BRITAIN AND THE GREAT WAR - HPHI 5004

[bookmark: _Hlk22318124][bookmark: _Hlk23441453]Far from being persecuted and the subject of hostility, Conscientious Objectors in Britain were given a sympathetic hearing by the civil authorities during World War One. How accurate is this statement? 


[bookmark: _GoBack]In this essay, to contest the accuracy of the given statement, I will cite documented incidences of Conscientious Objectors being subjected to persecution and hostility[footnoteRef:1] and show the lack of sympathetic hearing by civil authorities in Britain during and after World War One, both before and after the introduction of conscription in 1916 and I will show how there was social pressure to enlist, also uncover evidence of persecution and hostility and examine if and how Conscientious Objectors were sympathetically heard.  [1:  Gerard J. DeGroot, Blighty: British Society in the Era of the Great War, 2006 edn (Eastbourne: CPI Anthony Rowe, 1996), p. 155.] 

 
Firstly we must contextualise evidence of recent British social historiographical thinking and compare it to what was said in 1914: In 1995, in his revisionist book, Blighty, DeGroot said ‘… in August 1914 it would not have been the natural British reaction to intervene [in the war] because Britain was inclined to be peaceful’ and ‘she was militarily weak’[footnoteRef:2] but in September 1914 the letters of Winston and Clementine Churchill state a different view. Clementine writes to Winston in excited anticipation that ‘… we are joining the greatest War since the beginning of the World’ and ‘... you rule this gigantic Navy which will … decide the War’[footnoteRef:3].   [2:  DeGroot, p. 3.]  [3:  Winston and Clementine Churchill, Speaking for Themselves: The Personal Letters of Winston and Clementine Churchill, ed. by Mary Soames (Chatham, Kent: Black Swan, 1998), p. 104.] 


There was war fever in Britain that August and volunteers joined-up to strengthen the British Army which had only 80,000 regular troops; volunteers were praised for their bravery in supporting King and Country in the fight against Germany[footnoteRef:4]. In 1914, there was conscription in all countries involved in the war except for Britain where initial forces were compiled solely of professional soldiers, reservists and volunteers[footnoteRef:5] and it was a common British belief that every young man had a duty to fight, and an unwilling man was potentially targeted for hostility and persecution: Men who went to war were glorified and Conscientious Objectors were considered to exhibit anti-social behaviour reinforced by the media showing them as cowards and DeGroot tells us ‘for most people, ‘conchies’ were easy targets [for]… abuse and even violence’[footnoteRef:6]. Government wartime propaganda declared objection by conscience to be against the national effort and said these men were not ‘concerned with the sacrifices of others’[footnoteRef:7], this encouraged public hostility and persecution towards Conscientious Objectors. [4:  . Dillon, Geraldine. “1914.” University Review, vol. 3, no. 7, 1965, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/25504723.
pp. 52–63. [accessed 01 November 2019].]  [5:  , Domestic impact of World War One - society and culture (2019) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/ztx66sg/revision/2> [accessed 10 October 2019].]  [6:  DeGroot, p. 153-160.]  [7:  DeGroot, p. 153-160.] 


Prior to 1916, social hostility towards Conscientious Objectors was commonplace but, that year with the implementation of the Conscription Act, Public Hearings were introduced to hear appeals against conscription on grounds of economic hardship, personal hardship or ‘conscientious objection to the undertaking of combatant service’[footnoteRef:8]: These Public Hearings were held as local tribunals which had similarity to local magistrate courts. The Conscientious Objector was summoned to court and faced by those on the bench, a solicitor appointed by the army argued the case for enlistment. In rural areas the Conscientious Objector, the judge and solicitor might be known to each other and men considered to be falsely objecting would get a very short hearing and be referred to the Military Court. But those known to be sincere in their objections had some hope of justice; as in the trial of a Quaker, near Coventry: Harold Holttum, wasFbought [8:  Arthur Marwick, The Deluge British Society and the First World War, 1978 edn (Hong Kong: Wing King Tong Company, 1965), p. 80-85.] 

a Conscientious Objector and said of his Public Hearing ‘I’d lived in that village eighteen months. In a big town I can quite imagine that all the fellows that came up were strangers. What the tribunals had to decide was, is this chap genuine or isn’t he? In my case they decided I was.’[footnoteRef:9] [9:  , Voices of the First World War: Conscientious Objection (2018) <https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/voices-of-the-first-world-war-conscientious-objection> [accessed 21 October 2019].] 


