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Introduction 

This resource is designed for students taking Higher History, 'The Impact of the Great War, 1914-
1928'. It contains twelve primary sources drawn from the National Library of Scotland collections 
relating to the topic of conscientious objection and pacifism, and supports the study of the 
'Domestic impact of war: society and culture'. 

The resource aims to improve critical thinking, evaluation, and research skills using archive 
sources. You can also use the primary sources to support your extended essay, and to plan a 
class debate or discussion. 

 

Paper 2: evaluating historical sources 

The resource features twelve primary sources from the National Library of Scotland collections. 
These include postcards, letters, printed pamphlets and booklets, newspaper articles, and 
cartoons. 

For each source, we have provided some information about the background and historical context, 
and also some prompt questions to help you to evaluate the possible purpose, content, and 
context of each item so that you can come to your own conclusions. 

Extended essay 

If you are interested in writing your extended essay on the theme of conscientious objection or 
recruitment and conscription, you might like to use the sources to support your arguments. Here is 
a breakdown of themes and sources within this resource: 

Recruitment and conscription     Sources 1 and 6 

Reasons for claiming exemption / opposing the war  Sources 2 and 7 

Attitudes towards conscientious objectors   Sources 1, 5, 6, and 10 

No-conscription Fellowship     Sources 2, 4, 7 

Argument for exemption     Sources 3, 4, and 5 

Tribunal system      Sources 3, 8, 9, and 12 

Imprisonment and treatment of COs    Source 4, 10, 11 

 

Discussion and debate 

You might also like to organise a class discussion or debate on the topic of conscientious 
objection, using the archive sources to support your argument as well as other secondary material 
suggested by your teacher. 

Sources 3, 5 and 7 highlight the issue of whether individual conscience should take precedence 
over the requirements of Government, particularly at a time of war. You might like to use these 
three sources as a starting point to debate the following motion, perhaps in collaboration with 
students taking Modern Studies: 



 
 

'The state should have the right to compel the individual to fight for their 
country, and to give up their life if necessary, in time of war.' 

 

Further resources at the National Library of Scotland 

The National Library of Scotland contains several archives relating to conscientious objectors 
(COs), including the following: 

 Papers of Thomas Hannan, Acc.13388 
 Copies of letters written by Eric Dott at Dartmoor, Acc. 8850 
 Papers of Emrys Hughes, Dep.176 
 Papers of Arthur Woodburn, Acc. 7656 

For more information about these archives you can contact the manuscripts division at the National 
Library of Scotland at manuscripts@nls.uk. 

You can also find contemporary printed material – such as leaflets, pamphlets, and posters – 
relating to this topic, as well as modern printed books. 

There is more general information about Thomas Hannan on our 'Experiences of the Great War' 
web feature http://digital.nls.uk/great-war/ 

  



 
 

Conscientious objection during the First World War: key dates 

 

4 August 1914: Outbreak of First World War 

September 1914: Friends Ambulance Unit (FAU) set up in France by group of young Quakers; 
most of its 1200 members were pacifists 

November 1914:  The No-Conscription Fellowship established with 300 members 

August 1915: Compulsory registration of men and women up to age 65 (census to assess 
total human resources, overseen by Lord Derby) 

September 1915: Results of census showed that almost five million men of military age were 
not in the Forces 

11 October 1915: Introduction of the Derby Scheme – men were given the chance to enlist 
voluntarily or to ‘attest’ with an obligation to come if called up later on 

November 1915:  First National Convention of the No-Conscription Fellowship held at the 
Memorial Hall, London 

2 March 1916: Compulsory conscription in Britain for all single men and childless widowers 
aged 18-41 years (Military Service Act 1916) 

March 1916: Creation of Non-Combatant Corps (NCC) 

June 1916: Compulsory conscription extended to all married men aged 18-41 years in 
Britain 

August 1916: Introduction of Home Office Scheme – work camps set up by the 
Government 

Nov 1918: Armistice signed; recruiting under the Military Service Act suspended 

August 1919: The last conscientious objector (CO) released from prison 

Nov 1919: Final Convention of the No-Conscription Fellowship held at Devonshire 
House and attended by over 400 delegates; NCF disbanded 

January 1920: Last of the men demobilised from the NCC 

1921: Majority of tribunal records destroyed 

 

  



 
 

Source 1: 'Are you doing your share?', recruitment leaflet, published by the Parliamentary 
Recruiting Committee, March 1915  

From the outbreak of war in August 1914 until the introduction of the Military Services Act in March 
1916, there was a reliance on volunteers joining the Armed Forces. The need for more troops was 
addressed by a series of promotional campaigns, supported by the press. 

The Parliamentary Recruiting Committee was established on 31 August 1914. This was a cross-
party organisation, chaired by the Prime Minister, which was responsible for issuing and 
distributing promotional material encouraging voluntary enlistment. 

