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– Documentary Tells Story of American Conscientious Objectors Who Refused to Fight in WWII –

THE GOOD WAR AND THOSE WHO REFUSED TO FIGHT IT sheds light on an often ignored part of the World War II saga — the story of American conscientious objectors (C.O.s) who refused to fight “the good war.” It is a story of personal courage, idealism and nonconformity based on both ethical and religious beliefs — about men whose love of country could not extend to killing. A re-broadcast of the program, which first aired January 15, 2002, on PBS, airs Thursday, October 4, 2007, 10:00-11:00 p.m. ET (check local listings) on PBS. Ed Asner narrates the film by Judith Ehrlich and Rick Tejada-Flores.
THE GOOD WAR AND THOSE WHO REFUSED TO FIGHT IT tells its story through the memories of several remarkable men who went against the tide of the most popular and justifiable war of the 20th century. Many were Quakers or others whose religious beliefs interpreted the commandment “Thou Shalt Not Kill” to include war; others were passionate pacifists who felt morally incapable of cooperating with a violent conflict, no matter how worthy the cause. 
Then, as now, people who refused military service represented a broad range of viewpoints about the war. As war resister Carlos Cortez recalls, “I was asked, what’s a matter, you like Hitler? I says, look, if you guaranteed me a shot at Hitler, you wouldn’t have to draft me. But to shoot at another draftee, one who I don’t even know, one that I have nothing against, no, the heck with that.” 
Perhaps the most famous conscientious objector of World War II was Hollywood actor Lew Ayres, who had inspired a generation of pacifists with his unforgettable role in All Quiet on the Western Front. Ayres faced strong criticism from Hollywood, even the boycott of his films, when he refused to be drafted, insisting that he serve as an unarmed medic in the army. More than 25,000 other Americans served as noncombatants in the armed forces. 
During WWII, many Americans felt that opposition to war was cowardly and unpatriotic. In order to prove their patriotism while maintaining their principles, many World War II conscientious objectors risked their lives as fire jumpers and medical guinea pigs. In THE GOOD WAR AND THOSE WHO REFUSED TO FIGHT IT, former Surgeon General C. Everett Koop recalls working with C.O.s as a young doctor in these dangerous and sometimes deadly experiments. Thousands of other C.O.s volunteered to work in insane asylums and helped transform them from places of filth and degradation to the more humane institutions of today. All of these efforts took place under Civilian Public Service, a national system of work camps administered and paid for by the “peace” churches — Quakers, Mennonites and Brethren. Thousands, however, refused to cooperate with the war effort at all and spent the war years in prison, where they used hunger strikes to integrate the federal prison system. All lived with the scorn of a nation, and often that of family and friends as well.
After the war, C.O.s led efforts to provide relief to war-torn Europe and Asia; their efforts won the Nobel Prize for the Quaker’s American Friends Service Committee in 1947. A commitment to Gandhian nonviolent social action also flowered in the years after the war. WWII C.O.s founded the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), which ran the first Freedom Rides a decade before Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on a Montgomery bus. They also served as key advisors to Martin Luther King Jr. as he built the civil rights movement. 
They created the first anti-apartheid organization in the U.S., were leaders in the nuclear disarmament movement and the peace movement during the Vietnam War era, and broke new cultural ground by founding the nation’s first listener-sponsored radio and mentoring the beat movement in San Francisco. 
THE GOOD WAR AND THOSE WHO REFUSED TO FIGHT IT offers viewers a valuable case study in the limits of democracy and the rights and obligations of those who dissent and captures firsthand and for posterity these inspiring examples of conscience and quiet bravery. 
A tradition of refusing military service — and the recognition of that right — can be traced to the country’s first settlers. Religious conscientious objectors were among the founders of the nation. At the onset of the Revolutionary War, George Washington issued a draft order that was a call to “all young men of suitable age to be drafted, except those with conscientious scruples against war.” During the Civil War, the conscription law of the North provided for alternative military service for religious objectors, and men could buy their way out for $300; those who refused to cooperate were treated with extreme measures, including being forced to sit under fire through the Battle of Gettysburg. World War I ushered in the first draft since the Civil War and policies that were even less tolerant of conscientious objectors; of the 2.8 million draftees, only 4,000 men served in the military as unarmed, legal C.O.s. Seventeen draft resisters died of mistreatment in Alcatraz Prison. 
As chronicled in THE GOOD WAR AND THOSE WHO REFUSED TO FIGHT IT, more than 40,000 young men refused to fight in World War II. But, for the first time in American history, draft resistance became mass resistance during the Vietnam War, when 170,000 men were officially recognized as C.O.s; huge numbers also resisted by burning their draft cards and/or fleeing the country. The draft has been suspended, but registration is still a legal requirement for all male U.S. residents at age 18, with a penalty of $10,000 fine or jail time for refusal. Registration resisters have not been prosecuted since the early 80’s, but registration is required for college loans, admission to state schools in a number of states and government employment. While the military is currently an all-volunteer organization, when the Gulf War broke out, 2,500 men and women who were already enlisted refused to serve in Saudi Arabia on the basis of conscience. 
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