Jehovah’s Witnesses and National Oaths of Allegiance
Marvin Shilmer
Jehovah’s Witnesses are a religious group who look to the Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society, Inc. as one of its
primary legal organizations; it’s their “voice”.1, 2 During the 1930s and 40s, Jehovah’s Witnesses were at the center of a
stir over refusal to salute the flag of or pledge allegiance to the United States.3 Since then, Jehovah's Witness leaders
frequently steer their followers not to pledge allegiance to any government other than God’s Kingdom.4, 5, 6
Jehovah’s Witnesses take this religious position seriously. In the 1930s and 40s Jehovah’s Witnesses in the United States
suffered terrible persecution for refusing to pledge allegiance to the United States.7 During the 1960s and 70s, Jehovah’s
Witnesses in the African nation of Malawi suffered horrendous persecution because “they owe allegiance only to
Jehovah.”8, 9 U.S. courts have upheld Jehovah’s Witnesses’ right to refuse to pledge allegiance. Futhermore, in recent
years, courts have awarded damages to members in civil cases where Witnesses sued employers and potential employers
over their refusal to sign oaths of allegiance because “their religion does not permit them to take an oath in which they
must swear faith or allegiance to any entity other than God.”10
Despite the historical position demonstrated by members, and based on a thorough review of reference material, few
realize that while Watch Tower leaders were publicly counseling followers not to take national oaths of allegiance these
same leaders were pledging allegiance to the U.S. government.11
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The oath of allegiance to the United States reads:
“I do solemnly swear (or affirm) that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States
against all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; and that I
take this obligation freely, without any mental reservation, or purpose of evasion; So help me God.”12
Officers of the U.S. armed forces, federal officers and appointees, naturalized aliens and—prior to the early
1970s—citizens seeking passports, all pledge this oath of national allegiance.
Oaths of allegiance to the United States have been used since the days of the American Revolution as a means
to determine national allegiance, particularly during times of war. During the American Civil War between the
Confederate States of America and the United States, the U.S. government rigorously used a version of the
above oath to determine on which side of the conflict a person placed their loyalty.13, 14, 15
To pledge this oath is to pledge allegiance to the U.S. government.16, 17, 18, 19, 20 Jehovah’s Witnesses appear to
recognize this is true in the case of, for instance, becoming a naturalized citizen.21 In this instance Watch Tower
literature speaks approvingly of taking the national oath of allegiance.22 On the other hand Jehovah’s Witnesses
maintain “they proclaim allegiance to … none of the nations,” and “that you just won’t find Jehovah’s
Witnesses saying a pledge of allegiance to any country.”23, 24
When speaking specifically of this oath as found on passport applications, the religious literature of Jehovah’s
Witnesses speaks of this pledge of allegiance not as to the government or to the Constitution, but as an “[oath]
of allegiance to defend the Constitution.”25 Although true this oath is to defend the Constitution, it is much more
than that—it is an oath of allegiance to the constitution, to the government of the United States. That is, this
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oath is the national oath of allegiance recognized by Congress, courts, schools, other nation states and
nongovernment literary works as the pledge of allegiance to the United States. This is of particular note because
Watch Tower literature seems to avoid speaking about this fundamental meaning of the national oath of
allegiance, and a little known bit of information may help explain why.

From the late 19th Century until the 1970s leaders of Jehovah’s Witnesses were
pledging the national oath of allegiance to the United States government. It is
paradoxical to pledge allegiance to a country and at the same time claim not to.
Jehovah’s Witnesses have asserted that they refuse to pledge allegiance to
national governments, yet this is precisely what Nathan Homer Knorr, president of the Watch Tower Bible and
Tract Society, did on multiple occasions on his personal passport applications.26 Historical records document
that other Watch Tower presidents also took the same oath of allegiance.27, 28, 29
Watch Tower literature draws a distinction between full and relative allegiance to national governments and
laws.30 Since in terms of allegiance the national oath carries the same weight as—if not more than—the pledge
of allegiance to the U.S. government routinely offered by children in schools it leaves one to wonder what
makes one offensive and the other not?31
Watch Tower leaders have asserted a strong position against pledges of allegiance to governments, referring to
such pledges as a Devil inspired scheme.32 Quoting Daniel P. Mannix, Watch Tower literature states,
“Christians refused to . . . sacrifice to the emperor’s genius—roughly equivalent today to refusing to salute the
flag or repeat the oath of allegiance. . .”33 Jehovah's Witness leaders have applied these words to their followers,
making a show of abiding by them. However, again noting that Mannix cites the oath of allegiance as a modernday rough equivalent to sacrificing to Roman emperors—an act of worship—one cannot avoid the fact that
leaders of Jehovah’s Witnesses were pledging the oath of allegiance.
