The life of a conscientious objector in Britain during the First World War was one dominated by institutional abuse and harsh treatment.
The lives and treatment of Conscientious Objectors (C.O.’s) during the First World war can only be said to have been ‘dominated’ by institutional abuse if the complexity of interaction between society and dissent is first disregarded. In simplifying the experiences of thousands of C.O.’s down to a single universal hardship, the significance of the many other social obstacles they faced is lessened and the aspects of society that served to support these dissenters is neglected. The war experiences had by many of these objectors are varied, and to say that the experience of every C.O. was ‘dominated’ by a specific type of abuse implies two things: 
1. That every institution shared the same negative view of Conscientious objection and,
2.  That every objector shared the same reason for dissent and was therefore treated the same way. 
This is categorically incorrect. Within social and political institutions during the war years, there existed a spectrum of varied opinion on Conscientious objection. The sympathy offered to a C.O. often depended heavily on where his beliefs and objection stemmed from. Those who applied for exemption on conscientious grounds typically fell into two categories: Absolutists, who refused involvement in both military service and any alternative related to supporting the war effort and alternativist’s, who were prepared to take on work within a civilian sector but would not participate in military service[footnoteRef:1]. Of these alternativists a subgroup of ‘non-combatants’ existed who joined the Non-Combatant Corps and were still trained in drill and organised into companies but did not bear arms[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  ‘The Men Who Said No’, Peace Pledge Union, < https://menwhosaidno.org/context/context_ncfIntro.html >]  [2:  ‘The Non-Combatant Corps’, The Long, Long Trail (2020), < https://www.longlongtrail.co.uk/army/regiments-and-corps/the-non-combatant-corps-2/ >] 

In cases of religious opposition and those who held alternativist views, there is evidence of a degree of leeway which is otherwise absent in the cases of political and absolutist dissent. Many writings of the time show an extremely distinct differentiation in views about the two. While views of exemption on grounds of religious belief is rarely questioned, to be one of these ‘genuine’ objectors is commonly projected as being “one of the very who exist”[footnoteRef:3]. The belief that Conscientious Objection was merely a ploy by many men to avoid having to go fight was common enough that there are several instances of calls to make the work of C.O.s as difficult as it could be as a form of deterrence. In a memorandum circulated through parliament by the Adjutant-General C. F. N. Macready in 1916, a call is made for the work provided to a C.O. to be “as severe as possible” to make up for the removed lack of danger[footnoteRef:4]. This sentiment is echoed many times in similar material, and the belief that C.O.s were shirking their duty is prominent. Even the Non-Combatant Corps, often dubbed the ’No Courage Corp” was not exempt from the contempt so commonly directed at C.O.s, despite being their contribution to the war effort[footnoteRef:5]. Regardless of differing opinions of what constitutes a ‘real’ C.O., throughout this essay the term will refer to those who objected to the war on religious, political, or philosophical grounds, to the extent of either absolutism or alternativism.  [3:  Kew, National Archives, CAB 37/147/35  ]  [4:  Ibic. ]  [5:  ‘The Non-Combatant Corps’, (2020)] 


Within the government, conflicting views on conscription are the first demonstration of how torn the political sphere was on forcing men into uniform.  When the Military Service Act was passed in January 1916, conscription was imposed on all men aged 18-41 with the exception of the medically unfit, married, clergy, teachers, workers of national importance and conscientious objectors[footnoteRef:6]. The road leading up to the introduction of conscription was no yellow brick road, however, and numerous attempts were made by Asquith to maintain a voluntary system. As Trevor Wilson aptly states, “although claiming to have an open mind about conscription, [Asquith] detested it”, and this is reflected in his strategic prolonging of its introduction[footnoteRef:7].  Lloyd George on the other hand was an adamant supporter of the compulsionist movement, and despite the attempts of Asquith’s Liberals to retain voluntary service, they would ultimately not succeed. After the failure of the Derby Recruitment Scheme in 1915, Asquith found himself in an awkward and dangerous position; on one hand, he faced the opposition of the liberals to conscription and on the other the demands of the Tories to have it implemented as a necessity[footnoteRef:8]. Whether or not the introduction of conscription was the unwanted result of pressure or, as R. J. Q. Adam’s argued, the result of months of careful manipulation that would allow Asquith to remain in power is, however, not relevant[footnoteRef:9]. What is important is the lengths at which both Asquith and Lloyd George fight for and against conscription. 
It comes as no surprise then, that the attitudes of Asquith and Lloyd George toward C.O.s are unsurprisingly and markedly different.  [6:  ‘Conscription: The First World War’, Parliament.uk, (2022), < https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/private-lives/yourcountry/overview/conscription/ > [accessed 3rd February 2022] ]  [7:  Trevor Wilson, Downfall of the Liberal Party, (United Kingdom: Faber & Faber 2011), p.73]  [8:  Michael Bently, The Liberal Mind, 1914-1929, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1977), pp.29-30]  [9:   R. J. Q. Adams, ‘Asquith’s Choice: The May Coalition and the Coming of Conscription’, Journal of British Studies, 23(1986), 243-263(p. 246)] 

