
We will not fight  



Learning Objectives  

•  To learn about the different types of Conscientious Objectors, what 
their motives were, and what actions they took. 

•  To find out about how Conscientious Objectors were treated by the 
authorities and the rest of the population. 

•  To think about the influence of pro-war propaganda over people and 
its effects.  

•  To discover how young women in Britain, and young West African men 
also took part in the movement against war, and to think about why 
their forms of protest were different.  

•  To question the rights and wrongs of the Conscientious Objectors’ 
actions, beliefs, and treatment. 



‘Who Were the Conscientious Objectors?’  

WWI - trench warfare and global 
nature mean a lot of people are 
needed in the army. 
 
January 1916- conscription was 
introduced for all single men 
aged 18-41. 
 
In total over six million men are 
mobilised in the UK. 
 
A clause in the law allowed 
people to register as a 
Conscientious Objector (CO). 
 

© IWM (Q 5100)



© IWM (Art.IWM PST 5161)

Over 16,000 Conscientious Objectors 
during WWI, although many weren’t 
given that legal status.  

People didn’t fight for many reasons- 
religious, political, and even personal. 

Religious groups like the Quakers 
opposed all wars. 

Political groups like pacifists and 
socialists felt German and British 
workers should work together, rather 
than fight each other. 

Some people asked for permission to 
remain because of personal reasons. 



Different types of CO’s 

 

‘Non-Combatants’ joined the army but did not use weapons, and 
instead were stretcher-bearers, hospital workers, and drivers. 

 

‘Alternativists’ refused to join the army but would do other jobs 
that the government considered important for the war, like 
working in mines and factories. 

 

‘Absolutists’ were so anti-war that they refused to do any work for 
the war effort or the army.  



Military Tribunals decide whether 
or not a CO should join the army. 
 
The tribunals weren’t known for 
being fair or sympathetic.  
 
If the tribunal rejects the CO’s 
application they were forced to 
join the army. 
 
Those who still refused to fight 
could be punished with prison, 
military jail, or even threatened 
with death. 

Pamphlets such as these, printed by the 
No Conscription Fellowship, aimed to help 
CO’s avoid military service and prison. 
(Working Class Movement Library) 



CO’s who avoided service were 
often called ‘conchies’ and 
bullied.  
 
Some were given white feathers 
- a symbol of cowardice - while 
walking the streets.   
 
‘No Conscription Fellowship’ 
tried to support CO’s. 

CO’s were portrayed by pro-war newspapers as lazy and selfish.                  
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Were Conscientious Objectors 
right to do what they did? 



1.  What are the different reasons that Walter gives for 
seeking the status of Conscientious Objector? 

2.  Is there one that you find particularly convincing? 

3.  If you were on the military tribunal, would you allow him 
to not serve in the army? Why / Why not? 

Discussion questions 



archive.ppu.org.uk/nomoreNews/
worksheets/ws2/

worksheet02Source9.html 

http://archive.ppu.org.uk/nomoreNews/worksheets/ws2/worksheet02Source9.html
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In Africa as well, many young men 
attempted to avoid the army. 

The British Army often employed them 
as ‘Carriers’. Conditions were very 
harsh: 

West African Carriers in the British 
Army received less than 1000 calories a 
day in their rations (British soldiers had 
4000 per day).  

Among East and West African carriers, 
the death rate was 20%- almost double 
the 11.5% death rate for British 
soldiers.  

Most died from malnutrition, disease, 
and overwork. 

Carriers received no pensions, no sick 
pay, and did not even receive a medal. 

Image Q 15528 from the Imperial War Museums collection 



Some feared being treated like slaves. Others didn’t 
want to fight for a country that invaded them. Still 
others didn’t think the war affected them. 
 
Many were forced to join, through the threat of 
arrest, beatings, and death. 
 
African war resistors would hide from towns where 
recruiters were visiting. They would hide in rural 
areas or cross borders into other colonies. Some 
moved to very remote villages. 
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