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A New Primacy of Conscience? 
Conscientious Objection, French Catholicism and the State during the Algerian War 

 
On 20 April 1961, less than a year before the Evian Accords ended the Algerian War for 

independence from France, twenty-year-old conscientious objector Jean Pezet appeared in court to 
answer for his refusal to bear arms. Pezet, a Catholic political activist, had been drafted into the 
Second Air Division on 15 November 1960 to perform his obligatory military service in the French 
Army.1 Imprisoned in January 1961, he undertook a series of hunger strikes to demand a ‘civil 
service’ option for objectors. At his trial Pezet cited his Catholic faith as the sole factor in his 
decision, declaring that his opposition to the war was based upon the teachings of the Gospel.2 

Because of the centrality of Pezet’s Catholic faith to his decision, the hearing placed Pezet on 
trial for much more than his refusal to serve. Led by a government commissioner representing the 
French State, the court proceedings hinged upon the nature and sincerity of Pezet’s Catholicism. In 
his statement for the prosecution, the commissioner demanded to know why Pezet chose to ‘disobey 
the law that a Christian is required to obey in conscience.’ He repeatedly admonished Pezet for 
calling himself a devout Catholic when his stance contradicted the teachings of the Catholic Church, 
which forbid conscientious objection until 1963: ‘you have rejected your religion,’ he insisted, ‘your 
Christianity is shriveled and scandalous. Go dwell on your little (…) amoral excuses for two years in 
prison.’3 

Pezet’s case came near the end of a decades-long theological contestation of the role of 
Christianity in the public sphere that pitted Catholic activists, both lay and clergy, against the more 
conservative leadership of the Catholic hierarchy beginning in the 1930s. At the root of differing 
views on issues ranging from evangelization to politics was the question of obedience, in particular 
the duty that ordinary Christians owed to religious authorities and the state. On this question, the 
Algerian War proved to be a transformational moment for both individual Catholics and for the 
Church as an institution. The Algerian War tested the limits of Catholic theology on the ‘just war,’ 
leading increasing numbers of lay activists and even clergy to question whether conscientious 
objection and disobedience could be justified under certain circumstances. Although no official 
change in Catholic doctrine on conscientious objection occurred until after the Algerian War, this 
article repositions the war years as a major turning point in the ideological and theological 
legitimization of conscientious objection. The development of new attitudes within the French 
Catholic Church, driven from the ground up, removed an influential and long-standing bulwark 
against change. By raising the stakes of theological debates on the obedience Christians owed to the 
State, and by extension, on the appropriate role of the individual conscience within this duty of 
obedience, the Algerian War prompted a major reevaluation of Christian attitudes towards war and 
the state – one that informed and eventually altered the wider public debate on obligatory military 
service. 

The first section situates the problem of conscientious objection within the longer history of 
theological and political conflicts on obedience dating back to the 1930s. The article then turns to the 
highly contested debate on military disobedience and conscientious objection that divided the 
Catholic community during the Algerian War. The final section returns to the trial of Catholic 
objector Jean Pezet as a case study through which to perceive the erosion of popular adhesion to 
Catholic doctrine forbidding objection. The stances of Pezet and his supporters anticipated both the 

                                                
1 Bibliothèque de Documentation Internationale Contemporaine (hereafter BDIC), Fonds Jean-Jacques de Félice, F 
delta res 882/3/2/21. ‘Procès Jean Pezet. Tribunal Militaire de Metz.’ 20 April 1961.  
2 J. Pezet, Tu ne tueras pas (Castres 1994), 30-31 and ‘Annex: Letter from Pezet to the commander of the bureau of 
recruitment, Albi subdivision, 27 September 1960.’ All translations are the author’s. 
3 BDIC, Fonds Jean-Jacques de Félice, F delta res 882/3/2/21. ‘Procès Jean Pezet. Tribunal Militaire de Metz. 
Réquisitoire.’ 20 April 1961, 3. 
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official reorientation of Catholic doctrine on objection after the end of the Algerian War and the new 
importance accorded to the individual conscience with the theological revolution of Vatican II. 
 
The Algerian War was the latest in a series of crises within the French Catholic Church over the 
question of obedience. Indeed, obedience remained a key element of the hierarchical structure of 
Catholic teaching, with censorship of new theological ideas common.4 Yet the Church also struggled 
to reconcile this ideal of unchanging orthodoxy with the social realities of European 
dechristianization and the growing appeal of socialism. Pope Leo XIII’s encyclical Rerum Novarum 
in 1891 was an early attempt to respond to these trends with what became known as the social 
doctrine of the Church; in France, Marc Sangnier’s Le Sillon movement pursued ambitious social 
reforms on this basis but was subsequently condemned by Rome for perceived political activities.5  

After the First World War revealed the extent of dechristianization in France, the Church 
looked to the neo-Thomist theory of intermediate bodies as the basis for expanding the role of lay 
apostolate.6 The 1930s thus saw the explosion of ‘specialized’ Action Catholique movements tasked 
with ministering to specific populations: students for the Jeunesse Étudiante Chrétienne (JEC), 
workers for the Jeunesse Ouvrière Chrétienne (JOC), and so forth, with the swift addition of parallel 
feminine movements. From the beginning, tensions existed between these organizations and the 
Church hierarchy that swiftly claimed authority over them, incorporating them into the papal 
mandate for the Action Catholique. Even this mandate created fodder for future debates; while 
forbidding conventional political interventions, Pope Pius XI encouraged the Action Catholique to 
engage in grande politica, the ‘politics of the common good.’7 The near total absence of the Church 
from vast regions of France remained a core preoccupation throughout the 1940s as well. Indeed, the 
bombshell publication of La France: Pays de mission? in 1943 by the priests Henri Godin and Yvan 
Daniel alerted Catholics within and beyond France to the urgency of ministering to the lost working 
classes.8 The French Assembly of Cardinals and Archbishops (ACA) responded in 1941 by opening 
the Mission de France, a seminary to train priests for evangelizing in these areas; the Mission de 
Paris followed two years later.9 Yet for both lay activists and priests devoted to new forms of 
working-class apostolate, this missionary work simultaneously required loyalty to the Church and 
leaving behind their place in the body of the Church.10 For some Catholic activists, then, this was a 
path that led to contestation of the Church hierarchy and even disobedience, especially after the 
Second World War. 

The principle of obedience to legitimate authority encountered its greatest test yet after the 
fall of France in 1940. The Vichy state actively courted the Church and won significant support from 
both Catholics and Protestants for its project of national renewal. Indeed, with only a few exceptions, 
the vast majority of the French episcopate refused to speak against Maréchal Pétain.11 However a 
small minority of Christians chose to resist the ‘perverse ideology’ of Nazism through humanitarian 

                                                
4 F. and R. Bédarida (eds), La résistance spirituelle 1941-1944: Les Cahiers clandestins du Témoignage Chrétien 
(Paris 2001), 14. 
5 G.-R. Horn, Western European Liberation Theology: The First Wave, 1924-1959 (Oxford 2008), 34-35; B. Duriez, 
E. Fouilloux, D. Pelletier, and N. Viet-Depaule (eds), Les catholiques dans la république, 1905-2005 (Paris 2005), 
205, 251-252.  
6 Duriez et al, Les catholiques dans la république, 26, 95. 
7 Horn, Western European Liberation Theology, 20-21, 26, 42-43. On the politics of the common good, Horn cites 
M. Casella, ‘L' Azione Cattolica del tempo di Pio XI e di Pio XII (1922-1958)’ in Traniello and Campanini (eds), 
Dizionario ii/1, 163. 
8 H. Godin and Y. Daniel, La France: Pays de mission? (Lyon 1943). 
9 Duriez et al, Les catholiques dans la république, 34; S. Chapeu, Des chrétiens dans la guerre d’Algérie: L’action 
de la Mission de France (Paris 2004), 12-13.  
10 This is a central thesis of T. Cavalin, C. Suaud and N. Viet-Depaule (eds), De la subversion en religion (Paris 
2010). 
11 Duriez et al, Les catholiques dans la république, 95.  



Rachel Johnston-White                Yale University    

 3 

aid, clandestine publications, or even armed resistance.12 The most renowned instance of Christian 
spiritual resistance was the joint Catholic and Protestant movement around the Cahiers du 
Témoignage Chrétien, first published clandestinely in the unoccupied zone in November 1941. 
According to the historians François and Renée Bédarida, Témoignage Chrétien affirmed that 
‘conscience comes before obedience’ in defense of ‘the liberty of the [human] person.’ Its Jesuit 
founders drew inspiration from the Calvinist Karl Barth’s theology of the transcendence of God and 
the Jesuit Henri de Lubac’s interpretation of the theology of the incarnation, which both demanded 
Christian engagement with temporal affairs.13 This stood in stark contrast with the Catholic 
hierarchy’s determination to walk ‘with eyes lifted to the heavens,’ as the Archbishop of Reims put it 
in justifying the collective inaction of the episcopate during the war years.14 

The Second World War thus unveiled and partially upended ‘the principles upon which the 
social and religious order had been founded’ until that time.15 With the Catholic hierarchy’s wartime 
passivity under fire and the role of dissident laity and clergy valorized, the Church engaged in 
renewed reflection on the duty of Christian presence in the world. Of particular concern was the 
appropriate Christian response to communism, made more urgent by the French Communist Party’s 
outsized role in armed resistance to the German occupation. The left-leaning, so-called progressivist 
wing of the Church opposed Catholic anti-communism and took seriously the problems that Marxism 
sought to address; some progressivist Christians even advocated working alongside communists to 
achieve greater social justice. For worker-priests in particular, whose sacerdotal mission led them to 
labour and live alongside communist workers, the choice to engage in political activism quickly led 
to a collision with an increasingly anti-communist Church. With the onset of the Cold War from 
1947 and the death of the Archbishop of Paris Cardinal Suhard in 1949, the Catholic hierarchy 
intensified its repression of the progressivist wing of the Church; this culminated in their 
condemnation of French worker-priests in January 1954 and the end of the so-called worker-priest 
experiment on 1 March 1954, after a final order from the Vatican. Worker-priests then faced the 
agonizing decision of whether to submit to the authority of Rome and their bishops, or to continue as 
workers without the Church’s approbation for their spiritual mission.16 The crisis mostly abated after 
the papal condemnation of progressivist Christian movements and press organs, including La 
Quinzaine in 1955.17 

