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Jessie Wallace Hughan, one of the founding members of the pacifist group the War 

Resisters League, sent a message to President Franklin D. Roosevelt immediately after the 

Japanese surprise attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7th 1941, urging him to keep the United 

States out of the war despite the attack.1 Wallace’s plea was, obviously, ignored, and her 

organization, as well as and pacifism in general, had little influence in the public mind for years 

to come. Historian Scott Bennett points out, “Most studies on the World War II home front 

either ignore pacifism and conscientious objection, or mention them in passing, offering only a 

cursory discussion of them and treating both as issues of civil liberty.”2 

 American pacifism and conscientious objection during World War Two is an 

underexplored topic. An exploration of pacifism and conscientious objection during World War 

Two provides an interesting critique and reevaluation of the American war effort, and a 

fascinating glimpse at the practical application of the, sometimes contradictory, American 

values of individualism and patriotism. Pacifism during World War Two had a 

disproportionately large effect on American democracy in the 20th century compared to the 

small number of people involved in conscientious objection. 

To understand the importance of pacifism and conscientious objection as an alternative 

view, or even a critique, it is first necessary to acknowledge the power, and examine the basic 

outline, of the concept of America’s “Good War.” In the collective national psyche of the United 

States, and in the glitzy materialization of that psyche that is American popular culture, 

perceptions and depictions of the Second World War largely fall within the bounds of a 

                                                
 
1 See Scott H. Bennett, Radical Pacifism: The War Resisters League and Gandhian Nonviolence in 
America, 1915-1963 Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2003. p74 
 
2 Bennett, p268. 
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doctrine, which, for the most part, goes largely unquestioned. That doctrine is, of course, that 

World War Two was the 20th century's "Good War," that American involvement in the war was 

just, that those who participated in the war effort make up "The Greatest Generation," and that to 

have refused to fight the expansionist forces of European fascism and Japanese imperialism 

would have been to shirk the moral obligations of American greatness. 

The story of the Allied struggle in World War Two is one of America's favorite stories. 

World War Two is a powerful meme in American culture, in print, in film, and in the ever 

increasingly important medium of electronic gaming. Culturally speaking, the war is an 

opportunity for the storyteller to place a near mythic sheen on a tale of actual historical events. 

The sheer horror of many of the crimes of the Axis powers makes it easy to paint the war as an 

epic battle between heroism and villainy. Set against this backdrop of uncomplicated, almost 

Manichaean struggle, the war is the symbolic crowning achievement of the United States’ 

journey towards becoming a world power.  

One humorous example of the power and near sacred status of the meme of “The Good 

War” in American pop culture is a mock PSA at the close of an episode of The Simpsons 

television show. The episode’s plot revolves around a schoolyard battle and Bart Simpson 

reminds viewers that, contrary to what has just been seen; “War is neither glamorous nor fun. 

There are no winners; only losers. There are no good wars, with the following exceptions: the 

American Revolution, World War Two, and the Star Wars Trilogy.”3 This is just one example, 

yet it is the quintessence of America’s pop culture obsession with World War Two. The addition 

of a fictional story of the fantasy genre to the list of “good wars” humorously underscores the 

                                                
 
3 The Simpsons, Season 1, episode titled Bart the General. 1990. 20th Century Fox. 
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extent to which World War Two has attained a status in American culture almost akin to that of 

a sacred legend. 

President Roosevelt wanted America to be Democracy’s Arsenal. There were some in 

the United States who believed that, by it’s very nature, Democracy cannot be protected by an 

arsenal. That true Democracy is not established by force of arms, but is grown. They saw 

Democracy as arising naturally from a free society, and the seeds of that free society are the 

individual liberties of each of its citizens. The refusal of those who opposed violence on moral 

grounds to give up their individual right to maintain their consciences protected these seeds of a 

free society thought should be sacrificed for the short term gain of a nation fully mobilized for 

war. Is there such a thing as a good war? Is the militarization of a society for the purposes of 

violent conflict justified in certain situations? And should minorities who disagree be silenced 

for a time, in the interest of the greater good? A small group of Americans during World War 

Two answered “no.” An outline of the argument for the “Good War” narrative, juxtaposed with 

the words and actions of conscientious objectors, complicates, and deepens our understanding of 

this iconic era. The nuances of the differences in opinion between the many different groups of 

conscientious objectors and their respective supporters, will lead to a greater appreciation and 

deeper understanding of the importance of pacifism and conscientious objection to the seeds of 

Democracy, individual liberties. 

In the underlying popular narrative of United States history, the country had been 

cautiously expanding its role in world affairs since the early 19th century. This narrative was 

being presented even before the United States entered the World War Two. In his “Arsenal of 

Democracy” speech, given in December of 1940, President Franklin D. Roosevelt refers to 

several key symbolic points of American history, saying: 
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We met the issue of 1933 with courage and realism. We face this new crisis, this 
new threat to the security of our nation, with the same courage and realism. Never 
before since Jamestown and Plymouth Rock has our American civilization been 
in such danger as now. 
 
In view of the nature of this undeniable threat, it can be asserted, properly and 
categorically, that the United States has no right or reason to encourage talk of 
peace until the day shall come when there is a clear intention on the part of the 
aggressor nations to abandon all thought of dominating or conquering the world. 
 
It is a matter of most vital concern to us that European and Asiatic war-makers 
should not gain control of the oceans that lead to this hemisphere. One hundred 
and seventeen years ago the Monroe Doctrine was conceived by our government 
as a measure of defense in the face of a threat against this hemisphere by an 
alliance in Continental Europe. Thereafter, we stood guard in the Atlantic.4 

 

Roosevelt refers to Jamestown and Plymouth Rock, both highly symbolic moments in 

early American history, and also compares the gravity of the war with that of the suffering of the 

Great Depression. He also, notably, refers to the Monroe doctrine, which in 1823 established the 

policy of the United States formally extending its influence and interest throughout the western 

hemisphere, though of course, always in the role of a benevolent protector.  

The element of a grudging acceptance of one’s own place of great power and 

responsibility is reminiscent of the biblical story of Moses. Contemporary American writer 

Bruce Feiler describes the popularity of Mosaic imagery in American politics and culture. He 

describes Moses as “a potent spiritual force in nearly every great transformation in American 

history”5 and explains “The presence of Moses in American iconography grew in the 20th 

                                                
 
4 F. D. Roosevelt, December 29th 1940. Accessed online. 
http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/fdrarsenalofdemocracy.html May 9th 2010 
 
5Bruce Feiler. Moses: Biblical Prophet, American Icon Washington Post, October 18th 2009, adapted 
from his book "America's Prophet: Moses and the American Story 
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century, even as the Bible declined in influence.”6 He also, and most importantly here, states 

that Roosevelt himself has been compared to Moses for “defeating Hitler.”7 This is an example 

of the passion and sometimes overtly religious fervor with which World War Two has been 

incorporated into a hyper-patriotic, historical monoculture, as the final step on America’s 

inevitable journey towards greatness. 

