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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?                                    
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This essay aims to critically evaluate the accuracy of how Conscientious Objectors in Britain were given a sympathetic hearing by the civil authorities during World War One. 
[image: Military Service Act 1916, poster ]The treatment of Conscientious Objectors (COs) during the First World War in Britain was controversial, with a wide range of experiences, including persecution, imprisonment and hostility. I will examine the varied responses of authorities towards COs, their challenges, and the changing social attitudes towards them during this turbulent period in British history. By exploring historical evidence and perspectives, we will assess the extent to which the authorities granted compassion and understanding to COs amidst the fervour of wartime nationalism and duty. 
In this essay, we will use the definition of a ‘Conscientious Objector’ (CO) to guide our discussion. A CO is an individual who refrains from participating in military service or war due to their moral or religious convictions. They believe that violence and killing are unethical and that alternative means of resolving conflicts should be sought rather than resorting to war. 
One of the biggest arguments is that these individuals were offered a sympathetic hearing by authorities rather than being persecuted and subjected to hostility, which raises essential questions about the realities of their experiences. 
The introduction of compulsory conscription[footnoteRef:1] to Great Britain through the Military Service Act of 1916[footnoteRef:2] marked a significant departure from the voluntary recruitment practices that previously governed the country's armed forces. This meant that unmarried men and later married ones between 18 and 41 were obliged to join the army. This marked a substantial change in how military service was viewed and approached to the point where conscription was reintroduced during the Second World War, and conscientious objection became more widely accepted. [1:  UK Parliament, Conscription: the First World War (2024) <https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/private-lives/yourcountry/overview/conscription/#:~:text=In%20January%201916%20the%20Military,certain%20classes%20of%20industrial%20worker> [accessed 03 March 2024].]  [2:  Military Act 1916, c.104 (London: The Parliament of the United Kingdom), <https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1916/104/pdfs/ukpga_19160104_en.pdf> [accessed 03 March 2024].] 
Figure 1 - Poster explaining The Military Service act 1916 Published by the parliamentary recruiting committee, London.

It is important to note that even though the Act of 1916 did not provide a specific definition for conscientious objection, the government did recognise individuals whose "objection genuinely rests on religious or moral convictions." However, the treatment of COs was extensively debated in Parliament.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  House of Lords, Treatment of Conscientious Objectors (1916), <https://hansard.parliament.uk/Lords/1916-05-04/debates/204e5694-1b21-47db-97b8-ad21d1a7be0c/TreatmentOfConscientiousObjectors>  [accessed 03 March 2024].] 

Over 200,000 people[footnoteRef:4] protested against conscription in April 1916 at Trafalgar Square, indicating its lack of popularity.[footnoteRef:5] Approximately 16,000 individuals were identified as COs in Britain.[footnoteRef:6]  [4:  Lucy Harris, ‘Conscription and Conscientious Objection’, History of Government,  30 September 2014  
<https://history.blog.gov.uk/2014/09/30/conscription-and-conscientious-objection/> [accessed 03 March 2024].]  [5:  Houses of Parliament, Duty And Democracy: Parliament And The First World War. (2018) <https://www.parliament.uk/globalassets/documents/ww1/duty-and-democracy-parliament-and-the-first-world-war.pdf > [accessed 04 March 2024].]  [6:  Houses of Parliament, Duty And Democracy: Parliament And The First World War, 2018.] 

In times of war, those who refused to serve in the military were summoned to appear before a military tribunal. They were required to provide a valid reason for their objection. Sadly, this process was often unjust towards CO, resulting in severe consequences. Records maintained by The National Archives indicate that only a tiny percentage of COs were granted exemption from service. However, they would have had their cases placed before a military tribunal.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  The National Archives, Conscientious objectors, (2024) <https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/research-guides/conscientious-objectors/> [accessed 08 March 2024].] 

