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Short answer: yes, there are recognised grounds for conscientious objection – both religious 

and secular – for refusing to serve in war, but how far they protect you depends heavily on the 

country. International law gives some protection to conscientious objectors, but it does not 

automatically guarantee that any young man can simply say “no” and walk away without 

consequences. 

I’ll break it down in plain terms. First for Norway, than internationally. 

A1. The basic legal reality in Norway 

In Norway, there are clear legal ways to say “no” to military service on both religious and 

secular grounds – but it has to be done formally and honestly, not just by ignoring orders. 

I’ll focus on Norwegian law and practice. 

 

1. Basic picture: conscription in Norway 

 Norway has general conscription (allmenn verneplikt) – now gender-neutral – 

covering both peace and war.Royal United Services Institute+3Lovdata+3une.no+3 

 Only a minority of each age cohort are actually called in for first service, but in 

principle everyone who is “skikket til tjeneste” is under duty.une.no+1 

So the question becomes: on what grounds can a Norwegian legally refuse? 

 

2. The key legal right: exemption for reasons of conviction 

Today the main rule is in the Forsvarsloven (Act on conscription and service in the Armed 

Forces), chapter 4, “Fritak for tjeneste i Forsvaret av 

overbevisningsgrunner.”Lovdata+2Lovdata+2 

In simple English, the rule (paraphrased) is: 

A conscript can be exempted from military service if there is reason to believe that they 

cannot perform any kind of military service without coming into serious conflict with 

their convictions. 

Important points: 

 This applies to all military service – not just carrying a weapon. If granted, it is full 

exemption from service in the Armed Forces. 

 It is based on “overbevisning” – conviction – which can be religious or secular. 

This replaced the old Militærnekterloven of 1965, which used to send objectors into civilian 

service instead of the army.Store norske leksikon+2Regjeringen.no+2 

https://lovdata.no/lov/2016-08-12-77?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.une.no/aktuelt/arkiv/2023/nytt-fagnotat-kan-militarnekting-gi-flyktningstatus/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://lovdata.no/nav/lov/2016-08-12-77/kap4?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://snl.no/milit%C3%A6rnekterloven_-_opphevet?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Since about 2011, Norway abolished alternative civilian service: recognised conscientious 

objectors are simply exempt from military service; they are not forced into another state 

service.ebco-beoc.org+3wri-irg.org+3United Nations Documentation+3 

So, legally: if your objection is accepted, the state cannot later drag you into a war as a 

soldier. 

 

3. What kind of reasons qualify? 

Norwegian law and practice talk about “overbevisningsgrunner, herunder 

samvittighetsgrunner” – reasons of conviction, including conscience.Store norske 

leksikon+2Regjeringen.no+2 

A. Religious grounds 

Examples that can qualify: 

 Christian pacifism (“I believe Jesus’ teaching forbids me to kill or prepare for 

killing.”) 

 Jehovah’s Witness-type positions. 

 I don’t want to be involved in talmudic wars, in favor of antiChrist Jews in Ukraine or 

their New World Order (World government). 

 Other religious beliefs where you see all participation in armed forces as sin. 

The authorities don’t care which religion it is; they look at whether: 

 The belief is serious and deeply rooted. 

 It leads you to reject all forms of military service, not just a specific task or specific 

war. 

B. Secular / ethical grounds 

Norwegian law deliberately uses the neutral word “overbevisning”, not “religion”. 

Legislative history and legal commentary make clear that non-religious convictions can 

count, as long as they are equally serious.Store norske leksikon+2Regjeringen.no+2 

Typical examples: 

 Absolute pacifism: “All killing in war is morally wrong; I can’t in good conscience be 

part of any armed force.” 

 Deep ethical anti-militarism: belief that participation in organised killing is 

incompatible with human dignity. 

Again, this is about depth and sincerity, not just political opinions or dislike of the army. 

C. What usually does not qualify 

https://wri-irg.org/en/story/2011/norway-end-substitute-service-conscientious-objectors?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://snl.no/milit%C3%A6rnekterloven_-_opphevet?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://snl.no/milit%C3%A6rnekterloven_-_opphevet?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://snl.no/milit%C3%A6rnekterloven_-_opphevet?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Based on Norwegian practice: 

 “I don’t like discipline / uniforms / being shouted at.” 

 “I disagree politically with this particular government or this particular NATO 

mission.” 

 “I’m afraid / I’d rather study / I want to keep my civilian job.” 

Those may be understandable feelings, but they are not the kind of fundamental conscience 

conflict the law is aimed at. 