                                                
12 On Christian humanitarian resistance, some recent works include L. Yagil, Chrétiens et Juifs sous Vichy, 1940-
1944: sauvetage et désobéissance civile (Paris 2005); U. Gerdes, Ökumenische Solidarität mit christlichen und 
jüdischen Verfolgten: die CIMADE in Vichy-Frankreich 1940-1944 (Göttingen 2005); P. Boismorand (ed), André et 
Magda Trocmé, figures de résistance (Paris 2007).  
13 F. and R. Bédarida (eds), La résistance spirituelle 1941-1944: Les Cahiers clandestins du Témoignage Chrétien 
(Paris 2001), 14, 21-23. Other influences for TC included Christian theologians and intellectuals Péguy, Blondel, 
Mounier, Mauriac, Bernanos, and above all Maritain, author of Humanisme intégral, published in 1936. 
14 Centre National des Archives de l’Église de France (hereafter CNAEF), 2CE 1019 (Positions de l’épiscopat sous 
l’Occupation, 1941-1945). Mgr Marmottin, Archbishop of Reims, ‘L’Attitude de l’épiscopat,’ 20 November 1944. 
Marmottin was a noted collaborationist during the war. 
15 C. Suaud and N. Viet-Depaule, Prêtres et ouvriers: Une double fidélité mise à l’épreuve (Paris 2004), 80. 
16 C. Suaud and N. Viet-Depaule, ‘Corps de doctrine. L’esprit de corps des évêques français dans la crise des 
prêtres-ouvriers (1949-1954)’ in T. Cavalin, C. Suaud and N. Viet-Depaule (eds), De la subversion en religion 
(Paris 2010), 223-225. On worker-priests and their subsequent condemnation, see F. Leprieur, Quand Rome 
condamne. Dominicains et prêtres-ouvriers (Paris 1989); J. Vinatier, Les Prêtres-Ouvriers, le Cardinal Liénart et 
Rome: histoire d’une crise (Paris 1985); C. Suaud and N. Viet-Depaule, Prêtres et ouvriers: Une double fidélité 
mise à l’épreuve, 1944-1969  (Paris 2004); and especially N. Viet-Depaule (ed), La Mission de Paris: cinq prêtres-
ouvriers insoumis témoignent (Paris 2002).  
17 Duriez et al, Les catholiques dans la république, 96. On the progressivist crisis, see also E. Fouilloux, Une Église 
en quête de liberté (Paris 1998); T. Keck, Jeunesse de l’Église. Aux sources de la crise progressiste en France, 
1936-1955 (Paris 2004); and P. Colin, L’audace et le soupçon (Paris 1997). Archival sources on worker-priests and 
the progressivist crisis include the Archives du Diocèse de Paris, Fonds Cardinal Feltin: 1 D 15, 7: Questions 
politiques et sociales; 1 D 15, 17: Dossier Prêtres-ouvriers; and 1 D 15, 27: Chrétiens progressistes.  
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French Protestants proved more comfortable with both modernity and theological diversity 
than their Catholic counterparts; indeed, historian Patrick Cabanel has argued that the ‘theological 
liberalism’ of French Protestantism facilitated the acceptance of new ideas with relative ease. 
Protestant ‘social Christian’ theology, which sought to reconcile Christianity and socialism in 
building a more just world, evolved into a movement with a significant following beginning in the 
late nineteenth century. Protestant pacifists and supporters of conscientious objection found a home 
within this movement in the interwar years, as did the earliest ecumenical activists, including Wilfred 
Monod and Elie Gounelle.18 However, it was the tidal wave of Barthian theology from 1933 that had 
the greatest impact on French Protestant attitudes towards obedience and the state. By virtue of their 
status as a historically persecuted minority, French Protestants had long valorized their tradition of 
resistance to the Catholic state of the old regime and Bourbon Restoration; however, scholars have 
noted that sociological factors, more than religious or moral tenets particular to Protestantism, 
inspired this opposition.19 Barthian theology therefore revolutionized French Protestant approaches to 
obedience and state authority. Karl Barth, the Swiss Calvinist theologian who became a leading 
proponent of ‘spiritual resistance’ to Nazism, won a substantial following in France, if at first only 
among a minority of Protestants who answered his call to remain spiritually armed against Nazism.20 
For the postwar generation of Protestant pastors, activists and intellectuals, Barthian theology newly 
justified speaking directly to the French state on matters ranging from nuclear armament to colonial 
repression in Madagascar, Indochina and Algeria.21 It is therefore all the more striking that despite a 
strong Protestant tradition of resistance to the state and a considerable pacifist current, the French 
Reformed Church refused to condone conscientious objection until the decision of the World Council 
of Churches in 1948, reversing its previous stance on objection and arguing in favor of a legal 
alternative to military service.22  

                                                
18 P. Cabanel, ‘Les protestants français’ in A la gauche du Christ, 181-183. Social Christianity, under the leadership 
of the economist Charles Gide, pastors Tommy Fallot, Gédéon Chastand, and later Élie Gounelle and Wilfred 
Monod, had a significant following between the 1880s and the 1940s. Its publication, successively the Revue du 
christianisme social, Parole et société, and Autres Temps, remained operational until the 1970s. Pastors and youth 
organizations associated with the movement pursued outreach in working-class areas, with some participants 
effectively Marxist fellow-travelers. Others were part of the nascent pacifist movement and advocated conscientious 
objection.  
19 On this topic, see A. Encrevé, ‘La résonance de l’idée de résistance dans le protestantisme français aux XIX et XX 
siècles’ in A. Gutmann, ed., Résister et Vivre: Au croisement des disciplines et des cultures (Cerisy 2008), 95-111; 
R. Rémond, ‘Conférence de clôture’ in A. Encrevé and J. Poujol (eds), Les protestants français pendant la Seconde 
guerre mondiale (Paris 1994), 655; P. Cabanel, ‘Les protestants français’ in A la gauche du Christ, 178, 189-190. 
20 While many if not most Protestants initially looked with some favor on the early Vichy regime, Protestants later 
figured disproportionately in the resistance, particularly in humanitarian rather than armed resistance activities. 
Alongside the work of Protestant aid organization Cimade, the most famous example was that of the Protestant 
village of Le Chambon-sur-Lignon, which collectively sheltered hundreds of Jews throughout the war. See P. 
Boismorand, ed., André et Magda Trocmé, figures de résistance (Paris 2007) and E. C. Fabre (ed), CIMADE 1939-
1945: God’s Underground, collected by J. Merle d’Aubigné and V. Mouchon, trans. W. and P. Nottingham (St. 
Louis 1970). Originally published as Les Clandestins de Dieu (Paris 1968). See also D. Fontaine, Decolonizing 
Christianity: Religion and the End of Empire in Algeria and France (Cambridge 2016), 115-117. On Christian 
adhesion to Vichy, see F. and R. Bédarida (eds), La résistance spirituelle 1941-1944: Les Cahiers clandestins du 
Témoignage Chrétien (Paris 2001), 14-17. 
21 P. Cabanel, ‘Les protestants français’ in D. Pelletier and J.-L. Schlegel (eds), A la gauche du Christ: Les chrétiens 
de gauche en France de 1945 à nos jours (Paris 2012), 184-185. Cabanel cites the study by J.-P. Willaime in 1978 
that demonstrated that forty-six percent of pastors over fifty years old, who entered the profession in the mid-1950s 
at the later, considered themselves to be ‘Barthian’. F. Gugelot, ‘Intellectuels chrétiens entre marxisme et Évangile’ 
in À la gauche du Christ, 216-217. Pastor Pierre Maury, who embraced barthian theology, proved to be a key 
intellectual influence for this generation of Protestants, giving guidance to Charles Westphal’s revue Foi et Vie and 
the Fédération des étudiants, where he was a mentor to Georges Casalis and André Dumas.  
22 J. K. Kessler, ‘The Invention of a Human Right: Conscientious Objection at the United Nations, 1947-2011’, 
Columbia Human Rights Law Review, 44, 3 (2013), 759. The 1948 declaration was a ‘provisional statement of 
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In both theory and practice, conscientious objection offended the French tradition of 
obligatory military service that remained strongly associated with the principles of the French 
Revolution and an army of citizen-soldiers. Nor did the Revolution’s guarantee of freedom of 
conscience offer any justification for disobedience to the state; this principle referred only to the right 
to practice one’s faith without interference from the state. After 1905, when the Third Republic 
formally dissolved the ties that had historically bound the French state to the Catholic Church, 
freedom of conscience came to be understood instead as the ‘right to act in accordance with one’s 
conscience in the civil domain.’23 The potential for conflict with the state was therefore inherent to 
this new iteration of freedom of conscience. 