 Does this source shed any light on attitudes towards conscientious objectors and pacifists 
after the outbreak of war? Compare the message conveyed in this leaflet with the postcards 
in source 6. 

 What methods does this leaflet use to persuade men to volunteer for the Armed Forces? 
 Drawing on recalled knowledge, think about the context of this leaflet – why was it 

important to send out this message at this particular time? 

 

Source 2: 'Manifesto issued by the No-Conscription Fellowship', September 1915  

The No-Conscription Fellowship (NCF) was formally established in November 1914 by Archibald 
Fenner Brockway (1888-1988), editor of the 'Labour Leader', the newspaper of the Independent 
Labour Party (ILP). Several months previously, he had published a letter in the 'Labour Leader' 
inviting all those who were not prepared to fight to enrol their names. Over 300 men responded, 
and formed the basis of the new organisation.  

The initial aims of the NCF were to prevent the introduction of compulsory conscription and, later, 
to secure the inclusion of a 'conscience clause'. This NCF manifesto was produced in August 1915 
following the compulsory registration of all men and women under 65 years old. The census was 
designed to discover how many men of military age were in each trade and would be available to 
fight. The results, issued in September 1915, showed that there were almost five million males who 
were not in the Armed Forces, of which 1.6 million were in protected jobs. The census led to the 
Derby Scheme, or Group Scheme, in October 1915. Men could continue to enlist voluntarily or 
could 'attest', which involved an obligation to come if called up at a later date. This scheme was 
half-way to compulsory conscription, which was eventually established in March 1916. 

 According to this source, what is the main reason for objecting to compulsory conscription 
on the grounds of conscience? 

 What types of men are members of the NCF? 
 What are NCF members prepared to do to serve their country? 
 Much of the anti-CO material condemns the COs for being unpatriotic. What arguments are 

used in this source to counter that claim? 
 What other arguments are outlined against compulsory conscription (in wider society, and 

by people who are not necessarily pacifists)? 

 



 
 

Source 3: Extract from Hansard, the official edited report of proceedings of the House of 
Commons and the House of Lords, Wednesday 19 January 1916, House of Commons 
Hansard, George V year 6, 365-580, Fifth Series, Volume 78. 

This debate in the House of Commons took place six weeks before the introduction of compulsory 
conscription on 2 March 1916. Sir Charles Philips Trevelyan was a Liberal Government Minister 
who resigned his post in opposition to the war. He helped to set up the Union of Democratic 
Control, a pressure group opposed to military influence in Government, and he became the 
Union's principal advocate in the Commons. 

Robert Leonard Outhwaite was a Liberal Government Minister and a pacifist. William Ellis Hume-
Williams was a Conservative Government Minister. 

 What is C P Trevelyan arguing for in this debate? 
 What is the main concern of this source? 
 How does C P Trevelyan propose treating 'shirkers' – those men who might use exemption 

or the conscience clause as an excuse for not fighting? How does he propose dealing with 
the widely held criticism that men will use the conscience clause as a way of avoiding their 
duty? 

 Compare the argument for total exemption with that in Source 4 ('More than 1000 
conscientious objectors'); to what extent do sources 3 and 4 agree? 

 According to this source, what are some of the issues with the tribunal system for 
assessing whether a man has a legitimate reason for claiming conscience? 

 

Source 4: 'More than one thousand conscientious objectors', propaganda leaflet produced 
by the No-Conscription Fellowship, 1916 

The No-Conscription Fellowship (NCF) was formally established in November 1914 by Archibald 
Fenner Brockway (1888-1988), editor of the 'Labour Leader', the newspaper of the Independent 
Labour Party (ILP). Several months previously, he had published a letter in the 'Labour Leader' 
inviting all those who were not prepared to fight to enrol their names. Over 300 men responded, 
and formed the basis of the new organisation. 

The initial aims of the NCF were to prevent the introduction of compulsory conscription and, later, 
to secure the inclusion of a ‘conscience clause’.  With the introduction of the Military Services Act 
in March 1916, the NCF organised hundreds of meetings across the UK and distributed leaflets 
promoting the principles of the Fellowship and highlighting the plight of conscientious objectors 
(COs). The organisation kept detailed records of all members, arranged to visit COs in prison, and 
brought a constant pressure to bear upon Parliament. 

'Every opportunity was taken of drawing attention to the CO stand – whether by the publication of 
the facts regarding imprisonment and illegal and brutal treatment; by reports of Court Martial 
proceedings and Parliamentary questions and debates; or by the initiation of correspondence'. 

['Souvenir booklet of the No-Conscription Fellowship, 1914-1919', page 25] 

 What is the call to action expressed in this leaflet? What does this leaflet aim to achieve? 
 According to this source, what values are being upheld by conscientious objectors and 

those who support their cause? 