Regardless of presence of sympathy, no two hearings of Conscientious Objectors could be the same. There were a host of reasons for objection to military service: A prime one being religious beliefs, for example a Christian may not wish to contravene the commandment ‘Thou shalt not kill’: Many Quakers, Methodists, Catholics and others with religious conviction, held strong anti-war views and, if they could successfully convey at a tribunal why their beliefs prohibited them from fighting, they could join the war effort in the Non-Combatant Corps. This organisation undertook medical work in war zones, providing jobs such as ambulance drivers or stretcher carriers,[footnoteRef:10] and they also did vital war work in Britain repairing roads, distributing food, production work in coal mines or in agriculture and essential farm work to keep the country fed and more. As the war progressed there was a public move to understand Conscientious Objectors who showed willingness to go to war but stated their religious convictions prevented them from carrying arms or participating in killing: They often performed very useful tasks and it was because of this that they gained recognition and respect even where sympathy was lacking. [10:  Voices of the First World War.] 


It was different for politically motivated Conscientious Objectors and for them persecution was liberally applied. Many of the recognised sixteen thousand Great War Conscientious Objectors were either on the left of politics or pacifists; they believed in peace through anti-violent political negotiation and many argued that conscription was undemocratic power seized by the state to commandeer men into the services. They were known as Anti-Conscriptionists and they brought pressure on the Trade Union Council in September 1915 to ‘voice it’s aversion to the first Military Service Act’[footnoteRef:11]. This declaration of public opinion caused three Labour Ministers of Parliament to resign. The three recommenced immediately when Asquith assured them enforced conscription was only for the duration of the war and that Tribunals would be civilian and without ‘military, representatives’; Asquith confirmed the Tribunals would openly hear men with earnest reasons against conscription and Britain fatalistically accepted conscription. Even the organisation most outspoken against conscription, the Union of Democratic Control, accepted conscription as necessary to keep the front line manned and only the No Conscription Fellowship, started in December 1914, continued the protest; They ‘aided men who resisted the call’ and around twelve thousand members of this organisation, male and female, served prison sentences for their beliefs during the Great War.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  DeGroot, p. 153-160.]  [12:  DeGroot, p. 153-160.] 


[image: ] [footnoteRef:13] “What a C.O. Feels Like in Prison Clothing” postcard, Great Britain [13:  Anne M. Yoder, Conscientious Objection: Connecting Scholars and the Educated Public with Primary Source Materials from the Great War (2014) <https://wwionline.org/articles/conscientious-objection-during-world-war-i/> [accessed 1 November 2019].
] 


For Conscientious Objectors who served sentences in British Prisons, life was notoriously hard, and medical treatment was sometimes withheld; during or soon after the war, seventy three objectors died either in prison or as a result of their treatment in prison[footnoteRef:14] and Conscientious Objectors were not released from prison until the war had been over for at least six months to ensure returning troops gained the first job openings: This is indisputable proof of the lack of sympathy extended to Conscientious Objectors who refused wartime service.  [14:  Voices of the First World War.] 


There is also little evidence to support sympathetic hearing by the civil or military authorities to those conscripted with health issues, 1916 onwards: Poor health was an honest reason for objecting. In1914, people of a nervous disposition, of small stature, with evident learning difficulties, health conditions or disabilities were likely to be rejected when medically examined to join-up, or, if passed by the doctor it was the job of the Recruiting Sergeant to reject physically fit men who not make good soldiers. In 1914, those enlisted were the fittest, most suitable and strongest men but with conscription standards reduced and as the doctor only got paid for the soldiers his Shilling for the men, he put forward for[footnoteRef:15], his choice was not always highly selective. In 1917 ‘Bantam Regiments’ were assembled from short men who had previously been rejected[footnoteRef:16], they did well in the trenches, but as the pool of men available to the doctor and army recruiters reduced, so their standards declined and sympathy for objectors lowered yet further.  [15:  Gerald Oram, Worthless men (Great Britain: Redwood Books, 1998), p. 81.]  [16:  Oram, Worthless men p. 92.] 


In June 1916, public mistreatment of Conscientious Objectors was recognised by the Government and The Pelham Committee was set up to find ‘alternative national work for Conscientious Objectors who were prepared to take it’[footnoteRef:17]: This organisation went through various names but in 1916 it became the Manpower Board and was charged to arrange useful labour for all men in Britain: This was to the exclusion of the Absolutists who refused to work for the war effort and as Marwick highlights, Lloyd George had no sympathy for Absolutists and said ‘I do not think they deserve the slightest consideration…and … I shall only consider making the lot of that class a very hard one’.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  Marwick, The Deluge, p. 81.]  [18:  Marwick, The Deluge, p. 82.] 


