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DRAMA TIS PERSONAE 

John Maclean 
Defendant and 'accuser of capitalism'. Marxist and revolution
ary internationalist. Born Pollokshaws, now part of Glasgow, 
August 24th 1879, of parents evicted from the Scottish 
Highlands during the 'Clearances'. Second youngest of seven 
children, three of whom died in infancy. Father died when he 
was aged eight. Appointed a pupil-teacher, 1896. Graduated 
from the Free Church Teachers Training College, 1900. 
Graduated MAin Political Economy from Glasgow University, 
1904. Joined Social Democratic Federation (SDF), probably in 
1903. Joined Glasgow Teachers' Socialist Society, 1905. Had by 
then rejected a Calvinistic upbringing for secularism, then 
atheism, then Marxism. Later described Robert Blatchford's 
Merrie England as his primary school of socialism, und 
Marx's Capital as his university. Opposed the sectarianism 
and jingoism of the SDF leadership, advocating affiliation to 
the Labour Party and internationalist opposition to war and 
colonialism. Active in the co-operative movement. Became 
famous for his public classes in Marxist economics, building 
some ofthem up to attendances of several hundred. Active in a 
number of industrial struggles on Clydeside, in Fife, Belfast 
and elsewhere prior to World War I. Led the internationalist 
wing of the British Socialist Party (formerly the SDF) when 
war was declared in August 1914. Wrote 'our chief buSiness is 
to hate British capitalism' ('Justice', September 1914). Active 
in the foundation of the Scottish Labour College, 1916. 
Arrested for anti-war activity, September 1915 (fined £5 but 
chose to serve five days imprisonment). Subsequently dismis
sed by Govan School Board despite widespread protests. 
Attended and ::;upported the Clyde Workers' Committee (CWC) 
of shop stewards but later broke with it over its refusal to 
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clarify its political stand on the war. Participated in the rent 
strike demonstrations of late 1915. Re-arrested under the 
Defence of the Realm Act during the government's moves to 
break up the CWC early in 1916. Sentenced to three years' 
penal servitude, April 1916. Released June 1917, during the 
period of mass demonstrations following the February revolu
tion in Russia. Appointed an honorary president of the first 
All-Russian Congress of Soviets, along with figures such as 
Karl Liebknecht, following the Bolshevik revolution of October, 
1917. Made Russian consul in Glasgow in January 1918, but 
the consulate was closed following Maclean's arrest in April.1 

James Avon Clyde 

Leading counsel for the prosecution. Born 1863 (died 1944). Son 
of a schoolmaster. Tory. Solicitor general for Scotland, 1905. 
Lord Advocate (leading government law officer in Scotland) 
from 1916 to 1920. During 1918 much involved in representing 
the British South Africa Company in its claim before the Privy 
Council to unalienated land in what was then Southern 
Rhodesia. MP Edinburgh West (later North) from 1909 to 1920. 
Succeeded Lord Strathclyde as Lord Justice General, 1920. A 
keen rose grower. 

1 Maclean was sentenced to five years in May 1918, but released on Decmeber 
3rd, 1918. The war had ended, a general election was imminent, and a storm of 
protest had greeted revelations that he had been force-fed in Peterhead prison. 
He was put up by local activists as Labour candidate for the Gorbals, receiving 
7,336 votes against 14,347 for the Coalition Labourite, G.N. Barnes. Formed 
the Tramp Trust Unlimited in June 1919, as a propaganda group fighting for a 
minimum wage, a six-hour day, full wages for the unemployed, Irish Home 
Rule, etc., within the context of revolutionary Marxist education. Advocated a 
Scottish Communist Party affiliated to the Third International, and never 
joined the Communist Party of Great Britain (founded, 1920), nor attended a 
congress of the International. Worked temporarily with the Socialist Labour 
Party (1920-21). Campaigned against unemployment, receiving further short 
prison sentences. Stood in local and parliamentary elections. Founded Scottish 
Workers' Republican Party, February 1923. Died November 30th, 1923, and 
buried, following a funeral procession attended by thousands, at Eastwood 
cemetery. A fund to assist his family raised over £2000 from many different 
parts of the world. 
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Lord Strathclyde 

Presiding judge. Born Alexander Ure, 1853 (di.ed 1928), son of a 
Helensburgh merchant and former Lord Provost of Glasgow. 
Gladstonian (and later Lloyd George) Liberal. MP for Linlith
gowshire, 1895-1913. Solicitor General for Scotland, 1905-09. 
Lord Advocate, 1909-13. Leading prosecutor in the notorious 
Oscar Slater trial (1909), in which a German Jew was almost 
certainly framed by the Glasgow police for the murder of an 
elderly spinster, Marion Gilchrist. The case aroused wide
spread protests, not least in the Glasgow labour movement, but 
Slater's conviction was not quashed until 1928. Ure became 
Lord Justice General and Lord President of the Court of 
Session in 1913 and Baron Strathclyde ofSandyford in 1914. A 
fellow lawyer wrote: 'Undoubtedly Ure was better as an 
advocate than as a judge, though in neither capacity was he 
learned in the technical sense'.2 

DORA 

Ird,nically affectionate nickname for the Defence of the Realm 
Act, with its attendant Defence of the Realm Regulations, 
under which Maclean was charged, both in 1916 and 1918. 
Originally passed, August 8th, 1914, giving the government 
substantial _:_ and, as subsequently amended, increasingly 
draconian - powers to direct society during the war. 

2 'Dictionary of National Biography: Twentieth Century, 1922-30' (Oxford, 
1937), p. 866. 
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INTRODUCTION 

On May 9th, 1918, John Maclean, former schoolteacher, and, 
since the previous January, consul at Glasgow to the revolu
tionary socialist regime in Russia, was brought to trial at the 
High Court of Justiciary in Edinburgh. He was charged -
under the Defence of the Realm Regulations- with having, on 
eleven occasions between January 20th and April 4th, 1918, 
addressed audiences in Glasgow, Lanarkshire and Fife, consist
ing in part of munitions workers, in terms likely to prejudice 
recruitment to His Majesty's armed forces and to cause mutiny, 
sedition and disaffection among the civilian population, thereby 
impeding the production, transport and repair of materials 
necessary for the prosecution of the war. Maclean chose to 
conduct his own case, and he refused to plead either 'guilty' or 
'not guilty'. The Lord Justice General, Lord Strthclyde, in
structed that a plea of 'not guilty' be entered. 

The statements alleged to have been made by Maclean 
included: 'that the Clyde district had helped to win the Russian 
revolution'; that 'the revolutionary spirit on the Clyde was at 
present ten times as strong as it was two years ago'; that 'the 
workers on the Clyde should take control of the City Chambers 
and retain hostages, and take control of the Post Offices and 
the banks'; that 'the present House of Commons should be 
superceded by a Soviet, and that he did not care whether they 
met in the usual place or in Buckingham Palace'; and that 'the 
workers in the munition works should be advised to restrict 
their output'. 

There were twenty-eight prosecution witnesses, mainly 
policemen, special constables and shorthand writers employed 
by the police. 3 Prosecuting counsel, Lord Advocate Clyde, took 
them through their evidence to establish that the statement 
alleged had been made by Maclean, that the witnesses had 
either made notes at the time or soon afterwards, and that the 
meetings had been attended mainly by working people. 

3 The account of the trial is taken from 'Condemned From The Dock' (Clyde 
Workers' Propaganda Defence Committee, Glasgow, 1918), which contains the 
verbatim account of Maclean's speech. No more official court record exists, but 
the general accuracy of the pamphlet has been checked against newspaper 
accounts. 
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Maclean's principal 'defence' was to be an hour and a 
quarter-long speech, delivered from the dock. In brief cross
examinations, Maclean sought to query the credibility of some 
witness's memories on points of detail, but principally to 
establish that, where the remarks alleged had indeed been 
made, they had been made in the context of a Marxist political 
analysis of capitalism and the war. For propounding such an 
analysis, and for fighting for the principles on which it 
depended, he had no apology to make. 

Maclean cross-examined one witness, a businessman, on the 
issue of the restriction of output. He was to deal with this at 
some length in his ·speech, but sought here to establish the 
context in which his remarks had been made. He had quoted 
the Beardmore's works magazine to the effect that production 
had been increased three times, and had stated that wages had 
not increased by anything like as much. The witness agreed. 
So, said Maclean, his point had been 'that the workers were 
being robbed the same as before the war', and that they 'would 
have to take steps to prevent this robbery'. 'I remember you 
used the word "robbery",' said the witness. 'And quite frequent
ly too!' rejoined Maclean. 

A Fife police superintendent was forced to acknowledge that 
his evidence was based not on his own notes but on those of a 
press reporter, supplied to him after a meeting ~aclean had 
addressed in Bowhill. He took the superintendent through 
parts of the speech that had not appeared in his evidence. 'I 
spent a good deal of time on the economic question and the 
Government's issuing of paper money, and the Government 
making it difficult for people to live?' 'Yes, you did,' agreed the 
superintendent. 'This is what I want to get at', insisted 
Maclean. 'You take wee bits out of my speeches here and there.' 