 
 

 How does the religious imagery reinforce the message and aims of the text? 
 Find out what ‘Habeas Corpus’ means (written above the cross). How does this relate to 

the message and aims of the text? 
 What is the impact of highlighting certain phrases in capital letters throughout the text? Why 

have these phrases been picked out as being of particular importance? 
 Compare the argument for total exemption with that in Source 3. 

 

Source 5: 'Treatment of conscientious objectors', letter published in 'The Scotsman' 
newspaper, 26 May 1916 

This letter was published almost three months after the introduction of compulsory conscription, 
and concerns the attitude of the Free Church towards conscientious objectors. 

 What is the general attitude towards conscientious objectors being expressed in this 
source? 

 What does this source tell us about societal attitudes towards the question of 'individual 
conscience' at this time? 

 Compare the arguments for and against total exemption expressed in this source and 
sources 3 and 4. 

 

Source 6: Picture postcards, circa 1915 

 What do these postcards reveal about the general attitude towards conscientious objectors 
and men who chose not to enlist at the start of the First World War? 

 Why do you think that the characters are shown dressed in smart clothes? 
 How far do these sources accord with the attitudes expressed in source 5? 

 

Source 7: Extract from the ‘Souvenir Booklet of the No-Conscription Fellowship, 1914-1919’, 
published circa 1919, pages 12-13 

This illustrated booklet describes the work of the No-Conscription Fellowship, and includes a series 
of essays on different aspects of the NCF's work. This extract explores some of the reasons why 
men resisted conscription, and the differing attitudes to war. 

 According to this source, what is the difference between the views held by the pacifists and 
those held by the socialists and the Trade Union Movement? 

 What does this source tell us about the range of views and opinions held by conscientious 
objectors, and their reasons for resisting conscription? 

 How far does this source accord with the earlier manifesto produced by the NCF, and the 
stated reasons for resisting compulsory conscription on the basis of conscience (source 2)? 

 



 
 

Source 8: Letter of testimonial relating to the tribunal of Thomas Hannan, Glasgow, written 
by the Superintendent of Maryhill Parish Church Sunday School, December 1916 

The Military Service Act 1916 included a 'conscience clause' which allowed men to claim 
exemption from military service on religious or moral grounds. Men who wanted to apply for 
exemption had to appear before a local tribunal – an interview panel with legal authority, made up 
of local councillors, businessmen, labour representatives, lawyers and magistrates. If applicants 
were not satisfied with the type of exemption awarded to them, they could apply to a regional 
appeal tribunal which, in turn, could refer the case to the Central Tribunal based in London. 

Most of the official tribunal records were destroyed in 1921, but some Scottish records relating to 
the regional appeal tribunals are held at the National Records of Scotland and can be viewed 
online: http://www.nas.gov.uk/about/081103.asp 

Thomas Hannan (1879–1941) was from Maryhill, Glasgow, and applied for exemption on moral 
grounds. He was a socialist and had long held anti-war views. This letter was written in support of 
his claim for exemption at the local tribunal in Glasgow. It is one of four testimonials in the Thomas 
Hannan papers at the National Library of Scotland which were written by members of the local 
community, and which attest to Thomas Hannan's character and long-held beliefs. 

You can find out more about Thomas Hannan on the 'Experiences of the Great War' web feature 
http://digital.nls.uk/great-war/ 

 According to this source, what were Thomas Hannan's main reasons for applying for 
exemption under the 'conscience clause'? How do his reasons tie in with those outlined in 
sources 2 and 7? 

 How persuasive is this letter? 
 Why might Thomas Hannan have asked a Sunday School Superintendent to write this 

letter? 

 

Source 9: Extract from Hansard, the official edited report of proceedings of the House of 
Commons and the House of Lords, 22 March 1916, House of Commons Hansard, George V 
year 6, 165-346, Fifth Series, Volume 81. 

This debate took place in the House of Commons three weeks after the introduction of compulsory 
conscription on 2 March 1916. Mr Philip Morrell (1870-1943) was a Liberal MP and, along with Sir 
Charles Trevelyan (see Source 3) was a founding member of the Union of Democratic Control, a 
pressure group opposed to military influence in Government. 

 What is the main concern of this source? 
 According to Mr Morrell MP, what is wrong with the tribunal system? What examples does 

he give of it not working as effectively as it should?  
 How does he propose that conscientious objectors should be treated, and why? 

 

Source 10: Letter written by Thomas Hannan to his father, William Hannan, from Princetown 
Work Centre (formerly known as Dartmoor Prison), 1917 



 
 

Thomas Hannan (1879-1941) was a conscientious objector from Maryhill, Glasgow, who applied 
for exemption on moral grounds. He was a socialist and had long held anti-war views. He was 
imprisoned in Wormwood Scrubs, but later sent to Princetown Work Centre (formerly Dartmoor 
Prison) as part of the Home Office Scheme. 

