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The following is a first-hand description of one particular campaign of the
Second World War:

Last week this camp was a seething cauldron of excitement. A rumor had been
spread that the first week of February would see us in action. However, beyond the
wildest dreams and expectations of the most hopeful, orders were issued that today
the zero hour had come. Everyone rushed to their posts and at the close of the first
half day, no less than 64,000 trees were pulled, tied and heeled in, before the
murderous onslaught. Due to the imminent danger of the attack being blunted,
reinforcements were summoned from the Seymour camp, hastily assembled and
with a minimum of training, rushed into the fray at the side of their comrades. The
field was carried by storm. Tabulations on the last day of January show one million
trees torn from their moorings, calmly awaiting shipment to the Island.'

While the tone of the account might suggest that these are Canadians landing on
the beaches of Normandy, they are in fact Canadian Alternative Service workers
of the Second World War, embarking on a project of lifting tree seedlings on the
mainland for reforestation on Vancouver Island. In an almost amusing account
published in the Canadian Conscientious Objector newsletter, The Beacon, the
conscientious objectors (COs) were likened to soldiers entering battle. The
battleground analogy for tree-planting, along with the CO theme song, sung to
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the tune of “It’s a Long Way to Tipperary,” as well as the COs who grew
moustaches during the war so as to look more soldierly, are not just coincidental
scenarios. They are, in fact, “ironic similarities,” often ignored by historians of
wartime pacifism, beiween the soldier in active military service and the
nonresi. ant CO.? The likeness of experience between the soldier and CO that
emerges from very different ideological positions is rooted, I believe, in
common understandings of gender. It is this convergence that I would like to
discuss here, at least in a preliminary way.

Examining the Mennonite CO is not a new topic.> Analysing the historic
peace church position using gender as a category of analysis is relatively new. I
came to this topic as several of my paths of research and historical interest
converged. On the one hand, my background in doing Mennonite history
acquainted me with the themes and narratives of conscientious objection and
alternative service, particularly those set in the Second World War era. My keen
interest in women'’s history and my knowledge of the dramatic changes that
occurred in women’s lives during both world wars prompted me to ask, what did
Mennonite women do in the war?® Rachel Waltner Goossen has responded to
this question in significant ways for the American setting.’ More recently, an
interest in theories of gender construction and discourse, when applied to the
histories of peace and war, have prompted more questions.

What occurred to me was this: if masculinity and militarism are intrinsically
linked, at the level of practice, discourse and personal identity, what sort of
gender construction, or deconstruction, occurs for males who resist societal
norms with respect to military service.* Were they heroes, ‘warriors for paci-
fism,” if you will, or were they yellow-bellies, cowards, not ‘real men.” They
were likely both and neither. Within Mennonite communities COs were heroes
of the faith (although I think there was also subtle admiration for the rebellious
Mennonite soldier as well). In ‘the world’ the CO frequently had the opposite
image, and countering the public image of nonresistant cowardice has been a
major effort for the church. Undoubtedly there were contradictions for men
whose self-identity as men bore little difference from societal norms, yet whose
sectarian identity was very much at odds, especially during war. How they
worked out those contradictions, practically and subconsciously, offers a
fascinating illustration of how gender shapes self and group identity. My
thoughts here are the results of a preliminary investigation and are based on
source material that reflects mainly the Canadian situation in the Second World
War.

In the past decade both men’s studies and gender studies have followed the
explosion of women’s studies begun in the 1970s. As important and exciting as
it has been to engage in the process of discovering, recovering and analysing
women’s lives, a problematic consequence has been the ongoing sense that
gender belongs especially to women, that woman is, to use a 19th century
dictum, ‘the sex.” So long as male experience was free from gender analysis,
men continued to represent the ‘universal’, the “effective measyre of human-
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ity.”” All that is “enduringly human” as it has otherwise been put.® Some
women’s historians have condemned the shift in emphasis, arguing that men’s
history has already been the norm for centuries and that a focus on gender is
really just a reversion to androcentric analysis. But in the same way that the
study of women has broken down historical stereotypes, separated prescription
from real experience, and recognized a continuum of agency and victimization
in women’s lives, the study of masculinity also has the potential to reveal men as
beings of diversity, and not just a monolith of dominance.