He went on to point out that he had argued that women and 
children in Fife were starving as a result of government policy, 
and that the main drift of the speech had been 'to expose the 
trickery of the British Government and the police and the 
lawyers and so on.' The whole thing was designed to deploy this 
argument. 'The consequence of any man's speech is always 
based on what goes before, but what has been read out (in 
court) comes at the tail end, at the fourteenth page of those 
sixteen pages.' 

'Do you think it is a correct report of what I said :tt Hart.hill', 
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Maclean asked another witness, 'to say that I talked about 
bringing about a social revolution in Glasgow?' The witness, a 
shorthand writer, insisted it was. 'It seems to be a very bad 
slip,' insisted Maclean, 'because a social revolution cannot be 
brought about in a city. It is either a slip on your part or a slip 
on my part.' 

The witness qualified his evidence slightly. 'You spoke about 
seizing the Municipal Buildings in Glasgow, and it seems to me 
that you meant that the revolution would have its beginning in 
Glasgow'. 'There is a difference', concluded Maclean, 'between a 
social revolution in Glasgow and beginning a social revolution 
in Glasgow' (editor's emphasis). 

Maclean also sought to establish the proper context for 
alleged comments on the necessity of violent revolution. A 
mining inspector, who acknowledged that he had attended a 
meeting of Maclean's as a 'spy' for the Fife Coal Company, was 
asked: 'You are not aware that the land in the past has been 
violently seized from the people by force?' He replied that he 
might not approve of that, but the question at stake was one of 
method. _Maclean had been asked at the meeting: 'Could we get 
these thmgs by peaceful action?' He had replied: 'I am here to 
develop a revolution'. 

'Do you infer that a revolution means violence?' asked 
Maclean. 'You could not put any other construction on your 
words after you had said that revolution here was to be on the 
~arne lines as in Russia', replied the Coal Company's employee. 
I understand that the Russian Revolution was a violent 
revolution.' Maclean was to take up this theme later, but 
remarked here that the Bolshevik revolution 'is the most 
peaceful revolution the world has ever seen and it is the 
biggest.' The capitalist war that had been killi~g millions since 
August 1914, on the other hand, 'was the most bloody that has 
ever taken place'. 4 

Re-examining, junior counsel for the prosecution extracted 
from this witness the information that Maclean had called for 
the formation of miners' committees on the model ofthe soviets 