Almost a year after the “Arsenal of Democracy” speech, the day after the attack on Pearl 

Harbor, Roosevelt again lends credence to the ideological expansion of the Monroe doctrine, 

that paints a story of America’s grudging rise to power on the world stage. In his famous “Day 

of Infamy” speech, Roosevelt speaks of the “righteous might”8 of the American people. 

Roosevelt completes the argument that American involvement in World War Two is the 

necessary pinnacle of a long journey towards a destiny of power and responsibility on a global 

scale by asserting that “we will not only defend ourselves to the uttermost, but will make very 

certain that this form of treachery shall never endanger us again.”9 This assertion makes it clear 

that in the arc of the popular narrative, America’s entry into the war will not only be 

remembered as an act of retaliatory self-defense, nor just as a righteous attack on totalitarianism 

and genocidal expansionism. In addition to both these things, the war comes to be remembered, 

for the United States, as the final, justly deserved assumption of full-fledged superpower status.  

  When an historical event is glorified and celebrated in such a complete way as World 

War Two is in the United States, when even as it was happening it was already being written in 

                                                
6 Ibid. 
 
7 Ibid. 
 
8 Roosevelt, December 8th 1941. Accessed online. 
http://www.radiochemistry.org/history/nuclear_age/06_fdr_infamy.shtml May 9th 2010 
 
9 Ibid. 
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to a very specific, mythic narrative, that has only become stronger as time passes, it can come as 

a shock to see a different side. American pacifism and conscientious objection before, during, 

and after the war turn our perceptions of what the war meant to Americans inside out. 

Examining pacifism during the war deconstructs the “Good War” narrative by seeking to 

understand the motivations, and learn the stories of the Americans who never assented to it. That 

forgotten, or perhaps deliberately ignored, part of the story is that as the world was hurtling 

toward another devastating war, and as that war was fought across the globe, some staunchly 

refused to fight. These people lived in many countries, and had sometimes disparate motivations 

for their opposition to the war. 

 The stories of war resisters are largely left out, most likely due to the fact that, after the 

Japanese surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, as well as the revelations near the end of the war of the 

full extent of Hitler's "final solution,” the war was, and remains, fairly popular with a majority 

of the American public. However, to ignore the stories of those who refused to participate in the 

war is to ignore an important part of history.  

World War Two can be seen as a time of decline in popular pacifist sentiment. There 

was a definite withering of widespread antiwar feeling that was relatively strong following the 

senseless devastation of the First World War. This popular antiwar sentiment should not be 

confused with genuine pacifism. The politics of the 1920s and 30s created a milieu of uneasy 

alliances between several key groups. The disarmament treaties of the 1920s were intended to 

assure that conflict of the scale of World War One could never happen again. As the end of the 

war receded further into the past and as the world realized that the treaty of Versailles had 

created an unstable and incomplete peace, a sense of the inevitability of another war developed. 

The rise of the Nazi party in Germany and an increasingly aggressive Imperial Japan, both fed 
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by the anger of being spurned and mistreated nations, left little doubt that war was coming 

again. Two sides formed in American politics, both made up of alliances of groups that usually 

would not tend to cooperate.  

On the one hand, there was a bloc that supported the United States becoming involved in 

the eventual conflict. This was made up mostly of liberal groups, who had strong internationalist 

interests and wanted to see the U.S. take on a leadership role in world politics. From 1935 to 

1939 liberals were joined by American communists. Communists were concerned that Nazi 

aggression would threaten Communism and the Soviet Union. In 1939 the communists’ united 

front with liberal groups dissolved when Hitler and Stalin signed a nonaggression pact. 

American Communists would, of course, support the Allied war effort again later, when the 

Nazis invaded Russia. The other side, those who opposed American involvement in the coming 

war, was made up of pacifists of all stripes, as well as noninterventionists such as those who 

started the America First Committee. The America First Committee was started in 1940 and was 

one of the largest antiwar groups at the time. Obviously, this cooperative relationship dissolved 

when America First and the entire noninterventionist position evaporated over-night after Pearl 

Harbor. 10 

The withering of popular support for pacifism did serve to radicalize those remaining in 

the movement, despite the seemingly ironclad justification for the conflict. That radicalization of 

a small number of people had a disproportionately huge impact on the nation. The popularity of 

the war, and the extent to which everyday life was co-opted into the war effort made it virtually 

impossible for pacifist groups and individuals to simply sit-out the conflict without wrestling 

                                                
 
10 See Wayne S Cole. America First: The Battle Against Intervention, Madison: University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1953. 
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with the questions that make up the core of the pacifist argument. Being a conscientious objector 

during unpopular wars, wars widely considered to be unjust or unnecessary, is a challenging 

enough task. Resisting the “Good War” made the task of objectors all the more difficult and 

complicated. 

  The relationship between the multifaceted peace movement and the American 

government during the war was a learning experience for both. The government learned new 

ways of silencing pacifist dissent, and of dealing with conscientious objection as a logistical 

problem. Likewise, the different factions of the peace movement learned how to better interact 

with the government to achieve their various aims. 

 At first glance it is easy to try to simplify an examination of American pacifism during 

World War Two by lumping all objectors into a single, homogenized group. Telling the story as 

an interaction between the pacifists on the one hand, and the government on the other, is 

compelling enough. Upon closer examination of the objectors themselves, it is impossible to 

gain a true understanding of the depth of the issues at hand without first being aware of the 

disparate motivations for objection held by the various groups engaged in pacifist dissent from 

the war effort. It is perhaps more correct when discussing World War Two to refrain from 

making reference to an American “peace movement” as if some unified movement ever 

successfully coalesced in a lasting way, and instead refer to the American peace movements. 

Although there was an attempt to unify the peace movements under a single umbrella 

organization that could operate as a unit when interacting with the government, this never 

succeeded in creating more than an uneasy amalgamation of divergent opinions and impulses. 

The peace movements appear at first to have had a rather straightforward common goal in mind: 

to avoid participation in the war by their members. The deeper reasons for this goal led to 



 

 10 

disagreements over the methods employed to achieve it. These disagreements allow us a better 

understanding of the importance of the issues. 

 On September 16th 1940, with the prospect of the U.S. being drawn into the already 

ongoing war looming ever closer, the first peacetime draft law was adopted. American 

involvement in the war was all but inevitable and the only real question was when it would 

become politically practicable to fully enter the war. The aforementioned “Arsenal of 

Democracy” speech outlines Roosevelt’s plan to continue greater support for the Allied war 

effort through the provision of armaments to the British, but the institution of a draft three 

months before that speech indicated that merely supporting the British with munitions was never 

intended to be the full extent of American involvement for the duration of the war. Roosevelt 

knew that the U.S. would end up in the war, and most Americans knew that, sooner or later, the 

U.S would be drawn into the war directly. There would be no avoiding it, and although many in 

the peace movements would keep trying everything they could to change the coming course of 

events, conscription brought America’s young men face to face with the very real prospect of 

facing combat in the near future. The question faced by the peace movements was how to react 

to the draft.  

