserreich’s parliament.  Social democratic leaders deplored the severe limitations on the Reichstag’s power and the undemocratic suffrage for most state legislatures, but they were vocally committed to parliamentarism because they saw parliamentary campaigning and participation as efficacious schools in political activity for the proletariat and as a potential basis for eventual democratization.  However, a number of Social Democrats, embittered by the party’s inability to push reformist legislation through the Reichstag and by its inability to secure constitutionally more democratic suffrages for state legislatures, began to assert the limits of parliamentary action or even to question its usefulness.  They identified parliament as a bourgeois institution and argued that bourgeois society was unlikely ever voluntarily to allow an expansion of suffrages or of Reichstag powers that would threaten bourgeois predominance.

Nonetheless, as Social Democrats sought some means to move Germany decisively toward democracy, they focused on defending—or expanding —suffrage rights.  Since 1896, state governments in Sachsen, Hamburg, and Lübeck had reduced worker voting rights, constitutionally, when it looked as though the SPD might use them to secure significant political power.  Social Democrats feared that the central government might similarly move against the democratic Reichstag suffrage, either constitutionally or by a Staatsstreich.  And if a government attacked workers’ suffrage rights, it would almost certainly attack other worker rights as well.  Social Democrats also sought to expand the suffrage in various states.  Prussia was especially important because the undemocratic suffrage there underpinned a conservative government that dominated the Reich.  Democratizing Prussia would strike, perhaps decisively, at the most authoritarian elements in Germany.

If one could not count on the bourgeoisie voluntarily to give up power through parliamentary reform, many Social Democrats concluded that only extra-parliamentary action would enable them to protect the existing suffrage or win any extensions of the suffrage.  Initially, most Social Democrats discussed the use of the mass strike to defend existing rights, but increasing numbers came to favor using it offensively to secure universal, equal suffrage for all the state legislatures—and perhaps others democratic rights.  Already in December 1905, the Sächsischer Arbeiterzeitung reported that angry workers in Saxony were calling for the mass strike during spontaneous demonstrations that broke out after party meetings demanding democratic suffrage reform.  The next several years would be marked by bitter exchanges, as some Social Democrats asserted that “the workers” demanded the mass strike while others insisted that those who turned up at meetings on the mass strike to demand its use were a self-selecting minority, unrepresentative of the mass of the party, let alone of all workers.

In a seminal article in 1903, Rudolf Hilferding argued that because political rights rested ultimately on political power, workers must be ready to use the political mass strike.  The bourgeoisie had established a constitutional state as an exercise of, and means of securing, their power.  Yet universal, equal suffrage was coming to threaten bourgeois power because it gave workers a means of organizing and applying proletarian power legally.  If legality threatened to “kill the bourgeoisie,” he asserted, the bourgeoisie would abandon legality.  Workers would have universal, equal suffrage and other rights only so long as they had the power to defend them.  Defending rights by fighting on the barricades was not feasible, given the firepower of a modern army.  Yet workers had an indispensable role in the production process.  Their ability to withhold their labor was hence an, indeed the only, effective means of compulsion they could deploy against the power of compulsion of the state, the only means to defend their constitutional rights.  “Behind universal suffrage must stand the will to the general strike.”  Hilferding saw the mass strike not as a replacement for parliamentarism (as the anarchists argued) but as means of protecting proletarian rights.  And he concluded, “The general strike must be possible, if socialism, if the victory of the proletariat is to be possible.”

To contemporaries, one of the most surprising developments was Bernstein’s insistence, very much in line with Hilferding’s arguments, that the social democratic movement must be willing to use the political mass strike, if necessary, to defend against any attempt by conservatives to deprive workers of their suffrage rights.  Bernstein had challenged Marxist orthodoxy and called for efforts to secure socialism peacefully through parliamentary means.  Radical and even many moderate Social Democrats hence viewed him as hopelessly wishy-washy.  His support for the relatively radical tactic of the demonstration strike did, however, make sense in terms of his political values.  The peaceful and democratic introduction of socialism that he sought presumed the availability of an effective parliament based on universal, equal suffrage.  If reactionaries eliminated that suffrage, then peaceful democratic change would no longer be possible.  He, and others like Adolph von Elm, could only hope for a “moderate” path to socialism if they could, in extremis, call on the “radical” tactic of the political mass strike to defend universal, equal suffrage.