•neathsd · d' edi 1 . unng an unm ate y after the October revolution were relatively 
~~~ ~~ n;~ber. The large n~bers of casualties came later in the civil war of 

b 
· · stim~~:tes of deaths m, or as a result of action in, World War I vary, 

ut they were m excess of ten million. 
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in Russia. The mining inspector was sure that this was liable to 
'unsettle' the audience, the youth in particular, who might 
have got 'carried away'. But he agreed with Maclean that Fife 
was a 'canny place', which would need a lot of 'working up' for 
revolution. He did not think very much harm had been done. 

The authorities, clearly, did not agree. Maclean's case had 
been discussed by the war cabinet in March 12th, 1918, and the 
Secretary for Scotland, Robert Munro, had reported that he 
and Lord Advocate Clyde were reluctant to prosecute Maclean, 
preferring to regard him as 'more or less a lunatic.'5 Yet 
Munro's further remarks, and a background paper he circu
lated to the cabinet, make it clear that, while this may have 
been his personal view of Maclean's opinions, it was not his 
assessment of how seriously he should be taken. 

Maclean was already on a 'ticket-of-leave', having been 
conditionally released from the last year and a half of a three 
year sentence imposed in 1916, when the government's actions 
against the Clyde Workers' Committee were at their height.6 

His release had been agreed following a wide campaign in his 
support, fuelled in part by reports of his mounting ill-health, 
induced by Scottish prison conditions, which one former 
prisoner compared unfavourably to those in Tsarist Russia.7 

Munro acknowledged that a further spell in prison would make 
Maclean ill and would lead to a campaign for his release. He 
sought cabinet approval 'as political considerations might be 
involved.' 

The Commander-in-Chief, Scottish Command Lieutenant-

5 Public Record Office (Kew, London): CAB 23/5- WC/364(14), March 12th 
1918. ' 

6 The Clyde Workers' Committee, led by shop stewards from the principal 
Glasgow munitions factories, notably William Gallacher, David Kirkwood, 
Arthur Macmanus, John Muir and Jim Messer, was formed in 1915, and 
played a key role in what has been called the first shop stewards'movement. Its 
first period of activity ended in the Spring of 1916 when it was systematically 
broken up by the government as part of its campaign to enforce the 'dilution' of 
!abour (that is, the replacement of skilled men by semi-skilled, and by women, 
m the munitions factories). See James Hinton, 'The First Shop Stewards 
Movement' (1973). 

7 The Russian revolutionary, later Stalin's envoy in China in the revolution of 
1925-27, Michael Borodin, made this judgement. W. Kendall, 'The Revolution
ary Movement in Britain 1900-1921' (1969), p. 360, note 136. Peter Petroff 
(1884-1947) an emigre member of the Russian Social Democratic and Labour 
Party, and a close friend of Maclean's, expressed similar views. 
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General Sir Spencer Ewart, had no hesitations proposing 
action not only against Maclean, but against his colleagues 
Jame; McDougall8 and Lewis Shammes as well.9 The Liberal 
historian and President of the Board of Education, H.A.L. 
Fisher, chimed in to warn that he had heard of dangerous 
connections between 'the more extreme leaders in Glasgow and 
similar Labour leaders at St.Etienne' in France.The cabinet 
authorised the Scottish ministers to proceed as they saw fit. 

Munro's report to the cabinet had been based on a lengthy 
memorandum prepared by Lord Advocate Clyde, the man who 
was to confront Maclean in the courtroom two months later. In 
May, he was to address to the jury the argument that Maclean 
had passed over the line at which 'discussion of social questions' 
turned turned into 'the deliberate and persistent attempt 
. . . to plant the seeds of disunion, disaffection, sedition and 
mutiny among our people.' He concluded: 

'If they were going to turn society upside down by means of a 
general refusal to work, if they were going to turn society 
upside down by violent efforts devoted to the ruin of the 
existing structure instead of its repair . . . there faced them at 
once in this country the same catastrophe - the same betrayal 
- as overtook Russia. They must protect themselves against 
that kind of thing.'10 

Clyde's confidential report in March had stated, that a 'small 
but active group of extreme revolutionary socialists' had been 
actively intervening in industrial unrest associated with war
time conditions since 1915'. The temporary 'deportation' of a 
group ofleading shop stewards from the Glasgow area in 1916, 
and the imprisonment of John Maclean and others, had not 

8 James D. MacDougall (1891-1963). Son of a Provost of Pollokshaws. Close 
follower of Maclean. First secretary of Pollokshaws SDF, founded by Maclean 
in 1906. Dismissed by Clydesdale Bank because of his outspoken socialist 
views, causing the Falkirk branch of the lronmoulders' Union to withdraw its 
funds in protest. Active socialist campaigner and educator alongside M~~lean. 
Imprisoned for anti-war speeches, 1916. Later worked and was politically 
active in the Lanarkshire coalfield. Joined the Communist Party after 
Maclean's death, and subsequently moved rightwards. See William Knox, 
'Scottish Labour Leaders, 1918-1939' (Edinburgh, 1984), pp. 170-75. 

11 Lewis Shammes was a RuSBian refugee from Tsarism who worked with 
Maclean at the Glasgow consulate and was later deported by the British 
authorities. 

10 'Condemned From the Dock', p.8. 
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ended the problem. Lieutenant-General Ewart had expressed 
the view that : 

'John Maclean is a man of considerable influence among the 
malcontent population of Glasgow, and has an influence in the 
mining districts ofLanarkshire and Fifeshire, and is believed to 
be well-known in England.' 

Clyde himself wrote, at times of working class unrest, and 
particularly during the engineers' agitation for a 12 and a half 
per cent wage increase and the opposition to the Man Power 
Bill in 1917, the speeches of the 'extremist' group 'appeared to 
me worthy of consideration with a view to prosecution under 
the Defence of the Realm Regulations.'11 

The hostile reception accorded to the Minister for National 
Service when he visited Glasgow12 increased the need for 
action, indicated Clyde, but also made the choosing of the right 
moment and selecting the right target for a successful prosecu
tion all the more vital. A threatened food shortage promised 
fertile ground for the revolutionaries to increase their influ
ence. What singled out Maclean from the others was his 
appointment as Soviet consul in Glasgow, but this also raised 
the question of proceeding against him to a matter involving 
Government policy towards the Bolshevik regime. However 

11 Public Record Office: CAB 24/44- G.T. 3838 (March, 1918). Late in 1916 
and early in 1917 the government was attempting to increase the availability 
of military manpower by extending the dilution of labour from government
controlled factories to those privately run. The executive of the Amalgamated 
Society of Engineers (ASE),, heavily compromised by its collaboration with the 
government's wartime measures, was forced to oppose this. The measure was 
dropped when widespread engineering strikes took place in May 1917, which 
led to a series of government measures designed to quell unrest and diminish 
the influence of militants and revolutionaries. These included a 12 and a half 
per cent bonus to some skilled men which, however, served to promote unrest 
amongst other workers. On December 3rd 1917, Auckland Geddes (1879-1954), 
Director of Recruiting for the War Office (1916-17) and Minister of National 
Service (1917 -19), warned the cabinet that the country 'was nearing breaking 
point' in the effort to meet the critical shortage of manpower. In January 1918, 
he pushed a Manpower bill through parliament, giving him power to cancel the 
two months' grace previously granted to workers in formerly protected 
ocupations, who had had their 'exemption certificates' withdrawn to enable 
them to be called up. When Geddes was convinced the ASE had so antagonised 
other unions that it would be isolated in any action it called for, he pushed 
through a second, much stronger, Manpower bill in April 1918. 

12
• Geddes got short shrift at a meeting with shop stewards in Glasgow on 

January 28th, 1918. 
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(writing on March 5th, 1918), Clyde felt the moment had now 
arrived since his estimation of 'public opinion' on Clydeside was 
that it was then 'in a sense generally adverse to the agitation 
recently conducted by the group, and the agitation itself has for 
the time being died down.' 

Clyde was no eccentric Tory backwoodsman crying 'wolf 
about the 'Bolshevik menace', but an astute politician whose 
calculations were based on his own class outlook which, of 
course, identified the wartime requirements of British capital
ism with 'the national interest'. His estimation of the serious
ness of revolutionary socialist ideas was both sober and 
concrete, depending on the possibility of a coming together of 
those ideas with the immediate needs of particular sections of 
the working class. And the special attention he paid to Maclean 
centred on his role as a real and symbolic link with the 
international situation, and in particular with the Bolshevik 
revolution. Unlike more recent sceptical commentators, 13 who 
have never had to confront the problems he had to deal with, 
Clyde - although doubtless relatively confident of keeping at 
bay an immediate revolutionary confrontation in Britain -
had not a bad perception of the potentially decisive importance 
of internationalism and Marxist leadership! 

Herein, indeed, lies the central significance of Maclean's 
speech, his whole conduct on May 9th, 1918, and the reason 
why he is able to speak quite directly to those who read his 
words without ideological blinkers today. He was not concerned 
primarily with his own personal fate, nor even with the 
suffering (of which he was surely conscious) imposed on his 
family. 

He addressed himself, over the heads of the court, to the 
working class, and to history, in line with the policy of fighting 
for international class solidarity against war, which had been 

13 
lain McLean, for example, 'The Legend of Red Clydeside' I Edinburgh, 1983) 

-a 'debunking' account of the events on the Clyde. Maclean's speech from the 
dock, and the whole episode of his trial, does not accord well with I. McLean's 
general thesis, and is largely ignored. I. McLean does, however, state that: 'A 
study of Maclean's speech from the dock in 1918 shows that Munro's 
aasessment of him as "more or less a lunatic", while exaggerated, was 
nevertheless ?ot merely a petulant reference to his political views' Cp. 145). 
Readers of th1s pamphlet, who can make out what that means, can judge for 
the~lves on that. But I. McLean certainly at this point misrepresents how 
aenously Munro and Clyde took Maclean. 
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agreed by the Second International14 in 1907 and 1912, but 
which had been betrayed by the bulk of the leaders of that 
movement when the World War broke out in August 1914. 

This was what brought Maclean to the attention of Lenin, 
who hailed his stand, and followed as best he could the degree 
of support it was attracting in the Clydeside working class. 
Maclean was to be specifically invited to attend the inaugural 
congress of the Third (Communist) International in the Spring 
of 1919. He was never, however, to participate in the work of 
the Communist International, of which, Lenin said, he had 
been one of the 'heroic forerunners'.15 Some controversy 
