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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Theme: Civilians 

Subject area: Pacifism and conscientious objectors 

Rationale 
The principle behind this activity is to go beyond the surface of conscription and the experience 

of warfare with students. In order to make an informed judgment as to whether it was braver 

to object than to fight, students will carry out a thorough enquiry. They will use a selection of 

sources to elicit information that provides an insight into the conditions and experiences of 

combat soldiers in the trenches and objectors. They will also begin to understand the social 

attitudes at the time that shaped these experiences.   

Content 
Historical sources: 

 Book with photographs - German book of First World War photographs 

 Photograph - Indian Infantry digging trenches 

 Photograph - The first assault 

 Photograph - Battlefield at Etrepilly, Marne (sensitive in nature so use wisely) 

 Photograph - An infantry charge in Argonne 

 Book with drawings - Bipp Treatment of War Wounds 

 Photograph - Brigade Signal Station [Dehra Dun Brigade] 

 Photograph - An officer’s dugout 

 Book - The Diary of a Dead Officer 

 Manuscript diary - Extracts from the diary of Gerard Roland Garvin after detachment to 

Divisional Staff from July 1916 (Garvin Papers) 

 Recruitment poster – ‘Your country needs you’ 

 Recruitment poster – ‘Daddy, what did you do in the great war?’  

Recommended reading (short articles): 
Pacifism and Conscientious Objection by Professor Martin Ceadel 
Combat and the soldier's experience in the First World War by Assistant Professor Vanda 

Wilcox 

External links:  
The following sites are also recommended for this topic: 
Wikimedia Commons 

CO Project 

The National Archives of Scotland 

http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/100-trench-pictures
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/indian-infantry-digging-trenches
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-first-assault
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/battlefield-etrepilly-marne
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/infantry-charge-argonne
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/bipp-treatment-of-war-wounds
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/brigade-signal-station-dehra-dun-brigade
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/an-officers-dugout
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/diary-of-a-dead-officer
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/extract-diary-garvin
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/extract-diary-garvin
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/your-country-needs-you
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/daddy-what-did-you-do-in-great-war
http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one/articles/pacifism
http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one/articles/combat-and-soldiers-experiences
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Conscientious_Objector_memorial,_Tavistock_Sq_Gardens.jpg
http://www.ppu.org.uk/coproject/coww1a.html
http://www.nas.gov.uk/about/081103.asp
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Key questions 

 What do wartime recruitment posters indicate about going to war? Why might these 

posters reflect a particular view? 

 What light do the sources shed on the experience of warfare in World War One? Was 

the experience the same for everyone? What is missing? Why do you think these 

photographs were taken and diaries written? 

 What light do the sources shed on social attitudes to those who objected to going to 

war? Why might this be? 

 How easy is it to find information about conscientious objectors and their experiences? 

Why do you think this might be? 

 What light do the stories of Horace Eaton and others shed on the experiences of 

conscientious objectors in World War One? 

 Was it more courageous to object than to fight?  

Activities 
1.) Use the two recruitment poster images, listed above, to introduce conscription and 

to deconstruct what messages they give about going to war. Use this image 

deconstruction as the basis to set up the enquiry. This could be done in groups or as 

a class. 

2.) In groups, ask students to work together to formulate a list of research questions 

that they might want to ask to help them answer the following enquiry question: 

“It is braver to object than to fight”. Do you agree? They can of course add to this 

as they their research develops.  

3.) Students work in groups to interrogate the sources signposted above plus additional 

content from the Internet or books. This evidence will be used to support both sides 

of the enquiry question. Additional queries and questions that may impact upon 

their thinking can be farmed out as students progress or, alternatively, students can 

be encouraged to engage with other groups to borrow questions or ideas from one 

another.  

4.) Students then need to make a judgement. How should they decide? Is it just about 

which column has the most arguments in it? Ask students to sort arguments into 

order of importance. They could do this as a group by cutting up their arguments 

and placing them onto a hierarchy diagram. This will require some thoughtful 

discussion.  

5.) Students use this discussion to evolve their final arguments for a class debate. This 

activity can work as a final or penultimate activity. You may wish to carry out this 

activity first before the students look at their arguments and decide upon the 

strongest.  

Extension activities  

 This activity can easily provide for a greater challenge through the enquiry questioning. 

More able and older students will be able to ask more sophisticated questions of the 

sources and will be able to reach well-reasoned judgments. 

  It may also be possible to extend the enquiry by using conscription and conscientious 

objection as a window into society at this time. The experience of war depended upon 
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who you were and where you were, so it may also be possible to open this side of the 

investigation up to extend the enquiry further.  

 In addition, this enquiry could be built into a much larger enquiry covering soldiers from 

the Commonwealth and across land, air and sea. In the same way, students could also 

explore the differing experiences of objectors who were imprisoned; those who went to 

the front line but carried out non-combative work; and those who lost their lives for 

their beliefs. 

 