During the First World War, the American government’s initial reaction to those who 

refused conscription had been quite severe. Aside from longtime members of Christian 

denominations with well-established pacifist track records, who were offered alternative forms 

of service (and even then were often mistreated), most conscripted American pacifists were 

treated harshly. There was no system in place to deal with those who refused to bear arms but 

were not members of religious sects given special exemption. Objectors would be drafted along 

with everyone else in exactly the same manner. Objectors would have to decide for themselves 
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at what point of the process of conscription they would cease cooperating. The World War One 

draft made conscientious objection a crime. A small number of men were court-martialed and 

given jail time. Most notably, seventeen men who had been drafted into the military during 

WWI were executed for refusing to perform even non-combatant military service.11 The severity 

of this reaction; the execution of otherwise completely law-abiding citizens, is shocking 

especially in light of America’s supposed commitment to the ideals of personal liberty.  

The World War One draft exemplified an act by a militaristic government, democratic 

though it may have been, that crushed opposition with the most blunt instrument any 

government can wield against its own citizens: the state-sponsored execution. Based on the logic 

of modern nationalism, which places national interests above those of smaller groups, and an 

individual’s identity as a member of a nation-state above any other concerns, refusing to 

cooperate with a war effort, especially one that is popular with the public is, quite simply, 

treasonous. The hostility directed at the pacifist by a modern nation-state at war is perhaps best 

expressed by the writer George Orwell, in a series of letters written for the American publication 

the Partisan Review. These “London Letters” were intended to keep American readers informed 

of the situation in Great Britain during a time when the outcome of the war was still very much 

unsure.  

 Orwell’s attack on British pacifism during World War Two employs exactly the same 

sort of blunt, nationalist logic that had led to the imprisonment and execution of American 

pacifists in World War One. Orwell argues that pacifism is pro-fascist. He says that to refuse to 

participate in the war effort is to hamper the war effort, and therefore is to directly support the 
                                                
 
11 See Heather T. Frazer and John O’Sullivan. Introduction to We Have Just Begun To Not Fight: An 
Oral History of Conscientious Objectors in Civilian Public Service during World War Two. New York. 
Twayne Publishers. 1996. p-xiv.  
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fascist enemy. He employs the “he that is not with me is against me” argument.12 The logic is 

the very same that led to seventeen men being executed in the first Great War; refusing to 

cooperate with conscription is treason, in order to fight totalitarianism and protect freedom and 

democracy, citizens who object to violence on moral grounds must abandon their ideals and 

submit to the collective will of the nation, or face the consequences. As the United States 

government once again moved towards the imposition of conscription on its citizens, this logic, 

and the harsh treatment it entailed, weighed heavily on the minds of the leaders of the American 

peace movements, and they sought to find some compromise with the government to avoid the 

maltreatment of the thousands of young men who they would be encouraging to refuse military 

service.  

Especially concerned about the well being of pacifist draftees were the leaders of the 

pacifist Christian denominations. They were not only ideological mentors, but had taken on 

ministerial responsibility for their young men, and were often members of extremely close, 

loyal, and insular religious communities. It simply would not do, especially for them, to tell 

draftees that they should refuse the draft and leave it at that, knowing the potentially deadly 

consequences it would entail. Some form of compromise with the government would have to be 

sought. 

 Originally the 1940 draft law included only concessions to members of the three historic 

peace churches ⎯ the Quakers, Mennonites, and Brethren ⎯ who refused to fight on the basis 

of their denominations’ historic and theological opposition to participation in war of any kind. 

Although the ideals of Christian pacifism have existed for centuries, these three churches, by 

                                                
 
12 George Orwell,  Pacifism and the War. Partisan Review. August-September 1942. Accessed online. 
http://orwell.ru/library/articles/pacifism/english/e_patw 
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virtue of their unique histories and relatively strong cohesion, at least as far as the basics of the 

problem of war, had gained special consideration and leniency during wartime. In The Politics 

of Conscience Albert Keim and Grant Stoltzfus provide a concise description of the historical 

foundations of the exemption for the peace churches; 

Though separated in time by centuries (Mennonites in the sixteenth, Quakers in 
the seventeenth, and Brethren in the eighteenth), diverse in geographical origin, 
and differing in certain interpretations of the Christian faith, these three groups 
have developed parallel communities characterized by disciplined group life and 
corresponding economic behavior… Since 1935 the three groups have become 
known as the ‘historic peace churches.’ Interacting in their own ways with the 
American environment, each group has developed educational and charitable 
institutions… their young men constituted the large majority of conscientious 
objectors.13 

 

 As the law was originally written, men claiming Conscientious Objector (CO) status 

would have to prove their membership in one of the three sects. However, pacifist groups were 

able to lobby hard enough to have the law rewritten so that official conscientious objector status 

was extended to anyone who opposed participation in war on religious grounds no matter their 

denomination. Also, the new law provided an option to choose between non-combatant 

enlistment, which would still involve working under the military (an unpalatable choice to many 

pacifists), and alternative work under civilian direction. The law still denied CO status to 

individuals who refused to fight for any other reason other than religious beliefs. Also of 

concern to absolutist pacifists was the omission of any exemption for those who refused any 

                                                
 
13 Albert N. Keim and Grant M Stoltzfus, The Politics of Conscience, The Historic Peace Churches and 
America at War, 1917-1955. Scottsdale, Herald Press, 1988. p23 See p17-31 for a complete, extremely 
concise overview of the individual histories of the peace churches before the years leading up to World 
War Two. 
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cooperation with any form of conscription, even if it was completely non-military.14  

The language insisting on the religious nature of an individual’s objection to the war 

caused some tension and confusion among the peace movements, and is particularly interesting 

in that it forces the question of the definition of religion. In the midst of the fervor of the war, 

there was a small group of Americans apparently nitpicking over whether or not some of their 

most deeply held convictions were technically “religious.” In this situation however, this 

nitpicking was more than just dry, abstract philosophy, it was a question of whether or not 

someone was committing a treasonous act. Sometimes, obscure, quasi-religious organizations 

and activities were used to satisfy the stipulation that objection be based on religious grounds. 

Members of the War Resisters League (WRL), the most prominent secular peace organization at 

the time, seemed to have the most difficulty when it came to receiving the proper classification 

as objectors. This problem is well summarized in a 1943 letter from the National Service Board 

for Religious Objectors (NSBRO), the umbrella organization created to help the peace churches 

present a unified front to the government, to Abraham Kauffman, the executive secretary of the 

WRL, about an objector who was having difficulty with his local draft board: 

 
Thank you for you letter of February 11th, in behalf of Jerome Atkins. We will do 
our best in his behalf. 
 
Personally, I share your point of view on such cases. We have repeatedly talked 
with Selective Service officials about a broader interpretation of ‘religious 
training and belief,’ but apparently have not made too much progress. 
 