surrounds Maclean's politics in his last years, and this is not 
the place to enter into it; except to say that, those who respond 
today to the principles enunciated by Maclean in 1918, will of 
course have to study and evaluate many experiences of the 
intervening years - in particular the catastrophic and still 
unresolved crisis imposed on the international labour move
ment by the emergence, in 1924, of Stalinism, and its 
fundamentally anti-internationalist theory of 'socialism in one 
country'. 

About such questions Maclean, who died in 1923, neither 
has, nor could have had, anything to say; although it will be 
noted that he was in no doubt, in 1918, that the leaders of the 
Russian revolution were 'Lenin and Trotsky'. 

When Maclean had finished his speech from the dock, the 
jury did not bother to retire to consider its verdict but 
pronounced him 'guilty' on the spot. 'I think I have said enough 
for one day,' Maclean told Lord Strathclyde when asked if he 
had anything to say about the verdict. The learned judge called 
him 'a highly educated and intelligent man' who knew very 
well what he was doing, and sentenced him to five years penal 
servitude, of which, in the event, he was to serve only a few 
months.16 Turning to the public gallery, Maclean said firmly, 

14 The Second International (1889-1914) was a loose-knit body of Social 
Democratic parties and unions embracing all shades from Ramsay MacDo
nald's Labour Party to Lenin's Bolsheviks. It collapsed when put to the test of 
revolutionary socialist leadership by the outbreak of World War I. 

16 V. I. Lenin, 'Collected Works' (Moscow 1960), XXVI, p. 74. Jane Degras (ed.), 
'The Communist International 1919-43: Documents'(1956), I, p.4. 

16 See footnote (1) above. Also W. Knox, op. cit, pp. 18S-6. For further 
biographical details about Maclean, see: Nan Milton, 'John Maclean' (1973), 
and consult the bibliography in W. Knox, op. cit., pp 191-2. 
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'Keep it going, boys, keep it going!' The fact that his speech is 
still being reprinted and read shows that the instruction was 
not neglected. 

Maclean belonged to a definite generation, a generation of 
international socialists, and was himself an international 
figure. It was a generation that produced, amongst many 
others, Luxemburg and Liebknecht, Connolly and Larkin, 
Debs and de Leon, Lenin and Trotsky. It was a generation that 
faced - for the first time in history as a practical responsiblity 
- the task of attempting to make the world socialist revolu
tion. Consciousness of this responsibility, and of at least some of 
the problems and contradictions that it would involve, runs 
through Maclean's speech from the dock. This is why his words 
can still speak to us across the years. 

• 
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JOHN 
MACLEAN'S 
ADDRESS TO 
TBEJURY, 

May 9th, 1918 
It has been said that they cannot fathom my motive. For the 
full period of my active life I have been a teacher of Economics 
to the working classes, and my contention has always been that 
Capitalism is rotten to its foundations, and must give place a 
new society. I had a lecture, the principal heading of which was 
'Thou shalt not steal; thou shalt not kill', and I pointed out that 
as a consequence of the robbery that goes on in all civilised 
countries that inevitably our armies must come to clash 
together. On that and on other grounds, I consider Capitalism 
the most infamous, bloody and evil system that mankind has 
ever witnessed. My language is regarded as extravagant 
language, but the events ofthe past four years have proved my 
contention. 

The Class war 
He (the Lord Advocate) accused me of my motives. My motives 
are clean. My motives are genuine. If my motives were not 
clean and genuine would I have made my statements while 
these shorthand reporters were present? I am out for the 
benefit of society, not for any individual human being, but I 
realise this that Justice and Freedom can only be obtained 
when Society is placed on a sound economic basis. That sound 
economic basis is wanting to-day, and hence the bloodshed we 
are having. I have not tried to get young men particularly. The 
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young men came to my meetings as well as the old men. I know 
quite well that in the reconstruction of Society, the class 
interest of those who are on the top will resist the change, and 
the only factor in Society that can make for a clean sweep in 
Society is the working class. Hence the Class War.The whole 
history of Society has proved that Society moves forward as a 
consequence of an under class overcoming the resistance of a 
class on top of them. So much for thatP 

I also wish to point out to you this, that when the late King 
Edward the Seventh died, I took as the subject of one of my 
lectures 'Edward the Peacemaker'. I pointed out at the time 
that his 'entente cordiale' with France and his alliance with 
Russia were for the purpose of encircling Germany as a result 
of the coming friction between Germany and this country 
because of commercial rivalry. I then denounced that title 
'Edward the Peacemaker,' and said that it should be 'Edward 
the War-Maker'. 18 The events which have ensued prove my 
contention right up to the hilt. I am only proceeding along the 
lines upon which I have proceeded for many years. I have 
pointed out at my Economics classes that, owing to the surplus 
created by the workers, it was necessary to create a market 
outside of this country, because of the inability of the workers 
to purchase the wealth they create. You must have markets 
abroad, and in order to have these markets you must have 
empire. I have also pointed out that the capitalist development 
of Germany since the Franco-Prussian War has forced upon 
that country the necessity for empire as well as this country, 
and in its search for empire there· must be a clash between 
these two countries. I have been teaching that and what I have 
taught is coming perfectly true. 19 

I wish no harm to any human being, but I, as one man am 
going to exercise my freedom of speech. No human being on the 

17 Maclean's remarks here derive of course from Marx and Engels' 'Manifesto 
of the Communist Party' {first published 1848) - one of the Marxist classics 
widely available in English in Maclean's time. 

18 Edward VII {1841-1910), King 1901-10. Liked to be known as 'the 
Peacemaker' and to exaggerate his role in bringing about the Anglo-French 
entente, known as the 'entente cordiale'. This accord, which can be dated back 
to the 1840s, was renewed in 1904, following the King's ceremonial visit to 
Paris in 1903. It was part of the system of international rivalries which 
cuhninated in World War I. 

19 
For the theoretical context in which imperialism and war were discused by 

Marxists at this period, see Tom Kemp, 'Theories of Imperialism', (1967). 
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face of the earth, no government is going to take from me my 
right to speak, my right to protest against wrong, my right to 
ao everything that is for the benefit of mankind. I am not here 
then, as the accused; I am here as the accuser, of 
Capitalism dripping with blood from head to foot. 

In connection with the 'ca'canny' at Parkhead Forge, I wish 
to take up some particular points first of all before I deal with 
the revolution. It is quite evident that it was in connection with 
a report in the 'Forward' that reference was made to David 
Kirkwood. It was there reported that Kirkwood had made a 
record output. Now David Kirkwood, representing the Park
head Forge workers, at the end of 1915, when the dilution of 
labour began, put forward a printed statement for the benefit of 
Mr. Lloyd George and his colleagues, the first sentence of which 
in big type was- 'What you wish is greater output'. He said 
that the Parkhead Forge workers were then prepared to give a 
greater output and accept dilution if they, the workers, had 
some control over the conditions under which the greater 
output would accrue. That was his contention. Since he has got 
into position he seems to have boasted that he has got a record 
output. The question was put to me. Was this consistent with 
the position and with the attitute of the working class? I said it 
was not consistent with the attitude and the position of the 
working class, that his business was to get back right down to 
the normal, to 'ca' canny' so far as the general output was 
concerned20• 

20 David Kirkwood (1872-1955). Leading shop steward at Beardmore's 
Parkhead Forge in the east end of Glasgow. Important figure in the CWC. 
Easily confused, and thought to have been guided by the Catholic socialist, 
John Wheatley, into compromises with the employers, which served to divide 
and weaken the CWC. Deported from Glasgow in March 1916. Wben 
re-arrested in 1917, after breaking the conditions on which he had been 
allowed to attend the Labour Party conference, spent some time as one of the 
last prisoners ever to be held in the military surroundings of Edinburgh Castle. 
Returned to Glasgow and increasingly openly supported maximising war 
production. The Glasgow 'Forward' (founded October 13th, 1906) was a 
petty-bourgeois socialist paper, run by the right-wing Indepdent Labour Party 
member Tom Johnston, which achieved a great boost to its popularity and 
circulation through being suppreBBed by the government for a month at the 
beginning of 1916. Johnston ended up as Secretary of State for Scotland in 
Churchill's World War II coalition, and later as Chancellor of Aberdeen 
University. Kirkwood was elevated to peerage as first Baron Kirkwood of 
Bearsden, in 1951. 'Ca' canny' (call canny, get people to be cautious) is a Scots 
expression for restricting output, or adopting a policy of taking it easy· 
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The ca· canny Policy 
The country has been exploited by the capitalists in every 
sphere, to get the toilers to work harder to bring victory. I said 
at the commencement of the war that while this was being 
done, and while assurances were being given that at the end of 
the war the people would get back to normal, I said that 
circumstances would make such a return impossible. Now I 
have ample evidence to support that belief; I have used it at my 
meetings at Weir's of Cathcart21- that they were asking the 
workers to toil harder not only during the war, but after war 
they wish them to work harder and harder, because there is 
going to be 'the war after the war', the economic war which 
brought on this war. You see therefore the workers are brought 
into a position where they are speeded up, and they are never 
allowed to go back again. They are speeded up again and again. 
What is the position of the worker? This country is not a free 
country. The worker is deprived ofland or access to the land; he 
is deprived of workshops or access to the materials and tools of 
production; the worker has only one thing to do in the market, 
and that is to sell his labour power. The Capitalist purchases 
that labour power, and when he gets the worker inside the 
workshop, his business is to extract as much of that labour out 
of him as possible. On the other hand, when it comes to wages, 
then the employer applies the principle of 'ca' canny'. 'Ca' 
canny' is quite justifiable when it comes to the employer giving 
wages to the workers, and we have seen it since the commence
ment of the war. Prices rose right away from the commence
ment of the war while the workers' wages were kept at the old 
normal. Their wages were kept low. The purchasing power of 
the workers's wages was therefore diminished. They were 
therefore robbed to that extent. At the same time the workers 
were asked in the name of the country to work harder, 'but', 