After the rigorous campaigning of the Non-Combatant fellowship, the inclusion of an exemption clause allowing for conscientious objection on both religious and moral grounds was added into the Military Service Act[footnoteRef:10]. Reactions to the proposed inclusion of such a clause were “outburst[s] of incredulous and contemptuous cries… The laughter long and loud”[footnoteRef:11]. Despite the displayed outrage, Asquith’s history of supporting voluntarism and his political need to maintain the fragile peace with the liberal wing of his cabinet ensured that this addition would survive calls from Tories for the removal of such a “slackers charter”[footnoteRef:12]. In fact, for the remainder of his time as prime minister, Asquith made multiple attempts to implement measures that would allow for absolutists who had established their ‘good faith’ or refused exemption to have their cases re-examined[footnoteRef:13]. The typical responses to such enquiries were as un-supportive as expected. But Asquith was not the only one display some level of concern regarding the treatment of C.O.s. In his own memorandum, following the assertions that faulty decisions of the tribunals could not be fixed without legislation (and should therefore not be attempted), Lord Milner wrote to Parliament questioning how such “indefensible” actions could be written off so quickly with no attempt to remedy the situation[footnoteRef:14].  [10:  Thomas C. Kennedy, ‘Public Opinion and the Conscientious Objector, 1915-1916’, Journal of British Studies, 12 (1983), 105-119 (p. 108)]  [11:  Ann Kramer, ‘Conscription and Conscience’, in Conscientious Objectors of the First World War: A Determined Resistance, (United Kingdom: Pen and Sword, 2014) 20-38 (27)]  [12:  Ibic, p.108]  [13:  Kew, National Archives, CAB 24/29/21]  [14:  Kew, National Archives, CAB 24/24/35] 

Despite attempts by Asquith to create a solution to suit both sides of the coalition, there were inevitably those who, having supported conscription in its entirety, were less willing to support men who refused to fight.  Lloyd George was one of the most avid supporters for conscription on the liberal wing, threatening resignation 1915 when Asquith showed reluctance to introduce conscription. In a letter to his family on 27 December he writes how “[the] PM and his gang [are] trying to sneak out of their pledges[footnoteRef:15]. When conscientious objection was introduced, he did not hold back in making his views about the topic public. During a speech in Wales Lloyd George voiced his belief that “anyone who refused to participate [in the war] was going against the best interests of Wales and the people of Wales”[footnoteRef:16].  [15:  Lloyd George, ‘Wartime and Peacetime Leadership: 1914-22’, in Lloyd George Family Letters, ed. by Kenneth O. Morgan (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, London: Oxford university press, 1973)]  [16:  H.F. Caroll, ‘The Conchie, Enemy or Friend? To what extent did propaganda influence welsh perceptions of conscientious objectors during the first world war (1914-18), (unpublished dissertation, The Open University, 2021)] 

	One of the most common approaches to C.O.s within parliament is of disapproval and disregard. The most prevalent view can be neatly summarised with a quote from a committee report regarding reconsideration of absolutists who were previously denied exemption: the common belief was that “the sense of hardship inflicted on the men who are defending their country by the exemption of these objectors from military service has increased since these acts were passed”[footnoteRef:17]. [17:  Kew, National Archives, CAB 24/29/21] 