Regardless of whether one approaches the study of gender from a social
constructionist or an essentialist point of view, how individuals and communi-
ties behave in light of their understanding of male and female roles is fundamen-
tal to history. It is so fundamental, in fact, that it is quite often not taken seriously
as scholarship. And while men are not as obviously under construction as
gendered beings as are women—men are not objectified as ‘the other’—they
nevertheless behave in ways that reflect or defy hegemonic cultural definitions
of masculinity.

Because women as a sex have been problematized by theologians, scien-
tists, philosophers and others throughout history, we have a great many
sources on the nature of and proper societal role for women. It is more difficult
to discern a discourse of masculinity from similar sources because male
intellectuals did not problematize themselves—except to the point of recog-
nizing perfection! Yet many prescriptive roles for men also exist—as warrior,
as chivalrous knight, as lover, as intellectual, as father, as provider, as moral
leader. And the list could go on.

Scholars of peace and war have been at the forefront of unravelling the
threads of gender that run through their topics. There is a wealth of literature that
investigates the links between war and patriarchy, that examines militarism as a
“gendered process,” that debates the connections between maternalism and
peacemaking, and that asks such provocative questions as Cynthia Enloe does:
“Are UN Peacemakers Real Men?” The historical and theoretical discussion of
war has received mich greater attention than that of peace, in part because peace
is defined as the negative of war, is the feminine absence of that which war
represents—the active, heroic, and masculine.’”

Much of the inquiry into gender, war and peace revolves around the dualities
of masculinity/militarism and femininity/peacemaking. An extensive feminist
scholarship has demonstrated levels of complexity in the impact of war on
women’s lives. We know much about women’s activities in pacifist campaigns
and also that women were also patriotic supporters of wars. We know that
historically, war liberates women to enter the workforce, the military, and
become lobbyists for peace. We know that the masculine rhetoric of soldiering
undergirds the lifetime self-identity of many men and in fact undergirds the
entire system of militarization. But what about peacemaking men? Jean Bethke
Elshtain suggested, over a decade ago, that “Pacifist constructions reinforce and
reaffirm dominant cultural images of women... but challenge masculine repre-
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sentations, calling into question male identity as fighters, warriors, protec-
tors.”!! If this is so, Mennonite COs were not only departing from societal norms
as sectarian pacifists, they were also rejecting one of the strongest qualities of
being male.

Yet it’s not quite so simple. While Mennonite churches offered teachings
and guidance to young men on remaining true to nenresistant principles, they
certainly did not attempt to relate the theology and doctrine to gender roles.
And I think the argument could be made that much of what the Mennonites
have modelled during the 20th century ascribes to dominant ideals about
gender. Nonresistant teaching may have offered a nonconformist stance with
respect to militarism, but it did not counter the male image of ‘fighter, warrior,
protector’. Ironically, recent research has shown that it was the secular peace
movement which offered nonconforming views on gender and war. For
instance, Frances H. Early’s study of the First World War era reveals that
feminist-pacifist activists—male and female—in their campaign to protect the
civil liberties of American conscientious objectors, worked hard to counter
the ideological linkage between soldiering and manliness.'? Much of what
Mennonitism reflected and reinforced, up to the 1970s, was representative of
rigid gender roles and God-ordained hierarchies within the domestic sphere.
In this context, young men had to work out the contradiction, in their real lives,
between the ideal Mennonite pacifist and the ideal man. COs did this symboli-
cally, by being ‘mimetic warriors’ while those who entered active military
service consciously rejected the effeminate image that nonresistance seemed
to represent.

Mennonite discourse on gender, for much of the twentieth century, reflected
in large part the ideals of manly and womanly behaviour espoused by fundamen-
talism, in all its various forms. Both T.D. Regehr and Paul Toews have
demonstrated how some aspects of fundamentalism shaped the North American
Mennonite response to modernity at mid-century.'? Certainly Mennonites, both
laity and leadership, embraced many aspects of the fundamentalist message that
addressed gender roles. Dress codes, a fear of sexuality, a strict gendered
hierarchy in the home, emphasis on biblical inerrancy, and the condemnation of
modernism in other cultural matters—all these entered the Mennonite ethos in
varying degrees.