If Social Democrats once decided to implement a political mass strike, they would have to decide what kind of mass strike they would pursue: a demonstration strike or a pressure (Pressions) or coercive (Zwangs) strike.  One could argue, as did Henriette Roland-Holst, that every demonstration strike contained an element of pressure or coercion, but most Social Democrats distinguished between the two.

The discussion of the demonstration strike took place against the background of a larger discussion about the nature and effectiveness of peaceful demonstrations.  A demonstration could function simply as a statement of belief by a group of people.  It could serve to educate people who would not bother to attend an indoor assembly by bringing a group’s ideas and goals into the very public sphere of the streets.  It could serve to assert the “right to the streets”—workers’ equal right, along with others in society, to public expression.  Beyond that it could serve as an announcement of will, of determination on the part of a group.  Ultimately, however, a demonstration should serve to influence the policymaking process, through the “impression” it made on others, through its “powerful” nature, or through bringing (perhaps “moral”) pressure to bear on the political system.

When suffrage demonstrations proved unable to elicit meaningful reform, Social Democrats sought a more effective weapon. Shifting to demonstration strikes would represent a ratcheting up of worker activism.  Social Democrats did not refer to asserting their “right to the streets” in promoting the mass strike, perhaps because a mass strike could allow workers to have an effect without having to appear physically in the streets, where police and army could attack them.  They did focus on the demonstration strike as a means of expressing the will, the determination, of the proletariat.  As the Leipziger Volkszeitung reported, “these [mass strikes] can, in a more impressive fashion than any other demonstration, proclaim the will of the proletariat . . . .”  Social Democrats also presented the demonstration strike as a way to demonstrate the strength of the proletariat, either by showing the society’s dependence on workers or by bringing masses of workers out on the streets for demonstrations in association with a mass strike.

Supporters of a demonstration strike disagreed on how it might succeed in influencing policy.  Some hoped a demonstration strike could work, as Bernstein wrote, “as a stronger appeal to the conscience, as a rousing of the sleeping sense of justice” of the citizenry.  Others hoped that it might secure small concessions from a worried bourgeoisie. By 1913, Rosa Luxemburg on the left of the party and (surprisingly) Ludwig Frank on the right were calling for a series of demonstration strikes, presumably growing in size, to convince the elites to grant suffrage reform.

For many Social Democrats, though, only a coercive strike would bring the government to reason.  A mass strike could be used to put “pressure” on the government or to “compel” it to preserve or grant rights the proletariat deserved.  Usually Social Democrats confined themselves to such general terms in describing the effects of a coercive strike.  However, some discussed, more or less extensively, how a coercive strike would wring concessions from the government by so disrupting the economic and political systems that government and bourgeoisie felt compelled to make concessions.  For most Social Democrats, apparently, the political mass strike would be, as Kautsky wrote, an occasion “to apply the methods of union pressure also for the political struggle, not to replace or supersede elections and parliamentarism, but rather to make them more effective or to make them at all possible.”

However, many Social Democrats feared and others hoped that the political mass strike was inherently a revolutionary means.  The fundamental problem, many believed, was what W. H. Vliegen had already argued in 1903, that “every struggle that seeks with extra-parliamentary means to compel a government to do or to forbear to do something will become a struggle over ultimate power in the state.”  The ultimate goal for Social Democrats was to utterly transform German society.  If the workers used the political mass strike successfully to compel one far-reaching change, particularly suffrage reform or a true democratization of German government, they must presumably be powerful enough to compel further, revolutionary, changes.  To prevent this outcome, the German bourgeoisie, some Social Democrats argued, would turn any political mass strike in Germany into a “test of power” between bourgeoisie and proletariat.