said the employers, 'we will not give you any more money, 
although the money you are getting is purchasing less in the 
way of food, etc.' That is the position. 
21 Weir's of Cathcart, like Parkhead Forge, was one of the munitions works 
where the CWC had influence. Jim Messer, secretary to the CWC, worked 
there. William Weir (1877-1959) had been director since 1902 and managing 
director since 1912, of the company built by his father. He was determined to 
break the resistance of the workers, and of some cautious spirits amongst his 
fellow-employers, to introducing more efficient methods through breaking 
down craft restrictions. Director of Munitions for Scotland from 1915. Knighted 
1917. 
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The employers are changing their opinions now as a result of 
experience, but in the past they considered in their economic 
interest to pay as low a wage as possible. On the other hand the 
position of the workers is to give as little of their energy as they 
possibly can and to demand the highest wage possible. If it is 
right for the employer to get the maximum of energy and pay 
the minimum of wage, then it is equally right for the worker to 
give the minimum of his energy and demand the maximum of 
wage. 

What is right for the one is equally right for the other, 
although the interests of the two classes are diametrically 
opposed. That is the position, and in view of tha fact that many 
of the workers have overworked themselves and have had to lie 
off through overstrain and considering the treatment they get 
when thrown out on the scrap-heap - kicked out like dogs 
when they are no longer useful - they are compelled to look 
after their own welfare. The worker has therefore in the past 
adopted the policy of 'ca' canny', and I have in the interests of 
the working class, advocated the policy of 'ca' canny', not 
because I am against the war, but, knowing that after the war 
the worker will have the new conditions imposed upon him, I 
hold still to the principle of 'ca' canny'. I accede to that. 22 

So far as Parkhead Forge is concerned I also pointed out that 
none of the great big guns had been made for some time prior to 
the great offensive. When the offensive came, Gough, the 
friend of Sir Edward Carson, the man who before the war was 
going to cut down the Irishmen, he retreated and lost so many 
guns, and then the Glasgow workers had to give over their 
Easter holiday in order to make those guns.23 We have, 
therefore, Beardmore and others responsible for shortage of 
certain material, and we know from further disclosures that 
millions of shells have been useless, and perhaps that has been 
due to the fact of overspeeding, so that even over-speeding may 
do nothing for the advancement of the war. Furthermore, if big 

22 The ASE, and other unions, had in part justified their concessions to the 
employers and the government over working practices, with the assurance that 
the government had guaranteed the restoration of pre-war practices after the 
war. Workers were justly sceptical about the possiblity of this happening. 

23 Gough was a commander on the Western Front. Edward Carson (1854-1935) 
was founder of the Ulster Volunteers Force and pre-war gun-runner for mater 
protestants resisting concessions to Irish nationalism. Made Attorney General 
in the Asquith administration in May 1915. In December 1916 became First 
Lord of the Admiralty under Lloyd George. 
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reserves of material are going to be built up, and the Germans 
are to be allowed to get them, that is going to be to the 
advantage of the Germans, and not to the advantage of the 
British. 

·oown Tools' and Food 
With regard to the next point, 'down tools', so far as Glasgow is 
concerned, I do not think I told the workers to 'down tools'. I am 
of the opinion that I said- 'Now you are determined to "down 
tools", it is of no use standing idle; you must do something for 
yourselves'. As a matter of fact my statement was based on a 
resolution that had been passed by the A.S.E. in the Clyde 
area, the official Engineers' Committee. It met and it deter
mined to down tools against the introduction of the Man Power 
Bill. 

At the same time that was supplemented by official effort at 
Geddes' meeting in the City Hall. There a resolution was put up 
by the workers and carried virtually unamimously, that if the 
Man Power Bill was put into operation, the Clyde district 
workers would 'down tools'. It was unnecessary for me, 
therefore, in light of these official and unofficial statements, to 
urge the 'down tools' policy. 

As a matter of fact, we were told that the Government had 
dismissed many munition girls just immediately prior to the 
great offensive, so that if the workers are guilty of stoppage of 
output of munitions, the Government is likewise responsible in 
the dismissal of those thousands of girls. 

Now then, food and farms. I pointed out to the workers that 
what was necessary if they stopped work was the getting of 
food. There had been a shortage; the Government had held up 
the supplies, for several reasons probably - perhaps to get this 
rationing passed, in order to have a tight hold on food, and also 
lest the people get out of hand in reference to this Man Power 
Bill. I knew that there was plenty of food in stores in Glasgow, 
and that the farmers had food stored up in their farms. The 
farmers have used the war in order to make huge profit for 
themselves, and then the Government assisted them in 
connection with the potato regulations; and latterly, at the last 
year the Com Production Act was passed, not in the interests of 
the farm labourers, but in the interests of the farmers. 24 

When the demand for more food production was made, the 
farmers said they would do their best, and the Government 
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refused to give the farm labourers a minimum wage of 25/- to 
30/- a week - 25/- at that time being equivalent to 10/- in 
normal times. The farmers were going to get extra as a 
consequence of the Com Production Act. I therefore pointed out 
that if the workers went to the farmers and did not get the food 
stored up in the farms, they should bum the farms. We as 
Socialists have no interest in destroying any property. We want 
property to be kept because we want that property to be used 
for housing accommodation or other reasons, but I specially 
emphasised about the farmers for the purpose of drawing 
attention to this particular point. 

In the same way, when it came to the question of seizing the 
Press, I suggested that when the 'Daily Record' was seized, the 
plant should be broken up. I did not say that in connection with 
the 'Glasgow Herald'. I said so in connection with the 'Record', 
not that it is a good thing to break up printing plant, but in 
order to draw attention to the Harmsworth family and to the 
Rothermeres and so on, and their vile press, which seems to be 
an index of the culture of Britain. I mention that particularly 
here, that I said the 'Record' plant should be broken up, in order 
to emphasise the disgust of the organised workers with regard 
to that particular family of newspapers. 25 

The women and Children 
So far as Ireland and America are concerned, that was 
mentioned particularly for the purpose of getting food from the 
St Lawrence, food from the United States, and food from 
Argentine. What was needed was food in order to hold our own, 
for, as the 'Glasgow Herald' pointed out, when the Bolsheviks 
first came into power, Britain was withholding food from 
Russia, in the expectation that frost and famine would 
overthrow the Bolsheviks. That is to say, they were anxious to 

%
4 The Com Production Act of April1917, guaranteed prices to farmers and a 

minimum wage to agricultural workers, in an attempt to boost food production. 
It also increased the interventionist powers of the Board of Agriculture. 

25 Alfred Harmsworth (1865-1922), Viscount· Northcliffe. Owner of the 'Daily 
Mail' (1896), 'Daily Mirror' (1903) and 'The Times' (1908). Leading exponent of 
imperialistic jingoism. Harold Harmsworth (1868-1940), Viscount Rothermere. 
Northcliffe's younger brother. More interested in the financial than the 
editorial side of the newspapers. Founder of the Glasgow 'Record' (1910). 
Controlled Associated Newspapers after Northcliffe's death. A shy man, who 
much admired Mussolini and Hitler in the 1920s and 1930s. 
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murder women and children inside Russia, as well as men. The 
suggestion I made was in order to draw the attention of the 
workers to the need of having plenty offood stuffs to keep them 
going. 

So far as the Government's responsibility for the murder of 
women and children is concerned, the reason for my statement 
is perfectly obvious. They have been accusing the Germans of 
killing women and children in this country. Perfectly true. Of 
course bombs dropped in Germany have not killed women and 
children marvellous to say! But that apart; we had the 
Gove~ent getting hold of the food supplies immediately prior 
to and immmediately after the New Year, and creating a 
shortage. I pointed out that it was an artificial shortage. The 
Government was therefore responsible for the queues. 

Women were standing in queues in the cold, and women had 
died of what they had contracted during their standing in the 
queues. The women had died therefore in consequence of the 
action of the Government, and I threw the responsibility upon 
the Government - and I do so still. 

We know that women and children- human material
have been used up inside the factories, and the housing of the 
working class in this country has been so bad,. and is so .b~d 
to-day, that the women and children of the workt;rtg class diem 
greater proportion than the women and children of the 
better-to-do classes. I have always pointed out that the death 
rate among the working classes has always exceeded that in 
the better-to-do districts. 

I also pointed out that the British Government had sent 
Russian subjects back to Russia to fight, and had given their 
wives 12/6 per week and 2/6 for each child. Now when I was 
functioning as Russian Consul, two deputations of Russian 
women came to me and they told me sorrowful tales of 
depression, disease, and death in consequence of the fact that 
they had received 12/6 per week and 2/6 for each child. I wrote 
to the Secretary for Scotland in regard to that and I received no 
reply. The children ought not to suffer because their fa~hers 
have been taken, but those children have suffered. There IS not 
a Lithuanian family in the West of Scotland but has trouble 
to-day as a consequence of the starving of these people. 26 These 

26 A substantial Lithuanian community had settled in Lanarkshire in the 
latter part of the nineteenth century. See T.C. Smout: 'A Century of the 
Scottish People 1830-1950' (1986), p. 248. 
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women and children of the Russian community nave died as a 
consequence of the meagre supplies given to them by ~he 
British Government, and I seize this opportunity for the 
purpose of making my statement public, in connection with 
these women, in the hope that the public in general will press 
the Government to see that these women and children are 
attended to at least on the same scale as the wives and 
dependents of British soldiers. 

American 'Independence' 
With regard to the Yankees, I said, and I say to-day, that the 
Yankees are out for themselves. The British Press - the 
British Capitalist Press- sneered and jeered at the Americans 
before the Americans came in, and pointed out how the 
Americans were making piles of profit out of the war, but were 
not participating in this fight for so-called freedom: Those 
insults were offered to America, and when Mr Woodrow Wilson 