 

4. Procedure: how an objector is supposed to do it (legally) 

The procedure is regulated in Vernepliktsforskriften, chapter 12, and administered by 

Forsvaret.Store norske leksikon+1 

In short (paraphrased): 

1. When you can apply 
o You can apply for exemption from the time you attend “sesjon” 

(conscription assessment) or after you have been found fit for 

service.Lovdata+1 

2. Formal application 
o You must use a specific form from the Armed Forces and sign a statement that 

the conditions in Forsvarsloven for exemption are fulfilled. 

o You normally include a written explanation of your convictions: how they 

developed, why they make any military service impossible for you, whether 

they are religious, ethical, etc.Store norske leksikon 

3. Decision 
o The application is decided by Forsvaret (conscription authorities). 

o If they refuse, you can appeal to the Ministry of Justice and Public 

Security.Store norske leksikon+1 

4. Effect 
o If granted, you are exempt from service in the Armed Forces. The general 

conscription duty on paper still exists, but you are not called in or 

mobilised.Lovdata+2United Nations Documentation+2 

Until there is a formal exemption decision, you are legally considered vernepliktig like 

everyone else. 

 

5. Other lawful ways not to be sent to war 

Besides conscientious objection, Norway has the usual non-moral exemptions: 

1. Medical / psychological unfitness – if you do not meet health requirements, you can 

be declared unfit.Regjeringen.no+1 

https://snl.no/milit%C3%A6rnekting?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://lovdata.no/nav/lov/2016-08-12-77/kap4?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://snl.no/milit%C3%A6rnekting?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://snl.no/milit%C3%A6rnekting?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://lovdata.no/lov/2016-08-12-77/kap4?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.regjeringen.no/globalassets/upload/kilde/fd/bro/2002/0003/ddd/pdfv/146961-pages_69-81.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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2. Selection reality – only part of each age group is actually called into first service. If 

you are never selected, you will not serve, but that is an administrative decision, not a 

right.une.no+1 

These may keep an individual out of uniform, but they are not “grounds of conscience”. 

 

6. What happens if someone just refuses without 

exemption? 

If a person simply ignores orders, refuses to show up, or refuses service without being 

recognised as a conscientious objector, they can be punished under the military penal code. 

 Standard references (Store norske leksikon, etc.) say that refusal to perform obligatory 

military service can be punished with 3 months to 2 years’ imprisonment, and up to 

3 years in certain serious cases (e.g. on active service at sea), with higher penalties on 

repetition.Store norske leksikon+2Wikipedia+2 

So in Norway the law encourages you to go through the formal conscientious-objection 

route if you have genuine ethical or religious reasons, rather than just defying orders. 

 

7. War-time perspective 

Norway is not at war, but Forsvarsloven covers both peace and war.Lovdata+1 

Key point: 

 Once you are formally exempted for reasons of conviction, that exemption is from 

“tjeneste i Forsvaret” in general, not just from peacetime training. There is no 

separate rule saying it disappears in war. 

In an extreme national crisis, Parliament could always try to change the law – but as it stands, 

a recognised conscientious objector cannot lawfully be forced into combat service later. 

 

8. Bottom line for Norway 

For a young man (or woman) in Norway who wants to avoid being turned into “military 

cannon fodder”, the legal grounds are essentially: 

1. Conscientious objection under Forsvarsloven 
o Serious, deep religious or secular conviction that makes any military service 

impossible for your conscience. 

o Leads to full exemption from service, no alternative civilian service. 

https://www.une.no/aktuelt/arkiv/2023/nytt-fagnotat-kan-militarnekting-gi-flyktningstatus/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://snl.no/milit%C3%A6rnekting?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://lovdata.no/lov/2016-08-12-77?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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2. Medical/psychological unfitness 
o If genuinely present, and documented. 

3. Not being selected 
o Many are never called in, but that’s not something you can demand as a right. 

Anything beyond this – such as simply refusing to show up – moves into the territory of 

criminal liability, not rights. 

 

B1. The basic legal reality internationally 

Most states are still allowed to have conscription and to punish people who simply ignore it. 

International law does not ban conscription itself. 

However, over the last 50–70 years, human-rights law has slowly recognised that: 

Refusing military service for reasons of conscience can be part of the right to freedom of 

thought, conscience and religion. 

Key points: 

 The UN Human Rights Committee (which oversees the International Covenant on 

Civil and Political Rights – ICCPR) has said that conscientious objection can be 

derived from Article 18 (freedom of thought, conscience and religion).Refworld+1 

 The UN Human Rights Council and the UN human-rights office (OHCHR) 

explicitly treat conscientious objection as a legitimate exercise of Article 18 

rights.OHCHR+2OHCHR+2 

 In Europe, the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) in Bayatyan v. Armenia 

held in 2011 that jailing a Jehovah’s Witness for refusing conscription violated Article 

9 (freedom of thought, conscience and religion) of the European Convention.Amnesty 

International+3HUDOC+3en.connection-ev.org+3 

So in human-rights terms, there is a recognised right to refuse military service on grounds of 

conscience – though how it actually works depends on national law. 