Fundamental to this perception was the conviction that rights and law simply expressed the power relationships within the society.  Social Democrats often took a Marxian, materialist view of socialism and did not see it as rooted in inalienable human rights.  Such rights as existed for any class or individual merely reflected what they had been able to win through struggle with other classes and individuals.  “An appeal to the humanity, to the feelings of justice, of the propertied,” Comrade Ströbel declared, “is useless when their economic interests are at stake.”  And the Leipziger Volkszeitung wrote, “Questions of the constitution and of rights are nothing else but sheer questions of power.”  (Notably, the conservative Neue Preußische Zeitung asserted that the struggle against Social Democracy was “a sheer question of power.)”
  Yet if no objective standards of rights or legality obtained, what (legitimate) relationship would exist among constitutionality, legality, force, and Social Democratic tactics?
Social Democrats were not too terribly worried about constitutionality.  The Kaiserreich’s constitutions did not command the kind of respect that many constitutions have come to hold.  As Heinrich Laufenberg pointed out, the Prussian monarch had octroyed (hand down arbitrarily by decree) the Prussian constitution whose suffrage rules Social Democrats sought to change, so that for them it had never had the force of right.  Social Democrats noted that conservative assertions that a Staatsstreich could be necessary “against demagogic rule” or for the “good of the whole” implicitly legitimated a right to revolution against illegitimate rule.  Moreover, the unequally, and to the Social Democrats unjustly, elected legislatures had shown themselves incapable of reforming themselves constitutionally.  The Social Democrats emphasized their commitment to defending constitutional rights when they favored a mass strike against a Staatsstreich, and they occasionally argued that a mass strike would be constitutional.  Nonetheless, hewing closely to an authoritarian constitution was not high on their list of priorities.

Social Democrats’ attitude toward legality was more complex.  The SPD had long touted its commitment to legality.  It wanted to undercut government efforts to impose exceptional legislation against it, and it wanted to distinguish Social Democracy from criminality and the Lumpenproletariat.  Moreover, most Social Democratic leaders believed legal action was most commensurate with and most efficacious for achieving their long-term goals.  They insisted that any discussion on their part of revolution meant “revolutionizing minds,” not some violent uprising.  They had always argued that the bourgeoisie, not the proletariat, would initiate any resort to violence (Gewalt).  However, they had always suspected that they could not hope to secure true democracy or a social revolution peacefully, so that some resort to force (Gewalt) would eventually be necessary.  Moreover, some Social Democrats clearly welcomed the prospect of revolution to overthrow the capitalist system and quickly establish socialism.

Social Democrats’ ambivalence about legality came through clearly in the debates about the political mass strike.  Officially, the party was at pains in those debates to reassert its commitment to legality.  Social Democrats insisted that a mass strike was legal, even if its goal was political rather than economic, and that workers had shown that they could act within the law in a mass strike.  Yet some Social Democrats warned that the party could not commit itself to bourgeois (bürgerliche) legality because it could not be at all sure the bourgeoisie would do so.  Moreover, these Social Democrats argued, bourgeois legality was just the power of the ruling class defined as binding legal norm, so that, as Gustav Eckstein asserted, legality “is only a means of struggle, that could be exchanged for another if occasion demanded.”

Closely related to the issue of legality was the vexed question of the use of Gewalt.  The word can mean simply power or the ability to rule over someone, if used of God or a monarch or government.  However, if used of individuals, it tends to mean illegitimate action or physical force, often with a connotation of compulsion.  Conservatives often characterized a political mass strike as an act of moral or physical violence (Gewalt).  Social Democrats wanted to use the political mass strike to compel the government to act in certain ways, either to forbear to infringe on existing worker/citizen rights or to grant new, democratic rights to workers/citizens.  And some Social Democrats did not shy away from speaking of Gewalt (in response to the government’s “compulsory power [Zwangsgewalt]”) when discussing the mass strike as a means of pressure.  Social Democrats did frequently insist that Social Democracy, with its commitment to legality and the peaceful attainment of socialism, was an obstacle to the use of Gewalt in Germany or that it was the bourgeoisie who were using Gewalt or who would force the workers to turn to Gewalt.  However, they more frequently noted that, because one could not expect the bourgeoisie to surrender power voluntarily, some recourse to Gewalt was almost certainly going to prove necessary for Social Democrats.