Protestant fundamentalism, as a strong theological influence on Menno-
nites, also promoted what Mark W. Muesse describes as a “hypermasculinity”
which attempted to counter a cultural perception that fundamentalist men were
emasculated by their religious zeal and repressed sexuality. The exaggerated
masculine qualities of the fundamentalist worldview included a militancy of
language and also a high degree of competitiveness and aggression, applied
most directly to church growth and personal conversions.'* Another feature of
heightened masculinity amongst fundamentalist groups was the predominance
of charismatic and authoritarian leaders (male), something the Mennonites
could surely boast of until the 1960s.
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Yet men of the peace churches inevitably must have experienced a certain
contradiction between the messages that fundamentalist theology spoke to their
manliness and the nonresistant message that was part of their Mennonite
tradition. The “religious machismo” offered by fundamentalism was definitely
at odds with the passivity implied in a nonresistant personality. The young
Mennonite man who chose conscientious objection came face to face with the
gender contradictions inherent in his pacifist position.

In order to narrow the gap in experience between the CO and the fighting
soldier, the media and COs themselves used descriptive language and metaphor
which likened Alternative Service to the military. The observation by Jean
Bethke Elshtain that the CO often saw himself in “mimetic terms as the militant
analogue of the violent warrior” seems especially apt when applied to the
situation of COs in the Second World War.'* Many of the images that reflect this
metaphor are drawn from sources related to Canadian COs working in the
government-operated Alternative Service program, implemented in 1941. One
aspect of this program saw about 1,000 COs drafted to camps on the mainland of
British Columbia and on Vancouver Island, planting trees and fighting forest
fires. The task of fighting forest fires in particular lent itself to images parallel to
those associated with the combatant soldier. COs were described as “combatting™
fires and “standing on guard” on the west coast. A photo caption of CO fire-
fighters read: “Return journey, after several days of battling the blaze. These
heroes feel a war weariness of their own.”'¢ The fact that COs were initially
stationed as fire-fighters on the coast because of a perceived military threat did
in fact make them part of the military effort from a defensive perspective. It did
not really matter that no bomb attack ever occurred. Even the dramatic account
of one man’s accomplishment felling a snag which measured fifteen feet in
diameter at its widest point was thought to be a good story in later years when his
children would ask, “Daddy, what did you do in the war?”!”

Those aspects of service that put the CO ‘in danger for the benefit of his
country’ most fittingly removed the stigma of cowardice and gave the CO the
sense that he was not passive when his country was at war. This was true for
Canadian Alternative Service workers as well as for conscientious objectors in
the American Civilian Public Service (CPS) program. The extent to which a CO
considered his task of ‘national importance’ was directly related to the physical
challenges and danger involved and the courage required to meet the challenge.
One CPSer was eager to leave hospital service for smokejumping, since he felt
he had become “soft” after three years of indoor work.'® Another smokejumper
said: “I did not want to jump out of an airplane, ... [but] I needed to demonstrate
to myselfthat I had not taken my alternative service position to escape danger.”"

Fighting fires and felling trees were not the only activities in which COs
could exhibit their manly qualities of strength and courage. For some COs, sin
was an enemy as threatening as the Nazis. Some camps had strongly evangelical
factions which regularly sang hymns such as “Onward, Christian Soldiers” or
“Soldiers for Christ,” and which proselytized in nearby towns. One article in the
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CO newsletter, The Beacon, responded to critical editorials which had appeared
in British Columbia newspapers attacking the cowardliness of COs. The CO
writer said, “We all wish as young men to be numbered among the brave and
strong,” and challenged COs:to be like the biblical Samson, who hadto kill alien
bare-handed before he could proceed with his dife plans. Rather than killing
lions (or Germans for that matter), the writer called on COs to aggressively
attack the sin in their lives?