Similarly to the views of those in parliament, opinion outside of Downing Street regarding Conscientious Objection also existed on a varied spectrum. The number of differing opinions held by wider society is most obvious through the existence of organisations serving to support and demonise the cause of the C.O. in Britain. Whilst the responses of the government toward C.O.s were far from accepting, they were far more moderate that the reactions of the people.
 Over the course of the war anti-pacifist feeling underwent a steady increase, culminating in some circumstances in violent interaction between dissenter and the pro-war majority. (ref)
Propaganda in the popular press took to showing C.O.s as ‘shirkers’ and ‘sissies’ and in some cases the belief of objectors being traitors or spies was encouraged[footnoteRef:18]. Attempts through propaganda and the use of ‘white feather ladies’ to shame and guilt men into the army were introduced from the early years of the war. These White feather ladies especially embody the belief that shaming “every young slacker” into uniform was the right thing to do in support of the country[footnoteRef:19].  [18:  English Heritage, ‘Popular Images of Conscientious Objectors’ First World War Attitudes To Conscientious Objectors, 2022, < https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/richmond-castle/history-and-stories/attitudes-to-cos/> ]  [19:  N. F. Gullace, ‘White Feathers and Wounded Men: Female Patriotism and the Memory of the Great War’, Journal of British Studies, 36(1997), 178-206] 

Even after the war, the stigma attached to being a C.O. carried forward. Those who were court-martialled often had to remain in prison until the summer of 1919. Others found finding employment to be difficult with very few people willing to employ those with either criminal records or known histories of being C.O.s[footnoteRef:20]. [20:  Imperial War Museum, ‘Conscientious Objection’, Voices of the First World War, 2016, <https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/voices-of-the-first-world-war-conscientious-objection >] 

	
But for all the popular opposition to the C.O. movement, there are examples of more tolerant and supportive areas of society. One of the most influential and infamous organisations in support of the plight of the C.O was the No-Conscription Fellowship (N.C.F) .Formed in November of 1914, the No-Conscription Fellowship began with 300 men who were opposed to providing military service[footnoteRef:21]. After the introduction of the Military Service Act, the N.C.F. dedicated itself to keeping and maintaining records of every C.O., their objections, tribunals, and the verdicts they received[footnoteRef:22]. At its second convention in 1915, there was a stark increase in support with 2000 men in attendance[footnoteRef:23]. Active campaigning by the N. C. F. paved the way for the addition of the conscientious clause, allowing men to appeal to a tribunal for exemption from military service. The nature of these tribunals was typically un-sympathetic, however. There are numerous examples of the commentary and prejudice of such tribunals against these objectors, which serve as good indicators as to the typical mood of those tasked with handling them. In one such, C.O. Eric Dott detailed his experiences during the tribunal and how he was asked, among other questions, “What [he] would do if [his] sister was threatened with rape by some random German Solider”[footnoteRef:24]. As evidently provocative as such a statement is, it is also rather telling about the general disregard for the opinion of the C.O. [21:  ‘No Conscription Fellowship’ Working Class Movement Library, < https://www.wcml.org.uk/our-collections/protest-politics-and-campaigning-for-change/no-conscription-fellowship/> ]  [22:  ‘The Men Who Said No’, Peace Pledge Union, < https://menwhosaidno.org/context/context_ncfIntro.html >]  [23:  Beatrice Webb, ‘The No-Conscription Fellowship’, Women’s Writing of the First World War: An Anthology, (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/No-Conscription_Fellowship#cite_note-5 ]  [24:  Imperial War Museum, ‘Conscientious Objection’, Voices of the First World War, 2016, <https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/voices-of-the-first-world-war-conscientious-objection >] 

	The first national NCF convention was met with an onslaught of abuse from sensationalist newspapers dubbing them to be ‘hun-lovers’ and ‘cowards’ through propaganda[footnoteRef:25]. [25:  Ann Kramer, ‘Conscription and Conscience’, p.31] 

Yet, as so often seems to be the case, there are examples of instances were members of the anti-pacifist mob, upon meeting C.O.s find their opinions to be changed rather quickly. As Ann Kramer describes in her work Conscientious Objectors of the First World War: A Determined resistance, on one occasion a group of sailors broke into a NCF convention. No doubt expecting to incite violence amongst the attendees, the sailors were instead invited to tea with the stewards, an interaction with left them with “very different ideas about conchies”[footnoteRef:26]. Instances like these are prime examples of why treatment of C.O.s cannot be said to be universally abusive or accepting; rather the place of the C.O. within society is a complex issue revolving around the reactions of numerous institutions and social groups, and their interactions with different individuals, groups, and branches of objectors at different points in time. This is echoed in the relationship between the C.O. and the military. [26:  Ibic.] 