Conscientious objection was, however, virtually non-existent in France until after the First 
World War.24 Despite fears that significant numbers of socialists would refuse to take up arms in 
1914, no organized antiwar action occurred at the outbreak of war. The Army instead encountered 
other forms of military insubordination, notably desertions and mutinies in the later years of the First 
World War.25 After 1918, however, conscientious objection became a mobilizing issue for a small 
minority of pacifists in France. The International War Resisters League had a presence in France, 
while the French branch of the International Fellowship of Reconciliation, the Mouvement 
international de la réconciliation, was created in 1923 at the Protestant faculty of theology; the first 
societies advocating rights for conscientious objectors were also founded at this time.26 In 1931, 
deputy Georges Richard submitted a bill in the Assemblée Nationale for a statute for conscientious 
objectors, a motion that swiftly failed and would not be reattempted until 1949.27 Only 40 men 
declared themselves objectors in the interwar years and less than 100 in the decade after 1945.28 

Throughout these years conscientious objection remained deeply unpopular in France on both 
the left and right of the political spectrum. On the right, authoritarian nationalism, historically aligned 
with clericalism, had little tolerance for pacifism or disobedience, while secular republicans valorized 
military service as a central duty of citizenship for which no exceptions could be made.29 The fact 
that both world wars were understood as just, defensive wars for France no doubt played a part as 
well; the dozen or so men who declared themselves conscientious objectors when called up to repel 

                                                
principles with respect to conscientious objection’. This was followed three years later by a recommendation that a 
‘conscientious objector . . . be entitled to exemption from the normal requirements of the laws of military training 
and service’.  
23 A. Schinkel, Conscience and Conscientious Objections (Amsterdam 2007), 463. Schinkel cites B.P. Vermeulen, 
De vrijheid van geweten, een fundamenteel rechtsprobleem. (Arnhem 1989), 73; Les collections du Musée des 
Archives nationales. AE/II/2991. 9 December 1905, ‘Loi concernant la séparation des Églises et de l'État.’  
24 M. Levi, Consent, Dissent and Patriotism (Cambridge 1997), 186; M. Auvray, Objecteurs, Insoumis, Déserteurs: 
Histoire des réfractaires en France (Paris 1983), 174.  
25 On the World War I mutinies, see G. Pedroncini, Les Mutineries de 1917 (Paris, 1967); and L. Smith, Between 
Mutiny and Obedience: The Case of the French Fifth Infantry Division During World War I. (Princeton 1994).  
26 These included the Service Civil International, the Committee for the Defense of Conscientious Objection and the 
Ligue pour la reconnaissance de l’objection de conscience. M. L. Martin, ‘France: A Statute but No Objectors’, in 
C. C. Moskos and J. W. Chambers II (eds), The New Conscientious Objection: From Sacred to Secular Resistance 
(Oxford 1993), 83. 
27 The government responded by dissolving the Ligue pour la reconnaissance de l’objection de conscience. R. 
Forgeot, ‘L’objection de conscience et le service civil des objecteurs à travers le service civil international et le 
comité de coordination pour le service civil (1963-1976)’, unpublished Masters thesis, Université Paris VIII (2004), 
161. Proposals for a Statute for conscientious objectors were put forward in 1949 by André Philip of the French 
Socialist Party (SFIO, Section française de l’internationale ouvrière), in 1952 by the Christian democratic MRP 
party (Mouvement républicain populaire) and in 1956, by the SFIO once again. 
28 Martin, ‘France: A Statute but No Objectors’, in Moskos and Chambers (eds), The New Conscientious Objection, 
83-84. 
29 On this, see E. R. Cain, ‘Conscientious Objection in France, Britain and the United States’, Comparative Politics, 
2, 2 (1970), 275-307. 
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the anticipated Nazi invasion in 1939 were either imprisoned, as was the case of Protestant pastor and 
longtime pacifist Henri Roser, or shot. 30 

The French wars of decolonization offered a context in which conscientious objection could 
gain popular support. In Indochina, however, the French government opted to deploy the professional 
corps expéditionnaire français en Indochine alongside soldiers from the Union Française, rather than 
metropolitan draftees.31 Opposition to this war remained limited as a result.32  

The rapid escalation of the conflict in Algeria from 1954 led to a massive expansion in the 
ranks of the French Army and a much wider impact on metropolitan France. Over 1.2 million 
appelés were drafted to fight for the preservation of French Algeria from 1954 to 1962. 
Approximately one percent of draftees, or twelve thousand men, refused to bear arms before or 
during their military service, a percentage that exceeded that of other twentieth-century French wars. 
Of these, 886 were deserters who left their units illegally, while 10,831 were insoumis who failed to 
report to their units when called up for service. Conscientious objectors formed a tiny minority 
numbering approximately 420 men, overwhelmingly Christians. Tramor Quemeneur notes that some 
anarchists and communists joined Christians in calling themselves objectors and in accepting 
imprisonment for refusing to fight in Algeria; these included the communist Alban Liechti and the 
septuagenarian and longtime objector Louis Lecoin.33 Because no legal alternative to military service 
existed, these so-called réfractaires were subject to imprisonment of up to ten years for failing to 
complete their military service.34  

The definition of conscientious objection was itself sharply contested, as the next section will 
demonstrate, with little agreement even among Catholic and Protestant theologians and intellectuals 
on whether opposition to a specific war could be categorized as conscientious objection.35 The end of 
the war brought a form of resolution to the debate; the December 1963 Statute enacted a narrow 
definition of objection that required would-be objectors to oppose bearing arms in all cases and to 
declare their intention to refuse service prior to joining their unit.36 However, this reflected the 
political priority of minimizing the number of objectors eligible for exemption under the new statute, 
rather than a religious or societal consensus on what properly constituted conscientious objection. 

The Algerian War marked a turning point in the nature of Christian opposition to war. In 
previous conflicts, objectors were overwhelmingly evangelical Protestants or members of traditional 

                                                
30 Levi, Consent, Dissent and Patriotism, 186; Société de l’Histoire du Protestantisme Français (SHPF), Fonds Henri 
Roser, Box 6, Dossier 7. J. Walter, ‘Méditation,’ 12 January 1981. 
31 Levi, Consent, Dissent and Patriotism, 187. 
32 The main activists who opposed the French war in Indochina came from the French Communist Party, the 
Mouvement de la Paix, and certain Christian organizations. On French Christian mobilization against the Vietnam 
wars, see S. Rousseau, La colombe et le napalm: des chrétiens français contre les guerres d’Indochine et du 
Vietnam: 1945-1975 (Paris 2002). 
33 Archives du Diocèse de Paris, Fonds Cardinal Feltin, 1 D 15 7. Le Monde, ‘Le soldat Alban Liechti est condamné 
pour la deuxième fois à deux ans de prison’, 28 May 1959. See also Quemeneur, ‘Refuser l’autorité?’, 60, 62. Far 
more numerous than objectors and others in prison were insoumis who sought refuge in Switzerland, Tunisia, 
Germany, or Belgium, sometimes organizing in networks like Jeune Résistance. 
34 T. Quemeneur, ‘Une guerre sans “non”? Insoumissions, refus d’obéissance et désertions de soldats français 
pendant la guerre d’Algérie (1954-1962)’, unpublished PhD thesis, Université Paris VIII (2007) and T. Quemeneur, 
‘Refuser l'autorité? Étude des désobéissances de soldats français pendant la guerre d'Algérie (1954- 1962)’ Outre-
mers, 98, January-June (2011), 57-66. Quemeneur notes that insoumis and deserters often left France to avoid 
punishment, and many became part of networks like Jeune Résistance. The number of Christians within this 
category is not given and is difficult to trace in the military archives.  
35 Quemeneur, ‘Refuser l'autorité?’, 62. 
36 ‘Loi no. 63-1255 du 21 décembre 1963 relative à certaines modalités d’accomplissement des obligations imposées 
par la loi sur le recrutement’, Journal officiel de la République Française, 11456 (Paris 22 December 1963). The 
law also required that would-be objectors register their objection with the Ministry of Armies within fifteen days of 
the publication of the decree summoning them to join their unit.  
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pacifist sects like the Jehovah’s Witnesses, which rejected all violence.37 While strict pacifism 
remained the primary motivation for approximately half of conscientious objectors during the 
Algerian War, the nature of this conflict heightened the appeal of objection for Christians who did 
not oppose military service in general but believed the Algerian War to be unjust. Sometimes called 
‘limited conscientious objection’ or grouped within the category of insoumission, this model of 
conscientious objection found particular favor with Catholic activists, who looked to the reflections 
of St. Augustine and Thomas Aquinas on the concept of a just war.38 Yet despite the potential 
theological justifications for objection, Catholics who chose this path disobeyed the official teachings 
of the Catholic hierarchy as well as the ‘legitimate authority’ of the State. If they opted for limited 
objection – to one war rather than all wars – it was also a political choice, requiring an individual 
judgment on a specific conflict and a specific state authority.  

This section has set out the longer-term causes of new Catholic attitudes to obedience and 
conscientious objection during the Algerian War. Dissident movements and theologies challenged 
the Church hierarchy’s position on obedience beginning in the interwar years, while the example of 
Christian resistance and the insubordination of worker-priests lent legitimacy to disobedience in the 
1940s and 1950s. In 1954, the Church’s official position remained strongly in support of the legal 
prohibition of conscientious objection. However, the Algerian War quickly led Catholic activists and 
dissident clergy to question the limits of obedience to both the hierarchy and the State.  

 
For Christians, the Algerian War raised the problem of both jus ad bellum and jus in bello – a just 
cause for war and just means of war. The French Army’s use of torture elicited the first major 
mobilization of Christian protests against the Algerian War, particularly from intellectuals and 
dissident clergy. Yet even early on, many of the Christians who condemned France’s methods 
rejected the purpose of the war as unjust as well, believing the French Army’s true mission to be 
repression rather than pacification. This dual objection to the means and ends of the conflict forms 
the specificity of Christian moral and political opposition to the Algerian War, the subject of a 
growing body of literature.39 The present section builds upon this work by examining how broader 
Christian opposition to the Algerian War intersected with and shaped debates on obedience and 
military service within the Christian Churches in France over the course of the Algerian War. The 
growing movement in favor of conscientious objection and selective disobedience, particularly 
within Catholic activist circles, in turn contributed to the new emphasis on individual conscience 
affirmed by Vatican II. 

