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How Significant Was The Opposition To The First World War?

•The opposition to the First World War was significant to the extent that there were mutinies in the French army and both the Russian and German army ended up refusing to fight. Also, in every country which took part in the war there were men who refused to fight (conscientious objectors). 

•However, the opposition to the war was not so significant that there was not enough soldiers to fight - millions volunteered to fight. It was only during the later years of the war that the morale of the soldiers began to fail and opposition to the war began to increase.

Conscientious Objectors 
•These were men according to the Military Service Act Of January 1916 “who could show a conscientious objection” to fighting in the war. 
•There were 16 000 men registered as COs in Britain. These men would have to face tribunals set up to hear their cases. The majority of the COs agreed to do a service, which would help the war effort but not involve combat. e.g. farm work, stretcher bearing…

Types Of Conscientious Objectors:

•Pacifists: 
•Objected to fighting because they were against violence in any circumstance. 

•Due to their religious views e.g. Quakers and Jehovah's Witnesses.

•“In many countries, including Germany, Austria, Russia, France and Italy, members of the clergy (of all faiths) were also expected to serve their country in some form during wartime.” (www.firstworldwar.com) 

•Socialists:
•Refused to kill fellow workers, what ever their nationality.

•Believed the war was only being fought to make money for the rich factory owners. (war is very good for business and the factory owners would have had a great demand to supply for the war.)

•Absolutists: 
•Absolutely refused to take part in the war or to do anything towards the war effort.

•Small minority: In Britain only 1500 men totally refused to do anything which could help the war.

•Harsh penalties: these men were put in prison to do hard labour. They were not allowed to vote until 1926 and the were kept in prison for 6 months after the war had ended so that the men returning from the army could get the jobs that were available.

Russian Revolution

•In March 1917 the Tsar of Russia was overthrown.
• The people were fed up – loss of lives (1 million) and the food shortages caused by the war. 

•In November 1917, there was a communist revolution by the Bolsheviks, led by Lenin. (The previous government, which had taken over after the Tsar had not been successful and so was overthrown.)

•Lenin agreed a ceasefire with the Germans.

French Revolution?

•In May 1917 two thirds of the French army mutinied. 
•The mutiny was stopped after two weeks by:  sentencing 629 men to death (only 43 shot.) Improving the diet, pay and leave of French soldiers.

German Mutiny

The Kiel mutiny. 

· “The anger with the Kaiser’ government for its failure to deliver victories and food led to a mutiny by sailors in Germany’s High seas Fleet and the take-over of city government by Socialists (Oct 1918). Politicians in Berlin 1. forced Kaiser Wilhelm to resign 2. proclaimed Germany a republic 3. agreed to discuss peace with allies.”

· “Modern World History To GCSE” Mason, J. (Oxford University Press 1998) Page 11

However...
· Volunteers: There were millions of volunteers when the war started.

· 2.5 million British had volunteered to join the British army by 1916. 

· However, as the number of men volunteering decreased the need for conscription became apparent and in 1916, the British government introduced conscription. This forced healthy men, 18 to 41 years old to join one of the armed services.

· Also, most of these men did not understand what they were getting themselves into, thinking that the war would be an adventure and it would be over by Christmas. They also did not realise the horrors of trench warfare or what they were really fighting for and regretted their choice later.

In Conclusion

· The opposition to the First World War was significant to the extent that in every army there was opposition and low morale towards the war and by the end of the war everyone had had enough and didn’t want to fight anymore. There was also opposition on the home front. Perhaps if there had been the same amount of opposition towards the war when the war first started as there was during the war and those involved had understood what they were getting themselves into, then the war would not have become The Great War, it would have ended far sooner and millions of people would not have died needlessly.
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