On the face of it, the attitudes of the military toward conscientious objectors were dismissive and aggressive, and to a large extent it was. But it was also a relationship of varied responses, the majority of which were highly dependent on which side of spectrum of objection a person fell on. 
In the many cases of C.O.s being denied exemption and subsequently disobeying military orders, the number of court-martials and jailed objectors rose and stayed relatively high. By the end of 1918, 1600 men were still in prison for refusing to obey military orders[footnoteRef:27]. The most commonly recognised figure of C.O.s imprisoned throughout the war for refusal to obey military orders is around 6000, all of whom where absolutists who refused to support the war effort in any way, regardless of whether it was combatant or not[footnoteRef:28]. Men who were court-martialled could go through the process multi-times, being issued new orders after each sentence as an incentive to obey and fall into line. In the case of Emrys Hughes, refusal to put on a military uniform earnt him a “forcible dressing by a sergeant and a corporal”[footnoteRef:29]. Whether such actions as these were the result of frustration or prejudice is a subject for a different paper. But this example, and the many others like it, make it very clear that the opinions of absolutist C.O.s were low enough that actions of humiliation were commonplace. The threat of the death sentence was also a regular tactic for scaring C.O.s into submission, though the sentence was always commuted into penal service[footnoteRef:30]. [27:  Kew, National Archives, CAB 24/70/18]  [28:   Imperial War Museum, ‘Conscientious Objection’, Voices of the First World War, 2016, <https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/voices-of-the-first-world-war-conscientious-objection > ]  [29:  344 ‘Conchie: Emrys Hughes and the First World War’, The Welsh Review, 13 (1986), 328-352 (p.344)]  [30:  Imperial War Museum, ‘Conscientious Objection’, Voices of the First World War, 2016, <https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/voices-of-the-first-world-war-conscientious-objection >] 

The ability to claim such treatment was universal, however, is diminished when taking the N.C.C into consideration. Some members of the military were even sympathetic to the cause of the C.O., and the “treatment that [they] were forced to meat out to the poor blighters” was not desirable to may officers but unavoidable[footnoteRef:31].In many cases military personal could see which obvious clarity that many men who were denied exemption by the tribunal were genuine C.Os. But, owing to the reluctance of the W.C. to implement any changes to the tribunal system, cases of inaccurately judged C.O.s continued to fall into military service. Those C.O.s who served under the N.C.C. or the Royal Army Medical Corps would have very varied experiences during their time in the army. As the N.C.C. grew, some combatant soldiers would be moved into their regiments, usually as a result of injury. Many of these men found it ‘distasteful’ to be grouped with C.O.s, but the logistical work covered by the Corps freed up many fighting men for the front[footnoteRef:32]. Some combatant soldiers also held the belief that, although they might not agree with their ideas, but they still “served equally as well as any man in the line”[footnoteRef:33]. Those who served with the Medical Corps were, despite not being combatant, as close to the danger of conflict as anyone else. In the opinion of Private Eric Nunn C.O.s were “right there in the middle with me and all the others”[footnoteRef:34]. Though these are single examples of contrary belief and support of objectors, they indicate wider feeling in those with similar experiences. The frustration shown by Military officials in receiving obvious C.O.s demonstrates not necessarily a resentment at their beliefs, but a desire for them to be dealt with properly and fairly to have the appropriate exemptions issued.  [31:  ‘Conscientious Objectors’, Voices of the First World War, BBC Sounds, 29 June 2016]  [32:  ‘The Men Who Said No’, Peace Pledge Union]  [33:  Imperial War Museum, ‘Conscientious Objection’]  [34:  Ibic.] 


This isn’t to say that the life of the C.O. was easy, or that there was no institutional abuse at all. Evidently there was, and to quite a large extent; the scope of this issue is too large to be covered in an essay of this size. I would argue instead that owing to the complexity of the interactions between factors that contribute to ‘institutional’ abuse, it cannot be said that any one type of abuse was the dominating factor. The level to which C.O. opposition was influenced by institutional abuse and propaganda is dwarfed by the wide feeling of resentment toward dissenters that was already growing within society at the time. Simultaneously, social opposition was encouraged by propaganda, sensational press, the white feather ladies etc. Yet there are also examples of, in the midst of growing fever for opposition, smaller interactions encouraging sympathy for, and changing the minds of those who previously resented the conscientious cause. In the interwar period opinions of Conscientious Objection became far less opposed and of those coming out of the war, many began to adopt such views. The frantic excitement in the face of war and the enthusiasm for patriotic feeling were commonplace feeling in Britain during the first world war, but to say that this is evidence of a C.O.s life being dominated by abuse ignores the intricacies of feeling and attitude that exist within a society at war.
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