Christian intellectuals of resistance renown, including François Mauriac, Pierre-Henri Simon, 
André Philip and Claude Bourdet, denounced the use of torture in Algeria by French military and 
police forces from the first weeks of the war.40 Christian soldiers, too, mobilized against the war as 

                                                
37 Levi, Consent, Dissent and Patriotism,188.  
38 See a number of documents in the Archives du Diocèse de Paris, Fonds Cardinal Feltin. 1 D 15 7, Dossier 
Objection de Conscience. One of the earliest formulations of this Catholic preference for ‘limited conscientious 
objection’ can be found in an article on conscientious objection in the Cahiers d’action religieuse et sociale, 1 July 
1953. See also Secrétariat Général de l’Épiscopat, Note 13/63, 19 April 1963. 
39 A. Nozière, Algérie: Les chrétiens dans la guerre (Paris 1979); F. Bédarida and E. Fouilloux (eds), Cahiers de 
l’IHTP: La Guerre d’Algérie et les Chrétiens, 9 (October 1988); D. Pelletier and J.-L. Schlegel, À la gauche du 
Christ: Les Chrétiens de gauche en France de 1945 à nos jours (Paris 2012), especially J. Bocquet, ‘Un dreyfusisme 
chrétien face à la guerre d’Algérie,’ 227-255; Chapeu, Des chrétiens dans la guerre d’Algérie; M. El Korso, Algérie, 
1954-1962: La Torture en Question: Témoignage Chrétien: Le Dossier Jean Muller (Algiers 2013),  and D. 
Fontaine, Decolonizing Christianity: Religion and the End of Empire in France and Algeria (Cambridge 2016).  
40 On the link between resistance during the Second World War and opposition to the Algerian War, see M. Evans, 
The Memory of Resistance: French Opposition to the Algerian War (1954-1962) (Oxford 1997) and M. Rothberg, 
Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization (Stanford 2009). Examples of 
such protests include: C. Bourdet, ‘Y a-t-il une Gestapo algérienne?’ L’Observateur, 6 December 1951; F. Mauriac, 
Conference held by the Centre Catholique des Intellectuels Français (CCIF), November 1954, cited in Cahiers de 
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early as 29 September 1955, organizing a mass at the Church of Saint-Séverin at which they 
distributed one of the first texts suggesting a potential for disobedience within the Army. ‘We are not 
conscientious objectors,’ they wrote, ‘but if our arms tremble in firing upon our Muslim brothers, all 
French people must know, because our conscience rises up.’41 In 1956, as soldiers who had already 
completed their military service began to be called up again, demonstrations of drafted soldiers 
became widespread across France; over 200 took place between April and July 1956 alone, but these 
were quickly suppressed.42  

For Christian soldiers and youth activists, the institutionalization of torture in the Army 
increasingly complicated the notion of unswerving obedience to authority, especially when the 
military received the backing of the state and the moral support of the Catholic Church. So 
interconnected were the Church and the Army that the Catholic aumônerie militaire (military 
chaplaincy) received its mandate from both organizations, a position that compromised its ability to 
express dissent. Likewise, the Vicar of Armies and head of the aumônerie militaire was also the 
Archbishop of Paris, a position held during the Algerian War by Cardinal Maurice Feltin.43 Like 
much of the Catholic population of metropolitan France and the overwhelming majority of the 
roughly 800,000 Catholic pieds-noirs in Algeria, Feltin understood the French Army’s mission in 
Algeria to be the protection of the ‘peaceful population of Algeria’ against ‘armed bands’ of 
terrorists.44 Feltin’s stance reflected both his personal faith in the Army’s ‘work of pacification’ and 
his belief, shared by most of the French episcopate until late in the war, in the benefits of maintaining 
French Algeria. As a result, neither Feltin nor the ACA explicitly denounced torture until 1960, 
instead dismissing claims of widespread atrocities committed by the Army as ‘exaggerations’ or 
‘excesses’ and insisting upon respect for ‘legitimate authority.’45 Feltin also criticized the left-wing 
press for speaking against torture, believing that such actions undermined national unity and 
displayed a lack of respect for the Army’s honor. Only a few dissenting members of the hierarchy, 
including Mgr Chappoulie, Bishop of Angers, Mgr Liénart, Bishop of Lille, and most importantly 
                                                
l’IHTP: Les Chrétiens et la Guerre d’Algérie, 9 (October 1988), 92; C. Bourdet, ‘Votre Gestapo d’Algérie,’ France-
Observateur, 13 January 1955. François Mauriac, ‘La question’, L’Express, 15 January 1955; Pierre-Henri Simon, 
Contre la torture (Paris 1957); A. Philip, ‘Où est la Résistance?’ L’Express, 21 November 1957. AN, Fonds André 
Philip, 625AP/12, Dossier: Conférences et Articles d’AP. Article drafted on 6 April 1957. See especially A. Coutrot, 
‘Les Scouts de France et la guerre d’Algérie,’ in Cahiers de l’IHTP: La guerre d’Algérie et les chrétiens, 9 (October 
1988): 121–38. Christians were by no means the only voices to oppose torture; the Algerian Assembly and the 
French parliament both heard complaints, and the FLN itself publicized the French use of torture throughout the war 
in what became a highly effective strategy for winning over international opinion. See Nozière, Algérie: Les 
chrétiens dans la guerre, 130; M. Connelly, A Diplomatic Revolution: Algeria’s Fight for Independence and the 
Origins of the Post-Cold War Era (New York 2002), 126. Connelly persuasively demonstrates the crucial role of 
public discourse and opinion to the FLN’s eventual triumph. 
41 Tract of the rappelés of the 401st Anti-Air Artillery Regiment. Cited in N. Andersson, ‘Les résistances à la guerre 
d’Algérie,’ Savoir/Agir 21 (2012/2013), 98. 
42 T. Quemeneur, ‘La messe en l’église Saint-Séverin et le “dossier Jean Müller”. Des chrétiens et la désobéissance 
au début de la guerre d’Algérie (1955-1957),’ Bulletin de l’IHTP, 1 (2004), 94-106.  
43 On the role of the Catholic aumônerie militaire during the Algerian War, see Nozière, Algérie: Les Chrétiens dans 
la guerre, 121-152; X. Boniface, ‘L’aumônerie militaire française en guerre d’Algérie’, Vingtième Siècle. Revue 
d’histoire, 77, January-March (2003), 47-57; and on the aumônerie militaire from 1914, X. Boniface, L'aumônerie 
militaire française (1914–1962) (Paris 2001). 
44 Statistics on the size of the Catholic European population of Algeria come from A. Nozière, ‘La communauté 
catholique d’Algérie et la guerre,’ cited in Cahiers de l’IHTP: La guerre d’Algérie et les chrétiens, 9 (October 
1988), 10-13.  On Feltin and the attitude of the French hierarchy, see, among others, Boniface, ‘L’aumônerie 
militaire française en guerre d’Algérie,’ 48; Bibliothèque Nationale de France (BNF), Fonds Germaine Tillion. 
Algérie – Centres Sociaux. ‘Appel pour le Salut et le Renouveau de l’Algérie Française’, Paris, April 1956. Feltin’s 
first declaration on the Algerian War, published in the Semaine religieuse de Paris on 28 April 1956, articulated 
support for military service on the grounds of a natural patriotic devotion to one’s country and fellow citizens. 
45 Le Moigne, Les évêques français de Verdun à Vatican II, Une génération en mal d’héroïsme (Rennes 2005), 293-
4, 303. See the ACA’s declaration on 17 October 1955 and Feltin’s letter on 27 March 1958 in particular. 
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Mgr Duval, Archbishop of Algiers, broke rank and spoke against torture in the early years of the 
war.46 By contrast, Feltin maintained cordial relations with the Army, even after significant evidence 
of torture emerged. During his visit to Algeria in October-November 1959, Feltin spoke at length 
with General Jacques Massu, architect of the French victory in the Battle of Algiers in 1957 and a 
leading military advocate of torture.47 The Cardinal reassured Massu and the Army of the Church’s 
support while remaining silent on the Army’s tactics in Algeria, a decision noted with displeasure in 
Catholic activist circles.48  

It fell to Catholic youth movements to attempt to respond to the troubling dilemmas that 
faced Catholic soldiers in ways that the Church leadership initially refused to do. Well ahead of any 
official declaration by the ACA on legitimate disobedience, the Assocation Catholique de la 
Jeunesse Française (ACJF) acknowledged the very real possibility that a soldier would be faced with 
torture during military service in Algeria. In June 1956, the ACJF issued a circular intended as 
guidance to soldiers faced with immoral orders. The circular declared that it was a ‘Christian duty’ to 
refuse to obey any order to conduct ‘collective repression and other war crimes.’ This disobedience 
was ‘not optional,’ no matter the consequences, for ‘nothing is lost before Christ should (a soldier) 
not give a Christian response in a given situation.’49 However, the silence of the Church hierarchy on 
the subject was noted at the close of the circular: ‘for these problems, we would have hoped for help, 
a statement’ from the Church to define the appropriate course of action.50  

The beginning of 1957 brought a series of shock waves as the press revealed incontrovertible 
evidence of institutionalized torture in the French Army.51 By late 1956, soldiers themselves had 
become important sources of first-hand testimony on torture, much of which was transferred through 