Other ironic similarities ingluded the -occasional interaction between COs
and regular army jpersonnel stationed on Vancouver Island. Sometimes they
worked side by side gn road er forest projects and sometimes CO camps would
challenge army camps in sports. There was no hiding the tone of triumph when
the COs won over the seldiers in games of softball and velleyball.?! Sports
activities were important for alleviating boredom and were also a means for the
CO to emphasize his virility. The camps far from home also gave Mennonites
from conservative groups opportunity to engage in sports activities that were
frowned upon at home. Apparently boxing and wrestling were popular past-
times and may have been so because they were especially masculine sports
which demonstrated aggression and fighting abilify. According to one chroni-
cler in The Beacon, “In one instance a man spent several weeks recuperating
from cracked ribs received in boxing, and in another case the floor of a cabin
needed to be replaced because of the vigor of the wrestling matches.”?? Surelya
‘masculine’ culture developed in isolated Alternative Service camps as strong -
as any army barracks.

To emphasize further their masculinity and, perhaps, look more like sol-
diers, some COs grew moustaches in camp, a practice which would have been
taboo in their home communities. One young man antagonized his parents by
growing a moustache, which “makes me look more officious, and that’s what a
fellow needs in camp here.” He obliged them and shaved it off, saying, “I’'m
sorry my little moustache hurt you so.... I can’t see that there is anything
unChristian about it.”?*

The personal impulse and societal expectation that men protect and provide
for their families presented another dilemma. for COs and, in some circum-
stances, drew them away from alternative service and into active service. Some
COs felt discomfort over a sense that they were not doing their part to protect the
country. But feelings of emasculation were even stronger when men found they
were unable to protect their families economically. The small remuneration
received by Canadian conscientious objectors in World War II—fifty cents a
day—-created hardship for some families, particularly after March 1942, when
Alternative Service terms were extended for the duration of the war. Although
many married women became wage-carners at this time—which in itself
deconstructed the gender order—some households had difficulty staying afloat
without the support of a father, son, or husband. One young CO in camp wrote to
the minister of his home church in a desperate tone, asking “what happened to
the promises that were made to us before we left as far as support for our wives
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goes or that they would be looked after.”* A group of CPSers in Michigan
engaged in a hunger strike to protest the impoverishment of their families that
resulted from the poor provisions for CO dependents.” Perhaps further under-
mining a man’s sense of himself as family provider were scenarios in which a
CO from Ontario, fulfilling his service on Vancouver Island, earned 50 cents a
day while his wife, who was working in Victoria so as to be nearer to her
husband, earned 50 cents an hour. The debilitating sense over not doing work of
national importance nor fulfilling familial obligations was heightened when
female members of CO families were achieving a new sense of autonomy and
privilege in civil society.

The poor wages received by COs drew some men away from Alternative
Service and into the military. Sheldon Martin of Ontario was called up in June
1942, declared himself a conscientious objector and began Alternative Service
in British Columbia on the mainland. Mary Ann, his wife of six weeks, followed
Sheldon to B.C. and found work in a shoe factory in Vancouver. After about nine
months, Mary Ann developed health problems which required costly treatment
by a specialist. In order to pay for his wife’s health care, Sheldon joined the
army, where he received $1.30 a day to start, almost triple his CO wage. He said
that had it not been for their immediate financial need, he would have remained
in the Alternative Service camp.? While the number of men who left alternative
service camps and enlisted in the military is not high—243 Mennonites had
taken this course of action by October 1944—the feelings and dilemmas that
prompted their more drastic choice were fairly widespread. And like Sheldon
Martin, not all those who entered the military were explicitly rejecting the
nonresistant position. Some felt that fulfilling familial obligations were more
important than following the official denominational stance. Although few men
speak directly about their self-identity as males, a masculine construction that
included patriotism, service, bravery, and support of family did indeed shape
their action as gendered beings. Their identity as husbands and fathers, and the
responsibilities that accompanied those roles, meant that gender sometimes
took priority over being Mennonite.