Jehovah’s Witnesses have identified taking national oaths of allegiance as acts of worship, as “religions” and
“religious expression.”34, 35, 36 If we accept Mannix’s statement, as the Watch Tower Society apparently wants
its readers to do, or if we accept the religion’s own statements, we are forced to conclude Jehovah’s Witnesses’
leaders engaged in a form of contemporary Emperor worship and/or idolatry.
The rank and file of Jehovah’s Witnesses has taken a decidedly different position than its leaders. Rather than
taking the oath of allegiance to national governments, rank and file members have been willing to suffer harsh
deprivation and severe persecution, including rape and murder.
It is well known that beginning in the 1930s children of
Jehovah’s Witnesses were a primary focus of persecution
for refusing to salute the flag and/or to pledge the oath of
allegiance in schools.37, 38 Today young children of
Jehovah’s Witnesses are still exposed to ridicule from peers
because, as instructed by their religion, they are taught by
their parents to refuse to pledge the oath of allegiance or to
salute the flag in school.39
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Jehovah’s Witnesses have lost employment because they understood a tenet of their religion is that it is wrong
for Christians to pledge the oath of allegiance, and accordingly they refused.40, 41

Employers have been forced to pay monetary awards to Jehovah’s Witnesses when these have lost employment
or employment opportunity for refusing to take the oath as a central tenet taught by their religion. For example,
in the early 1990s two Jehovah’s Witnesses, Lanell Bessard and Tanella Bridges, successfully sued the
California Community College system. They were refused employment because they objected to signing the
oath of allegiance. UPI news service reported that a federal jury awarded the two women nearly $260,000 in
damages.42 A central premise of their lawsuit was that
the California employer conditioned employment on an
oath their religion prohibited them from taking.43 Yet
the wording these Jehovah’s Witness plaintiffs
objected to is specifically found in the oath of
allegiance that presidents of Watch Tower pledged
without any mental reservation.
In the small African nation of Malawi Jehovah’s Witnesses experienced national expulsion, rape and murder
because of their belief that they “can give their allegiance only to Jehovah God and his Kingdom.”44
The religious position taught by Watch Tower to Jehovah’s Witnesses is not all it seems to be. When leaders
need a passport it is acceptable for them to pledge the oath of allegiance to the United States. When young
children are in school it is unacceptable for them to pledge the oath of allegiance to the United States.
In the landmark Barnette v West Virginia State Board of Education, Jehovah’s Witness leaders offered an
alternate pledge for children of Jehovah's Witness. This alternate pledge reads:
“I have pledged my unqualified allegiance and devotion to Jehovah, the Almighty God, and to His
Kingdom, for which Jesus commands all Christians to pray. I respect the flag of the United States and
acknowledge it as a symbol of freedom and justice to all. I pledge allegiance and obedience to all the
laws of the United States that are consistent with God's law, as set forth in the Bible.”45
Conspicuous by its absence from this alternate language is the same oath of allegiance Watch Tower leaders
were at the time and thereafter pledging themselves without reservation. Compared to the above alternate
pledge, the recognized oath of allegiance to the United States is concise and has the prestige of recognition by
the U.S. Congress, the judiciary, mainstream publications, school authorities and the general public. In fact, the
national oath of allegiance was recognized long before the simple pledges offered in schoolrooms by children.
If the national oath of allegiance is acceptable for Watch Tower’s leadership there is then something amiss as to
why Watch Tower leadership did not assert it to members as acceptable.
At the very least, there is something inconsistent about an organization whose presidents and highest officials
willingly and readily pledge allegiance to the United States yet watch children of their members suffer untold
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pressure and persecution, and adults suffer unemployment for refusing to do the same thing as though the act
were contrary to tenets of the faith. Additionally, it creates moral, ethical, social and legal dilemmas to observe
members of this religion prevail in civil lawsuits for monetary awards where the primary claim is utterly
contradicted by actions of the same religion’s leaders.
Literature produced by Watch Tower has a great deal to say on the subject of pledging allegiance to
governments. These presentations can be interpreted many different ways. But how the general population of
Jehovah’s Witnesses digests and understands these presentations up to now is clear: regardless of consequences
it is wrong for a member to pledge allegiance to any country. Yet this is exactly what Jehovah’s Witnesses’
highest level members were doing.
This behavior by officials of Jehovah’s Witnesses calls for an evaluation of why the religion’s general
membership took a course so different than its leaders. It may also require recalibration of how the religion is
viewed historically in respect to pledges of national allegiance. Who knows, Jehovah’s Witness parents may
decide it is now okay to have little Suzy or Johnny pledge the national oath of allegiance after all, and adult
Jehovah’s Witnesses may have to rethink whether they can sign loyalty oaths for employment just like their
leaders did to gain passports. Certainly courts and defendants will have reason to question the legitimacy and
sincerity of lawsuits premised on the religion of Jehovah’s Witnesses prohibiting loyalty oaths pledging
allegiance to governments. If the religion of Jehovah’s Witnesses prohibits pledging the oath of allegiance to
the United States then presidents of the Watch Tower have all violated their own religion.
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