The Public View of Conscientious Objectors
The public viewed COs negatively, deeming them traitors and cowards. Their presence was seen as an insult to the brave men from the UK who had left to fight on the front. An example of this is The Order of the White Feather.[footnoteRef:8] The Order of the White Feather was established as a propaganda campaign during the outbreak of the First World War to shame men into signing up to join the fight. The white feather, used as a symbol of cowardice[footnoteRef:9] and neglect of duty, was intended to communicate a clear message to men potentially hesitant to join the war effort. These feathers were usually given in public displays, and the ladies targeted any man whom the giver believed matched the criteria for soldiers. On one occasion, these women presented white feathers, the 'emblem of cowardice' to a young soldier on leave who had just been awarded the Victoria Cross.[footnoteRef:10] [8:  Jessica Brain, ‘The White Feather Movement’, History of Britain, 8 January 2022. <https://www.historic-uk.com/HistoryUK/HistoryofBritain/White-Feather-Movement/> [accessed 08 March 2024].]  [9:  Nicoletta F. Gullace, ‘White Feathers and Wounded Men: Female Patriotism and the Memory of the Great War’, Journal of British Studies, 36. 2, (1997), p.178-206, (p.179) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/176011> [accessed 08 March 2024].]  [10:  Gullace, ‘White Feathers and Wounded Men: Female Patriotism and the Memory of the Great War’, p.201.] 

[image: This First World War postcard depicts COs singing to German troops – a typical example of objectors being ridiculed as weak and cowardly]The British Government resorted to propaganda, which included comical or illustrated drawings, to express their negative views about COs.These tactics were specifically designed to mock and ridicule the COs, portraying them as weak and cowardly.
Life in Prison, Military Prison and Work Camps:
During the war, over a third of COs were imprisoned, with roughly 1,500 of them, known as 'absolutists,' serving in prison throughout the entire conflict.[footnoteRef:11] Additionally, work camps were established during the war, where numerous COs were sent to spend time. Dyce Work Camp is one such camp which was set up in August 1916. Upon conducting thorough research, I have come across multiple instances of severe inhumane conditions and treatment towards COs at these prisons/ work camps. I will discuss them below.  [11:  Houses of Parliament, Duty And Democracy: Parliament And The First World War, 2018.] 
Figure 2 - This First World War postcard depicts COs singing to German soldiers.

In June 1917, James Brightmore was forced to fight and refused. Below is a statement of his treatment, which was published.
"This is the most brutal and inhuman of the whole lot. After serving two sentences, one of five and another of three months, he was sent back to his unit at Cleethorpes. For refusing to obey military orders, he was sentenced to 28 days of solitary confinement – to be given raw rations to cook himself. The solitary confinement was in a hole dug in the earth – 3ft by 2ft and 10ft deep – containing 2ft of water; a strip of wood was given to him to stand upon. He was in this hole 11 days and nights." [footnoteRef:12] [12:  Houses of Parliament, Duty And Democracy: Parliament And The First World War, 2018.] 

The treatment of Brightmore was fiercely debated in Parliament, leading a determined Irish Nationalist MP, Stephen Gwynn, to take it upon himself to ensure that such treatments never occur again to COs.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Houses of Parliament, Duty And Democracy: Parliament And The First World War, 2018.] 

Treatment in work camps was just as severe and inhumane. Dyce Work Camp was established at Dyce Quarries in Aberdeenshire to provide a place for 250 COs[footnoteRef:14]  to undertake "work of national importance", which involved breaking rocks in the northeast to construct roads. [14:  Guy Alfred Aldred, T. H. Ellison,  Frank Shackleton, F. Campbell, ‘Organ of the Dyce C.O.'s.’, The Granite Echo, October 1916. <https://cdm21047.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/tav/id/3906> [accessed 12 March 2024].] 

