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Statement by the SA Catholic Bishops Conference explaining its call for an end to conscription

Our c o n c ern  as  B ishops in S o uthern  
A fr ic a  is for a  speed y  and just  
solut ion  to the p ro b lem s exper ienced  
by the people of RSA and N a m ib ia ,  a 
so lu t io n  in w h ic h  a ll sectors  of the  
p o p u la t io n  a re  ca lled  to p la y  their  
part.

The situation

In our rep ort  on N a m ib ia ,  issued in 
1982, w e  d re w  y o u r  a t ten t io n  to the 
fac t  th a t  the m a jo r i ty  of N a m ib ia n s  
reg ard  the SA D F  as  an a rm y  of 
o c c u p a t io n  w h ich  is h indering  the 
g ra n t in g  of in dep endence  to th a t  
c o u n try  in te rm s  of Resolution  435  
of the UN S e c u r i ty  Council.

During the unrest in the V aa l and  
East Rand to w n s h ip s  in late  1984 the  
a r m y  w a s  dep lo yed  in a supp ort  
c a p a c i ty  to the SA P o p era t in g  in 
those a re a s .  Th is  ac t io n  w a s  greeted  
w ith  sh o c k  and h o rro r  by the  
in h a b i ta n ts  of those to w n s h ip s  and  
by o ther  So uth  A fr ic a n s  concerned  
ab o u t  h o w  and w h e re  the a r m y  is 
de p lo y e d .

Th is  use of the a r m y  to enforce  
“ la w  and  ord er"  w ith in  the co u n try  
has  been fu r th e r  ex ten ded  in 1985 to 
inc lu de  the to w n s h ip s  in the Eastern  
Cape, desp ite  all the  protests th a t  
the le g it im a te  use of an a r m y  is in 
the d efen ce  of the c o u n try  a g a in s t

its enem ies.
M a n y  young men w h o  are  

conscrip ted  each y e a r  into the SADF  
a re  exp er ien c in g  crises of 
consc ience  as  they  beco m e a w a r e  ot 
the role th a t  th e y  are  being  
expec ted  to p la y  in the b lack  
to w n sh ip s ,  and e ls e w h e re  in RSA,
As ta r  b a c k  as 1977 in our s ta te m e n t  
"On Consc ien t ious  Objection" w h ich  
w e issued in our concern  for the  
n atu re  of the a rm e d  struggle  and the 
esca la t in g  v io len ce  in Southern  
A fr ica ,  we defended the right of 
e very  in d iv id u a l  to fo l lo w  his ow n  
conscience; the r ight th ere fo re  to 
c ons c ien t ious  ob jec t ion  both on the 
g ro u n d s  of un ive rsa l pac if ic ism  and  
on the gro u n d s  th a t  a person m a y  
ser io u s ly  b e lieve  the w a r  to be 
unjust.

W e believe  th a t  a ser ious decision  
of this n a tu re  is a m ora l ju d g e m e n t  
and m u s t  be m ad e  a f te r  deep and  
p ra y e rfu l  e x a m in a t io n  of the fac ts  
a v a i la b le .  In 1977 w e  urged the RSA  
g o v e rn m e n t  to m a k e  pro v is io n  for  
a l te rn a t iv e  fo rm s  of n o n -m i l i ta ry  
n atio n a l serv ice ,  as is found in other  
parts  of the w o r ld .  S ix ty  six  
co u n tr ies  do not h ave  conscrip t ion .  
In 1983, in a letter to the M in is te r  of 
Defence a b o u t  the p roposed Defence  
A m e n d m e n t  Act, C ard in a l  M cC an n ,  
on our beha lf ,  poin ted out to the  
m in is te r  th a t  the proposed

a m e n d m e n ts ,  m a k in g  it poss ib le  for  
C h ris t ian  p ac if is ts  to refuse m il i ta ry  
t ra in in g ,  did not go fa r  enough.  
Provis ion  should  a lso  be m a d e  for 
so-ca lled  m o ra l or e th ica l ob jec tors .  
At th a t  t im e  we sta ted  th a t  if such  
an a m e n d m e n t  w a s  not included in 
the Defence A m e n d m e n t  Act we  
w o u ld  find it n e ces sary  to re ject the  
Act as unjust.

Our suggestion

Our suggested  a m e n d m e n t  w a s  not 
included in the Defence A m e n d m e n t  
Act. The s i tu a t io n  in So uthern  A fr ic a  
h as  cont inued to d e te r io ra te  and  in 
1985 we find o u rse lves  in a s itua t ion  
of g r a v e  cris is .

W e a re  co nc erned  a t  the g ro w in g  
n u m b ers  of young men faced  w ith  a 
cris is  of consc ience  caused by their  
con s crip t io n .  The choices for them  
are:
•  S e rv in g  in an a rm y  w ith  w hose  

m od e of o p e ra t io n  they  c a n n o t  
agree.

•  Doing 6 y e a rs  a l te rn a te  serv ice  if 
th ey  a re  recognised  as re l ig ious  
pacif is ts .

•  Serv ing  a 6 y e a r  ja i l  sentence  if 
they  objec t to the w a r  on the  
g ro u n d s  th a t  th ey  believe  it to be 
unjust.

•  Leaving the co u n try  and living in 
exile.

They are  faced w ith  these choices  
because of the sys tem  of 
co m p u ls o ry  conscrip tion  in RSA  
w hich  does not p reva il  in m ost other  
countries  aro und  the w orld .

W e recognise  tha t  an end to 
conscrip t io n  w ou ld  leave  
m em b ersh ip  of the SADF open to 
those w h o  are  in s y m p a th y  w ith  it 
and would  g ra n t  in d iv id u a ls  freedom  
of conscience in d eterm in in g  their  
response to the s itua t ion . T here fore  
w e join our vo ices w ith  those w ho  
have  a lre a d y  asked  for an end to 
co n s crip t io n . W e call  on the 
G o v e rn m e n t  to a m en d  the Defence  
Act to m a k e  this possible . W e also  
en co urage  Catho lics  to help prom ote  
peace by w o rk in g  for an end to 
conscrip t io n  in w h a te v e r  w a y s  lie 
open to them .
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