I have a feeling that many of these boys jeopardize their own causes by clouding 
the religious basis with unnecessary political and philosophical discussion. Please 
instruct them as you have opportunity, to make the most of whatever religious 

                                                
 
14 Bennett p72  
 



 

 15 

basis they have.15 
 

 
 

There was evidently a great deal of confusion over what sorts of objections were to be 

considered “religious,” although the system of local draft boards usually made it somewhat 

easier to determine which claims of CO status were legitimate or not, as the people who had to 

be convinced were often members of one’s own community. 

 NSBRO was dominated by the peace church leaders, and their concern as an 

organization seems mainly to have been avoiding a repeat of World War One. This was not 

necessarily true for the more radical peace activists, who aimed to present a meaningful pacifist 

witness to the rest of the nation and the world. Perhaps this expression of a meaningful witness 

is what was described in the above letter as “unnecessary political and philosophical 

discussion.” 

During the years of the 1940 draft law, over a million American men were ordered into 

the military. Of these, almost 43,000 were classified as conscientious objectors. 25,000 of the 

COs were inducted as class 1-A-O noncombatants, meaning that they accepted military service, 

and served in uniform, but only in roles that would not require them to carry weapons. One of 

the most well known roles for 1-A-O noncombatants was to serve as a medic. Of the remaining 

18,000 or so, roughly 12,000 agreed to enter work camps16 where they would supposedly be 

doing work that contributed to the greater national good without directly contributing to war-

                                                
 
15 M. Guy West to Abraham Kauffman, February 15th, 1943, Center on Conscience and War (DG 025) 
Series A, Box 32. Swarthmore College Peace Collection, Swarthmore PA. 
 
 
16 Lawrence S. Wittner, Rebels Against War: The American Peace Movement 1941-1960. New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1969. p41. 
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making, or volunteered to work in mental hospitals,17 or as guinea pigs in a range of medical 

experiments. The remaining COs, roughly 6,000, ended up in jail either as a result of refusing to 

cooperate in the Civilian Public Service (CPS) camps, or because their objections to the war 

were not religious in the traditional sense and therefore, did not make them eligible for official 

CO status under the law.18  

As stated above, whether or not someone’s religious views were “religious” often 

became a rather complex legal question. The case of Jerome Atkins is an example. In the 

original letter from the WRL concerning Atkins’ case, the blurring of the line between 

political/philosophical and religious views becomes even more evident. Atkins had applied for 

CO status on religious grounds but was denied and was deemed a political objector, making him 

ineligible for CPS. This was despite the fact that the hearing officer for the case was aware of 

Atkins’ and his family’s regular attendance at the Brooklyn Ethical Culture Society and New 

York’s Community Church. The officer was also specifically made aware of the fact that Atkins 

had been influenced by specific spiritual leaders from both organizations. The reason for 

branding Atkins a political objector is assumed to have been “the family’s interest in politics,” 19 

specifically, the fact that many years previous “the mother was a candidate for office on the 

Socialist ticket.”20 It is asserted that the family’s interests had shifted away from these political 

                                                
 
17 See Alex Sareyan, The Turning Point; How Men of Conscience Brought About Major Change in the 
Care of America’s Mentally Ill. Washington DC. American Psychiatric Press. 1994. For an in depth look 
at the experiences and huge positive impact of Conscientious Objectors in reforming mental hospitals in 
the United States. 
 
18 Wittner,41. 
 
19 Abraham Kauffman to Mrs. Huldah Randell, February 11th, 1943, Center on Conscience and War (DG 
025) Series A, Box 32. Swarthmore College Peace Collection, Swarthmore PA. 
 
20 Ibid. 
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endeavors and were strictly spiritual. 

In the WRL letter concerning Atkins, Abraham Kauffman underscores his displeasure 

with the ruling by pointing out that, “If civic interest to the extent of having political opinions 

rules out conscientious objectors” despite their religious training, then the whole idea of 

expanding CO status to anyone on religious grounds is worthless because “the only ones who 

would benefit by it are the Mennonites, who withdraw entirely from politics.” 21 This is a gross 

oversimplification. Although there were at the time, and are still today, significant, portions of 

the conservative Mennonite community who advocate complete withdrawal from politics and 

near total cultural isolation, this is not an accurate portrayal of all Mennonites. Pointing this out 

only makes Kauffman’s point stronger though, as not even all Mennonites would be granted CO 

status if the decision in question was used as a precedent. 

 Atkins’ assertion that his objection to the war was the result of religious training was, 

perhaps, also doubted by the hearing officer because the Brooklyn Ethical Culture Society and 

the Community Church do not sound like well-established religious traditions that should 

necessarily be taken seriously by the government. The historical precedent of only offering 

exemption to peace church members perhaps made it difficult for some on the draft boards to 

realize that the letter of the law represented a fundamental shift in governmental policy towards 

COs. Where originally the draft law’s exemption of the Peace Churches was more of a patronly 

concession to minority religious sects who were perceived as more of a curiosity than a serious 

political force, the new version of the law, containing the several concessions to the peace 

movements, was a profound shift in policy towards a citizen-government relationship based 

more on governmental respect for the conscience of the individual on his own terms, rather than 
                                                
 
21 Ibid. 
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as part of a group. The importance of this shift in policy was either not completely understood 

within the Selective Service system at the time, and as such, was the cause of confusion, or was 

understood, and the confusion was actually the result of patriotic individuals on draft boards or 

in Selective Service trying to circumvent the spirit of the law out of bitterness. 

In the Atkins letter Kauffman makes reference to an excerpt from a Circuit Court of 

Appeals decision in the case of a CO named Mathias Kauten. The decision is a fascinating 

glimpse inside all of the confusion, sincere or otherwise, legally and ideologically, surrounding 

who should be exempted from the draft, and to what extent. In using this case as a precedent for 

the Atkins case, Kauffman demonstrates that he sees the Kauten case as the ideal model for how 

“religious training and belief” should be interpreted. This is how the system should be working. 

In March of 1941 Mathias Kauten was drafted as a noncombatant, that is, he would be 

inducted into the military, but would only be assigned a role that would not involve carrying a 

weapon. Kauten appealed the decision of the draft board, claiming that his religious beliefs 

should exempt him from any military service, even wherein he would not be required to 

participate in combat. His appeal was rejected and the appeal board affirmed the classification 

given by his local board. Kauten then disobeyed his legal orders to report for induction and was 

convicted of being a draft dodger. It was during the appeal of his conviction that the Circuit 

Judge provided this profound explanation of what “religious training and belief” should mean; 

It is unnecessary to attempt a definition of religion; the content of the term is 
found in the history of the human race and is incapable of compression into a few 
words. Religious belief arises from a sense of inadequacy of reason as a means of 
relating the individual to his fellow men and to his universe—a sense common to 
men in the most primitive and in the most highly civilized societies. It accepts the 
aid of logic but refuses to be limited by it. It is a belief finding expression in a 
conscience, which categorically requires the believer to disregard elementary self-
interest and to accept martyrdom in preference to transgressing its tenets.22 
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An exceptionally broad definition of religion that allowed anyone who sincerely opposed 

participation in the war to gain an exemption simply by stating that their objection to the war 

was religious, and that they were opposed on principle to any participation in all violent conflict, 

not just the current war specifically. Mathias Kauten (and if the case was to be used as a 

precedent, as Kauffman thought it should, Atkins as well) could refuse to be inducted into the 

military, and report to a CPS camp to participate in work of national importance under civilian 

direction instead. Of course, even if all sincere objectors had easily been allowed into CPS, that 

would not nearly have been the end of the problems. 