Peace church men were drawn away from the nonresistant position for a
variety of reasons. Economic issues, patriotic impulses, the feelings that their
energies were not well-utilized in Alternative Service programs all created the
generation of “lost sons” described by Ted Regehr. Mennonite men also sought
after the image of ‘those daring young men in their flying machines.” One man
who volunteered for the Air Force did so “because flying was considered pretty
glamorous: it was well-paid and promotions were pretty good.”” Similarly,
Peter Lorenz Neufeld describes his 1940 encounter, as a boy of 9 years, with one
Mennonite war hero:

I was nine in 1940; our visitor, 17. Most of the men were gathered in the field
around the fuel wagon for a quick coffee break. Over a nearby hill, bouncing across

terribly rough and rocky terrain, roared a little orange truck carrying two 45-gallon
gasoline drums. The trucked wheeled by in a skidding curve, showering us with
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debris. Tires churning, it backed up to the wagon. Out jumped a husky young man
with a cheery ‘Hello!” He wrestled the heavy barrels onto the wagon and replaced
them on his truck with our empties. ‘Good-bye!’ Peter Engbrecht was gone again in
a blazing streak of dust. As a bomber gunner, he would soon become the RCAF’s
only ace who was not a fighter pilot.?®

The advertising image of the handsome soldier-boy, whose uniform alone
caused women to swoon was undoubtedly a factor as well. Dietrick V. Klassen,
who died from battle wounds in 1943, was described by his sister as “quite
attractive, especially in his uniform.”?® One Alberta minister, after criticizing
the church’s economic neglect of the CO and his family, remarked on the
“smarting social letdown” experienced by COs: “His chum of yesterday marched
down the street with measured tread and the young lady only too often preferred
to hang felicitiously on the handsome soldierboy’s arm. And the conscientious
objector could just go his own way as far as she was concerned.”® And a 1970
study based on questionnaires completed by COs also noted that “if the boys
from the camps and boys from the active forces were home at the same time, the
girls would pay more attention to the boys in uniform than the others.”!

Even while standing ideologically outside of society’s wartime image of the
militarized male, COs consciously and subconsciously found ways of redefin-
ing their own experience which allowed them also to be wartime heroes. Those
who chose active military service reified their maleness, but in the process were
rejected by the Mennonite church, even if secretly admired by some of the laity.
Those who remained officially nonresistant could stay within the safe realm of
behaviour normative to church teachings yet had to confront the foil this may
have created with their own well-entrenched ideas of manliness.

This paper represents preliminary thoughts on a well-worn subject exam-
ined from a slightly different angle. Although gender theory is creeping slowly
into Mennonite historical analysis, many more questions could be asked of an
ethno-religious group that rejects many cultural norms yet has never questioned
hegemonic cultural traditions with respect to the ordering of the sexes. (Scholars
of Anabaptism have really been the only ones to ask whether Mennonitism has
offered new models for gender relations.) Throughout Mennonite history, when
faced with the choice between conscientious objection and taking up arms (or
training to do so), significant numbers of men opted for the latter. Whether in the
American civil war, the Russian Selbstschiitz or in the Second World War,
thousands of men rejected (at least temporarily) the official denominational
position. And I don’t think this was just due to the denomination’s neglect of
peace teaching. The vindication of Mennonite soldiers epitomized in Peter
Lorenz Neufeld’s book, Mennonites at War, should be a sign that historians not
ignore the ‘lost sons and daughters’ of the tradition. If we analyze these choices
through the lens of gender we may more easily understand them.

The agenda for investigation is large. Could one even ask: Are men of the
Christian Peacemaker Teams ‘Real Men’? It is probably much easier to be a
male and a pacifist today than it was in the Second World War. Not only has a
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‘men’s movement’ allowed for a broad-based masculine repudiation of vio-
lence, but the secular peace movement has broadened the base of support for
men unwilling to enter the military. Does the shift to ‘servant activism’ or
‘active pacifism’ in Mennonite peace theology after the Second World War
allow for more flexibility in an individual’s self-identity with respect to gender.
Or conversely, can we also add the feminist movement of the 1960s onwards as
an ingredient to explain these shifts in Mennonite peace theology? These are
intriguing questions and ones which I hope become acceptable parts of the
Mennonite research agenda.
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