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Invited by the greek section of Amnesty International and the greek 
Association of Conscientious Objectors to participate in an event in 
view of today’s international day for the conscientious objectors they 
informed us about those who resist the war actively, both in the 
Balkans and in the world, leaving us with a feeling of optimism. Why? 

* Really, could anyone imagine a hopeful “heritage of the war”? 
However, this is how the Serbian Petar Milicevic characterizes the fact 
that 65% of the Serbs called up for military service choose an 
alternative civilian service in welfare institutions. 

They have actually managed to establish the right to conscientious 
objection by cultivating the culture of peace and non-violence as 
preconditions for a safe society just three years ago and while their 
state was in state of emergency. 

 

At the moment about 30,000 objectors are serving their nine-month service working in more than 
1,500 hospitals, social centers and elsewhere, while about 2,500 are the total objectors who refuse to 
serve any kind of service. 

“It is a clear declaration of the young Serbs that they do not wish to ever take part in war”, he says. 

Another parameter for the fact that the war in the former Yugoslavia did not spread is the fact that only 
in Serbia it is estimated that more than 150,000 conscripts left the country to avoid conscription during 
the hostilities that lasted 10 years. Approximately 14,000 are at immediate risk of prosecution as a 
result of this choice, while the “not inconsiderable number of those who ran away from the front” 
remains hidden. 

As for the tendency in the Balkans? The number of people serving in the army is diminishing while the 
countries step by step are abolishing conscription. 

Clearly different are the things in the USA and UK where the army is voluntary. “These are the main 
military forces in Iraq, responsible for the death of one million citizens”, tells us the British Michael 
Kalmanovitz. “However, in these two countries there is a huge and massive anti-war movement as 
more than two million people got out at the streets to protest against the war even before it had 
started, something that had never happened before in the history.” 

In the mobilizations in the USA the role of the old Vietnam War veterans is of great importance -such 
as Ron Covic, whom we met through the movie “Born on the 4th of July”- but also those who dare to 
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challenge the orders today. Ehren Watada was the first commissioned officer to refuse to go to Iraq, 
declaring despite the threat of prosecution that ªI refuse to be party to an illegal and immoral warº. 

Kalmanovitz also reveals us the invisible sides of the resistance, as ªbehind the faces that go public 
there is a huge number of people who refuse to serveº: it may have not yet been announced officially, 
but in the Britain the ªAbsent Without Official Leaveº from the front soldiers have tripled while no such 
data are known for the USA. 

What is�known however is that the minority soldiers (African-Americans, Latin-Americans) are the 
most active against this war: more than 1,600 soldiers have signed a document which they submitted 
to the Senate, demanding the withdrawal of the troops from Iraq, following an initiative of a black 
soldier. ªEven the volunteers have the right to change their mind, refuse to serve outside their country 
in unjustified wars or take part in genocidesº. 

Although information is one more war’s victim, Kalmanovitz claims it makes harder the application by 
the military courts of a British law which leaked to the press and was finally voted, ruling that the 
penalty for those who abandon the front is life imprisonment,. An inhuman component of the British 
army is that they use children-soldiers and as a result even 17 years old children-soldiers have died. 

The women 

An important, though not often mentioned, part of the anti-war movement is the story of women: it’s 
the mothers, the wives and the daughters who have lifted a great deal of the weight of campaigning to 
make the case of their men known and release them because they refused to serve in Iraq. Actually, 
the international pressure in many cases led to the reduction of the penalties. Many women 
immigrants have fled to Britain from Africa in order to avoid conscription and the humiliation it means 
for a woman: yet, avoiding conscription is not considered as a reason to be granted asylum. Another 
silent story is the rapes in the army: the movement was developed mainly in the USA revealing the 
rapes not only of women but of men too and their institutional hiding, publicizing a list of the greatest 
rapists in the USA who were all military men. 