[image: Conscientious objectors face the camera at Dyce Camp]Multiple articles I have read stated that the detainees residing at Dyce were assigned the strenuous task of breaking stones, transporting them to steam crushers using wheelbarrows, and loading the crushed fragments onto lorries. Dyce was not a 24-hour detention centre, and the detainees could come and go during their leisure time. Their work hours spanned five hours each day, with a one-hour break for rest before resuming their duties the following day. Figure 3 - COs face the camera at Dyce Camp

The individuals sent to the northeast were not just the usual suspects; among them were teachers, academics, students, and other educated men who were ill-suited to such a physically demanding job. They were paid an 8-pence daily, which involved shifting 1,000 tons of granite. The workers slept in tents repurposed after the Boer War, each receiving a straw bed and three blankets.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Guy Alfred Aldred, T. H. Ellison,  Frank Shackleton, F. Campbell, ‘Organ of the Dyce C.O.'s.’,1916. ] 

Treatment on the frontline
Some COs chose to perform non-combatant work for projects considered 'nationally important'. Over 10,000 men were forced to be conscripted into the army because they could not provide a valid reason for their objection.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Imperial War Museum, 2024] 

During their interviews with the Imperial War Museum (IWM), George Dutch and Thomas Painting shared their distinct experiences. George Dutch opposed wearing his military uniform, so the senior officers removed his civilian clothes and ordered him to wear his uniform. He was given an ultimatum that if he did not comply, he would be left alone on top of a cliff in the middle of November and isolated from contact with other soldiers.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Imperial War Museum, 2024] 

Thomas Painting's experience is as an observer. As a musketry instructor serving with the King's Royal Rifle Corps in Britain in 1916, he said that a rifleman who refused to load his rifle on multiple occasions proclaimed that 'I object on conscientious grounds,' resulting in the CO court marshalled. Painting recounted the CO's tragic fate. Despite his refusal to take life, the CO valiantly fulfilled his duty as a stretcher-bearer, ultimately losing his life while bringing in the wounded.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Imperial War Museum, 2024] 

COs refused to participate in military conflicts due to their strong convictions and beliefs. Certain parts of the army had non-combat roles, such as the Royal Army Medical Corps. Many men accepted service with them. However, many refused to be trained or to use arms but did not have an objection to military service. As a response, in 1916, specialised military units such as the Non-Combatant Corps (NCC) were established for those who declined to hold, use a weapon or to receive weapon usage training.
As COs opted out of military involvement based on their deeply held beliefs and principles, various army duties, such as the Royal Army Medical Corps, did not entail combat, and they were open to fulfilling medical-related tasks. 
[image: NCC]In 1916, the NCC and other comparable military units were founded to accommodate individuals who chose not to carry or operate weapons. Religious groups like the Quakers also formed the Friends Ambulance Unit (FAU)[footnoteRef:19] to provide medical assistance.  [19:  The Library of the Religious Society of Friends, About The Friends Ambulance Unit (2014) <https://fau.quaker.org.uk> [accessed 15 April 2024].] 

The NCC was established in March 1916 with the mandate that its individuals would not be involved in any activities related to handling weapons or munitions. Their tasks were limited to manual labour, such as producing and transporting timber and stone.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Chris Baker, The Non-Combatant Corp, (2024) <https://www.longlongtrail.co.uk/army/regiments-and-corps/the-non-combatant-corps-2/> [accessed 28 April 2024].] 

As NCC units were a part of the British Military, individuals needed to be easily recognisable as military personnel, so they were issued and wore a military-style uniform distinguished by their cap and shoulder badges, which read "NCC".[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Peace Pledge Union, Non-Combat Corps (2024) <https://menwhosaidno.org/context/context_ncc.html> [accessed 15 April 2024].] 
Figure 4 - Group of Non-combat corps men in Aldershot

Parliamentarians debated their purpose in the House of Commons as some members of Parliament believed that individuals who served under the NCC should be drafted in to replace striking dock workers.[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  House of Commons, Non-Combatant Corps, (1916), <https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/1916-12-18/debates/0e9ec296-4235-4cad-8c9d-ce4d97f99e94/Non-CombatantCorps> [accessed 03 March 2024].] 

The FAU played a critical role during the First World War, assisting and aiding the injured soldiers in France and Belgium.[footnoteRef:23] Between 1914 and 1919, the FAU had over 1000 individuals working for them, including Quakers and non-Quakers.[footnoteRef:24] The FAU Ambulance Train, operating under the Red Cross, was a vital component of the war effort, ensuring that those injured in combat received the medical attention they needed.[footnoteRef:25] [23:  Christine Bagnall, James Kelly and Rebecca Wynter, The Friends’ Ambulance Unit (2024) <www.voicesofwarandpeace.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/livesandlegacies-fau.pdf> [accessed 15 April 2024].]  [24:  The Library of the Religious Society of Friends, 2014.]  [25:  Holly Wallis, WW1: The conscientious objectors who refused to fight (2014) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-27404266> [accessed 03 March 2024].] 