The CPS program had major flaws for Peace Church COs seeking relevant work, and 

radicals looking for a way to take a stand. The issue of who should pay for the program, the 

ideological rift between traditional pacifists and the more radical ones who tended towards 

absolutism, and the nature of the work itself, supposedly of national importance, all created a 

significant amount of tension and drama within CPS and NSBRO. Many radical pacifists could 

see that CPS was essentially a way for the government to silence pacifist dissent. The idea was 

originally for the historic peace churches to administer the camps in cooperation with the 

Selective Service system under an organization created by the churches (NSBRO).23 Throughout 

the years of CPS’s existence there was constant confusion surrounding the question of who was 
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really in charge. NSBRO, always under pressure from the COs it represented as well as the 

administrative hierarchy of the separate peace churches, asserted its independence as an 

organization from the government. As far as NSBRO members were concerned, CPS work was 

voluntary and, at first, many COs didn’t even realize that they were officially working under the 

authority of Selective Service.24 Under the original plan for CPS, the churches agreed that 

Selective Service would pay for the CPS camps themselves, but that NSBRO would be 

responsible for caring for, and paying the COs. During the years of CPS, it is estimated that COs 

provided the United States over 8 million man-days of free labor.25  

How much money CPS volunteers deserved to be paid, and who should be paying them, 

was a major point of contention within NSBRO. NSBRO originally heralded the plan, and the 

Historic Peace Churches agreed to take responsibility for everyone admitted into the program, 

including COs who were not members of the Historic Peace Churches if their own 

denominations could not or would not support them. The Peace Churches were to assume 

“within the limits of their ability, the responsibility for financing the subsistence, maintenance, 

and administration of the camp program.” 26 General Lewis Hershey, the director of the 

Selective Service System said of the plan; “I am satisfied that we are working out a democratic 

pattern for a difficult problem.”27 Hershey told NSBRO that he believed “that, with mutual faith 

and confidence, we can demonstrate to the nation that America can recognize minority religious 
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groups within our national framework.”28  

Despite all attempts to assert the voluntary and free nature of CO service, cooperative 

attitude of the leadership of the organization (offering to run the camps and pay the upkeep of all 

the COs not just their own members) and the faith of General Hershey, NSBRO ultimately 

failed to gain any real autonomy or power to stand up for the rights of COs from Selective 

Service. The question of who was really in charge of CPS never existed in the minds of the 

government officials in Selective Service.  

General Hershey and all of Selective Service always saw alternative service through CPS 

as a privilege extended to the COs by the government.29 CPS was portrayed as proof of the 

government’s benevolence towards pacifism. General Hershey perhaps best embodied the 

paternalistic attitude of the establishment towards the peace movements when he said during 

testimony before a Congressional subcommittee on Conscientious Objectors that they were “a 

most peculiar kind of people.”30 Selective Service was only interested in COs as far as they 

needed to be able to categorize them and figure out where to put them. Complaints, or ideas 

regarding the nature of, and reason for, the free work they were providing was of understandably 

little interest to the government. This tension over who was really in charge, the fundamental 

ambiguity of what alternative service was really all about, and the fact that the government 

simply had more pressing matters to worry about, like fighting the war, led to many COs 

becoming deeply discontented with the entire system. This discontent led to a deepening 
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radicalization of many pacifists who either chafed under the CPS system as administered by 

NSBRO, or who had never bought in to the system in the first place.  

The overtly religious nature of NSBRO as an organization, and the fact that CPS as it 

existed, allowed the government to sweep pacifist dissent under the rug and write it off as a 

“peculiar” religious oddity, led to the insistence, by some, that there be CPS camps directly run 

by the government. Some COs wanted to escape the religious atmosphere of the camps and have 

the opportunity to deal with the government directly rather than having to deal with the Church 

leaders. However, when this request by NSBRO for government camps was eventually granted, 

the problem of pay became an issue. Under the original plan, the government was assured that 

they would not have to pay for the upkeep of COs, that the Peace Churches would take care of 

funding. The introduction of some government run camps eliminated the religious nature of the 

administration of said camps, but also eliminated their source of funding. Selective Service was 

not willing to pay for the upkeep of the COs. In 1943 the issue of the availability of government 

camps, as well as other underlying tension, led to a breakdown in the relationship between 

NSBRO, and its most secular, radical member organization, the WRL.  

In March of 1943 the WRL officially withdrew from NSBRO, citing the issue of choice 

of service as the reason. The WRL members felt that by not making a greater issue of the lack of 

choice between government and church camps, NSBRO was not representing their interests. 

Although they were resigning from NSBRO because they felt they were being ignored, the 

WRL Executive Committee resolved to continue to try to work with NSBRO wherever possible, 

and a regular discourse between the two groups continued. 31  
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In a March 1943 letter to General Hershey, Evan Thomas outlines the WRL’s problems 

with the state of CPS in regards to choice of service and payment for those “dissatisfied” with 

the CPS camps. Thomas suggests the existing camps be allowed to remain open and functioning 

for those who wish to remain in them, but that any who are dissatisfied be given an alternative 

choice. He suggests that other public service institutions or agencies should provide this 

opportunity, and asserts that all work should be paid. He also asks that parole be arranged for all 

COs in prison. In the letter to Hershey, Thomas outlines the basic arguments for and against 

these modifications to CPS. The arguments against are “the possible effect on public opinion 

and administrative difficulties.” 32  

Thomas dismisses any idea of parole for CO prisoners causing bad press by calling 

prison the “acid test” of sincerity for COs. How could the public be upset about the release of 

objectors who were so obviously sincere? He notes that only a small number of imprisoned COs 

have been paroled to CPS or other service, and insists that the administrative burden of releasing 

more would be far outweighed by the expected benefit to the country of the work they would be 

doing. Thomas goes on to state that; “the problem of conscientious objection to war is vastly 

more significant than the number of individuals who take a stand.”33 Surely General Hershey 

and Selective Service were already aware of this, as the CPS program NSBRO were being 

manipulated in such a way as to try to make them as insignificant as possible. Thomas calls COs 

in prison “a constant reproach to the common sense and moral integrity of the American 
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government.”34 Which is precisely why Selective Service was content to keep them there. The 