said that America was too proud to fight, then that was used 
venomously. Therefore, if I erred, I erred on the same side as 
the Capitalist class of this country. I made the statement on 
American authority, not off my own bat. My authority is 
Professor Roland G. Usher, Professor of History at Washington 
University. I think his statement in 'Pan Germanism' is one of 
the finest, showing the moves throughout the world leading up 
to this war, and Usher has his bias in favour of Britain.27 

What I wish to particularly refer to are his two books 
'Pan-Germanism' and 'The Challenge of the Future'. In 
'Pan-Germanism' he surveys North and South and Central 
America. He takes the Atlantic first, and explains what will be 
the consequence of the war as regards South and Central 
America whichever side wins, and then he takes the Pacific. He 
works it out. from a material and economic point of view, his 
purpose being to get Central and South America to work in 
with the United States. In his later book he modifies that 
position- that is to say in 'The Challenge of the Future'. He 
points out that America is still to-day economically dependent, 
that is to say, she has got to pay interest to financiers in 
France, in Britain, and therefore America cannot afford to 

27 Roland G. Usher, 'Pan Germanism' (Cambridge, Mass., 1913; London, 1914); 
'The Challenge of the Future: a Study of American Foreign Policy' (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1916). 
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carry out the bold schemes referred to in his book 'Pan
Germanism'. 

I may now state that to-day the business men of this country 
know perfectly well that the Yankees are boasting of their 
independence. Therefore when you see references to American 
independence, that means that she no longer needs to pay 
interest to investors from outside, and that her policy wil be 
modified in consequence of that new phase. This gentleman 
points out that as a consequence of American depdence she 
must say which side she will take. This book was printed prior 
to America entering the war. Woodrow Wilson's policy works in 
admirably with the suggestions in that book of Professor 
Usher, 'The Challenge of the Future.' 

Allies and the Bolsheviks 

We know quite well too that the United States of America 
prevented Japan in 1915 getting economic and political control 
over North China. Twenty-one articles were imposed on China 
after the Japs had released their grip of the Germans there. 
America, alive to her own interests, getting to know of these 21 
points, forced Japan to withdraw. America was there working 
in her own interests. 

Japan has been, I think, incited to land at Vladivostock in 
consequence of the Russian Revolution, and in order to crush 
the Bolsheviks. The allies on both sides are united to crush the 
Bolsheviks. America did not take that course. America, early 
on, began to back up the Bolsheviks because America was 
afraid that if Japan got half Siberian Russia that would give 
her a strategic control of Siberia, and it would mean a closed 
door to American contact across the Pacific with Russia proper. 
America therefore has been looking to her own interests, and 
for that reason I contend that the Yankees, who have been the 
worshippers of the mighty dollar, are looking after their own 
interests in the present war; and as to the great boast they 
have been making about what they are going to do, and their 
inadequate returns- that, I think, shows that America has 
not been over-anxious to plunge right away into this war and 
make all the sacrifices she has said. I know, of course, that 
America has had her own troubles at home, racial troubles, and 
also troubles with the workers. Numerous strikes have taken 
place in America since the commencement of the war, not only 

25 
m consequence of the war, but also in connection with the 
economic position. 28 

some British Atrocities 

Now then, I come to the doctors. 29 The doctors I referred to 
w~r_e the p~son doctors. When I was in Peterhead it was plain 
sailing until the middle of December, and then the trouble 
began. I was fevered up, and being able to combat that I was 
then chilled down. Two men came to see me at the ~nd of 
December, a prominent lecturer in this country, and Mr 
Sutherland, MP, and to them I protested that my food was 
being drugged. I said that there was alcohol in the food 
lowering my temperature. I know that potassium bromide is 

~ It m~y be that Maclean's attempts to analyse the material basis of 
mternabonal conflict in World War I are so offensive to orthodox historians 
schooled in the idealist theory which see the wars of the twentieth century a~ 
struggles between the good_ (de~ocraci~s) and the bad (authoritarian regimes), 
~hat t_hey see~ to them to JUStify the VIew that his political outlook verged on 
tnsaruty: Senous students of historical materialism, and the Marxist world 
outlook_ m general, are more likely to find in them a remarkable example of a 
th~rettca~ ~truggle to use Marxism, not as dead dogma, but as a practical 
gwd~ ~ livmg develo~ments. When Maclean later predicted a new world 
conflict m fifteen years, he was not so very far out. And even when he made 
~ng predic~ons, ~s in his pamphlet, 'The Coming W ;_r With America' (nd. 
Ctrca 1919)~ ~s baste argument about the developing economic antagonism 
betw~n Bntain and the USA was correct, and was in general accord with the 
analySis of the econ?mic conflict between Europe and America, developed by 
Trotsky and others m the early 1920s, during the early and creative years of 
the Communist International. 

29 
The section ?f the speech devoted to prison conditions and the charge by 

Maclean that hts food had been poisoned is sometimes used to accuse Maclean 
of ~ranoia'. In the first place this displays a remarkable faith in the dietary 
po~ctes of the authorities in all-male institutions in general, far less Scottish 
pnsons .• ~ndly, a number of different episodes from the latter years of 
Maclean s hfe tend to be compressed together in such accounts to leave the 
impression of Maclean's growing instability. It must be said that the origins of 
this type of argument owed a great deal to the efforts of those trained in what 
Trotsky called 'the Stalin school of falsification', to avoid an objective analysis 
?fwhy Maclean ~ever joined the Communist Party. See especially, Tom Bell, 
John Maclean: Fighter for Freedom' (Glasgow 1944) and William Gallacher 
'Revolt on the Clyde' (1936). The question has recently been the subject of 
sober, scholarly research; see G. Rubin's article in 'Journal of the Scottish 
Labour History Society', 14 (1980), and the remarks in W. Knox, op cit, pp. 
185-6. What is not in question is that Maclean's experiences in prison, both in 
19_16-17, an_d after the 1918 trial, enormously damaged his health: see Nan 
Milton, op ctt, pp 126-28, 182; Dora Montefiore, 'From a Victorian to a Modern' 
(1927), p.201. 
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given to people in order to lower their temperature. It may 
have been potassium bromide that was used in order to lower 
my temperature. I was aware of what was taking place in 
Peterhead from hints and statements by other prisoners there; 
that from January to March, the so-called winter period, the 
doctor is busy getting the people into the hospital, there 
breaking up their organs and their systems. 

I call that period the eye-squinting period, because the 
treatment then given puts the eyes out of view. Through 
numerous expedients I was able to hold my own. I saw these 
men round about me in a horrible plight. I have stated in public 
since that I would rather be immediately put to death than 
condemned to a life sentence in Peterhead. Attacks were made 
upon the organs of these men and also upon their nervous 
system, and we know from the conscientious objectors that the 
Government have taken their percentage of these men - some 
have died, some have commited suicide, others have been 
knocked off their heads, and in this way got into asylums. The 
very same process has gone on there. Mrs Hobhouse has done a 
good service to mankind in registering the facts, but, unfortu
nately for Mrs Hobhouse, she does not know how the result has 
been obtained. I experienced part of the process. and I wish to 
emphasise the fact that this callous and cold system of 
destroying people is going on inside the prisons now. 

Whatever is done to me now, I give notice that I take no food 
inside your prisons, absolutely no food; because of the treat
ment that was meted out to me. Iffood is forced upon me, and if 
I am forcibly fed, then my friends have got to bear in mind that 
if any evil happens to me, I am not responsible for the 
consequences, but the British Government. If anything had 
happened to me when I was last in prison, it would have been 
attributed to John Maclean, not to those who are working in 
the interests of the Government. I have been able to lay down 
my principle and policy, not from mere internal and personal 
experience, but from objective experience. I studied the matter 
carefully, I combated the evils that were going to be perpe
trated by the Government by reducing my food to the 
minimum, and the present Secretary for Scotland knows that 
when I was in Perth I wrote to him asking more food because of 
my reduced weight. I was about eight stones in weight at the 
time, and the doctor after weighing me, had to grant me more 
food. The food, however, was of no use to me. I threw it into the 
pot. My position is, therefore, that I take no more Government 
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food, that I will not allow any food to be forced in upon me, and 
if any food is forced in upon me I am not responsible for it, but 
when the Government can launch millions of men into the field 
of battle, then perhaps the mere disposal of one man is a mere 
bagatelle and a trifle. 

Russia's Fight For Freedom 

So far as Russian freedom and British slavery are concerned, I 
wish to draw attention to the fact that an article appeared in 
the 'Scotsman' the other day about Bolshevism, and I have a 
feeling that the article was written especially for this trial to 
create a feeling against Bolshevism.30 The statements in that 
article are a travesty. Inside Russia, since Lenin and Trotsky 
and the Bolsheviks came into power, there have been fewer 
deaths than for the same period under any Czar for 300 years. 
Capitalists have been killed perhaps, officers have been killed 
perhaps, because they have not submitted to those who have 
come to the top - the majority of the people - in the name of 
Bolshevism. Some may have been put to death. 

When there was a shortage and disorganisation of the food 
supplies before the Bolsheviks came into power, there may 
have been individuals who, in their scramble for food for 
themselves, have gone to excess, but the crimes of individuals 
cannot be charged to Governments. No person would hold the 
Government responsible for the action of those individuals. The 
Bolshevik Government has not given orders to kill men. They 
have to imprison men until a complete reconstruction of Society 
has come about. It may be news to some of you that the 
Co-operative movement in Russia has grown more rapidly than 
in any other part of the world, and since the Bolsheviks have 
come into power, co-operation has been growing more and more 
rapidly. The universities have been used during the day, and in 
the evenings, to train the working classes in order that they 
may manage the affairs of their country in an intelligent 
manner. The schools have also been used in the evenings, the 
music halls have been used, and the theatres, and the picture 
houses, all have been used, not for the trivial trash which is 
given to the people of this country - but all for the purpose of 