                                                
46 Two of Chappoulie’s first interventions on the subject were given in October 1955: one in Lille, under the 
auspices of Pax Christi, on 2 October 1955 and another entitled ‘Fraternité chrétienne et peuples d’Outre-Mer,’ 
published in the Semaine Religieuse d’Angers, 16 October 1955. Chappoulie gave another important speech on 13 
April 1958. Cited in Cahiers du Témoignage Chrétien XL, ‘Les Évêques face à la Guerre d’Algérie,’ 45-46; Liénart 
features heavily throughout Chapeu, Des Chrétiens dans la guerre d’Algérie. See, among Duval’s many statements, 
the ‘Lettre collective de l’épiscopat algérien,’ 15 September 1955. Archives du Cardinal Duval, Archevêché 
d’Alger, Box 262, Dossier 31; Jean-Marie Mayeur, ‘Les Évêques et la guerre d’Algérie,’ cited in Cahiers de l’IHTP: 
La guerre d’Algérie et les chrétiens, 9 (October 1988). ‘Les Évêques face à la Guerre d’Algérie’, Cahiers du 
Témoignage Chrétien, XL (1960), 14, 22-23, 27, 29, 33-34, 37-40. See also L.-É. Duval and M.-C. Ray, Le cardinal 
Duval: ‘Évêque en Algérie’: Entretiens du Cardinal Léon-Étienne Duval, Archevêque d’Alger avec Marie-Christine 
Ray (Paris 1984). 
47 A. Nozière, Algérie: Les Chrétiens dans la Guerre (Paris 1979), 131-2. After the explosion of the ‘Affaire 
Delarue’ in 1957, Cardinal Feltin, as head of the Military Chaplaincy, would have been aware of Massu’s position 
on torture and his agreement with Father Delarue’s claim that torture could be justified according to Christian 
morality. Catholic professor and anti-colonial activist André Mandouze condemned the Cardinal’s visit to Algeria as 
a move designed to placate the Army, at the cost of abdicating the Church’s moral responsibility to speak the truth 
about Algeria. See Centre d’Histoire de la Résistance et de la Déportation (CHRD), Fonds André Mandouze, 
France-Observateur 12 November 1959. 
48 31 October to 3 November 1959. See commentary in the press on this visit, for example Témoignage Chrétien 12 
November 1959 and Le Monde 31 October 1959.  
49 CNAEF, Fonds JEC/F. 12 LA 170. Dossier – Circulaires, notes, articles de la JEC et de la JECF (1956-1963). 
‘Algérie,’ ACJF, Paris, June 1956. 
50 CNAEF, Fonds JEC/F, 12 LA 170, Réactions face aux événements extérieurs – Algérie, documentation et prise de 
position (1954-1963). Dossier – Circulaires, notes, articles de la JEC et de la JECF (1956-1963). ‘Algérie’, ACJF, 
Paris, June 1956. The October 1955 statement of the ACA had only referenced respect for human life alongside 
respect for authority, with no recognition of the frequent conflict between these two imperatives. 
51 On torture and atrocities in Algeria, see R. Branche and S. Thénault, ‘Le secret sur la torture pendant la guerre 
d’Algérie’, Matériaux pour l’histoire de notre temps, 58, April-June (2000); R. Branche, La torture et l’armée 
pendant la guerre d’Algérie (1954-1962) (Paris 2002); M. El Korso, Algérie 1954-1962. La torture en question: Un 
témoignage inédit (Paris 2012). S. Thénault, Une drôle de justice: les magistrats dans la guerre d’Algérie (Paris, 
2001) and S. Thénault, Violence ordinaire dans l'Algérie coloniale: camps, internements, assignations à résidence 
(Paris 2012). 
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dissident clergy like the priests of the Mission de France, or Christian intellectuals known for their 
anti-war stances.52 One of these accounts, that of twenty-six-year-old Catholic Scout leader Jean 
Muller, transformed the debate on torture after a collection of his letters to family and friends was 
published in the Cahiers du Témoignage Chrétien in February 1957. According to his fellow Scout 
leader and Catholic activist Paul Rendu, Muller seriously contemplated refusing military service as a 
conscientious objector, but eventually accepted his post to set an example for the 5,900 routiers of 
the senior branch of the Scouts de France.53 Published after his death in Algeria, the ‘Dossier Muller’ 
documented instances of torture, summary execution, and arbitrary justice, as well as the complicity 
of French officers and government officials. Over 34,000 copies sold in just a few weeks, with 
thousands circulated within the Scouts de France and the Jeunesse Étudiante Chrétienne. While La 
Route, the journal of the senior Scout division, declined to publish Muller’s letters, the editorial team 
recommended in May 1957 that all routiers read the Témoignage Chrétien publication in its entirety. 
This endorsement precipitated a major crisis within the scouting organization: the general 
commission of the Scouts de France barred the publication of the May issue of La Route, insisting 
that Jean Muller had been unworthy of representing the scouts because of his ‘pernicious’ journal.54 
The youth leadership team of La Route collectively resigned in protest on 9 May.55 The crisis quickly 
extended to the specialized Action Catholique, which had already been in conflict with the Church 
hierarchy on several occasions after 1946.56 As historian Gerd-Rainer Horn has noted, by the 1950s 
‘theologians (of the laity) like Gérard Philips or Yves Congar (…) could now openly call for greater 
powers for lay people within the Church,’ although such demands were not always well received.57 
After the hierarchy prohibited the JEC and JECF from speaking out about torture, the national 
secretariats of the movements followed La Route in stepping down.58  

For the military leadership, the ‘Dossier Muller’ and the public outcry that followed 
threatened to be deeply damaging to the Army’s reputation. Yet torture had also become an integral 
part of its strategy against the Algerian insurrection, a combat that the leading generals depicted as a 
war against communism in defense of Christian civilization. General Jacques Massu therefore invited 
the Catholic military chaplain of his parachutist division, Father Delarue, to draft a treatise justifying 
torture from a Christian perspective. Delarue declared that ‘revolutionary war’ made the acquisition 
of intelligence paramount.59 In the face of terrorism, he asked, ‘what does your Christian conscience 

                                                
52 Chapeu, Des chrétiens dans la guerre d’Algérie, 93-94; R. Davezies, in R. Barrat, Un journaliste au cœur de la 
guerre d’Algérie (1954-1962) (Paris 2001), 235-236. A collection of these testimonies were published shortly after 
the Dossier Muller, in early March 1957, under the auspices of the Comité de Résistance Spirituelle, a joint 
enterprise of Christian intellectuals and priests of the Mission de France. The Mission de France priests were Robert 
Davezies, Jean de Miribel, Bernard Boudouresques, Joseph Rousselot, Pierre Mamet and Jean Urvoas. In addition to 
Robert and Denise Barrat, the committee brought together Catholic intellectuals Louis Massignon, Jean-Marie 
Domenach, Henri Marrou and François Mauriac, alongside Protestant figures André Philip, Paul Ricoeur and René 
Rémond, and non-violence advocates Pastor André Trocmé of Le Chambon-sur-Lignon, Lanza del Vasto and Daniel 
Parker. 
53 P. Rendu, ‘Débat,’ in Cahiers de l’IHTP: La Guerre d’Algérie et les Chrétiens, 9 (October 1988), 143; A. 
Coutrot, ‘Les Scouts de France et la Guerre d’Algérie,’ in Ibid., 122, 128-132. 
54 J. Bocquet, ‘Le “dossier Jean Muller”: un témoignage chrétien sur “la pacification”’ in Pelletier and Schlegel 
(eds), À la gauche du Christ, 248-249. 
55 ‘Après les démissions des dirigeants de la Route et de la JEC,’ Le Bulletin, 20-21 (June-July 1957), 10-21. See 
also Coutrot, ‘Les Scouts de France et la Guerre d’Algérie,’ in Cahiers de l’IHTP: La Guerre d’Algérie et les 
Chrétiens, 128-132.  
56 Duriez et al, Les catholiques dans la république, 234. See also CNAEF, Archives of the ACA (1944-1962), 12 
CA 227, ‘Textes de l’Assemblée des Cardinaux et Archevêques concernant l’Action Catholique et plus 
particulièrement la JEC.’ 
57 Horn, Western European Liberation Theology, 84.  
58 Duriez et al, Les catholiques dans la république, 39-40. 
59 ‘Revolutionary war’ (guerre révolutionnaire), originally a Maoist concept, was part of post-1945 French military 
thought on counter-insurrectionary warfare. The term was carried over from the French War in Indochina that ended 
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demand?’ Maintaining that it was possible to torture humanely, Delarue insisted that such methods 
were necessary to ‘effectively protect innocents.’ When this text was leaked to the press and 
published on 21 June 1957 in Témoignage Chrétien, the aumônerie militaire swiftly condemned the 
press but chided Delarue only for failing to consult his superiors before sharing the text with Massu. 
Mgr Badré, Feltin’s immediate subordinate, even praised Delarue for trying to ‘enlighten the 
conscience of those whom he had in his charge.’60 While the left-leaning press expressed its outrage 
at the content of Delarue’s treatise, the Church hierarchy itself remained silent.  