FAU was divided into two sections: the Foreign Service Section and the Home Service Section. The Foreign Service Section played a crucial role in delivering civilian relief assistance and providing unwavering support to wounded soldiers in the occupied regions of Belgium and to the active French divisions in the Champagne and Argonne areas.[footnoteRef:26] The Home Service Section was responsible for procuring and dispatching supplies, vehicles, and specialist individuals like doctors, nurses, drivers, and tradespeople. Additionally, the Home Service Section dispatched FAU members to staff hospitals in England and collaborated with other organisations to help COs find employment in various industries. [26:  The Library of the Religious Society of Friends, Friends Ambulance Unit (1914-1919) (2024) <http://quaker.adlibhosting.com/Details/archive/110000020> [accessed 15 April 2024].] 

The NCC and FAU offered a unique opportunity for individuals who desired to contribute to the war effort without necessarily having to hold arms, thus playing a crucial role in the nation's military successes.
During my research, I found a blog post by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission[footnoteRef:27] where I discovered the remarkable story of Chaplain Theodore Hardy, who served under the NCC and became one of the most highly decorated non-combatants of the First World War. He was not a CO however his success shows how important the NCC was to the war and to other soliders. [27:  Commonwealth War Graves Commission, Hero Army Chaplain Remembered 100 Years On (2018) <https://www.cwgc.org/our-work/news/hero-army-chaplain-remembered-100-years-on/> [accessed 28 April 2024].] 

Throughout his service, Hardy repeatedly risked his life to collect wounded men from no man's land, often less than ten yards from a German position. He provided life-saving first aid in dangerous locations, dug men who had been buried by shells while still under fire, and, most importantly, brought comfort to the wounded and dying. 
For his actions of bravery and compassion in the 3rd Battle of Ypres (Passchendaele)[footnoteRef:28] in 1917, he was awarded a Victoria Cross, Military Cross, and Distinguished Service Order. Sadly, shortly after receiving his Victoria Cross from King George V in France on 9th August 1918, Hardy was wounded while visiting men who were being heavily shelled. He passed away in a military hospital in France on 18th October. [28:  National Army Museum, Battle of Passchendaele (2024) <https://www.nam.ac.uk/explore/battle-passchendaele> [accessed 01 May 2024].] 

In addition to Hardy's brave service, 33 NCC COS did not return from war and are now buried in Commonwealth War Graves in Belgium, France, and the UK.[footnoteRef:29]  [29:  Peace Pledge Union, 2024.] 


Local Conscientious Objectors:
During my research, I encountered a rather unsettling fact about a local historical fort where I live. It appears that several COs were detained there and later sentenced to death for their refusal to serve in the military. In this essay, I will be focusing on one story.

Jack Foister, a 22-year-old,[footnoteRef:30], was a hopeful scholar at St. Catherine's College in Cambridge. He opposed conscription into the military due to his conscientious beliefs. Initially assigned to Landguard Fort[footnoteRef:31] in Felixstowe, Foister faced a difficult decision when he had to leave behind his loved ones. However, he persisted in his beliefs, even when refusing to participate in military parades and other related activities. As a result, he was sentenced to 28 days of imprisonment at Harwich Redoubt. [30:  Jill Barber,  Foister, Jack (b1893), one of the 35 'Frenchmen', (2014) <https://www.myprimitivemethodists.org.uk/content/subjects-2/first_world_war/conscientious-objectors/jack_foister_one_of_the_35_frenchmen> [accessed 27 April 2024].]  [31:  English Heritage, Landguard Fort (2024) <https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/landguard-fort/> [accessed 17 April 2024].] 