organising the production of food and the work inside the 
workshops and factories. 
30 'The Scotsman', May 4th 1918. 
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We saw that prior to our comrades in Russia signing their 

treaty, when the Germans made their a~vance into Esthonia, 
Lithuania and so on - the border countries between Germany 
and Russi~ - the Capitalist class in the respective towns had 
lists of men who were members of the Soviets, and those 
members of the Soviets were taken and put against a wall, and 
shot at the instigation of the propertied class of Rus~ia. They 
have been responsible for more deaths than the Soviets. Our 
Finnish comrades, the Red Guards, have pointed out that the 
ordinary procedure of war has not been acceded to them, that 
as soon as the White Guards, the capitalist class, take any of 
them prisoner, they immediately put them to death. It ?-as been 
said that our comrades over there in Russia were workmg hand 
in hand with the Germans, and the proof of this was that the 

. t 't 31 Germans allowed Lenin to pass through Austnan ern ory. 
Our comrades have stood up against Germany as best they 
could and the capitalists - the so-called patriots of Russia -
have 'been working hand in hand with Germany in order to 
crush the people of Russia. That has been done in the Ukraine. 
It has been done in the various States stolen by Germany from 
Russia. 

Face to Face 
The Lord Advocate pointed out here that I probably was a more 
dangerous enemy that you had got to ~ace than . in the 
Germans. The working class, when they nse for their own, 
are more dangerous to capitalists than even the German 
enemies at your gates. That has been repeatedly indicated in. 
the Press, and I have stated it as well. I am glad that you have 
made this statement at this the most historic trial that has ever 
been held in Scotland, when the working class and the 
capitalist class meet face to face. The Bolsheviks got into po~er 
in October, and the people wished peace, and they were domg 
their best to get peace. The Bolsheviks wished peace through
out the world. They wished the war to cease in order that the_y 
might settle down to the real business of life, the econo_m1c 
reorganisation of the whole of Russia. They therefore got mto 

31 For the famous 'sealed train' episode, in which Lenin returned to Russia:- in 
April 1917 with the agreement of the German government, see W. H. 
Chamberlain, 'The Russian Revolution 1917-21' (1935) I, p.116; and L. D. 
Trotsky 'The History of the Russian Revolution' (1965 ed.), pp. 308-9. 

29 
negotiation with the Germans, and they and the Germans met 
at Brest Litovsk. 32 

Towards the end of December there was a pause in the 
negotiations for ten days, in order to allow the British and their 
Allies to go to Brest Litovsk. An opportunity, therefore, was 
given to Great Britain to go to Brest Litovsk. Ten days were 
given. The last day was January 4th of this year. Great Britain 
paid no attention to this opportunity, but on January 5th Lloyd 
George, in one of his insidious speeches, seemed to climb down 
as it were. He was followed by Mr Woodrow Wilson. But a 
speech by Mr Lloyd George on the 5th was of no use. It was 
mere talk. It was mere camouflage, or, a better word still, bluff, 
pure bluff. Why did the Government not accept the opportunity 
and go to Brest Litovsk? If conditions absolutely favourable to 
Germany were proposed, then Britain could have stopped the 
negotiations and plunged once more into the war, and I am 
confident of this, if Germany had not toed the line and come up 
square so far as peace negotiations were concerned, that the 
Russian workers would have taken the side of Britain, and I am 
confident of this, that the Socialists in all the Allied countries 
would have backed up their Governments in order to absolutely 
crush Germany, and we would at the same time have appealed 
to the Socialists of Germany to overthrow their Government. 

Great Britain did not do so. On the other hand, they came on 
with their Man Power Bill, and also with their factor of short 
food. All these things must be considered in their ensemble 
before you can understand the position taken up by myself. 
When this universal peace meeting was held at Brest Litovsk, 
then Trotsky played a very, very bold game. He· knew the risks 
he ran. He and the Bolsheviks spread millions of leaflets 
amongst the workers of Germany in the trenches - the 
German soldiers - urging them to stop fighting and to 
overthrow the Kaiser, the junkers, and the capitalist classes of 
Germany. They made a bold bid by trying to get the German 
workers on to their side. Great Britain has been doing the very 
same since the commencement of the war. Great Britain has 
been trying to bring about, and hoping and urging for a 

32 The Brest Litovsk treaty, signed on March 3rd 1918, was the peace treaty 
between Bolshevik Russia and the central powers (Germany, Austro-Hungary 
etc). Negotiations began on December 3rd 1917. The Bolshevik delegation was 
led by Trotsky, who hoped, through delay, to encourage social revolution in 
Germany and the Hapsburg empire. See L. D. Trotsky,'My Life' (New York 
1980) pp. 362-94, W. H. Chamberlain, op cit, I, pp. 389-413. 
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revolution in Germany, in the hope that the working class 
would overthrow the autocratic class there and give us peace. 

From a British point of view, revolution inside Germany is 
good; revolution inside Britain is bad. So says this learned 
gentleman. He can square it if he can. I cannot square it. The 
conditions of Germany economically are the conditions of 
Britain, and there is only a very slight difference between the 
political structure of Germany and that of this country at the 
best. And so far as we workers are concerned, we are · not 
concerned with the political super-structure; we are concerned 
with the economic foundation of society, and that determines 
our point of view in politics and industrial action. Our Russian 
comrades, therefore, did the very same as the British have been 
doing; they appealed to the German soldiers and workers to 
overthrow their Government. 

Strikes broke forth in Italy. The strikes in January passed 
into Germany, more menacing strikes than have taken place 
inside the British Isles. An appeal was made from comrades to 
comrades. Many soldiers in Germany mutinied; many sailors of 
Germany mutinied, and these men are being shot down by 
their Government. All hail to those working men of Germany 
who refused at the bidding of the capitalist to go on with this 
war. Their names will go down bright and shining where those 
of the capitalist of to-day and of the past will have been 
forgotten. 33 

It would be a very bad thing for the workers of the world if a 
revolution were developed and carried through to success in 
Germany, and no similar effort were made in this country. The 
German workers' enemy is the same as our enemy in this 
country - the landlords and the capitalists are our mutual 
enemy - and if it was their business and their right and their 
duty to overthrow their autocratic government, then it will be a 
duty on us not to allow these men to overthrow their 
Government, and then to allow France, Britain and Italy to 
march over them and make these German workers slaves at 
the dictates of the capitalists of the other parts of the world. 

33 The question of World War I mutinies has been the subject of recent 
controversy. For background accounts of events Maclean mentions here seeN 
Stone 'Europe Transformed 1878-1919' (1983), Dick Geary 'European Labou; 
Protest 1848-1939' (1981). For Marxist analysis, see John Riddell led.) 'The 
Commumst International in Lenin's Time' <New York 1984- ) especially the 
forthconnng volume on the years 1917-18. 
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There was the situation from their point of view and from our 
point of view, too. · 

The Capitalists Abolish the constitution 

It has been pointed out that if we developed a revolution the 
German would come over and, instead of having liberty, we 
would be under the iron heel of the Kaiser. If I grant that that 
is true, it is equally true in the other case that the Allies would 
do in Germany what the German Kaiser with the capitalist 
class of. Germany would do in this country. There can only be a 
revolutwn, when the workers of all the countries stand united 
and capitalism is crushed, and until then the war must go on 
incessantly and incessantly. It is not because I am against my 
own people. My own people are the workers here and the 
workers in Germany and elsewhere. ' 

It was not the workers who instigated the war. The workers 
have no economic interest to serve as a consequence of the war, 
and because of that, it is my appeal to my class that makes me a 
patriot so far as my class is concerned, and when I stand true to 
my class, the working class, in which I was born, it is because 
my people were swept out of the Highlands, and it was only 
because of my own ability that I remained. I have remained 
true to my class, the working class, and whatever I do I think I 
am doing in the interests of my class of my country. I am no 
traitor to my country. I stand loyal to my country because I 
stand loyal to the class which creates the wealth throughout 
the whole of the world. 34 

We are out for life and all that life can give us. I therefore 
took what action I did in the light of what was transpiring 
inside Russia, inside Austria, and inside Germany. You have 
got to bear that in mind when you wish to understand my 
remarks. I ther~fore urged the workers in this country that if 
they were going\ to strike, mere striking was useless, because 

34 Maclean'_s refererlces_ to ~he Highland clearances give his speech, and his 
self-pe_rcept~on of thf h1stoncal role he was playing, added significance. The 
sv:eepmg nmeteenth-century 'clearances' of men and women from the great 
H1ghl_and estates, undoubtedly played - along with Irish immigration, 
espeCially after t?e great famine of the 1840s - a crucial role in determining 
the subsequent b1tt;~mess and episodic militancy of the Scottish working class. 
From t~e standpomt of historical materialism, the comments on this by 
;ro~ky,m 'Writings on Britain' (1974) II p. 37, which drawin part on Marx's 
Cap1tal chapter XXVII, provide a starting-point. 
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they would be starved back into work again, and that if they 
were going to be against the Man Power Bill, it meant that they 
were out for peace.35 And as there was no signs on either side of 
coming to an amicable eonstitutional conclusion, then it was 
the business of the workers to take the whole matter in hand 
themselves. 

War was declared! No matter the motive, no matter the 
cause, all constitution and order was thrown aside, and in the 
prosecution of the war the British Government found it 
necessary to throw aside every law in this country and to bring 
in the Defence of the Realm Act, which means the negation of 
all law in the country. I have repeatedly pointed out that if the 
Government wishes to get a grip of any individual, they do so 
under the Defence of the Realm Act. The Government have 
power to do anything they desire. That may be right, or it may 
be wrong, but the position is this, that the bringing in of the 
Defence of the Realm Act has thrown aside all law and order as 
we know it during normal periods. 

In the plunge into the war we have the abolition of 
constitutional methods, and therefore I contended, and I 
contend to-day, that if it is right and proper on the part of the 
Government to throw aside law and order - constitutional 
methods - and to adopt methods that mankind has never seen 
before, then it is equally right that the members of the working 