The fall of the Fourth Republic and the arrival of Charles de Gaulle to power on 1 June 1958 
changed the political circumstances for both the Army and the Catholic Church. The pro-Algérie 
Française faction of the Army and their pied-noir backers rejoiced when De Gaulle declared in 
Algiers, on 4 June 1958, that he had ‘understood them.’ The head chaplain of the aumônerie 
militaire, Father Vaugarni, then dubbed the Army generals the ‘saviours of the nation’ and, according 
to one witness, ‘threw more holy water on General Massu than on the walls of the chapel.’61 This 
perceived political imprudence resulted in Vaugarni’s recall to Paris and replacement by the more 
moderate Father de l’Espinay. The political climate in Rome shifted the same year with the election 
of Pope John XXIII, the former papal nuncio to France, who appeared more likely than his 
predecessor to favor an end to the European-dominated model of French Algeria. Yet by 1959, 
partisans of Algérie Française started to feel betrayed by De Gaulle and redoubled their efforts to 
suppress the insurrection, disregarding the government’s pledge to end torture.62 

The question for soldiers of how to respond to immoral orders therefore appeared more 
urgent than ever. A first response to this question came not from the ACA, but from the Aumônerie 
militaire under the new leadership of Father de l’Espinay. The product of several years of reflections 
on subversive warfare by theologians and military chaplains, the so-called Document vert was 
published in February 1959 but distributed to soldiers only through unofficial channels.63 In a 
statement that Cardinal Feltin later upheld, the Aumônerie militaire instructed Catholic soldiers to 
obey Christian precepts in their actions, even if this placed them in conflict with their military 
superiors. Reminding soldiers that ‘morality and law’ still existed in times of war, the document 
invited each individual to evaluate ‘his moral behavior’ in light of military regulations, international 
conventions, and Church teachings.64 

                                                
in 1954 and applied to the Algerian insurrection that began the same year. See H. Carrère d’Encausse, C. Lacheroy, 
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60 Nozière, Algérie: Les chrétiens dans la guerre, 132-134; Boniface, ‘L’aumônerie militaire dans la guerre 
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62 Fontaine, Decolonizing Christianity, 137-139; Nozière, Algérie: Les chrétiens dans la guerre, 155. 
63 Nozière, Algérie: Les chrétiens dans la guerre, 138; The ‘document vert’ was noted in the press, but analyzed 
only in ICI, 15 April 1959, no. 14, and Etudes, June 1959, no. 6. The military chief of staff obstructed its 
distribution to army units, but copies were nonetheless sold elsewhere. 
64 Archives du Diocèse de Paris, 1 D 15, 9: Guerre d’Algérie. Direction de l’Aumônier Militaire Catholique. 17 
February 1959. ‘Etude d’un Comportement Moral en face d’une Guerre Subversive.’ Excerpts of this statement were 
published in Le Monde, 25 April 1959 (CHRD Lyon, Fonds André Mandouze, Carton P1, Boîte 1). Against 
objections from the Army, Feltin defended the publication and subsequently issued his own statement reiterating 
many of the same arguments in March 1960: Vicariat aux armées, Problèmes de la guerre moderne et 
enseignements de l’Eglise (7 March 1960). See also Feltin’s pastoral letter for All Saints’ Day, published on 12 
November 1960 in Semaine religieuse de Paris. On this subject, see also Nozière, Algérie: Les chrétiens dans la 
guerre, 138-141. 
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In December 1959, the case of Catholic officer Jean Le Meur, taken up by Catholic journalist 
Jean-Marie Domenach in the revue Esprit, brought the debate on military service to the forefront of 
discussion within the French Catholic community.65 Jean Le Meur, a Professor of Letters and the son 
of a devout Catholic Breton family, was twenty-six when he was called up for service. Le Meur did 
not consider himself a conscientious objector, which he associated with an absolute refusal to bear 
arms in any conflict. Yet after completing his training as a sous-lieutenant, Le Meur undertook what 
he called ‘an objection in conscience’ by declaring his opposition to the Algerian War.66 His request 
to be relieved of his post was denied, however, and Le Meur was mobilized with the First Battalion 
of the 94th Infantry Regiment in the Aurès region.  

Le Meur recounted the behavior of the Army in Algeria through a series of letters to his 
family, much as Catholic scout Jean Muller had done several years earlier. In one letter, Le Meur 
described how his commander refused to take prisoners during a one-week operation; the soldiers 
pushed the captives over a cliff instead.67 Three days later, Le Meur’s comrades attempted to justify 
torture ‘in certain cases,’ because the ‘spectacle of friends with their throats slit makes all “illusions” 
disappear.’68 These experiences reconfirmed his refusal to participate in the war; on 26 December 
1958 he was transferred to a prison in Constantine for disobedience and ‘participation in a campaign 
to demoralize the Army,’69 and was subsequently condemned by an Army tribunal to two years’ 
imprisonment. From his cell, Le Meur became a regular auditory witness to the torture of other 
prisoners by French gendarmes. He wrote of feeling haunted by the prisoners’ screams: ‘I dream of 
finally being able to think about something else. But everything that is done here is done in the name 
of the French people, and children are being tortured. In other words, I torture, you torture 
children.’70 Le Meur warned against unthinking obedience to the State, writing that ‘we must not 
make the State divine. France’s misfortune comes […] from the fact that too many French people 
have accepted to serve a cause they know to be unjust without batting an eyelid.’71  

Jean-Marie Domenach, editor of Esprit, publicized Le Meur’s case in the December 1959 
issue, marking the first time that the journal directly addressed the problem of military disobedience. 
During the early years of the conflict, Domenach sought to avoid controversy, believing that 
valorizing refusals to serve in the French Army would complicate France’s ‘delicate’ task in Algeria. 
However, Domenach changed his views after the Battle of Algiers in 1957.72 Domenach, like Le 
Meur, became convinced of the injustice of the Algerian War. The editor also shared Le Meur’s 
approach to authority, military service, and obedience; Le Meur criticized authority in an attempt to 
reform it based upon Christian morals, not to subvert it. Similarly, he refused to serve because of the 
specific circumstances of the Algerian War, not to deny the principle of military service altogether.73  
                                                
65 A. Liechti, Le Refus (Paris 2012). The young communist Alban Liechti was the first prominent objecteur de 
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67 Letter from Keirane on 29 August 1958. Excerpts from these letters were published in Esprit and Témoignage 
Chrétien in August 1960.  
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Meur,’ Esprit (December 1959), 19. 
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In his December 1959 editorial, Domenach praised Le Meur for an act of conscience that 
called the state to order: ‘Jean Le Meur knows that a rule, as old as civilization, decrees that the law 
can find its limit in the legitimate protest of a conscience.’ Domenach understood Le Meur as an 
example for other Christians, calling him ‘the brother of these young Christians who, for the honor of 
their faith and their country once plunged, with their eyes wide open, into the night of the 
concentration camps. He is the disciple of Péguy and of Bernanos. He is our blood.’ Above all, 
Domenach embraced Le Meur’s rigorous moral standards for individual responsibility: ‘no matter the 
circumstances, it is the subordinate [who carries it out] who decides.’ The editor believed that this 
philosophy represented ‘the exact antidote to all the abdications that permitted totalitarian 
monstrosities.’74 Esprit’s analysis of Jean le Meur’s case made a particular impact in Catholic 
intellectual and student circles. Although not all Catholic activists agreed with Domenach’s 
interpretation, particularly his continued aversion to absolute conscientious objection, subsequent 
publications within youth movements and in the press referenced the moral framework of his 
analysis: that obedience should be sharply tempered by conscience.75  

The question of obedience became headline news for the first time in early 1960. In 
February, a series of arrests exposed the existence of Jeune Résistance and the Réseau Jeanson, 
respectively networks of support for deserters and insoumis, and for the FLN. Jeune Résistance, 
founded the previous year to help military réfractaires escape France, claimed to number hundreds of 
members from all backgrounds, including Christians.76 Shortly thereafter, the Jeanson FLN support 
network was discovered and dismantled; throughout September 1960, the trial of twenty-four 
members of this network acted as a forum for public debate on disobedience.77 The day after the trial 
opened, a group of prominent intellectuals and public figures issued a statement subsequently known 
as the Manifeste des 121, declaring that they ‘respect and judge justified the refusal to take up arms 
against the Algerian people.’78  

Although some members of Jeune Résistance and several defendants of the Réseau Jeanson 
trial were Christian, Catholic youth organizations largely rejected this model of complete 
disobedience to the state. Indeed, following the arrests connected with Jeune Résistance and the 
Réseau Jeanson, the JEC maintained that disobedience to the point of abandoning ‘all allegiance to 
(the) laws and political leadership’ of France remained an ‘inadmissible’ position for any Christian. 
Citing Jean-Marie Domenach, the student leaders determined that the French state as it then existed 
had not betrayed the nation, nor was it resolutely opposed to ‘human values.’79 Instead, the national 
                                                
74 Ibid., 4-5. 
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committee of the JEC proposed a brochure to be distributed to Catholic appelés departing for Algeria 
in October 1960, entitled ‘Artisans of Peace in Algeria.’ In initial discussions, a majority of 
university-level JEC federations throughout France approved a draft version of the document.80 The 
brochure revealed a wide gap between the attitudes of JEC activists and the Church leadership on the 
possible responses for soldiers drafted to Algeria. The tract evaluated each option, from desertion to 
military service, on the basis of the Gospel. Only desertion was deemed strictly contrary to the 
Christian mandate to become an ‘artisan of peace’, a reference to Matthew 5:9. Conscientious 
objection, here understood as refusal to serve in any war, was strikingly deemed ‘respectable across 
frontiers and years.’ Similarly, the brochure condoned the refusal to bear arms in Algeria ‘in the 
name of a political choice,’ as long as it included a request for an equally demanding civil service. 
The option to accept military service, too, came with qualifications. Referencing Pope Pius XII’s 
1953 prohibition to commit war crimes, the tract warned soldiers that a ‘refusal to execute an 
immoral command demands a great deal of energy.’81 As such, military service was not held up as 
the default, facile option. While some members of the JEC disagreed vehemently with this 
interpretation, a significant majority nonetheless approved the general parameters of the tract, in a 
departure from the Church’s stance on military service.   

That same month, the ACA itself finally offered guidance to soldiers on immoral orders, 
shortly after a firm condemnation of torture by the new minister of Armies, Pierre Messmer.82 The 
hierarchy’s statement denounced torture, summary execution and other ‘outrages to the human 
person,’ recognizing for the first time that such methods were employed on both sides, tacitly 
implicating the French Army. The statement concluded with an excerpt from Pope Pius XII’s 
landmark speech of 3 October 1953: ‘there is no right, no obligation, no permission to accomplish an 
inherently immoral act, even if it is commanded.’ However, the declaration stopped well short of 
permitting conscientious objection or refusal to serve in Algeria. Indeed, the ACA denounced 
conscientious objection along with disobedience, insoumission, and ‘subversive acts,’ on the grounds 
that such actions would ‘evade the duties that create national solidarity and love of country, sow 
anarchy, (and) contravene the presumption of right which the decisions of legitimate authority enjoy 
in uncertain cases.’83 The papal directive, apparently in contradiction with instructions to obey 
authority, formed the extent of the ACA’s guidance to soldiers. 