 

2. Main grounds for refusing to be “cannon fodder” 

A. Religious grounds 

This is the classic basis. 

 Idea: “Because of my religious beliefs, I cannot take part in killing or war. I don’t 

want to be involved in talmudic wars, in favor of antiChrist Jews in Ukraine or their 

New World Order (World government).” 

Typical examples: 

https://www.refworld.org/legal/general/hrc/1993/en/13375?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ohchr.org/en/conscientious-objection?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://hudoc.echr.coe.int/eng?i=002-440&utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://hudoc.echr.coe.int/eng?i=002-440&utm_source=chatgpt.com


------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
by Jarle Johansen Giske – riksavisen.no; page 6 of 10 

 

 Historic peace churches: Quakers, Mennonites, Brethren, etc. 

 Jehovah’s Witnesses (like Bayatyan in the ECHR case). 

 Particular Christian, Buddhist, or other religious convictions that reject killing. 

International standards and many national laws accept that: 

 Objection can be based on religious training and belief, and 

 It must be firm, fixed and sincere – not just a convenient 

excuse.OHCHR+2en.connection-ev.org+2 

Example – United States: 

The Selective Service and courts recognise conscientious objection when there is a “firm, 

fixed, and sincere objection to participation in war in any form” based on religious or similar 

moral belief. Purely political or sociological opinions usually do not qualify.Sites@Duke 

Express+3sss.gov+3Wikipedia+3 

Many other countries use essentially the same test: serious, stable, genuine beliefs, not just 

dislike of the army. 

 

B. Secular / ethical grounds 

Modern human-rights law no longer insists that you must believe in God to object. 

Both the UN and various national courts accept that deeply held moral or ethical 

convictions can be equivalent to religious belief: 

 The UN Human Rights Committee speaks of “religious or other beliefs” as a basis for 

conscientious objection.hrlibrary.umn.edu+1 

 US Supreme Court case law and Selective Service guidance treat non-theistic ethical 

convictions as capable of qualifying, if they occupy a place in someone’s life similar 

to traditional religion.Wikipedia+2Center on Conscience & War+2 

So a young man might say: 

 “I hold a fundamental ethical conviction that killing is always wrong.” 

 “My conscience absolutely forbids me to participate in war or in preparing for war.” 

If a legal system follows modern standards, that kind of secular pacifism can be just as valid 

as religious pacifism, provided it’s sincere and central to the person’s identity. 

 

C. Objection to particular wars (selective conscientious objection) 

This is trickier. 

Many states distinguish: 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/conscientious-objection?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.sss.gov/conscientious-objectors/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.sss.gov/conscientious-objectors/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://hrlibrary.umn.edu/gencomm/hrcom22.htm?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conscientious_objection_in_the_United_States?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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 General objection to all wars – often recognised. 

 Objection to a specific war (“this war is unjust/illegal, but I’d fight in some other 

war”) – much more controversial. 

Example: 

 US law normally does not recognise “selective” objection – you must oppose war in 

any form.Wikipedia+1 

However, in refugee law, there’s a special angle: 

 UNHCR guidance says that if a person would be forced to take part in military actions 

condemned by the international community as contrary to basic rules of human 

conduct, then punishment for draft evasion may amount to persecution – meaning 

they might qualify as a refugee.Refugee Law Initiative Blog+4Refworld+4UNHCR+4 

In other words: 

If a war involves serious war crimes / crimes against humanity, someone who refuses to take 

part and faces harsh punishment may have a stronger legal claim (especially for asylum). 

But: that is about refugee status in another country, not a general “get out of conscription 

free” card at home. 

 

D. Other non-conscience exemptions (not what you asked for, but relevant) 

These aren’t about conscience, but they are common legal ways states avoid sending some 

people to war: 

 Medical or psychological unfitness (genuine disabilities, serious illness). 

 Family hardship (sole caregiver / breadwinner). 

 Educational or occupational deferments. 

 Age, gender or other statutory categories. 

These are practical or social grounds – they don’t carry the same moral weight as 

conscientious objection, but in reality they’re often what keeps particular individuals from 

going. 