COs in prison had demonstrated, one way or another, that they would not play along in the farce 

that was CPS. The attitude of the government towards COs was not one of eager cooperation, as 

Thomas seems to be saying should be the case. Thomas was just as aware as any of the radicals, 

that the government was perfectly content to ignore the COs’ offers of help, to waste their time, 

and to silence their voices. He tells Hershey; 

 
The struggle for freedom can never be suspended even in wartime. America 
claims to be fighting for freedom. Millions are engaged in this war effort with the 
intention of defending or gaining freedom. The sincerity of this government can 
and must be questioned if it fails to preserve the freedom of conscience to the 
fullest possible extent. Conscientious objectors are asking nothing for themselves 
except as the principles underlying a decent society dictate.35 

 
 

Even within a correspondence making a request for greater leniency and autonomy, the more 

radical element of the peace movement continues to press home the core point of their argument 

against conscription. For the radical pacifist, the imposition of conscription on a country’s 

citizen amounts to a betrayal of the values of freedom. This is made even more clear in a letter 

to the editor of the Conscientious Objector, a periodical aimed at COs and those sympathetic to 

their cause, from Abraham Kauffman and A.J. Muste which provided an update on their 

perspective of developments in CPS, again in March of 1943. Kauffman and Muste tell that, at 

that point, over 1,000 COs were already in prison, 700 more had already served their sentence or 

been paroled (of which less than a hundred had been given any opportunity for service in CPS or 
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elsewhere, according to Evan Thomas)36 and 6,000 others were in CPS. Kauffman and Muste 

say that in CPS “the work is often of questionable value,” 37 they mention walk-outs, saying that 

many of the men feel that prison would be a more significant witness. They close the letter by 

saying that anyone “concerned about civil liberties and keeping the U.S. free of the Nazi spirit 

are urged to send contributions.”38 

The phrase “keeping the U.S. free of the Nazi spirit” emphasized the severely critical 

stance of the writers. This offers perhaps one of the most candid glimpses inside the mindset of 

some of the most radical pacifists at the time. For them, the enemy to be struggled against was 

not only aggression by foreign powers, but what they perceived as the unjust wielding of power 

by any state. The fear the rise of totalitarianism and the gradual erosion of freedom within the 

United States was feared to an equal extent as Nazi and Imperial Japanese world domination. 

The refusal of the United States to provide refuge to European Jews fleeing the coming 

holocaust before the war began, the internment of Japanese Americans during the war, the 

unnecessary deaths of tens of thousands of German civilians in Allied area bombing, and the use 

of atomic weapons on the Japanese population as the war was drawing to a close, are all 

testaments in the historical record that this fear of “the Nazi spirit” within the United States was 

not unfounded.  

Kauffman and Muste’s letter to the editor also brings up a much more practical point 
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regarding CPS, the “questionable value” of some of the work. One of the most frequent 

complaints many of the CPS men ended up having was the nature of the work itself. There were, 

most assuredly many long lasting benefits to the country from the work done in CPS. Many 

COs, particularly Peace Church members, found CPS to be an extremely positive experience. 39 

Albert Keim tends to try to paint a positive picture of the CPS system by highlighting the most 

successful and useful projects. Although he brings up legitimate points and draws attention to 

many successful CPS projects which were undoubtedly quite useful, even if all of the manual 

labor projects; soil conservation, fighting forest fires, etc. were as efficient and meaningful as he 

tries to make out, they still pale in comparison to the immensity of the actual war effort. The 

experiences of many individual COs presents a less than rosy picture. The foremen put in charge 

of the COs’ labor were often more interested in trying to keep the men busy than they were in 

completing useful projects. Throughout the country, much of what was being done in CPS was 

busy work. 

In one forest camp the men were moving firewood, bucket-brigade style, from a 
stack in a ravine to a truck 50 feet away in the nearest road. Since there were too 
many men for a direct line to the truck the forestry foreman ordered them to form 
a long curved line in order to use all the men.40 

 
COs who had honestly hoped to be given the opportunity to help their country while 

making a statement about pacifism were sorely disappointed when they realized that the goal of 

CPS was not to have them do any useful work, although that was sometimes a secondary effect 

of the program. CPS existed to keep pacifists out of the public eye, to keep them busy, and to 

deny them the opportunity to make a show of their beliefs through dramatic forms of resistance. 
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COs realized they were “a part of the system”41 doing “made work”42 with little real benefit to 

anyone. Oral histories of the CPS camps all eventually speak of how many COs became 

“disillusioned with the whole thing.”43 The direct results of this spreading disillusionment were 

walkouts and other protests that began as early as 1942.44 The more radical COs had had enough 

of being hidden away and given meaningless work to keep them busy, they wanted something 

“more significant” in their stand against war. Many members of the Peace Churches, on the 

other hand, held firm to the idea of going the extra mile.  

The biblical concept of “going the extra mile” stems from the teaching of Jesus to his 

followers regarding forced service to the Roman Empire. In first century Palestine Roman 

soldiers were entitled to force Imperial subjects to carry their packs for them for up to one mile. 

The idea of voluntarily going an extra, second mile, in an attempt to overcome the spiritual 

weight of governmental oppression by taking the moral high ground, and making the forced 

service into a witnessing opportunity rather than just a burden, informed the position of the 

Peace Churches when it came to conscription. It was the inspiration behind the decision not only 

to willingly accept labor camps as an alternative to enlistment, but to foot the bill for it as well. 

In applying this concept to the imposition of the draft, the peace churches were trying to 

demonstrate to the government, as well as to the public at large, that despite their refusal to take 
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up arms, COs were still loyal U.S. citizens very much interested in serving their country, though 

not necessarily in contributing to the war effort. This religious reasoning behind the huge 

concessions NSBRO made to Selective Service as far as funding for CPS was seen as a sign of 

weakness by many of the more radical members of the peace movement.45 Beyond the fact that 

it was a religious argument being pushed on many of the COs who were secular, this attitude 

was also unpopular amongst the more radically politically active COs because it encouraged 

cooperation with a system that they saw their mission as being to oppose and work against. This 

frustration with the dedication to the idea of the extra mile, is expressed in a WRL memorandum 

written by Evan Thomas and Frank Olmstead in May 1943. They say that the right of COs to be 

paid for their work was recognized by all parties before CPS began. Anyone willing to sacrifice 

their pay to go the second mile could do so, but it would be a voluntary sacrifice of the right to 

fair compensation. Service to one’s country as a CO was never intended to be a form of slave 

labor. The attitude of the government, and of NSBRO, in not pushing for payment of COs in 

government camps, essentially was implying that they did not have a right to be paid. If there 

was no right to payment to be given up voluntarily, then the principle of the second mile was not 

involved. 