Cardinal Feltin echoed the conclusions of the ACA in his pastoral letter for All Saints’ Day, 
1960. Feltin insisted upon the absolute obedience of the faithful to the Church leadership, who alone 
held the authority to instruct or interpret Church doctrine in ambiguous situations: ‘One must say: 
My loyally informed conscience is in accordance with the Law of God and with the teachings of the 
hierarchical Church; therefore I am in order and I act accordingly.’ Feltin chided Catholic activists 
who attempted to draw their own conclusions on the Algerian War, declaring that ‘it is for the 
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Church to teach the truth, not for the faithful to make the truth according to their inclination.’84 
Conscientious objection appeared doubly objectionable to Feltin, for transgressing the position of the 
Church and for legitimizing independent decision-making on the part of the faithful. 

For Catholic soldiers who sought concrete guidance in aligning their actions with Christian 
morality, then, the advice of the Church hierarchy fell short of their expectations. Even as the ACA 
condemned torture and other abuses committed by the French Army, it explicitly prohibited 
disobedience to legitimate authority: respect for the existing authorities had to be maintained despite 
the perpetuation of atrocities by those self-same authorities. 
 
The hierarchy’s views increasingly did not represent those of the activist base of the Catholic 
Church, both lay and clergy. Without overtly rejecting the teachings of the hierarchical Church, 
Catholic activists reopened the question of conscientious objection as an alternative solution to the 
crises of conscience imposed by the war. This section looks at conscientious objection in practice, 
returning to the case of one of the few Catholic objectors during the Algerian War, Jean Pezet. His 
trial, coming less than a year before the end of the Algerian War, serves as a lens to capture the 
gradual transformation of opinion within the French Catholic Church on conscientious objection. It 
also reveals important trends within Catholic activism, including dialogue with Protestants and non-
violence movements, which heralded major shifts in Catholicism during Vatican II.  

One of Pezet’s key support networks during his incarceration was the Action Civique Non-
Violente (ACNV), a non-violence movement that embraced those who refused to serve in Algeria on 
grounds of conscience.85 Catholic philosopher Joseph Pyronnet created the ACNV in 1957 with 
Lanza del Vasto, a fellow Catholic and founder of the non-violent Communautés de l’Arche, inspired 
by Gandhi. The ACNV organized a number of non-violent protests against the war, including one on 
30 April 1960 that mobilized many of the most influential Catholic and Protestant figures of the 
time.86 The organization also arranged support for Pezet and other Catholic objectors, publicized 
their trials, and campaigned extensively for a Statute for conscientious objectors. The position of the 
ACNV on conscientious objection and disobedience was clear: ‘the day that submission to the law 
appears contrary to both his conscience and to the common good, the citizen has the duty to say “no” 
to the law, while reclaiming the right to serve the common good in a different way,’ a view that 
aligned with Domenach’s interpretation of Jean le Meur’s refusal to serve. For the ACNV, such an 
act was not truly disobedience, but rather ‘responsible obedience.’87  

Pezet fully embraced non-violence; taking as examples the non-violent activism of Gandhi 
and Martin Luther King, he engaged in hunger strikes to demand a civil service alternative for 
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objectors. The ethos of non-violence also demanded that Pezet accept to stand trial and endure 
prolonged incarceration as a public testimony for justice.88 One of the primary theaters for the debate 
on conscientious objection was therefore the courtroom, where objectors, alongside their lawyers and 
supporters, could present their arguments to magistrates and to the court of public opinion.  

To put Pezet’s case into context, it is instructive to briefly examine the experiences of 
Protestant conscientious objectors, who could expect very different reactions from their religious 
leaders and associations than could Catholic objectors. The World Council of Churches’ decision in 
1948 to accept conscientious objection as a legitimate Christian choice made possible a significant, if 
by no means unanimous, movement in favor of legalizing conscientious objection within the French 
Protestant community. A number of pastors and Protestant public figures even handed in their livrets 
militaires to protest the continued incarceration of objectors.89 Pezet’s lawyer, the Protestant anti-
colonialist Jean-Jacques de Félice, received many of his clients through Protestant activist 
networks.90 De Félice continued to counsel imprisoned or exiled objectors until 1966, as the March 
1962 amnesty did not include those who refused military service.91 Protestant objectors faced up to 
ten years of prison like their Catholic counterparts, but they enjoyed the full support of their religious 
institutions as they faced the French judiciary. When Eric Pot, a mason by profession, declared 
himself an objector, Pastors Roser and Vernier reached out to De Félice to arrange for Pot’s defense. 
Roser and Vernier were both leading figures in the pacifist movement and longtime supporters of 
conscientious objection; they assured De Félice of the support of the local Church organization in 
organizing witnesses for Pot’s trial and even in helping to pay his legal fees.92 Vernier considered 
that Pot’s trial presented an opportunity for a ‘victory… for the public opinion of our Churches and 
of our country.’ The Protestant scouts (Éclaireurs Unionistes) likewise declared solidarity with Pot 
and other Protestant objectors, writing that ‘our movement surrounds these boys, who have taken the 
grave decision of rendering (…) a clear personal testimony to Christ reconciliator and enemy of all 
violence, with its affectionate solicitude, and shares their suffering and their sacrifice.’93 This stance 
led some Catholics, including Pezet, to seek the guidance of Protestant pastors more favorable to 
conscientious objection than were their own priests. 

Compared to Protestant objectors, Jean Pezet’s case was much more complicated because his 
‘gesture was contested, (and) misunderstood by certain priests to whom he exposed the turmoil of his 
conscience.’94 Although this would seem to suggest a diametrically opposed approach to 
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conscientious objection from the Protestant and Catholic Churches, the reality was somewhat more 
nuanced. Eight priests Pezet consulted did indeed condemn his choice to become an objector, yet a 
number of Catholic clergy, youth activists, and public figures came forward to defend him at the trial. 
Their testimonies are particularly illuminating in understanding how Catholic clergy and lay activists 
began to shift away from the hierarchy’s position on conscientious objection towards a more tolerant, 
potentially even favorable, view near the end of the Algerian War.  

The Church’s views on conscientious objection were in fact at the heart of the trial. The 
government commissioner for the prosecution attempted to mobilize the Church’s official stance on 
conscientious objection against Pezet. Branding him ‘antimilitarist and subversive,’ the 
commissioner insisted that Pezet’s Catholicism was hollow and false; Pezet was neither a genuine 
Catholic nor a conscientious objector, but simply a youth ‘who did not want to wage war.’ Extolling 
the virtues of legendary Christian soldiers and French patron saints St. Michael and Joan of Arc, the 
commissioner asserted that no possible justification, certainly not a religious one, could legitimize 
Pezet’s refusal to serve in the French Army in Algeria. This Army, he claimed, functioned as an 
essentially benevolent, charitable force for good. Pezet should simply don the khaki uniform: ‘be 
charitable’, the commissioner urged him, ‘place mercy ahead of your evangelical theology’ and ‘the 
Army will forgive you.’95 

Against these two arguments of the prosecution, the first negating Pezet’s faith and the 
second insisting upon the essentially moral function of the French Army, Jean-Jacques de Félice 
arrayed a number of witnesses for the defense. His challenge was to demonstrate, with support from 
the Catholic community, that Pezet was a genuine Catholic not despite but because of his stance as 
an objector. In order to argue such a position, however, it was necessary to make the leap from the 
government commissioner’s understanding of Catholicism as advocating strict obedience to 
authority, to a new model of Christianity in which the primacy of conscience in choosing obedience 
or disobedience was newly paramount. Finally, De Félice had to demonstrate that Pezet had been 
justified morally and theologically in rejecting military service in Algeria on grounds of conscience, 
out of respect for a higher law that transcended the imperatives of the state.  

On the issue of Pezet’s Catholic faith, the clergy and other Catholic representatives who 
testified on Pezet’s behalf contested the commissioner’s narrative of strict Catholic opposition to 
conscientious objection, making possible the notion that one could be both an objector and a true 
Catholic. These Catholic priests did not explicitly advocate conscientious objection as a response to 
the moral dilemmas of the Algerian War, but they maintained that Pezet’s Catholic faith was genuine 
and deep. The Abbé Sablayrolle, a seminary professor at Castres, understood that Pezet was 
tormented by the problem of military service in the Algerian War. Rather than considering Pezet a 
maladjusted youth, as French judges typically did,96 Sablayrolle believed that Pezet was a ‘generous 
soul’ drawn to ‘solutions that do not involve compromise.’ He called Pezet’s choice ‘a well-
considered one, a position of youth, which does not mean in error. A position that, I think, merits our 
close examination of the problem raised.’ Tellingly, the priest suggested that the Catholic Church 
‘has not defined its position on conscientious objection with certainty,’ suggesting that the Church’s 
views on the subject were less absolute than usually assumed. The Abbé Maurel of the parish St. 
Louis de Castres echoed Sablayrolle’s sentiments, testifying that ‘fidelity to the Gospel’ inspired 
Pezet’s refusal to bear arms in order to avoid the risk of killing others in Algeria. The priest also 
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expressed admiration for Pezet’s character: ‘I respect his conscience and his ideal, and I pay homage 
to his courage and his sincerity.’97 

These statements represented a major departure from the words of Cardinal Feltin, especially 
in his letter to the faithful for All Saints’ Day 1960 in which he reprimanded Catholic activists for 
attempting to ‘make the truth according to their inclination.’98 In paying ‘homage’ to Pezet’s 
conscience, these priests were not simply testifying as character witnesses; they argued that Pezet had 
taken a responsible Christian decision on the basis of his own conscience, and that such a decision 
called Church to reevaluate its own stance. 