The Harwich Redoubt[footnoteRef:32], constructed in 1810 as a circular fortification to guard against possible French invasion, boasts three-foot-thick walls lined with granite. The fortification also features a moat, a drawbridge, and infamous cells known for their dark and damp conditions. Foister faced numerous challenges at the Redoubt, including an authoritarian overseer and the threat of transfer to France, where disobedience could lead to death. Foister's refusal to comply with military orders led to his transfer to the 'Field Punishment Barracks' in Boulogne, where he endured cruel punishments such as 'crucifixion' and isolation. While here, in a court martial, he was sentenced to death by firing squad.[footnoteRef:33] Despite being sentenced to death, Jack's sentence was acquitted due to intervention from Prime Minister Asquith.[footnoteRef:34] After being released, Foister found it challenging to secure employment due to the public's negative opinion of COs, but eventually found a job and joined the Home Guard during World War Two. [32:  The Harwich Society, Harwich Redoubt Fort (2024) <https://www.harwich-society.co.uk/maritime-heritage-trail/harwich-redoubt-fort/> [accessed 17 April 2024].]  [33:  Barber, Foister, Jack (b1893), one of the 35 'Frenchmen', 2014.]  [34:  UK Government, Herbert Henry Asquith, (2024) <https://www.gov.uk/government/history/past-prime-ministers/herbert-henry-asquith> [accessed 01 May 2024].] 

Foister's story serves as a testament to the challenges and convictions that COs faced during World War One. It also highlights their perseverance and unwavering principles in the face of adversity. The recount of Foister's experience as a CO is both dismaying and alarming, particularly in the context of historical sites that are often frequented and celebrated. The treatment given to him is a matter of grave concern, which warrants a deeper examination of the issues that led to such mistreatment of individuals in similar positions.
The experience of Foister is not an isolated incident; it serves as evidence that COs were mistreated, subjected to hostility, and not given a sympathetic hearing. In his case, despite being highly educated, Foister found it hard to find work upon his release from prison after the war in his chosen field due to the ongoing negative public opinion of COs, and this was the same for many other COs. Others remained in the Home Office Scheme undertaking 'Work of National Importance'[footnoteRef:35], which offered imprisoned COs the chance to leave prison to work at labour camps such as Dyce Work Camp around the country. However, this caused a divide amongst the COs.[footnoteRef:36] [35:  Barber, 2014.]  [36:  Imperial War Museum, (2024) ] 

The world has come a long way since the First World War, and the United Nations[footnoteRef:37] has recognised conscientious objection as a fundamental human right safeguarded by international law.[footnoteRef:38] Despite the progress made in recent years, COs treatment varies significantly from country to country. While some nations provide alternative service options, others penalise objectors with fines or imprisonment.  [37:  United Nations, OHCHR and conscientious objection to military service (2024) <www.ohchr.org/en/conscientious-objection> [accessed 25 March 2024].]  [38:  United Nations, Conscientious Objection to Military Service, (United Nations, 2013) <https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Publications/ConscientiousObjection_en.pdf> [accessed 20 April 2024].] 

Conclusion:
In conclusion, I firmly believe that, far from being persecuted and subjected to hostility, the Civil Authorities in Britain did not give Conscientious Objectors a sympathetic hearing during World War One.
From the evidence I have submitted above, you can see that it was not just a one-time basis or location where individuals were being mistreated; it was everyone who had openly admitted to being a Conscientious Objector who was being mistreated or subjectified for being a Conscientious Objector. 
It is now crucial for all countries to acknowledge the significance of this fundamental right and treat Conscientious Objectors with the respect they deserve.
The mistreatment of prisoners during the war was widespread and took on various forms. Nowadays, such extreme treatment would never be tolerated in a British or military prison. It is challenging to uncover the treatment these individuals, who fought for their beliefs, endured.
It is essential to recognise the bravery of those who stood up for their beliefs, even in the face of such harsh consequences.
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MILITARY SERVICE AcT.
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CONSCIENCES REQUIRE NO SWORDS OR GUNS—
HEY'RE GOING TO WIN THE WAR BY SINGNG
_LOVE SONGS TO THE HUNS!