When Jesus suggested that Jews carry a soldier’s pack a second mile the force of 
his vivid illustration rested on the fact that legally the soldier could not demand 
that second mile. In Civilian Public Service at the start pay was so obviously a 
right that nobody even though of any other procedure except on a voluntary basis. 
46 

 
Thomas and Olmstead write that the Peace Churches made a mistake when they 
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essentially volunteered for all COs to go the second mile. They blame fear of losing control of 

their own camps on the part of the Peace Churches for this error. “To get what they wanted they 

forgot principle.”47 The WRL leaders accused the Peace Churches of signing away the rights of 

all COs without anyone’s consent. 

It was as though the church of Jesus’ day had asked Rome to raise to two miles 
the distance that soldier could force a Jew to carry his pack. Those who didn’t 
like it could jolly well go to jail or into the army if they didn’t like it. 

 
If there is desire on the part of the Service Committee to retrieve lost ground with 
the most thoughtful portion of the CPS pacifists, they must act immediately. 

 

Although the tendency for the Peace Churches to make concessions to the government to 

prove their loyalty and good intentions may have irritated the WRL and others, second mile 

theology was recognized, even by the most radical, to be an unquestionable part of the 

motivation of the Peace Churches, especially the Mennonites. Always when criticizing the 

Peace Church leadership of NSBRO, care was taken to avoid criticizing or devaluing their 

dedication to the extra mile concept itself. The argument had to be that actions taken by NSBRO 

were not in line with an extra mile attitude, or that under the specific circumstances, the biblical 

instruction did not apply. 

Even within the Peace Churches themselves, and specifically within the Mennonite 

community, which made up the largest bloc of COs, there was no uniformly established policy 

of how the theology should be implemented in actual practice. The second mile principle, and 

the Mennonite idea of nonresistant pacifism, did not have stable definitions. For centuries, 

Mennonites had struggled with how to act out their Church’s dedication to pacifism. In the 

interwar period debate was especially lively. For some of the more conservative Mennonites, the 
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rising popularity of pacifist sentiment after World War One was percieved as a threat to the 

insular nature of the church. A interpretation of Anabaptist theology, which valued strict 

conservative theology and cultural separation over the peace witness gained strength, and was 

distrustful of the way in which more liberal Mennonites networked comfortably with outsiders. 

This theological fundamentalism clashed with what was in reality, the older, more traditional 

emphasis on the peace witness as the more important element in Mennonite identity. Liberal 

Mennonites accused conservatives of being out of touch with the peace teachings, while the 

conservatives accused them in turn of being too enamored with the secular culture of the left 

wing activists and thinkers of the day. To the fundamentalist element, the peace teachings were 

a command to stay out of the world’s business, and refrain from fraternization with outsiders. 

This is opposed to the traditional Mennonite attitude of living a good Christian life as 

community, with the emphasis being to provide an example to the rest of the world.48 

This lack of a single position was not necessarily the result of any ambiguity or 

contradiction in Mennonite doctrine or history. It was the result of the changing nature of the 

modern state. The Mennonite position of nonresistance to war has always been a vital part of 

Mennonite peace teachings. Nonresistance implies not only refusing to participate in violence, 

but also a complete withdrawal from the affairs of the state. Mennonites would not support wars, 

yet would also refuse to do anything specifically to hinder them. It was none of there concern. 

Nonresistance means taking the moral high ground by insisting on an entirely different sphere of 

existence for the Christian, wherein the state has no authority and can be ignored altogether. As 

the nature of war changed through the centuries, sticking to nonresistance became more 
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complicated. The total mobilization of an entire economy for the war effort meant that nearly 

every aspect of life in the public sphere made some impact on the war. Even the tiniest 

economic activity in a time of total war is a cog in the wheels of warfare. The Mennonite 

position of nonresistance cannot function as originally intended if it is impossible to fully step 

baway from the war effort. Mennonite leaders in the interwar period sought to formulate a new 

interpretation of nonresistance that would be functional in a state of total war. These thinkers 

continued to help guide the Mennonite peace testimony through World War Two and in the 

years after.49 

One of the most influential of these leaders was Harold S. Bender. In fact, Bender has 

been called “perhaps the single most influential and dominating Mennonite leader” of the 

twentieth century.50 Bender rose to prominence in the 1920s and sought to use his study of 

Mennonite history to revitalize the Mennonite Church and provide a more coherent position on 

nonresistance.51 Bender tackles issues such as voting, and the holding of public office by 

Mennonites, through study of scripture, as well as the history of the movement. Although being 

an actual member of a government, or actively engaging in political campaigning was forbidden, 

Bender says that voting does not mean “sharing responsibility for the acts of government in 

which force is ultimately involved.”52 Bender’s careful study of the Mennonite Church’s 

Anabaptist roots led him to advocate for a more nuanced version of nonresistance that would 
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allow Mennonites to take on a more active role in the world than would be allowed by the 

isolationism of the fundamentalists. This is not to say that individuals like Bender were able to 

end the confusion and debate about the meaning of nonresistance, but they did help to pull the 

discussion in a more positive direction. When it came to CPS even Bender’s position showed 

some ambiguity. Although he considered CPS to be cooperation with the state, he made a 

distinction between that and participation in state affairs. Many did not appreciate the subtlety of 

this distinction as Bender did. To some, the concessions made to the government in CPS went 

too far. While conservatives may have feared that not cooperating in CPS would go beyond the 

realm of nonresistance and into a sort of activism, which was considered inappropriate for 

Mennonites, radical COs saw the NSBRO’s concessions as going beyond nonresistance in the 

opposite direction into cooperation with the government. The significance of cooperation with 

the government during wartime was a deep corruption of ideals. By not appreciating the fact that 

nonresistance, as it was once practiced, was impossible under the circumstances, NSBRO aided 

the government in neutralizing dissent, at least to a degree.53  

The Peace Church leaders in NSBRO were pragmatists when it came to CPS. They had 

sought a compromise that allowed them to remain true to their interpretation of nonresistance, 

and to protect all COs from harsh treatment. They thought that the WRL’s assertion that COs 

not being paid negated the idea of choice as “utterly doctrinaire” and reminded the WRL that 

“progress is a step or a few steps at a time.” 54 

The rift between the WRL and NSBRO did not mean an end to their cooperation. They 
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still kept up a healthy dialogue and worked together as much as possible on issues of common 

concern, but their different attitudes regarding the extent to which it was responsible to 

cooperate with and make concessions to the government led to an extremely tense relationship. 

Several times throughout 1943 senior members of the WRL wrote to NSBRO informing them 

that they had received invitations to one meeting or another, and inquiring as to whether or not 

this had been the result of a clerical error. On at least one occasion someone from NSBRO had 

to write back to the WRL to inform them that they had in fact been invited to a meeting on 

purpose rather than as the result of a secretary using an old mailing list. 55 

Doctrinaire or not, the complaints about lack of choice and payment, coupled with the 

growing sense among COs that much of the work they were being asked to do was essentially 

meaningless, led to protests of the CPS system. Many COs eventually chose walkouts as the best 

way to express their displeasure. Walking out on a CPS work camp was tantamount to being 

AWOL from the army and meant ending up in prison. In prison, the more radical pacifists found 

an environment more suitable to dramatic gestures against authority. Hunger strikes were the 

preferred method of protest, but COs also tried forced integrations of racially segregated 

common areas.56 It was in prison that the radicalization of the most hardcore pacifists took place 

and it was there that they realized that their anti-war stance had been too narrow. Peace was no 

longer just taken to mean the absence of war; peace included trying to make the U.S. a more just 

society as a whole. 