The second aspect of the defense’s argument mobilized a traditionally Protestant perspective 
on conscience as a way of justifying Pezet’s decision to disobey authority. Pastor Brunel of the 
Fraternité Protestante de Rouen submitted a letter of support for Pezet, which De Félice read aloud 
in the courtroom. Brunel directly addressed the problem of double obedience to the state and to God, 
which his Catholic colleagues had skirted in their testimonies: ‘Jean Pezet is one of those who, in the 
face of each serious decision to take in life, asks himself the question of primary obedience. How 
could it be otherwise for the best of our youth who seek to place their lives in accordance with what 
they have discovered in the Gospel?’99 The notion that a Christian might, or indeed should, choose 
obedience to certain moral ideals on grounds of conscience over obedience to the state was precisely 
the definition of Christian behavior that the government commissioner sought to discredit.  

Catholic witnesses also came forward to support Pezet’s interpretation of the Algerian War as 
fundamentally unjust, upholding the legitimacy of Christian refusal to serve in a specific war. While 
believing that all wars violated the ideals of the Gospel, Pezet particularly objected to the Algerian 
War because of the ‘injustice and brutality, hate, (and) racism’ inherent to the conflict. Pezet instead 
chose to sacrifice ‘his (own) liberty’ in an attempt to uphold his ideal of France as obedient ‘to a 
certain number of values.’ Several key witnesses, who held positions of authority in the Action 
Catholique and in the National Assembly after their service, spoke of their own troubled consciences 
when faced with evidence of torture in Algeria. They upheld Pezet’s stance and his lawyer’s 
argument that ‘the military uniform, contrary to what Monsieur the government commissioner thinks, 
is not the uniform of charity.’100  

A Catholic reserve officer and JEC activist, Jean-Pierre Prévost, was among those who 
expressed solidarity with Pezet. Recalling his own military service in Algeria during the crisis of 
May 1958, Prévost admitted that many officers had struggled with demands to act in ways that were 
contrary to their consciences. He insisted that Pezet’s decision was the product of a genuine 
conviction in non-violence. Prévost noted that within the JEC ‘the problem of conscientious 
objection is posed differently today than in the past. This problem is a problem of a parliamentary 
order for us,’ not simply a problem of conscience, because no legal alternatives existed for objectors. 
Prévost argued against glorifying war and killing in the tradition of previous conflicts: ‘the problem 
of (human) life is no longer posed in the same way as before. (…) Today human life is much more 
precious… and that’s progress.’101 Another witness, MRP Député for the Loire Atlantique Bernard 
Lambert, also referred to his experiences as an appelé in Algeria, where he ‘witnessed scenes that 
both human and Christian morals must condemn.’ For Lambert, a non-military service alternative 
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was the only way to ensure that France, which ‘claim[ed] to respect liberty of conscience,’ could 
uphold its own values.102 

The final witness, Catholic philosopher Joseph Pyronnet, inscribed Pezet’s stance within the 
pacifist activism of the ACNV. Against the government commissioner’s insistence upon the 
‘charitable’ nature of the Army, Pyronnet declared that ‘it is the same army that here builds, heals 
and teaches, and elsewhere or in the same place destroys and tortures.’ For Pyronnet, peaceful 
volunteers to rebuild Algeria – an ‘army of peace’ – were the true representatives of the ‘highest 
demands of service and courage’ characteristic of the most honorable soldiers. Like the priests who 
understood Pezet to be a true Catholic, Pyronnet claimed that Pezet possessed the virtues of a true 
soldier. Both arguments operated by redefining the terms at stake: a Catholic might legitimately 
disobey authority, and a soldier might legitimately refuse to bear arms. Pezet’s choice was therefore 
‘a position of liberty but also of obedience’: a choice made freely in accordance with his own 
conscience, but also in obedience to higher ideals.103 
 
At the conclusion of the trial, Jean Pezet received a sentence of eighteen months, six months less than 
the two years the government commissioner had demanded. Although the state retained its 
prerogative to punish Pezet, the Catholic witnesses who vouched for him effectively belied the 
government commissioner’s claim that true Catholics must categorically reject conscientious 
objection. On the contrary, they considered this stance potentially, if not entirely compatible with 
Catholic faith.  

Their approach to Pezet’s decision also revealed a radically new approach to Catholicism, 
centred on the individual conscience in place of the hierarchical model that informed the statements 
of Cardinal Feltin and the ACA; individual cases of disobedience like those of Jean Pezet and Jean le 
Meur had already started to disrupt the authoritarian reasoning that had long been present within both 
the Catholic Church and the French State, most clearly during the Vichy regime. The specific 
circumstances of the Algerian War helped to hasten this recalibration of the relationship between the 
individual and authority, challenging the logic of corporatist dominance both within and outside the 
Church.  

A year after the end of the war in March 1962, the General Secretariat of the French 
Episcopate drafted a note on ‘the problem of conscientious objection’ that is particularly illustrative 
of this shift in Catholic thought. After reiterating the previous theological tradition, which held that 
the Catholic hierarchy alone could judge whether a government or a war could be classified as 
unjust,104 the note suggested that in some instances, where the Church declined to publically speak 
out on a divisive matter ‘for reasons of pastoral prudence of which (the Church) alone is the judge,’ 
individual Christians would be left ‘free to take (their) own responsibilities’ for action. Tucked away 
in a footnote, the document cited the ACA’s refusal to condone conscientious objection in its 
October 1960 declaration as an error, the result of a desire to prevent anarchy in French society. But, 
the note concluded, in the context of ‘this monstrous reality that modern warfare has become,’ 
theologians increasingly allowed that war itself could be equated with injustice, making refusal to 
bear arms a potentially legitimate choice.105 Father Henri Peninou, who served as military chaplain 
                                                
102 Ibid., 5. He specifically referenced the volunteer civil service organizations of the USSR and the USA. He 
implied that France was squandering an opportunity for soft power influence abroad. This argument was echoed in 
the testimony of Edouard Rieunaud, Député du Tarn and Secretary of the Assemblée Nationale, who declared his 
support for a Statute for conscientious objectors under the condition that objectors would have to participate in a 
rigorous civil service in place of military service. 
103 Ibid., 6. Pyronnet declared in his testimony that he had returned his military papers in solidarity with Pezet and 
welcomed attempts to incarcerate him for the offense. 
104 A.D. Sertillanges, La philosophie de saint Thomas (Paris 1922), 399; Pope Pius XII, Nos es muy (Rome 1937). 
105 Archives du Diocèse de Paris, 1 D 15, 7: Questions politiques et sociales. Secrétariat Général de l’Episcopat, ‘Le 
Problème de l’Objection de Conscience’, 19 April 1963. Père de Soras, for example, wrote ‘Il y aura… des cas, où, 
peut-être, on aura l’évidence que, appelé à la guerre, on est appelé à l’injustice…’.  
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for the twenty-fifth parachutist division in Algeria, offered an even more striking affirmation of the 
new centrality of conscience in Catholic thought. Despite his personal belief, in line with the 
hierarchy’s views, that the Gospel did not support absolute conscientious objection, he opined that 
‘We must not (...) refuse the individual the right or the duty to obey his moral conscience, even 
mistakenly.’106  

Throughout 1963, the Catholic Church joined forces with the French Protestant Churches in 
publically campaigning for the legalization of conscientious objection.107 A Statute for Conscientious 
Objectors was finally adopted, albeit with significant restrictions, in the National Assembly in 
December 1963.108 The Second Vatican Council confirmed the global Catholic Church’s acceptance 
of conscientious objection in 1965, affirming that temporal laws should make provision for ‘those 
who for reasons of conscience refuse to bear arms.’109  

This apparent triumph of conscience through activism conceals a second narrative of 
enduring institutional control through the language of rights, as Sam Moyn has suggested.110 The 
fundamental victory of activists was the legal recognition of the contingency of positive law in the 
case of conscientious objection. However, the provision of a Statute for Conscientious Objectors also 
acted as a legal pressure valve in France. The 1963 law allowed only limited exemptions for 
objectors, while criminalizing any dissemination of information about the Statute. In practice, 
civilian or noncombatant service marginalized objectors by requiring them to serve terms of double 
length, often in remote locations where they could influence few others.111 The French Catholic 
Church’s recognition of the doctrinal legitimacy of conscientious objection served much the same 
function. By deferring responsibility for divisive matters to individual Christians, the Church could 
keep peace among its faithful and adapt to societal change at its own pace. Yet while the motivations 
for these institutional concessions derived from conservative impulses for order and control, the 
principle of exceptions to previously immutable laws weakened the logic of the collective and 
valorized the individual. These ideas reached their zenith with the activism of the late 1960s, further 
eroding the authority of institutions and paving the way for an eventual acceptance of conscientious 
objection as a human right.  
 

                                                
106 Archives du Diocèse de Paris, Fonds Cardinal Feltin. 1 D 15 7, Dossier Objection de Conscience. Henri Peninou, 
‘Le séminariste devant le problème de l’objection de conscience’ (Non-dated - 1963), 3. Peninou was notably a 
vocal opponent of torture during the war itself. See Père Henri Péninou, Réflexions sur les devoirs du soldat. Notre 
vie chrétienne en Algérie (1959), published with commentary by J.-C. Jauffret (Montpellier 1998). See also 
Boniface, ‘L’aumônerie militaire française en guerre d’Algérie,’ 55. 
107 Archives du Diocèse de Paris, 1 D 15, 7: Questions politiques et sociales. Secrétariat Général de l’Episcopat, 
Note 13/63, 19 April 1963, ‘Le problème de l’objection de conscience.’ 
108 Law number 63-1255 passed on 21 December 1963, with considerable limitations in practice for those who 
wished to declare themselves conscientious objectors. 
109 Gaudium et spes, December 1965. Moskos and Chambers, The New Conscientious Objection, 40.  
110 S. Moyn, Christian Human Rights (Philadelphia, 2015).  
111 M. L. Martin, ‘France: A Statute but No Objectors’, in Moskos and Chambers (eds), The New Conscientious 
Objection, 84-87.  


