
Democrat, Philipp Scheidemann, from the balcony of the Reichstag building in Berlin.
Scheidemann’s concluding words were: ‘The old and rotten – the monarchy – has
broken down. Long live the new! Long live the German Republic.’2 Two days later,
on 11 November, Germany signed an armistice with the Allies.

But the German Revolution was not yet complete. The country now experienced
a brief period of civil war as rival groups of the left competed for power. The main
contenders were the Social Democrats (SPD) and two more radical groups, the
Independent Socialists (USPD) and the Spartacists. At first a Provisional Government
was established, comprising both the SPD and the USPD. The former, however, were
afraid that Germany might follow the example of Russia the year before, and that
the Provisional Government would be destroyed by a coup from the radical left,
perhaps from the Spartacists. To prevent this, Chancellor Ebert made a controversial
deal with the army commander, General Groener, to put down any Bolshevik-style
revolution which might occur. The test was not long in coming. In December the
Independent Socialists withdrew from the government, while the Spartacists (who
now called themselves Communists) demanded the ‘sovietization’ of Germany and
the continuation of the revolution. The SPD put down subsequent Spartacist
demonstrations in January 1919, and in the violence and bloodshed the two Communist
leaders, Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, were killed. A second Spartacist
uprising was suppressed, with much greater bloodshed, in March, while, in April,
troops were sent to overthrow the Republic of Soviets which had just been proclaimed
in Bavaria. Moderate socialism now appeared safe from the far left, but the latter
neither forgot nor forgave the experience of 1919.
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Figure 4 The Weimar political system