There were undoubtedly many positive contributions made by CPS to the country. One 
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of the greatest of these was the sweeping reform of many American mental institutions. COs 

were given work in mental hospitals to make up for staff shortages, and their shock at the way 

many of America’s most vulnerable were being treated led to huge changes. Physical abuse, 

malnourishment, lack of basic amenities such as clothing and furniture, and truly horrible 

problems with sanitation and basic cleanliness inspired the COs placed in the hospitals to 

advocate for change. The attention COs brought to the crisis in mental hospitals, and some of 

the nonviolent techniques the introduced, changed the way the American public thinks about the 

mentally ill.57  

Despite the many positive contributions of CPS the most profound impacts of the 

program were its failings. The ultimately failed relationship between NSBRO and Selective 

Service demonstrated to radical pacifists that the traditional concessions between the historic 

peace churches and the government, did not accomplish enough, at best, and were a detriment to 

pacifist aims at worst. The most effective methods the peace movement would use from the end 

of the war onward would not involve attempts at cooperation. The lessons learned from the 

experiences of World War Two COs would affect the way the civil rights movement developed. 

Nonviolent, direct action, of the type learned from Gandhi and proven effective in drawing 

attention and accomplishing some progress by World War Two COs in prison and elsewhere 

would play a huge role in ending segregation, as well as in resistance to less popular wars.58 

When the war ended with American victory the rebuilding of a decimated Europe and 

the American occupation of a vanquished Japan began. Nazism had been eradicated, and 

Japanese aims for conquest had been finally destroyed by military defeat as well as two 
                                                
 
57 See Sareyan. 
 
58 Bennett, 96-97. 



 

 35 

American atomic bombs. The Allies had triumphed, but all was not well for the United States. 

The iron curtain fell across Europe and over 45 years of Cold War between the two new 

superpowers, the U.S. and the U.S.S.R, began. On the domestic front, millions of African 

Americans were still being denied the freedom that Americans of many races had been fighting 

to protect from fascism. As the CPS program gradually wound down after the war, as the COs 

came home from the camps and were released from prisons, they found themselves in a country 

still rife with injustice and tense with the constant threat of war, war which was made all the 

more terrifying and horrible by the exponentially more destructive nuclear weapons that were 

created. 

There were new struggles to be fought, new ideas to be employed, and a new sense of 

the urgency of the peace movement. The incomplete peace after World War One had planted the 

seeds of an even greater conflict, and it seemed that the end of World War Two might yield the 

same result. America had become, as Roosevelt wanted, the arsenal of democracy, but it was a 

democracy that was not just threatened by totalitarianism from without. Democracy and freedom 

were also under threat from within. The “Nazi Spirit” of racism, warmongering, and paranoid 

attempts to control those who held subversive viewpoints, lay dormant within America. There 

was legitimate fear amongst pacifists that by fighting fascism and totalitarianism, America 

would end up become fascist and totalitarian itself. David Savage, one of the British pacifists 

who endured Orwell’s scorn, expressed this fear by saying that Fascism was not confined just to 

certain countries. The markings of Fascism could appear anywhere. Savage asserted that: 

 

curtailment of individual and minority liberties; abolition of private life and 
private values and substitution of State life and public values (patriotism); 
external imposition of discipline (militarism); prevalence of mass values and 
mass-mentality. 



 

 36 

 
And the “falsification of intellectual activity under State pressure,” all of which make up 

Savage’s definition of Fascism, were all present in American (and British) society both during 

and after the war. Savage implores people not to be misled names. “It’s the reality under the 

name that matters. War demands totalitarian organization of society.” According to Savage, 

while the Germans called that totalitarianism National Socialism, the Allied powers named their 

totalitarian organization Democracy. 59 To keep Democracy true, to preserve civil liberties and 

eradicate the causes of the next war, pacifists would have to begin to change the societies they 

lived in. 

Despite the popular support for World War Two, despite the decline in numbers in 

ardent pacifists during the 1940s, and despite (or perhaps because of) the failed attempt at 

cooperation between NSBRO and Selective Service, the peace movement emerged as a more 

robust and meaningful force after the war. Stronger not because pacifists had tried something 

new and succeeded, but, stronger because the experiment had failed and the movement was 

injected with a new sense of purpose. The old way of opposing war, of trying to affect policy 

through education and preaching, had been proven impotent. The new way of opposing war, 

nonviolent direct action and planned, targeted, and organized noncooperation would come to 

dominate the anti-war movement in particular, and the domestic front of social reform in 

general. Many World War Two COs would become leaders of many reform movements in the 

following decades 

To prevent the total, permanent loss of a crop through drought or other disaster, 

governments will often create a seed bank; A vault or other storage facility where a supply of 
                                                
 
59David Savage. 1942. See Sonia Orwell. Orwell, My Country Right or Left. Harcourt, Brace and World. 
1968. P 220 
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seeds for staple crops are kept. Even in times of great famine, when the seeds stored in the vault 

could be given to the malnourished population to delay starvation, the supply remains strictly 

untouched. The potential for those seeds to yield new crops when the disaster is over and 

conditions are right to plant again, far outweighs their immediate value as a food source. If 

Roosevelt’s America was the Arsenal of Democracy, then pacifists in that America provided the 

seed bank of Democracy, keeping individual civil liberties and the freedom of conscience safe 

during an era of authoritarian mobilization for war. The refusal of COs to allow their liberties to 

be curtailed in order to support the war preserved elements of freedom and democracy that 

others were willing to sacrifice for short term gains. They stood steadfast in their conviction that 

there are no good wars, with no exceptions. That the militarization of a society the purposes of 

violent conflict is never justified, even when the actions of the enemy are so clearly evil. Their 

actions represent the most powerful witness in modern times, of the belief that there must be a 

way to overcome great evil without becoming evil. They took seriously the admonition; “Do not 

let evil conquer you, but conquer evil by doing good.”60 

Both the Peace Churches and the radicals played unique roles in the preservation of 

American democracy. The Peace Churches’ second mile attitude protected all COs from 

government persecution, while the more radical COs chose to go further and act as the 

conscience of the movement. Without the leadership and protection of the Peace Churches, the 

radical COs may have suffered even more harsh treatment, and may have negated their own 

message by criticizing the war too much, in such a way as to play into the propaganda of people 

like George Orwell. Without the radicals, the Peace Churches’ peace witness may have been 

more effectively silenced. Together the helped save American democracy from itself. Despite 
                                                
 
60 Romans 12:21 New Living Translation 
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being such a relatively small group,  their contributions deserve their rightful place in the story 

of America’s favorite war.
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