
CONSCRIPTION COMES TO BRITAIN

The reaction to the British declaration of war was mixed. Peace
campaigners felt dismay while others greeted it with enthusiasm
and a promise of opportunity. In many people’s minds war was
exciting and noble with brave cavalry charges, and heroic deeds just
as in the books and magazines. For others it was an escape from a
dull job and grinding poverty, the chance of a wage and even a
decent meal. Patriotism was a motivation for some. In any case they
said it would all be over by Christmas. Now as then few understood
what war really meant.

As the war carried on into 1915, not enough men were joining the army to replace
the huge numbers killed and injured on the front. Politicians and military leaders
decided that if not enough men joined the army voluntarily they would have to be
forced into it. Stopping the war was not an option to those determined to win at
all costs.

Before the war some politicians and right wing
press had long pushed for conscription as an
effective means of social control, but it had been
widely unpopular. Trade unions, political parties
and religious groups were all opposed to its
introduction. They were well aware of the social,
industrial and political consequences of forcing
men into the army. People had worked hard to
keep conscription from becoming law. 

By June 1915 conscription  began to gain wider
support, and for the first time in British history,
politicians began to seriously debate forcing
millions of men against their will into the armed
forces. Debates raged across the country,  MPs
resigned over it, but by 5th January 1916 the
Military Service Act came into law.

Under intense pressure the government was
forced to include a 'conscience' clause in the bill

for it to pass. This meant that men who had a 'conscientious objection' to killing
fellow human beings could be exempted. No other country had yet provided for
this, but what was a conscientious objection was not made clear.

Compulsion meant more than just turning men into soldiers.
Conscription stripped men of their civil liberties, tore them from home
and family and gave the army total control over their lives. It was a
signal that long-held values of freedom and liberty were abandoned
in the drive to war.

In 1914 few wanted war. Some realised that dangers were
building and worked to prevent it; most gave it little thought.
50 years of relative peace in Europe had led to a false calm as
tensions that made war ever more likely were largely ignored.

When Britain declared war on Germany, it was both expected
and in some ways a surprise. Many who previously opposed it
now felt they had to 'stand by their country' and give it support
but enthusiasm for the war was never as great as we are often
led to believe.

Before August 1914 there was a Europe-wide movement of
people who were not content to sit and wait for war. Through
public meetings, protest and petitions, they made their voices
heard. Britain had a long tradition of anti-war activism and only
12 years before large numbers had protested against Britain’s
aggression in the Boer War. 

Anti-war activists came from many backgrounds. Non-
conformist Christians were a large group within the anti-war
movement but many also came from a secular political
background. 

What united all the groups was a desire to work for peace.
British anti-war protesters argued that the Government  was
taking steps that would lead to war. They argued for another
way through education, protest and
understanding between nations.

Despite their best efforts  British  anti-war
activists’ worst fears were realised when
Britain declared war on the 4th of August.
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Anti war demonstration, Trafalgar
Sq. Keir Hardie and others spoke
against the war 2 days before it
was declared..

Anti war demonstrations
took place around the 
country and  continued
throughout the war.

Before  the war
Conscription

Long before the war some groups
wanted to introduce peacetime con-
scription, not recruits for the war, but
a system of conscription that would
bring the whole male working-class
population under the military control
of the ruling classes.

In many people’s minds war was exciting and noble
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COUNTDOWN TO WAR BRITAIN DECLARES WAR CONSCRIPTION BEGINS

The promise to exclude married men and
men older than 41 from combat was soon
abandoned as casualities continued to
mount.

1899 Hague conference established permanent Court of Arbitration

1901 Jan Bloch opens first peace museum 

The real issue is whether we are to begin an immense change in the
fundamental structure of our society.

Sir John Simon MP 5 January 1916 the day conscription became law.

1904 Britain's first Peace Congress 250 delegates from 92 countries

1911 Government called the army to keep trains running

1913 Churchill announced large increase in military expenditure

1902 First Nobel peace Peace prize to Henry Dunant and Frederic Passy

Edwardians lived in an increasingly militarised society.
Many young boys uncritically absorbed the paramili-
tary values of the Boys Brigade and similar organisa-
tions.

4th August 1914 - Britain Declares War on Germany

November 1914 - Formation of the NCF

26th September 1915 - Death of Keir Hardie

October 1915 - National Registration of men as a preparation for conscription

8th January 1916 - First Debate on Conscription

27th January 1916 - Conscription passed into law March 1916  First issue of NCF newspaper “The Tribunal” printed

March 1916 - Conscription comes into force and the first Tribunal hearings begin May 1916 - The First “Frenchmen” are sentenced to death 8th September 1916 - Walter Roberts, the first CO to die during the war

July 1916 - “Repeal the Act” leaflet leads to prosecution of NCF National Committee
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