 

3. How conscientious objection usually works in practice 

Almost everywhere that recognises conscientious objection, there is some formal procedure: 

1. Declaration / application 
– Written statement explaining beliefs and why they prevent military service. 

– Sometimes interviews, hearings, or evidence (letters from clergy, friends, etc.). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conscientious_objection_in_the_United_States?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.refworld.org/policy/legalguidance/unhcr/1991/en/67578?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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2. Assessment of sincerity 
Authorities look at: 

o How long the beliefs have been held. 

o Consistency with your life (e.g. past participation in violence vs. pacifist 

behaviour). 

o Whether your reasons look political/strategic rather than genuinely moral or 

religious. 

3. Alternative arrangements 
Historically, many states required alternative civilian service (hospital work, social 

services, etc.).Wikipedia+2Wikipedia+2 

o Example: Austria (“Zivildienst”) – civilian social service for those who refuse 

on conscience.Wikipedia 

o Example: Finland (“siviilipalvelus”) – non-military national service for 

conscientious objectors.Wikipedia 

Some countries, like Norway in recent years, have moved to full exemption from 

military service without mandatory alternative service, once conscientious-objector 

status is recognised.alternativeservice.info+1 

4. If the claim is rejected 
– The person is treated as any other conscript. 

– Refusal can lead to fines, imprisonment, or a criminal record (as happened to 

Bayatyan before the ECHR ruling).co-guide.info+1 

So: legally recognised refusal usually means you swap uniforms (or get exempted) – it 

doesn’t automatically mean you are free to sit at home. 

 

4. Refugee / asylum angle: fleeing conscription 

For someone who wants to avoid war by leaving the country: 

 The 1951 Refugee Convention doesn’t automatically protect every draft evader or 

deserter. 

 UNHCR explains that fear of prosecution for draft evasion, by itself, is usually not 

enough for refugee status.Refugee Law Initiative Blog+3Refworld+3UNHCR+3 

But: 

 If the war involves acts condemned as violations of basic rules of human conduct (e.g. 

systematic war crimes), 

 And the person would be forced to take part in those acts, 

 Then punishment for their refusal can be seen as persecution for reasons of political 

opinion, religion, or conscience, which may justify asylum. 

So in extreme cases—war crimes, genocidal campaigns—international refugee law can be a 

shield for a person who refuses to be “cannon fodder” in that sense. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alternative_civilian_service?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zivildienst_in_Austria?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Siviilipalvelus?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://alternativeservice.info/en/service-beyond-borders/norway/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://co-guide.info/jurisprudence/case-bayatyan-v-armenia-application-no-2345903?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.refworld.org/policy/legalguidance/unhcr/1991/en/67578?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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5. Ethical and religious arguments against being sent to 

war 

Beyond legal rules, here are the main moral frames people invoke: 

Religious arguments 

 Sanctity of life – “Thou shalt not kill”, loving enemies, turning the other cheek, etc. 

 Imitatio Christi – following Jesus’ example of non-violence and self-sacrifice rather 

than killing. 

 Ultimate loyalty to God – refusing orders that contradict divine commandments, even 

from a state. 

These arguments are used by pacifist Christians, but you also find parallels in other religions 

(e.g. Buddhist ahimsa). 

Secular / philosophical arguments 

 Right to life and bodily autonomy – The state should not sacrifice individuals’ lives 

without their consent. 

 Anti-imperialism / anti-militarism – Wars often serve elite interests while young 

conscripts pay the price. 

 Moral responsibility – Each person is personally responsible for the killing they do, 

and cannot hide behind “orders”. 

 Fairness – Conscription often falls hardest on poorer or less-connected young men; 

sending them to die while others are spared is unjust. 

These ethical positions can, if deeply held and consistent, be the basis for secular 

conscientious objection in many legal systems. 

 

6. Important caution 

Because this touches real lives and serious consequences: 

 Laws are very different from country to country. What is protected in Norway or 

Germany may be a criminal offence in Russia, Turkey, or elsewhere.Council of 

Europe+1 

 I can explain general principles, but I cannot safely tell anyone how to break their 

country’s law, lie to authorities, or dodge conscription illegally. 

 Anyone personally facing conscription who wants to refuse should speak to: 

o A qualified lawyer in their country; and/or 

o A conscientious-objector / peace organisation familiar with local procedures. 

 

https://pace.coe.int/files/9017/html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://pace.coe.int/files/9017/html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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7. In one sentence 

Legally and morally, a young man can resist being turned into “military cannon fodder” by 

appealing to freedom of conscience and religion—whether grounded in pacifist faith or 

secular ethics—but the actual protection he gets will depend entirely on his country’s laws 

and, in extreme cases, on international refugee and human-rights mechanisms. 

 