The popular press was unsympathetic to Conscientious Objectors and the English writer, Arnold Bennett, wrote a short story called ‘The White Feather: A sketch of English Recruiting’; this was published in the American Collier’s Weekly magazine, in October 1914. It told the story of a married man with a management job, if he went to war, his job would be lost, and his employer was not obliged to make up the deficit between his salary and the lesser wage of a soldier as was the obligation for employers of manual labourers. Was Bennett here illustrating a Government device to lure manual workers to join-up or was it Government excusing more refined men from military service by not setting a precedent for a person to have the same terms of enlistment as manual workers or could the Government have considered the advantaged classes could afford to support themselves? Bennett does not present his own view clearly, but he does give us a primary source of social comment on the forfeit of both job and salary differences by certain categories of worker. In 1914 the war was expected to be short-term so men in management, career jobs or those with a family to support did not enlist for what was perceived to be a short-term war and they used this as their reason for objection. Bennett tells how his character must ‘choose between country and his wife and family’ and as a responsible husband and father he decides ‘I must stay here’ and the next day, in the street, a woman approached him and ‘producing a large white feather, she jabbed it into his waistcoat’ and her accomplice said in a ‘tone fierce and scornful… You coward! Why don’t you enlist?’. [footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Arnold Bennett, Great War Fiction (2018) <https://greatwarfiction.wordpress.com/2009/03/04/arnlod-bennetts-the-white-feather/> [accessed 10 October 2019].] 



[image: Related image]



From this we learn of a reason for Conscientious Objection by men in management roles but as Conscientious Objectors they were judged to be guilty and their reasons for not enlisting were disregarded because the unsympathetic masses of British society demanded conformity and acceptability was only in  signing-up for military service. It should acknowledge, however, that the white feather story by Bennett was printed in America, so maybe the content was not considered worthwhile for publication in Britain. The incidence of a man not wearing military uniform being given a white feather is undocumented: The reality could be just myth. 

Moving on to 1916, things changed greatly when ‘Britain finally imposed conscription, breaching sacred Liberal principles’[footnoteRef:20] and increasing hostility was shown to Conscientious Objectors who failed their Public Hearing bid for exemption. They were referred to a military tribunal and heard, though not necessarily understood, and usually immediately directed into military service. If after one week they continued to reject taking-up arms, wear military uniform or disregarded orders, they could be Court Martialled and killed or imprisoned. On the Western Front in 1916, there was a military drive to try to force Contentious Objectors from enlisted Non-Combat Corps to admit the futility of their cause and join the ranks of fighting men. Conscientious Objectors who were Pacifists would not follow orders to fight, so to break their spirit in demonstration of persecution and hostility the officers arranged Court Martials but even when found guilty, no executions took place as it was ‘rightly thought that the execution of any of these men would undermine public support’.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  David Reynolds, The Long Shadow: The Great War and the Twentieth Century, (London, Simon and Schuster UK Ltd, 2013), p. xx.]  [21:  Oram, Worthless men, p. 49.] 


Throughout the duration of World War One, sympathy was limited for men who sought exemption from military service. It became an insult to call a man a Conscientious Objector, but just occasionally sympathy was extended as in the case of Frank Cowie of Glasgow: His mother Elsie had had four sons of which he was the youngest. Two elder sons had gone into the army and the other into the navy, all had died in military service. The Tribunal who heard his case granted, on grounds of hardship, that Frank was exempt from going to war but his is a rare case. 

When the war ended, British Conscientious Objectors returned home and hostility towards them, and persecution of them, continued. Some were not welcomed by their families[footnoteRef:22] as there was a ‘stigma attached to …. men who had been conscientious objectors’ and due to continued hostility, they struggled to regain their old employment or find new work.  To further persecute these men, their Right to Vote was removed and their vote was not regained until 1926. Despite the Civil Authorities having shown little sympathy when cases were heard, the Conscientious Objectors interviewed, for the Imperial War Museum Voices Project, said they eventually found their way back into society and did not feel bitter about ‘their First World War experiences’[footnoteRef:23]. Some described feeling ‘permanently set apart’ by the persecution and hostility inflicted on them during World War One but they all pointed to their beliefs as giving them strength to stand apart[footnoteRef:24] from the masses.  [22:  , Domestic impact of World War One - society and culture (2019) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/ztx66sg/revision/2> [accessed 10 October 2019].]  [23:  Voices of the First World War.]  [24:  Voices of the First World War.] 

To conclude, taking a wider view, the punishment for refusal to fight in other European countries was largely execution and the only other country to hear the plea of the Conscientious Objector was America. In 1917, some Americans became Conscientious Objectors[footnoteRef:25] and they took action mainly because of their religious views: They received a hostile response from society which was very similar to that experienced by British Conscientious Objectors. The American objectors to war suffered persecution for a far shorter period than their British counterparts so it was the Conscientious Objectors of Britain who underwent the most prolonged period of persecution for objection to joining the First World War effort than those in any other country which participated in that catastrophic event.  [25:  Yoder, <https://wwionline.org/articles/conscientious-objection-during-world-war-i/> [accessed 1 November 2019].] 


[image: Propaganda poster   ][footnoteRef:26] [26:  Parliamentary Recruiting Committee, Daddy, what did you do in the Great War? 1915, https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/17053 [accessed 10 October 2013]. 
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