class, if the war is not going to cease in a reasonable time, 
should bring about a reasonable settlement, and a reasonable 
settlement to the workers is no victory to either side. 

Problems Ahead 

If one side or the other wins, then the revenge will come, as 
France to-day is selling revenge after the drubbing she got in 
1871.36 Realising that, we, as representatives ofthe workers of 

35 Maclean's argument here recalls his conflict with the ewe in 1915-16. For 
Maclean, fighting for opposition ot the war on the basis of socialist principles, 
was not a secondary 'abstract' question, compared with the 'concrete' issues 
facing workers. On the contrary, such a fight was the essential preconditon for 
a socialist intervention in the questions concerning the working class. For a 
polemical comment on this, see T. Brotherstone,'John Maclean 1879-1923', in 
'Labour Review' VII, 5, Dec. 1983, pp. 5-7. 

36 The Franco-Prussian (German) War, 1870-71. Decisive victory for Prussia in 
this conflict led to the establishment of the German nation on the basis of its 
pre-1914 frontiers, including Alsace-Lorraine, the annexation of which was a 
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the world, do not wish one side or the other to be the victors. We 
wish the status quo prior to the war to be re-established. If the 
workers are going to do that, then it means that they have to 
adopt methods and tactics entirely different from the methods 
which would be adopted, or could be adopted under normal 
circumstances. Abnormal lines of action must be taken, and I 
urge abnormal lines of action to be taken, as our comrades in 
Russia took. The very circumstances of the war forced in upon 
the Russian workers' committees, and their national Soviets 
the line of the action which they adopted, and the only way we 
could do it would be to adopt methods peculiar to the working 
class organisation in this country in the interests of the 
workers themselves. 

The suggestions I made were intended only to develop 
revolutionary thought inside the minds of the workers. I 
pointed out at the meeting on the 20th that representatives of 
the police were present, and therefore if the workers were going 
to take action themselves, it would be absoluteiy foolish and 
stupid for them to adopt the suggestions I had given them. I 
only gave out these suggestions so that they might work out 
plans of their own if they thought fit to take action to bring 
about peace. I was convinced, and I am still convinced, that the 
working class, if they are going to take action, must not only go 
for peace but for revolution. I pointed out to the workers that, 
in order to solve the problems of capitalism, they would have to 
get the land and the means of production. 

I pointed out to them that if capitalism lasted after the war, 
with the growing size of the trusts, with the great aggregations 
that were taking place, with the improved machinery inside the 
works, with the improved methods of speeding up the workers, 
with the development of research and experiment, that we 
were going to have the workers turning out three, four and five 
times as much wealth as they had done inthe pre-war times, 
and a great problem would arise- a greater problem than ever 
before - would arise before this country of disposing of its 
surplus goods on the markets of the world, not only of getting 
markets for these surplus goods, but of getting the raw 
materials. We see to-day in the committees appointed by the 

source of humiliation for the French. The war is important in the history of the 
international labour movement, as the capitulation of the French bourgeoisie 
led to the defence of Paris passing to the first workers' government, the Paris 
Commune, March-May 1871. 
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Government that they are anxious to get control of the markets 
of the world in order to exclude the Germans. 

The Rush fOr Empire 

Our Government has already appointed a Land Organisation of 
the Board of Trade and of the Foreign Office where by it is 
going to plant agents here and there throughout the world, so 
that in a scientific method British products may be thrown on 
to the markets of the world. This is scientific methods, applied 
to commerce internationally as well as nationally. These 
preparations are being made, it is being said, for the purpose of 
carrying on the war after the war. Nobody denies that there is 
going to be a war after the war, an economic war betwee~ the 
Germans and her friends, and the British and the Amencans 
and their friends, and there is going to be a war between the 
nations, and the respective Governments will take care that,_ as 
far as they can, their capital will be planted in areas over wh1ch 
they have control.37 

You have, then, the rush for empire. We see that the 
Americans already have got one or two of the islands in the 
West Indies and I understand that America has also got hold of 
Dutch G~na. It has also been suggested that Mexico be 
brought into the American States. Britain herself i!s loo~ng 
after her own interests. She has taken the German Colomes, 
she is also in Mesopotamia and in Palestine, going there for 
strategic reasons, but when Britain gets hold of Mesopotamia, 
Palestine, and Arabia, she will use them for her own ends, and I 
do not blame Britain for that. Britain has got many troubles. 

We see Japan ·also on the outlook. Japan has been trying 
repeatedly to get control of Northern China. She would also like 
to get a great big chunk of Siberia. Even to-day we see the 
tentacles being sent out, all anxious to grab more and more 
power. We know the secret treaties and disclosures made by 
our Bolshevik comrades. We know that these nations have 
been building up their plans so that when the Germans have 
been crushed they will get this territory, or that territory. 
They are all out for Empire. That was absolutely necessary 
for the commercial prosperity of the nations. 

37 For the development of Maclean's ideas on this theme, see John Maclean, 
'The War After the War in the Light of Working Class Economics' (Glasgow 
1918). 
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All the property destroyed during the war will be replaced. In 
the next five years there is going to be a great world trade 
depression and the respective Governments, to stave off 
trouble, must rush more and more into the markets of the 
world to get rid of their produce, and in fifteen years' time from 
the close of this war - I have pointed this out at all my 
meetings - we are into the next war if Capitalism lasts; we 
cannot escape it. 

Britain had the wealth. Britain did everything she could to 
hold back the war. That necessarily had to be the attitude of 
Great Britain, but in spite of all Great Britain's skill or 
cunning, there has been war. I have heard it said that the 
Western civilisations are destroying themselves as the Eastern 
civilisations destroyed themSelves. In fifteen years' time we 
may have the first great war breaking out in the Pacific -
America v. Japan, or even Japan and China v. America. We 
have then the possibilities of another war, far greater and far 
more serious in its consequences than the present war. I have 
pointed that out to my audiences. 

'Nothing to Retract' 

In view of the fact that the great powers are not prepared to 
stop the war until the one side or the other is broken down, it is 
our business as members of the working class to see that this 
war ceases to-day, not only to save the lives of the young men of 
the present, but also to stave off the next great war. That has 
been my attitude and justifies my conduct in recent times. I am 
out for an absolute reconstruction of Society, on a Co-operative 
basis, throughout all the world; when we stop the need for 
armies and navies, we stop the need for wars. 

I have taken up unconstitutional action at this time because 
of the abnormal circumstances, and because precedent has 
been given by the British Government. I am a Socialist, and 
have been fighting and will fight for an absolute reconstruction 
of Society for the benefit of all. I am proud of my conduct. I have 
squared my conduct with my intellect, and if everyone had 
done so this war would not have taken place. I act square and 
clean for my principles. I have nothing to retract. I have 
nothing to be ashamed of. Your class position is against my 
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class position. There are two classes of morality. There is the 
working class morality and there is the Capitalist class 
morality. 38 There is this antagonism as there is the antagonism 
between Germany and Britian. A victory for Germany is a 
defeat for Britain; a victory for Britain is a defeat for Germany. 
And it is exactly the same so far as our classes are concerned. 
What is moral for the one class is absolutely immoral for the 
other, and vice versa. No matter what your accusations against 
me may be; no matter what reservations you keep at the back 
of your head, my appeal is to the working class. I appeal 
exclusively to them because they and they only can bring about 
the time when the whole world will be in one brotherhood, on a 
sound economic foundation. That, and that alone, can be the 
means of bringing about a reorganisation of Society. That can 
only be obtained when the people of the world get the world, 
and retain the world. 39 

38 In CI'088-examining a witness early in the trial, Maclean had established that 
part of his difficulty in operating as Russian consul had derivl"i from the 
British authorities' confiscation of money from L. B. Kamenev, when he had 
landed at Aberdeen with finance for the Bolshevik ambassador in Britain, M 
Litvinov. 'Quite a moral thing to do from a capitalist point of view', commented 
Maclean. For a classic Marxist statement on class and morality, see 'Their 
Morals and Ours' (written 1939, English edn. 1966). 

39 Many tributes have been paid to Maclean's memory, notably annual 
marches and meetings in \ 1e years immediately after his death. In the 1970s, 
the indefatigable efforts of his daughter Nan (Mrs Milton) bore fruit with the 
erection of a memorial cairn in Pollokshaws in 1973, the publication of some of 
his writings as 'John Maclean: In the Rapids of Revolution' (1978) and a 
Glasgow Civic Reception in honour of the centenary of his birth in 1979. The 
establishment of a memorial lecture by the Lanarkshire assocation of the EIS 
on November 26th 1986 marked a new departure, sponsored as it was by a 
leading Scottish teachers' organisation, itself actively engaged in principled 
struggle. 
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'I am not here then, as the accused; I am 
here as the accuser of capitalism, 
dripping with blood from head to foot. ' 
With these words, John Maclean, Marxist 
and revolutionary internationalist, 
answered charges of inciting sedition, 
mutiny, and disaffection, on May 9th, 
1918, at Edinburgh High Court. 
Maclean, lecturer on Marxism to 
working-class audiences and agitator in 
the strike struggles of the 'Red Clyde', 
was one of the small, decisive group of 
socialist leaders who in the 1914-18 
imperialist war rejected patriotism and 
support for their 'own' capitalist classes, 
and advocated world revolution. 
To Lenin, Maclean was one of the 'heroic 
forerunners' of the Communist 
International; when the Bolsheviks took 
power in Russia in 1917 he was made 
Russian consul in Glasgow. 
To the British capitalist class, Maclean 
was a sworn enemy: after making his 
speech from the dock he was sentenced 
to the second of his many spells as a 
political prisoner. 
To the working-class movement today, 
Maclean's speech from the dock is a 
too-often neglected part of its history 
which deserves the closest attention . 
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