Social Democrats scarcely alluded to the implications of democracy for legitimate use of the political mass strike.  They did recognize that it would be inappropriate in a true democracy.  However, the only extended discussion of mass strike and democracy in an authoritarian monarchy came at the 1913 party conference.  Philipp Scheidemann asserted, “We don’t want to forget that we are a party that is democratic, a party of the minority, if a very large one.  No one will demand that the majority should pursue the policies of the minority, that we want to use the mass strike of the minority to compel the majority to pursue social democratic policies.  That would be undemocratic.  No, we demand only equal rights.”  Scheidemann went on to assert that if the SPD promoted a political mass strike over the right issues, of equal rights, it would have ¾ of the population behind it.  Anton Pannekoek reacted sharply to this, saying that the latter comment proved that the party needed to promote the mass strike more aggressively.  Social Democrats, he asserted, would use mass action only to pursue the interests of the majority, ones the majority themselves perceived and supported.  Indeed, he implied, all that stood between the Social Democrats and a majority was finding a way to enlighten workers as to their true interests—a way such as the mass strike.  “The social democratic proletariat,” Pannekoek wrote, “can in such cases calmly go over to mass action in the consciousness that a majority of the population will surely join in, if these are only first sufficiently roused.”

This exchange touches on a fundamental problem for proponents of a political mass strike and particularly for Social Democrats, whose claim to legitimacy rested on democratic credentials.  A political mass strike would seem most legitimate and have the best chances of success if it represented the will of a majority.  Social Democrats were convinced that they spoke for the interests of the majority, but then virtually every political party will convince itself that it does.  However, Social Democrats would find it difficult to know when they in fact spoke for the will of a majority and, especially, to demonstrate that they did.  Indeed, as a worker party, they might at some point speak for a majority of urban dwellers but not for a majority of the electorate, urban and rural.  The element of coercion, implicit or explicit, in any mass strike also played a role here.  Democracy presumes the majority’s right to exercise its will politically, but institutional inertia, minority rights, or even minority recalcitrance can block the majority’s will.  Hence, demonstrations to put an issue on the agenda or even some “coercive” steps may be necessary for the majority to get its way, if sweet reason alone proves insufficient to convince a powerful minority to go along.  As central as these issues arguably are to any democratic use of the political mass strike, Social Democrats basically ignored them.  A beleaguered minority in an authoritarian system, they clearly did not have the energy to cope with such subtleties.  They simply assumed that their striving for democracy was legitimate and that a majority in fact supported this goal, or would once Social Democracy enlightened them.

Social Democracy did not speak with one voice on issues of political citizenship.  For all its democratic commitment, the movement generally was unwilling to recognize all individuals as competent political agents.  Almost all Social Democrats who commented on the mass strike clearly saw only the organized masses, those under Social Democratic tutelage, as fully reliable political citizens.  Only increasing frustration with moderate leadership led Rosa Luxemburg and some others to see the masses, and perhaps even the unorganized masses, as the instinctively perceptive revolutionaries.  Similarly, most Social Democrats saw the organizational and educational life of the movement as the best, indeed the necessary, school for creating mature political agents, while Luxemburg and some others came to see organizational detail work as counterproductive and the political mass strike as the inspiring event that would draw the masses out of ignorance and apathy.

Much of the opposition to any active promotion of the mass strike came from those who feared it would prove counterproductive, but Social Democrats had ambivalent feelings about what constituted legitimate, democratic political action.  While relatively indifferent to existing constitutional arrangements and officially committed to legality, most Social Democrats expected that the bourgeoisie would force them to result to Gewalt, to coercion, to get the democracy they believed was ultimately the only legitimate form of governance.  However, they found themselves in a dilemma.  As Scheidemann said, democrats should not use the mass strike to impose a minority view on the majority.  Pannekoek insisted they would not be imposing a minority view because a majority would support the Social Democrats if they only went on a mass strike and confronted the masses with Social Democratic views.  Social Democrats had to ask if it was legitimate to use formally undemocratic and perhaps illegal means in pursuit of democracy or democratic outcomes.  The movement could generally agree on using the political mass strike to defend the democratic Reichstag suffrage, but it could not agree on using the mass strike to seize new democratic rights.  It would continue to grapple, often desperately, with this question for decades to come in the context of the SPD/KPD split.  And, ultimately, it is a question all supporters of democracy may face.
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