In this letter, Thomas Hannan writes a response to his father who did not support his anti-war 
stance. 

 What can this source tell us about tensions within families and communities resulting from 
different attitudes towards war? 

 What reasons does Thomas Hannan give for not wanting to fight? 
 Compare Thomas Hannan's description of life in prison with sources 4 and 11. 

 

Source 11: Cartoon 'The CO in prison', from 'The News Sheet', number 14, issued by the No-
Conscription Fellowship, 1917 

The majority of men who applied for exemption on grounds of ‘conscience’ were refused, and 
many were conscripted into the Army. Those who refused to obey military orders and discipline 
were court-martialled and had to serve a sentence in a civilian prison varying from a few months to 
two years. Once in prison, conscientious objectors were subject to the regime experienced by 
ordinary criminals. On release from prison, the conscientious objector would be handed back to the 
military, and often the whole cycle would begin again. About 6000 men were imprisoned in total. 

In July 1916, the Home Office Scheme was introduced which gave conscientious objectors the 
option to leave prison and to work at labour camps in different parts of the country. One of these 
camps was located at Dyce, Aberdeenshire. Thomas Hannan (see sources 8 and 10) was sent to 
the Princetown Work Centre, formerly Dartmoor Prison. 

'The News Sheet', produced by the No-Conscription Fellowship, was issued to men employed 
under the Home Office Scheme camps and work centres. This cartoon was created by G D 
Micklewright in 1917. 

 What does this source tell us about the treatment of conscientious objectors in prison? 
 Compare this cartoon with source 4 which describes the harsh treatment of conscientious 

objectors. 

 

Source 12: Letter to Thomas Hannan from the Central Tribunal, 28 June 1917 

After August 1916, conscientious objectors who were in prison were given the option to have their 
case reviewed by the Central Tribunal in London. If their reasons for wanting exemption were 
found to be genuine, the conscientious objector was offered work in a labour centre or labour camp 
under the Home Office Scheme. 

When this letter was written, Thomas Hannan, a conscientious objector from Glasgow, was in 
prison at Wormwood Scrubs, but he later went to a work camp at Dartmoor. 

 According to this source, what options were open to conscientious objectors at this time? 
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Source 10 transcription: 

Dear Father 

I received your letter with mixed feeling. Some parts of it were hardly understandable to me. I quite 
openly criticised your conduct which at a time like this is inexcusable. Your long life has been one 
of indulgence and whether conscious or unconscious of it you have allowed selfishness to run riot 
with what ever good intentions you may have had. To me this has always been a regret which at 
times was tinged with bitterness when I thought of what might have been. My mother and Ria 
needed all the sympathy you could give, instead of being a source of strength at this awful period 
in their lives your seem to have been a source of weakness and humiliation. I put it to you that is 
not playing the game. Nevertheless I have enough of the Burns philosophy to ‘gently scan my 
brither man’ and you may always find the door of my heart ajar when all others are closed. I assure 
you I have no thoughts of martyrdom, to me that is all  

[page 2] sentimental piffle. I am only one of a determined minority who won’t be browbeaten. 
Being the minority I have endeavoured to take my punishment as would my ‘Worthy Grandfather’ 
of happy memory. At present I am working harder and longer hours than did my predecessors in 
dreaded Dartmoor and on less food. But I would not have it otherwise. The road to freedom lies 
through prison. Those long weeks of solitary confinement when a man is thrown back on his own 
thoughts when every little mistake and error in his past life burns and sears his very soul. Happy, 
happy is the man who in those soul searching hours can look back on a blameless life. Oh that the 
Cursons, Hollwegs, Csars and Kaisers could have a few weeks solitary confinement to reflect on 
the past. I appreciated the last of your letter best wherein you express the hope that none of your 
grandsons will ever be involved. It is to prevent that I am here, but if fate decree otherwise I am 
hopeful that my boy true to his backing will set an  

[page 3] example to others. As I write you things outside seem in a ferment. The workers all over 
look like kicking over the truces and every country is trying to keep their own people in order if it 
were such a tragedy a humourist would play the duce with such topsy turvy inconsistence. It looks 
as if they require to withdraw all the troops to keep their own people in order. Well father I trust 
matters will go better at home so earnestly do I wish that that all my letters have at all time that in 
view. Give my kind regards to all at home 

Your affect son 

Tom 

 

If the world is going wrong 
Who’s to blame? 
If the host of evils strong 
Where the shame? 
Have I stood out from the fight? 
Never helped the cause of right? 
Nothing done to speed the light? 
Mine's the blame. 
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